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This paper compares secondary school teachers’ perceptions of indiscipline in
DQG,WDOVRSUHVHQWVLQIRUPDWLRQRQSULPDU\WHDFKHUV·SHUFHSWLRQVRI
indiscipline. Perceptions were derived from three surveys, sample sizes being 883
VHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUVLQDQGVHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUVDQGSULPDU\WHDFKHUV
LQ0LVEHKDYLRXUVZKLFKZHUHPRVWFRPPRQLQVHFRQGDU\VFKRROVLQ
remained the most common in 1996. These were typically low level, such as talking
RXWRIWXUQRUHDWLQJLQFODVV9LROHQFHDJDLQVWWHDFKHUVZDVUDUHERWKLQDQG
7KHUHZDVDVWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQLÀFDQWÀQGLQJDERXWYHUEDODEXVHZKLFKWHDFKHUV
HQFRXQWHUHGWRZDUGVWKHPDURXQGWKHVFKRRO,IWKLVUHÁHFWVDJHQXLQHFKDQJHLW
represents a rather more serious trend towards challenging behaviour around the
VFKRRO7KHÀQGLQJVDUHSODFHGLQWKHFRQWH[WRIUHVHDUFKRQLQGLVFLSOLQHDQGLQWKH
policy context of social exclusion and target setting.
,1752'8&7,21

Discipline in schools, or more accurately, the levels of indiscipline in schools, is an
HPRWLYHWRSLF7KLVLVVREHFDXVHJRRGGLVFLSOLQHLVVHHQDVIXOÀOOLQJWZRVHSDUDWH
but related functions. First it is a means to an end, effective learning. Good discipline
GRHVQRWLQLWVHOIJXDUDQWHHHIIHFWLYHOHDUQLQJEXWLWLVDQLPSRUWDQWLQÁXHQFH$Q
orderly, purposeful classroom with pupils actively engaged in learning at least
provides positive conditions for learning to take place. Thus reports of disruption in
WKHFODVVURRPÀJKWVDPRQJSXSLOVIRULQVWDQFHQDWXUDOO\FUHDWHFRQFHUQDERXWWKH
lack of opportunity for learning, and thus for attainment, and thus for life chances.
Good discipline, however, is also an end in itself, an outcome of schooling. We
expect schools to promote values such as courtesy, kindness and respect for others
in their pupils. So reports of indiscipline make us wonder about the kind of society
we are becoming and about whether the younger generation will subscribe to the
VDPHEURDGYDOXHVDVRXUVHOYHV7KLVLVQRWDQHZSKHQRPHQRQ$VORQJDJRDV
ÀYHKXQGUHG\HDUV%&6RFUDWHVLVTXRWHGDVVD\LQJ
The young people of today love luxury. They have bad manners, they scoff
DWDXWKRULW\DQGODFNUHVSHFWIRUWKHLUHOGHUV&KLOGUHQQRZDGD\VDUHUHDO
tyrants, they no longer stand up when their elders come into the room where
they are sitting, they contradict their parents, chat together in the presence
of adults, eat gluttonously and tyrannise their teachers.
Discipline is also associated with academic subjects and with their standards of
evidence and proof. The inter-relatedness of the concepts is neatly conveyed by
Bertrand Russell in his observation:
… that valuable intellectual discipline of close research into a limited topic
… needs the discipline of hard work and early rising.
(Websters 1986)



6WDQGDUGVRIGLVFLSOLQHDUHQRWRULRXVO\GLIÀFXOWWRPHDVXUHEHFDXVHRIWKHFRQWH[W
dependent nature of the interpretation of behaviour. What counts as indiscipline
in one school or classroom may not be seen that way elsewhere. Even the same
teacher may vary in his or her standard of discipline depending on circumstances
such as the age or stage of the class, the history or reputation of a particular pupil,
WKHWLPHRIGD\RU\HDUDQGWKHWHDFKHU·VRZQPRRG7KH3DFN5HSRUW 6('
 RQWUXDQF\DQGLQGLVFLSOLQHZDVXQDEOHWRUHSRUWRQWKHH[WHQWDQGQDWXUHRI
LQGLVFLSOLQHLQVFKRROVIRUWKLVUHDVRQDQGFRQÀQHGLWVHOIWRWKHLWHPLVLQJRIFRQWH[WV
likely to create problems for teachers.
%$&.*5281'727+(678',(6

&RQFHUQDERXWLQGLVFLSOLQHLVORQJVWDQGLQJ)RUH[DPSOHLQWKH6\QRGRI
$EHUGHHQDVNHGLWVSUHVE\WHULHVRQO\WRGHPDQGWKUHHTXHVWLRQVRIWKHVFKRROPDVWHU
whether he makes the bairns learn the catechism, whether he teaches them prayers
for morning and evening … and whether he ‘chastises them for cursing, swearing,
lying, speaking profanietie: for disobedience to parents and what vices the appeares
LQWKHP· TXRWHGLQ6PRXW ,QPRUHUHFHQWWLPHVFRQFHUQFRQWLQXHGWR
EHYRLFHGE\WHDFKHUXQLRQVWKHSUHVVDQGRWKHUVDIWHUWKH3DFN5HSRUWDQGLQ
WKH6FRWWLVK2IÀFHFRPPLVVLRQHGUHVHDUFKRQXQGHUVWDQGLQJHIIHFWLYHGLVFLSOLQHLQ
schools. Part of the work involved a survey of teachers’ perceptions of the nature
and extent of indiscipline in secondary schools. The questionnaire used was taken
IURPWKDWGHYHORSHGE\*UD\DQG6LPHIRUWKHZRUNRIWKH(OWRQ&RPPLWWHH '(6
1989), set up to investigate indiscipline in schools in England and Wales. It attempted
to minimise the context dependence of teachers’ perceptions by asking about the
IUHTXHQF\DQGGLIÀFXOW\RIGHDOLQJZLWKSDUWLFXODUEHKDYLRXUVHQFRXQWHUHGLQWKH
FODVVURRPDQGDURXQGWKHVFKRROGXULQJDVSHFLÀFZHHN7KHWHDFKHUVZHUHVHOHFWHG
at random from a structured sample of one in four Scottish secondary schools;
WKHVDPSOHVWUXFWXUHUHÁHFWHGWKHRYHUDOOSLFWXUHRIVHFRQGDU\VFKRROVLQWHUPVRI
size, percentage of pupils eligible for free school meals and denominational/nonGHQRPLQDWLRQDOEDFNJURXQG)XOOGHWDLOVRIVDPSOHFRPSRVLWLRQDQGWKHÀQGLQJV
are reported in Johnstone and Munn (1992).
In the years since the survey, attention on school discipline has been sustained.
&RQFHUQDERXWEXOO\LQJ 0HOORU DERXWWKHULVLQJOHYHORISHUPDQHQW
H[FOXVLRQVLQ(QJODQGDQG:DOHV /DZUHQFHDQG+D\GHQ3DUVRQV DQG
KLJK SURÀOH FDVHV RI WKH EUHDNGRZQ RI GLVFLSOLQH VXFK DV WKH 5LGLQJV 6FKRRO LQ
<RUNVKLUHKDYHNHSWDWWHQWLRQIRFXVHGRQWKHLVVXH
There has also been a range of support measures for schools and teachers. These
include packages on anti-bullying strategies, packages on assertive discipline and the
GHYHORSPHQWRIVSHFLÀFWHFKQLTXHVDQGWKHUDSLHV /OR\GDQG0XQQIRUWKFRPLQJ 
Furthermore, it has been recognised that teachers themselves have a wealth of
experience and expertise in promoting good discipline but that more needs to be
done to share experience. Thus two networks, the Scottish Schools Ethos Network
and Promoting Positive Discipline, have been established which enable schools to
share information through writing about their experiences and talking about it face to
face in seminars and conferences. The government has encouraged local councils to
consider innovative and imaginative in-school alternatives to exclusion by providing
D JUDQW7KXVLQGLVFLSOLQHLQVFKRROVFRQWLQXHVWREHDSHUWLQHQWLVVXH
The Educational Institute of Scotland, Scotland’s largest teacher union,
believed that the time was right for further research on teachers’ views. It
WKHUHIRUHFRPPLVVLRQHGDIROORZXSWRWKHVXUYH\XVLQJHVVHQWLDOO\WKHVDPH
TXHVWLRQQDLUH7KHUHZHUHWZRLPSRUWDQWDGGLWLRQVWRWKHVXUYH\)RUWKHÀUVW
time, primary as well as secondary teachers’ perceptions were gathered; and new
TXHVWLRQVRQWKHLVVXHRIH[FOXVLRQZHUHDGGHG7KHVHFKDQJHVUHÁHFWHGFRQFHUQ



that indiscipline was an increasing problem in primary schools and that exclusion
was becoming an issue.
In any questionnaire, responses are shaped by the questions which are asked.
The chief topic of the questionnaires was in each case pupil indiscipline. The
implication of this is the replies focused on problems and on negative aspects of
school life. Furthermore, the surveys report teacher perceptions and necessarily take
as unproblematic the social relations of schools, the cultural assumptions about these
and the essentially contested nature of discipline in any school. Some commentators
PD\GLVPLVVVXFKVXUYH\VDVQRPRUHWKDQWHDFKHU¶PRDQV·HQFRXUDJLQJXQUHÁHFWLYH
responses and a search for solutions to discipline problems outside the schools.
Nevertheless, the surveys provide important information on teachers’ perceptions, a
valuable prerequisite for policy development and provide evidence about the nature
and extent of indiscipline in a systematic way. This is important given the emotive
nature of the topic.
Our understanding of the causes of and hence the ‘cures’ for troublesome and
troubled behaviour has grown over the years. In the past most explanations were
URRWHGLQWKHLQGLYLGXDOFKLOGZKRZDVVHHQDVHLWKHUPDGRUEDG7KXVLQWKH$GYLVRU\
&RXQFLOUHSRUWGHDOLQJZLWKWKHHGXFDWLRQRIKDQGLFDSSHGFKLOGUHQIRXU
residential child guidance clinics were suggested as meeting the needs of ‘pupils who
DUHPDODGMXVWHGEHFDXVHRIVRFLDOKDQGLFDS· 3HWULH 7KHWUHDWPHQWSURYLGHG
E\WKHVHFOLQLFVZDVLQWHUPVRISV\FKLDWULFRUSV\FKRORJLFDODSSURDFKHV$GLIIHUHQW
emphasis was that of the neo-biological causes of disruption, ‘of children who showed
DQ DEQRUPDO LQFDSDFLW\ IRU VXVWDLQHG DWWHQWLRQ « UHVWOHVVQHVV >DQG@ ÀGJHWLQHVV·
(Ferguson et al. 7KHUHLVPXFKGHEDWHDERXWWKHPHDQLQJFDXVHDQGWUHDWPHQW
RIWKLVFRQGLWLRQZKLFKLVFXUUHQWO\FDOOHGDWWHQWLRQGHÀFLWDQGK\SHUDFWLYLW\GLVRUGHU
$FRQWHQWLRXVWUHDWPHQWLVWKHXVHRIGUXJVWRDLGFRQFHQWUDWLRQDQGDWWHQWLRQVSDQ
More recently, however, sociological explanations of pupil disaffection have drawn
attention to the role schools and teachers play in promoting positive behaviour in
SXSLOV $UHDV VXFK DV FXUULFXOXP RUJDQLVDWLRQ LQ WHUPV RI VHWWLQJ RU VWUHDPLQJ
curriculum provision, teaching approaches, systems of praise and rewards for
positive behaviour and pupil involvement in decision making about schools and
classroom rules, rewards and punishments have all been highlighted as ways in
ZKLFKVFKRROVDQGWHDFKHUVLQÁXHQFHGLVFLSOLQH7KHVHVRFLRORJLFDOH[SODQDWLRQV
then, focus attention on things which schools can do to promote positive behaviour
and provide a counterbalance to medical and psychological explanations which see
WKHFDXVHVRIEDGEHKDYLRXUDVORFDWHGÀUPO\LQLQGLYLGXDOFKLOGUHQ
Surveys of teachers’ perceptions are an important piece of the jigsaw of research
contributing to our continuing understanding of discipline in schools. They provide
glimpses into the daily experience of aspects of being a teacher. These glimpses
are valuable in their own right and can be helpful in the further development of
policy.
6$03/(6

,QVHFRQGDU\VFKRROVZHUHFRQWDFWHGE\WKH6FRWWLVK2IÀFHDQGDVNHG
to pass on to designated but randomly selected teachers the sealed envelope with
WKHTXHVWLRQQDLUH$WRWDORIWHDFKHUVZDVFRQWDFWHGDQGVRPHUHSOLHGD
UHVSRQVHUDWHRI7KHWHDFKHUQDPHVZHUHODWHUHUDVHGWRSUHVHUYHDQRQ\PLW\
Thus the 1996 sample of teachers was a new randomly selected group.
The 1996 secondary school sample focused on the same schools, although
the attrition of closure and amalgamation reduced the overall number of schools
FRQWDFWHGWR$IXUWKHUWZRVFKRROVGURSSHGRXWRQFHFRQWDFWHGWKHKHDGWHDFKHU
LQHDFKFDVHIHOWWKDWWKHVWDIIZRXOGEHXQZLOOLQJWRSDUWLFLSDWH:HFRQWDFWHG
WHDFKHUVUHSOLHGJLYLQJDUHVSRQVHUDWHRIVXEVWDQWLDOO\ORZHUWKDQ



2IWKHVHRQO\ZHUHVXUHWKDWWKH\KDGEHHQSDUWRIWKHVXUYH\
ZHUHXQVXUHDQGZHUHVXUHWKH\KDGQRWSDUWLFLSDWHGHDUOLHU
The primary schools sampled were those sending substantial numbers of pupils to
the secondary schools involved in the survey. This allowed for a broad similarity in
catchment and in pupil intake. The total number of schools approached was 426, of
which 323 schools participated. The target sample of teachers from the 426 schools
ZDV  WHDFKHUV DV ZH KRSHG WR HOLFLW UHSOLHV IURP IRXU VWDII PHPEHUV IURP
WKHPDMRULW\RIVFKRROV WHDFKHUVRI333DQG3 ,QWKHHYHQWWHDFKHUV
UHVSRQGHGDUHWXUQUDWHRI
,WLVLQWHUHVWLQJWKDWWKHUHVSRQVHUDWHZDVPDUNHGO\ORZHULQWKDQLQ
This is despite the fact that the 1996 survey was despatched at a time when media
DWWHQWLRQKDGFRLQFLGHQWDOO\EHHQIRFXVHGRQKLJKSURÀOHFDVHVRISXSLOLQGLVFLSOLQH
in England. We speculated that the response rate might have been boosted by this,
but this does not appear to have been the case.
2XULQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWKHKLJKUHVSRQVHUDWHLQZDVWKDWWKHVXUYH\ZDV
tapping into a real concern of teachers, especially as many respondents took time
to add lengthy comments at the end of the questionnaire. We might speculate that
subsequent government attention on the issue of indiscipline has made participation
LQDVXUYH\OHVVXUJHQW$OWHUQDWLYHO\WHDFKHUVPD\EHVXIIHULQJIURP¶VXUYH\IDWLJXH·
or have too many other demands on their time. It is noteworthy that in the primary
VDPSOHRQO\RIWKHVFKRROVUHIXVHGWRWDNHSDUWDQG\HWQRUHVSRQVHZDV
received from 88 schools. This might mean that in some instances questionnaires
were not distributed to staff and so the response rate could be higher than we
calculate. Regrettably, however, those choosing not to reply seldom explain why.
We are, nevertheless, left with large sample sizes which give us a picture of teachers’
SHUFHSWLRQVRILQGLVFLSOLQHLQDQG
7($&+(55(325762)&/$665220,1',6&,3/,1(

Tables 1 and 2 below offer a general picture of the reported incidence of the listed
EHKDYLRXUVLQDQG,WZRXOGEHLQDSSURSULDWHWRLQWHUSUHWHDFKDQGHYHU\
behaviour as giving cause for concern, although the ‘drip, drip’ effect of continually
encountering seemingly trivial behaviours such as talking out of turn, or calculated
LGOHQHVVZDVUHSRUWHGE\WHDFKHUVLQDQG,WZRXOGDOVREHLQDSSURSULDWH
to compare primary and secondary teachers’ responses given the different ages and
other circumstances of their pupils. The higher number of primary than secondary
teachers reporting ‘making unnecessary noise’ and ‘getting out of seat without
permission’ may be explained simply by the ages of the pupils taught.
The most important points arising from the comparison across the years were
as follows:
•

Pupil behaviours can be ranked in almost the same order; that is behaviours
ZKLFKZHUHPRVWFRPPRQLQUHPDLQHGWKHPRVWFRPPRQLQ

 )RU WKH ZHHNO\ LQFLGHQFH RI  SXSLO EHKDYLRXUV WDEOH   WKH IUHTXHQF\
increased in six cases, remained constant in seven and fell in two. Only
RQHEHKDYLRXUVKRZHGDVWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQLÀFDQW1 difference between the two
\HDUV7KLVZDV´JHQHUDOYHUEDODEXVHWRZDUGV\RXµZKHUHWKHLQFUHDVHLQ
LQFLGHQFHZDVVLJQLÀFDQWDWWKHOHYHOWKRXJKLWVKRXOGEHUHPHPEHUHG
WKDWZLWKFRPSDULVRQVEHLQJPDGHRQHDFKRIEHKDYLRXUVRQHRIWKHP
FRXOGSURGXFHDVLJQLÀFDQWUHVXOWE\FKDQFH
 )RU WKH GDLO\ LQFLGHQFH RI  SXSLO EHKDYLRXUV WDEOH   WKH IUHTXHQF\
increased in thirteen cases and remained constant in two2. Four of the
LQFUHDVHVZHUHVWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQLÀFDQWWKH\ZHUH´KLQGHULQJRWKHUSXSLOVµ



´HDWLQJFKHZLQJLQFODVVµDQG´FKHHN\RULPSHUWLQHQWUHPDUNVRUUHVSRQVHVµ
ZKLFKZHUHDOOVLJQLÀFDQWDWWKHOHYHODQG´SHUVLVWHQWO\LQIULQJLQJFODVV
UXOHVµZKLFKZDVVLJQLÀFDQWDW
Table 1: Percentages of teachers reporting different pupil behaviours as
occurring at least once during a week of classroom teaching
% 1990
secondary
school
teachers
(N=883)

% 1996
secondary
school
teachers
(N=561)

% 1996
primary
school
teachers
(N=825)

talking out of turn

98

99

98

KLQGHULQJRWKHUSXSLOV







FDOFXODWHGLGOHQHVVRUZRUNDYRLGDQFH







HDWLQJFKHZLQJLQFODVV







QRWEHLQJSXQFWXDO







making unnecessary
QRQYHUEDO QRLVH







SHUVLVWHQWO\LQIULQJLQJFODVVUXOHV







cheeky or impertinent remarks
RUUHVSRQVHV







JHWWLQJRXWRIVHDWZLWKRXWSHUPLVVLRQ







general rowdiness, horseplay
RUPXFNLQJDERXW







general abuse towards other pupils

66

69

64

physical aggression towards
RWKHUSXSLOV







JHQHUDOYHUEDODEXVHWRZDUGV\RX







SK\VLFDOGHVWUXFWLYHQHVV







* sexist abuse or harassment
RIRWKHUSXSLOV







* racist abuse towards other pupils

-

6

4

* sexist abuse or harassment
WRZDUGV\RX







physical aggression towards you

2

1

1







Type of pupil behaviour

UDFLVWDEXVHWRZDUGV\RX

Each percentage is based on the total response given for that behaviour.
* Those behaviours marked with an asterisk were additions to the original 1990
list of behaviours.
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7DNHQWRJHWKHUWKHVHÀQGLQJVVXJJHVWWKDWWKHSURÀOHRILQGLVFLSOLQHLVQRWFKDQJLQJ
much and that there is more evidence of increases in daily indiscipline than of weekly
indiscipline. It is noteworthy that very few teachers reported meeting physical
DJJUHVVLRQWRZDUGVWKHPVHOYHVDWOHDVWRQFHDZHHNZKLOHWKHÀJXUHVUHODWLQJWR
daily encounters are almost negligible. Equally noteworthy, however, are the
percentages of staff reporting physical and verbal aggression among pupils. We do
not know the exact numbers of pupils involved, nor the contexts in which physical

Table 2: Percentages of teachers reporting different pupil behaviours as
occurring at least daily in a week of classroom teaching.

Type of pupil behaviour

WDONLQJRXWRIWXUQ
FDOFXODWHGLGOHQHVVRUZRUNDYRLGDQFH
KLQGHULQJRWKHUSXSLOV
eating/chewing in class
making unnecessary (non-verbal) noise
QRWEHLQJSXQFWXDO
SHUVLVWHQWO\LQIULQJLQJFODVVUXOHV
JHWWLQJRXWRIVHDWZLWKRXWSHUPLVVLRQ
cheeky or impertinent remarks or
UHVSRQVHV
general rowdiness, horseplay or
mucking about
general verbal abuse towards
RWKHUSXSLOV
physical aggression towards
RWKHUSXSLOV
general verbal abuse towards you
physical destructiveness
* sexist abuse or harassment of
other pupils
* sexist abuse or harassment
WRZDUGV\RX
SK\VLFDODJJUHVVLRQWRZDUGV\RX
* racist abuse towards other pupils
* racist abuse towards you

% 1990
secondary
school
teachers
(N=883)

% 1996
secondary
school
teachers
(N=561)

% 1996
primary
school
teachers
(N=825)




36
31







42
36







3
39










14

18

11








2
2


3
2


1
1

-

1

1



-

QLO
QLO
nil
nil



nil
nil

Each percentage is based on the total response given for that behaviour.
* Those behaviours marked with an asterisk were additions to the original 1990
list of behaviours.
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and verbal aggression occurred, nor indeed whether pupils were intimidated, upset
or took such behaviours in their stride. For some pupils, no doubt, coping with
such an environment is part of growing up and poses few real problems. For others,
however, such an environment can be ultimately destructive as research in bullying
VKRZV 7DWWXPDQG7DWWXP&RZLH et al. 1992).
7KHSUHVHQFHRIVSHFLÀFSXSLOEHKDYLRXUVGRHVQRWQHFHVVDULO\PHDQWKDWWHDFKHUV
IRXQGWKHVHEHKDYLRXUVGLIÀFXOWWRGHDOZLWK7KHGDWDRQZKLFKWDEOHEHORZLV
EDVHGVKRZWKDWLQMXVWRYHULQUHSRUWHGDSDUWLFXODUO\GLIÀFXOWEHKDYLRXU
ZKLOHIRUWKHVDPSOHWKHSURSRUWLRQVZHUHVPDOOHUZLWKDERXWLQVHFRQGDU\
WHDFKHUVDQGXQGHULQSULPDU\ÀQGLQJVRPHEHKDYLRXUGLIÀFXOWWRGHDOZLWK
0RVWEHKDYLRXUWHQGHGWREHGLIÀFXOWWRGHDOZLWKEHFDXVHRIVSHFLÀFSXSLOVDQG
VLWXDWLRQVDVPXFKDVWKHEHKDYLRXULWVHOI:KHQVSHFLÀFEHKDYLRXUVZHUHH[DPLQHG
WKHSHUFHQWDJHVRIWHDFKHUVUHSRUWLQJGLIÀFXOWLHVZHUHTXLWHVPDOO7DEOHVKRZVD
VDPSOHRIEHKDYLRXUVIRXQGGLIÀFXOWE\WKHVHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUV
7DEOH3DUWLFXODUO\GLIÀFXOWEHKDYLRXUVDVUHSRUWHGE\
secondary school teachers in 1996

%HKDYLRXULQWKHFODVVURRP

(total N of teachers = 561)

QXPEHURI
WHDFKHUV
UHSRUWLQJ
this

WHDFKHUVÀQGLQJ
WKLVGLIÀFXOW
N

%

WDONLQJRXWRIWXUQ







FDOFXODWHGLGOHQHVVRUZRUNDYRLGDQFH







FKHHN







YHUEDODEXVHWRZDUGVRWKHUSXSLOV







physical aggression towards
RWKHUSXSLOV







YHUEDODEXVHWRZDUGVWKHWHDFKHU













physical aggression towards
WKHWHDFKHU

Each percentage is based on the total response given for that behaviour.
The following comments from a secondary school and a primary teacher sum up
the situation of the majority:
It’s the repeated dealing with these silly things (talking out of turn, stopping
others from working, etc) which is so wearisome and soul-destroying.
Secondary school teacher
The daily repetition of sit still, listen, put that pencil down, keep your
hands/feet to yourself, don’t push, don’t kick, why did you hit her? - it’s all
exhausting and wears the teacher down.
Primary school teacher
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$VZLWKFODVVURRPEHKDYLRXUVWHDFKHUVZHUHJLYHQDOLVWRISXSLOEHKDYLRXUVWREH
PHWDURXQGWKHVFKRRO$JDLQWKHÀQGLQJVDUHVWULNLQJIRUWKHLUVLPLODULW\EHWZHHQ
DQG
7DEOH3HUFHQWDJHVRIWHDFKHUVUHSRUWLQJGLIÀFXOWSXSLOEHKDYLRXUVDV
occurring at least once during a week around the school.
% 1990
secondary
school
teachers
(N=883)

% 1996
secondary
school
teachers
(N=561)

% 1996
primary
school
teachers
(N=825)

VKRZLQJODFNRIFRQFHUQIRURWKHUV







UXQQLQJLQWKHFRUULGRUV







SHUVLVWHQWO\LQIULQJLQJUXOHV







unruliness while waiting

84

88

83

general rowdiness, horseplay
RUPXFNLQJDERXW







ORLWHULQJLQ¶SURKLELWHG·DUHDV







general verbal abuse towards
RWKHUSXSLOV







cheeky impertinent remarks
RUUHVSRQVHV







physical aggression towards
RWKHUSXSLOV







leaving school premises
ZLWKRXWSHUPLVVLRQ







physical destructiveness

32

29

16

JHQHUDOYHUEDODEXVHWRZDUGV\RX

























* sexist abuse or harassment
WRZDUGV\RX







UDFLVWDEXVHWRZDUGV\RX







Type of pupil behaviour

* sexist abuse or harassment of
RWKHUSXSLOV
UDFLVWDEXVHWRZDUGVRWKHUSXSLOV
SK\VLFDODJJUHVVLRQWRZDUGV\RX

Respondents who missed out particular behaviours averaged around 0.5%.
* Those behaviours marked with an asterisk were additions to the original 1990
list of behaviours.
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$JDLQWKHSURÀOHRILQGLVFLSOLQHVHHPVWRKDYHFKDQJHGOLWWOHEHWZHHQDQG
1996 with the order of frequency being much the same. Of the 13 behaviours for
ZKLFKFRPSDULVRQLVSRVVLEOHWKHUHZHUHLQFUHDVHVLQFDVHVDQGGHFUHDVHVLQWZR
ZKLOHRQHUHPDLQHGFRQVWDQW)LYHRIWKHLQFUHDVHVZHUHVLJQLÀFDQW´UXQQLQJ
LQWKHFRUULGRUVµZDVVLJQLÀFDQWDWWKHOHYHO´XQUXOLQHVVZKLOHZDLWLQJµDQG
´JHQHUDOURZGLQHVVKRUVHSOD\RUPXFNLQJDERXWµDWWKHOHYHO´SHUVLVWHQWO\
LQIULQJLQJUXOHVµDWWKHOHYHODQG´JHQHUDOYHUEDODEXVHWRZDUGV\RXµDWWKH
OHYHO:LWKWKHH[FHSWLRQRIWKHODVWRIWKHVHWKHVHLQFUHDVHVDUHFRQÀQHGWR
indiscipline of a relatively minor nature but the increase of verbal abuse towards the
WHDFKHUIURPWRZRXOGLILWUHÁHFWVDJHQXLQHFKDQJHUHSUHVHQWDUDWKHU
more serious trend towards challenging behaviour around the school.
,WLVGLIÀFXOWWRSDLQWDQDFFXUDWHSLFWXUHRIVFKRROOLIHDVZHGRQRWNQRZWKH
number of pupils exhibiting these behaviours. Nevertheless the high percentages
of teachers reporting overall rule breaking and unruliness gives an impression of a
somewhat turbulent general climate in schools. In an attempt to gauge this, teachers
ZHUHDVNHGLQZKDWSURSRUWLRQVRISXSLOVZHUHGLIÀFXOW$ERXWRQHWKLUGRI
VHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUVDQGRISULPDU\WHDFKHUVUHSRUWHGKDYLQJ´VHYHUDOµGLIÀFXOW
SXSLOVLQWKHLUFODVVHV7HDFKHUVWHQGHGWRFKDUDFWHULVHGLIÀFXOWSXSLOVDVPDOHDQG
of middling or below average ability. Interestingly enough, however, the behaviours
exhibited by these pupils were no different from those of their peers, implying that the
difference lay in the frequency with which the behaviours were encountered rather
than their seriousness. This echoes recent research on exclusion from school where
UHDVRQVIRUH[FOXVLRQWHQGHGWREHEUHDNLQJVFKRROUXOHVRULQVROHQFHRUÀJKWLQJ
and reasons such as carrying an offensive weapon or supplying drugs were rarely
JLYHQ 62(,' 
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It is a common view that standards of discipline are declining and that teachers are
having to encounter more troublesome behaviour than in the past. We asked teachers
ERWKLQDQGLQKRZVHULRXVDSUREOHPLQGLVFLSOLQHZDV7KLVTXHVWLRQDOVR
asked by Gray and Sime (1989) was intended to give a general picture of teachers’
SHUFHSWLRQV$V7DEOHVKRZVWKHUHKDVEHHQOLWWOHFKDQJHIRUVHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUV
-XVWDERXWWZRWKLUGVRIWKHVDPSOHLQDVLQWKRXJKWWKDWWKHSUREOHPZDV
not very serious, minor or no problem at all, and the difference between the response
SURÀOHVIRUDQGLVQRWVWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQLÀFDQW
Table 5: Teachers’ views on the seriousness of the indiscipline problem
1990
1996
Secondary school Secondary school
teachers
teachers

1996
Primary school
teachers

n

%

n

%

n

%

QRSUREOHPDWDOO













PLQRU













QRWYHU\VHULRXV













VHULRXV













YHU\VHULRXV















7DEOHUHÁHFWVDQDWWHPSWWRGLJDOLWWOHGHHSHULQWRWHDFKHUSHUFHSWLRQVE\DVNLQJ
about time being spent on indiscipline and the general quality of school life in terms
of violence.
Table 6: Teachers’ further comments on indiscipline as a problem (1996)
Primary school
teachers

Secondary school
teachers

n

%

n

%

(a) time spent on discipline…


KDVLQFUHDVHG











VWD\HGWKHVDPH











GHFUHDVHG









(b) pupil violence in the school…


LVDSUREOHP











LVQRWDSUREOHP









(c) pupil violence is …


YHUEDODJJUHVVLRQEHWZHHQSXSLOV



 







SK\VLFDODJJUHVVLRQEHWZHHQSXSLOV











YHUEDODJJUHVVLRQWRWHDFKHUV











SK\VLFDODJJUHVVLRQWRWHDFKHUV









* Note that for section (c) of the table, percentages apply to the total of 166 primary
school teachers and 161 secondary school teachers who saw pupil violence as a
problem in their schools.
It is interesting that about half the secondary teachers perceived more time being
VSHQWRQGLVFLSOLQHSHUKDSVDUHÁHFWLRQRIWKHGULSGULSHIIHFWRURISDSHUEDVHG
UHIHUUDOV\VWHPVDGGLQJWRWKHZRUNORDG7KHLQSULPDU\WHDFKHUVDQGLQ
VHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUVZKRVHHSXSLOYLROHQFHDVDSUREOHPLVZRUU\LQJ$WEHVWWKLV
could lead to uncertainty and unease with teachers and non-aggressive pupils feeling
under threat.
'($/,1*:,7+,1',6&,3/,1(

It is one thing to describe teachers’ views on indiscipline; quite another to offer
VROXWLRQVWRGHDOLQJZLWKLW$OWKRXJKPXFKLVQRZNQRZQDERXWVWUDWHJLHVDWVFKRRO
classroom and individual level to promote positive behaviour, standards of proof
are certainly not equivalent to those of medical studies. Recent research suggests
that ‘some things do work, sometimes!’ (Lane 1994) and a good deal of innovative
and imaginative work is taking place in schools. More needs to be done both to
disseminate the work and to evaluate its effectiveness.
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There are whole school developments such as promoting a positive ethos
(SOED 1992a; 1992b) including aspects such as developing praise and reward
V\VWHPV HJ+D\0DUVKDOO DQGLQYROYLQJSXSLOVLQGHFLVLRQPDNLQJ
WKURXJKVFKRROFRXQFLOVDQGRWKHUPHDQV&ODVVURRPVWUDWHJLHVVXFKDVFLUFOHWLPH
0RVHO\ DQGFRRSHUDWLYHOHDUQLQJ -RKQVRQDQG-RKQVRQ GHULYHIURP
theoretical perspectives emphasising self-concept and aiming to enhance self-esteem.
Other approaches assume that teachers could be more effective in preventing and
UHVSRQGLQJWRLQGLVFLSOLQHLQWKHFODVVURRP :KHOGDOO0F/HDQ 2WKHUV
again restate the right of the teacher to be in charge of the classroom (Moss and
5XPEROG $UDQJHRIVWUDWHJLHVLVDYDLODEOHWRKHOSDQLQGLYLGXDOFKLOGRU
\RXQJSHUVRQH[KLELWLQJWURXEOHGRUWURXEOHVRPHEHKDYLRXU0DQ\IDFWRUVLQÁXHQFH
the selection and use of a particular strategy. Key among them are perceptions of
the reasons for the behaviour, the age and stage of the child, the competence and
FRQÀGHQFHRIWKHWHDFKHUUHVRXUFHDYDLODELOLW\DQGWKHWKHRUHWLFDOLQWHUHVWVRIDQ\
external professionals involved, such as educational psychologists or doctors (Lane
 5HVSRQVHVPD\DOVREHLQÁXHQFHGE\ZKHWKHUWKHWURXEOHGEHKDYLRXULVVHHQ
DV¶FXUDEOH·RUHQGXULQJ $OODQ%URZQDQG0XQQ 7KXVDSSURDFKHVLQFOXGH
counselling, anger control, learning or behaviour targets, the prescription of drugs
such as Ritalin, brief therapy and the like (Lloyd and Munn, forthcoming).
Teachers were asked about the kinds of whole school and classroom strategies
which they used and found most effective in dealing with indiscipline. We asked
teachers to identify the priority action at whole school level for dealing with indiscipline.
7DEOHVKRZVWKHSULRULWLHVLGHQWLÀHGE\RUPRUHRIVHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUV
$VWULNLQJIHDWXUHLVRIWHDFKHUVVHHLQJWKHUHPRYDORIWURXEOHGFKLOGUHQ
to special units as a priority. We know from Ofsted inspections of Pupil Referral
8QLWVLQ(QJODQG 2IVWHG WKDWWKHVHDUHJHQHUDOO\VHHQDVLQHIIHFWLYHERWK
in providing a broad and balanced curriculum and in terms of reintegration into
mainstream schools. The response from teachers can perhaps be explained in terms
of the responsibilities of teachers for the general welfare of their classes as well as
WKHZHOIDUHRILQGLYLGXDOSXSLOV$SHUVLVWHQWO\WURXEOHGDQGWURXEOHVRPHSXSLOSRVHV
an acute dilemma for teachers. How much time, effort and other resources should
be devoted to an individual pupil at the expense of other pupils to whom a teacher
also has responsibilities? The priority of specialist off-site provision can also be seen
DVUHVLVWDQFHWR:DUQRFN·VGHÀQLWLRQRIWHDFKHUSURIHVVLRQDOLVPLQWHUPVRIVNLOOVRI
PDQDJHPHQWRIOHDUQLQJIRUDOOSXSLOV $UPVWURQJDQG*DOORZD\ $UPVWURQJ
and Galloway (1994) argue that the policy context of attainment targets and ‘league
tables’ of school performance legitimates a perception of teachers’ work as educating
PRUHDEOHSXSLOV$FFRXQWDELOLW\IRUSXSLODWWDLQPHQWOLQNHGWRSDUHQWDOFKRLFHRI
school means that schools can be reluctant to admit pupils who risk damaging the
school’s league table position. More broadly perhaps it might be argued that as a
society we have moved away from a reliance on community values and a sense of
the social towards relationships based on contracts and the delivery of services. In
schools this is played out as teachers providing expert services to pupils. If they fail
to deliver or if pupils fail to respond, the contract can be terminated. Thus teachers’
reluctance to teach troublesome pupils can be explained in broader sociological
terms as well as in the common sense language of the wearisome effects of coping
with disruptive behaviour on a daily basis.
7XUQLQJ WR RWKHU DFWLRQV OLVWHG LQ7DEOH  WKH WKUHH GLIIHUHQW FDWHJRULHV RI UHSO\
indicated that for every two secondary school teachers looking for support from
FROOHDJXHVRQHVHHVWKLVDVLQSODFHDOUHDG\&RQYHUVHO\IRUHYHU\WZRVHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUV
seeking support from the local authority, one saw this as an ineffective option.
/RRNLQJLQGHWDLODWWKHSULRULWLHVLGHQWLÀHGE\WHDFKHUVLWEHFDPHFOHDUWKDWWKHUH
was no consensus around the single most important thing that schools could do.



Table 7: Secondary school teachers’ choice of priority actions to
improve school discipline (1996)
Yes,
this is
needed

•

No,
it is in
place
already

No,
it is
ineffective







offering more places in special
XQLWVRXWVLGHWKHVFKRROIRUSXSLOV
ZLWKEHKDYLRXUGLIÀFXOWLHV













establishing special units in
WKHVFKRROIRUFKLOGUHQGLVSOD\LQJ
EHKDYLRXUDOGLIÀFXOWLHV







more guidance and support from
FROOHDJXHVIRUWHDFKHUVIDFLQJ
problems of indiscipline







more in-service training focusing
RQGLVFLSOLQHSUREOHPVDQG
strategies







more guidance or support from
the local authority for teachers
facing problems with discipline

61

8

31







 HVWDEOLVKLQJVPDOOHUFODVVHV
•

•

•

•

 PRUHFRXQVHOOLQJIRUSXSLOV
ZKRVHEHKDYLRXULVRIWHQGLIÀFXOW

7KLVQRGRXEWUHÁHFWVWKHGLIIHUHQWFLUFXPVWDQFHVLQZKLFKVFKRROVÀQGWKHPVHOYHV
7KXVDOWKRXJKRIVHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUVWKRXJKWWKDWPRUHSODFHVLQVSHFLDOXQLWV
ZHUHQHHGHGRQO\FKRVHWKLVDVWKHPRVWLPSRUWDQWDFWLRQWRWDNH -RKQVWRQH
DQG0XQQ 
In primary schools the response was similar but not identical. Table 8 shows the
high priority given to establishing smaller classes and special units. However when
looking at the single most important thing to be done, for the largest proportion of
VWDIILGHQWLÀHGVPDOOHUFODVVHV²IDURXWZHLJKLQJVSHFLDOXQLWVLQVFKRRO  
%RWK7DEOHVDQGGHDOZLWKWHDFKHUUHVSRQVHVWRSUHVSHFLÀHGFDWHJRULHV,W
LVZRUWKUHSRUWLQJWKDWLQWKHRSHQUHVSRQVHVHFWLRQRIWKHTXHVWLRQQDLUHRI
VHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUVDQGRISULPDU\WHDFKHUVWRRNWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRZULWHDW
JUHDWHUOHQJWKDERXWDYDULHW\RIPDWWHUVUHODWLQJWRVFKRROLQGLVFLSOLQH$WKHPH
ZKLFKKDGQRWEHHQSUHVHQWLQWKHRSHQUHVSRQVHZDV¶VFKRRODFWLRQWRSURPRWH
good discipline’. This included descriptions of rewards systems, new policies or
SURJUDPPHVRIVXSSRUWIURPPDQDJHPHQW UHSRUWHGE\RIVHFRQGDU\WHDFKHUV
DQGRISULPDU\WHDFKHUV 
$WFODVVURRPOHYHODVPLJKWEHH[SHFWHGDZLGHUDQJHRIDFWLRQVZDVUHSRUWHG
by teachers with no single action being seen as universally effective. Most teachers
used a mixture of verbal rebukes, humour and reasoning to deal with indiscipline.
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This is a reminder of the context dependent nature of what counts as indiscipline
and thus the wide variety of approaches which are available to teachers depending
on the context.
Table 8: Primary school teachers’ choice of priority actions to
improve school discipline
Yes,
this is
needed

No,
it is in
place
already

No,
it is
ineffective











offering more places in special
XQLWVRXWVLGHWKHVFKRROIRUSXSLOV
ZLWKEHKDYLRXUGLIÀFXOWLHV







establishing special units in
the school for children displaying
EHKDYLRXUDOGLIÀFXOWLHV

66

6

28







more in-service training focusing
on discipline problems and
strategies

61

24

14

more guidance or support from
WKHORFDODXWKRULW\IRUWHDFKHUV
facing problems with discipline








 HVWDEOLVKLQJVPDOOHUFODVVHV
•

•

 PRUHFRXQVHOOLQJIRUSXSLOV
ZKRVHEHKDYLRXULVRIWHQGLIÀFXOW
•

•
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The consistent picture from the surveys is that it is the ‘drip, drip’ effect of seemingly
trivial behaviours such as talking out of turn, work avoidance and hindering other
pupils which seem to be most wearisome to teachers. Physical aggression towards
teachers is rare and research on school exclusion in Scotland paints a similar picture
&XOOHQet al 2IWKHSXSLOVH[FOXGHGIRUPDOO\RULQIRUPDOO\IURPVFKRRO
in an eight month period, 26 had been excluded for physical assault on staff; 19 for
WKHSRVVHVVLRQRIDQRIIHQVLYHZHDSRQDQGIRUWKHXVHRUVDOHRIGUXJV7KLVLV
not to minimise the draining effect of dealing with minor misbehaviours on a daily
basis. It is to remind ourselves that popular notions of schools out of control, so
beloved by the media, are mistaken.
1RUKRZHYHUDUHDOOVFKRROVKDYHQVRISHDFHDQGWUDQTXLOOLW\$ERXWRQHLQ
three secondary teachers saw indiscipline as a serious or very serious problem.
Furthermore, teacher reports of pupil-to-pupil verbal and physical aggression are
worrying, both in terms of the time being spent on this and so not on other things,
and in terms of the distressing environment such events present for some pupils. It
is reasonable to infer from such data that some of this aggression amongst pupils
involved bullying including name calling as well as physical aggression.
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$IXUWKHUSDUDGR[LQWKHGDWDLVWKHGLYHUJHQWUDQJHRISROLF\OHYHOVROXWLRQVWR
the issue of indiscipline. On the one hand there is a recognition that there are things
which schools can do to promote good discipline (smaller classes, teacher in-service
training, promoting a positive ethos) but on the other hand there is the wish to be rid
RIWURXEOHVRPHSXSLOVYLDVSHFLDOXQLWV$VHQVHRIIUXVWUDWLRQDERXWVRPHSDUHQWV·
lack of interest in or responsibility towards their children was evident in some of the
open comment about discipline. Teachers resented the fact that they were having to
pick up the consequences of poor parenting for a ‘substantial minority of pupils’.
It would be a pity if such a view prevailed. Occupied as they are with the day to
GD\UHDOLWLHVRIVFKRROLQJLWLVHDV\IRUWHDFKHUVWRIRUJHWWKHLPSRUWDQWDQGEHQHÀFLDO
HIIHFWVWKH\DUHKDYLQJLQ6FRWWLVKVRFLHW\&RPSUHKHQVLYHHGXFDWLRQLVSRSXODU
LQ6FRWODQG 3DWHUVRQ DQGSDUHQWVKDYHDODUJHGHJUHHRIWUXVWLQWHDFKHUV·
SURIHVVLRQDOH[SHUWLVH 0XQQ $VLPSRUWDQWO\FRPSUHKHQVLYHHGXFDWLRQLV
successful. Paterson (1998; 1-2) summarises the success as follows:
•

examination pass rates S4-S6 as a proportion of the age group have risen,
while standards of examination have not fallen;

•

staying on rates into post-16 education and post-school education have
grown;

•

social class differences in access to schooling, in access to the curriculum,
in examination pass rates, in staying on rates and in entry rates to higher
education have all fallen.

This bigger picture of the successes of comprehensive education can be obscured
from teachers by the nature of their work and by the lack of pre- and in-service
WUDLQLQJRQHGXFDWLRQDQGVRFLDOSROLF\FRQFHUQV$PRUHIUDJPHQWHGV\VWHPZKLFK
would be the result of the provision of more special off-site units would be more
socially divisive, both in terms of gender - more boys than girls would go there DQGLQWHUPVRIVRFLDOFODVV7KHVHXQLWVDUHXQOLNHO\WREHÀOOHGE\SXSLOVIURPWKH
‘leafy suburbs’. In their heart of hearts teachers know this, and they know that being
a teacher has to encompass a direct and immediate concern for the social welfare of
their pupils as social welfare is inextricably linked with educational welfare.
This is not say that teachers have also to be social workers or that they necessarily
have the skills to tackle all disruptive and disturbing behaviour. It is to say that
teaching is partly, some would argue wholly, about relationships and about socialising
pupils into normative behaviour. Fullan (1991) says: ‘Scratch a good teacher and
\RXZLOOÀQGDPRUDOSXUSRVH7KHPRUDOSXUSRVHLVWRPDNHDGLIIHUHQFHWRWKH
lives of students.’
$FRQFHUQRQO\IRUWKHZHOOPRWLYDWHGZHOOEHKDYHGDQGFRQIRUPLQJSXSLOLV
to diminish the notion of teacher professionalism which would ultimately diminish
all of us.
Government, however, has a responsibility to ensure that its worthy ambitions
to raise attainment do not encourage greater conservatism among teachers by
XQVRSKLVWLFDWHG VHWWLQJ DQG UHSRUWLQJ RI WKH PHHWLQJ RI SUHVSHFLÀHG WDUJHWV
Teachers who are publicly accountable for attainment targets are inevitably going
to be tempted to focus on the well motivated and well behaved, and be less tolerant
of pupils whose behaviour risks targets being missed. It would be ironic indeed if a
government devoted to combating social exclusion encouraged mainstream teachers
to reject pupils who present disruptive and disturbing behaviour.
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