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CLASSROOM TURNAROUND PLAN 

by David Ginsburg  

The best teachers have classroom policies and procedures in place that allow them to hit the ground 

running in September and never look back. But ask most of them about their first year or two, and you’ll 

hear tale after tale of classroom woe. Even the most conscientious new teachers—me included—often 

have their expectations of a classroom in control replaced by the realities of a classroom in chaos.  

Sound familiar? If so, take heart—I’m living proof that starting the school year off on the wrong foot 

doesn’t mean you’re “toast” until June, as many people believe. But get ready for some serious 

troubleshooting if you want to turn things around. No commiserating with colleagues over problems 

rather than solving them. No pointing fingers at parents, students, or principals. And no wild guesses as 

to the sources of your problems. What we’re talking about here is taking responsibility for your troubles, 

and addressing them through data analysis. Not test scores, but rather data that helps you promptly 

pinpoint classroom management issues you need to resolve NOW. Data that establishes cause-effect 

relationships between what you are or aren’t doing in your classroom and what students are or aren’t 

doing. So, what data do you need and how do you get it? 

The data you need is a transcript of what actually goes on in your classroom—what you’re doing and 

what students are doing at any given time. And the best way to get it is with the help of a skillful 

instructional coach. Someone who can observe your class with a keen eye and help you use those 

observations to identify sources of classroom problems and, in turn, solutions.         

Unfortunately, most teachers—including me throughout my years in the classroom—lack the benefit of 

a coach, and therefore need to take a more do-it-yourself approach. Start by collecting the data in one 

of two ways using a Comprehensive Observation of Teacher and Student Actions form (see below for a 

blank form and sample form; source: Teach For America):  

1. Ask a peer to sit in on your class and fill out the form; or    

2. Have your class videotaped, and fill out the form yourself as you watch the video.    

Whether with the aid of a coach, peer, or videotape, let’s assume you now have the data. Your next 

step is to analyze it to identify the sources of classroom management problems, and brainstorm 

possible solutions. If, for example, the data reflects students sitting idly or socializing the first five 

minutes of class, what are you doing during that time? Taking attendance? If so, maybe you need to put 

it off until students are settled in and self-sufficient (e.g., during independent practice time). But if 

you’re required to take attendance as soon as the bell rings, you’ll need to revisit your start-up 

procedures. I’ve been in many classrooms where teachers have an activity on the board for students to 

start on right away—a good practice—and yet there’s still a lot of commotion or down-time. Is this the 

case in your classroom, and if so, why? Are the directions unclear? Is the task too difficult for students 

to handle on their own? Or is it so simple that they’re done before you’ve even started taking 
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attendance? There are, of course, any number of possible questions and explanations for each 

situation, but you get the idea: you need to keep troubleshooting until you hit on the root cause of 

your problem.  

Now a few examples of how this process helped me turn my classroom around: 

1. I linked student misconduct during lessons to me turning around to write on the board. Solution: 

stop using the board and start using an overhead projector, a switch—pun intended—that 

promptly reduced discipline infractions and increased instructional efficiency.  

2. I discovered that a common cause of students being off task was me being off task, like when I 

interrupted class over and over to look for supplies. Solution: wear a tool belt. And with 

supplies at my fingertips, disruptions dropped and time on-task rose. 

3. I realized that by indulging students who were absent the previous day (e.g., reviewing 

yesterday’s lesson, handing them make-up work, etc.), I was holding the rest of the class back 

and inviting them to act out. Solutions: an assignment calendar and absence folders near the 

door so that students could obtain work themselves as they entered class; and I required 

students to ask a classmate—rather than me—to fill them in on what they missed (during 

independent practice, of course, so they wouldn’t interrupt the lesson). 

I could go on and on with more examples, but the important point here is that in all cases it was my 

discovery of the source of the problem that gave rise to the solution. Teachers, especially novices, are 

so susceptible to the flavor of the month (or week or even day) approach where you make change after 

change based on desperation rather than data. In turn, you move from one “solution” to another, with 

each having band-aid benefits at best. I spent so much time and energy my first year seeking ways to 

control or modify students’ behavior rather than my behavior, and nothing worked.  A low point was 

when I tried punishing kids who came to class without a pencil by giving them ones that were 

sharpened down to thumb-length. Creative? Sure. Effective? Of course not—unless you consider kids 

flinging pencil stubs at each other and me effective.    

(I tried a few other pencil policies—including selling them, and then loaning them in exchange for an ID 

as collateral—and none worked until, thanks again to this troubleshooting process, I focused on the 

ultimate point of a pencil policy: prevent lost instructional time. Hence, my ultimate policy: bring a 

pencil to class, but if you forget or you lose it, borrow one—from a classmate, not me.)  

The lesson here is that, more often than not, once you identify the cause of a problem and its impact, a 

practical solution will follow (and with far less thought than it takes for the  type of vindictive scheming 

I and, come on admit it, most teachers have done at one time or another). So hold off on solutions until 

you know the problems.  And once you’ve got those solutions, it’s time to apply them.            

You might think that once you have a solution to a problem, putting it into effect would be a snap. But 

even ideas with the greatest potential will bomb if poorly implemented. And effective implementation is 
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all about effective communication. So here are some guidelines for rolling out new policies and 

procedures to students:  

1. Move at the right pace. Changes like strapping on a tool belt involve little or no transition to 

speak of for you or students, so there’s no limit on how many of those changes you can take on 

over a short period of time. But mid-year policy and procedural changes can be tough for both 

you and students, so focus at first on a few that will make the biggest difference. Reach out to a 

coach, administrator, or veteran colleague for help prioritizing. Also consider a staggered 

schedule, where you only introduce one policy or procedure per day (or week, etc.), depending 

on complexity and how much time students (and you) need for a successful transition.     

2. Take the blame. Want a captive, open-minded audience as you introduce classroom changes? 

Then tell students the truth—something like, “I’ve been thinking about how things have been 

going in here, and realize I need to do better.” Forget the false image of infallibility you may 

have had of your teachers or want your students to have of you. Telling kids you blew it—as 

long as you mean it and don’t go over the top with it—does not, as some teachers fear, make 

you easy prey. On the contrary, it creates a safe place where kids follow your lead by accepting 

responsibility for their failures and taking steps toward correcting them.      

3. Make it about them. Always convey to students that you’re making changes in their interests as 

opposed to just yours (again, of course, only if you believe this, since they’ll see right through 

you if you’re blowing smoke). The fact is many students are jaded and see school as a place 

where things are done to them more so than for them. So along with stating a new policy or 

procedure, include your rationale for it (again, in terms of their interest)—the best if not only 

way to get kids to accept a policy or procedure even when they disagree with it.   

4. Dignify rather than defend or dismiss. I’ve been in hundreds of classrooms, and a hallmark of 

the best teachers is that they achieve control of their classrooms without being controlling—or 

said another way, they maintain authority without being authoritarian. Effective teachers do 

not create a democracy, but they also don’t dominate. Certain policies and procedures are sure 

to be provocative for kids, so again, give them a chance to air their concerns. And resist the 

knee-jerk tendency to defend your perspective or dismiss theirs. Just dignify students’ input by 

telling them you appreciate where they’re coming from, and thanking them for having the 

courage to speak up. It’s their classroom, after all, so give them a voice in it.          

5. Avoid blanket deferring. It’s one thing to welcome student input, but quite another to always 

defer to it. Don’t get me wrong—my students had many great ideas that informed and 

improved my instruction and classroom management. All too often, though, we bow to 

students’ whims because it makes life easier for us. In reality, though, as long as you dignify 

students’ feedback, you’ll avert potential uproar when you disagree with it. Just listen to their 

gripes and then say something like, “I see your point, but I think this is going to be best for us as 

a class. Let me know your concerns as they come up.”              
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6. Show and tell. Instructional best practices apply as much when communicating policies and 

procedures as they do when delivering academic content. This means explaining a new policy to 

students, but also showing it to them (using an overhead or LCD projector ideally), and posting 

it in the room for ongoing reference. You also need to assess students’ understanding of a new 

policy or procedure just as you do for a new academic skill. Sometimes it may be enough to ask 

a few kids to repeat a procedure in their own words (this was fine when I introduced the 

absence folders). But more complex procedures require modeling and practice, where you 

demonstrate what you expect from students and do a few dry runs until they get it down (I did 

this for a procedure where students had to re-orient their desks from rows to groups and vice 

versa).  

Well, there you have it—a plan for getting your class on the right track the rest of this year so that you 

too can hit the ground running next year.  



 

COMPREHENSIVE OBSERVATION OF TEACHER AND STUDENT ACTIONS 

Record teacher and corresponding student actions throughout a lesson at regular time intervals. Include 

direct quotes, physical actions, and any other information that will support the learning of the observed 

teacher.   

Time Teacher Action 

 (e.g., giving instructions, circulating, 

disciplining, asking questions, etc.) 

Student Action                                       

(e.g., socializing, asking questions, 

collaborating, listening, etc.) 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 



 

COMPREHENSIVE OBSERVATION OF TEACHER AND STUDENT ACTIONS 

Record teacher and corresponding student actions throughout a lesson at regular time intervals. Include 

direct quotes, physical actions, and any other information that will support the learning of the observed 

teacher.   

Time Teacher Action 

 (e.g., giving instructions, circulating, 

disciplining, asking questions) 

Student Action                              

(engaged, socializing, asking questions, 

collaborating, listening, off-task) 

8:50 asks students to take out homework; 

begins to take attendance 

8 of 32 students talking while others 

take out homework 

8:52 asks students to review the previous 

day’s lesson; selects Andy to summarize  

12 students actively listening to student 

review; other 20 are losing interest 

8:54 introduces Do Now and explains that 

students have 5 minutes to complete it 

26 students immediately start Do Now; 

the other 6 start it after organizing their 

materials  

8:56 circulates among students, stopping to 

help those who seem stuck 

4 students finish early and begin to chat 

 

8:58 stops to help one student for more than 

two minutes 

29 students appear to be done with their 

work and the room is filled with noise 

9:00 tells students that they still have one 

minute to work; continues to help one 

student  

most students continue to talk 

 

9:02 asks class for attention and calls on a 

student explain his solution 

23 students are attentive to the 

student’s explanation; other 8 continue 

side conversations 

9:04 says, “I need you all to listen, now!” entire class stops; after student finishes 

explaining her solution, 4 students begin 

to talk  

9:06 says, “I don’t understand what is wrong 

at this moment” 

 

talking students smile and put their 

heads down to conceal laughter  

 


