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olving Your People Problems

oteachersface people problems?

Do they need more highly devel-

oped interpersonal skills than

other professionals? (Do dogs

have fleas?) Yes, teachers have

problems withstudents, but they
also have other interpersonal problems
that complicate their lives. This is illus-
trated by the following scenario, which is
not fictional:

Marvinsaid to David during class, “T'll
get you at recess” (and you know that he
meansit). Marvin hasterrorized theschool
and the four previous teachers (in three
years). Thelower graders won’tplay near
him. He says you are grossly unfair and
haveitin for him. His mother admits that
her children have problems but lays the
blame on her status as a single parent.
David, like the other kids, is so afraid of

Marvin that he tells you it was an accident
when Marvin knocked him to the floor
during gym (you saw Marvin do it and
know better). When Marvin took Rudy’s
toyand Rudy came toyouin tears, Marvin’s
mother called Rudy’s mother and said that
he didn’t really mean any harm. (The
other parentssay thatMarvin’s motherisa
personal friend of the power familiesin the
church, so what can you do?) The school
board chairman believes that sending
Marvin to public school would drive him
away from the Lord. And the conference
says you just need to love Marvin into
cooperation.

Note how the problem with Marvin
spread far beyond the classroom to involve
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the school board, parents, and the confer-
ence. Todeal withsuch problems, today’s
teacher needs interpersonal skills as never
before. Project Affirmation’s Valuegenesis:
ReportIsays that, “An emerging consensus
among youth, parents, pastors, teachers,
and principals [calls for] ‘a great deal of
change.”” In the accompanying report,
Risk and Promise, present teacher turnover
rates of 25 percent per year are “consid-
ered excessive.” Are these problemscaused
in part by interpersonal problems?
Teaching is little else than interpersonal
relations, but today those “relations are
role-to-role rather than person-to-per-
son.”

Many teachers could write a book on
interpersonal skills. Experience is an ex-
cellent resource, but each person’s per-
spective is as unique as his or her person-
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ality. To gain more insight into teacher
perceptionsaboutinterpersonal problems,
the author conducted an informal tele-
phone survey of teachers attending sum-
mer school on a Seventh-day Adventist
university campus.*

Teachers’ Report

Elementary teachers in single-grade
classroomsreported thatmore than halfof
their interpersonal problems were with
parents, and only one-fourth were with
students. The remainder involved other
teachers and/or administrators.

Elementary teachers in one- or two-
room schools seemed to be more likely to
have stressful relationships with adminis-
trators. Theyreportedslightly less trouble
with students than did teachers in larger
schools.

Secondary teachers reported equal
numbers of problems with students and
administration. None reported difficulty
with parents.

Teachersin higher educationreported
fewer interpersonal problems with stu-
dents. On the other hand, many reported
problemswith other teachers, two specifi-
cally mentioning professional jealousy.

Some Thoughts on the Report

The survey was not intended to be
definitve and was limited in its scope and
methodology, but it did produce one sur-
prising conclusion: In terms of interper-
sonal problems, teachers ranked student
discipline behind differences with parents.
Teachers in elementary grades said they
would welcome suggestions for dealing
with parents who either did not involve
themselves in the education of their chil-
dren, or who differed strongly with the
school about how to deal with students.

Why the differences among the vari-
ous types of schools? Fewer teacher-ad-
ministrator concerns might be expected
from large elementary schools. Perhapsit
isbecause teachersin large schools tend to
deal withprincipalsrather thanwith boards,
pastors, and a distant conference office.
Secondary teachers’ lack of problems with
parents probably resultfrom parents’ call-
ing the principal, not only about grades,
butalso about dormitory life (and the bill).

Causes of Interpersonal Stress
“Understanding the individual is
probably the most challenging aspect of
successful management, whether in busi-
ness, education or government. . . . The
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Today’s teacher needs
interpersonal skills as
never before.

individual .. .isalwaysa tantalizing enigma
because of his perverse refusal to conform
to any rigid rule or measure of intellect,
emotion, or attitude.”

Today the school must not only edu-
cate students, but also take over functions
that once were served by the home: male
and female role modeling, motvating,
nurturing, and supporting. So how do
teachersachieve thismonumental task? Are
they doomed to simply muddle through
one crisis after another?$

Teachers’ educational skills set them
apartfrom parents. Whatisautomaticand
clear to them may not occur to people
without their training. Indeed, “experi-
ence is a handicap rather than an asset
unless we learn how to cope with it.”” As
teachers, we must make allowances for
others withoutappearing condescending.
This means asking ourselves these ques-
tons: (1) Do I know my job? (2) Do I
behave like a human being and recognize
that others are also human beings? (3) Do
students make progress because of me or in
spite of me? (4) Do others learn from me
more bad things to avoid or more good things
to copy in their own behavior? (5) When
students refer to me in retrospect, are
those references primarily positive or
negative?®

Teachers contend with group dynamics
that are quite different from what occurs
in the home. They see a somewhat differ-
ent child from the one the parent sees.
Some teachersare “notaware of the nature
of groups, how and why they function,
why some groups are effective and others
are not, how group goals and group stan-
dards are established, and the many and
varied aspects of group life within orga-
nizational life.”™

Communities Differ

A successful teacher from New York
may have problems in Appalachia. This
may result from educators and parents
having different expectations. Firestone
describes one such case: “The local com-
munity disagreed with the professionals’
conceptofthestudentasa potentally self-

motivated learner. Instead, they viewed
children asrecalcitrantand school work as
adifficult activity that children would not
undertake voluntarily.”'®

Here are some suggestions that have
proved their usefulness: (1) Get out into
the community and meet people. City-
dwellers tend to keep to themselves; rural
communities often see this as unfriendli-
ness. (2) Getinto the students’ homes and
meet their families. As one teacher said,
“A teacher on the feet is worth 10 on their
seat.” (3) Become aware of your own
attitudes. The differences between rural
and urban communites are often “space”
and “place.” Country teachers in the city
should try to be less forward—allow oth-
ers some “space.” City teachers in the
country should respect cultural ties to
“place.” One universal need is the need to
communicate that you care; this is wel-
comed the world over.

Dealing With the School Board

School board members often have
little formal training in education. This
increases the likelihood of conflict be-
tween professional school administrators
and school boards." Board members may
not know the legal liabilities of confiden-
tiality and board responsibility. Writing
materials for lay board members may be a
wise investment,'? and training sessions
for new members are a good idea.

One may expect conflict unless re-
sponsibilities are clearly defined. Teach-
ers teach; boards do not. Boards manage
the larger affairs of the school; teachers
should let them." In the Advendstsystem
the K-12 board hires and fires. The local
boards do not.

In addition, once responsibility is
clarified, it must be accepted. In smaller
schools, lay treasurers should not take the
job if they do not want to discuss money
with parents. This should not be the
teacher’s responsibility. It does nothelpa
teacher bending over a problem student’s
desk to thinksilently, “...and your parents
haven’t paid your bill, either!”

Small Schools Have Special Problems

In a small school, the instructional
leader is also an administrator. This is
often a mixed blessing, depending upon
theleaderandhisor herleadership skills.**

One- or two-teacher schools are far
from the conference office. Withmailand
telephone as their only communications
links, superintendents cannot have the



same knowledge of day-to-day affairs that
principals consider routine. Occasionally
someone from the conference office meets
with the board, but this often occurs when
partisans are trying to exert influence or
make a point.

Small-schools teachers need board
skills. ‘This involves a special kind of
teamwork—the ability to reach consen-
sus, to achieve goals. As conflicing ideas
are exposed and resolved, the meeting
achieves greater success. Whether some-
one makes a good teammate depends on
his or her ability to disagree, to express
opinions, and create the very opposite of what
we normally understand to be good team

playing.”

Improving Communication

Communication is often impersonal
between teachers and others, even stu-
dents. Letters to parents, worksheets, and
memoranda for the board are all indirect
communication. We must seek to make
the impersonal personal, even if we must
do so through the use of today’s technol-
ogy, the (im)personal computer. Person-
alized notes, assignments, and other com-
municationscan be written witha computer
more easily and quickly than by hand.
Also, since notes are inevitable, personal-
ized ones beat generic ones.

How to Improve Interpersonal Skills
Startwith yourself. Certain personality
skillsare an asset. These can be cultivated.
“To be an expert learner, first set the
psychological scene: (1) Have confidence
inyour ability. (2) Wantto learn. (3) You
dohave enough time. ‘Idon’thave enough
time’ is not a valid excuse for not learning.
Learningisa twenty-four houradayjob.”
Be objective, even when it is not easy.
Sometimes we create our own illusions.
Our most trying problems are often the
results of self-deception. Too often we
assume the doors are locked against us,
when the difficulty is actually our own
mental block.'” Don’t getso caughtup in
your own thinking that you can’t accept
counsel. Each of us needs feedback from
othersabout our behavior andits effects.'®
See things from another’s point of view.
This requires empathy, a spontaneous re-
sponse to another human being—the
ability to understand and share experi-
ences.'” Theopposite, parochialism, “means
viewing the world solely through one’s
own eyes and perspective. A person with
aparochial perspective does notrecognize

other people’s different ways of living and
working.”?

Pace yourself. Many burn out because
they do not pace themselves. They wear
themselves out by going full tilt at every-
thing they do. Sometimes itis best to idle.
Butatcruising speed we perform best, and
get the best results.?! Jesus said, “Come
with me by yourselves to a quiet place and
get some rest.”?

Cultivate a relaxed manmer. “Blessed is
he who can relax among his superiors as
well as inferiors and be respectful to both.
A relaxed personality invites other people
todrop themask andidentify themselves.”?

Remember, “itis much easier to make
amistake than to admit one.””* Apologize
forand Jearn fromyour mistakes, and learn
to relax.” And remember, there is no
more calming exercise than communion

In terms of inter-
personal problems,
teachers in the infor-
mal survey ranked
student discipline
bebind differences with
parents.

with God.

Set priorities. One of life’s most valu-
able lessons is that you cannot possibly get it
all done. You may even find that “eventu-
ally, some of the mail that you did not
answer on time will become obsolete, and
the thingsyouworried aboutwill be solved
bycompletely unexpected forces.” “[The]
question is, what kind of neglect are you
practicing with the lower half of your pri-
ority list?”? Concentrate on the most
important things you have to do.

Control yourself. Today’s schools test
self-control more than ever before.
Teachers must maintain composure un-
der confrontation and frustration,” using
the two “P’s”—"patience” and “poise.”

Accept stress as part of life. “Accepting
and learning to handle and communicate
emotions is the mark of maturity.”” We
must dea] with our emotions when under
stress, not just put a lid on them. “The

most common cause of fatigue and actual
sickness is the repression of emotions.”*
“Many failures come aboutbecause we are
looking for a scapegoat.” Recognizing
stress and acknowledging our emotions
helps protect us from blaming others.

Work off your stress. Many teachers
suffer from a lack of exercise. “If you are
angry or upset, try to do something physi-
cal such as running, gardening, playing
tennis, or cleaning out the garage. Work-
ing the stress out of your system will leave
you much better prepared to handle your
problem.”?

“Ministers, teachers, students, and other
brain workers often suffer from illness as the
result of severe mental taxation, unrelieved by
physical exercise. What these persons need is a
more active life. . .. Outdoor exercise is the best;
it should be so planned as to strengthen by use of
the organs that have become weakened; and the
beart should be in i2.”%

You and Others

Try new interpersonal methods. The
GGMG-PRD model developed by sev-
eral researchers says, Get the other per-
son’s input, Give your own view, Merge
them into a solution, and Go through the
following steps to a mutual solution.
Problems: Identfy them. Reasons: Are
they environmental or personal? Direc-
tions: Develop a direction for each reason
and solve the problem.* Read publica-
tons devoted expressly to suggestions on
how teachers may deal with others, par-
ents, students, and administrators.’’

Don’tdo allthe talking—ask. Thisiskey
to getting along with people. If you want
to know what’s wrong, ask. Try a self-
evaluation survey. Each of us can benefit
from knowing what others think.

Be honest. “The more open you are
with another, the greater likelihood there
will be that they will be more open with
you. Play your cards close to your chest,
and so will they.” As a school board
member from Ohio has said, “Openness
and honesty should be the basis of all
board and district communication.”’

Listenactively. Thereisabigdifference
between bearing and/istening. People who
only hear can tune others out. Peoplewho
listenn mentally absorb what they hear.*®

Don’tbe too quick to come to conclu-
sions about other people. Stubbornness
may be often nothing more than fear of
giving up a difficult armor thathelped the
person cope with life.”®

Get some belp. One of the reasons for
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poorinterpersonal skillsissimple
exhaustion. Though studentas-
sistance is more common in the
smaller school, it is beneficial to
the students—and teachers—of
everyschool. Delegate, delegate,
delegate—keeping in mind that
“the distinction between delega-
tion and abdication is a very fine
one.”® Use your assets—the
students. “Children who attend
school insmall buildings, where
thereare few students, frequently
feel responsibility for the wel-
fare of the group.”*

Risk something of yourself to
help others. One author says he
has “more respect for the man
who makes a wrong decision in
an emergency than for the man
who wrings his hands and takes
refugein the rule book.” Don’t
be afraid to do for one person
whatyouwould notdo foranother—if the
need is unique and the situation warrants
it. “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin
of little minds.”® The teacher or admin-
istrator must be a “helper.” To be per-
ceived otherwise is to lose effectiveness.*

Easefriction between colleagues. Thisisa
common problem from elementary school
through higher education.

When envy builds a chill wall between
[people], the obvious reason is often ignored.
Instead, a false issue—usually some picayune
personalissue—is enlarged in self justification.
Most of the time, getting along with people is
the art of doing the “obvious thing,” of being
considerate, accessible and friendly when we
could be cynical or arvogant, but the obvious is
overlooked by people who always assume there
is another way*

We have looked at teachers’ interper-
sonal problems—both causes and some
remedies. This article will not solve all of
the problems, or prepare a teacher for
them. The references accompanying this
article offer suggestions to be perused at
leisure by those who wish to improve and
to be read earnestly by those who sense a
rea] need.

As Christian educators we should be
models of interpersonal tact, but all of us
are not yet ready for translation. Careful
attention to Christian principles of inter-
personal communication czn make your
schoolalittlemorelike heavenonearth. &

Arthur B. Devlin is a Doctoral Student at
Andrews University, Berrien Springs, Michi-
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gan. A small-schools specialist, he has taught at
all levels, from elementary through graduate
school, in Tennessee, Georgia, and Michigan.
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