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The Case of 
Global Misunderstanding

Introduction

Classroom management is often an issue with which new teachers have difficulty.  In a schoolroom, finding the right balance between total control and anarchy is a daunting task.  There are many ways to create an atmosphere of trust and cooperation that facilitates managing the classroom and ultimately serve to increase student participation and learning.  For example, the way a teacher responds to his or her own mistakes often makes the difference between students positively participating or ignoring the teacher and catching up on their sleep.  A teacher who makes a mistake has the ability to pave the way for trust and cooperation by allowing the students to see him or her as human.

The Case

A teacher was assigned to teach a group of middle school students about the changing seasons.  Beyond the tilt of the Earth playing the primary role in the change of seasons, the teacher wanted to show how the roundness of the Earth lead to the circular polar regions having unique periods of light or dark for months at a time.

Trying to motivate the students, in addition to a globe, the teacher used several round objects: a basketball, an orange, and a baseball in demonstrating the seasonal cycle and the delineation of the Arctic and Antarctic circles.

The students maintained an interest in the discussion, and they were able to manipulate the round objects while they held a marker on the area where the sunlight would shine.  Many students seemed to grasp the idea that the roundness of the Earth is responsible for the Arctic and Antarctic circles.

The teacher was proud that a group of middle school students, with all their hormones coursing through their bodies and the usual corresponding lack of attention, were able to understand the point he was trying to make: the roundness of the Earth is responsible for the circles.  In summarizing this point to the students, the teacher held up the globe and the basketball, and asked the question to the adolescents in the class, “So what is special about balls…”

Guiding Questions

1. What do you suppose happened next?

2. Describe two (or more) ways the teacher could have handled the incident.

3. Considering each of the ways you answered in number 2, how do you think the students responded to the next lesson taught by this teacher?
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Product

Describe how you, as a teacher, would have responded in the case above.  What classroom management strategies would you have used in this situation?  Develop a management plan based on these strategies.

Theory

The situation presented in this case can have two very different endings.  In one ending the teacher chides the students for taking him off track and laughing at what he said.  In the other, the teacher laughs with the students and then brings the students back to the conclusion of the lesson.  It is the latter ending that is preferable for developing an atmosphere of trust and cooperation in the classroom.  Rather than the teacher losing control of the class, he actually can use this situation to increase his control.  The teacher, in being able to laugh at himself, sends the message that he is confident in his own abilities and is comfortable with the students in the room.

Humor in the classroom is beneficial, both in the short term and in the long run.  Some immediate effects of laughing are reducing stress and increasing relaxation.  The initial use of humor, in this case by sharing a common joke, creates a feeling of camaraderie between the teacher and the students.  In the long run, humor fosters two important skills teachers want to develop in their students, mental flexibility and divergent thinking.  Humor fosters mental flexibility by blocking negative emotions and getting the students to see things from several perspectives.  Humor promotes divergent thinking by reframing situations, helping the students to restructure elements of a situation into new patterns.  It is in the best interest of the students for the teacher to allow humor as a welcome addition to his or her image of classroom management.

Most humor in the classroom arises from the incongruity between what is expected in a situation and what is experienced.  This type of humor is often difficult to plan for, yet needs to be enjoyed whenever it occurs.  There is one important type of humor to never use in the classroom, the use of humor by the teacher as an expression of superiority over the students.  This type of humor will negate any of the positive effects previously mentioned.  Appropriate humor is a good thing, and should be cultivated by the teacher to increase the effectiveness of his or her strategy for classroom management.
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