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1.
Executive Summary

This report presents the findings from a national survey of teachers’ experiences and views relating to behaviour in UK primary schools. The research was commissioned by True Vision Productions for Channel Four and was supported by the NASUWT, the largest union to represent teachers and head teachers in the UK.

 A twenty-seven item on-line questionnaire was circulated directly to a total of 20,183 primary school teachers in the UK via the NASUWT database and also appeared on the union’s website between July and September 2008. A total of 2,242 responses were returned. Of these, 1,945 were completed in full and 297 were partially completed. Despite the low response rate overall, this is believed to be the largest ever survey focusing specifically on primary school teachers’ experiences of and perceptions about classroom behaviour.
The aims of the research were to: 

· gain a greater insight into standards of pupil behaviour in primary school classrooms;

· identify any perceived patterns of change in relation to pupil behaviour;

· report on the prevalence and frequency of particular types of inappropriate pupil behaviour;

· explore teachers’ attributions and the nature of the difficulties they encounter, including perceived levels of support.
The survey was made available to all parts of the UK although the vast majority of respondents (just over 92%) were teachers working in England. Every region of England was represented with the highest response rates elicited from the South East and the West Midlands. Just under 8% of the sample was made up from teachers working in Wales (3.1%) Northern Ireland (3%) and Scotland (1.4%). Two thirds of the respondents (66%) taught classes in Key Stage 2. Just under a third (32%) taught classes in Key Stage 1 and 17% taught in the Foundation Stage. (Total adds up to 115% as some respondents taught across more than one Key Stage). 85% of the respondents were female (which matches the demographic profile in primary schools nationally). The sample also included a representative spread of teaching experience (from under five years to more than 20 years’ experience). City/urban, suburban, rural and mixed catchment areas were all represented in the data set.

Main findings
1. Almost half of primary school teachers say that the disruptive behaviour of a minority of children in their class is a daily occurrence. 

In line with findings from previous studies
 low level disruption (as opposed to more serious forms of behaviour) was the most common form of behaviour problem encountered by teachers on a regular basis. Perceptions about what constitutes ‘low level’ disruption can be highly subjective so the following examples were provided to guide respondents; inappropriate talking, calling out, disturbing others, being out of seat, having difficulty in following instructions. In the vast majority of cases, this type of inappropriate behaviour is limited to a small handful of pupils.
2. Acts of physical aggression (hitting, kicking, spitting, uncontrolled outbursts, destroying property) occur at least once a week in almost one in five primary classrooms across all key stages (F/S, KS1, KS2)

It is important to point out however that this type of behaviour is typical of only a tiny minority of pupils. Also in 25% of classrooms, there were no reported incidents of this type.  

3. Almost two thirds of teachers believe that pupil behaviour has got worse during the time they have been teaching. However, further analysis suggests that it is the severity of the behaviour of a minority of pupils that is increasing rather than the behaviour of all pupils deteriorating.

This finding is reflected in various other studies. A slightly higher proportion of teachers working in urban/city schools (as opposed to those working in suburban or rural areas) reported that there was significantly more challenging behaviour today. When analysed by length of teaching experience it was found that teachers with more than 20 years experience were more likely to say that there was significantly more challenging behaviour nowadays.  Only 6.6% of respondents overall believed that behaviour has improved during the time they have been teaching. 
4. More than half the teachers surveyed believe that parents are largely to blame for the behaviour that they have to deal with in the classroom.

Lack of parental support, inadequate respect for teachers’ professionalism, weak parenting skills, inadequate parental attention and over-indulged children were all said to impact negatively on classroom behaviour. This finding is also reflected in the Teachers’ TV survey on behaviour (in which 80% of respondents blamed poor parenting skills).
5. Not surprisingly therefore, more than half the sample believed that outreach interventions aimed at improving parenting skills would have the greatest impact on classroom behaviour.

The second most popular response was more in-class support from a teaching/behaviour assistant.

6. Reported incidents of low-level disruption and verbal abuse were slightly more common in KS2 than in classrooms with younger pupils. 

7. Almost a third of teachers admitted that their training in behaviour management was insufficient for dealing with the issues they currently face

This finding applies to teachers regardless of the length of time they had been teaching but those with the longest experience (more than 10 years) were slightly more likely to say they were inadequately trained in behaviour management.

8.   Most teachers implied that even if they had more training in behaviour management skills, it would make little difference to the behaviour of their pupils.

Many teachers do not seem to acknowledge the potential impact of their own behaviour. Only 5% thought that more training for themselves in this area would have a significant impact on the behaviour of their pupils. Only a tiny minority linked their lack of training to behaviour problems in the classroom. Most responses attributed disruptive behaviour to societal, parental or school management deficiencies.

9.  Individual teachers’ experiences of disruptive behaviour vary depending on the make up of the class and the leadership in the school. One or two difficult pupils in a class can have a huge impact, as can the level of support from SMT at any given time. Several participants noticed a stark contrast in pupil behaviour between different classes they had taught and different schools they had worked in.

‘My responses to this would have been very different last year as I had a child with huge social and emotional difficulties.’

‘Sometimes just one child can have a detrimental effect on the behaviour of others.’

‘All prior teaching was in Catholic schools… where I experienced very few behaviour problems.’

‘I also feel that our Head is afraid of parents’ reactions so pupil behaviour is often ignored or tolerated.’
10.    Four out of five teachers feel well-supported by their senior colleagues in terms of dealing with behaviour issues.

The majority of teachers said they felt able to talk openly to senior colleagues about any discipline problems they were experiencing. However, some teachers felt that their senior management team undermined their decisions and failed to uphold high expectations of behaviour. In a small number of cases, teachers felt victimised rather than supported and were subjected to a series of observations, which added to their stress.

‘If we do admit there is a problem in our class we are told we have poor behaviour management skills and are subjected to observations etc. while the children’s behaviour continues without sanction.’

2.
Introduction
2.1  Background

This report presents the findings from a national survey of teachers’ experiences and views relating to behaviour in UK primary schools. The research was commissioned by True Vision Productions for Channel Four and was supported by the NASUWT, the largest union to represent teachers and head teachers in the UK. The survey was conducted between July and September 2008. This is believed to be the largest ever survey focusing specifically on primary school teachers’ experiences of and perceptions about classroom behaviour.
2.2   Aims of the survey

The research aimed to explore the experiences and perceptions of a sample of primary school teachers in the UK in order to:

· gain a greater insight into standards of pupil behaviour in primary school classrooms;

· identify any perceived patterns of change in relation to pupil behaviour;

· report on the prevalence and frequency of particular types of inappropriate pupil behaviour;

· explore teachers’ attributions and the nature of the difficulties they encounter, including perceived levels of support.

2.3   Methodology

A twenty-seven item on-line questionnaire was circulated directly to a total of 20,183 primary school teachers in the UK via the NASUWT database and also appeared on the union’s website between July and September 2008. A total of 2,242 responses were returned. Of these, 1,945 were completed in full and 297 were partially completed. SPSS was used for quantitative analysis and cross-tabulation of variables. Thematic analysis was undertaken on responses to open-ended questions.
	


2.4   The sample

This was a purposive sample in that respondents were all members of the NASUWT, which is described as the largest teacher union representing teachers and headteachers throughout the UK. The involvement of the NASUWT in the distribution of the survey,

resulted in a large sample (2,242) being achieved. However, it should be noted that whilst this survey may provide a broad approximation to the teaching profession, convenience sampling such as this also brings margins of error which can affect the validity of the research. 

Firstly, the survey was e-mailed directly to approximately one third of the total number of NASUWT primary school members (20,183 out of 60,000) who had presumably supplied an active e mail address to the union database. Although the survey was made more widely available on the union website (and therefore potentially accessible to more than a quarter of all primary school teachers) a total of 2,242 completed and returned the questionnaire representing a low response rate overall. The survey also does not represent the views of other affiliated or non-union members of the teaching profession. Therefore, despite the size of the achieved sample (which is much larger than previous studies) generalised conclusions based on the data presented should be read within the context of these sampling constraints.

 In addition, the survey data collected comes mainly from respondents teaching in England (just over 92%). Every region of England was represented with the highest response rates elicited from the South East and the West Midlands. Just under 8% of the sample was made up from teachers working in Wales (3.1%) Northern Ireland (3%) and Scotland (1.4%). Therefore, the results of this survey cannot be said to represent the whole of the UK.

Table 2.4.1  Geographical regions represented in the survey

	          Geographical area
	Frequency
	    Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	
	North East
	98
	4.4
	4.4

	 
	North West
	243
	10.8
	15.2

	 
	Yorkshire & Humberside
	239
	10.7
	25.9

	 
	East Midlands
	200
	8.9
	34.8

	 
	West Midlands
	359
	16.0
	50.8

	 
	East of England
	114
	5.1
	55.9

	 
	London
	180
	8.0
	63.9

	 
	South East
	390
	17.4
	81.3

	 
	South West
	248
	11.1
	92.4

	 
	Scotland
	32
	1.4
	93.8

	 
	Wales
	70
	3.1
	97.0

	 
	Northern Ireland
	68
	3.0
	100.0

	 
	Total
	2241
	100.0
	 

	
	
	
	 
	 

	
	
	 
	 


Table 2.4.2 below shows that eighty five per cent of the respondents to this question were female. This gender ratio matches closely the demographic profile of teachers in primary schools nationally. 

 Table 2.4.2   Gender of respondents
	            Gender
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent

	
	Male
	287
	12.8
	14.6

	 
	Female
	1673
	74.6
	85.4

	 
	Total
	1960
	87.4
	100.0

	Missing
	System
	282
	12.6
	 

	Total
	2242
	100.0
	 


The sample also included a representative spread of teaching experience (from less than five years to more than 20 years’ experience). Table 2.4.3 below provides a breakdown by length of teaching experience. Ten per cent of respondents chose not to provide a response to this question. Of the remainder, just over half (58%) had up to 10 years’ experience and 42% said that they had been teaching for more than 10 years.
Table 2.4.3 Length of teaching experience

	 Length of teaching experience
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	
	Less than 5 years
	656
	29.3
	32.4
	32.4

	 
	5-10 years
	520
	23.2
	25.7
	58.1

	 
	10-20 years
	475
	21.2
	23.5
	81.6

	 
	More than 20 years
	372
	16.6
	18.4
	100.0

	 
	Total
	2023
	90.2
	100.0
	 

	Missing
	System
	219
	9.8
	 
	 

	Total
	2242
	100.0
	 
	 


Respondents were also asked to indicate their age-range. Their responses are shown in the table below.

Table 2.4.4.   Age of respondents

	            Age of respondent
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	
	I am 30 or under
	549
	24.5
	28.1
	28.1

	 
	I am between 31-40
	566
	25.2
	28.9
	57.0

	 
	I am between 41-50
	451
	20.1
	23.0
	80.0

	 
	I am between 51-60
	369
	16.5
	18.9
	98.9

	 
	I am 61 or over
	22
	1.0
	1.1
	100.0

	 
	Total
	1957
	87.3
	100.0
	 

	Missing
	System
	285
	12.7
	 
	 

	Total
	2242
	100.0
	 
	 


The sample represents all Key Stages within the primary phase. Two thirds of the respondents (66%) taught classes in Key Stage 2. Just under a third (32%) taught classes in Key Stage 1 and 17% taught in the Foundation Stage. (Total adds up to 115% as some respondents taught across more than one Key Stage).

Table 2.4.5  Key Stage/ Age range taught by respondents

	      Key Stage/age-range
	Frequency
	  Percent

	
	Foundation Stage (3-5)
	389
	17.4%

	 
	Key Stage 1 (5-7)
	714
	31.9%

	 
	Key Stage 2 (7-11)
	1488
	66.4%

	Total
	2241
	115.6%


*Includes some multiple response
Different types of school, including those located in city/urban, suburban, rural and mixed catchment areas were all represented in the data set.
Table 2.4.6.  Type of catchment area served by schools in the sample

	            Type of catchment
	Frequency
	Percent

	
	Mainly city/urban
	796
	35.5

	 
	Mainly suburban
	939
	41.9

	 
	Mainly rural
	316
	14.1

	 
	Mixed
	190
	8.5

	 
	Total
	2241
	100.0

	
	
	
	

	
	
	


Almost 87% of the survey respondents provided information about their ethnicity. Of these, 3% ascribed themselves as non-white. For purposes of comparison, latest statistics relating to English schools show approximately 6% of teachers in the non-white ethnic groups (DCSF, 2008).

Table 2.4.7. Ethnicity of respondents

	               Ethnic group
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	
	White British
	1817
	81.0
	93.4
	93.4

	 
	White Irish
	41
	1.8
	2.1
	95.5

	 
	White (other)
	37
	1.7
	1.9
	97.4

	 
	White and Black Caribbean
	1
	.0
	.1
	97.5

	 
	White and Black African
	1
	.0
	.1
	97.5

	 
	White and Asian
	4
	.2
	.2
	97.7

	 
	Other mixed background
	9
	.4
	.5
	98.2

	 
	Indian
	15
	.7
	.8
	99.0

	 
	Pakistani
	3
	.1
	.2
	99.1

	 
	Asian (other)
	5
	.2
	.3
	99.4

	 
	Black African
	1
	.0
	.1
	99.4

	 
	Black Caribbean
	10
	.4
	.5
	99.9

	 
	Chinese
	1
	.0
	.1
	100.0

	 
	Total
	1945
	86.8
	100.0
	 

	Missing
	System
	297
	13.2
	 
	 

	Total
	2242
	100.0
	 
	 


3. Is disruptive behaviour on the increase?

‘The behaviour of children in the classroom is no better or worse than when I started teaching 14 years ago. It is the problems presented by the minority, which are becoming more extreme.’

Question 16 of the survey asked participants to consider the following: ‘During the period that you have been teaching, have you noticed any changes in the incidence of challenging behaviour in school?’ Five options were provided, as shown in table 3.1 below. Results suggest that almost a third of teachers believe that there is significantly more challenging behaviour now than before and almost two thirds believe that the situation is either slightly or significantly worse. Almost a third had not noticed any change. Only 6.6% believed that there was less challenging behaviour. However, further analysis suggests that it is the severity of the behaviour of a minority of pupils that is increasing rather than the behaviour of all pupils deteriorating. 

‘95% of children do the right thing 95% of the time – we shouldn’t forget this. But there is a small number of children who are persistently challenging.’ 

This perception is reflected in various other studies. Munn et al.’s (2004) survey of 699 primary school teachers compared their perceptions of pupil behaviour with an earlier study conducted in 1996 and concluded that teachers in 2006 were encountering greater disruption, particularly in terms of pupils being cheeky and answering back. The percentage of teachers who considered behaviour in their schools to be a serious or very serious problem rose slightly over the five-year period, from 17% in 1996 to 22% in 2004 (p54). However, they also reported a decrease in the incidence of physical aggression towards other pupils (p42) and the percentages of teachers seeing themselves as spending more time on discipline stayed much the same over both surveys. Another survey for the GTC (2006) found that 27% of teachers thought discipline problems had increased a lot over last 5 years and 53% thought it has become a little worse. In an ATL survey (2008) 2/3 respondents believed behaviour is getting worse. Teachers’ TV survey found that 72% of teachers thought behaviour had got worse. On the other hand, a recent NUT survey (2008) found disruptive behaviours to be less common than they were in 2001 
Table 3.1.  Perceptions about patterns of challenging behaviour over time

	               Perception
	Frequency
	 Percent

	
	No, I haven't noticed any change
	595
	29.4

	 
	Yes, there is significantly less challenging behaviour than there used to be
	59
	2.9

	 
	Yes, there is slightly less challenging behaviour than there used to be
	75
	3.7

	 
	Yes, there is slightly more challenging behaviour than there used to be
	636
	31.4

	 
	Yes, there is significantly more challenging behaviour than there used to be
	658
	32.5

	 
	Total
	2023
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


When this data was analysed by type of school that respondents taught in it was found that a slightly higher proportion of teachers working in urban/city schools (as opposed to those working in suburban or rural areas) reported that there was significantly more challenging behaviour today. When analysed by length of teaching experience it was found that teachers with more than 20 years experience were more likely to say that there was significantly more challenging behaviour nowadays (67% compared with 23% of teachers with between 5-10 years experience).
4. The nature and prevalence of disruptive behaviour

Respondents were also asked to consider how much of their time was taken up with dealing with inappropriate behaviour and the impact of this on teaching and learning. Three general statements were provided and respondents were asked to select the one that most closely reflected their current situation. Results are provided in the table below.

Table 4.1. Perceived impact of disruptive behaviour on teaching and learning
	                 Statement
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent

	
	Far too much of my time is taken up with managing inappropriate behaviour and children’s learning is suffering as a result


	370
	16.5
	18.5

	 
	Behaviour in my classroom is a challenge and it frequently gets in the way of teaching and learning


	759
	33.9
	38.0

	 
	Behaviour in my classroom is generally good and rarely interferes with teaching and learning


	867
	38.7
	43.4

	 
	Total
	1996
	89.0
	100.0

	Missing
	System
	246
	11.0
	 

	Total
	2242
	100.0
	 


Interestingly, of the 370 teachers who agreed with the first statement, only three of them believed that inadequate behaviour management skills were the main cause of the problem.

Disruptive, challenging or inappropriate behaviour in the classroom can take many different forms and is largely socially constructed. For the purposes of this survey therefore, disruptive or challenging behaviour was classified in the following ways:

low level disruption (for example, inappropriate talking, calling out, disturbing others, being out of seat, difficulty in following instructions)

non-compliance (for example, refusal to follow instructions or class rules, challenging authority)

verbal abuse (for example, swearing, verbal threats, racial/sexual abuse towards peers and/or staff)

physical aggression (for example, hitting, kicking, spitting, throwing objects, uncontrolled outbursts, destroying property). Participants were asked to consider the frequency and prevalence of each of these sub-types in turn. Their responses match the findings of previous studies (from the Elton report onwards) and confirm that low level disruption is the most common type of behaviour problem that teachers encounter. 
4.1 Low level disruption

Almost half the respondents (45.5%) who answered this question said that low level disruption was a daily occurrence in their classroom and two thirds (66.2%) said that it was common or very common. Difficulty in following instructions was often linked by respondents to poor listening skills and short attention span. Several teachers made reference to the fact that pupils in the Early Years arrive at school with very poor social skills. Others drew attention to the observation that children seem to need high levels of sensory stimulation to keep them motivated and this is not always possible given the constraints of the curriculum and testing regime within which they are required to work. 

‘I am pressured to get results teaching a curriculum that cannot motivate many of these children no matter how it is dressed up.’

Table 4.2   Frequency of low level disruption 

	               Frequency of low level disruption
	No. responses
	Percent

	
	No incidents
	17
	.8

	 
	Occasional (a few incidents a term)
	302
	14.0

	 
	Fairly common (one or two incidents a week)
	412
	19.0

	 
	Common (several incidents a week)
	447
	20.7

	 
	Very common (daily incidents)
	984
	45.5

	 
	Total
	2162
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


Cross-tabulated with Key Stage, it was found Key Stage 2 teachers were more likely to say that low level disruption occurred on a daily basis than teachers in the Foundation Stage or KS1. (71% of those with daily incidents were KS2 teachers although only 66% of the sample overall taught in this Key Stage). When cross-tabulated with length of teaching experience the findings suggest that teachers in their first five years of teaching were more likely to say that low level disruption is very common in their classrooms.  This link with experience is probably to be expected.

It is interesting to note that when asked about the prevalence of the behaviour (the number of children presenting with these difficulties in the class) teachers attributed the behaviour to only a small number of pupils (typically between one and six children) in their class. This may be partly explained by the increasing inclusion of pupils with BESD in mainstream classrooms. This finding also goes some way to challenge the popular assumption that children generally are badly behaved in school. As Table 4.2 below illustrates, in 36% of primary classrooms, low level disruption is manifested by only one or two pupils. 

However, it is apparent from these data that there are pockets of more widespread disruptive behaviour. In almost a quarter of cases, the low level disruption was caused by six or more pupils and in a minority of classes (6%) at least a third of the pupils were said to disrupt. Table 4.3 again suggests a link between these classrooms and length of teaching experience.

Table 4.3.   Prevalence of low level disruption

	    Prevalence of low level     

            disruption
	No. responses
	        Percent

	
	Not applicable
	69
	3.2

	 
	Up to 3 pupils
	752
	35.5

	 
	3-6 pupils
	774
	36.5

	 
	6-10 pupils
	405
	19.1

	 
	More than 10 pupils
	120
	5.7

	 
	Total
	2120
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


Cross-tabulation of the above data with length of teaching experience found that those with the longest experience (more than 20 years) were more likely to say that low level disruption was not a feature of their classroom. 60% of teachers with less than five years experience faced disruption from 3-10 pupils compared to 47% of teachers with the longest experience.

Table 4.4. Prevalence of low level disruption and length of teaching experience
	Length of teaching experience
	                  Number of pupils per class disrupting

	
	Up to 3 pupils
	3-6 pupils
	6-10 pupils
	More than 10 pupils
	Not applicable

	Less than 5 years
	29.6%
	38.6%
	21.5%
	9.1%
	1.2%

	5-10 years
	35.6%
	36.3%
	20.4%
	4.4%
	3.3%

	10-20 years
	37.1%
	38.3%
	17.3%
	4.6%
	2.7%

	More than 20 years
	42.2%
	31.2%
	16.1%
	3.2%
	7.3%


4.2   Non-compliance

Next, teachers were asked about their experiences of non-compliance – a more defiant (and deliberate?) type of behaviour that challenged their authority in the classroom. This appears to be less of a problem overall than low level disruptive behaviour. Fifteen per cent of respondents indicated that this was never a feature of their classrooms (compared to 0.8% of teachers who maintained that they saw no low level disruption). Similarly, only 11% said that non-compliance was something that they had to deal with daily, compared to almost half the sample that faced low level disruption on a daily basis.

Table 4.5.   Frequency of non-compliance
	                 Frequency of non-compliance
	No. responses
	     Percent

	
	No incidents


	314
	14.5

	 
	Occasional (a few incidents a term)


	883
	40.8

	 
	Fairly common (one or two incidents a week)


	438
	20.3

	 
	Common (several incidents a week)


	289
	13.4

	 
	Very common (daily incidents)
	238
	11.0

	 
	Total
	2162
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


Responses across all Key Stages suggest that non-compliance is more likely to  ‘occasional’ (a few incidents a term). When data were analysed by length of teaching experience. It was found that almost 40% of those respondents who said that non-compliance was something they had to deal with on a daily basis, were those in their first five years of teaching.

Table 4.6. Highest levels of non-compliance and length of teaching experience

	Length of teaching experience
	Number of respondents dealing with non-compliance daily
	Percent

	Less than 5 years


	87
	38.7

	5-10 years


	38
	16.9

	10-20 years


	53
	23.6

	More than 20 years


	47
	20.9


When asked to indicate how widespread the problem of non-compliance was, 60% of respondents said that it only applied to one or two pupils in their class. Only a tiny minority (less than 5%) attributed this type of inappropriate behaviour to more than half a dozen pupils in the class.

Table 4.7. Prevalence of non-compliance

	 Prevalence of non-compliance
	Number of responses
	       Percent

	
	Not applicable


	438
	20.7

	 
	Up to 3 pupils


	1269
	59.9

	 
	3-6 pupils


	324
	15.3

	 
	6-10 pupils


	79
	3.7

	 
	More than 10 pupils


	8
	.4

	 
	Total
	2118
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


4.3.     Verbal abuse

For the purpose of the survey, verbal abuse was defined as swearing as well as racial and sexual abuse. First, participants were asked to indicate how common a problem this is in primary classrooms. Results are shown in table 4.8 below.

Table 4.8.  Frequency of verbal abuse

	         Frequency of verbal abuse
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	No incidents


	786
	36.4

	 
	Occasional (a few incidents a term)


	888
	41.1

	 
	Fairly common (one or two incidents a week)


	257
	11.9

	 
	Common (several incidents a week)


	138
	6.4

	 
	Very common (daily incidents)


	93
	4.3

	 
	Total
	2162
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


The data here suggests that verbal abuse is even less common than non-compliance, with more than a third of teachers maintaining that this type of behaviour is never presented in their classrooms.  Less than 5% said that they face this on a daily basis and it should be noted that some specialist provisions (for pupils with BESD) were included in the survey which may account for this. When analysed by Key Stage, the results suggest that verbal abuse is more likely to be a feature of Key Stage 2 classes than classes for younger children.

In terms of the prevalence (number of children who typically present with this type of behaviour in the class) again, it becomes clear that teachers are only referring to a very small number of children (see Table 4.9). In fact, in 85% of classes represented in this survey, incidents of verbal abuse only applies to one or two pupils at most and over a third of teachers said that it never features in their classroom.
Table 4.9  Prevalence of verbal abuse

	 Prevalence of verbal abuse
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	Not applicable


	799
	37.7

	 
	Up to 3 pupils


	1012
	47.8

	 
	3-6 pupils


	233
	11.0

	 
	6-10 pupils


	60
	2.8

	 
	More than 10 pupils


	14
	.7

	 
	Total
	2118
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


4.4 Physical aggression

The final category of challenging behaviour that participants were asked to reflect on was physical aggression (including hitting, kicking, spitting, throwing objects, uncontrolled outbursts and destruction of property). Frequency of this more extreme type of behaviour is recorded in table 4.10.

Table 4.10   Frequency of physical aggression

	 Frequency of physical aggression
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	No incidents


	552
	25.5

	 
	Occasional (a few incidents a term)


	1031
	47.7

	 
	Fairly common (one or two incidents a week)


	301
	13.9

	 
	Common (several incidents a week)


	180
	8.3

	 
	Very common (daily incidents)


	98
	4.5

	 
	Total
	2162
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


As can be seen in the table of results, this is not a particular issue for almost three quarters of the teachers who said that there were either no incidents or only a few per term.

Results also suggest that acts of physical aggression are more common than incidents of verbal abuse but less common than non-compliance and low level disruption. When analysed across pupil age groups and taking sample weightings into account, physical aggression was not found to be disproportionately represented in any of the Key Stages and additional comments by some respondents reported that they had been physically attacked by very young children. Those with the longest teaching experience (more than 20 years) were more likely to say that physical aggression was a daily feature in their classes. (This finding could however reflect the hypothesis that more experienced teachers are allocated the most challenging pupils or perhaps those who indicated this work in specialist provisions?).

Table 4.11     Prevalence of physical aggression
	Prevalence of physical     aggression
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	Not applicable


	627
	29.6

	 
	Up to 3 pupils


	1195
	56.4

	 
	3-6 pupils


	249
	11.8

	 
	6-10 pupils


	42
	2.0

	 
	More than 10 pupils


	5
	.2

	 
	Total
	2118
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


As with verbal abuse, the overwhelming majority of teachers who responded (86%) said that physical aggression was limited to one or two pupils at most. Only a tiny minority (2.2%) of respondents to this question indicated that this type of extreme behaviour was presented by more than six children in the class.

5. What factors are responsible for disruptive behaviour?

Question 17 was a multiple response option, where participants were asked to indicate what they thought were the main reasons for challenging behaviour in primary schools. Table 5.1 below shows that around 75% of the responses attributed the cause to home and societal factors rather than school-based factors such as education policy and teacher skills. The most common responses attribute the blame directly at parents and to a perceived general lack of respect for teachers and authority. 

Table 5.1     Factors responsible for disruptive behaviour
	Main reasons for disruptive behaviour
	Number of responses
	Percent



	Lack of parental support / poor parenting skills

 A general lack of respect for teachers and authority

Negative cultural and media influences on children

Socio-economic factors

Inadequate support for individual pupils with BESD

Inadequate support for families in need

Restrictive/inappropriate curriculum

Inadequate skills/training in behaviour management (teachers)

Total
	1730

1636

1009

  923

  887

  757

  613

 510

8065*


	21.5

20.3

12.5

11.4

11

9.4

7.6

6.3

100



* multiple responses provided

A follow-up question (Q18) asked participants to consider which of the above was the most influential factor. As several respondents pointed out, there is almost always a combination of factors, which need to be taken into account, rather than a single factor responsible. However, Table 5.2 below highlights once again the perceived impact of home and societal factors and how these overshadow school policy and teacher-related variables in respondents’ assessment of the situation. 

A general lack of respect towards teachers and authority was the most popular response to this question. Additional comments support a popular notion that parents and society have become over child-centred and preoccupied with ‘rights’ rather than responsibilities. There is a view that some children believe they are ‘irreproachable’ as a result. The two most common attributions are therefore linked as many teachers blame parents for acting as bad role models in the way they interact with teachers and other forms of ‘authority’. 

Other respondents alluded to the notion of wider, societal influences such as negative role models in the media, which were felt to fuel a culture of disrespect. 
 Less than 6% of teachers believed explanations such as curriculum policy or teachers’ behaviour management skills lay at the root of the problem. However, as one teacher pointed out, home and societal factors may be key but the teachers’ level of understanding in relation to this can make an important difference:

‘If teachers would respect that children these days have great social problems and if teachers decided to act in a loving way to the children and put the kids first, there would be no problem (as in my class).’

Another respondent reinforced the point that respect should be earned rather than expected.

‘You have to earn respect by respecting the children in your care. Too many teachers expect respect because they are the teacher …doesn’t work!
The emphasis on building good relationships with challenging pupils was also illustrated by other respondents and several made the point that although they experienced few problems with pupil behaviour, the same was not true of all colleagues in their school. This suggests that either teacher skills and attitudes are more significant than is indicated here or that the inclusion of a few very disturbed or challenging pupils within a class can tip the balance regardless of teacher skills.

Table 5.2     What is considered to be the most influential factor?

	Most influential factor
	Number of responses
	Percent

	A general lack of respect for teachers and authority

Lack of parental support / poor parenting skills

Inadequate support for individual pupils with BESD

Negative cultural and media influences on children

Socio-economic factors

Inadequate support for families in need

Restrictive/inappropriate curriculum

Inadequate skills/training in behaviour management (teachers)

Total
	704

581

161

145

139

 84

 80

 32

1926
	36.5

30.2

8.4

7.5

7.2

4.4

4.2

1.6

100


In addition to the above, a small number of respondents (13) maintained that the lack of strong school leadership was the most significant factor. Nine respondents blamed the inclusion agenda and the same number (9) said the most influential factor was an ineffective/over-complicated school behaviour policy.

The impact of ineffective parenting was emphasised in many of the open-ended comments. The following extracts are typical of the kinds of observations made. Both highlight the perceived lack of boundaries in the home which impact on children’s learning and social development. 

‘Most of our problems stem from hugely over-indulged children who think they are

the only person in the class’

‘Children arrive in the morning feeling very tired … lack of basic structure in their lives’
In addition, the lack of parental support to schools and teachers was a key bone of contention with many respondents. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some parents openly challenge teachers’ decisions and actions in front of children and that teachers are becoming increasingly conscious of potential reprisals and confrontation as a result of their disciplinary actions.

‘The children witnessing their parents challenging teachers directly results in the children having a lack of respect for teachers.’

‘Parents continually complain to the school about their child being ‘told off’ rather than backing the staff.’

‘It is guaranteed that once a child is reprimanded …we will have an irate parent banging on the door the next day demanding to know why and insisting that their child is not to blame.’

‘They (parents) come in and scream and shout and your professional opinion means nothing.’

‘It does come to the point where certain children get away with appalling behaviour just because we don’t want the ‘hassle’ of dealing with certain parents.’

‘I also feel that our Head is afraid of parents’ reactions so pupil behaviour is often ignored or tolerated.’

These observations indicate a level of intimidation that can affect the implementation of behaviour policies as well as professional’s sense of self-worth. The marketisation of schools, impact of league tables and actual or perceived pressure placed on schools by their local authority not to exclude disruptive pupils were considered to be contributory factors. Linked to this is the quality of school leadership, which was described by some participants as vital.

 ‘You need a strong, supportive Head to help you combat inappropriate behaviour. Heads shouldn’t be put off excluding pupils just because it would look bad for Ofsted.’

Some teachers felt unsupported and complained that their heads and other senior colleagues failed to follow up behavioural incidents, remarking that when pupils were sent to them as a punishment, they were quite likely to be ‘treated’ by being given ‘nice jobs’ to do instead. 

6. The incidence of pupils with identified behavioural, emotional and social difficulties (SEBD)

The SEN Code of Practice (2001) recognises BESD as a special educational need (SEN) that includes pupils 'who demonstrate features of emotional and behavioural difficulties, who are withdrawn and isolated, disruptive and disturbing, hyperactive and lack concentration; those with immature social skills; and those presenting challenging behaviours arising from other complex needs.' According to latest government figures (DCSF, 2008a) there are 30,600 pupils with statements for BESD in England. Of these 7,230 are taught in primary schools, 10,380 students in secondary schools and 12,990 in special schools. While most pupils with this identified need are educated in mainstream classrooms, they are reportedly the group of pupils with SEN least likely to receive effective support and the most likely to receive support too late (Ofsted, 2006). It is recognised in the same report that this group represents the biggest challenge to the principle of inclusive education. Several teachers in this survey commented that insufficient levels of support and specialist help for pupils with BESD had a negative impact on teaching and learning, not only for the pupils with BESD but also on the rest of the class.
‘I believe inclusion is generally a positive idea but I need extra support staff and/or smaller classes to provide for … increasing numbers of children with SEN/BESD within an average class.’

Children with SEN are included in mainstream settings without sufficient support

‘So many children do not get the help they need.’

‘Children with the most complex needs should have support from specialist teachers’

‘As a result – ‘a whole class can suffer because of a small minority’
The survey asked participants how many pupils in their class had been formally identified as having behavioural, emotional or social difficulties at School Action, School Action Plus and Statutory Assessment levels. School Action requires further assessment from within the school, the implementation of an Individual Education Plan and individualised strategies. School Action Plus involves the support of external specialists and outside agencies and Statutory Assessment can lead to a Statement with attached funding. The following tables show the number of pupils with BESD at each stage of the assessment process in respondents’ classrooms.

Table 6.1 The number of  pupils formally identified as having (BESD) in the School Action (or Early Years Action) category 

	    Number of pupils per class
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	Not Applicable


	674
	34.3

	 
	Up to 3 pupils


	968
	49.2

	 
	4-6 pupils


	247
	12.6

	 
	7-10 pupils


	63
	3.2

	 
	More than 10 

Pupils


	15
	.8

	 
	Total
	1967
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


This table shows that almost two thirds of primary school classes in the survey had at least one pupil with behavioural difficulties at the School Action stage. One in six classes had more than four pupils with this level of need.

Table 6.2 The number of pupils formally identified as having (BESD) in the School Action Plus (or Early Years Action Plus) category
	 Number of pupils per class
	Number of responses
	 Percent

	
	Not Applicable


	863
	44.5

	 
	Up to 3 pupils


	943
	48.6

	 
	4-6 pupils


	113
	5.8

	 
	7-10 pupils


	18
	.9

	 
	More than 10 pupils


	4
	.2

	 
	Total
	1941
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


This table shows that over half of the primary school classes in the survey (55.5%) had at least one pupil with behavioural difficulties at the School Action Plus stage. 

Table 6.3 The number of pupils identified as having a Statement of SEN (BESD)
	 Number of pupils per class
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	Not Applicable


	1173
	61.5

	 
	Up to 3 pupils


	654
	34.3

	 
	4-6 pupils


	58
	3.0

	 
	7-10 pupils


	16
	.8

	 
	More than 10 pupils


	6
	.3

	 
	Total
	1907
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


According to this survey, over a third of respondents have at least one pupil in their class with a statement for SEN (BESD). The classes indicated here with large numbers of statemented pupils (more than 4) may well refer to specialist provision and should therefore be treated with caution.

7. Training and support for teachers
Only 15% of respondents prioritised professional development in behaviour management for teachers when considering what might have the greatest impact on pupil behaviour. A few respondents made a special point of re-emphasising this in the open-ended comment section. 

‘Some staff are more competent /skilled than others. Some really struggle …so extra training I feel would be invaluable for them.’

I believe very strongly that behaviour management is a skill which many teachers lack. 

‘Some teachers find it difficult to adjust their own behaviour … more teachers need to be aware of how their own behaviour impacts on that of the children.’
Given the prevalence of pupils with identified behavioural, emotional and social difficulties in mainstream classes, it is perhaps unsurprising that almost a third said ‘No’ and almost half said either  ‘No’ or they weren’t sure. The most confident group were those with 5-10 years experience and the least confident were those in the early stage of their career.

Table 7.1. Do teachers feel adequately trained for dealing with the behavioural issues they face?

	 Do you feel adequately trained for managing difficult behaviour?
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	Yes


	1040
	52.1

	 
	No


	604
	30.2

	 
	Not sure


	353
	17.7

	 
	Total


	1997
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


Generally, the majority teachers (81%) felt well supported and able to talk openly to senior colleagues about particular behaviour problems they encountered. However, almost one in five disagreed and in a small number of cases, this had apparently led to periods of stress related sick leave, early retirement or resignation.


‘If you go to senior management with a behaviour problem you are made to feel guilty and incompetent.’

‘Where can teachers off-load about daily disruptive behaviour? It seriously affects our own moods and stress levels and can be completely exhausting ….off-loading to colleagues can be helpful (a problem shared etc.) but sometimes ends up depressing the colleague! There is no outlet for this as far as I am aware.’

‘If we do admit there is a problem in our class, we are told we have poor behaviour management skills and are subjected to observations etc while the children’s behaviour continues without sanction.’
Table 7.2. Perceptions about support from senior colleagues

	                  Perception
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	Generally, I feel supported and able to talk openly to senior colleagues about behaviour issues in my class


	      1608
	81.0

	 
	Generally, I feel unsupported and unable to talk openly to senior colleagues about behaviour issues in my class


	        376
	19.0

	 
	Total
	1984
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


Participants were also asked how easy or difficult it was for them to access the support and resources they felt they needed in this respect. Their responses are shown in the table below.

Table 7.3 How easy is it to access support and resources?

	 How easy or difficult?
	Number of responses
	Percent

	
	Very easy


	132
	6.6

	 
	Fairly easy


	779
	39.0

	 
	Fairly difficult


	850
	42.6

	 
	Very difficult


	235
	11.8

	 
	Total


	1996
	100.0

	
	
	
	 

	
	
	 


Clearly, teachers are increasingly expected to manage the significantly difficult behaviour of a minority of pupils in their classrooms. Regular behaviour management strategies may not in themselves be adequate for meeting the needs of children with neurological conditions such as ADHD and Autistic Spectrum Disorders. Some teachers may need a better appreciation of BESD as a special educational need

‘I am also afraid to say that some colleagues in school have actually stated that they believe that conditions such as Asperger are ‘rubbish’ and choose to shout at the child and label him (and others) as ‘naughty.’

   ‘If children have a physical or learning difficulty people can see it and seem to

understand … but with behavioural issues everyone just wants to blame the parents.’
8. Conclusions 

Finally, participants were asked to identify which intervention types (from a given list) had or could have the greatest impact on the behaviour of their pupils. Their responses are shown in the table below.

Table 8.1 Interventions that have (or would be most likely to have) the greatest impact on behaviour 

	     Type of intervention
	Cases
	Percent

	
	More in-class support from a teaching/behaviour assistant
	962
	16.6

	 
	More training for yourself on behaviour and its management
	300
	 5.2

	 
	Outreach with parents/parenting programmes
	1069
	18.6

	 
	Counselling/mentor support for individual pupils
	664
	11.6

	 
	Therapeutic interventions (Art/Drama therapy)
	181
	3.1

	 
	Nurture Group provision
	271
	4.7

	 
	Self-esteem raising programme
	648
	11.2

	 
	Social skills/emotional literacy programme
	645
	11.1

	 
	A wider range of sanctions (isolation, detention, loss of privilege)
	729
	12.7

	 
	More fixed-term exclusions
	302
	5.2

	Total
	5771
	100


*Multiple response

This question elicited a fairly even spread of responses although it can be seen that interventions aimed at improving parenting skills were given the highest priority by almost one in five respondents. The second most popular response was more in class support from a behaviour or teaching assistant. Therapeutic type interventions such a nurture groups were considered effective by only a small proportion of the sample. This might be explained partly by a lack of awareness about the nature of emotional damage and how to deal with it. It is also interesting that although almost a third of teachers admitted that their training in behaviour management was insufficient for dealing with the issues they currently face, only one in twenty thought that further training would impact significantly on the behaviour of pupils. One respondent made the point that:

‘It is odd that in some schools the same group of children can respond with enthusiasm and high levels of learning to one teacher and become disruptive with another. Rather than demonise children and their families we should look closely at teaching practices and teacher behaviour in the classroom.

Clearly, the situation is more complex than this. The government’s inclusion policy needs to take full account of the levels of support and specialist training that mainstream teachers and their pupils require, if it is to be successful for all pupils. As one respondent pointed out:

If the issue of behaviour is to be tackled in our society it has to be looked at in all areas – not just schools. We all have the responsibility, we all have to work together for the benefit and the future of our society.
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