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Abstract

Through previous research and theory, it is evident that pre-service and in-service teachers bring to their work setting their personal experiences and beliefs.  In order to understand the motivation behind and success of science teachers’ practices, more research needs to be directed towards teachers’ belief about different teaching practices.  The focus of this study is to examine science teachers' beliefs about classroom management during their in-service career. This study reports 2 teachers’ conceptions of effective classroom management practices through the concept analysis of interview transcripts, journal entries, and surveys. Through the data analysis, common themes about what constitutes classroom management emerged from the two participants’ beliefs and teaching practices.  Results depict planning and preparation, seeing students as individuals, comfortable classroom environments, and humor as some of the teaching strategies commonly used for classroom management.  Participants in this study are representative of both a holistic and task-structure oriented approach to classroom management. 

           One area of science teaching that is crucial to the behavior and success of teachers is teacher beliefs. "Teachers' beliefs, although difficult to define conceptually, form the framework for decision making and are the most reliable indicators of behavior (Ashton et al., 1983; Pajares, 1992)"(Ramey-Gassert, Shroyer, Staver, 1996).  Decision making in science teaching is the process of synthesizing a teacher’s planned direction along with the situations and spontaneous factors found within the classroom (Trowbridge & Bybee, 1996).  In order to effectively make decisions, teachers need to feel secure in their decision-making abilities and be flexible enough to continue their students’ learning in a well-structured environment. "Constructions of authority are shaped by school and community cultures (Lightfoot, 1983; Schwartz, 1987)”(Pace, 2003, p. 1563).  From the idea of a culturally defined sense of authority, it is evident that pre-service and in-service teachers bring to their work setting experiences and beliefs about their abilities to handle both their classroom and career responsibilities. Teacher’s beliefs about teaching and their ability to teach can affect how well they implement various plans of actions and deal with different predicaments. These beliefs are extremely important in a teacher’s ability to effectively implement classroom management. 

"[Classroom management] ‘encompasses all that teachers do to encourage learning in their classrooms, including creating an environment that supports instruction to promote and maintain student learning and engagement' (Evertson & Harris, 2000, p. 61)"(Chiappetta & Koballa, 2002).  Wong & Wong (1998) define classroom management as anything a teacher does to promote student learning and instruction through organizing students, materials, time, and space. Classroom management is comprised of a teacher’s capabilities to effectively implement a management approach, a classroom setting, rules, procedures and routines, instructional practices, curriculum, discipline interventions, and other teaching practices.  Even though classroom management is not entirely defined as discipline procedures, disciplining and managing students is a key aspect of maintaining a more productive learning environment for students.  Trowbridge and Bybee (1996) stated that better classroom discipline is associated with teachers’ restraint and reflection on their practice.  By reflecting on their lessons, teachers recall their interpretation of the learning situation based on their beliefs and outlook.  If teachers’ reflect positively on their beliefs about their abilities, they may gain a positive efficacy of their teaching practices, which can help their future implementation of classroom management skills, such as properly facilitating activities and creating an enriched and active learning environment. “Numerous studies have shown that cognitive simulations in which individual visualize themselves executing activities skillfully enhance subsequent performance (Bandura, 1986; Feltz & Landers, 1983; Kazdin, 1978)”(Bandura, 1992). The skillful execution of classroom management skills is one of the most valuable determinants of teaching success (Wong & Wong, 1998).  A well-managed classroom is an environment that is both task-oriented and predictable where the teacher and students know what to do and what is expected to happen in the class (Wong & Wong, 1998). 

Purpose

Classroom management, a concept often mistaken as classroom discipline, encompasses aspects of teaching that are central to student learning and teacher success. However, there have not been many studies that direct their attention specifically to science teachers’ beliefs about classroom management practices.   Research on this topic could be beneficial to teacher education because of its significance to the success of new teachers.  New teachers are bombarded with a variety of unfamiliar responsibilities and duties during their first year.  Additionally, “an important issue for any new teacher is how authoritarian to be, especially at the start of a new year” (Tiene & Buck, 1987, p. 261). The focus of this qualitative study is to examine science teachers' beliefs about classroom management during their in-service career. In studying this problem, I will be able to address two research questions that are 1) What are teachers’ beliefs about what constitutes classroom management, and 2) What do teachers believe about their ability to adequately manage their school responsibilities and effectively facilitate classroom management skills? 

Methods

Participants

This study focuses on teacher beliefs about effective classroom management. More specifically, this study examines the initial interviews of two participants taking part in the 2003-2004 “Teachers’ beliefs about classroom management practices” study.  The participants in this study are two in-service science teachers that are currently teaching at the high school level. The participants, Abraham and Stephanie, both came into the teaching profession after years of service in other professions.  Abraham, a White male with ten years of teaching experience, teaches advanced level high science courses.  Stephanie, a White female with six year of teaching experience, teaches regular level high school science. The interviews, journal entries, and survey of each participant took place at a time and location that they felt was both appropriate and convenient for their schedule.  Even though the same initial interview questions were used with each participant, different prompting questions were used depending on the participants’ response. 

Procedures

The methodological framework that guides this study is combination of open coding and narrative analysis. Open coding allowed for emerging concepts and their properties to be identified (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  Through the analysis of the participants’ words from the interview transcriptions (Pace, 2003), I was able to develop an explanation of how these teachers define classroom management and implement various management techniques.  I was also able to develop explanations of how classroom authority relations were negotiated and influenced by each teacher’s approach (Pace, 2003). The data was organized and reported according to keys categories that presented themselves during my open coding of the transcripts. Through the Analytical Framework Approach (Patton, 2002) I grouped significant issues described by each person into themes and categories that arose during inductive analysis. I then grounded my study in the surfaced codes “ . . . so that embedded meanings and relationships [could] emerge”(Patton, 2002, p. 454).   

Results
The analysis of the interview transcripts, journal entries, and survey resulted in the participants expressing beliefs about responsibilities and situations in which they directly deal with students and those that are demanded or imposed by the administration, county, or state. Participants also provided insight to their idea of the public opinion of the teaching profession as well as their personal beliefs about what should comprise the teaching profession.  

The core meanings or categories that emerged through content analysis were Axial Responsibilities, Peripheral Responsibilities, and Perspective of Teaching. Axial Responsibilities are duties and responsibilities in the classroom that directly deal with students and student learning. Peripheral Responsibilities are duties and responsibilities that are imposed by the administration, county or state. Perspective of Teaching is personal or public views of what the teaching career is or what it should be.  Further analysis of data supporting Axial Responsibilities indicated that both participants shared common beliefs about what constitutes classroom management.

Common themes that emerged through cross case analysis of Axial Responsibilities are 1) Planning, 2) Seeing Students as Individuals, 3) Establishing a Comfortable Environment, 4) Using Humor, 5) Eliciting Authority, and 6) Being Confident in Classroom Management Ability.  Many components of the Peripheral Responsibilities were viewed negatively due to the time they take away from Axial Responsibilities.  Through talk about both Axial and Peripheral Responsibilities both participants presented views about what they belief teaching is, what it should be, and how others view the teaching profession (Perspective of Teaching).   Although many common themes emerged, both participants took on individual approaches to managing their classrooms. 
Axial Responsibilities

The Axial Responsibilities were the main issues that Abraham and Stephanie associated with classroom management. Themes about Axial Responsibilities that are shared by the participants include Planning, Seeing Students as Individuals, Establishing a Comfortable Classroom Environment, Using Humor, Phrasing Comments Carefully, and Eliciting Authority (See Figure 1).  However, each participant approached these themes and the manner in which they managed their classroom in different ways. 

[image: image4.wmf]Axial 

Responsibilities

Plan

See students 

as individuals

Establish 

comfortable 

environment

Elicit 

Authority

Use Humor

Phrase 

questions/

comment 

carefully


Figure 1. Participants’ view of Axial Responsibilities

Planning is one issue that arose during the participants’ description of classroom management strategies that they use in their classroom.  This seems especially evident in planning a lesson for certain students.

Stephanie: I try to limit the time that, that I need their undivided atten, attention to fifteen or twenty minutes max so that they can have an opportunity to interact with each other and interact with me on a, on a, you know, more of one to one basis. . . because of, you know, their attention spans.

Abraham: I kind of know now what steps and what techniques the kids are going to struggle with and so, I’m able to go in and give those extra attention.

Planning allowed them to take out some of the “surprise” factors, such as not having all the students understand and not having all the right materials for an activity, that occur during a lesson. 
Another common theme that emerged was Seeing Students as Individuals. Although both stated that is was important to recognize each child, it was more of a focus for Stephanie than for Abraham.  

Abraham: . . . I do a lot of the other things that good teachers do in terms of try to develop a two way respect with the kids, . . . try to recognize them as individuals instead of  . . seat A4 in second period.

Stephanie: I try to learn something personal if a, you know, if I have a student that’s in the band or a students that’s, you know, president of this club, you know, I want to acknowledge that to them on a personal level. And it makes them feel like you care about them not just as a student but as a person.

Recognizing the students as individuals made an easy segue for each teacher to create an inviting classroom environment. By Establishing a Comfortable Classroom Environment the teachers were able to make their students feel safe and relaxed.  

Stephanie: Number one it’s, it’s having an environment, you know, contained within the four walls of my classroom where my students have at least an opportunity to learn something. You know, it could mean making sure there is no discipline problems, where one student is distracting, you know, another student from paying attention. It could be making, making it psychologically safe

Abraham: . . . at the same time, always giving off the aura that I really am here to help you even if I might be fussing at you right this minute or I gave you half credit on something cause you turned it in late. I’m still here to help you and come see me after school if you have questions. And make sure that they are not afraid to, to do that. 

Both participants eluded that this type of environment helps students stay focused on learning. The creation of a comfortable and safe classroom environment grants teachers the chance to create learning opportunities that will be received and utilized by the students. After an appropriate learning environment is in place, students are able to focus on learning and enjoy specific activities. 


The participants believe that Phrasing Questions/Comments Carefully is an important classroom management technique. Stephanie and Abraham realize that they were able to empower their students by carefully phrasing questions, directions, or comments in a way that was less threatening and authoritative. They understand that by slightly wording a question different they could give the student more control over the situation. For instance, instead of telling a student “You need to sit down”, Stephanie would ask them to sit down. Abraham uses prompts and questions in a way to lead students to a certain idea or concept. He believes that he can manipulate the students to examine certain ideas. To both teachers, this method of controlling classroom situations by using carefully phrasing seems crucial to respecting and relating to the students. 
One thing that both teachers like to do to aid in students’ enjoyment of learning is to introduce humor into their lesson.  

Abraham: . . . I try to use a lot of humor in classrooms because it lightens the mood.

Stephanie: . . . I’m fairly witty. My students, students pick up on that and the appreciate that

They believe that “witty” comments lighten the mood and creates a more fun and inviting environment. The interjection of witty comments allows students to appreciate the “human” side of teachers and aids in the establishment of the teacher-students rapport.  Another aspect of the teacher-student rapport is classroom authority. In order for the teacher to be viewed as the authority figure, they need to use certain strategies to relay their position to the students. 

Stephanie: . . . we discuss how being in a classroom setting is similar to being in a business were you have a boss, who would be, you know, the teacher or the authority figure and then you have the employees which would, would be the students. And, so we come to some kind of mutual understanding.

Abraham: . . . the big thing about classroom management in terms of the disciplinary component is teacher presence and letting the kids know that . . they can, they can try something with you but they’re probably not going to get away with it.

By Eliciting Authority from the students, the teachers are able to combat troublesome issues and focus more on teaching.  The idea of authority is inextricably connected with teaching and learning in school classrooms (Pace, 2003). The participants believe that by controlling behavior you can continue to create a comfortable classroom environment and keep the students focused on learning. 

Approach to Classroom Management.


Overall, both participants concluded that classroom management entailed more than just discipline.  However, they did interject discipline issues or how they responded to discipline issues throughout their interviews. Abraham and Stephanie portrayed different avenues of creating an engaging and managed classroom.  These approaches to classroom management differed in both the main focus of their approach and the individual on which is approach is centered. Nonetheless, they both felt comfortable with their teaching and classroom management abilities.  This is due to their years of teaching experience and various personality traits, such as being humorous and organized, that they employ as classroom management strategies.

Stephanie uses a holistic approach to classroom management where she looks at her students’ entire being when making decisions that affect them. Her approach is centered on the student and focuses on getting them involved in the classroom and nurturing their feelings and views. Her main goals are to motivate, involve, and respect her students. Many of her comments about classroom management and classroom responsibilities focus more on respecting students than they do on her school obligations. One aspect that she finds important in teaching effectively is motivating students.

Stephanie: . . . motivation, making, making a student, you know, feel good about themselves because they actually conquered whatever it was you were trying to teach them.

This approach to making students feel good about themselves is reiterated in many of her other beliefs. Stephanie believes treating students like she wants to be treated is one way of respecting them and making them comfortable in her classroom. One example she gave of this was her discipline approach of talking with problem students out in the hall and away from other students. She does not believe in confrontation especially in the presence of other students. So, instead of having a dispute in front of the class, which she views as inappropriate, she gives students a chance to talk to her one-on-one in the hallway and resolve their conflict. Stephanie also places value on her students by giving them a forum for expressing their opinions. 

Stephanie: . . . I try to have dialogue that indicates to them that they’re, they’re welcome to express their opinions and that even if I disagree with them, it’s okay for them to have a belief that’s different from mine.

She sees this approach as a means to make the classroom environment comfortable and open for discussions and debates while giving students ownership of the discussion.  She also offers students specific ownership of their discipline at the beginning of each year. At the beginning of each year, each class works through a scenario where they place themselves in the role of an authority figure and they have to decide the expectations that they would have of others under them and of themselves as the authority figure.  Since she employees classroom management strategies that go along with her philosophy of teaching and dealing with individuals, Stephanie feels comfortable with her abilities and management strategies


Abraham uses a task-structure approach to classroom management where the structure and purpose of activities take center stage. His comments about classroom management focus on his activities more than they do his students. He concentrates on how he has a purpose for each activity and how he structures his classroom to keep students in line and learning.  One way he does this is by creating an environment where students are lead to do something through a Behaviorist approach. 

Abraham: . . .  I try to foster an environment where those kids. .  do what I want them to do but they do it, at least in their minds, because they’re choosing to do it.

This behaviorist approach manifests itself through his system of classroom roles. Abraham believes that students and activities play a specific role in the classroom.  

Abraham: . . . there’s a purpose to everything and that . . the teacher has,  . . . has a plan for everything that the kids going to do.

He believes students should take on their appropriate role by learning and doing what they are supposed to do. Each activity should link to another activity or concept and have a purpose in his classroom scheme.  Abraham constantly emphasized the need for structure and purpose throughout his interview. However, he did briefly identify the importance of respecting his students and recognizing them as individuals. His many years of experience and background, his career in law enforcement, allow Abraham to be secure with this management and teaching abilities. He also feels confident about his classroom environment and ability to fulfill all of his school responsibilities.

Peripheral Responsibilities


Both Abraham and Stephanie have negative views about many of the “unnecessary” duties that are assigned to teachers through their administration, county, or state. To them, these Peripheral Responsibilities (See Figure 2) come second to their responsibilities situated within the classroom walls. 
Stephanie:. . . the best things about teaching involve the students and the worse things about teaching seem to not involve students

They believe that many of these duties take time away from their actual classroom time and thus away from their dealings with students.  Additionally, they believe these duties, such as teaching students how to balance a checkbook, extraneous paperwork, and helping students apply for college, should be taken on by other school faculty members.  However, Abraham and Stephanie do not view all of these responsibilities as unimportant. They do believe that these extra responsibilities “sidetrack” them from their personal and professional goal of teaching science. 
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Figure 2. Participants’ view of Peripheral Responsibilities

The ideal and actual role of a teacher changes from school to school. In today’s society, there are so many demands placed on teachers outside of the “traditional” role of a teacher.  Many teachers, including my participants, feel overwhelmed by the extensive responsibilities that are mandated by both their local or state school system. It is important to realize that this increasing workload can truly affect the success and attrition rate of teachers. If teacher go into the profession with a false sense of responsibilities, there may be a lot of undue stress and low motivation. It is important to present the Peripheral and Axial Responsibilities in their entirety to new and pre-service teachers.

Perspective on Teaching


Since culture and experience play an important part in our actions and views, it is necessary to examine personal and public opinion about teaching and authority. Authority plays a vital roll in the school’s responsibility to prepare students for a democratic society (Pace, 2003). The way in which authority is acted out says a lot about each teacher’s personal beliefs about teaching and learning. My participants initially believed their goal, as a teacher, was to be an advocate for science. They went into the profession to positively influence students.  This belief and many of their other outlooks on teaching have slightly changed during their teaching career. However, they still believe in influencing students and helping them take their science knowledge and use it outside of their classroom whether it be to make informed decisions on a voting issue or help them work through another subject.  

It is not only the numerous responsibilities that are bestowed upon teachers that cause them frustration. Many teachers, like Abraham, point out the fact that society’s image of teaching is totally different from it’s actually identity.

Abraham: . . . people who aren’t teachers don’t understand that,  . . . first of all, they don’t understand that eight hours is really ten or twelve hours. And, then another thing they don’t understand is that, that eight or ten hours you are going nonstop. 

This misconception of teaching only adds to lack of professional respect that many teachers face from their administrators or students. It is important for new teachers to be aware of how their conceptions of teaching affect their job responsibilities and their success during their first year of teaching. This enlightenment can help prepare new teachers for dealing with the sometimes lacking and negative public opinion of teachers and teaching responsibilities. 

Discussion

Studies have shown that teachers use a contradictory blend of approaches to gain student cooperation (Pace, 2003). “Accommodation and friendly relations that acknowledge students’ autonomy offset the tacit traditional authority manifested in teachers’ approach to curriculum.” (Pace, 2003, p.1579). The participants in this study give their students ownership in certain classroom responsibilities while keeping the ultimate authority for themselves. They believe that classroom management should not be strictly viewed as discipline. However, they do maintain its importance to their definition of classroom management.  Their views of what determines classroom management is reiterated by Pace (2003) when she states that “authority is fundamental to classroom functioning while it embodies the dilemma between the requirement of teachers to impose on and evaluate students as well as create affective bonds to encourage them to learn (Bidwell, 1965; Waller, 1932/1961)”(p. 1580). This aspect of teaching is an issue that many new and experienced teachers face on a day-to-day basis.  Successfully managing a classroom is especially crucial for the success of new teachers.  Research on teachers’ beliefs about teaching and classroom management will help science teacher educators determine what experiences and knowledge included in science education courses will best facilitate teachers’ development of classroom management skills.

Implications

The implementation of effective classroom management techniques is critical to the success of any teacher. It is especially critical to new teachers. Many times, their success and confidence in teaching is dependent on how well they effectively manage all of their responsibilities. New teachers’ beliefs about teaching and the role of a teacher can affect their implementation of various classroom management techniques. The techniques that they use and believe in may or may not be consistent with school-wide discipline plans. School administrators and teacher educator, as well as the new teachers, need to be aware of the various beliefs that new teachers have about classroom management. These beliefs may influence how they implement school-wide discipline plans and various classroom management techniques. 
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