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 Th ey may say never to work with animals and children, but when you 
see the joy, creativity, fun and downright hilarity that children can bring 
about in your daily life, I’m sure you’ll join me in disagreeing with that 
sentiment. Teaching is an amazing career. No two days are ever the same 
and each lesson brings with it many rewarding and uplift ing moments. 
But, like in every job, with those highs do come some lows, and bad 
 behaviour may seem like one of those areas where you keep coming 
unstuck time and time again. 

 Although there are always a huge number of factors that can contribute 
to a person leaving the teaching profession, it cannot be ignored that a 
large contributor, especially among newly qualifi ed teachers (NQTs), is 
the behaviour of pupils. While teachers are professionals, it is important 
to remember that we are mere mortals – even though it may feel at times 
that the requirement that is missed out on our job specifi cation is to be 
superhuman. As teachers, we are oft en put in a position where we feel 
like we are getting it wrong multiple times a day. A reset starts when the 
bell goes or when the next lesson transition occurs. Th is can either bring 
about an exoneration from a lesson gone wrong, or it can continue our 
spiral towards feeling inadequate. Some teachers have the ability to dust 
themselves off  and try again. Some have skin thicker than a rhinoceros, so 
regardless of what has happened, it will have no eff ect on their demeanour 
or outcomes. But there is a good majority who will take it to heart. 
Th ey may even take it further and end up in a place where they feel like 
they have failed not just as a teacher, but as a person. Th is state of mind 
can have a detrimental eff ect on one’s ability to teach and one’s mental 
wellbeing. Aft er all, if you spend the majority of your time in an environment 
where you are made to feel inferior, you will begin to believe that you are. 

 Now more than ever, we need to fi nd ways to make sure that those 
amazing human beings who are entering our wonderful profession (like 

   Introduction  
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Feel Free to Smile2

you!) choose to remain, and also choose to remain for the right reasons. 
We need to make sure that there is a culture of support, no matter what 
school you are in, and that there is an opportunity to ask for help to 
improve your own personal practices, through modelling, coaching and 
CPD. I want teachers to be able to reach out and ask for help if they’re 
struggling with behaviour, without it feeling like it will go as a strike 
against your name, or be used against you at a later date. I want you – 
and all NQTs  – to know that it’s OK and perfectly normal to struggle 
with behaviour, particularly at the start of your career. It isn’t about 
you being a bad teacher or ‘not cut out for the job’. You need to collect 
and practise a range of skills and strategies for successful behaviour 
management. Handling bad behaviour in the classroom is not something 
that’s inherent in your personality, rather it’s something you can – and 
will – develop and improve over time. 

 Most importantly to me, there needs to be scope to fi nd humour in 
the horror! As in life, nothing is prescribed, and sometimes the best-laid 
plans are the ones that are just as likely to go wrong. If there was one 
sentiment that got me through my initial years in teaching, it was the 
lyrics from a song that said, ‘I will fi nd strength in pain’, as sometimes 
my lessons were painful, but the strength that I was able to take from 
them was the ability to be a refl ective practitioner: to understand what 
had happened and think about what I  could do diff erently next time. 
But more than anything, it was the ability to talk to my colleagues, get 
support and laugh at some of my most monumental mess-ups. It is not 
lost on me how many comedians have a background in teaching. You are, 
in essence, in the league of stand-up every day. Ready to be respected or 
heckled, ready with a cheeky retort to keep that stage sailing smoothly 
and your audience hanging on every word. With this in mind, I  want 
to help you develop a mindset that is indicative to humour, not taking 
yourself seriously all the time and creating a safe, refl ective space to help 
you improve your practice. 

   How I hope this book will 
help you  

 Th is book will consider a series of common scenarios related to 
challenging behaviour in the classroom, from completely losing control 
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Introduction 3

of a lesson, to being outsmarted by the class clown. Th ese scenarios are 
experienced every day by teachers up and down the country. If they 
happen to you, there really is no reason to be mortifi ed and think that 
teaching isn’t the right career for you. Instead, your focus should be on 
refl ecting about what happened and developing some tactics to deal with 
the same situation next time. I hope the book will become a space where 
you do not feel ashamed of the moments that went awry and where you 
can instead look back at these moments with fondness and the occasional 
red face. For each behaviour scenario presented, I off er a set of practical 
strategies for you to choose between, based on the needs of your pupils. 
And spoiler alert: ‘not smiling before Christmas’ isn’t one of them! You 
should practise the strategies you feel are most relevant for the next time 
you’re faced with a similar situation, to boost your confi dence and ensure 
you’re ready to handle it. 

 I bring along with us for the ride thoughts from other educational 
practitioners: those who have been in their post for years and bring with it 
wisdom, and also some newbies who are just starting out with their fresh 
concepts and ideas. I  hope these contributors will demonstrate to you 
that all teachers are experiencing the same scenarios as you and I hope 
that what you will have in front of you are cracking tales of resilience, 
refl ection and moments of ‘Really? Did that just happen?!’ 

 With these two unique perspectives, it’s incredibly important for you 
to understand that there are some stereotypes attributed to teachers 
when it comes to years of service. For example, if you’ve been practising 
for a long time, you are an oracle but you are also more cynical, with 
PTSD-esque fl ashbacks because, ‘You haven’t seen the things that I’ve 
seen, man!’ Or, if you are fresh into the teaching sphere, you are so 
doe-eyed and optimistic that you don’t know anything and are absolutely 
not yet equipped to contribute towards educational dialogue on any 
topic, let  alone behaviour, especially as I  defi nitely saw you smiling in 
front of your class the other day and it’s only October… you fool! Both 
of these stereotypes have the potential to be damaging when we start to 
think of ways to promote an open and honest dialogue around behaviour. 
All inputs and opinions are incredibly relevant if we are to work on the 
joint outcome of providing exceptional educational opportunities for our 
learners whilst also supporting colleagues and our own sanity, helping us 
stay motivated, and most importantly, one step ahead of those most likely 
to derail our lessons. 
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Feel Free to Smile4

 Running alongside all this, I’ll take you on a whistle-stop tour of the 
research that is out there to back up the practice with the theory (because 
I am a teacher aft er all and every day is a school day!). While this element 
won’t be too weighty, it will be useful for you to see that these behavioural 
issues are being looked at across the globe, with varying conclusions and 
suggested practices. 

 Th e words that I  share with you are my take-homes and opinions 
about how to deal with commonly found classroom scenarios related to 
behaviour. I’m forever grateful for the behaviour books that I read in my 
early career, but I always thought that I was a buff oon in the classroom, 
as the situations that were presented in them did not seem to be realistic 
to me. Why was I the only one who, aft er explaining the task and asking 
the class if they had any questions, had a pupil raise their hand and say, 
‘Miss, why were you buying so much chocolate so late last night in Asda? 
Couldn’t you have sent your boyfriend to go and get it?’ (More on this in 
Chapter 1…) With that in mind, I hope this book presents to you some 
realistic scenarios you might come across in the classroom, along with 
practical advice on what to do to get your lesson back on track – and to 
get you and your pupils smiling again!   
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   Chapter 1  
  So… you’re wondering 
why we need you to stay  

 In the last 12  years, I  have had the fortune to work in a multitude of 
jobs throughout secondary education. Straight out of university, I got my 
fi rst job temping as a teaching assistant (TA) in an inner-city school in 
Nottingham, and quite frankly I was hooked. It was one of the toughest 
jobs that I’ve ever had. Th e free school meals percentage was high, and 
when completing data, it was almost easier to tick who wasn’t EAL 
(English as an additional language) and PP (pupil premium). While 
the building was amazing, the personal lives of the majority of our 
pupils were not. And yet, teachers rocked up day aft er day in the most 
challenging of work environments, and delivered to those pupils the best 
they knew how. It was a tough environment, and I realised just how tough 
it was when I attended my fi rst end-of-term staff  debrief and realised that 
there were over 20 teaching staff  leaving, and of those, some were even 
leaving the profession altogether. My mind boggled. Th is was my fi rst 
experience of being in a school through my own choice and I loved going 
to that job so much. It shocked me to think that this very same school 
environment was driving some teachers away. 

 Th ough there were challenges, and lots of them, some of those pupils 
were the most hilarious humans that I had ever (and still have ever) come 
across. Th e camaraderie of the staff  was binding and kept us all working 
towards the same goal, even if it seemed at the time that that goal was 
to get to the pub on Friday aft er school for our own personal debriefs, 
rather than the one led by the senior leadership team (SLT). An SLT 
that would join us on occasion to take part in the cathartic release of the 
week’s trials and tribulations. My experience as a TA was not the same 
as that of the teachers, but I got to hear a lot of incidents that had taken 
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place from a lot of diff erent viewpoints:  the teachers’ (both sober and 
tipsy!), the pupils’ (don’t worry, they weren’t in the pub with us – their 
pub was down the road), and sometimes, when I had been there to see 
what had actually taken place, my own. I oft en had my own professional 
(and oh so naive at times) opinion on the matter. But one thing that 
I always took from the interactions was the teachers’ passion that was 
tinged with frustration of wanting to do the best job possible, but just 
not being able to. Hands were tied by the constraints of the teaching 
environment, whether that be resources, parental engagement, lesson 
planning or changing of exam specifi cations. But the one recurring 
topic, which seemed to be a decider in how these amazing people saw 
themselves as educators in the classroom, was behaviour. Both in and 
out of the classroom. 

 Certain names would be a recurring theme for the topic of conversation, 
and what fascinated me the most was that one of these pupils happened 
to be in all of the same lessons as the pupil I was supporting in my TA 
role. On a daily basis, I could watch this pupil transform from a willing 
participator, engaged in learning, and a caring member of the class, to 
someone who was hell bent on disrupting, disengaging and taking others 
along for the ride of no learning. Th e only thing that remained constant 
was the teachers who were being aff ected negatively by his behaviour, 
continually working to try and change his actions so they wouldn’t 
disrupt learning. I  was also seeing some staff  feeling it was a personal 
attack on them when another colleague would utter those fatal words, 
‘Oh, he behaves for me.’ I remember there was one teacher who felt so 
victimised that, at the end-of-term debrief, she let us know she would be 
leaving teaching to ‘work with people who would listen to her’. All I could 
think of was how amazing her lessons had been, and how if I’d had her 
teach me when I was at school, I may have actually been interested in that 
subject. I wondered why she couldn’t see what I (and the majority of her 
class) could see. 

 Since then, I  have made it my own personal mission to champion 
incredible colleagues who have felt that they are less than good, 
particularly because of challenging classroom behaviours. I have coached 
in schools to off er this support to try and engage with staff  to make 
them see that some small tweaks can enable them to stay. Introducing a 
refl ective practitioner approach oft en allows them to be able to see this. 
And it’s this exact same thing that I want to share with you in this book. 
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But before we start, I want to explore a little more the reasons why bad 
classroom behaviour is chasing so many new teachers away from the 
profession, explain why we really need  you  to stick with us, and off er a 
few practical strategies that might just make all the diff erence. 

   Why is bad behaviour causing 
teachers to quit?  

 In March 2018, the Department for Education published some interesting 
research into why teachers were leaving the profession. Th e researchers 
interviewed 80 primary and secondary teachers about the reasons they 
believed were key in infl uencing decisions to quit. Many reasons were 
cited, from workload to accountability, but the issue of behaviour came 
up time and time again. Th e fi ndings relevant to behaviour included 
the following: 

      •  Th e teachers interviewed believed greater levels of support and 
understanding from the SLT were needed, for example, in terms of 
the management of pupil behaviour, and the ability to have open and 
honest conversations. Th is would help support teachers’ relationships 
with their SLT and reduce feelings of pressure in terms of scrutiny, 
accountability and workload.  

     •      Teachers found it diffi  cult to be creative in their planning and 
teaching, due to being hindered by time or challenges around 
pupil behaviour.  

     •      Commonly, teachers had been aspirational (some referred to 
themselves as ‘idealistic’) before entering the profession and felt that 
they would be:

       ◦      ‘Firm but fair’.  
      ◦      Approachable – the type of teacher that young people can turn to 

for advice.  
      ◦      Able to motivate pupils and make a diff erence. 

 Th ey oft en mentioned wanting to emulate the example of a good 
teacher they had known during their own schooling – inspiring young 
people and engaging them with a subject.     

     •      Although a small number (fi ve) had anticipated some pupil 
behavioural issues, they had expected that they would be ‘respected’ as 
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teachers. However, when in the role, some perceived that this was not 
always the case.  

     •      Teachers commonly reported the ‘high’ of seeing young people make 
progress or connect with a subject, such as a lesson that they felt had 
gone well and where pupils demonstrated that they had understood the 
content. Th e attitude of pupils had a large infl uence on these teachers; 
where young people were motivated to learn or were enthusiastic, 
teachers reported that this increased their positivity towards their 
role. Where there were disciplinary issues, this proved challenging in 
terms of maintaining an eff ective lesson, but also created additional 
workload when communicating with parents or carers and logging 
behavioural issues on a central system. A small number had enjoyed 
the challenge of working with pupils with complex behavioural issues, 
to help support them and make a diff erence.  

     •      Early career teachers made the decision to leave the profession much 
more quickly than more experienced teachers. Generally, their reasons 
for leaving the profession did not diff er compared to more experienced 
teachers. However, they were more likely to report that they found 
poor pupil behaviour diffi  cult to manage.    

     Adapted from Department for Education (     2018   )  

 It doesn’t make it very diffi  cult to see that there is a clear link between 
the reasons that teachers leave our profession and the behaviour of 
pupils. Studies are repeatedly showing this factor coming out in several 
forms, whether that be the personal emotions related to struggling with 
behaviour or not feeling supported by the systems and structures around 
them (the behaviour management policies, middle and senior leadership, 
the parents and the local community). It’s disheartening to see that early 
career teachers are more likely to exit the profession due to behaviour, 
but it’s also understandable. Resilience to a situation is something that is 
built up over time, and if the expectations of a scenario are not what you 
are expecting, it can be quite a shock to the system. Sitting on Twitter 
a few weeks into September, you can see the cries for help ringing out 
from NQTs:

       •      ‘I’ve just had a hellish lesson, I don’t know if this is for me.’  
      •      ‘I forgot everything. I feel so stupid.’  
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      •      ‘Th ank God it’s Friday. I can hide with this glass of wine for the next 
few days and think about school never.’  

      •      ‘#HELP’    

 Supportive measures can be hard to come by if you feel scared to articulate 
that you are struggling at any stage of your career, especially if you fear 
repercussions such as pay progression being aff ected or a stigma being 
attached to you as not being seen as one of the school’s ‘good’ teachers. 
Whether we care to admit that it is part of the narrative in schools, it is 
there: a secret league table, and not wanting to be the one who lets the 
side down, especially if there are any visitors to your classroom that day. 

 I am a big believer in transparency and honesty when it comes to 
making progress. Support begins from knowing the areas that need to be 
focused on to move forward, and once this has been identifi ed, sensible, 
practical and pragmatic steps need to be put in place. A removal of some 
of the negative culture that can be associated with behaviour management 
is a helpful place to begin.  

   How to fall in love with teaching, 
despite bad behaviour    

 At this point, I think it would be great to hear from our fi rst early-career 
contributor, fresh out of the blocks on a journey that will hopefully lead 
to many happy and fruitful years as an educator. Fresh-faced and ready to 
get the metaphorical dust on him from being at the chalkface, Stefan will 
take a look at what could impact new teachers in their formative years in 
terms of behaviour and reassure us that it’s far from being all bad news. 

   Case study: Stefan Hines, NQT  

 I have taught for almost two years now and it is safe to say there have been 

many challenges as well as rewards! While it is one of the hardest careers 

I’ve faced, the rewards by far make it all worthwhile. If nothing else, it 

imprints a plethora of stories that you’ll be telling for years to come about 

the impact you made on a child’s life that day. As a science teacher, I feel 

that opportunity is even more present, and one example of this is when 
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teaching the topic of reproduction! I’ve taught this topic several times 

now to both Years 7 and 8, and the results are somewhat astonishing. 

Despite covering topics that are a little nerve-wracking for a new teacher, 

I have experienced heightened interest and brilliant classroom behaviour 

on all occasions… even when a Year 8 girl exclaimed to the class, ‘Wait… 

what? We have two holes down there?!’ Another girl approached me 

at the end of a lesson, horrifi ed, to thank me for ruining her favourite 

song earlier that lesson when she asked, ‘Sir, what happens when the 

sperm meets the egg?’ I openly replied to the class, ‘Well, think of it like 

the Spice Girl’s song “When 2 Become 1”. They fuse together and start 

dividing!’ She also continued to tell me how she was off home to tell her 

parents that she now understands how babies are made, as ‘it’s gross’. 

 But as well as the funny moments, my teaching of this topic gave 

students the opportunity to understand themselves and ask questions 

in a safe space. One moment that always sticks in my mind was when 

a regularly disruptive student came to me at the end of the lesson 

and asked, ‘So, you know you said in puberty it’s common to have 

mood swings, is that why I feel angry quite often?’ Giving him a deeper 

understanding of the changes teenagers experience helped him to 

understand why he perhaps felt particular emotions. Each lesson should 

always teach students something new. Occasionally, it may even teach 

them something about themselves. 

 Refl ecting on why an effective behaviour for learning environment 

was achieved when teaching such topics, I think it’s extremely clear: the 

students were engaged, they were interested, and I  was confi dent in 

my delivery. I believe that my students were engaged in this topic simply 

because it was so relevant to them; students must have a reason to 

engage with learning, and one surefi re way of getting their attention is by 

making it relevant. This can be achieved by discussing where topics fi t 

into real life, and why the information you’re about to teach them will be 

useful and help them in the long run. This is a principle I have fully taken 

on board, and at the start of lessons I regularly discuss with students what 

the point of the lesson is, and how and why it is relevant to them. No exam 

talk, no assessment objectives. Just relevance. In my experience, there is 

a clear correlation between relevance, engagement and behaviour. 

 I also fully understand that some of the content in this particular 

topic may have felt embarrassing to students; this made me ensure 

that I  tackled the topic with a confi dent yet relaxed approach. When 

9781472984487_FeelFreetoSmile_Finalpass_pi-164.indd   109781472984487_FeelFreetoSmile_Finalpass_pi-164.indd   10 23-Mar-21   12:58:2223-Mar-21   12:58:22



So… you’re wondering why we need you to stay 11

teaching, your own emotions and body language are signifi cant; if 

you are talking about something with confi dence, the students will 

respond to that; they will believe what you are saying and want to learn 

more. By taking a semi-relaxed approach with students, it allows for 

effective relationships built on respect. This creates a safe space for 

learning, in which students feel comfortable and therefore engaged. 

The implementation of such thought processes and strategies across 

the board has helped me to deliver some of the best lessons I’ve had, 

regardless of topic! Relationships, relevance and confi dence in delivery 

will secure desired behaviours in most scenarios. 

 So, what’s the point in all this? Well, as much as the government 

and the rest of the country need us to keep teaching in schools, in 

the past two years it has become exceptionally clear to me that there 

is no greater need to keep at it than for the children themselves. The 

relationships you build in teaching are by far the greatest reward I have 

experienced from any career. 

  Stefan Hines is a secondary science teacher about to start his NQT year.   

 Th ese words from Stefan highlight to me that we all enter teaching with 
the passion and determination we need to keep us coming back. I have 
never found a thought process more inaccurate than when I have had 
the phrase ‘Th ose who can’t, teach’ uttered to me in jest, because those 
who can’t, really don’t teach. A passion for the subject alone is not one 
that usually draws people towards teaching. We are in the business of 
children and all the sticky tricky extras that come with it. And that is why 
I believe it must be a heavy heart and a lot of soul-destroying decisions 
that lead someone to leave. But that thought process is far from the 
be-all-and-end-all. In my opinion, teaching is in fact a bit of a calling. 
You didn’t take the decision to apply for whichever route you went down 
and endure a year of training only for you to think this is totally not for 
you. I believe that any trainee teacher who successfully completes their 
training year has an extra hidden vat of resilience that isn’t handed out 
to mere mortals, so kudos to you for tapping into it. And if you feel you 
haven’t yet, I hope the behaviour management playbook will begin to tap 
into that resource on your behalf. You’re welcome!  
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