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Kicking and Screaming

Storyline by Asha Hunter

Introduction

The final three years of my teaching career were spent on the lower level of the west wing of Wharton Arts Magnet Middle School, otherwise known as the “eighth grade hall.”   More than sixty-five youngsters crowded this narrow hall each day, coming and going.  “Top & Bottoms” – half-length lockers – line the walls, creating congestion in the areas outside of the classrooms and impeding the flow of traffic.  Although students were encouraged to use their inside voices, the noise level often exceeded that which was expected.  The sound of multiple voices and slamming lockers blended into a less than symphonic raucous which, quite naturally, paved the way for undesired adolescent behavior.  

The topic of discipline consumed a major portion of faculty meetings at Wharton.  The principal constantly encouraged teachers to be creative when developing and implementing classroom management strategies.  One of the strategies implemented on the eighth grade hall was the practice of standing outside the doorway of our classrooms during the changing of classes to monitor student behavior.  The rationale was that if there was an adult presence in the hallway, the students were less likely to engage in undesired behaviors (yelling, running, etc.). Acceptable hallway behavior was believed to initiate acceptable classroom behavior.  

Vignette

While standing outside of my classroom door one morning, two students began to a kicking and screaming match near the lockers.  Apparently the student occupying the bottom locker had waited long enough for the top occupant to complete the transfer of her books.  To hurry her along, the bottom occupant, another female, yelled several obscenities at her and proceeded to kick her in the leg.  The top occupant turned around and returned the kick, screaming similar obscenities.  As their exchange continued, other students gathered around to get an eyewitness view of the clash.  

Being the closest adult to the brawl, I would be responsible for reporting the incident.  At the time, I had somewhat of a reputation for reporting many students (perhaps because most of the real action happened in or near my classroom for some reason), so I sought to diffuse the situation in a unique way.  I broke through the crowd and upon reaching the center of the ring I yelled, “This looks like fun!  Can I play?”  I began to kick (AT the students) and scream, diverting the attention from the fighting students to myself.  The student battle ceased and the fighting students looked at me like I was crazy while the onlookers laughed and pointed in my direction.  When I was satisfied that sufficient attention had been given to the ridiculousness of the entire altercation, I dispersed the crowd to their classes and escorted the two prizefighters to the principal’s office.  

The students were reprimanded and sent to in-school suspension for the remainder of the school week for causing a disturbance.  Later that afternoon I was approached by the principal who expressed her dissatisfaction with the “creative” means by which I diffused the situation.  She asked, “Mrs. Hunter, do you think it’s ok to kick children?”  I told her that I did not and that I did not kick anyone, but kicked at them in an effort to stop the fight.  “While I’ll admit that your idea was creative, it was very inappropriate,” she said.  I was very upset that I was suspected of attempting to hurt children in an effort to restore order.  I thought was I did was pretty darn clever and resented being questioned about it.  I was asked to keep my feet on the floor and use my creativity to develop “safer” ways to control student behavior.

After school ended that day, the principal was outside talking to a parent that she was apparently very familiar with.  They were laughing and joking, and in the process of doing so, the principal hit the parent on the shoulder (as some of us do when we hear or see something funny).  I immediately descended upon them and told the principal that hitting is not an appropriate way to deal with parents and asked that she keep her hands to herself in the future.  The principal gave me a dirty look and told me to have a nice day.  The parent had no idea what was going on so he remained silent throughout our exchange.  

Guiding Questions

1. Have you ever risked using humor to diffuse a serious situation?  What was the outcome?

2. Are we always fair when interpreting the humorous acts of another?

3. Can one be humorous without considering its effects or consequences if it does not go over well with the intended audience?

4. It is reasonable to expect a supervisor to accept sarcasm as humor as opposed to disrespect?

5. What would you have done to diffuse the situation?

Reflections 

The initial situation called for an immediate, yet creative response.  The response that I chose reflected the incongruent theory.  This type of humor “is expressed when an incongruity exists between what an individual expects and what one gets.”
  Surely the students expected me (or one of the other teachers) to deal with the situation in a more conventional way (i.e. sending for the principal or school officer, blowing a whistle, pulling the two students apart, etc.).  Instead of what they expected, a teacher (yours truly) invited herself to participate in the brawl.  The students responded to my actions by laughing and pointing, an indicator that my actions were funny and they enjoyed the mental jolt.
  

The act also required both humor and creativity.  John Morreall says, “Creative people are playful, experimental, and willing to take risks.”
  In this case, my response was playful in that it made light of a potentially serious situation.  By joining the two students’ kicking and screaming, I made the fight seem less threatening to both students.  (It would have been a shame to harm each other over something like being impatient or lingering too long in one’s locker.)  My actions were also experimental in that I had never taken that approach when breaking up a fight.  Quite frankly, I am always reluctant to put myself in harms way to stop two people from hurting each other.  I could have easily stuck to the script and identified someone else to remove the students from the hallway, but I chose to try an idea that I thought would work much better.  Looking back, I realize that participating in the kicking and screaming was a tremendous risk in that I could have misjudged and actually kicked one of the fighting students or any of the students surrounding the clash.  I also realize that my participating in their fight could have caused a small riot, inviting others to participate as well.  Morreall identifies children as the group of people who, more than others, possess playfulness, experimentation, and risk-taking, features of creativity.  With what better group of people could I have tried my creative idea?  (That is exactly what I was thinking at the time; only Morreall gets credit for the having written the idea!)

My later comment to the principal about “hitting” was an example of the superiority theory in that it reflected my belief that my creative action was superior to her support of a more conventional way to resolve the situation.  The remark that I made was spontaneous sarcasm that made fun of the reprimand that I received for my actions.  In other words, my use of humor was insulting to the principal at the time.   Not only that, but it excluded the parent from the “inside” circumstances of our exchange.  Morreall suggests that “the disengagement we have from events in the past”
 creates an opportunity for events that were once frustrating to become funny.  This suggestion has proven quite true in my storytelling, but I’m not so sure I can speak for the principal.  I doubt that I’ll ever hear her say, “I remember the time Mrs. Hunter sarcastically scolded me for …”

Resources (On-Line)

Classroom Management & Discipline

The 5-Part Report http://www.adhdsolution.com/teachers/
Discipline by Design http://www.honorlevel.com/hls_intro.xml
Discipline without Stress http://www.marvinmarshall.com/
Teacher Talk http://education.indiana.edu/cas/tt/v1i2/what.html
TeachNet http://www.teachnet.com/how-to/manage/
Classroom Management & Discipline using Humor

Humor and Discipline http://www.disciplineassociates.com/printeditorial1.htm
Humor-the Best Medicine http://www.askdrsears.com/html/6/T061400.asp
New Ideas in Discipline http://www.pbbt.com/Directory/Jokes/2285.html
World Laughter Tour (several good books to order)
http://commerce1.cera.net/wlt/sections/catalog/catalog.asp?pg=7
Top 10 Tips for Classroom Discipline and Management
http://712educators.about.com/od/discipline/tp/disciplinetips.htm
Humor and Supervisors

HaLife http://halife.com/business/marhumor.html
The Frontline Supervisor http://www.nyu.edu/pages/fsap/flsmay2003.html
Code of Conduct http://www.glensfallshospital.org/code_of_conduct.htm
Managerial Humor and Subordinate Satisfaction
http://www.sbp-journal.com/journal_detail/176
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