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Achoo-ing For Attention 

by David Ginsburg 
 

James was a model student—courteous, on time, took notes, and did his homework. He also sneezed a 

lot. Never a series of sneezes, but rather one prolonged explosion about every five minutes of 

instruction, followed by a loud and deliberate “Oh sorry, excuse me.” Between the sneezing and 

apologies, James was no less distracting than the typical class clown. No, his sneezing didn’t call for 

disciplinary action, but the damage was done in that every time James sneezed, I interrupted class to 

look at him and, even worse, his classmates often confronted him (“Man, you sound like a volcano!  Stay 

home, dude, before you get us all sick!”).       

 

Finally one day I kept an eye (and ear) on James as students were working in small groups. No sneezes. I 

monitored James a few more days and confirmed that he only sneezed during whole-group instruction. I 

then mentioned James’ sneezing to one of his other teachers, who gave me a funny look and said, “If it 

weren’t for James, no one would answer any of my questions.” That’s when it hit me: unlike my 

colleague who only called on hand-raisers (James was a classic “oooh, oooh, call on me” kid), I went with 

a hands down approach where I called on students equitably. And so, whereas my colleague was 

indulging James, I was stifling him. His sneezing was, in effect, an allergic response to lack of attention, 

while his interaction with classmates during group work was instant antihistamine.          

 

This revelation about James gave rise to an assumption I’ve held from that point on: every action by 

every student at every moment is aimed at getting attention. And since our attention can only be one 

place at a time, we need to direct it to the right places at the right times in the right ways—a premise 

being that we reinforce an action when we acknowledge it, and discourage it when we ignore it.  

 

A key implication here is that you want to focus your limited attention on constructive behavior to the 

exclusion of disruptive behavior rather than the other way around. Easier said than done at times, but 

more often than not you have a choice. In James’ case, for example, once I figured out what was going 

on, I resolved to ignore his sneezing and keep on teaching. His classmates soon followed my lead, and 

within a week or two the sneezing subsided.       

 



Ginsburg Educational Consulting and Coaching  
www.ginsburgcoaching.com    Page 2 
 

With a tip of the hat (or wave of the handkerchief) to James, here are guidelines for meeting students’ 

need for attention in ways that promote a constructive classroom experience for them and you:  

 

1. Distinguish inappropriate behavior from disruptive behavior. Just because a student’s behavior 

may be inappropriate does not mean it requires your immediate attention. All too often 

teachers divert their attention from students who are on task to those who are off task even 

when the off-task behavior poses no imminent threat to anyone’s safety or opportunity to learn. 

The price for doing this is steep, as it sends the wrong message to all students: negative 

behavior trumps positive behavior when it comes to winning your attention. Unless it’s a fire 

that needs to be put out now, either ignore it or address it at a more opportune time.  

2. Avoid overreacting to “under your skin” behavior. You’re human, so there are always going to 

be things kids do or say that get under your skin. Again, however, just because a behavior bugs 

you does not mean you need to respond to it urgently—if at all. In fact, the more you wear a pet 

peeve on your sleeve, the more kids will trigger it. Such was the case for me with profanity, 

which completely bugged the sh_ _ out of me as a new teacher. And sure enough, the more I 

admonished students for swearing, the more they did it. It was only when I came up with a more 

proactive, less confrontational approach that I was able to get cussing under control.   

3. Provide students opportunities to externalize. Time after time I’ve seen students, like James, 

act out right after a teacher fails to call on them. You can’t, of course, call on all kids all the time. 

But you can give them regular opportunities to externalize their ideas—and feel acknowledged 

in the process—even when you don’t give them class-wide air time. Options include: 

 Having students write their responses on mini white boards, which they can then hold 

up for you to see (great for assessment purposes too). 

 Giving students a minute or two to share their thoughts with a classmate. 

4. Give attention to attention givers. Students who act out regularly do deserve attention—just 

not at the expense of students who are doing the “right” thing. Acting out is a sign that children 

need help, so do your part to make sure they get it. Often, however, students’ behavior will 

persist as long as they have an audience. And in some cases, even when you ignore a student’s 

behavior, other students may still indulge it. It helps in these cases to focus on the attention 

givers rather than the attention seekers. Talk to them one on one about the possible 



Ginsburg Educational Consulting and Coaching  
www.ginsburgcoaching.com    Page 3 
 

consequences of letting someone else take them off their games, and collaborate with them on 

strategies for staying on task.   

5. Leverage all available attention. Attention is attention, and since there’s only one of you, be 

sure to create constructive opportunities for students to get attention from each other—one of 

many benefits of cooperative and collaborative groups, as we saw with James.    

6. Praise judiciously and genuinely. The power of praise in meeting students’ attention needs has 

more to do with how you deliver it than how often you deliver it. In fact, many teachers overuse 

praise to the point where it loses its impact and even backfires. One common praise pitfall is the 

use of manipulation packaged as praise, as when teachers say, “I really like the way groups 1 

and 4 are sitting” when what they really mean is “I’m infuriated by the way groups 2 and 3 are 

stirring.” The problem is that students have a sixth sense that tells them whether what’s coming 

out of your mouth is what’s really on your mind. And look out when it isn’t, since 

disingenuousness spells disaster.     

7. Provide feedback privately. Responding to student behavior as privately as possible is far more 

effective than broadcasting your comments to the whole class. And this is as true for behaviors 

you want to reinforce as it is for those you want to squelch. If, for example, you really like how 

groups 1 and 4 are sitting, then walk over to them, look them in the eyes, and genuinely express 

your gratitude. Now you’ve validated those students rather than manipulated (or tried to 

manipulate) other students. The trick is to find opportunities throughout the day to validate all 

students. That’s what great teachers do:  look for and seize “validate-able” moments with 

respect to behavior just as they do for teachable moments with respect to academics. 

Acknowledge privately at least one action per student per day that’s worthy of validation, and 

students will get the message: you’ve got enough attention to go around, and the way to get it 

is through constructive behavior.                

8. Communicate non-verbally. The more you meet students’ attention needs with actions rather 

than words, the more orderly your classroom.  A smile, a scowl, a thumbs-up, a thumbs-down, a 

raised eyebrow, a note, close proximity to students needing redirection or assistance—just a 

few of many non-verbal ways to give students attention without interrupting class.      
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9. Share observations rather than interpretations. You’re more likely to alleviate attention-

seeking behavior when you share your observations of those behaviors with students rather 

than your interpretations of them. Sometimes it’s also better to share your observations of 

behavior than it is to ignore it—in retrospect, I’d have done better by James if I had told him I 

noticed he sneezed during presentations but not during group work, and then engaged him in 

collaborative troubleshooting. (Recommended reading: Teaching Children to Care , Chapter  14 -  

Social Conferences; www.responsiveclassroom.org/bookstore/rp_teachingchildren.html )  

10. Respond with calm and concern.  It’s inevitable that there will be times when students rattle 

your cage so much that you feel animosity toward them. If, in any such cases, you’re unable to 

enter into a conference with composure, put off the conference. Go home, do some yoga, have 

a nice dinner, get some rest, and meet with the student tomorrow when you can do so with 

calm and concern rather than contempt or condemnation. Positive begets positive, and negative 

begets negative. Never risk perpetuating the negative.  

 

Make no mistake: how you handle a classroom full of kids vying for attention can make or break your 

career as much as anything. So if students aren’t behaving the way you want them to, pay attention to 

what you’re paying attention to and how you’re paying attention to it. Chances are you’ll discover what 

I did toward the end of my miserable first year in the classroom: it wasn’t that kids needed an attitude 

adjustment; I needed an attention adjustment. And the above ideas provided it.   

 

Gesundheit.      

 

 

http://www.responsiveclassroom.org/bookstore/rp_teachingchildren.html

