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Dealing with Difficult Teachers

Overview

The pressure to improve the quality
of instruction in schools may be higher
today than any time in the history of
education. The intense pressures en-
acted on schools by the state and fed-
eral government has increased during
the past ten years at such a rate that
many schoolsare having adifficult time
finding and retaining “ effective’ class-
room teachers. The principal’s role
within the instructional setting of a
school has always been critical, but in
today’s society that role has become
more important and diversified requir-
ing the evaluating, remediating, coach-
ing, and dismissing of teacherswho fail
to meet the standards of the school,
state, and federal government.

The challenge for us as educatorsis
to remember that we have chosen the
most important profession, and it is es-
sential that we remind ourselves of this
every day. The critical challenge for
educational leadersis to help those we
work with feel thislevel of importance
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each day. Thus we must consistently
and continually build and cultivate a
positive climate throughout the faculty
and staff that encourages, rewards, and
remediates teachers in their primary
responsibility — educating the students
under their charge.

The key to a great school is an
outstanding teaching staff. As a
building principal, | valued my
teaching staff and their dedication to
doing the best job they could in the
classroom each and everyday. How-
ever, one of the greatest challenges
for aprincipal is getting past the as-
sumption that everyoneisinthefield
of education for the right reason — to
do what is best for the young people
in our schools. It is our hope that
each member of the staff hastheright
motives about their job and the ef-
fect it has on each individual student
both now and in the future. But,
unfortunately, our hope is sometimes
“dampened” when we face people
whose behavior suggests a different
agenda. Then the most challenging
tasks principals face in dealing with
difficult teachersis moving out of the
nurturing role into one of trying to
alter the negative behaviors of staff
members or removing them from
working with students.

Dealing with difficult teachers is
never easy. Making adifferenceinkids
livesisalso not an easy job either. But
effective principals tend to find a way
to accomplish both.

Expectations of the
Ingtructional Leader;
Promoting Excellence,

Teaching, and Learning

The leader’s most potent weapon is
“the power of vision.” Everythingrises
and falls on leadership. Your leader-
ship skills determine the level of your
success and the success of those who
work around you. In a Newsweek
(1987) magazine article the president
of Hyatt Hotels stated: “If thereis any-
thing | have learned in 27 years in the
service industry, it isthis: 99 percent of
all employees want to do a good job.
How they perform is simply a reflec-
tion of the one for whom they work.”
Theserviceindustry isno different than
the field of education. In fact, educa-
tors could also be considered “service
providers.” Just as the president of
Hyatt indicated, it istheleader’srespon-
sibility to “lead and cast vision” for
those who work for him or her.

According to John Maxwell, lead-
ership hasto do with casting vision and
motivating people. Thus, the building
principal must learn to be aleader and
not only a manager. Management is
the process of assuring that the pro-
grams and objectives of the organiza-
tion are implemented. Leading means
that you as the principal must cast vi-
sion on your “expectations’ for learn-
ing and teaching. It is only then that
the teachers and staff can know how to
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performtheir classroom responsibilities
in ways that positively affect the learn-
ing of students.

Vision is the fuel that leaders run
on. It'sthe energy that creates action.
Such action is what keeps the school
moving forward meeting the goals and
expectations of the local community,
stateregulations, and federal guidelines.
Even more important than those items,
itisthe“map” that givestheindividual
classroom teacher the direction to en-
gagethe studentsin alearning environ-
ment that results in achievement.

Teachers have aright to know what
is expected of them both in the class-
room and around the school. Such ex-
pectations allow the teacher to develop
his or her own philosophy and strate-
gies to coincide with the beliefs and
values illustrated by the principal’s vi-
sion and mission of the school district.
Without vision energy ebbs low, dead-
lines are missed, personal agendas be-
gin to surface, production falls, and
people leave. Helen Keller was asked,
“What would be worse than being born
blind?" She replied, “To have sight
without vision.” Unfortunately too
many principals are placed into leader-
ship positions without a vision for the
organization that they will lead. All
great leaders posses two things: They
know where they are going, and they
are able to persuade others to follow.

L eaders can never take their
people farther than they have
traveled. Like leader, like
people.

So, the first thing a principal must
doisto develop hisor her vision for the
school and then communicate it to the
stakeholders (teachers, staff, parents,
students, and community). Once devel-
oped and communicated, the principal
takes the responsibility to implement it
within the environment of the building.

What is vision? Vision is a clear
picture of what the leader seeshisor
her group being or doing.

Within the vision are a set of beliefs
and expectations for the teachers and
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staff in regards to learning, teaching,
and behaving within the school climate.
These beliefs and expectations are the
“coreprinciples’ for achieving at alevel
that will bring success and excellence
to students and the school. According
to Leadership magazine, communicat-
ing avision is one of the most frustrat-
ing areas of leading an organization.

It is during this phase of leadership
that the “difficult teacher” will begin to
surface and make his or her presence
felt within the climate of the school.
The principal must keep an open mind
regarding these teachers and their be-
liefs. It must be remembered that there
are three payoffs to casting vision:

Increases Energy and Moves
People Into Action

I ncreases Owner ship

Provides Focus

It is extremely important that the
teachers and staff understand where
you are going and how you are going
to get there. It is from this knowl-
edge they can make a “choice” to
“buy” into the vision or “ignore” it
and go on their own. It isat this mo-
ment of “choice” that the principal
must determine how to proceed with
building a “shared vision.”

“We cannot become what we need
to be by remaining what we are.”
~Max Depree

Creating and perpetuating a shared
vision is the beginning of an exciting
journey for aschool. The school leader
is to foster the creation of the vision,
plant it carefully in rich soil, nourish
the soil continuously, and watch the vi-
sion prosper and thrive.

What isa Difficult Teacher?

Most leadersdo not liketo deal with
the most frustrating, resistant, ineffec-
tive, and negative staff membersin the
schooal, but principals must. Termsand
phrases most often used to describe dif-
ficult teachers include:

. |azy

* lack of preparation

e negative

e resistant to change

* defensive

« inflexible

» unprofessional

e unorganized

e can't get along with others

» content centered vs. student cen-
tered

Hopefully, thislist does not describe
the type of candidate you would be in-
terviewing for a teaching position in
your school. Unfortunately many of
these traits are not discernable during
the interview. They only tend to sur-
face once hired and the school year be-
gins. Asyou further analyze thislist, it
is evident that this type of individual
would not be successful in any job he
or she was hired to do.

If you take another look at these
characteristics, you see that they are
“personality traits.” They all can be
used to describe the personalities of
negative individuals. If they are traits,
then perhapsthisdifficult individual has
a choice to be thisway or not. Itisup
to him or her. Each one of us deter-
mines how we will react to situations;
each one of us choosesto be positive or
negative. While this may be a frustrat-
ing list to review because you have
teachers or staff members like this in
your current building, there may be
some reason for optimism. They could
choose not to expressthesetraitsif given
areason not too. Thus, your role asthe
building principal now has become
clearer if you areto seeyour vision ful-
filled within the school.

Todd Whitaker describessix general
areas that cause you to label teachers
difficult. Theseinclude:

Classroom Behavior. It isimpor-
tant to determine what the teacher is
actually doing in the classroom. Does
he or she work well with students on a
daily basis? If this isn’t the case, then
you must work with this teacher to de-
velop adifferent approach with the stu-
dents. Student achievement is the most




important issue when dealing with
teachers. The teacher and the principal
may not get along, but if the teacher and
the students are having difficulty, some-
thing must be done immediately.

In analyzing the situation, we must
determine the reason for the difficulty
with the students. Many times, the
teacher is getting ready to retire and
behavior or procedural change is not
likely. However, if students are not
learning, then as the principal it is your
responsibility to take some action to
remediate or remove if necessary. We
arenot like other professionswhereyou

The challenge of the principal isto
reduce their influence without losing
credibility with the remainder of the
staff. Todd Whitaker advises that di-
minishing the relationship between the
principal and the negative teacher
might diminish the relationship be-
tween the principal and other staff
members who look to this negative
leader for guidance. However, do not
allow this possibility to be areason for
inaction. In order for the staff and
school to move forward, the positive
staff members must gain the momen-
tum and direction for the entire faculty.

“...thefirstthingaprincipal must doisto develop

his or her vision for the school and then

communicate it to the stakeholders (teachers,

staff, parents, students, and community).”

could “hide” them in the organization
until retirement day. Being an educa
tor is too important an occupation to
allow ineffective teachers to remain in
the profession. If you believeit is too
difficult to deal with such an ineffective
teacher, just ask yourself the following
question; If your son, daughter, or
grandchild were in this teacher’s class-
room, how would you fedl? If youwould
be upset, then your action is already
determined. Altering the behavior,
which often has been in place for many
years, can be challenging and sometimes
impossible for the building principal.
Saff Influence. There is nothing
more discouraging or damaging to a
school, than a negative teacher-leader.
Such individuals not only fight positive
ideasand actions, but a so influence oth-
ers on the staff to follow their negative
feelings and opinions. Often new and
inexperienced teachers are greatly in-
fluenced by experienced teachers who
have been at the school for along pe-
riod of time. It should also be noted at
this time that these teachers might not
beineffectiveteachersin the classroom.

Public Perception. Everyonewants
to be on awinning team. If the team
has success, there is much greater
chance for fan support and positive re-
lations with all members of the com-
munity. Losing teamsdon’'t gain much
support, but gain critics and loss of
momentum for the future. If parents
and the community perceivethe school
asasuccessful and caring environment
for their children and their leaning,
support and involvement is much more
likely. Thus, itisimperativethat aposi-
tive image and feeling permeate
throughout the school and community.

Teacherswho continually do things
that offend parents and others outside
the school are hurting the credibility of
the principal and the school. Having
to continually “fight fires’ because of
these ineffective teachers is time con-
suming and often futile if not handled
immediately and satisfactorily. Any-
thing the public perceives as negative
about the school reflects poorly on al
teachers, staff, and the principal. Thus,
we have to help alter the behavior of
the teacher in order to build the cred-

ibility and reputation of the school.

Resistanceto Change. Enthusiasm
for new programs and activities at the
school can often be the momentum
needed to change an environment from
negative to positive. Change is scary
and not often embraced when first con-
sidered. Such reluctance is normal be-
cause of all the unknowns. However,
some individuals go beyond this initial
reluctance. They fight, attack, and sabo-
tage the idea or improvement. Many
times the change does not even affect
them or their classroom. Such actions
tend to stop the momentum beforeit gets
going. The principal must try to de-
velop an understanding of their meth-
ods of resistance and the informal dy-
namics they have that affect so many
others in the school.

Dampen Enthusiasm/Damage Cli-
mate. Good staff morale and school
climate are essential to aproductiveand
successful school. Teachers who con-
tinually complain and dampen enthu-
siasm and drain excitement must be
handled quickly. Complaining teach-
ersin the faculty lounge have negative
effects on the overall climate of the
school. Confrontation at faculty meet-
ings tends to strain relationships with
the principal and the overall staff. Itis
critical that the principal be aware of
these inappropriate behaviors and re-
ducetheir impact ontheoverall climate.

Parade of Students to the Office.
Many principals can predict which
teachers will send the most students to
the office by the end of the first week
because of their past practice. We know
that the teacher’s behavior is generally
more of a determinant of office refer-
rals than the student’s behavior. Thus,
changing behavior of these difficult
teachers will reduce time spent dealing
with students in the office and more
time working with teachers on improv-
ing instruction. During my years as a
principal, it was evident that ten per-
cent of my teachers generated 90 per-
cent of the discipline referrals in the
school. Caution must be taken when
reducing thereferrals of theteacher, that
the principal does not become viewed
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as unsupportive of the teacher.
Dealing with negative teachers in-
volves a variety of strategies. Each
strategy used should take into account
the six areas of concern just discussed.

Motivating the
Difficult Teacher

We are all aware that positive staff
morale has a high correlation with a
positive school climate. If the climate
of abuildingisupbeat, enthusiastic, and
productive, then the staff within the
building finds it an honest pleasure to
come to work. If the climate is nega
tiveand full of tension, it eventual ly will
exhaust any positive energiesthat might
have been present. The establishment
of an environment that allows teachers
to develop and blossom as leadersis a
climate where collectively all individu-
als, students, and teachers are interact-
ing critically. If youwant to effectively
diminish the influence of the difficult
teacher, then have a building where
collectively all individuals, students,
and teachers are interacting positively
and working to increase learning daily.

John Maxwell statesin Developing
the Leader Within You, the more people
you develop, the greater the extent of
your dreams. |f you want to changethe
behavior of individuals, especialy dif-
ficult teachers, you must understand and
practice these principles of people de-
velopment. These principles include:

e Valueof people. Thisisanissue
of my attitude.

« Commitment to people. Thisis
an issue of my time.

* Integrity with people. Thisisan
issue of my character.

e Sandard for people. Thisisan
issue of my vision.

e Influence over people. Thisis
an issue of my leadership.

Successful people motivators make
the right assumptions about people.
What | assume about people is what |
look for. What | look for iswhat | find.
What | find influences my response.
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Therefore, negative assumptions about
others will stimulate negative leader-
ship of them. Positive assumptions
about otherswill stimulate positive lead-
ership of them. Thus, if | assume nega
tive things about the difficult teacher,
my leadership of them will be negative
aswell. Positively motivating them to
change their behaviors will produce
much more effective results for the stu-
dents, staff, and school.

When we think of motivating the
staff, our instinct may be to focus on
improving the morale of our most diffi-
cult staff. The positive staff members
already have an effective attitude; thus
weshouldn’t haveto focusour energies
on them. In reality, we need to start

They are the ones you would not have
a hard time replacing if they were to
leave the school.

Thus in working to improve and
maintain the morale of the staff, the
principal must continually maintain the
level of enthusiasm of the “superstars”
who are your high achievers. We must
nurture the more positive people first,
before we can shift our attention to the
majority of our staff.

The goal of working with the diffi-
cult teacher isto make the environment
so inviting for the majority of the staff
that the voice of the difficult teacher is
hard to hear or completely ignored.
This is not to insinuate that some con-
cerns of the difficult teacher are not le-

“In order for the staff and school to move for-

ward, the positive staff members must gain the

momentum and direction for the entire faculty.”

with our most effective staff — your su-
perstars. Todd Whitaker and other writ-
ers of staff motivation support the idea
that there are three types of teachers:
superstars, backbones, and mediocres.
A superstar teacher is that rare teacher
who represents the top three to ten per-
cent of the teachers in the school. He
or sheiswell respected by all members
of thefaculty. Thisteacher isdedicated
to the students and vision of the school.
He or she will go to great lengths to be
a “team player.” In fact, this teacher
goes beyond what is expected both in
the classroom and around campus.
The second category of teachersis
the backbones. Backbones are good,
conscientious teachers, the heart of a
faculty. They represent about 80 to
90 percent of the staff. Theare stable,
hardworking, dependable, and willing
to help if asked by the principal. The
third and final category is the
mediocres. They are theteacherswho
do as little as they can both in the
classroom and around the school.

gitimate. Theproblemliesintheir com-
municating the concerns to the admin-
istration and other teachersin the build-
ing. Thefocus of al educational lead-
ers must first be on our most positive
faculty members.

Making the Difficult Teacher
Fedl Uncomfortable

Ineffective teachers cannot be al-
lowed to come to work and feel happy
withtheir job performance. Such afedl-
ing will encourage them to continue to
operate in the same manner. There are
several methods to raise the discomfort
level among difficult teachers. These
methodsinclude: empowering the good
guys, reducing negativity in the teach-
ers’ workroom, making teachers accept
responsibility for their situations, and
using peers to help make them more
uncomfortable.

According to John Maxwell, devel op-
ing relationships is the most important
skill of the 21t century leader. Making




the difficult teacher feel uncomfortable
does not have to damage relations with
him or her. These methods can alow
them to maintain their dignity while at
the same time challenging them to grow
as people and as educators.

One of the most effective methods
to make less effective teachers feel un-
comfortable is to empower the super-
stars and positive teachers. Most su-
perstars and positive teachers want two
things: autonomy and recognition.
Caution should be taken not to control
your ineffectiveteachers by implement-
ing rules that affect all teachers. Al-
lowing effective teachers to try new
ideas and activities gives them the au-
tonomy to find methods to positively
affect learning in their classroom. Fur-
thermore, recognizing them for these
innovative methods of learningwill give
them the recognition to continue doing
their best. Allowing their peers to wit-
ness this recognition further reinforces
the positive contributions being made
by the majority of the staff.

Addressing the negativity in the
faculty lounge is another way to make
thedifficult teacher feel uncomfortable.
Theloungeis aplace where negativity
tendsto surface and cultivate. Itisnec-
essary that the principal address this
issue somehow in his or her opening
faculty meeting. Stresstheimportance
of using faculty discussions to posi-
tively affect students. Having inappro-
priate discussions in the lounge can’'t
be healthy for anyone especially for
thosewho haveto leave thelounge and
go back to their classroom and teach.
Such adiscussion at afaculty meeting
can be uncomfortable, but remember
that your vision doesn’t have room for
such inappropriate behavior by ineffec-
tive teachers.

Being an ineffective and difficult
teacher does not absolve the individual
from responsibility for hisor her behav-
iors. Just asthe principal isresponsible
for his or her leadership of the build-
ing; so isthe teacher for all that occurs
in hisor her classroom. Moativating the
less effective teacher to accept respon-
sibility for student learning, behavior,

and interest in his or her classes is an
important element inimproving teacher
performance. Stephen Covey (1989) de-
scribes this acceptance of responsibil-
ity as moving from a person’s circle of
concernto aperson’scircleof influence.
In essence, the principal must not al-
low the difficult teacher to “pass the
buck” to others in the building, soci-
ety, or whomever he or shefeelsismore
responsible.

According to the negative teacher,
the parents, the school system, the prin-
cipal, the students are to blamefor situ-
ations that occurs both inside and out-
side the classroom. Such an attitude
tendsto “cultivate” a“weagainst them”
mentality. If this attitude is allowed to
remain in abuilding, theoverall climate
will begin to become contaminated.
Thus, again the principal must commu-
nicate to all staff members his or her
vision of how everyonein the school is
responsible for its successes and fail-
ures. Acknowledging the positives
throughout the building is a powerful
way to solicit the discussion of the fac-
ulty in discussing things that are work-
ing inside and outside the classroom.

Weakening the I nfluence of
the Difficult Teacher

Nothing is more frustrating to a
school and principal than a negative
leader. These individuals not only
fight good ideas, but they influence
others to be negative also. The chal-
lengeisto reduce their influence with-
out damaging your relationship with
the other members of the faculty. Itis
also important not to damage your re-
lationship with the negative teacher.
It isimpossible to achieve any change
when the leader and the negative
teacher cannot get along for the good
of the school and students.

Empowering the effective teacher
with committee leadership roles, staff
development opportunities, and “ perks’
can send a message to those who want
to be a “team member” that there are
methods to advance and receive recog-
nition. Unfortunately in some cases, the

difficult teacher hasno desireto advance
or receive recognition. Just leave him
or her aoneto do what he or she wants.
Since that is not an option, the effec-
tive principal must empower the effec-
tive teacher by helping provide the mo-
mentum and direction for the school and
staff as well as deal with the difficult
teacher in an appropriate manner.

There must be an understanding of
the dynamics of dealing with negative
leaders. Some important concepts to
developing thisunderstanding will help
avoid confrontational situations for the
principal and the negative leader. One
essential strategy isto avoid reacting to
the teacher by arguing or getting into
power struggles. Many times this is
exactly what the negative teacher wants
to happen. Arguing on his or her level
may increase their power. In order not
to lose the teacher’s respect, the princi-
pal must “respond” in a professional
manner. Another time will come when
you can reduce their influence and
strengthen yours.

The most effective way to reduce
the difficult teachers’ influence is to
reduce his or her following. High
achievers tend to seek out other high
achievers with whom to associate.
Difficult teachers often associate more
with other difficult and negative
teachers. Breaking up the group with
assigned seating at faculty meetings
or arranging for different lunch peri-
ods can force the difficult teacher to
interact with high achieverswho have
little tolerance for those who whine
and think only of themselves.

An effective principal must be con-
fident enough in his or her own skills
to address the negative leader “head
on.” If you believe in your own vi-
sion and there is a passion to see it
implemented in the school, then you
will not be intimidated or threaten by
the negative leader. Don’t change
your beliefsand actions because of this
one leader or even group of individu-
als. Remember, there are more people
who believe in you than who don't.
“Giving in” is exactly what the nega-
tive leader wants you to do.
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Eliminating the difficult
teacher from the staff may be
the last alternative to weaken-
ingthenegativeand destructive
influence of the individual.

Summary

All the many positive and produc-
tiveteachersin your school want you to
deal with the difficult teacher(s). They
are tired of hearing their complaining
inthelounge and seeing how they work
inappropriately with students. As a
principal, your goal hasto beto do what
isbest for thestudents. Never feel guilty
about doing what isbest for the students
in your building. As long as you be-
lievein your “heart” that you are doing
what isbest for the school, students, and
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staff, then you proceed with the action
that best allows the vision of the prin-
cipal to be realized on a daily basis.
Achieving the vision is never easy, but
it is rewarding.

Taking a stand for excellence and
“what isright” sometimes means put-
ting yourself into situations that are
uncomfortable and frustrating. But
knowing in the end that the school
will be better is areward worth fight-
ing for.

Andrew Carnegie said, “As |
grow older, | pay less attention
to what men say. | just watch
what they do.” Great leaders
not only say what should be
done, they show it!
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