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The Class Clown
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Enrique is a sixth grader who loves drawing attention to himself.  He seems to think that every student in the classroom needs to hear his opinion on everything.  Anytime that class quiets down to do their work, he thinks it is his responsibility to make a joke and distract everyone.  In the worst case, other students tend to follow his lead and engage in the same misbehavior themselves. 

The Purpose of the Behavior – 

There is not one specific reason why a child would decide to act out and become the class clown, rather there are several.  It is true that some students might turn out to be the next comedic sensation but “it is important to remember that clowning is the art of illusion” (Rao 2001).  Many students do it to defend against painful issues they may be experiencing at home.  Children don’t like to be sad; most can’t function properly when their home life is dysfunctional. In order to delay dealing with their own feelings they use humor as a cover up.  Class clowns could also be acting out to compensate for any learning disabilities they may have.  “The class clown is adept at drawing the attention of other student and impeding their concentration on their schoolwork” (Shore 2005).  If the student feels like they do not comprehend the subject matter, they will result to antics as a distraction. Whatever the reason, it is usually a cry for help so rather than attack the child it is best to get to know and try to figure out their situation so that you as the teacher can have some impact on their young delicate lives.  

Two Teacher’s Perspectives 

We asked two classroom teachers what they did when the class clown starts to act disruptive.  Here are their responses:

· “The first thing I do is talk to them in private because I believe that students act out to get the attention they don’t receive at home.” 

· –Ann C., LAUSD, 4th - year teacher

· “I’ve done this for over 10 years already.  I know class clowns love attention and I refuse to give them any.  So usually, I just send them out because I can’t have one student interfering the academic success of my other 29 students” 

· –Frank R., LAUSD, 14th - year teacher

Strategies to Modify the Behavior 

· Have one-on-one talk with the student.  Take the student aside and ask the student why he/she is engaging in this behavior.  This allows the student to reflect on their own behavior.  By stopping your instructions to acknowledge the behavior in front of the class is exactly what the student wants.
· Develop a non-verbal signal to alert the student when the behavior crosses the line.  Instead of reprimanding the student during a lesson, develop a non-verbal cue with the student to let them know that they are acting up and need to settle down. 
· Take away the student’s audience.  The student will continue with the behavior if he/she is successful at gaining the attention.  Try to persuade other students to ignore the behavior and not respond to the antics.
· Stand near the student.  When giving a lesson, walk towards the student, stand near them, or make eye contact with them when giving instructions.  Your presence will help quiet them down and will make them aware that you are watching them closely.
· Provide the student with positive attention.  If the student is strongly seeking your attention, provide positive reinforcement if they are doing well.  This will help the student to understand that they do not need to act negatively to get your attention.
· Try role-playing with this student.  Reverse the role and let the student act like the teacher and the teacher act like the student while using the same antics as the student.  This will help the student to see how their own behavior disrupts the entire class.
· Let the student gain the attention of the class positively.  Allow the student to lead in group discussions or a project or have them assist other students with their class work.
· Do not over react- Most of the time students are looking to get a rise out of the teacher.  If you react to them you are only feeding the fire and this makes the situation much worse for you.

· Ignore them- This could possibly be one of the best things to do.  If the student’s intention is to frustrate you and you ignore them, they will eventually lose interest because they will realize they cannot get to you.

Online Resources – 

http://drgreene.healthology.com/childrens-health/article294.htm
http://www.edutopia.org/clowning-around
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