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PRAISE FOR RUNNING THE ROOM


When Tom Bennett writes, common sense leaps off the page and slaps you in the face. You will find yourself engrossed, helplessly nodding in total agreement as he shares his years of research, experience and first-hand accounts from schools.

It is hard to imagine anyone reading this book and not improving their thinking and day-to-day classroom practice.

Tom’s tales will engage and amuse you, the practical advice will inspire you, but most importantly this book will change the way you think about school culture and its impact on pupil behaviour.

Damian McBeath, Regional Director for Ark Schools, London and Portsmouth

In this masterful volume, Bennett outlines the highest-impact theories and strategies to be able to – as it says on the tin – run the room. Bad advice is everywhere when it comes to behaviour, and no other book explains easily actionable and effective techniques so clearly. This is the book I needed years ago; how much time have I wasted discovering for myself a fraction of the techniques and routines clearly outlined in this book? Readers are indeed lucky to have access to it as I have no doubt it will improve the practice of teachers with all levels of experience.’

Adam Boxer, Chemistry teacher, Editor of The researchED guide to explicit and direct instruction

As always, Tom gives pragmatic and sensible advice for managing behaviour. The anecdotes he shares from early teaching are both devastating and hilarious, but ultimately serve as a reminder that great teachers are made, not born. A really helpful book for any teacher who wants to improve their craft.

Natasha Porter, Founder and CEO of Unlocked Graduates

Wise, clear, and eminently practical, this book will help teachers create a classroom atmosphere where students feel valued and ready to work.

Professor Daniel Willingham, Professor of Psychology at the University of Virginia

A nuanced and comprehensive approach to behaviour that provides practical guidance while exploring the complex fields of psychology and motivation. The book is vital reading for everyone facing the challenge of controlling a classroom. Even more importantly the methods in this book will help children develop and find purpose as individuals.

Rachel de Souza, CEO at Inspiration Trust

Practical, sensible, step by step, very thorough. There’s a lot more to this book than first meets the eye. Read it carefully. Read it again. Keep coming back to it. Apply it. You won’t regret it.

Barry Smith, Headteacher

Running the Room offers the training we deserved but did not receive. This book champions behaviour as the number one school improvement driver. If you want happy staff, if you want pupils to learn, if you want parents to pick your school, if you want teachers to be able to teach, then treat behaviour as an integral part of the curriculum. Above all else, teach behaviour and teach it some more. Packed with research, hints, tips and strategies to support anyone of any level with behaviour, this is a must read. Tom nails it!

Sam Strickland, Headteacher

Tom Bennett honestly and humbly recounts how he learned to manage a classroom: a slow process of trial and error, which served him and his students poorly. In this book, he combines his experience, wisdom and the evidence to help us avoid his mistakes. With a light touch, he shows how running the room can ensure all students thrive in school.

Harry Fletcher-Wood, Associate Dean at Ambition Institute

The what, why and how of behaviour – this book helps teachers explore behind the behaviour, understand the challenges students face in the classroom and how we can build a culture that helps students to engage in a productive way.

A great book to help teachers get ahead of the behaviour and create a calm and cohesive classroom where everyone feels safe, allowing teachers to get on with the job of helping students to flourish and learn.

Craig Benham, SCITT Development Manager, Leicestershire Secondary SCITT

Running the Room is a unique book. It’s a rare combination of erudition and anecdote, gravity and wit, failures and triumphs, self-deprecation and swank, trials and tribulations and optimism. In a style that often made me think of Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain), Tom shows us how running the room is the teacher’s ultimate act of love and dedication to education and their students.

Professor Paul Kirschner, Emeritus Professor of Educational Psychology and Guest Professor, Thomas More University of Applied Science

This is classic Tom Bennett – funny, practical and wise insights into classroom management.

Daisy Christodoulou, Director of Education at No More Marking

This is a must-read, not only for new teachers, but for anyone who spends time in classrooms of any kind.

Tom Bennett understands that behaviour in school is nuanced; there are no clear black-and-white rules that work for all teachers in all schools. There is no magic wand.

Establishing excellent behaviour in schools is as much about subtleties, persistence and culture as it is about clarity, transparency and consistency. It can be taught – and this is how.

Clare Wagner, West London Free School

Tom’s extremely readable style (often entertaining; always enjoyable) makes a complex and fraught area of classroom practice accessible and actionable to a new teacher. We know behaviour is one of the greatest sources of anxiety for teachers and potential barriers to learning for pupils. This book does much to alleviate both problems and will be a useful addition.

Professor Sam Twiselton, Sheffield Hallam University

In some areas of education, there is lots of high-quality research evidence about the ‘best bets’ for improving one’s practice. For these areas, my advice is simple: read the research and figure out what this might mean for your own practice. In other areas, like behaviour management, where the research evidence is thin, weak, or contradictory, my advice is different, but equally simple. Find people who know what they are talking about, and listen to what they have to say. Like Tom Bennett.

In Running the Room, Tom condenses all he has learned about managing student behaviour – from his experiences as an inner-city school teacher, by observing hundreds (thousands?) of classrooms, and by carefully researching what good research there is – into a wonderfully accessible, practical – and, yes, funny – guide to classroom management. This book is the best guide I have ever read on getting good behaviour in classrooms. It should be required reading for those training to teach, but experienced teachers will also find a lot here to reflect on, and to use. Highly recommended.

Dylan Wiliam, Emeritus Professor, University College London

Tom Bennett has written the book we all needed at the start of our teaching careers. With characteristic wit and wisdom, Tom describes what some of the most effective teachers have done to create the best learning environments. It’s kind, searingly honest, and stuffed full of concrete examples that’ll help trainees through to headteachers. If you’re at the start of your teaching career: read it. If you’re 20 years in like me: read it.

Claire Stoneman, Teacher and School Leader

Running the Room is a funny, perceptive exploration of the philosophy underpinning behaviour in schools. It will help even the veteran teacher understand why certain strategies work. Bennett argues with a charm that convinces and I can’t wait to get several copies for our staff library.

Katharine Birbalsingh, Headteacher, Michaela Community School

This book is brilliant. It will make you a much better teacher.

You probably already know all of this. Tom is the founder of researchED, the game-changing teacher-led international education movement. He is a published author, speaker, trainer, teacher. He is the DfE’s national behaviour adviser and is frequently in the national media defending teachers from nonsense ideas that do damage. The TES famously referred to him as ‘the voice of the modern teacher’. There isn’t a more helpful, credible, kinder voice in education who will give you the tools to be effective in the classroom when you are young people’s best hope of making their own destiny.

Running the Room is practical, funny and wise and it does not patronise you. Reading it is like your glamorous older brother has returned from university for a spell and unexpectedly taken you to the cinema. You will read it goggle-eyed and gripped, running through an action-adventure story feeding your emotions and educating your wits. Except it is all rooted in evidence, practice and hard-won fact. Do you want to know how to run a classroom with compassion, high standards and with learning at its heart? Of course you do, that’s why you’re a teacher! Tom will tell you how.

Jude Hunton, Principal, Skegness Grammar School

‘Practical’ is the standard praise for a book on behaviour, but Bennett’s book is something different: a thing of beauty. And not just because of his humility, humor and occasionally elegiac prose. Because the truth is beautiful. To love children is to ensure that our classrooms protect them and honor their chance at learning – bring out the best in each of them and teach them to be giving and positive members of the society we share. Sadly the first response when adults find themselves unable to ensure such an outcome is often to argue that it is unnecessary. Rarely has anyone explained so clearly an alternative and provided as practical (and beautiful) a guide to accomplishing it.

Doug Lemov, Author of Teach Like a Champion
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The first day I taught a lesson, a boy was dealing skunk at the back of the room, apparently immune to the bars of comparative ethics I was spitting at the front of the class. I asked him what he thought he was doing, which was weird because we both knew. I asked him to stop, and to his credit he only told me to fuck off. Then he left, reminding me to fuck off in case I had forgotten. I chased him pointlessly around the playground, because what else was there to do? I certainly had no idea. A few days later his mentor or social worker or personal stylist or something dragged him before me to apologise, which he did like it cost him teeth. And that was the end of the matter. I never saw him again because he was a career truant who only came in to deal drugs and provide a colourful metaphor for the tragic clown-car inception of the career that saved my life.

Welcome to teaching.

Tom Bennett

The Fortress of Solitude,
The Great Lockdown.
2020










‘It is only that I dislike the whole notion of subordination. The corporal lurks in almost every bosom, and each man tends to use authority when he has it, thus destroying his natural relationship with his fellows, a disastrous state of affairs for both sides. Do away with subordination and you do away with tyranny: without subordination we should have no Neros, no Tamerlanes, no Buonapartes.’

‘Stuff,’ said Jack. ‘Subordination is the natural order: there is subordination in Heaven – Thrones and Dominions take precedence over Powers and Principalities, Archangels and ordinary foremast angels; and so it is in the Navy.

‘You have come to the wrong shop for anarchy, brother.’

Stephen Maturin and Captain Jack Aubrey The Ionian Mission, by Patrick O’Brian
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THE PRINCIPLES OF THE CLASSROOM


These principles underpin everything I have learned about excellent classroom management. Some of them may seem obvious, some of them may seem ambiguous. Throughout this book, I will refer or allude to these principles, and my hope is that by the end, they will make sense, seem sensible, and make a difference in your own understanding. Which, with luck, will direct your behaviour, and that of your students.


	Behaviour is a curriculum


	Children must be taught how to behave


	Teach, don’t tell, behaviour


	Make it easy to behave and hard not to


	No one behaviour strategy will work with all students


	Good relationships are built out of structures and high expectations


	Students are social beings


	Consistency is the foundation of all good habits


	Everyone wants to matter


	My room, my rules











INTRODUCTION

Secret origins


Until I became a teacher, I ran nightclubs in central London. I was confident, relaxed and comfortable managing drunks, bouncers, bartenders, and every shadowy citizen of Soho. None of this made any difference when I became a teacher. This was because:


	The skills I had learned were not useful in any obvious way.


	Anything clubs and classrooms had in common would take me years to discern.




What I thought would be a useful preparation provided me with no skills or aptitudes in a portable form. I was so used to telling people what to do, I imagined it was a magical gift I possessed, given to me by three fairies in the crib. I had ‘authority’, but only in the boundaries of my club; I did not possess a nebulous, intangible miasma called ‘authority’. I could not command the driver of a bus to take me to Vauxhall if the destination read ‘Tottenham’. I could read a crowd well enough to know when horseplay was about to turn into a saloon brawl. But I could not discern the mood of a class clearly enough to see the difference between the compliance of boredom and quiet focus.

As to that, on paper I looked a very good bet. A 30-year-old man with management and leadership experience, years of social interaction with the public, and a career that required discipline, self-regulation and resilience.

Were those features easily transferred into other domains, I would have flourished. Instead, I floundered. The confidence I felt in the clubs, where I could snap my fingers and have 300 people removed, melted like frost on a car bonnet at sunrise. The certainty with which I issued instructions became speculation; the persuasiveness I routinely displayed in dissolving ardour, anger or anguish in the fraught centrifuge of a nightclub became hollow and inept. All of it dashed against the cliffs of the children’s indifference.

My crowd control – my behaviour management, if you will – was not a magic quality I possessed. I did not have the Force. You do not have the Force either. Untrained and hapless, for at least three years I ran classes badly. Rather, they ran me.

Many of the skills we believe we have are domain specific. We have always known this, until we forgot. As Thorndike said in the early 20th century:


Common observation should teach that mental capacities are highly specialised. A man may be a tip-top musician but in other respects an imbecile: he may be a gifted poet, but an ignoramus in music: he may have a wonderful memory for figures and only a mediocre memory for localities, poetry and human faces: school children may reason admirably in science and be below average in grammar: those very good in drawing may be very poor in dancing.1



I entered teaching with nervousness, but high hopes. I knew it would be hard, but I knew I could do it. On the last count, I was spectacularly wrong.

My first few years in teaching were a Dickensian misery memoir. Every day was a gauntlet. In part it was because I had no idea what I was teaching. In what will eventually – I hope – be seen as a scandal, it had been possible for me to become an actual teacher with the most flimsy grasp of my subject or pedagogy. Teacher training was a well-meant but woefully undercooked half-preparation for the classroom. It was simultaneously too theoretical and maddeningly over focused on microscopic details of practice. We spent a whole day comparing how we had made a poster for our subject, a day on how to use a PowerPoint, but almost nothing on pedagogy, the principles of instruction, or behaviour management. It was like preparing someone to defuse bombs by sending them to a seminary.2

Like many teachers, I worried constantly that I was a fraud. In my case, my fears were legitimate. And like most early-career teachers, one of my primary concerns was ‘Would I have enough material to last a whole lesson?’

My next concern – equally valid – was ‘What if they don’t do as I ask?’ And I soon found out that this was central to everything else. If they wouldn’t follow simple instructions, then no learning would take place. I was often left alone in the classroom after my first few days, and my classes worked exactly as they pleased, no more, no less. If they felt like it, they would; if not, then not. My anxious directions to them were as trivial as a breeze to a mountain.

This was mentally and emotionally harrowing. I simply assumed I was a terrible teacher. I was right. I planned lessons alone all evening until I fell asleep at the desk, and dreaded the morning. On Sunday, I worked; and Saturdays, I hid in bed, a brief respite from the grinding and flavourless week. I would have quit, but I had no off-ramp.

I confess this is not an inspirational vignette, but an unattractive and boring time filled with quiet despair. I was bottoming out, but I was too tired to quit. I only persisted because I lacked the willpower or wit to give up.

Poor classroom behaviour was central to my problems, and to my mindset. I barely knew what I was teaching, I had no idea how to teach it, and I had no idea how to get students listening and learning. If they had done so, I could have devoured the day. Instead, it devoured me.

The students…ah, Lord. They were a perfect microcosm of humanity. Some of them would do anything you asked and were power-ups in a game designed to drain you. These cheering few were a minority. Then there was a substantial middle who were partially receptive to listening if you could only find something they wanted to listen to. They were hard work, but the real difficulty lay with the bottom third who seemed determined to do the opposite of anything asked. They openly mocked all adults, and me, my clothes, my accent, told me to go back to Scotland, that I wasn’t a real teacher, I was boring, I wasn’t funny.

They sneered at any warmth and ignored me to my face when I addressed them. As I was advised by my trainers, all my energy was invested in building relationships with them, but with no impact. The well-behaved barely saw me. I would spend entire lessons bogged down in chaos. One day was lost arguing with someone who had dribbled a ball into the classroom and who then refused to stop playing keepy-up in front of my desk. I snatched the ball away, and he screamed assault, laughing as he did so. Students ran out of other classrooms to watch and laugh.

At the end of every day, I would wait glumly for students to return for a healing conversation, but the only ones who ever did were students the least in need of it. I reported absences; perhaps something happened as a result, but I never knew. My colleagues were all incredibly kind, but many of them also struggled with behaviour. It seemed that they had achieved a strained and fragile détente with their classes, permitting them to teach. But this was achieved by having been there for many years. Their advice was often, ‘Wait until they get to know you.’ I shuddered to think the only remedy to my predicament was to endure until everyone got tired and just behaved out of pity or boredom. It felt like a siege.

Other advice at this time seemed to revolve around ‘engaging with the children’ or giving them tasks to perform that they enjoyed. But when I tried – through humour, or through devising ways to disguise learning as a game, they seemed equally scornful, like a dog who has correctly discerned a worming tablet crushed into its feed.

I had intermittent successes, lessons where they would sit and listen to the content, or try a worksheet, or discuss a topic for a short time. But I had no idea why and how this happened. It was lightning in a bottle, it came and went when the gods willed, and what flew one day stalled the next. Added to this was the sheer exhaustion of the job – even as a training teacher, it felt like every minute you were in front of a carousel of classes that strobed past you like a zoetrope. The job was a lumpy gravy of unfamiliar faces, drowning in open hostility, and feeling a failure with every step.

Over the next three or four years, and as I moved schools, it got better, but slowly. As my subject knowledge improved and I stayed in one place, I got to know the students better. Crucially, I found my ‘in’ with them. For me it was telling stories about my previous career in nightclubs and threading stories about that into lessons that grazed thematically close to the narratives.

I started to relax a little, but I also picked up bad habits with the good. I learned that with some kids, the easiest way to avoid their endless meltdowns was to placate and contain them, ignore their low output, expect little and get it. I learned that some children will behave perfectly well as long as you don’t ask them to do anything they don’t want to do. Which at least allows you to focus on the ones who are amenable to a little learning. It’s suboptimal, but you learn that teaching is the art of the possible, not the perfect. I learned that what you had to do to cope in an insane job was the same thing you do to survive on the ledge of a skyscraper: hang on by your fingernails and never look down.3

It only struck me years later that this was a mess. Like a fish immersed in teaching culture, I had been unable to conceive of anything but the turbulent water in which I swam. I assumed that was all you could expect – not only from the students, but from the system we inhabited.

Eventually I recognised that there were some techniques you could use that seemed to work better than others. I couldn’t quite verbalise it, but it seemed to be a combination of maintaining an even temper, balancing a sense of humour with performative gravity, and also something to do with pace, voice, and gesture. How I explained the topics I taught also seemed to matter. I discovered a hidden knack for explaining things well. People would listen and regurgitate it on command to some extent, but I had no idea what principles underpinned rhetorical success, let alone pedagogical success. Setting detentions helped a little to deter the worst offenders, as did parking students (sending them into another classroom) when necessary. Things got better.

But they got better by trial and error, and much of my time was spent on the error. The gains were bought at a high price, and too slowly for words. Worse, discerning error from the correct principles seemed impossibly cryptic. How did you know something was working with them unless you had some immediate feedback?

But still, things improved. As years passed, my cohorts grew older with me, and by the time they went through their examination years they usually had excellent behaviour. We all knew what to expect from one another, and that seemed to matter. That fed back into my efforts with new classes, or younger classes, and I applied my burgeoning skills in cycles. But it was still largely sub-verbal, and intuitive. I could probably tell you when another teacher was doing something wrong behaviourally, but I couldn’t express what they were doing right, or suggest ways they could improve.

It continued to get better as I reflected on my own practice and read as much as I could. I attended every course my school would pay for on behaviour, and I read everything I could find about it like a man facing the gallows. Much of what I read seemed either obvious or absurd, focusing on ways to deal with children that were already impeccably behaved. Little of it seemed very practical, and much of it seemed to have little relevance to the difficulties I faced in a challenging school. Still, I got better by centimetres.

I started to find interesting material in fields tangential to education, such as cognitive and developmental psychology, behavioural economics, sociology and anthropology.

Ironically, I found political philosophy far more important than I had ever imagined. This was an area that had been considered exhaustively for centuries. How should we be governed? By what right? How do people coexist in ways that maximise their aims – justice, liberty, equality, income, resources, or some combination of all of these? But these became relevant only once I had absorbed enough experience to understand it. Classrooms are stubbornly physical places. Theory can only take you so far by itself. You can follow a recipe and still cook abysmally.

Years passed, and I took a sabbatical at the University of Cambridge as a teacher-fellow of Corpus Christi. Time away from the classroom was like breaching the surface of the ocean after a long dive, and I gulped at the air before falling back into teaching, invigorated. I started to write: blogs, articles, then books that specialised in behaviour. I ran the online behaviour advice forum for the TES, and for years contributed hundreds of pieces on behaviour. That took me into school after school after school, until what I learned there could be shared tentatively with others.

By now I estimate I’ve probably been to around 400 schools in the UK and abroad, principally to look at their behaviour systems. I am currently the UK Department for Education’s Behaviour Advisor. None of this makes me any better than a good teacher in any school. The only advantage I do have is the privilege of having seen what extraordinary teachers do all over the UK and around the world.

And it convinced me – and continues to do so – that good behaviour should be the central concern of any teacher. If your classes behave well already, you may not think so. But the minute you try to teach in an even partially challenging environment, you realise that if they aren’t behaving, they aren’t learning.

Teaching saved me. Aimless, it gave me direction. Selfish, it forced me to focus on others. Unhappy, it brought me purpose – and with it, joy. None of that became possible until I started to understand the need to direct student behaviour, and until I began to understand how to do it.

The same small, good thing

Teaching changed my life immeasurably for the better. It has the power to do the same for so many. It reminds me of the story of Tom Junod’s article on Fred Rogers. In 1988 Junod, feature writer for the American magazine Esquire, wrote an article4 about Rogers, the avuncular and beloved host of Mister Rogers’ Neighbourhood, which was a cornerstone in American children’s broadcasting for decades. The cynical Junod was initially sceptical of Rogers’s saintly reputation, but he eventually said that meeting him had changed his entire perspective on life. And with impeccable economy, he described Rogers’s life’s work as ‘doing the same small good thing for a very long time’.

And that’s exactly what teachers do: the same small good thing for a very long time.

In a world drunk on spectacle, impatient for instant results, and addicted to even the most diaphanous of glories, that’s a rebellious act. It’s the most wonderful thing you can do – and wonderfully, also the most effective. I recommend it. Go you and do likewise.


________________________________

1. Thorndike, E. L. (Edward Lee) (1906) The principles of teaching, based on psychology. New York, NY: A. G. Seiler.

2. The Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch notwithstanding.

3. Paraphrased slightly from Rorschach in Alan Moore’s 1986 comic book series Watchmen.

4. Junod, T. (1998) ‘Can you say hero?’ Esquire Magazine, November 1998.
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