What Your Colleagues Are Saying . . .

“If you are looking for the magic that successful teachers use—you have found it in this
book! Whether you are a beginning teacher looking for ways to engage your students
or an experienced teacher seeking inspiration, this book is for you. Real Talk About
Classroom Management shares the behind-the-scenes secrets that teachers use to
maintain their balance, stay inspired, and keep the joy in teaching. Thank you, Serena,
for sharing your wisdom.”

Carol Pelletier Radford

Author, “When I Started Teaching I Wish I Had Known . . .”:
Weekly Wisdom for Beginning Teachers;

The First Years Matter; and Mentoring.in Action

“Real Talk About Classroom Management offers a fresh, much-needed perspective on
student-centered practices that should be on every educator’s shelf, no matter their
experience level! The focus of every practice rests squarely on ensuring that students
feel seen, valued, and heard. Serena Pariser’s strategies are highly practical, universally
relevant, and easy to apply, making the text a perennial resource for all grades and
subject levels taught.”

Lindsay Prendergast
Region 3 Support Lead, Clark County School District

“Real Talk About Classroom Management provides a true, intimate look at many
layers of what goes on behind the scenes in a classroom. The book is filled with real-life
examples, scenarios, and quotes from teachers and students; readers at all experience
levels will easily connect with this content. Serena Pariser knows that true classroom
management relies on-a balance of mind, body, and soul—but most importantly, it’s
centered in the heart.”

Darius Phelps
Associate Professor and PhD Candidate in English Education,
Teachers College, Columbia University

“I appreciate Serena Pariser’s obvious skill, experience, and creativity in working
with students. Her insights and strategies are grounded in mutual respect between
students and adults and provide an authentic roadmap to strengthening classroom
management.”

Natalie Bernasconi
Educator, Santa Cruz, California
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he only constant is change. As teachers, how do we adjust to these

ever-changing times while keeping our confidence and cool?

The reality is that we are preparing the students in our classrooms
for jobs that might not even exist yet. Let that sink in for a second.

In 2021 Education Week surveyed executives at some of the nation’s
leading companies, including companies that specialized in everything
from consulting to hospitality to automotive, with the prompt, “Tell us
what you’ll want and expect from today’s K—12 students when you’re
eventually hiring them, and make suggestions for how schools can pro-
vide students with those skills” (Education Week, 2021). The responses
included these skills:

D Agility and flexibility. Ability to sense unpredictability and act
quickly in response; ability to identify new ideas and approaches.
Demonstrate curiosity—ask questions and have the courage to
move quickly.

D) Growth mindset and resilience. Desire to continuously learn.
Ability to recover and bounce back from adversity and hardships.
Take ownership and accountability; develop strategies for
reflection and learning.

) Teamwork and collaboration. Desire to work with others
different from yourself—different backgrounds, genders,
functions, geographies, cultures—to create better, more durable
results. Ability to work as a member of a team to achieve an agreed
set of goals.

D Learning to learn. The world is changing fast, and successful
companies are evolving even faster to serve their customers and
remain competitive. Associates with the ability to identify and
anticipate changes in the environment and who can acquire
new knowledge and skills will be needed and effective in this
environment.

D Conflict resolution. Workers in all fields will need to be able to
independently resolve conflict.

These skills are specifically taught and practiced in classrooms where
students become a community of learners, where students are encour-
aged to ask questions and challenge each other, where critical thinking
is more valued than rote memorization, and where every student is seen
and heard. This is where I want to offer a helping hand, because it’s not
always easy to create that type of classroom.
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2 REAL TALK ABOUT CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT

In this book I'll tell it like it is to you, teacher to teacher. I'll share real
best practices that have worked time after time, real anecdotes to illus-
trate those best practices, real conversations I've had with my students,
and real classroom management scenarios I've experienced in my class-
room. (The only aspect of the book that isn’t real is the student names.)
I would like to share what I have learned with those who are in need or
perhaps just curious to build on what they already know.

The beautiful thing about our profession is that you will always be
needed. And you will most likely always laugh with your class every day
because Camille said something outrageous, or Javier glued his hands
together by accident, and yes, students still pass gas in class at every
grade level. That’s never going to change. Here’s more good news: Your
students are more aware today than ever, they are more curious about
our changing world more than ever, and they are more empathetic than
ever. Let’s take advantage of that in our classrooms-and help them keep
up with today’s world.

It’s important to hold on to why we first went into this profession and
cherish that feeling we get when a lesson goes really well. Teaching K—12
students is one of the most rewarding professions when we lead with love,
follow our gut instincts, and know we are shaping the adults of tomorrow.
To give students the opportunity to thrive we need to create and nurture
classrooms where positive energy flows, students are collaborating, aca-
demic rigor is high and engaging, and strong student-to-student as well
as student-to-teacher relationships exist. I'm here to help you get there
because I've messed up, but then I figured it out and thrived. I want the
same for you and your students because we are in one of the most noble
professions in the world. This book will get vulnerable at some parts and
I'm okay with that. So, here’s a bit of my story.

Who-Am 1? And Why
Am | Writing This Book?

The first classroom management strategy I tried in my first year was good
old-fashioned yelling. I figured if I could get my voice louder and stronger
than the students’, I could startle them into listening. It’s really all I could
think to do with a rowdy class of twenty-nine sixth graders. I eventually real-
ized yelling is only a short-term—very short-term—and detrimental solution.

The first time I realized yelling can be detrimental not only to a class-
room but also to your health was around the middle of my very first year
in the classroom. I noticed my ears ached after class. The pain became so
unbearable that I eventually went to an ear doctor. The doctor told me
both of my eardrums were very swollen, which was causing the pain. He
asked what I did for a living, and I told him I was a sixth-grade teacher.
He chuckled and replied, “That’s why your eardrums are swollen.” My
ears did return to normal, but it was literally a painful wake-up call as
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Introduction 3

to how much I was raising my voice in the classroom. Something had to
change. If my ears were in pain, I couldn’t even imagine how my students
felt. Something was off, and I was determined to find a better way to
teach. This is where my quest to find the best practices in teaching began.

I've always considered myself fearless. I've bungee jumped and sky-
dived in New Zealand on the same day, rafted through class-four rapids,
free-fall jumped from casinos in Las Vegas, snorkeled with sharks, back-
packed solo through Australia and Costa Rica, canoed down deadly hip-
popotamus-infested waters in Zimbabwe, and jumped in frozen lakes for
fun—twice. None of these adventures comes close to the accomplishment
I felt when I finally figured out what makes classrooms work. Most of us,
including myself, make mistakes trying to figure out what works. Most
new teachers have little help, a few teaching books, and maybe a class-
room management course or two to guide us. I'd like to give back to the
profession and tell you everything I know and direct you to practices that
most teachers say work. I'm here to make it easier for you.

I am not claiming to know the only right way to teach. What makes
teaching so difficult, so complex, and so beautiful is that there are many
right ways and more are being discovered every day. However, many best
practices form a common thread among good teachers. I am sharing my
knowledge and insights about what has worked for me and my peers.
What is revealed in this book is just the tip of the iceberg, and it took me
years to figure it out through trial and error, through tears and triumph.
I hope to save you from some of the mistakes I made and share with you
the many joys I had in the classroom and how I got there.

I wrote this for you, so you can spend less time on the errors and
more time on discovering what works for you and your students. Many of
my chapters are inspired by real questions teachers have asked me as we
were walking down the hallway, during lunch, during my prep period, after
school, or through e-mail. Every time a teacher asked me a question, I imme-
diately started developing a new chapter for this book, because if one person
is asking, there’s every chance that other people have the same question.

Achieving these insights took me years of practice, trying any and
every teaching method, reading the research, working closely with a
mentor, and working in challenging school settings. Through my growing
determination, curiosity about what works in teaching, passion to always
be better, and my love of the students, I earned Teacher of the Year in
my school and was awarded a Fulbright Distinguished Teacher grant to
coach educators in Botswana, Africa, on student engagement, technol-
ogy, and student-centered lessons. I've coached teachers in Kathmandu,
Nepal, on student-centered lessons and empowering students. I've
worked with students from Eastern Europe and Russia, taught K-12
classes in Turkey, and taught graduate-level classes at the University of
San Diego to teacher candidates entering our beautiful profession. I've
been invited to keynote education conferences and have consulted with
districts around the country. What I'm saying is these strategies work.

Copyright ©2024 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



4 REAL TALK ABOUT CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT

What I found from coaching teachers and working with students
around the world is that even despite language barriers, there are univer-
sal best practices that consistently bring success to teachers and students.
I knew I had to share what I learned and accomplished with others. These
positive and powerful moments are what got me up way too early in the
morning and what kept me working countless hours after school. I hope you
can use this book to build on my experiences for even greater successes in
your own classrooms and homes.

And before we move any further, understand that in these pages
I'm by no means saying do more; I'm suggesting that you think differ-
ently. When we think of classroom management, we traditionally think
of ways to keep students quiet, well behaved, and on task. However, in
order to prepare students for today’s world, we should think of classroom
management as guiding students to work collaboratively, communicate

with each other, and listen to their classmates’
thoughts and opinions. We now know classroom

We should think of classroom management practices that are better for stu-
management as guiding students to dents than what has been done in the past. Older
work collaboratively, communicate classroom management practices traditionally
with each other, and listen to their focus on compliance, while more modern, pro-
classmates’ thoughts and opinions. gressive practices focus on student well-being,

social-emotional learning, belonging, equity, and

engagement. Classroom management is about
building students up, not breaking them down. This means we are starting
to shift our own perspective.

Times are changing. According to a study conducted by Child Trends,
Inc. (2015), there are five critical skills most likely to increase the odds
of success across all outcomes and which employers expect employees to
have. The first three are social skills, communication, and higher-order
thinking skills (including problem-solving, critical thinking, and deci-
sion-making). These three are supported by the intrapersonal skills of
self-control and positive self-concept.

Here’s a real-world statistic to support this: It has been reported that
85 percent of those who are terminated from jobs are let go because of
inadequate social skills. According to a Forbes article discussing what
skills employers look for, “Employers also want new hires to have tech-
nical knowledge related to the job, but that’s not nearly as important as
good teamwork, decision-making and communication skills, and the
ability to plan and prioritize work” (Adams, 2014). Today, companies
are hiring people who can work independently just as well as they can
with others. Obedience is not valued as much as other 21st century skills,
which has teachers rethinking how this translates to classroom manage-
ment for us. How do we prepare our students for the real world?

Perhaps you’ve already heard of a few of these best practices. Or
perhaps you have your own twists on the practices, which are perfect to
share with your colleagues in the discussion questions at the end of each
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chapter. The point is that each of these practices warrants discussion
because they are all critical parts of what makes learners engaged, confi-
dent, empowered, and independent.

Why Teach?

They say the person you fall in love with should bring out the best in
you, making your light shine. The same goes for the job you fall in love
with. Teaching is one of the most vulnerable professions out there, yet
it should make your best qualities shine, lighting you up from the inside
out. Teaching did this for me. It brought out characteristics in me that I
did not know existed. It also exposed my raw weaknesses. However, those
moments when my weaknesses were most glaring motivated me to work
toward becoming a better teacher.

The kids out there need you. There might be times you mess up a
lesson or a conversation with a student. That’s more than okay, it’s
expected—you’re human. It’s all part of the process. As educators, we get
to be exactly what they need, imperfections and all. How lucky are we?

There is something special about teaching. We all have our own rea-
sons that drew us to this profession, and they are all unique from one
another. I'm not sure if any of my teachers from middle or high school know
I became a teacher. I'm pretty sure if you told them that I was a teacher, it
would surprise them. Until college, I was never particularly motivated as a
student. I flew under the radar and did just enough not to draw attention
to myself. I wonder what was going on all of those years in the classroom
when I was passing notes to my friends. (I filled an entire box of notes. My
friends and I earned an A in note-writing, not note-taking.) My junior year
of college is when my light switch went on and I actually started feeling
smart. I became a different student.

My academically apathetic history is probably the single most
important factor in why I have succeeded as a teacher. I understand why
students get bored, feel unengaged, fall asleep, get rowdy, etc. I get it. But
I also know how to convert that energy into engagement and excitement
in the classroom.

I betyou can’t find one teacher who hasn’t shed a tear of joy the first
time they found success in a student. If you look around any teacher’s
desk, you'll probably see a thank-you card hanging up from a student.
These cards bring us so much joy. That’s why I've included actual quotes
from real students at the beginning of each chapter. Students remember
the way we make them feel. You'll see the light switch turn on in a child’s
eyes when you explain a concept well and they get it. When you ask a
teacher what they do, they’ll usually smile as they explain what grade and
subject they teach. You can’t say that about many other professions. This
book will show you ways to make your students feel good while learning.
The emotional element is a significant part of the process for teacher and
student alike.
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6 REAL TALK ABOUT CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT

A time will come in your teaching career when you feel lucky just to
be a person in your students’ lives every day, because they are phenome-
nal. And there’s a point where your students, even when they are difficult,
will feel lucky just to be in your class. With love, patience, skill, and cre-
ativity you will actually be working and changing a person’s life in your
classroom every day.

There’s going to be a point where you are working way too hard, and
that’s where I'd like to come in and help take some of the load off of you.
Whatever classroom management frustration you’ve had in your class-
room, I've most likely been there (times two). I'm listening, I understand,
and I can help. To all the teachers reading this book: Thank you for joining
our beautiful profession. We need people like you.

—Serena
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