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From Rules to Guidelines

Guidance Matters

Moving to the Positive

At the end of a wing in an elementary 
school, a prekindergarten class walks 
past primary grade classrooms four 
times a day. The preschoolers have 
trouble remembering not to talk. With 
doors open due to the school’s old 
air conditioning system, their chatter 
distracts the primary children and their 
teachers. The principal discusses the 
problem with Renilda and Cathi, the 
pre-K teachers. They agree to figure out 
a way to have the preschoolers walk in 
line more quietly.
 Renilda recalls a group punishment 
from her own schooldays—when some 
children talked in line, the entire class 
had to “practice” walking up and down 
the hall five times in complete silence. 
Renilda shares with Cathi how she still 
feels bummed out about the experi-
ence—she wasn’t one of the ones 
talking—and how negative the class 
felt toward the “talkers” and upset they 
were with the teacher.
 Not wanting to introduce the nega-
tive dynamics of group punishment in 
their classroom, the two teachers hold 
a class meeting. They matter-of-factly 
explain the problem to the children and 
ask what would help them remember to 
walk quietly. The teachers acknowledge 
each idea the children offer. One child 
says, “We could be mommy and daddy 
elephants. We have to tiptoe so we 
don’t wake the babies.” Everyone likes 
this idea, and they decide to try it. 
 As the children line up the next day, 
the teachers ask them if they remember 
how they are going to walk quietly. The 
children remember. When the class 
tiptoes by the principal’s office, he 
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notices them and declares, “I like how 
you boys and girls are walking quietly 
down the hall.”
 “Shh,” one child says, “you’ll wake 
the babies.”

The problem with rules

 Think about the likely differences in 

learning climate in these settings:

other classrooms”).

them.”
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that rules tend not to be helpful in 

early childhood communities. Rules 

are usually stated as negatives. In 

seems as if adults expect children to 

often feel pressure to be hypervigilant 

the importance of teaching children 

ing a classmate.

 Rules can cause teachers to label 

enforce rules accordingly: be lenient 
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ish the children for breaking the rules. 

temporary expulsion from the group 

 Rules tend to reduce teaching to 

orientation can make teachers stricter 

the implications for the groups this 

tions to be a positive professional?

Toward guidelines

 The purpose of having guidelines 

to express her feelings. (This teaching 

guidance talks 

and confl ict mediation

class meetings

but friendly teaching of guidelines 

that children live up to guidelines 

dards that teachers assist children 
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literacy activity as well as a quick 

visual reminder. Just a few guidelines 

work well; one classroom (as men-

tioned) had only one: “We are friendly 

with our mates.” (These teachers 

preferred the term mates, as in class-

mates, to friends. They respected the 

children’s right to defi ne their own 

friendships.)

 In the elementary grades, three or 

four guidelines work well (too many 

makes things complicated) (Gartrell 

2010). Examples are

ourselves.

learn from them.

Class meetings

 In the vignette Renilda and Cathi 

use a guidance fundamental, the class 

meeting, to engage children in work-

ing with guidelines. Teachers remark 

through class meetings—such as tip-

toeing like mommy and daddy ele-

phants—are frequently more creative 

than what they themselves might have 

meetings can involve children in set-

ting new guidelines and re-teach the 

use of existing ones (Gartrell 2006). 

Teachers often hold class meetings at 

group to develop a few overall guide-

lines (Vance & Jimenez Weaver 2002). 

Class meetings empower children to 

community, work together to attain a 

Weaver 2002; DeVries & Zan 2003).

Toward the positive

 As I see it, moving to the posi-

operates with the ongoing mission 

of rule enforcement. In contrast, a 

teacher who is a professional continu-

stand and guide—a mission greatly 

effective professionals, teachers need 

to trust in and refi ne their developing 

which often takes some courage, 

Adults learn even as they teach, and 

that is a good thing—for the children 

and for the adults.
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