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Possible Misbehaviors of Public Speaking Students:

(as reported on a survey of 2003-2004 GTAs at Illinois State University)
1. Definition: student misbehaviors are those that interfere with learning and instruction, or 

disrupt the climate of the classroom. Students could be reluctant or openly defiant 

(Burroughs, Kearney, & Plax, 1989;Simonds, 1997).

2. On the whole, GTAs report that basic course students are well-behaved, that instances of 

misbehavior are rare, and easily manageable when they occur.

3. Inappropriate Speech Topics; Inappropriate topics of conversation. One easy solution, for 

instance, would be to approve all speech topics in advance. Tell students they must have a topic approved by you by a specific date, and that the topic may not change unless they specifically approve it with you beforehand. Showing the students a list of appropriate topics to pick from (but allowing for them to also come up with topics of their own) can help to point them in the right direction. Point out conversation topics that need to occur outside the classroom.

4. Sexist Language. Sexist language must be addressed in order to create a safe and non-

threatening classroom environment. Use the textbook as a springboard for a discussion on the topic to prevent this sort of language. Discourage sexist language in class discussions, group activities, and speeches. Call to the students’ attention that regardless of the intention of the speaker (i.e. meant as a joke), that language is perceived differently by different people and may be taken as offensive or demeaning. 

5. Ethnocentric Statements. Such statements must be addressed in order to create a safe and non-

threatening classroom environment. Use the textbook as a springboard for a discussion on the topic to prevent this sort of language. Call to students’ attention that tolerance is a respect issue, and indicative of open-mindedness. Discuss the link between ethnocentric remarks and issues of hate and intolerance. Use discussions of stereotypes and prejudices to draw a comparison.

6. Poor Audience Members. Students may read other materials, crack their knuckles, stare at the 

clock, place their heads on their desks, or engage in side conversations with other students. There is virtually no end to the types of inattentive behaviors audience members may practice. Address minor incidents that do not disrupt the speaker directly after the class. Address major disruptions between speeches, if possible. Work at preventing these events by discussing expected and appropriate audience behavior prior to speech day; offer examples of behavior that will not be tolerated, is disruptive or disrespectful. Watch audience members during a speech, so they know you are keeping an eye out.

7. Plagiarism; Particularly, plagiarism that you cannot prove and the student denies. Collect 

copies of highlighted sources and evidence to discourage plagiarism, and then check these against the outline. Require an electronic copy of the outline to discourage plagiarism. Run a Google search and ask other GTAs if they have heard the speech. Report academic dishonesty to University Judiciaries.
8. Backtalk. Students may challenge the teacher directly or indirectly. Although a student’s 

attitude is often meant to get under the teacher’s skin, it is best to avoid taking the student’s tone or remarks personally. Avoid letting these comments get to you, and remain calm. If a student can see that you have buttons they can push, they may be tempted to do so; however, if it doesn’t seem to get under your skin, they may drop it.

9. Refusal to Participate in Activities; not taking notes. Students may refuse to participate in 

group activities or discussions. Try to visit with the student individually first; you may want to discuss this in the hallway. Excuse the student from class until they are willing to participate as a last resort. 
10. Students Talking Loud Enough that Teacher Must Talk Over Them to get Their Attention. 

This typically occurs at the beginning of a class period or at the end of a group activity when the teacher is trying to regain the students’ attention. Establishing a beginning of class routine or some signal that lets students know it is your turn to talk can be helpful. Do not be afraid to stop talking, establish eye contact with those students who are still speaking, and wait until you have their undivided attention before speaking again. If students know you will wait until you have their attention before proceeding, they are more likely yield the floor to you.

11. Students who walk in Tardy During Other Students’ Speeches; Tardies on regular class days. 

Absent students; especially during early morning classes. Keep an accurate record of these incidents in your gradebook. Consider establishing a policy for tardies and absences in your syllabus. Another method is to pass out sign-in sheets at the beginning of class; it’s a great check against future arguments.

12. Side Conversations. One solution is to use proximity and walk to a spot in the room near the 

students who are conversing. The students may get the hint without you having to say anything to them directly. If that fails, ask the students, politely and calmly, to remain quiet and listen to the speaker. Remain calm and avoid taking this personally.

13. Overtalker who dominates discussion. For persistent problems, set up an out-of-class meeting 

with the student to express the importance of allowing other students to get involved.

14. Talking while others (or the teacher) are talking or interrupting; speaking when it’s not 

appropriate. Let students know your expectations for discussions; explain that interruptions are a respect issue. Stress listening skills and waiting one’s turn to speak.

15. Asking for extensions on work/projects/assignments; trying to get out of work; trying to 

hand in late work; not turning in assignments. Set a policy in the syllabus and stick to it unless you believe there is an extenuating circumstance that justifies an exception. If you stick to a couple of due dates early in the semester, students will usually stop asking because your policy is now seen as routine or the norm. Be flexible when necessary.

16. Hostility toward instructor or other students; general rottenness; challenging teacher in an 

aggressive way; Negative attitudes; general disrespect; Students who are hostile or shut the teacher out. First try gentle tactics; kindness and reasonability will win out in many situations. Schedule a meeting during office hours to discover the source of the students’ hostility. If the student invades the personal space of the instructor or makes overt threats to the instructor, excuse the student from class for that day and report the incident.

17. Cell phones. Remind students to turn off phones. Make a special reminder on speech days.

18. Group speech problems; not attending meetings or letting down the group. In an extreme 

case, the group may fire a member who is not contributing. However, this should be a last resort; if you do not tell them that the group has that power from the beginning, they are less likely to see such an extreme measure as necessary. Only offer this solution when all other remedies have failed. When first explaining the group assignment, stress the part of the students’ grade that is determined by the other group members and remind students that in order to earn points from other group members, they must contribute to the group.

19. Casual language in e-mails; not using titles or referring to teachers by a first name or 

nickname. Although some mediated immediacy can help to establish positive relations with students, it is best to start off by first being professional and more formal. Sign your e-mails the way you expect to be addressed. Let students know how you prefer to be addressed in class, and explain it as a respect issue.

20. Sleeping in class or during other students’ speeches. Discuss the incidents with students 

immediately following the class. Students who sleep during speeches can be addressed right after class or immediately before the next class period; thus, the speech day is not unduly interrupted.

21. Students yelling at each other; heated arguments that cross the line. Speak in a low voice to 

students; it will force them to adjust to your level in order to hear you- if you yell too, it just adds fuel to the fire. Explain to students that class is not the time or place for such disputes; excuse them from class for that day. If a student yells at an instructor in the office, bring your volume and tone down so the student is forced to imitate that behavior.

Biggest Difficulties, According to GTAs:


(Based on survey of 2003-2004 GTAs at ISU)
1. Having to balance immediacy and temper. You want to appear warm, enthusiastic, and caring, 

but that must be balanced with maintaining order (without taking it personally or overreacting). The teacher’s mood and attitude can have more influence on how the class goes than the students do; stay positive and optimistic.

2. Avoiding having to resort to treating college students like high school students. Although you 

may be tempted to do this at times, it is important to set an expectation of mature behavior. Students will often rise to your expectations if you treat them as an adult, while expecting adult behavior out of them.

3. Making the decision to allow or not allow students to do speeches when they come in tardy on 

speech day. These sorts of policies must be in your syllabus. Place a “speeches in progress; do not enter” sign on the door (wait until hearing applause). Be cautious of attaching grade issues to attendance. A better wording would be to say if the student is not there, they cannot participate; a disruption of class is negative participation because it becomes a respect issue. Participation can be graded; attendance should not be.

4. Dealing with aggressive communication or yelling; defensive conversations; sarcasm; 

comments that are meant to be funny but are insulting. Stress a “team” attitude rather than a “conflict” mindset. Let students know that they are in this together, that they are a team working to improve, and not in competition with one another for grades.

Teacher Misbehaviors to Avoid:
1. Teachers have a large influence in the classroom; students take cues from their teachers. 

Classroom management is a dynamic process that involves both student and teacher behavior (Bruschke & Gartner, 1991).

2. Definition: Teacher misbehaviors are those behaviors that interfere with instruction and 

learning (Kearney, Plax, Hays, & Ivey, 1991). Three types:


a. the Incompetent Teacher who lacks the basic teaching skills,


b. the Offensive Teacher who is mean, cruel, and behaves in an ugly manner,


c. the Indolent Teacher who is absent minded.

3. Specific teacher misbehaviors (Kearney, Plax, Hays, & Ivey, 1991), include: absenteeism, 

tardiness, disorganization, contempt for students, indifference, unjust evaluation methods, lack of enthusiasm, repetition, being unreasonable, overtly demanding, too easy, unqualified, having negative personal attributes, poor language skills, misusing language, or showing favoritism. These are based on students’ perceptions.

4. Teacher misbehaviors can cause decreased liking for the instructor or the course, poor 

evaluations, student misbehaviors, reduced attendance and enrollment, negative attitudes (Kearney, Plax, Hays, & Ivey, 1991; Thweatt & McCroskey, 1996 & 1998). Immediacy is one way to overcome student perceptions of teacher misbehavior.

The First Day/First Few Weeks are Critical:


(Based on survey of 2003-2004 GTAs at ISU, unless otherwise noted)
1. Be assertive; establish and use authority; be stern in stopping misbehaviors; do so

appropriately, not inappropriately. Ignoring misbehavior will not resolve it. In the beginning, students will test the limits and boundaries. Responding to misbehaviors early in the semester has greater impact on students’ behavior than later.

2. Correct inappropriate comments, rather than letting these behaviors become self-perpetuating. 

Ignoring these comments can give the message that it will be tolerated or is permissible.

3. Deal with situations in a consistent manner in order to create a sense of fairness and routine. 

Balance being both flexible and rigid; do not tolerate student misbehaviors, but have a sense of humor about it (do not take it personally and remain calm). Handle situations in a standardized way; follow through with consequences. Although it is sometimes necessary to deal with behaviors on a case-by-case basis, students desire fair rules that apply to all students (they dislike feeling they are being singled out).

4. Discuss previous student misbehaviors in order to give students an idea of what behavior is 

appropriate and what is inappropriate. Clearly outline what is acceptable behavior Use the student code of ethics. Stress professionalism and respect.

5. Set standards from the start. Be strict from the start and establish clear expectations. Address 

student misbehaviors and consequences in the syllabus. Set expectations on the first day; put everything in the syllabus; start stern and then relax. It is far easier to loosen up as the semester goes along, once you have a better grasp of the classes’ nature and character. If you start off loose, it is nearly impossible to regain control again.

6. Do not accept late work; unless the situation is an extreme circumstance and you believe it to 

be fair to do so. But, always give yourself an out. As a means of providing flexibility when you feel it may be warranted, put the onus back on the student. If they feel that late work should be accepted, or a missed assignment should be allowed to be made up, ask them to provide a written argument to that effect and provide documentation for your consideration. In most cases, the student will never follow up on this task; they will decide it is just not worth it. If they do, then you have the choice of either accepting their rationale and being flexible, or deciding to not allow the late work.

7. Have students raise hands to communicate to establish order and a respect for the speaker who 

has the floor. Have students raise hands to speak; do not let students to talk while you are.

8. Engage in material quickly during the class period in order to establish a routine and direct 

students’ attention to the task at hand. Although some warm-up conversation may be necessary to establish warmth, this should not continue to an extended period of time.

9. The first couple of weeks are vital in establishing the tone and climate of the class. The first 

day is significant; students’ first impressions can have a lasting impact (Cooper & Simonds, 2003).

Responding to Student Misbehaviors:


(Advice based on a survey of 2003-2004 GTAs at ISU)
1. Address student misbehaviors immediately and firmly, but not meanly; address patterns 

of misbehavior quickly; be forceful in stopping misbehavior when it occurs. For example, correct inappropriate comments immediately. Stand strong and do not let students walk all over you; Be strict, then become more flexible. Be firm from the start; Start strong, then loosen up as the semester goes on. Crackdown on student misbehaviors immediately- when problems occur. Set guidelines and adhere to them; follow-up.

2. Learn to remain calm; do not appear flustered. Be patient. Relax a little and do not take all 

student misbehaviors seriously. Remain level-headed and even-tempered.

3. Be respectful; do not drop down to their level. Be honest and up-front with the class. Talk to 

the students; respect students- treat them like adults; do not make it a power trip. However, do not treat students like your peers; do not try to be friends. It is more important for students to respect you than to like you or think you are cool.

4. Do not allow students to talk while you are talking. Do not take their backtalk. Address 

students who talk when the teacher does and tell them to leave; ask students to leave if they are disruptive. Be consistent and fair, but understanding; take a stance and stick to it; set strict policies and follow through. There are limits to your authority as an instructor; you can only excuse a student for one class period. If concerned about future periods (i.e. clear and present danger), see the Basic Course Directors and the School Chair.

5. Be serious about serious issues (plagiarism, audience behavior, sexism or ethnocentrism).

6. Listen to other GTAs problems and solutions; seek help; there are lots of people in the 

School behind you- use them; use the Basic Course Directors and peer mentors.

7. Use appropriate humor to diffuse situations. Use humor to direct sarcasm; use appropriate 

humor, not inappropriate humor. Discuss how sarcasm will not be tolerated.

8. Ignore overtalkers; avoid letting them always dominate the discussion. They may get the hint 

that input should be balanced among all students.

9. Earn respect. For instance, tell students you do not have respect for interruptions and 

disrespecting others. Be assertive; do not be afraid of conflict; take a breath and do not back down. Do not be scared of the students. If they sense weakness, they will attack. Do not let student misbehaviors get out of control; provide consequences.

10. Choose your attire carefully; some GTAs believe it makes an impression on students and can 

influence their behavior or attitudes; although research literature is mixed on this issue.

11. Expect anything and be prepared for everything.

12. Do not counsel students; send them to a counselor.

Communication Education Concepts:
1. Immediacy:


a. Definition: perception of physical or psychological closeness (Richmond, 2002). For 

example, showing care for students, warmth toward or concern for students.


b. Nonimmediacy is seen by students as a teacher misbehavior; nonimmediacy can 

overwhelm positive teacher behaviors.


c. Nonimmediacy can lead to student resistance. Avoid being too stiff or aloof.


d. Even immediacy cannot overwhelm severe and persistent teacher misbehaviors, 

although immediacy generally overrides minor teacher misbehaviors.


e. Immediacy helps to alleviate competition and conflict. Effective classroom 

management begins with instructor caring and compassion for students (Pena & Amrein, 1999).


f. Learn student names, and address students by their names when asking questions.

2. Behavior Alteration Techniques (BATs) and Messages (BAMs):


a. Definition: BATs are communication techniques that teachers use to influence or alter 

student behavior (McCroskey, Richmond, Plax, & Kearney, 1985). Three types are: Neutral, Anti-Social, and Pro-Social.


b. BAMs are the specific messages employed.


c. Appropriate use of BATs can increase student affective learning, while inappropriate 

use of BATs detracts from learning.


d. GTAs tend to use more anti-social BATs that appeal to authority and rules than do 

trained teachers (Roach, 1991). These BATs typically carry less weight than professors.


e. Pro-social BAMs and nonverbal immediacy enhance classroom management and 

increase student learning (Bruschke & Gartner, 1991).

3. Power:


a. Definition: ability to influence another to do something they would not have done 

otherwise (Richmond & McCroskey, 1984).


b. Five bases of power (French & Raven, 1959; McCroskey & Richmond, 1983): 

i. Legitimate = assigned power, stems from role of instructor in the class.

ii. Coercive = students expectations that teacher will punish them for not 

complying.

iii. Reward = perception of students that teacher is in a position to reward 

them.

iv. Expert = teacher competence and knowledge in content area.

v. Referent = students’ identification with the teacher.


c. GTAs are typically perceived and treated differently by students than faculty are; less 

credibility and power (GTAs are closer in age; homophily- perceived similarity). GTAs face unique student misbehavior problems and classroom management is a big issue for GTAs (Roach, 2002). GTAs tend to stick to rigid rules and are less flexible (Emmer & Strough, 2001). You may not want to tell students you are a GTA early in the semester unless they ask you.


d. Students respond to how they, not the teacher, perceive the classroom to be 

(McCroskey & Richmond, 1983).

4. Socio-communicative style: 

a. Definition: the ability to initiate, adapt to, and respond to the communication of others 

(Wanzer & McCroskey, 1998); perception of teachers’ caring (Teven, 2001).

b. Socio-communicative style has been linked to student perceptions of teacher 

misbehavior (Wanzer & McCroskey, 1998).

c. Assertiveness and responsiveness lead to high levels of instructor competence; 

assertiveness is the ability to take a stand or position, whereas responsiveness is the ability to emphasize, exhibit feelings of friendliness, warmth, and appear gentle. These lead to fewer teacher misbehaviors, increased competence, and greater levels of immediacy.

5. Relational Power and Instructional Influence Theory (Mottet, Frymier, & Beebe, in press):


a. Communication between teachers and students is bi-directional and interactional.


b. Power is cultivated and eventually yielded to teachers by students.


c. As teachers use the more pro-social bases of power, their ability to influence students 

in a long-lasting way increases.

6. Clarity:

a. Teacher clarity can reduce student uncertainty (Simonds, 1997). Incidentally, be sure to 

distinguish information-seeking behaviors of students from misbehaviors; clarity can help to provide the information students need and thus satisfy the student.


b. Student opposition can be constructive when it leads to substantive and procedural 

questions, spontaneous assistance to other students, and corrections or clarifications of lecture or text (Burroughs, Kearney, & Plax, 1989). Use student feedback and adapt accordingly.


c. Be clear with verbal and written instructions. Explain assignments clearly and field 

questions thoroughly. Use nonverbals that support your verbal messages.


d. Make content relevant, organize, use explanations and examples, review material and 

instructions, use visual aids, and use previews (Chesebro, 2002).

7. Credibility:


a. Professionalism on the part of the instructor can lead to credibility, thus gaining the 

respect and compliance of students.


b. Credibility is based on content knowledge and instructor ethos.


c. Admit mistakes; you appear human and more reasonable. You do not have to know 

everything or have an answer to every questions that arises.

Classroom Management Concepts:
1. Definition: classroom management are those actions taken by the instructor to establish 

order, engage students, or elicit cooperation; maintaining a classroom climate that supports learning (Cooper & Simonds, 2003; Emmer & Strough, 2001).

2. Student misbehaviors can happen in any classroom, to any instructor (Plax, Kearney, & 

Tucker, 1986; Veenman, 1984). Student misbehaviors do not cast a negative reflection on your abilities as an instructor. Do not be afraid to admit misbehaviors are occurring and seek help or advice.

3. Novice teachers may have unrealistic expectations; experience reality shock (Golish, 1999; 

Veenman, 1984). Things will not go perfectly; teaching is a learning experience.

4. Wait Time:


a. Wait time can help to draw out answers and stimulate discussion (Sylwester, 2003).


b. Resist the temptation to answer your own question. The silence can be awkward, but if 

you wait them out and rephrase the question, more often than not someone will answer it. Tell them to look in their notes and textbooks, while you wait.

5. Proactive Classroom Management:


a. Prevention measures can avoid situations before they develop into problems. 

Intervening early in the sequence of student misbehavior, observing patterns, and using good judgment about which behaviors to punish can help (Skukla-Mehta & Albin, 2003).


b. Anticipate problems before they occur (Rinne, 1997).


c. Use eye contact with students to redirect behavior. Be careful not to glare, however.


d. Setting the stage for a productive semester the first day can help to prevent 

misbehaviors (see Cooper & Simonds, 2003).

6. Individualized Classroom Management:

a. Management style changes, or is cultivated, over time.

b. What works for one instructor does not work for all instructors (Richardson & Fallona, 

2001). Not all instructors share similar definitions of order or discipline (Veenman, 1984). What is perceived as student misbehavior by one instructor may be brushed aside as harmless by others. What your peer mentor can tolerate in the classroom may be different that what you would tolerate, for instance.


c. Find a style that works for you. A teacher’s style is an extension of one’s personal style 

(Dinham, 1996). Your style will develop over time.

7. Covert Classroom Management:


a. Classroom management should not be overtly seen. Teachers who employ frequent 

discipline interventions may discover even more disruptions and lack of student compliance (Kearney, Plax, Richmond, & McCroskey, 1984). Penalties and rules can backfire on teachers, and create even more student misbehaviors. Student involvement is key to initiating and maintaining on-task behavior.

b. Handle situations privately; “can I see you after class?”


c. Sometimes discussing the problem with a student right after class, when they are not in 

front of their peers and therefore not likely to react defensively if they feel they are being embarrassed, is a covert way of correcting the behavior without having to stop the flow of the class. As a side note, although you may be tempted to embarrass students because you feel they have done something to deserve being called out, this method can often backfire and further inflame the situation. Be careful not to embarrass students (save their face); direct confrontation should only be used as a last resort (Conte, 1994). Speak in a low voice, near the student, rather than making the incident a show. Do not give them the attention or audience they may be seeking. Or, take them to the hallway to discuss matters.


d. Use proximity to walk over to the student who is talking or causing the problem 

(Rinne, 1997). This can sometimes give the student the message without having to call them out in class. Also, change locations in the room while speaking; come out from behind the podium. Walk around the room; especially near the students who may pose a problem- they are less likely to act out or be off-task if you are nearby.


e. Avoid behavioral escalation by reinforcing calm; not escalating with the student 

(Skukla-Mehta & Albin, 2003).


f. Some student misbehaviors are minor and should be ignored; calling attention to minor 

problems can do more harm than good. However, persistent problems should not be ignored (Cooper & Simonds, 2003).

8. Effective Classroom Management:


a. Be fair; Avoid punishments that are not targeted toward the misbehaving student(s) or 

are not proportionate; for instance, do not make the whole class accountable to the misbehaving student by having the whole class take a quiz if one student misbehaves. Also, do not let the class decide repercussions, or make students accountable to the class. The outcome may not be desirable.


b. The responsibility of classroom management lies with both the teacher and the student. 

Teachers must take responsibility for student engagement (Kearney, Plax, Hays, & Ivey, 1991). Effective classroom management hinges on the structure of the classroom, lesson format and learning activities, instructor leadership skills, and use of BATs. Your mood and attitude control a large part of what happens in the classroom, as well as students’ behavior.


c. Reduce off-task behaviors and facilitate engagement in learning activities (Cangelosi, 

2004). Use a variety of instructional mediums to maintain attention and interest.


d. Provide nonverbal signals to discourage disruptive and unwanted behavior (Nakamura, 

2000), such as placing your finger to your mouth to indicate that students should stop talking rather than telling them to ‘hush” or worse yet to “shut up.”


e. Manage time effectively and be organized (Rinne, 1997). Plan more for each lesson 



than you will have time to actually cover. Take the entire class period everyday. 



Letting students out early creates an expectation that they will be let out early 



during future class periods. There is an endless amount of material, activities, and 



explanations or examples at your disposal.


f. Construct messages carefully (Gordon, 2003). Be clear and precise.


g. Use positive reinforcement (Wolfgang, 2001). Perhaps the best tool in your arsenal, 

positive reinforcement sets a positive instructional climate in the classroom.


h. Confront student misbehavior after careful thought and reflection (Kauffman, Mostert, 

Trent, & Hallahan, 2002). Schedule an appointment to meet with the student during your office hours; we call this out-of-class communication (OCC). Ask a peer mentor to be present during the meeting, and inform them of the situation. If the student has had repeated problems in the past, or you anticipate a problem, ask a Basic Course Director to be present at the meeting.


i. Try gentle methods first; do not automatically assume the worst. You should become 

more reasonable as they become more unreasonable; this helps to change their focus. It will diffuse the situation.
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