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Fact Sheet 58 – Foundational behaviour management techniques 

A guide for teacher aides, teachers and parent helpers. 

You probably already know that the main behaviour management task of TAs is to 

keep students on task. This begs the question: how do you do it? If you have children 

of your own or have worked in the education sector before, you might feel confident 

and have a few behaviour management tricks up your sleeve.  

The normal reaction to a student being off task is to say something like, ‘get back on 

with it please’ and to then repeat if necessary. Another option is to raise your voice 

just a little and to give a stern look. For the average parent helper, these techniques 

are more than enough. 

Unfortunately though, these basic home-based strategies have limited effects in the 

school environment. For example, you probably don’t want to say ‘please get back on 

with it’ 150 times per day. Professional (and paid) TAs need to have a much more 

comprehensive repertoire of behaviour management strategies. This section will 

introduce you to the most effective (and basic) strategies that all TAs need to master. 

 

1. Situational awareness 

Also known as ‘with-it-ness’, situational awareness is about knowing what’s going on 

around you at all times. You need to know what’s happening in front of you, to your 

left, right, behind you, on the other side of the classroom – the entire room, and even 

outside. While helping a small group or an individual, use your peripheral vision to alert 

you to any possible situations that require your attention. In other words, don’t ‘zone 

out’ the rest of the class and focus solely on the 1-2 students in front of you. Situational 

awareness is like having ‘eyes in the back of your head’ and it allows you to put out 

‘fires’ before they begin. Research by Schuldheisz and Van Der Mars (2001) showed 

Hint 
Research has shown that students actually prefer classes where the teacher and 

other staff are clearly in control, provided that staff are cooperative, fair and not 

too rigid (Brekelmans et al., 2002; Davidson, 1999). 
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that active supervision increases on-task learning from about 50% to 70% compared 

to passive supervision (i.e., when staff don’t give their full attention). 

For example, imagine you are working with a group of students on their spelling. The 

teacher is called to the door as a message has been sent from the office. While dealing 

with that, another group on the opposite side of the room becomes gradually louder. 

While the teacher is not looking at them directly, she is aware of the situation and 

hopes that you will step in.  

Because you practise situational awareness, you notice the group becoming more 

boisterous and take the necessary steps to get them back on task. The teacher is very 

appreciative of your help as you have prevented a ripple effect of behavioural issues 

that may have unsettled the whole class. 

2. Proximity and positioning 

 
Notice how this TA is sitting with her back to the wall and in the centre of the group. This gives her an unimpeded view of the 
entire class so she can work with this group while keeping an eye out for issues elsewhere. 

Ever noticed how your behaviour changes when you find yourself in close proximity to 

a police car? Similarly, your mere presence influences the way children behave. For 

example, suppose Johnny is off task and chatting away with his friend. An easy way 

to address this is by your proximity and positioning – casually wander past his desk, 

pause and hover nearby for a moment.  
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Johnny will quickly get the hint and be back on task; you don’t even need to make eye 

contact or say a single word. This strategy requires almost no energy, doesn’t interrupt 

anyone’s learning and serves as a cue to remind all other students to stay on task.  

 

Imagine you’re in charge of a small group of 4-8 students for a reading class – where do you position yourself? There are 
many options, each with various effects and uses. Position 1 is for formal teaching and can be used for a few minutes at the 
start when you need to use the board. Position 2 is better than position 1 for most activities. Position 3 puts you in the middle 
of the action and is a good place to start when circulating, although your back is to some students. It does however limit off-
task behaviour as you’re within a few feet of everyone. Position 4 is for greeting students as they enter and when saying 
goodbye. Positions 5, 6, and 7 are for supervising from afar (which happens when you want students to learn from each other 
or work quietly on their own). Position 8 is used to help nearby students while keeping an eye on the group. All positions are 
temporary, meaning you should not stay in one spot for the whole lesson as that’s considered to be lazy teaching. 

There are 2 aspects to this strategy: proximity refers to how close (or far away) you 

are from a student. The closer you are to a student, the more likely your presence will 

impact their behaviour. Maximum impact is around 60 to 90cm away (e.g., sitting at 

the desk next to them).  

Positioning is about choosing the best place to stand and how to get there (known as 

‘circulating’ or ‘roving’). Often there is no need to be in close proximity to a student 

other than to slowly wander past every few minutes. Research suggests that staff 

should continually move among and around students. This provides a cue that 
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encourages students to self-manage and monitor their own behaviour – it also makes 

them more accountable (Englehart, 2013). 

Another skill you will need to master is figuring out where to go when activities first 

begin. Say you are in a challenging class and the teacher has just finished giving 

instructions for students to work in pairs. Once the teacher has finished talking, where 

do you go and what do you do?  

The answer is quite simple: position yourself closest to the students who are most 

likely to be off task. In fact, this is where you should be standing or crouching while 

the teacher is giving his or her instructions. Wait a minute or so and then start circling 

clockwise from pair to pair. You don’t need to ‘help’ each pair, but you can listen for 

30 seconds, provide a positive prompt if they are on track, and then move to the next 

pair.  

Ideally, speak to your teacher about what he or she wants you to do beforehand. Also 

note that if you are allocated a focus student, you will generally work with that student 

first and foremost (or at least watch him or her closely). 

3. Low-key responses 

 

Sometimes a friendly glance is all it takes to get students back on task. Most people who are new to the industry think that 
the best behaviour management approach is to be assertive or aggressive, however this is not the case. Almost all interactions 
with students are low-key, friendly and respectful.  
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Low-key responses (LKRs) are the bedrock of behaviour management. You will use 

them hundreds of times each day, often without even realising. The goal of low-key 

responses is to get students back on task by using a minimal response (Bennett & 

Smilanich, 1994). The more minimal the response, the less energy you have to exert 

to provide it, which adds up when you deliver a few hundred LKRs in a day. Other 

major benefits of LKRs include: 

• interrupting other students much less 

• reducing the chance that the target student will react (which is known as ‘inviting 

an escalation’).  

 

Proximity is the lowest LKR and it’s highly effective – simply stand or crouch near the 

target student and he/she will be back on task immediately. If you’re a few metres 

away, stern eye contact also works (especially with a raised eyebrow). You may not 

even need a stern look – just eye contact can be enough.  

Use your eyes and your head to nod in a way that indicates ‘get back on with it’. Simple 

hand signals are also common. Silently point to the student’s worksheet and mouth 

‘thank-you’ at the same time.  

You could also shake your head and whisper ‘no’ if they are doing something they 

shouldn’t be doing. These are all low-key responses as they require minimal effort, are 

delivered quickly and interrupt the fewest number of students.  

If the situation calls for it, a brief word or 2 might be necessary (such as using the 

student’s name and then a hand signal, followed by a ‘thank-you’ or a nod). There is 

Hint 
LKRs have another distinct advantage that you will soon read about – if the student 

doesn’t respond to a hand signal, you can always ‘up the ante’ and use a few 

words or approach his/her desk. If that doesn’t work, you can up the ante again 

and have a chat with the student. You have given him/her 3 opportunities to 

comply. However, if your first step were to chat with the student and he or she 

didn’t respond appropriately – what then? You can always start low and go up, but 

it’s not really possible to start high and then go low. 
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no need to lecture the student or to raise your voice – your goal is to get him or her 

back on task and you want to do that as quickly and effortlessly as possible.  

4. Minimal necessary force 

Why exert energy if you don’t have to? Working in schools is challenging enough as it 

is. The concept of minimal necessary force will help save you time, energy and stress. 

The idea is to manage behavioural issues with the least intrusive, shortest, quietest 

and easiest technique that gets the child back on task.  

Where possible, use low-key responses such as standing close by, a head shake, 

hand signal, raised eyebrow, saying the student’s name, and so forth. If an LKR 

doesn’t work or the behaviour justifies a more concerted response, a quiet verbal 

instruction might do the trick (e.g., ‘Johnny, back on with it please, thank you’). 

For more serious issues (such as a meltdown, defiance or dealing with a chronic off- 

tasker), the minimal necessary force is probably not a low-key response. Match your 

response with the behaviour, ensuring that you don’t over-react. For example, if a child 

swears in class, even at you, don’t get offended or begin a tirade of yelling that draws 

attention to the student – this only shows that you have a lack of self-control and it 

makes you look unpredictable and unprofessional. Embarrassing the student also 

invites an even worse reaction.  

 

Using minimal necessary force (and in particular low-key responses) will free you up 

to spend more time helping students to learn. You will also experience less stress and 

be less exhausted at the end of the day. Students and staff will respect you more and 

there will be fewer behavioural issues in your presence. 

Hint 
Research shows that aggressive behaviour from staff reduces students’ motivation 

and increases their resistance to learning (Lewis et al., 2005; Lewis & Burman, 

2008; Romi et al., 2009; Spitalli, 2005). 

https://www-tandfonline-com.libproxy.murdoch.edu.au/doi/full/10.1080/00098655.2013.772500
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Sometimes students just need a break or have a lapse in concentration – no different to adults. There is no need for 
aggression or a lecture. What is the least disruptive way to get this student back on task? 

5. Selective ignoring 

Those new to the profession would be forgiven for thinking that every behavioural 

issue must be addressed. In fact, many issues are simply ignored. Sometimes a 

student will have a brief chat with a friend and then get back on with his/her work. In 

most cases, this would be ignored because the behaviour has ceased, it’s not likely to 

be repeated and most importantly, addressing the issue would interrupt the learning 

of others.  

If you were helping another student, this means he or she misses your support while 

you go and deal with the ‘problem’. Some students have ongoing behavioural issues 

and addressing every incident is simply not feasible. 

  

Selective ignoring is also known as ‘tactical ignoring’ because the TA or teacher 

notices the issue and then decides (for one reason or another) to not bother correcting 

it. However, while some behaviours can be ignored initially, if the student persists 

Hint 
A common strategy is to ignore students who call out and to only address those 

who put their hands up. 
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action will need to be taken (see low-key responses). Selecting what to ignore and 

what to address comes with experience. 

6. Rapport building 

Developing rapport with students is the most effective proactive behaviour 

management strategy. Having good rapport simply means that you have a positive 

relationship with a particular person – it means children enjoy and feel at ease being 

around you. In simplistic terms, rapport means knowing things about the child, taking 

an interest in him/her and showing that you care.  

All of this happens within the confines of a professional relationship, as you’re not 

aiming to become actual friends. The easiest way to build rapport is to chat with the 

student on a regular basis and ask about his/her weekend, hobbies and interests. 

Why is rapport building so important in terms of behaviour management you may ask? 

It’s simple really – people tend to be better behaved for people that they like and 

respect (Mitchem, 2005). It’s also one of the most effective strategies for motivating 

students (Nguyen, 2007).  

Logic would have it then that the better your rapport with a particular student, the fewer 

issues that you can expect to have to deal with. Additionally, when issues do arise, 

students respond much faster and with less resistance when they have a positive 

relationship with the adult directing them. Research has also shown that a combination 

of rapport building and having high achievement expectations is effective in 

maximising students’ success (Brophy, 2006; Pool & Everston, 2013). 

7. Body language 

To master behaviour management is to master body language. No matter how you 

position yourself (and whether you do it purposefully or not), the physical orientation 

and posing of your body and limbs provides a huge amount of important information 

to those looking at you. In fact, it even affects your own mood (for example, fold your 

arms and you will become more defensive).  

Not only does a practitioner need to use a wide variety of low-key hand signals to 

manage behaviour, he or she also needs to be cognisant of what his/her body 
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language tells students – does it show confidence or nervousness? Aggression or 

calm and in control?  

The effect of standing near students (proximity) is reduced if your body language 

indicates that you are unsure, lacking confidence, anxious or even incompetent. 

However, if you stand with confidence, students are far less likely to test your 

willingness to deal with any issues. When talking with students, show your open palms 

to indicate trustworthiness and openness.  

Try to not fold your body up by crossing your legs or arms. These defensive postures 

are a psychological way of hiding by building a barrier between yourself and others. 

They send a message that you are not approachable or that you’re in a disagreeable 

mood. If you are new to working in the classroom environment, observe how more 

experienced and confident staff use body language and think about what messages 

they send to students. Make body language something that you control, not something 

that controls you. 

8. Facial expressions 

 

Sometimes you need to be stern, but never point at students. It is considered to be very rude in Australia. 

Facial expressions are a key ingredient in your behaviour management repertoire. 

They are an underused low-key response that can be very effective in terms of 

achieving your goals and minimising disruption. Similar to body language, you can use 

a facial expression to send a message to a student (such as ‘get back on task’ or ‘stop 

doing that’). Our natural inclination is to respond to behavioural issues by verbally 
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telling a student off. However, that can be quite tiring and it’s another interruption that 

students have to deal with.  

If a misbehaving student is looking at you, and particularly if you are not close by, a 

simple facial expression to indicate ‘what are you doing?’ (such as by ‘screwing up 

your face’ a little) is often effective. Raising your eyebrows to indicate surprise at the 

student’s behaviour is another easy way of letting him or her know that the behaviour 

is a no-go. Combine that expression with a shake of your head and most students will 

cease their behaviour. 

9. Tone and volume 

Those new to education (whether teachers or TAs) tend to think that raising their voice 

and using harsher tones is the standard way of dealing with behavioural problems. 

This is not the case. There are actually many different options available that are much 

more effective. In fact, in keeping with the concept of minimum necessary force, your 

tone and volume should be as minimal as possible to achieve the desired result (which 

is usually getting the student back on task).  

Think of tone and volume on a scale of 1-10. Ideally the best way to remedy an issue 

is to use level 1 for both (a calm whisper). If that’s not sufficient or proportionate, level 

2 is the next best option (just above a whisper) – don’t start at level 5 or 6 whatever 

you do as you can’t really go back down effectively!  

For example, suppose Johnny is off task and chatting with his friend again. He has 

done this twice now and the first time you responded with a low-key response which 

was rather ineffective. However, a quiet word when you are close (but not too close) 

to Johnny is enough to give him the hint.  

So quiet in fact that no one knows whether Johnny is ‘in trouble’ or being congratulated 

for something – for all his friends know Johnny may have just won a prize! This is 

known as ‘dealing with the issue privately’ and it has the added benefit of preventing 

Johnny from feeling the need to defend himself in front of his peers.  

Similarly when speaking to a group, try whispering and see what the effect is – 

students will need to listen very closely – all fidgeting will cease and you’ll be able to 

hear a pin drop. 
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10. Manage your expectations 

All professionals plan, strategise and think carefully about how they go about their 

work. As a professional yourself, you now need to do the same. In terms of behaviour 

management, there are 2 simple ways to achieve this. Neither take much time. The 

first way is managing your own expectations. On your way to work in the morning, take 

a moment to think about what you expect to happen: e.g., what will Johnny do and 

how many times will he do it?  

Many teachers and TAs become incredibly stressed and anxious because they persist 

with the false and unreasonable expectation that all students should be perfectly 

behaved at all times. They think any behavioural problem is an attack on their authority 

and them personally. The reality is that all students misbehave at some time or another 

– even adults find themselves off task and chatting with friends or colleagues when 

they probably shouldn’t be (think Facebook or YouTube at work).  

The point here is to ground your expectations in reality and not ideology. If you expect 

Johnny to get out of his seat 3-4 times and he does exactly that, then your mind will 

think it’s a normal lesson and your blood pressure won’t suffer. However, if you expect 

Johnny to never get out of his seat and he does so several times, you will have a very 

stressful day.  

When you have a realistic baseline of expectations, you can move to the second part 

of this strategy and plan your response. If you expect something to happen, develop 

a plan for when it does – this makes your work so much easier and allows you to react 

in a strategic, thoughtful and targeted way. If you know that Johnny will get out of his 

Hint 
Always be conscious of your volume. If you are working with a student who is shy 

and quiet, being loud is going to make him or her extremely uncomfortable. 

Conversations (whether about behaviour or not) should be as quiet as possible in 

order to reduce distraction to others. Talk to students like a doctor would speak to 

a patient during a check-up – be quiet, calm, respectful, courteous, dignified and 

professional, yet firm if necessary. 
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seat on average 4 times per lesson, think about what you will do when he does that or 

how you could try to prevent it in the first place. In other words, if Johnny does X, then 

I do Y.  

These 2 related strategies will make your life so much easier because your reactions 

in class will be pre-planned. This means that the number of decisions you will need to 

make while ‘under the pump’ will be reduced. You won’t need to think about which 

strategy to use and you won’t be annoyed when Johnny does get out of his seat as 

you are waiting for him to do it – in fact, you might even find yourself hoping for Johnny 

to misbehave so you can test your plan! 

 

11. Routines and transitions 

Managing large groups of people becomes easier and easier the more students learn 

to follow systems and routines. While it is the teacher’s task to develop behaviour 

management systems, rules, expectations and routines, your job is to help train 

students how to follow new routines, and to then make sure they continue to do so.  

Routines make behaviour management so much easier because the majority of 

students will quickly learn them straight away and won’t need much encouragement 

to follow them other than your physical presence and the occasional prompt. When 

students are following a routine, there is a pretty good chance they are not going to be 

off task or misbehaving. It also means that you can then focus on the behaviour of the 

small fraction of students who might resist a new routine or who need extra guidance.  

Research has shown that routines such as greeting students as they enter the room 

have a positive effect on behaviour. This routine helps to calm students down and 

Hint 
Many students observe swearing and aggressive behaviour at home, so it’s no 

wonder they may occasionally act this way at school. It’s natural for humans to 

learn by imitation and children love to test boundaries. Always keep your calm and 

don’t take it personally – it’s not the end of the world. Your job is to teach the 

students what is and is not appropriate – by raising your voice and becoming 

angry, you only reinforce their belief that aggression is a normal reaction. 
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encourages them to mentally transition from the playground to learning (Cook et al., 

2018). TAs can greet students by using their names to provide a warm, welcoming 

start to the lesson. At the same time, the TA can address any issues or provide 

reminders, such as instructing students to get their pencil pot out or where to sit. 

When you first enter a classroom, start learning the routines and rules that the teacher 

has put in place. Many teachers will have lockstep routines for things like entering and 

exiting the room, as well as for other high-risk activities such as transitions (moving 

from one activity to another).  

 

12. Praise 

Effective teaching requires effective feedback (Nicol & Macfarlane‐Dick, 2006). Praise 

is a type of feedback that lets students know they are doing the right thing. It 

encourages them to display more desirable behaviours and discourages undesirable 

behaviours by ignoring them (Owens, J. S. et al., 2018).  

Praise is a form of operant conditioning, meaning the reward (praise) strengthens the 

likelihood that the behaviour will be repeated in the future (not dissimilar to how treats 

are used to train animals).  

As a general rule, praise should be provided to a student 3-5 times for every negative 

comment (such as a reprimand). Borgmeier et al. (2016) suggest that staff should 

provide 4 times more positive statements than negative statements. This means 1 

reprimand for every 4 praise statements (on average). Praise has been shown to 

improve both short and long-term on-task behaviour and motivation (Zakszeski et al., 

2020).  

Hint 
Always be on the lookout for routines that you can create for yourself or your 

students. It could be as simple as having a 3-step process for students when they 

come into class in the morning. It could be a process for walking to the library for 

reading time if you are taking a small group each week. For example, pack up 

quietly, wait quietly outside the room by sitting on the bench, follow me quietly to 

not disrupt other classes, etc. 
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Regularly praising students is absolutely essential. It builds their confidence and is a proactive way to manage behaviour. 
Even the most difficult students can be gradually 'won over' by finding ways to praise them. 

Best practice is to praise a child by commenting on something specific such as, ‘wow 

that’s the best flamingo I’ve ever seen Johnny – I like how you outlined the shape in 

red’. More generic forms of praise are appropriate where time is limited or when 

praising multiple students, such as, ‘Great work everyone. Johnny, excellent drawing, 

Peter, Sarah, this whole group – excellent. I’m very pleased’.  

Praise helps to build a positive learning environment, rapport and student self-esteem. 

Self-esteem is an important element in behaviour management because students with 

low self-esteem believe they will fail at most things. Based on that belief (whether it’s 

true or not), they are less willing to begin a task and particularly resistant to learning 

new and challenging skills. This then leads to off-task behaviours and even worse, 

escape-motivated behaviours (where the child seeks to be ‘kicked’ out of class to avoid 

the embarrassment of not being able to do a task).  

Even if a student doesn’t perform well on a particular task, try to find aspects that can 

be praised (e.g., being on task, doing more work than yesterday, less getting out of 

his/her seat, using more colours, or even the fact that he/she started the activity). As 

the student racks up successes, he or she will develop more confidence.  
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13. Peer prompting 

 

Peer prompting is a way of motivating students by having their friends influence their behaviour. 

Similar to praise, peer prompting is a way to address behavioural issues without you 

speaking directly to the student. Say Johnny is off task and looking out the window, 

but Jessica is working really hard on her art project. One option is to address Johnny 

directly (such as with a reprimand or a low-key response).  

However, there is a more positive way of getting Johnny back on task without making 

him feel like he’s in trouble. Using peer prompting, you could complement Jessica 

(Johnny’s neighbour) on how well she’s working (e.g., ‘wow Jessica, you’re 

concentrating really hard – I’ll be over in a minute to look at your work’). That prompt 

is usually enough to wake Johnny up from his daydream and get him back on task. 

Hint 
‘I’ statements make your words more impacting, whether they be while 

reprimanding a student (‘I am unhappy/disappointed with…’) or delivering praise 

(‘I am extremely impressed with…’). Also use ‘I’ statements to appeal to students 

when trying to coax them back on task (e.g., ‘I am feeling sick today, so please 

let’s not make this an issue’). ‘I’ statements work because they add social 

pressure to the request. 
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For added effect, you might dangle the possibility of a no-cost reward such as, ‘if you 

keep up the good work Jessica, I have a fun job for you to help me with – maybe a 

second person can help as well’. If the teacher has a points system of some kind 

(known as a token economy), you could say, ‘if you keep working like that, Mrs Plumb 

might even give you an extra point – I wonder if anyone else is going to get extra 

points?’.  

Peer prompting is commonly used when working with groups of students as well. Say 

there are 8 students in your quadrant; 6 are getting ready for the next activity but 2 are 

way too slow. A brief complement to each of the 6 or to the group as a whole will 

encourage the 2 slowcoaches to get moving. 

 

14. Redirection 

Redirection is as simple as shifting a child’s attention from an undesirable behaviour 

to a more desirable one. Similar to peer prompting, it is an indirect strategy that 

typically ignores the undesirable behaviour. The most common way redirection is done 

is with a low-key response or by saying something along the lines of, ‘Johnny, I’ll be 

there is 2 minutes to help you finish question 3’. This will prompt Johnny to quickly 

finish question 1 and 2 and it’s a gentle reminder that you are aware he is off task.  

In other words, you have redirected his attention from the undesirable behaviour to the 

desirable behaviour. Johnny knows that you meant, ‘get back on with your work 

please’. Use redirection with varying degrees of tone, volume, body language and 

gestures to get Johnny back on task.  

This technique can also be used to break up fights and arguments. Simply give one of 

the students a task such as, ‘Johnny, come here and take this to the office please’. 

Some experts recommend a 3:1 praise-to-redirection ratio (Mason et al., 2020).  

Hint 
Sometimes it feels like you’re dealing with the same student over and over. Peer 

prompting is a way of avoiding this because you’re putting social pressure on the 

student to behave in the same way as his or her friends. You then don’t have to 

be ‘the bad guy’ all the time. 
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15. Precorrection 

 

Precorrections are simple instructions that warn students not to do something. Remember to use a respectful tone however, 
as they haven’t done anything wrong (yet). 

While this is more of an advanced technique, you will see teachers and experienced 

TAs use precorrections quite often. The basic premise is to predict behaviour in order 

to prevent it from occurring in the first place. Let’s assume that Peter has a habit of 

taking too long to get his things ready for the day – a classic task-avoidance tactic that 

can also mean the whole class is sometimes waiting.  

As Peter wanders into the class you might say, ‘morning Peter, I hope you’re doing 

well today, please get your things out quickly so we can get started, maybe do it now 

so you’re ready before everyone else, thank-you’.  

Precorrections are often used when walking students from one class to another (e.g., 

from the main classroom to the music room). The TA might say something like, ‘no 

pushing and stay 1-arm’s length apart – Johnny no being silly today, in fact, walk with 

me please’. Research has shown that precorrections are highly effective, particularly 

in preventing minor behavioural issues (De Pry & Sugai, 2002). 

16. Humour 

Many behavioural issues can be quickly resolved with a bit of humour – it’s much less 

stressful, less demanding and less likely to result in resistance. Humour reduces 
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tension and prevents escalations. This strategy mainly applies in upper primary and 

high school, but it can work anywhere. Be careful however, as you don’t want to offend 

anyone. Keep your humour clean, as well as age and situationally appropriate. 

Classroom humour rarely comes in the form of actual jokes – it’s more like witty banter 

and respectful comebacks.  

 

Use humour when it’s appropriate to do so and when the opportunity arises. Humour isn’t for everyone, but you can keep 
your demeanour friendly and your tone light-hearted. 

Take Johnny who keeps talking with his friends. You have asked him to get on with 

his work about 3 times now, but he doesn’t seem to be listening. You could be sterner, 

but that might lead to an escalation which is best avoided given that there are only 15 

minutes left in the lesson. Using humour, you might say, ‘Johnny we’re not learning to 

be a politician, so stop talking nonsense and get back on with it please. Either that or 

you’ll need to stay back when everyone else leaves to finish your work – your choice.’ 

A bit of humour accompanied by a smile and a calm demeanour can resolve many 

tricky situations, especially those that have the potential to blow out into something 

more serious. Take a student who is having a meltdown and who insults you by saying, 

‘you’re a fat ugly pig’.  

You could get offended, anxious, panic and even yell or threaten him/her back. Not 

taking the bait however, you stay calm and say, ‘hey, excuse your language, if I had 

to be a domestic animal, I’d be a dog not a pig. Would you like to apologise?’ You can 

then speak with the teacher at the next available time to discuss adequate 



© Adam Green - Institute of Teacher Aide Courses V1.0 January 2022  

consequences. In this instance the student was baiting you and looking for an 

escalation (possibly as an excuse to be ‘kicked’ out of class), but you were smart and 

outmanoeuvred the student. 

An eye-rolling bad ‘dad joke’ is the best type of joke in these situations – it also shows 

that you are professional and in full control. If you are working with students who have 

special needs, get used to meltdowns and don’t take the occasional insult to heart – 

it’s part and parcel of working with children.  

17. Volume control 

One of the biggest problems facing many teachers is noise control; that is, keeping 

the volume in the class below the desired maximum level. Some classes have groups 

of students who (especially when together) are boisterous, excitable and noisy. The 

problem is that volume typically increases over time and eventually leads to 

behavioural issues such as wandering around the room and throwing things at friends. 

Excessive volume is a gateway behaviour to more serious issues such as chronic work 

avoidance and disputes between students. If the volume is too loud, it’s a sign that 

students are off task. 

For this reason, the volume level is something of a yardstick measurement for the 

amount of learning that’s happening at any given time as well as the amount of control 

that a teacher has over his or her students. Additionally, many well-behaved and 

conscientious students get frustrated and even angry at teachers who allow the class 

to get to a point where it starts to feel out of control.  

It makes those students feel uncomfortable and learning is heavily impacted (Hepburn 

& Beamish, 2019). For challenging classes with this problem, teachers use a wide 

variety of strategies such as fast-paced lessons, short activities, active engagement, 

heavy circulation, seating plans and so forth. Your job is to help the teacher to 

implement these strategies, and to keep the volume under control.  
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Notice the difference between the class below and above. Both images show students learning from each other, but in the 
image below it seems things are getting out of hand, and it’s time to step in. 

 

So how can a TA help with noise and volume control? Actually, you already know a 

whole bunch of very effective techniques. Keeping the noise down in your quadrant is 

the first step. Once that’s under control, you might circulate and use positioning and 

proximity, low-key responses and body language such as signalling to a group whose 

volume needs to come down.  

Target the 2-3 loudest students as that will have the biggest effect on the overall 

volume. Using students’ names is effective, as is peer prompting, no-cost rewards and 

movement integration (although it can lead to more problems if the MI isn’t managed 

properly). Your skills and relationships with the students will be especially important 

when working with temporary, new, or inexperienced teachers (which is when volume 

issues are typically at their highest).  
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18. Set clear expectations 

Research has shown that teaching children the rules and expectations can reduce off-

task behaviour (Emmer & Evertson, 2016; Owens et al., 2018). This only needs to take 

a few minutes at the start of an activity but it will save you time and stress in the long 

run.  

Teachers and other professionals call this ‘setting expectations’ and it’s something that 

you will need to do when working with individuals and small groups. Setting 

expectations at the start of an activity helps to ensure that it runs as smoothly as 

possible. This then allows you to spend more time helping students with their learning 

instead of dealing with behavioural issues.  

Politely tell students what you expect. Explain the rules, appropriate noise level (e.g., 

can they talk with a friend or is it silent work?), time expectations and what to do if they 

need your help. Make sure everyone in your group is clear on what they can and 

cannot do. Also speak to students about previous issues (precorrection) to ‘head off’ 

issues before they arise.  

Remember to provide positive feedback when students are doing the right thing. 

Research shows that a combination of feedback and clear rules is the most effective 

approach (Greenwood et al., 1974). Finally, when providing instructions, keep them 

simple and clear. Ensure that each student is paying attention and check 

understanding by asking a few simple questions.  

 

19. Choice 

Hint 
Research has shown that TAs can be highly effective in helping teachers to 

manage classroom noise, especially when the teacher and the TA communicate 

regularly (Andersen et al., 2020). 

Hint 
Students prefer classrooms with clear boundaries and controls (Quinn, 2017). 
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Choice is used when low-key techniques fail, or the situation calls for a more direct 

approach. A common scenario is when a student repeats an undesirable behaviour 

multiple times and after being repeatedly asked to stop (e.g., talking with friends 

incessantly). In such cases, a head nod or another warning is no longer sufficient.  

The next step is to have the student make a choice: e.g., to stay in their current seat 

and remain on task, or to move. The conversation goes like this, ‘Johnny, I have asked 

you about 4 times now, so it’s time to make a choice, stay and work, or move?’. 

 Johnny will usually choose to stay put, and you then say something like, ‘choice made 

– if you choose to talk once more, you have chosen to move with no arguments, 

agreed?’. Before using choice (and in particular before trying to relocate students), 

make sure you get permission from your teacher.  

 

20. Be polite 

Those new to the profession often find it difficult to figure out how to be caring and 

supportive on the one hand, while simultaneously confident and authoritative on the 

other.  

The concept of politeness can help you to find this balance easily and quickly. Here’s 

how to do it – regardless of your tone, volume, technique or demeanour, always use 

polite and respectful language. In other words, say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. When a 

student complies with your directions, it’s also good form to add an ‘I’ statement (such 

as, ‘I appreciate it, thanks Johnny’). 

Hint 
Where possible, keep stressful exchanges with students as brief as possible 

(Fields, 2004). Also ignore secondary behaviour (Rogers, 1998), which are actions 

designed to limit the embarrassment of complying with your instructions (e.g., 

throwing a ball one more time after being told not to, but then stopping). 
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An important part of being respectful is not discussing private or sensitive matters in front of others. If you need to lecture 
or ‘tell a student off’, consider doing it privately and quietly. Teenagers will react if they believe they are being humiliated or 

embarrassed. Keep calm and use respectful language at all times. 

There are several reasons why you should always use polite and respectful language. 

First, it’s just plain professional, and professionals should always address their clients 

(in this case, your students) with dignity and respect. Second, being polite and 

respectful is an important part of building rapport – something which all professionals 

in all fields aim to develop with their clients. 

 

Third, it’s very difficult for students to argue with you when you’re calm, polite and 

respectful. It’s almost impossible for students to bounce off your calm demeanour in 

order to escalate the situation.  

Fourth, in the event of a complaint (which is very rare but does happen now and then), 

you’ll have plenty of witnesses who will say that you were nothing but polite. Finally, 

using polite language shows the student and their peers that you are confident and in 

full control. 

Here are some of the ways you can use polite language in interactions with students: 

• Say ‘please’ when giving instructions. 

• Say ‘thank you’ when students do what you ask. 

Hint 
Positive relationships with adults are important for children in terms of their well-

being and learning (Egeberg et al., 2018). 
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• Tell students that you appreciate their efforts and compliance 

• Use students’ first names regularly. 

• Use honorifics now and then such as ‘Mr’, ‘Miss’ and ‘Sir’. This may sound 

strange but it’s very respectful (e.g., ‘Mr Brown, what are you doing exactly?’). 

• Use polite actions (e.g., hold open the door, pick things up etc.). 

• Apologise regularly (e.g., ‘sorry, I’m not feeling that well…’ or ‘sorry, I’m going 

to ask you to…’ or ‘sorry, I went a bit overboard there’). 

• Don’t interrupt or talk over the top of students – let them speak if they have 

something to say. 

• Be honest – if you make mistakes or could have done things differently (e.g., 

you overreacted), say so and use it as a teachable moment. 

• Think before you speak in stressful situations – spend 5-10 seconds planning 

the best response, don’t just say whatever comes to mind. 
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