[image: image1.wmf]
Changing teacher behavior:  effective ways to communicate with peers

In conducting functional behavioral assessments, it is important to consider the context in which the behavior is occurring.  That context will include teacher behavior and, according to Dr. Richard Van Acker (University of Illinois at Chicago), teacher behavior must typically change first. 

In a collegial relationship, talking to peers about changing their behavior can be an awkward and uncomfortable situation.  A participant in one workshop described the feeling as having to “fire your mother.”  Someone else suggested it was more like telling your mother she’s wrong so that she’ll get the message.  The goals of consulting include not only a substantive outcome, but also a positive feeling upon completion.  Following are some suggestions for providing feedback and handling difficult situations.  These ideas are adapted from the sources listed at the end of this handout.

What consulting is…..
Is not……

· Joint (collaborative) responsibility for achieving desired outcomes

· Aiding in mobilizing resources to deal with problems and make changes

· Made up of 2 elements:  a problem-solving or planning process; effective communication skills

· A way for 2 people or a team to generate ideas together

· A final result of which is an outcome statement (what is going to change), a written action plan (how will we do it) and a progress monitoring system (how will we keep track of change)

· A structure used by educators who choose to increase their effectiveness by seeking information or support from colleagues/peers

· Done in an atmosphere of mutual respect


· Simply an opportunity to give advice wherein 1 person says “Tell me what to do” and the other person does so

· An instant or quick fix

· Jumping in before gathering background information

· 1 person’s responsibility to be an answer giver

· informal planning, unguided discussion, catch-as-catch-can meetings

· unloading or venting problems without also developing an action plan

· not staff supervision or evaluation of a person’s skills



CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE INTERPERSONAL FEEDBACK

1. Descriptive rather than evaluative

· Descriptive information is non-threatening and nonjudgmental. 

 “I noticed that you raised your voice” vs. “You were yelling.”  

· When you describe a personal observation, the other individual is free to use the information or not.  

· Eliminate both negative and positive comments – Individuals who make positive judgments are also likely to make negative ones.

“You didn’t do that very well.”  “Your system doesn’t make any sense.”   “You did a nice job of…..” 

2. Feedback is specific rather than general

“Whenever you spoke you frowned and raised your voice” vs. “you sounded angry”

3. Feedback is directed toward behavior or a situation the individual can change

4. Feedback is concise - cut to the chase
5. Feedback is checked to ensure clear communication  - Ask the listener to paraphrase your feedback 

· “I’m really concerned about whether I’m communicating clearly.  Would you summarize what you’ve understood me to say?”

· “You said, ‘that’s right.’  Which particular observations were correct?” 

· “So is it correct to say that you…….” 

· “It seems to me that you have to correct Russell more often than other student.  Would you agree with that?”

(Source:  Friend and Cook)

DIFFICULT SITUATIONS WHEN CONSULTING WITH PEERS

· People are not ready for change.  Change isn’t easy and people are often reluctant to let go of what’s comfortable.  People go through stages relative to change, they move through these stages sequentially, they rarely move on to the next stage without collegial support, and that it is important to determine where the individual is in the stages of change.  Is the person 

· Denying that there is need for change?  

· Angry at the pressure to change?  

· Bargaining for how much change they have to accept? 

· Constantly complaining and unable to cope with the change, plus often isolating him/herself?  

· Accepting and recognizing the need to move ahead with change?

· First they say they will, but then…..  There are several reasons why this happens:  

· Inability to translate the plan into action

· Lack of ownership of the plan – it was our plan for them or was mandated or imposed 

· Lack of belief that the plan is in their best interest

· Other pressures and demands that result in a change of priorities

· The plan seemed right at the time but new information has now surfaced

· No clear timelines were set

· Differentiating consulting issues from administrative issues.  Generally 3 questions arise:  

· When am I a peer consultant and when is it an administrative problem?  Consider who initiated the request for consultation your parameters as a consultant, whether the groundwork been laid, whether people have motivation to change.  You only have indirect power as a colleague.  Make sure you clarify what your role is early on.

· If necessary, how do I bow out and when do I turn it over to an administrator?   Document what you’ve done, then constructively confront the situation.  If that doesn’t work then back out (“I can no longer invest my time without some action on your part.  I think we may need to involve the principal – when would you like to do this?”).
· If I do have to make that transfer, how do I do it without damaging trust?   To develop trust, be scrupulously honest and upfront.  Don’t go behind the person’s back – foreshadow that you’re feeling the plan isn’t working and may need to either make changes in the plan or in your role.  Give the other person time to reflect and adjust if they wish to do so.

· Some people refuse to work with colleagues.  This has little or nothing to do with you personally – it is more likely one of the following:

· Requesting help is viewed as a sign of inadequacy

· The other person is anxious about confidentiality

· Asking questions = incompetence

· It takes too much time and/or the time required isn’t going to be worth the effort

· The person feels too exposed and possibly evaluated

· Outsiders aren’t worthy of time or trust

· The person doesn’t want to upset the status quo – it’s better to stick with the known than to risk the unknown

· Working with angry people.  People use anger for a variety of reasons -  it works for them, the situation reminds them of a past experience that also made them angry, this is the straw that breaks the camel’s back or anger is a defense.  

How do you deal with anger?

· Give the person time to calm down

· Allow them to vent if necessary

· You stay calm

· Show sincere interest in the problem and the person – acknowledge the importance of the issue.

· Try to capture their message and reflect their feelings, acknowledging their right to feel as they do.  

· Avoid a head-on fight but let them know you cannot be intimidated – try to break the pattern that anger works for them.

· Use I-messages.  

· Look for areas of common interest or agreement​ - you may not agree with their solution or idea but you can agree with their right to be concerned

· Build on the commitment to find a solution.  

· Communicate in a supportive manner and be friendly afterward.
· Dealing with resistance.  
· Change resistance by accepting it – express interest and curiosity in the other person’s view.  Until you listen, they cannot hear

· Look for areas of agreement – agree with feelings if you can’t agree with ideas – find something they are right about and move to the next step

· Involve critical stakeholders in the planning – those people most affected.  People will spend time and energy on implementing their own decisions

· Identify the problems before they do – “If I were in your position, I might be feeling…..”

· Ask what it would take to convince them that the proposed change is in their best interest – “what needs to happen for you to be convinced”

· Play devil’s advocate – “If I were in your position, I would think/feel (this way); if you were in my position, how would you think/feel?”

( Source:  DeBoer)

What do I do if a colleague says….. ?
Response/approach

“I don’t have the time”


I’m not asking for more time.  I’m asking to use your time differently.  Data will usually support that the teacher is already spending a lot of time with this student – unfortunately, it isn’t effective.

“It’s not fair to the other children/what will the other students say?”


· Fair ( equal. Fair is giving kids what they need.  We don’t worry about “fair” when it comes to academics – we give students what they need.  We need to do that with behavior as well.

According to Lawrence Kohlberg, the concept of “Fair = Equal” is about an 8-year-old moral development stage.  Students who are older than that can understand that fair isn’t always equal.  With younger students, it might be helpful to give the message “I’m here for you, too, and I’ll give you what you need.”   

“I don’t tolerate that kind of behavior in my classroom”


· We’re not asking you to tolerate the behavior; we’re asking you to use your knowledge and expertise to try to change the behavior.

· You’re not alone in this effort.  What supports for change need to be in place?

· This will be a process and will take time and work.  Hopefully it will not be more work than you’re already doing trying to change the behavior unsuccessfully.



“I’m not going to do that.”


· Find out why the person says they won’t.

· Is this a teacher who asked for help, or is this someone who is part of the process unwillingly?  If s/he asked for help with the student, why isn’t the person  willing to try a new approach?

· Is this a teacher who is just frustrated or is this someone who is really turned off?

· Point out that this information will be “out there” as part of the FBA.  Can’t we try to use it to effect change?

· Tell the person that you’re going to go through the data to help him/her better understand the behavior.  Perhaps once you’ve done that, s/he may change his/her mind.

· “My responsibility is to share the information with you.  You can decide what to do with it.”  The person may just need some time to digest the information, accept the idea, save face, etc.  Wait a bit and check back in.



“It’s the student’s problem.  Why do I have to change?  It works with the others.”


· The data shows that the student’s behavior is working for him/her.  Why would the student want to change?

· When students make a mistake, we restructure and show them what to do.  We may need to do the same thing with teachers.

· Teachers aren’t bad people – they’re human.  The student has figured out how to make some teacher behaviors work for him/her in ways that we consider inappropriate.

· The teacher’s behavior is not helping the student.  How can we change that?

· Try to show the teacher that changing his/her behavior first  will be less work in the long run.

· Any one approach probably isn’t working for ALL of the other students.  Usually other children will benefit from a change as well.



“How can I change the student when the problem really stems from the home?”
· Students can differentiate between home and school – between 2 sets of behaviors.

· We cannot be responsible for home, but we have to be responsible for school.

· Typically, if school changes, the parents become more involved.  Step 1 is to look at the school and do what we can.

· Use group contingencies in these situations – how are peers supporting the student’s behavior?



And don’t forget -

“You can lead a horse to water but you cannot make him drink.  On the other hand, you can salt his oats or sweeten the water.”

-- DeBoer

Sources:
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THE SKILLED HELPER:  A Problem-Management Approach to Helping, 6th edition.  Gerald Egan. 1998.  Brooks-Cole Publishing Co., Pacific Grove, CA.
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