Classroom Management Tip: Be Brutally Honest With Difficult Students

Do you hide the truth from difficult students? Do you give them false praise?

In the name of encouragement, most teachers do.

But if you want lasting improvement, if you want to affect real change in behavior, then you have to be brutally honest with them. 

Difficult students don’t benefit from being coddled or having smoke blown in their ears. 

Yet, few teachers actually tell it like it is.

Example:

David has been a behavior problem all year for Ms. Smith, but today he’s better. He hasn’t bothered his tablemates as much, he’s been relatively quiet, and he hasn’t been sent to time-out. 

Just before lunch Ms. Smith pulls David aside, drapes her arm over his shoulders, and says, “Hey David, great job today! Way to go, buddy! Keep up the good work!” 

Huh? Say what? 

Was David really doing a great job? Do you think Ms. Smith would describe David’s behavior to a colleague as being “good work?” Of course not—not when measured by a standard of behavior that is required for success in school.

False Praise Is A Bad Classroom Management Strategy

Encouraging difficult students is important, but if the encouragement doesn’t jive with the truth, then it won’t be effective. It can’t be effective because there is no meaning in puffery—and deep down students know it.

Further, praise that isn’t based on the truth…  

Lowers the bar.

It tells students that mediocre is not only good enough, but it’s celebrated. When the standard for earning praise is down around their kneecaps, what motivation do students have to go any higher?

Tells them they’re not good enough.

Receiving empty, dishonest praise communicates to difficult students that they’re incapable of behaving in a manner equal to their well-behaved peers. 

Encourages them to manipulate.

If they can get a pat on the back from you for minimal effort, they’ll work that knowledge to get attention whenever they need it—making them feel special, haughty even, in front of their classmates, encouraging even more devilish behavior.

Doesn’t improve behavior.

False praise contributes nothing to real, sustained improvement. It merely nudges students to make a temporary bounce from where they are… to slightly, tantalizingly, better. When the buzz from meaningless praise wears off, they’re back where they started.

But What If That’s The Best They Can Do?

If the thought ever enters your mind that some of your students aren’t capable of becoming “well behaved,” push it aside.

Because it isn’t true.

All students have the capacity to change, to overcome, to reinvent themselves. It’s never just “the best they can do.”  

A teacher’s limiting beliefs not only deeply affect students, but they also affect what the teacher is capable of.

Be A Straight Shooter

A wonderful gift you can give your students is an honest assessment of where they are—behaviorally and academically—followed by a clear vision of how they can climb their way up.

Telling difficult students they’re doing well when in reality they’re not, lightens their load and eases the burden of disrupting your classroom, breaking your rules, and interfering with learning, making it a virtual guarantee that such behavior will continue.

Being straight with them ensures that there is no confusion: poor behavior is not welcome in your classroom. The days of being pleaded with to behave and praised for minimal effort are over.

This commitment to being honest with students has a powerful and influential side effect: it adds meaning to praise and encouragement.  

Truth Provides Meaning

By always being honest with difficult students, by always telling them the truth, they’ll learn quickly that when you praise them, they can take it to the bank. 

If David really did have a good morning, and Ms. Smith is in the habit of giving only worthy praise, a simple and sincere “Hey David… good work this morning” will have him walking on clouds.

Praise based on truth will mean something to your students. Deep inside. Where real change takes place. 

