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be enhanced so teachers and staff feel confident, respected, and safe?
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effective teaching and true learning become the daily norm.
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introduction

School as Community
“I got into teaching so I could teach….” 

As an education major in college, Sharon remembers feverishly tak-
ing notes in Psychology of Adolescence, a core requirement of the 
program. She learned a lot of theories; so many, in fact, that she had 
two legal pads full of notes before the midterm. Talking about ado-
lescent behavior in abstract terms seemed meaningful at the time. 
But when Sharon stood in front of her first classroom and actually 
had to lead students who cursed her and wouldn’t follow basic in-
structions, she didn’t need a theory to explain what was happening. 
She needed a strategy to deal with it. 

“Very quickly I realized students demanded more from me than pure academic 
instruction. They needed emotional and behavioral support, too.…”

According to the National Institute of Mental Health (2006, 2007), as many 
as 10 percent of children have mental health issues that are “severe enough to 
cause some level of impairment.” One such disorder, Attention-Deficit Hyperac-
tivity Disorder (ADHD), affects between three and five percent of all children.

The National Center for Children in Poverty (2006) estimates that nearly 
24 million American children live below the poverty line. The percentage of 
adolescent children living in low-income families (both poor and near poor) 
has been on the rise, increasing from 35 percent in 2007 to nearly 41 percent 
in 2013 (Jiang, Ekono, & Skinner, 2016).

The school where Terrence taught was in the heart of an economi-
cally depressed neighborhood. Street crime was so prevalent that 
getting to school safely was a legitimate concern for many. Terrence 
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wanted his students to know that education was their 
ticket to more and better opportunities. Getting them to 
continue to believe that message when they were outside 
his classroom was difficult. The neighborhood was rough, 
and the actions of students in the classrooms, hallways, 
bathrooms, and stairwells reflected the toughness that ex-
isted in their world. Many came from families that were 
struggling to survive. Some parents worked 80 hours a 
week just to make ends meet. Other parents were absent 
from their children’s lives because of addictions, incarcer-
ations, and simple indifference. Terrence had to be more 
than a teacher to some students; he had to be a father, 
brother, counselor, and friend.

“College prepared me well to teach a curriculum. Teaching others 
about life, not so much.”

Life is about relationships. Classroom management is, too. This 
book is written to help you manage and enhance the personal and 
social dynamics that exist inside your classrooms and schools. The 
strategies and techniques described in the following pages spe-
cifically address issues of classroom management  – issues that 
too often receive only a cursory mention in many of the academic 
programs that prepare and certify today’s classroom professionals 
(DePaul, 1998).

Whether you’re a teacher, administrator, support staff member, or 
school volunteer, you need a range of skills and a broad knowledge 
base to manage student behaviors and maintain orderly environ-
ments. Helping students feel emotionally and physically safe is as 
important as the academic instruction itself. After all, students who 
come to class late, won’t stay seated, talk out of turn, bully, and start 
fights disrupt your teaching and distract you from your academic 
goals. These behaviors can also create an unsafe and unwelcom-
ing environment. Students who act inappropriately and disrupt the 
learning process undermine the very reasons they are there – to be 
empowered with the knowledge and skills they need to reach their 
full potential and realize a simple truth that many may not believe: 

“I can be successful!”

These pages describe what we at Boys Town believe well-man-
aged schools look and sound like, and what gets accomplished 
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there. This image transcends any single individual or schoolroom 
to encompass the entire environment of one’s learning community. 
Among the many elements needed to formulate our picture, special 
emphasis is placed on…

•	 Building relationships with all students.

•	 Encouraging a sense of connectedness to school for students.

•	 Establishing a safe, positive climate for learning.

•	 Empowering every child with the social skills needed to 
enjoy academic and personal success. 

The words “well-managed” and “classroom” are not paradoxical. 
Rather, research and experience tell us that disciplined and support-
ive environments are not only possible, but also essential if students 
are going to have the best opportunity to learn. The difficulty, of 
course, is trying to develop and sustain a positive learning environ-
ment amid the many economic, social, cultural, and political forces 
that shroud today’s educational landscape. 

The Obstacles
An eclectic group of children and adolescents converge in Amer-

ica’s classrooms and schools. They bring with them divergent histo-
ries, experiences, languages, and family lives. Their cognitive and 
social abilities vary, from the exceptional to the exceptionally chal-
lenged. From their diversity comes a broad range of opinions and 
attitudes about what is “acceptable” behavior, “appropriate” disci-
pline, and “desired” outcomes. Differing perceptions and expecta-
tions about what happens, or should happen, at school mean that 
tension between and among teachers, administrators, parents, and 
students is virtually inescapable. This tension can have negative ef-
fects in the classroom.

In a 2004 survey on school discipline policies conducted by Pub-
lic Agenda, a nonpartisan research organization, nearly 50 percent 
of teachers said they had been tagged with charges of unfairly dis-
ciplining students. More than 70 percent believed students who had 
chronic behavior problems should not be allowed in general educa-
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tion classrooms. Behavior issues and discipline problems prove so 
frustrating for some teachers that they quit the profession. In this 
survey, one in three teachers either thought about leaving or knew 
someone who had. And the National Commission on Teaching and 
America’s Future (2003) found that about half of urban teachers quit 
within their first five years on the job. One commonly cited reason: 
poor student behavior. 

Students, too, are frustrated. Many perceive their teachers as un-
fair and arbitrary when it comes to addressing behavior problems. In 
Public Agenda’s 2006 Reality Check (a survey of minority families’ 
perceptions of their schools), more than 30 percent of black students, 
more than one quarter of Hispanic students, and nearly 20 percent of 
white students agreed that their school is not consistent in its prac-
tices for enforcing rules on discipline and student behavior. Thirty 
percent of black students also thought very few of their teachers 
were respectful toward other students. Parents, too, can share this 
sense (valid or not) of disrespect and discrimination. The survey 
found that 40 percent of black parents, 31 percent of Hispanic par-
ents, and 25 percent of white parents believed that in the last couple 
of years, a teacher had unfairly disciplined or punished their child. 

Whether these beliefs are justified may be questionable. But less 
debatable is the fact that there are students and parents who feel 
their school has wronged them. Feelings of victimization and pow-
erlessness – whether legitimate and understandable or not – nega-
tively affect teaching and learning. In fact, when students perceive 
discipline as unjust and punitive, and sense a lack of respect and 
caring from teachers and staff, they can become disconnected from 
school. The more detached their feelings, the more at risk they are 
for engaging in problem behaviors that range from acting out in the 
classroom to drinking, smoking, and sexual activity (Libbey, 2004; 
McNeely & Falci, 2004; McNeely, Nonnemaker, & Blum, 2002; Cata-
lano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004). 

Students who feel alienated at school experience more episodes 
of emotional distress, violence, fighting, bullying, and absenteeism 
than students who enjoy caring relationships and feel a sense of be-
longing in their school environment (Resnick, Harris, & Blum, 1993; 
Blum, 2005). Sadly, according to Klem and Connell (2004), anywhere 
from 40 to 60 percent of high school students may be “chronically 
disengaged” from their school. This lack of attachment not only puts 
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these students at risk for behavior problems, but also can negatively 
impact everyone else – parents, peers, and teachers – in the learning 
community. Valuable instructional time is sacrificed when disrup-
tive and off-task behaviors dominate a classroom. 

The sense some students have of being excluded or not fitting in at 
school is compounded if they also lack caring relationships at home. 
For some young people, school may be the only source of positive so-
cial support. Unfortunately, gang and street violence; domestic abuse 
inside the home; addictions; economic hardships; hunger; coercive, 
critical, or neglectful parenting; and other negative sociological and 
environmental stressors are the harsh realities for too many children. 
Young people exposed to these risk factors oftentimes develop disrup-
tive and antisocial behavior patterns (Walker, 1998). 

The behaviors and attitudes that students learn at home, on the 
street, and from an increasingly celebrity-obsessed, media-saturated 
culture are never left outside on the schoolhouse steps. They creep 
into our classrooms, cafeterias, and common areas. While some of 
these learned behaviors may be appropriate, others are aggressive, 
self-centered, and disrespectful. Regrettably, many youth – regard-
less of their social or economic status – have not acquired the social 
skills necessary to effectively and appropriately interact with peers 
and adults in school settings. When educators fail to provide any 
type of behavioral support or intervention, students’ personal and 
academic success is threatened. For example, Olweus (1991) found 
that chronic school bullies who weren’t properly disciplined for their 
bullying behaviors had a far greater risk of becoming incarcerated 
adults. Other researchers have found a relationship between social 
skills deficits and future delinquency (Bullis, Walker, & Stieber, 
1998; Walker, Ramsey, & Gresham, 2004).

The issue of social skills or students’ social abilities appears to be 
problematic for many educators. Some teachers – most notably those 
who work with adolescents and teens in secondary school settings – 
expect their students to already be socialized in appropriate school 
behavior. This attitude is born from the assumption that since young 
people have had years of schooling, formal social skills instruction 
is unnecessary. Other educators, regardless of grade level or position, 
view social skills as something that can be naturally acquired, with-
out structured teaching. But Horner, Sugai, Lewis-Palmer, and Todd 
(2001) point out, “Expecting the students to arrive with a common, 
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and consistent, set of social skills is naïve. Every student entering a 
school needs behavior support” (p. 78). They also note the futility 
in believing that “random social interactions” alone are enough to 
teach students the critical skills they need for success in the class-
room. Youth who are never taught social skills will develop their 
own habits and devices for getting their needs met, habits and de-
vices that often conflict with what most educators would consider 
acceptable behavior. 

In our experience, when social skills instruction is not present in 
schools, neither are other meaningful proactive measures for shap-
ing student behavior. Instead, rigid zero-tolerance policies, a reliance 
on traditional forms of reactionary punishment, and safety viewed 
strictly in terms of the number of resource officers or metal detectors 
in a building dominate. These strategies offer little in terms of de-
veloping a positive school climate or fostering trust among students 
and staff. In fact, such punishing or institutionalized environments 
may actually cause more behavior problems than they prevent (Olaf-
son & Field, 2003; Astor, Benbenishty, & Meyer, 2004; Lewis, 1997; 
Noguera, 1995). 

One explanation as to why social skills instruction and other in-
tervention efforts aimed at student behavior may be getting short-
changed is the political climate. Both state and federal legislation are 
placing a premium on student achievement. Stakeholders – parents, 
community members, and government officials – are clamoring for 
greater accountability from their public schools. Testing has become 
a high-stakes game used to determine whether students are meeting 
their state’s academic achievement standards. As the testing goes, so 
goes the money and the reputation. Sadly, when administrators and 
teachers have a singular focus on academic content and “teaching to 
the test,” it’s the emotional needs of students that are most at risk of 
being sacrificed (Kohn, 2004; Willert & Lenhardt, 2003). 

The laundry list of potential obstacles – internal and external – 
one confronts when trying to build a supportive, healthy learning 
environment is long. Competing agendas and contradictions in 
schools and among stakeholders hamper efforts to create a sense of 
community. But all too frequently, the strategies employed to over-
come these obstacles and improve student behavior only exacerbate 
the problems. 
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The Opportunities
You may be wondering why we have described certain obstacles 

that appear rooted in economic, social, and cultural factors that are 
beyond your sphere of influence. The fact is, the environmental re-
alities of children’s lives shape their attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors, 
and as a result, they impact you. Despite what may seem like chal-
lenges beyond your control, schools have a vital role to play in their 
communities. The Search Institute (2007), for example, identified 
40 Developmental Assets that nurture young people and help them 
mature into caring, responsible adults. The more young people are 
exposed to or experience these assets (caring schools, supportive 
adult relationships, high expectations, and school engagement, to 
name just a few), the healthier their development and the better 
their outcomes. Your success in creating a safe and effective learning 
environment can help mitigate whatever negative influences con-
front students outside of school. Likewise, your success can build on 
and accentuate the positive assets that exist in the neighborhoods 
and communities where your students live. 

But how does one go about building a sense of community, coop-
eration, and caring in school? How do you humanize the school expe-
rience for students so they feel valued, respected, and motivated? How 
do you manage student behavior so appropriate actions are rewarded 
and repeated and disruptive actions are discouraged and diminished? 
It won’t be by happenstance. As Sugai, Sprague, Horner, and Walker 
(2000) note, “Schools that are safe, effective, and controlled are not 
accidents. They are environments where considerable effort has been 
made to build and maintain safe school cultures” (p. 94). 

For educators who seek to overhaul or enhance the social climate 
of their learning community, the Boys Town Education Model® of-
fers the structure and strategies needed to reduce disruptive behav-
iors and empower students with the self-management skills neces-
sary to produce a well-managed, cooperative classroom. 

The Boys Town Education Model
The Boys Town Education Model is a school-based intervention 

strategy that emphasizes behavior management practices, relation-
ship-building techniques, and social skills instruction. The Educa-
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tion Model is rooted in applied behavior analysis and social learning 
theory. It evolved out of the Boys Town Teaching Model, which was 
developed more than three decades ago and is the bedrock of the 
philosophy of care used in our long-term and short-term residential 
programs for abused, abandoned, and at-risk youth. 

In the following pages, you will learn components of the Edu-
cation Model that can be universally applied in general education 
classrooms and common areas of your school. As an intervention 
strategy, it represents a comprehensive classroom management ap-
proach that emphasizes preventive practices rather than reaction-
ary responses. In that regard, our Education Model is similar to, 
and reflective of, two other holistic models that are prominent in 
education literature and practices – positive behavior support and 
authoritative communities. 

When a positive behavior support model is applied to school set-
tings, the main objective is to fix or alter the environment so it be-
comes more nurturing and supportive of students’ academic and 
social needs. As a result, problem behaviors become “irrelevant, in-
efficient, and ineffective” (Carr et al., 2002, p. 5). Typically, positive 
behavior support involves a three-tiered approach with primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary intervention strategies. School-wide discipline 
practices and social skills instruction targeting all students in all 
settings (classrooms, hallways, gymnasiums, cafeterias, etc.) char-
acterize primary intervention. These measures are universally ap-
plied to everyone, regardless of their academic and behavioral abili-
ties (Sugai et al., 2000; Walker & Sprague, 1999). The strategies we 
advocate in these pages represent primary or universal interventions.

Research shows that universal interventions can be effective with 
as many as 80 percent of a school’s student body (Colvin, Kame’enui, 
& Sugai, 1993; Taylor-Greene et al., 1997). In other words, those stu-
dents adapt to the behavioral expectations and may not need more 
individualized, intensive secondary or tertiary interventions. This 
majority can serve as the anchor that maintains a healthy school 
climate, provided their positive behaviors continue to be encouraged 
and supported. The use of proactive measures, such as social skills 
instruction and well-defined and communicated behavioral expecta-
tions, help protect these students from adopting or developing dis-
ruptive behavior patterns (Sugai, Horner, & Gresham, 2002). 
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The benefits of social skills instruction, coupled with proactive 
classroom management practices (having rules, procedures, and 
consistent consequences), should not be underestimated. In a study 
of two schools that implemented our Well-Managed Schools program, 
office discipline referrals (ODR) decreased and ODRs for physically 
aggressive behavior decreased substantially. In addition, academic 
engagement increased and students’ social skills, as indicated by the 
Walker-McConnell Scale, improved (Oats, Faulk, 
Gulley, Hensley, & Burke, 2006). The practices 
we advocate are an effective means of providing 
more positive behavior support to students.

The principles behind positive behavior sup-
port are also found in the idea of authoritative 
communities. This term, coined by the Commis-
sion on Children At Risk (2003), is given to social 
institutions or groups of people who are commit-
ted to one another and who model behaviors that 
demonstrate respect for self and each other. Indi-
viduals living and working in such life-affirming, 
values-oriented, and cooperative environments 
enjoy close relationships and strong bonds with 
one another. Sadly, the Commission found that 
America’s social institutions, such as schools, 
families, and neighborhoods, are becoming in-
creasingly disconnected. They are either inatten-
tive or indifferent to the emotional, physical, and 
even spiritual needs of youth. This lack of caring 
contributes to broken and strained relationships, 
which the Commission cites as one explanation 
for the rising and unacceptably high rates of de-
pression, mental illness, emotional distress, and 
behavior problems (aggression, school dropout, etc.) that afflict our 
youth. The Commission noted that adults are very responsive when 
it comes to treating these problems. There are effective pills and psy-
chotherapies that have their place. But the root causes – the environ-
mental factors – remain untouched by this type of treatment. And of-
tentimes it is the environment that has to change if children are truly 
going to thrive. Prevention has to be valued as much as treatment. 

At Boys Town, we are well versed in the fundamentals of creating 
authoritative communities. Every day, we work to create such en-

IMPLEMENTING THE MODEL 
 

Well-Managed Schools provides 
an overview of many, but not 
all, technical components of the 
Boys Town Education Model. This 
book is intended to be a useful 
resource or reference in your work 
to improve classroom manage-
ment and the social climate of 
your school. Boys Town provides 
workshops, intensive skill-based 
training, and ongoing consultation 
services to educators and organi-
zations interested in implementing 
all components of the Education 
Model. This book supplements 
those services. To learn more, call 
1-800-545-5771 or visit www.
boystowntraining.org.
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vironments for the children and adolescents who enter our schools, 
hospitals, group homes, and shelters. As the Commission notes, “au-
thoritative” doesn’t mean manipulative control or coercion. Rather, it 
represents an environment with a shared vision, where youth have 
structure, clear limits, boundaries, and expectations, yet are also 
surrounded by caring, nurturing, and involved adults. These are 
the very principles that are embodied in our classroom management 
model. When implemented in education settings, the academic and 
social outcomes we all want for our students can be achieved.

Ultimately, “classroom management,” “positive behavior sup-
port,” and “authoritative communities” are theoretical concepts 
that are related to a single idea: Relationships. School is a social 
experience, but there are too many students, parents, and educators 
whose social interactions are strained, stressful, and unsatisfying. 
Instead of saying to students, “Get along,” we need to teach them 
what “getting along with others” looks and sounds like. Instead of 
telling parents, “Stay away,” we need to communicate about and 
encourage their participation. Too often the practices and structures 
of classrooms and schools give their stakeholders contradictory and 
confusing messages. The practices and strategies outlined in the fol-
lowing chapters are designed to break down barriers and overcome 
obstacles so you can create and sustain a productive, collaborative, 
and cooperative learning environment.

How to Use This Book
We have organized this manual into four sections, each of which 

contains chapters that relate to one overarching theme. The theme 
of Section I is “connecting with your students.” Chapters on relation-
ship building, problem solving, and the ABC’s of behavior spotlight 
the value and importance of knowing your students. When you un-
derstand their motivations and limitations, you can more effectively 
respond to, change, or reinforce their behaviors. Section II examines 
how you can “increase opportunities for student success.” Class-
room practices, including establishing clear rules and procedures, 
are explained. We also introduce strategies for teaching students the 
social skills they need to meet the behavioral expectations you have 
in your classroom and school. Sections I and II emphasize the envi-
ronmental factors that are conducive to shaping student behavior in 
positive directions. 
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In Section III, we explore the interpersonal dynamics of respond-
ing to student behavior. The value of recognizing the good things 
students do is emphasized along with how to effectively correct stu-
dent misbehavior and handle emotionally intense situations without 
getting caught in a cycle of conflict. Finally, Section IV focuses on 
the role parents or primary caregivers can play in support of your ef-
forts. The section concludes with a look at how to measure whether 
your efforts to improve student behavior and the overall social cli-
mate are producing the outcomes you want. Evaluation, which is 
sometimes referred to as Response to Intervention (RtI), is an ongo-
ing process. Classrooms are dynamic environments. Any strategies 
and intervention efforts that work one semester or one year may 
have to be modified or replaced with other strategies to best support 
the changing social realities of your students. 

We hope that when you get to the end of this book, you have 
a better understanding and appreciation of “school as community.” 
The practices and strategies we advocate are designed to humanize 
the school experience. When students are motivated, when they feel 
good about the classroom environment and the relationship they 
have with you, when they can manage themselves and accept re-
sponsibility for their behavior, and when they feel empowered to 
improve, then the climate is more conducive for you to effectively 
teach and your students to truly learn.





SECTION
one

Connecting 
Yourwith

Students





IN THE 2004-2005 METLIFE SURVEY OF THE AMERICAN 
Teacher (2004, 2005), nearly 20 percent of new teachers said they 

were never given a tour of their school, including common areas 

such as libraries and cafeterias. Students had similar experiences. One 

in five was never told where to find his or her locker. Surprisingly, 

25 percent of students didn’t know where to go to get their lunch. In 

some cases, it may have been an accidental oversight or the fault of 

the teacher or student. Nevertheless, when staff 

and students are unsure of their surroundings, 

confusion and chaos can be common. And in 

our work with schools, we’ve seen environments 

where the prevailing attitude is more about “I” 

than “We.” 

 The lack of a formal welcome is emblematic 

of a more disheartening problem. These statistics 

illustrate how some schools overlook or ignore 

the needs of their stakeholders, thus undermin-

ing any sense of community in the classroom or 

school. If students are going to feel more con-

nected, you cannot leave them feeling lost – liter-

ally and figuratively. And it’s difficult to see how 

you can address issues of emotional safety when 

the environment is impersonal and individuals 

are taken for granted. 

 The content presented in the next five chap-

ters examines ways in which you can strengthen the student-teacher 

bond. Chapter 1 outlines relationship-building strategies that include 

everything from simple acts of kindness to instructional techniques 

that make students feel more comfortable and confident. Chapter 

2 looks at how to help students help themselves. You’ll learn how 

to teach problem-solving methods so students of any age or devel-

opmental level can be empowered to make better choices. Chapter 

3 explains how social learning theory supports our Well-Managed 

RELATIONSHIPS MATTER  
 

Dear Ms. Feser, 
Just want to say, “Thanks.” All those 
speeches you gave about never 
giving up and never settling for less 
meant a lot to me. You challenged 
me to do better, and pushed me to 
learn. I know I challenged you – 
usually not in a good way.  Anyway, 
I appreciate the time you took to 
listen to me. Our little chats prob-
ably didn’t mean much to you, but 
they always made me feel better. 
You made the difference in my life. 
Thank you.  
	 – a grateful student
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Schools practices, and how you can apply the theory’s principles to 

improve student behavior and interpersonal relationships. Chapters 

4 and 5 highlight how your language can communicate fairness and 

objectivity to students, which is especially important when work-

ing with students who feel victimized and abused by the authority 

figures in their lives. 



chapter
1

Building Relationships
America’s youth are spending more time in school and on academic work 

than at any time in history. School-aged children between the ages of 6 and 17 
spend nearly 33 hours a week at school, an average of 6 to 7 hours a day. As 
recently as the 1980s, the average was 5 to 6 hours a day in school (Juster, Ono, 
& Stafford, 2004). With more time being spent at school, the student-teacher 
relationship takes on even greater importance. 

Your success at creating a well-managed school depends largely on the 
quality of the relationships you forge with students. Teacher-student relation-
ships influence everything from the social climate of a school to the individual 
performance of a student. When students feel liked and respected by their 
teachers and peers, they enjoy more success in school  – academically and 
behaviorally (Lewis, Schaps, & Watson, 1996; Baker, Terry, Bridger, & Winsor, 
1997). Conversely, when interpersonal relationships are weak, communication 
is poor, and mutual trust and respect are lacking, fear and failure rather than 
safety and success characterize the social climate (Hernandez & Seem, 2004). 
And as Noguera (1995) notes, “When fear is at the center of student-teacher 
interactions, teaching becomes almost impossible” (p. 204). 

Fortunately, a real sense of physical danger or psychological fear does not 
permeate most classrooms. Still, there are learning environments that use poli-
cies and procedures that promote apprehension and mistrust. The desire of 
some adults to establish and exert control over and demand compliance from 
students too often dwarfs efforts to create a sense of warmth, compassion, and 
fairness. As a result, many of the personal and psychological needs of students 
are never addressed. This is not to say that teachers knowingly or willfully 
ignore the non-academic needs of students. Rather, it reflects how outdated 
clichés such as, “Be tough,” “Don’t give an inch,” or “Keep them busy and look 
like you’re in charge” – once presented as simple prescriptions for effectively 



|    Well-Managed Schools18     

managing a classroom – continue to be ineffectively exercised in 
some schools.

The Value of Positive Relationships
The quality of students’ social relationships influences how they 

perceive themselves as learners and unique individuals, how much 
responsibility they assume for their behavior, and how well they 
perform academically. Students cannot reach their full potential un-
less their teachers and others in the learning community encourage 
them through words and actions. 

The nature and quality of the relationships you establish and 
maintain with students shows itself in the social climate of your 
classroom. The more supportive and positive the climate, the easier 
it is to have an instructional environment that is motivating and re-
warding for students. By creating a classroom that is both open and 
trusting, you enable students to excel in many ways, such as demon-
strating initiative, taking risks (asking more questions, volunteering 
answers aloud, etc.), and committing themselves to learning. The 
more you connect with students, the better able you are to promote 
growth and positive change in their behaviors. Also, the healthier 
your relationships are with students, the more likely they are to ac-
cept rules, procedures, and discipline decisions. 

Of course, mutually rewarding and respectful relationships rarely 
develop in a matter of days, weeks, or even months. Nor can teach-
er-student relationships ever really be considered fully “developed.” 
Instead, they continually evolve over time and across events and 
issues. Two key variables that significantly influence the way rela-
tionships grow are…

•	 The personal or affective qualities of the relationship.

•	 How you communicate or relate to your students. 

Generally speaking, there is a common set of behaviors and at-
titudes that are both socially acceptable and generally valued by 
members of our society. These behaviors and attitudes include such 
concepts as honesty, sensitivity, concern and respect for others, a 
sense of humor, reliability, willingness to listen, and so on. Many
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students enter our schools and classrooms without these attributes 
because of poor role models or damaged learning histories, or simply 
because they did not have someone to guide them through a particu-
lar phase of development. As with so many other life skills, it falls on 
the school – and you – to teach students how they can develop posi-
tive adult and peer relationships (see Chapter 10). But in addition to 
teaching students essential social skills, you also need to maintain 
a high rate of positive interactions, engage in open, personal discus-
sions, and show genuine interest in their activities beyond the sub-
ject matter you teach. All of these things help to humanize teacher-
student relationships, as well as the school experience.

Quality relationships with students are especially important when 
you have young people who feel disconnected from school. Often, 
these students have a variety of behaviors that interfere with their so-
cial-emotional development and academic achievement. By improv-
ing the quality of your interactions with these students, you can help 
them engage in more appropriate behaviors and reduce the frequency 
and severity of their disruptive actions (Jones & Jones, 2007).

Strategies to Build Positive Relationships
Firmness. Compassion. A stimulating teaching style. According 

to students, teachers who possess these characteristics are more 
appealing and deserving of respect (Noguera, 1995; Woolfolk Hoy 
& Weinstein, 2006). And respect is the cornerstone of any healthy 
relationship. But what exactly does it mean to be firm or compas-
sionate? And how do you communicate those values to students in 
a classroom? 

We’ll take a closer look at how to be firm in subsequent chapters 
on rules, procedures, and consequences. As for teaching style (or 
how you present content), it’s important to note that students who 
are bored and disinterested tend to be more disruptive than students 
who are actively engaged in and excited by the instructional meth-
ods of the teacher. The purpose of this chapter, however, is about 
how you can bring compassion into the classroom and throughout 
the learning community. 

Compassion can be defined as acts of kindness, expressions of 
empathy, signs of concern, displays of dignity, and demonstrations 
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EDUCATION

Building Community and Cooperation in Schools

How can the school experience be humanized so students feel connected, 
valued, and motivated to learn and achieve? How can the school environment 
be enhanced so teachers and staff feel confident, respected, and safe?

Well-Managed Schools (2nd edition) is a comprehensive guide that explains how social and 
emotional learning in the classroom combined with multi-tiered support systems can help 
you address disruptive behavior, improve the social and learning climate, and build a true 
school “community.”  

The authors describe the Boys Town Education Model®, a school-based intervention strategy 
that emphasizes behavior-management practices, relationship-building techniques, and 
social skills instruction. They also explain the structure and strategies you need to reduce 
disruptive behaviors and empower students with self-management skills. The Model has 
been implemented in hundreds of schools and school districts nationwide. Research shows 
that in classrooms where the Model is implemented with high fidelity, more students 
comply with teacher correction and stay academically engaged while office discipline 
referrals and student suspension days decline.

When students are motivated to learn, when they feel good about the classroom environment 
and the relationships they have with teachers and staff, when they can manage themselves 
and accept responsibility for their behavior, and when they feel empowered to improve, 
effective teaching and true learning become the daily norm.
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