***This workshop was presented for a group of para-professionals at a school Lowell Community Charter School. This school houses a population of primarily Southeast Asian and Latino children. 

“Being Big”

Positive Ways to Attract and Keep Children’s Attention in a Lively School Setting

Karen M. Weinstein, MS.Ed

As a teacher’s assistant you play a very important role in the school: you guide and support the children and help the teachers. Managing groups of children can be a challenge because of all the inner and outer stimuli that can distract them. For some, just being in school with a lot of other children is a very distracting thing! Problems at home can follow children to school; social pressures, growing pains and even the weather can cause children to become distracted. Children are very sensorially motivated. They hear, see and feel things intensely, and sometimes don’t even know when they are over-stimulated. In order to get and keep their attention, you have to become more engaging than what is going on around them. The objective of this workshop is to help you do just that.

Be a Director

Begin by thinking of the classroom and the school as a stage, and the children as your actors and your audience. Or think of yourself as a symphony conductor and each child as a musician playing a specific instrument. Each instrument is important to the whole of the orchestra. If the actors or musicians stop following the conductor, the result is not music, but noise. 

Be Outrageous:

Kids are creative and silly and admire adults who can be as spontaneous as they are.  One way to capture the attention of a lively group of children is by being “over the top.”  That means exaggerating your actions. You can use your facial expressions and your body language to make a point and give directions. Another attention grabber is to change the pace; either slow down or speed up the way you talk or the way you are moving. You can be outrageously silly, you can be outrageously serious, and you can be outrageously quiet…whatever you decide to do -- commit to it. Be intentional in your outrageousness aiming to engage the children while always maintaining your dignity. 

Be Creative and Confident: 

Believing that children want to behave will help you to maintain a positive approach. Before any technique will work—you have to adopt an attitude of success.

Whatever technique you choose, you have to believe it will work if you want the

 students to believe in you. Having confidence will enable you to think on your feet 

 more effectively. An insecure teacher cannot respond creatively to challenges.

Not all techniques will work with all children. In some cases, you may have to try a few different things. That’s why it is good to have more than a couple of tricks up your sleeve. When you are feeling frustrated, try to “fake it till you make it.” In other words, you act as if you are in control until you actually feel you are.

Be Consistent: 

Children respond to routine and ritual, and they like to know what to expect and what is expected of them. When you must transition between activities, give yourself space and time to introduce the transition. Let the children know when things are going to change. Some children transition more easily than others, so make sure you are giving time for all children to prepare for even the simplest shifts in focus. 

· Put on specific music to cue a certain transition. For example, if it’s time for P.E., put on parade or marching music. When it’s time for Library, put on classical music with harpsichord or other gentle sounding instruments.

· Go around to small groups of children individually to quietly prepare them by giving gentle physical cues: a tap on the head or shoulder, a special pat or hand shake, to help them make the shift.

· Make Silence. Make a game of what silence sounds like.

· Assign jobs with creative “special” names such as Captain Cleanup, Line Conductor, Colonel Collector and Prince or Princess Pencil Sharpener. 
Giving children jobs can motivate them to follow directions and give them a sense of purpose. Making them accountable to each other and the group helps them develop teamwork and leadership skills.

· Use instruments other than your voice to attract attention. Bring in something from home: e.g., chimes, a bell, a music box, and let the children know this is your own special item that you are sharing especially with them.

Here are some tips for positive communications with children:

· Getting rid of “okay” at the end of every sentence. When you ask ”okay?” you are giving the children an option. If you want them to do something, give a direction in a positive, enthusiastic way. For example, “I would like everyone to line up at the door quietly, after I call your name” or “We are going to walk down the hall silently.”

· Make it your business to learn as many of the children’s names as possible. Say their names often. Children want to be “known.” It comforts them and they will listen for their names. 

· Slow down and speak very clearly when giving directions. Enunciate the words that you really want the children to hear, such as “When you hear your name, please line up at the door.” Give some directions non-verbally.  Learn a few simple sign language phrases, such as, “line-up”, “sit-down,” “listen”, “focus,” “beautiful job” and “thank-you.”

· Acknowledge a job or direction well done just as often as you correct the children. Children will tune-out your voice if all they hear is disapproval.

