
Chapter Twelve

Sanity, Discipline and Other
Challenges of Teaching

Being a good teacher or professor is tough, staying one is almost impos-
sible unless you figure out how to handle the extreme swings between
joy and despondence in situations over which you really have no con-
trol. I have seen more teachers either drop out, or worse, give up in
spirit while remaining in the body of a teacher, than I have seen those
who can stay teachers in body, soul and spirit.

You can spot the zombie teachers who have lost their souls and are
only there in the flesh. They are the ones who go through the motions,
who read from textbooks or slides with blank faces, whose teaching
changes very little over the years and who just don’t care enough to try
and keep their students engaged and challenged. But they are also the
control freaks and the extreme disciplinarians, who allow no challenges
to their supposed authority and who long for the ‘good old days’.

I had my fair share of good and bad times as a teacher. When I
started as a university lecturer, I almost got fired from my job because
my students rated me their worst lecturer. Every day, for at least three
months, I felt that feeling of extreme nervousness and dread one feels
just before a big exam. Over time, I started to understand my students
and learned from other lecturers, as I explained at the start of this book.
But even now, I have those ‘cold sweat’ moments, when I get confused
or embarrassed in front of a class, or make basic mistakes and feel that I
am simply not good enough.

And then there is the problem of ‘classroom discipline’ – the one thing
over which a teacher has the least control and which can make one’s life
miserable. Also, here, I had many difficult experiences, like the time a
student in a large class politely raised his hand and then made an unpro-
voked comment that the reason I am a teacher is because I “cannot
make it in the real world”. And, even now, I don’t think I understand
‘discipline’ completely, and there are times when I just have to accept
that a group simply is not going to cooperate.
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I have learned a lot over the last few years about how to deal with the
reality of being and staying a teacher. In this workshop, I share some of the
experiences and lessons I learned about how to stay sane and handle diffi-
cult problems like discipline. There are many very good books about this,
and this chapter cannot come close to them in terms of scope and quality of
advice. Here I am simply sharing the mindsets that worked for me.

I have found that having the right mindset is far better than looking
for specific advice on what to do. Real teaching is fluid and complex,
and the challenges can change with the same group in the course of a
single lecture. Actions that work one day or with one group can easily
fail the next day or with the next group. I have found that the mindsets
that guide my thinking and actions most effectively and flexibly are the
ones I learned from my training as a salesperson, my experience in an
amateur theatre group and my reading of philosophy. I hope they will
help you too.

STAYING SANE: LEARNING FROM SALES

After finishing my studies, I looked for my first job. Since I struggled to
find one initially, I considered becoming a life insurance salesperson,
and did a few weeks of sales training, though I never took up the pos-
ition. However, I learned a lot during this time, which served me well in
my career as a teacher. One of the reasons it helped is that teachers are
also in sales because we ‘sell’ new ways of thinking and acting to our
students while they ‘pay’ with attention and engagement.

Even the best salespeople don’t make a sale to every person they meet.
They know that there are too many things outside their control. From
my limited experience in sales, I know that this makes it very difficult to
remain motivated. However, the best salespeople do remain motivated,
and as a result, make more sales – not only because they have better
techniques, but because they consistently and tenaciously make more
attempts to make another sale.

Similarly, because they operate with real unpredictable humans and
an environment over which they have little control, even the best
teachers don’t make ‘sales’ all the time. Not all students are interested
all the time and not all groups want to cooperate every time. Indeed,
good teachers are more successful at engaging with their students, but
they are also the ones who remain motivated enough to keep on trying
even when things go wrong.

Paradoxically, it is the good teachers who care the most about their
teaching, who have the greatest number of bad days and have the strongest
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need for a mindset that helps them maintain motivation and sanity. The
zombie teachers have fewer bad days because it is not possible to have a
bad day if you no longer care; it is not possible to lose your motivation
when you are already unmotivated.

One day I was delighted when I came across a book by Daniel Pink
(2013) that captured everything I have learned, and much more, about
how salespeople remain effective and motivated – lessons that every
teacher can benefit from. In the rest of the section, I will share his ideas
and relate them to my own experience and the work of a teacher. Pink
identifies three traits that successful salespeople have: attunement, buoy-
ancy and clarity, grouped together under the acronym, ‘ABC’. The good
news is that you can develop these traits. I’ll discuss them each in
turn now.

Attunement

Attunement is the ability to understand another person’s perspective.
Good salespeople somehow have the ability to understand the thoughts
of potential customers, and are therefore able to offer them what they
want or craft their messages to make an offer more attractive. This abil-
ity gives them a lot of power – but, paradoxically, their power emerges
from deliberately reducing it. To grasp another person’s perspective, you
have to release your need to be in control and see the world as it might
seem to others. Pink goes as far as saying that good salespeople genu-
inely believe that their buyers have the power. The need to have power
or control focuses you only on what you want and what you think, and
blinds you to the thoughts and experiences of other people.

Similarly, good teachers understand their audience better than medi-
ocre teachers, and they also have a better understanding of ‘power’ in
the classroom. Zombie teachers have a distorted view of power – they
believe they should be in control and almost always see power as obtain-
ing control over the student or the student’s behavior. Some become
extreme disciplinarians to ensure their own control, and others stop
caring because they are unable to enforce their own control. But, as any
good teacher will tell you, we are not in the business of feeling import-
ant or needing to be in control; we are in the business of learning. We
search not for the power to get students to do what we want, but for
the power to promote learning.

Good teachers know that real teaching is what Monica Anderson calls
a ‘bizarre system’ – uncertain, unstable and unpredictable. Aiming to
gain complete control over it is a recipe for driving yourself insane. A
classroom is not a machine where you press a button and something
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happens. It is more like a bicycle: inherently unstable, though it is, in
fact, this very instability that makes movement possible – if you know
how to use it. Good teachers don’t try to reduce the instability – they
learn to harness the instability to move each situation towards learning.
Only teachers who let go of the need for control in order to understand
the perspective of students can be flexible enough to harness the
instability.

BOX 12.1 EXPLOITING INSTABILITY

Many ideas in teaching relate to the idea that teachers don’t try to
eliminate the inherent instability of learning and learning situation.
Two that come to mind immediately are: the ‘teaching moment’
and the idea of the ‘antifragile’ teacher. Search for “antifragile
teacher” and also for “teaching moment”.
Understanding other perspectives not only makes one’s teaching
more powerful, but also more intelligent. Alan Kay captured this
well when he said: “A change in perspective is worth 80 IQ
points.”
Understanding the perspective of students may come naturally to
some, but fortunately for those who struggle, it is also a skill that
can be learned through empathy training, conversations with stu-
dents, observation or keeping up to date with the experiences of
students by joining forums or reading/listening to what they are
reading/listening to. There are also many books and articles that
explain the way students think about the world, such as Blum
(2016) or those in Box 12.2.

BOX 12.2 UNDERSTANDING STUDENTS

Besides Blum (2016) there are many sources on the web about
developing empathy with students. Searching simply for “empathy
training manual” will bring up some interesting results.

Buoyancy

One reason so many people would hate to be in sales is fear of rejection.
Even good salespeople receive more rejections than they make sales. And
yet it seems to have little effect on them. It’s not that they don’t experi-
ence the pain of rejection, because everyone does. The difference is that

SANITY, DISCIPLINE AND OTHER CHALLENGES OF TEACHING

4
© 2019 Arnold Wentzel



it does not affect their ability or confidence to approach the next person,
which they seem to do as if nothing happened. Pink describes this char-
acteristic as buoyancy – the ability to remain optimistic while never
losing touch with reality.

I was never a great salesperson, but it taught me how to deal with
repeated rejections – something that is extremely useful in teaching situ-
ations. Teachers are constantly rejected, every day, even by those they
don’t expect. They are rejected as people and ridiculed by their students;
their authority is questioned and challenged by students; and their ideas
are eschewed by students who drift off to sleep or are disruptive. Not to
become a zombie teacher is a huge feat under these conditions, as
Palmer (1998) helps us to understand.

Pink explains very well how good salespeople remain buoyant even when
everything seems to conspire against them in order to destroy their spirit. He
identifies several strategies, and I’ll show how teachers can employ these.

The first strategy is employed before the salesperson approaches a
person and is called ‘interrogative self-talk’ – talking to yourself before a
challenge, not through statements but through questions. Good salespeo-
ple don’t pump themselves up with unrealistic statements like “I am a
great salesperson”. Rather, they ask themselves, “Can I make this sale”?

The reason interrogative self-talk works so well is that the question is
asked not with a mindset of doubt, but a mindset of possibility. The
person who asks, “Can I make this sale?” wants to know what the pos-
sibilities are, and what can be done about them. This makes the person
a more active participant in the process and more open to dealing with
any inevitable problems. The person who makes statements like “I am
the best” closes down the prospect of other possibilities, or does not
even acknowledge them. When something happens that contradicts the
statement (like a rejection), then the person is left disappointed and
demotivated – unable to respond productively.

Similarly, teachers can employ interrogative self-talk and reap the
same benefits. Instead of stating “I am the best teacher” or “This is
going to be the most interesting lesson ever”, one should ask “Can I
make this interesting”? This automatically puts one’s mind on the possi-
bilities and the actions that may realise different possibilities.

The second strategy is to remain positive by not placing belief in oneself
but in one’s products. As a result, when a salesperson does not make a sale,
he does not feel that he has been rejected as a person, but will rather
explain it to himself that the potential customer did not find the product
suitable. There is some relation here with the work of Carol Dweck on
resilience or the ‘fixed mindset’ versus the ‘growth mindset’ – see Box 12.3.
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BOX 12.3 SELF-TALK AND THE RESILIENCE MINDSET

To find some useful sources on interrogative self-talk, simply
search for “interrogative self-talk”. Also, search for Carol Dweck’s
TED talk on the growth mindset.

I remember that, when I worked at sales at a health products com-
pany, I was most successful when I tried to sell the one product that I
believed in. This belief helped me not only to be more convincing when
selling the product, but handle rejection better. It was as if I felt the
product was strong enough to handle the rejection on my behalf, and
felt sorrier for the person who did not buy the product.

For teachers, our ‘product’ is our subject, and the best teachers believe
in their subject. But it is difficult for us not to take rejection of our sub-
jects personally; because, as Parker Palmer (1998) explains in his excel-
lent book, The Courage to Teach, our identity as teacher is often
intertwined with our subject. This makes us much better teachers
because it makes us teach with greater authority and charisma, but it
also makes us very vulnerable to rejection.

However, we can be passionate about our subjects yet still be aware
that we are not the same as our subjects. If this is difficult, it helps to
always have a little bit of appropriate negativity. No good salesperson is
unconditionally positive all the time because they need to be realistic
enough to recognise threats, unexpected problems and weaknesses in
their approach, so that they can constantly learn from experience.

Good teachers also have some appropriate negativity. They do not
expect everything to work out all the time. In fact, they expect rejection
and they know it will happen, and they expect to learn from it.

This reminds me of what psychologist Scott Peck (1990, p.13) wrote in
his book, The Road Less Travelled: that the secret to happiness is accepting
the fact that life is difficult; and that it is those who expect it to be easy
who are constantly disappointed and end up being disillusioned and bitter.
In fact, if I rewrite the first paragraph of his book by simply replacing ‘life’
with ‘teaching’, it captures appropriate negativity in teaching quite well:

Teaching is difficult. This is a great truth, one of the greatest
truths. It is a great truth because once we truly see this truth, we
transcend it. Once we truly know that teaching is difficult – once
we truly understand and accept it – then life is no longer difficult.
Because once it is accepted, the fact that teaching is difficult no
longer matters. (my changes in italics)
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When students reject the ideas of the subject, good teachers with this
mindset handle it better. They expect that not all students will have the
background to feel the same passion, and they expect that their own
teaching will often be lacking something – and with a little bit of appro-
priate negativity, they can become aware of whatever is amiss and learn
every time it happens.

Good teachers, like good salespeople, expect failure. They know that
the world is too uncertain to ensure a good outcome every time. How
they explain failure to themselves when it happens is the third strategy
that keeps them motivated and open to learning. Pink identifies two
mindsets (being helpless versus being resilient) and shows three ways in
which each one’s explanation of failure differs. I will apply them to
teachers with helpless and resilient mindsets.

Firstly, helpless teachers explain failures as permanent, while resilient
teachers see every failure as temporary. For example, if the teacher’s
explanations did not work as planned, notice how the helpless teacher
and resilient teacher might explain this incidence differently. The helpless
teacher closes down the possibility for change, while the resilient teacher
looks for information that she can learn from.

Secondly, helpless teachers explain failures as being pervasive while
resilient teachers see every failure as being due to very specific causes.
For example, if the teacher had some discipline problem in class today,
notice how the helpless teacher and resilient teacher would explain it dif-
ferently. The helpless teacher explains the failure as something over
which he has no power, while the resilient teacher finds specific reasons
for this so that she can do something to rectify the situation.

Thirdly, helpless teachers explain failures as personal failures, while
resilient teachers see every failure as having external reasons that can be

Helpless Resilient

Yes, I have completely lost the skill of
explaining clearly.

No, I was fuzzy-minded today because I haven’t
been getting enough sleep.

Helpless Resilient

Yes, the learners of today are just
impossible to deal with.

No, that particular boy was badly behaved today and
he affected the rest of the class.
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changed. For example, if the learners found the lesson boring, notice
how the helpless teacher and resilient teacher would explain it differ-
ently. The helpless teacher explains the failure as something inherent to
herself over which she has no control, while the resilient teacher does
not absolve herself, but identifies causes that can be changed to improve
her lessons in the future.

Clarity

The cause of many rejections can be found in lack of clarity, so the third
trait of good salespeople is that they are very clear about what they are
offering – not in their own minds, but in the minds of the prospective
customers. They don’t overwhelm people with information, but rather
focus on those aspects that are critical to the customer and why the
product would be important to their lives. They also pay a lot of atten-
tion to the sequence in which they communicate ideas, and are very
clear about what they want the prospective customer to do.

Of the three traits (attunement, buoyancy and clarity), thus far, this
book did most to show how you can be clearer in your teaching. In the
first few chapters, I spoke about relating ideas to students and showing
them how these ideas offer insights that can empower them. If your
teaching is clear, relevant and interesting to the students, it does much
of the work of ‘selling’ the ideas for you by itself.

DISCIPLINE: LEARNING FROM THEATRE

I loved acting ever since I played a drunk interpreter in a school play.
Later in my life, I became part of an amateur theatre company and we
performed a play at a national arts festival. In the process, I became
very interested in ‘improv theatre’ – where there are no prepared scripts
and actors make up their act with whatever their fellow actors (and
sometimes the audience) present to them.

When I started teaching, I realised that teaching is very much like theatre,
because the teacher very often either performs in front of a class or creates
some pre-prepared learning experience that will keep students engaged. But

Helpless Resilient

Yes, the reason they behaved like this
is because I am a boring teacher.

No, I could have made things more interesting,
but the real reason is that they did not have
enough background yet to appreciate the ideas.
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teaching is more than so-called ‘edutainment’. I think good teaching is
sometimes closer to ‘improv’ theatre. This is partly because the classrooms
of good teachers are often unpredictable, and such teachers have to impro-
vise – based on what the students think and do at that moment.

I was pleasantly surprised when, in Daniel Pink’s book, he described
improvisation as a skill of great salespeople and applied the ideas of
improv theatre to sales. While reading his book, it dawned on me that
improv theatre also has principles that I have been using for many years
to deal with one of the big problems of teaching – discipline. In this sec-
tion, I will integrate these principles with my own experience, and hope-
fully offer a new perspective on the issues of discipline and classroom
management.

A Different Perspective on Discipline

We tend to associate ‘discipline’ with the idea of punishment and control,
but in a learning situation, this way of thinking is the enemy of learning.
Many zombie teachers may think of an ideal classroom as one where stu-
dents are quiet and do as they are told, yet it is in these classrooms where
the least learning takes place. Such classrooms are organised to serve the
needs of the teacher, rather than serve the process of learning.

A more fruitful way of thinking about discipline is to associate it with
a word that is derived from ‘discipline’ – the word ‘disciple’. The word
‘disciple’ derives its meaning from a Latin word meaning ‘follower’, and
that, in turn, comes from a word that means ‘to learn’. For me, a discip-
lined class is a class of disciples or followers – not disciples of the
teacher, but disciples of the subject. A disciplined class is a learning
class, not a quiet class. In a disciplined classroom, students are engaged
with the subject; and this means silence may not always be appropriate.
Silence and other behaviors are called upon only when they are appro-
priate to serve the greater learning process, which is not always neces-
sary in a disciplined classroom. Many students leave the classes of
teachers who insist on silence and ‘good’ behavior with no passion for,
and often with hatred of, the subject.

This view of discipline is liberating. It removes the need to achieve an
impossible ideal – that of a classroom where every thought, word and
movement is under the control of the teacher. It removes one of the reasons
so many teachers give up – they compare themselves against something that
is not possible, not necessary and not desirable. It also removes the need for
students to rebel against something that is clearly inhumane and cruel.

If one understands learning as an active and personal process where
students gradually complexify their knowledge network with the help of
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a teacher (as explained in Chapter 2), it becomes easy to see why learn-
ing requires disciples, not discipline. The teacher who understands learn-
ing will know that students need to make their own connections, so they
have to think their own thoughts, say their own words and perform
their own actions. Such students not only learn, they want to learn
more, at that time and after they leave school and/or university.

A controlled classroom does not allow for this; rather it tries to
produce little human containers of textbooks or duplicates of the
teacher. Such classrooms are taught by zombie teachers and they
infect their students, who, in turn, become zombie students – listless
and present in body but not in soul or spirit. The traditional and dis-
torted view of discipline is single-handedly responsible for many stu-
dents leaving school or university with no desire to ever study or
open a book again.

No doubt, many classrooms are highly disruptive, and as the next sec-
tion will argue, the best way to deal with them is not through control,
but rather through attempting to harness the disruptive energy. I have
seen teachers doing this effectively.

One day, I was present in a class taught by one of my student
teachers (a lady called Fungelelani) in a very poor neighbourhood, late
in the afternoon. The class was in no mood to sit quietly and listen,
and given that the class was conducted at a time that they wouldn’t
normally be at school, they were quite noisy. But at no point did this
teacher try to quieten them; instead she gave them a Twitter-version or
elevator pitch version of the class and then took the first loud com-
ment that could somehow be related to the topic and linked it to one
of the ideas in the topic. So, she skilfully weaved every comment into
the topic, improvising all the time, guided by the critical ideas (see
Chapter 1) that held everything together. She knew what the critical
ideas were, and was therefore not narrowly focused on covering every
word in the textbook. She had no need to exactly control the sequence
of ideas or student behavior – she simply used what the students
offered in order to steer the class toward grasping the critical ideas.
She was not in control, but neither were the students. Without realising
they were becoming engaged with the ideas and thinking about them,
the process of learning had taken charge. This was the noisiest class-
room I have ever sat in, but, strangely enough, also the most discip-
lined. Students learned more than they would have if the teacher had
made them stay quiet, assuming that was even possible, or spent most
of her time trying to keep them quiet.

To achieve what Fungelelani did one requires a different mindset. This
is what I turn to next.
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The Improv Mindset for Classroom Management

Advice about classroom management is all very well, but in difficult situ-
ations very few people remember lists of guidelines. To deal with problems
in the classroom, it is much better to have the appropriate mindset that
enables one to take the appropriate action without having to think about it.
While the mindset of a salesperson comes in handy in dealing with personally
challenging situations, the mindset of an improv actor is most useful in deal-
ing with challenging situations in the classroom. With this mindset, it
becomes possible to act like my student Fungelelani and harness disruptive
behavior in the classroom.

The improv mindset expresses the view of discipline explained earlier.
Those who adopt this mindset will not act like control freaks – instead,
for them it is about taking what students offer and weaving it into the
learning experience.

Daniel Pink (2013) identifies the three rules of improv theatre, but
you can also find sources that explain the rules of improv theatre in the
context of teaching (see for example, McKnight & Scruggs, 2008).
There are just three rules, and they are simple enough for you to remem-
ber and bear in mind in difficult situations until using them becomes a
way of life.

The first rule is to ‘hear offers’. Good salespeople don’t take objec-
tions as an invitation to respond with a counter-objection nor as a
reason to question the potential customer’s rationality. Instead, they see
every objection as the customer offering information about what they
are willing to do. Similarly, instead of seeing disruptive behavior as an
objection or a reason to fight back, good teachers see such students as
offering information that the teacher can use to improve the learning
experience.

For example, if you ask a friend for a $10 donation for a good cause
and he says, “I cannot give $10 right now”, it may appear as if this
closes all possibilities. And, when taken as such, may invite manipulative
responses like “Why not?” or “Don’t you care about…?”; or a defensive
retaliation like, “But it is for a good cause!” But pushing back like that
may just make your friend push back harder. Instead, a good sales-
person can hear at least four offers here, as shown in Table 12.1.

Notice that when you hear offers in the objections, you will respond very
differently, and are more likely to get a positive response from your friend.
This is not so easy because it means you have to look at things from the
other person’s perspective and listen to what they are really saying.

Now, we can think of disruptive students as making objections, but
by thinking with an improv mindset, you will be able to hear offers.
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By taking up these offers, in turn, you show that you take the student
seriously and you spend less time trying to fight back. By extension,
taking up the offers of students gives them less reason to fight back in
return.

For example, my student who raised his hand and made the comment that
the reason I was a teacher is because I could not make it in the real world was
making an offer, though I didn’t realise it at the time. If I remember the con-
text correctly, I think he was really trying to say that he was struggling to see
the real-world relevance of the ideas. It was an offer that I could have
responded to productively rather than defensively.

A student who tells you, “I am talking to my friend because this lecture is
boring” is not saying that he wants to challenge your authority, but probably
making one or more offers. Such a student is offering that the students would
like some variation in the class, maybe the opportunity to participate. Or he
might be saying that he would stop talking if the lecture could be made more
relevant. Either way, he is offering useful information that the teacher can use
in this lecture or in future ones.

The second rule of improv theatre is to always take up offers by
responding with “Yes, and…” or something similar. In improv the-
atre, you are not allowed to deny anything a person says or does.
Instead, you take what they do or say and add to or build on it. This
also tells you that sarcasm is not an appropriate way of taking up an
offer.

To illustrate the rule, I have my students do two versions of an improv
performance that start from a statement like “Let’s have our school
reunion in Cairo!” One group of students first do the “No, but…” version
and it usually goes like this:

Table 12.1 Hearing Offers

Objection Inherent offer Response

I cannot give $10
right now

I know of someone else
who can give

Do you know of someone else who can
help?

I cannot give $10
right now

I can help in another way Can you help in any other way e.g.
volunteering?

I cannot give $10
right now

I can give, but less Would it suit you better to make a smaller
donation?

I cannot give $10
right now

I can give, but later Is it possible that you might donate at the
end of the month?

Source: Derived from Pink (2013)
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MARK: Let’s have our school reunion in Cairo!
ZAMA: No, but it is too far.
ANNA: No, but it is too expensive.
WELILE: No, but it is too hot.
ZAFEER: No, but not everyone will like it.
NASHA: No, but we don’t need a reunion.

In this version, the conversation usually goes nowhere because it
closes all possibilities. Then I have students do the “Yes, and…” version,
and it usually goes like this:

MIKE: Let’s have our school reunion in Cairo!
ZELDA: Yes, and let’s get sponsorships.
MPHO: Yes, and then we can take our friends along.
JOHN: Yes, and we can make new friends in Cairo and invite them.
SUE: Yes, and we can invite them now.
MDU: Yes, and then ask them to pay to come to the party.
JACKY: Yes, and that way we can cover our expenses.

This conversation opens up possibilities, and while the reunion may
not be held in Egypt, it may lead to new possibilities that were not pre-
viously considered. It is similar to Edward de Bono’s concept of po (or
‘provocative operation’), which is when you make a statement that is
deliberately provocative to see where it leads to. In a sense, that is what
students often do to teachers, and, at these moments, teachers have the
power to influence where this leads to. Unfortunately, too many teachers
respond in ways that close possibilities, whereas those with an improv
mindset, can use any provocation to add something new to the learning
experience, like my student Fungelelani.

The third rule is to make others look good. Instead of trying to impose
authority or winning arguments, a good teacher realises the point of teaching
is to promote learning. Following the first two rules of improv theatre will
ensure that you do this. But good explanations (Chapters 2 and 3), natural
memory techniques (Chapter 4) and the testing effect (Chapter 7) will also
achieve this.

BOX 12.4 DANIEL PINK ON SALES AND IMPROV

In his book on sales, Daniel Pink discussed improvisation at length
and you can search for his talk “To Sell is Human” on YouTube
for more information.
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Some Strategies for Dealing with Ill-Disciplined Classes

Finally, let me offer a loose collection of guidelines for dealing with ill-
disciplined classes, some of which are related to the improv and sales
mindset. Ill-discipline is usually associated with disruptive classes, and
knowing the reasons for such disruption helps a teacher to have realistic
expectations and identify what can be done about it.

Probably the most important reason is stereotyping of teachers. Stu-
dents form ideas of what teachers are like based on their experience, and
will assume that all teachers are the same unless proven otherwise. And
they are not easily convinced. If their previous teachers were ones who
disrespected learners or those who mainly read from textbooks or slides,
they will assume you are like that and respond pre-emptively. Regaining
their trust will take time. They will refuse to participate, even when your
lessons are interesting, or be disruptive, even when you are respectful.
And they will be like that for a long time. Knowing this will help you to
have realistic expectations and not revert to the counter-productive
behavior of other teachers. Consistency is the key to gaining trust.

When students don’t see the relevance or are overwhelmed, they will
be undisciplined in the sense of becoming disruptive or become disen-
gaged. Many of the skills taught in previous chapters contribute to real
discipline (in the sense of making students disciples of the subject). By
teaching using ‘critical ideas’, a teacher will, firstly, avoid overwhelming
students; and, secondly, address one of the most asked questions: “Why
are we learning this?” A teacher who does not take this question ser-
iously invites students to either switch off or respond with disruption, as
any human being would do when forced to listen to things that appear
irrelevant. Authors (such as Jensen, 2009) who write about the chal-
lenges of teaching students living under conditions of poverty will tell
you that lack of relevance is one of the reasons these students lack
engagement with their education.

Previous chapters explained many ways of making ideas relevant.
Obviously, using real-world examples (from the news and students’ own
lives) helps, and so does relating the ideas to their hopes for the future.
Allowing participation when you can see students are becoming inter-
ested is a way to demonstrate to students that you encourage the kind of
discussion that relates to the intended learning. When humans experi-
ence the emotion of interest, it is a natural response to want to talk
about it – and a teacher who refuses students the opportunity to discuss
their interest or vent their misgivings will make it less likely that students
will engage next time. Authentic assessment (Chapters 5 and 8) is one of
the most underestimated ways of making ideas relevant.
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It is hard to be disruptive when something is interesting to you or
when you realise you are actually good at something. The skill of
making ideas interesting (fourth workshop) is therefore a powerful
method to counter disruption. And once students use natural
memory techniques (Chapter 4) and the benefits of the testing effect
(Chapter 7), they experience many small victories and get a sense of
self-efficacy, which makes them likely to engage more with the
subject.

BOX S5 SMALL VICTORIES

The power of small victories has long been recognised in business.
Search for “the power of small wins” and you will see that these
ideas apply to teaching as well.

Besides making it relevant and interesting, teachers need to take into
account that human attention is limited, and that breaks help to renew
attention. If breaks are not possible, teachers should introduce variation
because a shift of attention also improves attention. Varying between
talking and writing keywords or drawing something on the board, or
between lecturing and even simple tasks like reading, turning to the
person next to them or summarising with a diagram or a table is suffi-
cient to achieve this. I would sometimes do simple things like make a
provocative statement (as discussed in Chapter 4) and have students do
something like stand up or move to one side of the room to indicate
agreement or disagreement.

Another powerful way to shift attention is humour – not telling jokes
but just saying something unexpected or making a self-deprecating com-
ment. For example, as a young lecturer, I used to make comments about
my own dress sense at times when I could see attention waning. This
would always lead to some chuckles and a buzz for a few seconds,
enough to renew attention for a while longer.

Also, I found that instead of directly confronting disruptive behavior,
it works better (and with less negativity) to indirectly take attention
away from it. Jennifer Gonzalez calls it ‘distracting the distracter’ and
you can find her advice and much more on her excellent blog, The Cult
of Pedagogy.

I want to repeat that lack of discipline is not merely disruptive behav-
ior, but also disengaged behavior. Students may sometimes outwardly
show what the teacher wants to see, yet invest their intellectual and
emotional energies elsewhere. Disengagement is, in my opinion, a more
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serious discipline problem than disruption. At least disruptive students
give the teacher something they can work with (as my student Fungele-
lani did), but disengaged students offer nothing.

Similar strategies that counter disruptive behavior can work with disen-
gaged behavior – focusing on relevance, creating interest, making small vic-
tories possible and shifting attention, but they take longer. Unfortunately,
engagement turns into disengagement very fast, so teachers have to guard
against some simple behaviors that can bring it about.

Engagement can be fragile, so a teacher should avoid actions that
divert attention from the learning experience. Actions like reading from
the textbook or from slides, writing on the board for too long or
engaging in an exclusive conversation with one student are some of the
main causes of such diversion.

Once a class gets interested, it is tempting to want to give them more
information. While this is not necessarily undesirable, a teacher has to
guard here against overwhelming students with information. It is best to
ensure that the critical ideas are first understood and then to complexify
in layers (as explained in Chapters 2 and 3).

When students become interested, they often want to share their
thoughts, so a discussion can quickly ensue. There is an art to managing
such discussions (see Box 12.6, and also Chapters 1 and 6), but it is usu-
ally a good idea to allow it.

BOX 12.6 CLASSROOM CONVERSATION

Classrooms are great places to teach students the art of productive
conversation, instead of trying to stop conversation. Here are some
searches that are useful: “procedures for classroom talk”, “26 sen-
tence stems for higher-level conversation in the classroom” or
engaging students in academic conversations. Also look at Zwiers
and Crawford (2011).

If there is a lot of interest, the teacher needs to ensure that the dis-
cussion moves quickly from student to student, and here we can learn
a lot from observing how talk show hosts manage the conversations
between guests. If the teacher allows one student to talk for too long,
and this stops other students from participating, one usually finds that
students start to talk to each other about the idea. This can become
disruptive and is a sign to circulate opportunities for discussion faster
or to allow small-group discussions for a minute or two with a guiding
question.
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It is important to keep discussion focused on the critical and import-
ant ideas. Settle disagreements between students fast and don’t argue
with students on minor points. I have fallen in this trap too many times,
and, each time, it excludes other students and they become disengaged.
It is better to yield the point for the moment because the fact that a stu-
dent is willing to argue is a sign that you have got him/her thinking and
thus succeeded in getting him/her interested and learning.

CONCLUSION

Zombie teachers have an unhealthy relationship with power, which
causes them to go to the extremes of not caring anymore or becoming
extreme disciplinarians. Both kinds of teachers occupy the bodies of
teachers, yet, on the inside, they have given up promoting real learning.
This chapter showed that the solution is not a set of prescriptions or
guidelines for managing classroom reality (although some were given),
but rather adopting a productive mindset that keeps you sane and flexible
during the many difficult times that teachers will experience. The two
mindsets are those of sales and improv theatre – as explained in Daniel
Pink’s book To Sell Is Human. In this chapter, I integrated it with my
experiences and applied it to teaching.
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