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As a fledgling trainee teacher I remember watching my mentor, Brian Palin, effortlessly quell the most challenging group I had ever seen. He had set them some group work and now wanted them to fall silent. They did. And he hadn’t uttered a word. It was like watching a great magician at work, and was both daunting and compelling for a rookie like me.

Since then I’ve always had a fascination with behaviour management. I now realise that it is not a gift from the gods or genetically inherited. The difference between those who manage classes with effortless panache and those who struggle often comes down to a set of tangible skills, most of them learnable through practice.

First the bits that are most difficult to influence: the way you look. If, like me, you believe that being a teacher is partly about playing a role, then you need to be aware of the importance of appearances. Don’t underestimate the power of first impressions: they way you dress says something to the class about your standards and expectations. 

Much also comes down to the essential micro-skills of teaching. Often the difference between a sound and an outstanding teacher is small details of posture, gesture, voice and eye-contact. Some suggestions:

· The effective teacher chooses where to stand. She knows the focal point of a room. She stands there, close to the class, demands attention, and then moves about throughout a lesson. She signals that there are no ‘no-go zones’ in her classroom.

· She looks the class in they eye, smiling as necessary, always scanning youngsters’ faces, keeping contact with the whole group.

· She makes the territory her own. If she arrives to a cover lesson where the class is already in the room, she signals that it’s now hers. She might change a light setting, ask a student to open a window, move a student from one seat to another. The subliminal message: I’ve arrived and I set the tone here.

· She uses body language to emphasise and clarify points. Her hand gestures are deliberate and clear. She stands still as she speaks. She communicates.

So how do you acquire these skills? The best way, of course, is to watch great teachers at work, to have a good coach who focuses on the details of your own teaching, and offers realistic, constructive and focused feedback.

Then of course there are books, hundreds of them. These are the best five. 

Sue Cowley, Getting the Buggers to Behave 2 (Continuum, £12.99)

Sue Cowley divides the critics, but if you want no-nosense, entertaining and eminently practical guidance, this is the book for you.

Bill Rogers is the undisputed master of behaviour management, the guru’s guru. In particular look at this Cracking the Hard Class (Paul Chapman Publishers, £16.99), for reassuring and usable techniques for dealing with even the most challenging groups.

There’s a new series of tiny format books aimed at catering for the relentlessly time-hungry lives of teachers. Peter Hook and Andy Vass’s Behaviour Management Pocketbook, (Management Pocketbooks Ltd, £5.99) is a terrific tiny synthesis of good practice.

In Teacher’s Survival Guide 2 (Continuum, £12.99) Angela Thody, Barbara Gray and Derek Bowsden provide helpful advice on how to organise your classroom, as well as dealing with challenging situations in school. Written by a group of academics, it’s a surprisingly realistic and practical guide.

Finally, Michael Marland’s Craft of the Classroom (Heinemann, £12.99) is the book many of us first turned to in the dark depths of adversity. Now completely overhauled, it remains a definitive guide to effective classroom management.
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