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The Influence of Teachers'

Behavior on Elementary Children

It is in the classroom that a child has to first
accept the authority of a relative stranger. This
stranger, the child's teacher, rarely realizes the
profound impact that her attitude, demands, and actions
make on that child.

One area in which the classroom teacher wields a
frightening amount of influence is in the personality
development of her students. It is imperative that the
teacher be happy in the profession and that she like
children if she is to have a positive effect on them.
Too often a student discovers that she isn't suited to
classroom teaching only after she begins practice
teaching, and by then she feels it is too late to sac-
rifice credits and change to another career. This is
not fair to children whose personality development
depends so much on the approval they would receive from
a satisfied teacher. Institutions of teacher prepar-
ation could remedy the situation of teachers in a career
for which they are not suited by giving students even
in their freshman year of college experiences with
teaching and with children which would enable them to

assess their own feelings.
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In the course of a teacher's career she will come
in contact with all sorts of children and'with all sorts
of personalities. Some will bé appealing and easy:té
work with and others will not. Once the teacher under-
stands why certain children behave as they do, why she,
as a teacher, reacts to these children as she does, and
what influence:her reactions exert on the personality
development of the childrén, she will probably become  a
much more effective "teacher.

It takes a strong teacher to réfrain from favoring
children of one sex or the other, of a certain socio-
economic level, of prestigious parénts, or of a cerféin
personality type. -However, it is thg teacher's réespon-
sibility to treat every child as though he is someone
‘special, and then each child will resbond accordingly.

Children usually resent a teacher who has favorites
and often express this resentment by being sullen and.
uhcoopefative. Many times the "petted" child is resented
asxmucb as the teacher. A teacher should also refrain
from favoring certain children because of the feeling of
rejection that>tﬁese éhildren receive when they enter
another grade or class and they are no longer the "teach-
er's pet". |

There are often petty mannerisms, traits, and habits
that a teacher finds annoying, and pupils who exhibit
these forms of behavior fend to be rejected. Human behav-

ior may be approached in two ways. It may be viewed in
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its overt form and the form described as it appéars, or
it may be discussed in terms of the factors that pro-
duced if.. The two approacheps will probably lead to
sigiificant differences in the reactions of the teacher
to the behavior and in the methods she uses in attempt-
ing to work with it. If the teacher will learn to
understand that children have no control over fhe envir-
onment which produces many of the undesirable traits,

and will remember her own experiences and petty character-
istics as an elementary student, she will have more
control over her feelings and actions. Often a teacher

- can become more tolerant by simply getting to know the
child better and by becoﬁing interested in him. A
teacher can also extend the scope. 6f: her.appreciation

for different personalities through travel, broad reading,
and méeting and mingiing,with people.

A teacher may unlocad her aggression on an entire
group by constantly scolding and nagging or she might
single out one child as the "scapegoat" for the group.

It may be that the child who triggers scapegoat treatment
‘would be a trial to any teacher, bﬁt the better balanced
teacher would understand the child's disturbance and be
patient with him, instead of feeling threatened as a
weaker teacher woﬁld; |

The quiet; withdrawn child in the classroom has
another type of behavior that is often misunderstood.

Though most teachers prize these meek, undemanding children,
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pdints), selected attitudes (attitude tests--including
items relative to the pupil's attitude toward his school,
his teacher, his home, and himself), perspnality‘nonflicts
(tested by revisions of Léuria's method) , énd teachers'
ratings of the general adjustment of the pupil. Compar-
isons were made at the beginning and at the completion

of the study.

Teachers.were given personality and envinbnmental
data (and suggestions as to their meaning and use) on the
experimental students. The nature of each child's
ambitioné, his satisfaction with the home enwironment,
his attitudes toward his companions, etc., were obtained
from the attitude tests. Interviews with parents gave
insight of home environment, parental attitudes, and the
child's behavior at home.

Investigators éummarized, explained, and interpreted
fants for teachers. The investigators gave them sug—‘
gestions on how to work with each child and made sure

that the teachers understood fhe pupii's behavior. Each
tedcher then proceeded to apply her knowledge in planning
the child's daily work in her classes. The investigators
discussed the pupil's progress with the teacher fnom time
to time and.made suggestions for improvement of the pro-
gram.

The experiment Qas begun in fhe fall and continued
through the school year. The meaSurement; were repeated

just before the close of school in the spring.
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for neglect or for the drawing‘of battle lines but for
the need of mutual understanding and helpfulness.

The data obtained in this sfudy are consistent in
showing that when teachers learn to know their pupils
as personalities in their respective environments
teachers tend to become more effective guides for learn-
ing--the pupils achieve more inAaéademic areas--ahd ‘
teachers also become more effective personality 'deQel?
opers'."l

Another study seems to show a correlation between
teachers' attitudes and students' personality deVéiopment.
BefmiSéiveness or warmth, absence of authoritariaﬁism,
oSéﬁnééé of belief systems, and liberalism of educational
viewpdints on the part of the teachers were paraileied
with grbwth in self-directedness, personal and social
responsibility, spontaneity, critical problem solving,
etc., in students.

In the classroom effective learning requires strong -
motivation. A teacher who knows the child's attitudes, |
conflicts, problems, and goals can plan a more effécﬁive
program of work for him. She can motivate him better.

But understanding children as individuals is not enough.
The teacher must organize and guide the class in a manner
that the class as a whole will feel is fair and efficient.

As long as the teacher's authority is recognized
and discipline is no problem, many times it is wise for

a teacher to let the children set the rules for classroom
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.behaviof. .The atmosphere should be prescriptive as
well as restrictive. There should be as many "do's" a:
"don't's".

A teacher should reveal herself as an individual
by getting to know students and their families as well
as possible. By commenting on the children's absenses,
she can let them know that they are important to her. A
classroom teacher is in a good position to show children
that adults are human too; that they also make mistakes;
and that mistakes are not dishonorable.

In working with children, a teacher must remember
that itiis her work with and the accomplishment of indi-
viduals that is most important. She must make assignments
meaningful and chalLenging to each student. Usually the
attention of her students is a clue to the teaching and
planning ability of the teacher and to the relevance of
the subject matter.

Organization is very important in keeping control
in the classroom. A teacher who is well prepared will
feel secure and adequate. Since signs of insecurity
invite trouble in elementary classes, a secure teacher
will have one less trouble source to worry about.

A teacher needs to be careful about showing any ¢ ..
disrespgctffor:theeadministration 6r . -for any form of
aﬁthority. Children learn more than academic subjects
from their teacher, and any lack of respect on the part

of the teacher will be imitated by her students in the’
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form of disrespect and rebellion.

The influence a teacher's behavior has on a child
is even greater when the child is ecomonically disad-
vantaged.

In ghettos, students often fail because they have
been expected to fail. They legitimate what they presume
their teachers expect of them. Therefore, teachers of
disadvantaged children must let them know that they have
the highest expeqtations from each child. Teachers can
say to them through their own behavior--non-verbal and
verbal~-that someone "out there" thinks they are impor-
tant, that their concerns rate attenfion, and that every~-
body “out there" does not have to like them for them to
be accepted.

Middle class teachers often get bogged down because
they cannot transcend their own value systems to meet
that of their students. Teachers working with disadvan-
taged children need help from specialists in understanding
the children's value systems.

It is imperative that a teacher of the disadvantaged
be approachable and be close to her students. The children
should be able to sense whether she likes them and whether
she believes that they can succeed. The teacher should be
willing and ready to defend her students.

Discipline problems in the classroom stem most of
the time from the children seeking the attention that they

crave. A teacher should not take a'student's outburst
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personally, but if he says something for shock valué,
the teacher should care enough to be shocked, and she
should let the child know that she is shocked and disap-
pointed. |
Teachers need not feel that they have to push
subject matter (even though "education" for:ithe:disdd-
vantaged is very important). These chiidren need social
help more. Teachers many times feel guilty when they
take time out from the 3 R's to help children with their
emotional and secial needs. However, these children
benefit much more from receiving the help that they need
than they would from receiving purely academic instruction.
The importance of a teacher's preparing her students
academically and socially for a better life is reflected
in this quote{ ", . . without successful achievement
in the schéol, the Negro youngster is in early life denied
access to economic productivity and a share in the Amer-
ican Dream."? A teacher can only prepare her students if
she herself is well prépared and if..ghe:eontinues -her..

preparatisn: throughout her career.
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