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Student behavior is often unmet basic needs

Instead of blaming kids
for acting improperly,
we should foster growth
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If you want to fix student behavior,
you have to fund schools beyond the
bare minimum and invest in children
and families.

One of the main issues that policy-
makers love to harp on amid the escalat-
ing teacher shortage is student behav-
ior. Behavior and discipline issues have
made the news the entirety of my 15-
year career. Students these days aren't
any worse than kids of previous years.
Kids are human beings like adults with
less experience and less impulse con-
trol. They're not "bad,” they're reacting.

Behavior a form of communication

When needs aren’'t being met, stu-
dents will let you know by telling you
and sometimes that looks like a behav-
ior outburst. While there are some who
want an out of sight, out of mind ap-
proach to this issue, that is not what is
best for children to grow and learn to be

better. So what can we do?

Children require more one-on-one
time with their teachers. Just reducing
classes from 31 down to 25 can have
drastic differences on how a classroom
feels for both students and teachers.
This would require more funding to pay
for the additional staff required to lower
class sizes to a more manageable load.
This means more personal interactions
with students, more immediate feed-
back, and just less people to be around.

Qur schools need makeovers

A common meme teachers share is
comparing the sterile, blank govern-
ment-funded classroom to a colorful,
lively teacher-funded classroom. That's
not an exaggeration at all. Without un-
paid time decorating and money out of
teachers’ own pockets to pay for every-
thing from colorful posters to classroom
books, classrooms are largely devoid of
any joy without the touch of a teacher.
Without teachers spending their own
time and money on classrooms, the
rooms are dull, lifeless, and honestly de-
pressing, Our students deserve to walk
into rooms that are warm and inviting
and our teachers deserve to not be the
people footing the bill.

It's not just the classroom decora-
tions. We have schools in Kentucky with
snakes falling from ceilings and poor
ventilation that need serious building
upgrades. In fact, JCPS has over a billion
dollars in facility upgrade needs. What

does it do to kids to walk into buildings
needing renovations that our govern-
ment is unwilling to fund? There is no
reason JCPS and Kentucky can't be
leading models on how to treat children
with respect and dignity by giving them
buildings they are proud to walk into ev-
ery day.

Families need support

Outside of the classroom, our chil-
dren and families need more supports to
help them be successful. Children do
not exist just inside of school buildings.
Our students are struggling with a host
of societal issues that should not be
thrust upon children. Sometimes they
go to bed hungry. Sometimes they have
to work to help their families make ends
meet. Sometimes their parents are
working two and three jobs leaving kids
with minimal supervision and guid-
ance. I hear a lot of talk about pulling
yourself up by your bootstraps but
that’s hard when you were born bare-
footed and hungry to start. When we
talk about student behavior, we have to
talk about a massive contributing fac-
tor: poverty. As many as a quarter of
Kentucky children live in poverty and
5,000-6,000 students in JCPS were
identified as homeless in 2020. What
does it do to a child to go hungry, not
know where they will sleep that night,
and then walk into school and be ex-
pected to behave regardless of the cir-
cumstances,

Give kids a chance

When we talk about behavior,
we have to understand that complain-
ing about behavior is meaningless un-
less policymakers are willing to put up
the money necessary to give kids a
chance.

Is student behavior a contributing
factor to the teacher shortage?

Sometimes, but we have to address it
at the root cause instead of saying “kids
these days” and shaking our heads
as teachers struggle and our most
vulnerable population, our children,
are left with the consequences of inac-
tion.

Our students need parents who can
make a living wage with just one job.
Our students need parents who can take
leave for parenting issues without fear
of losing their job.

Our students need mothers who get
paid maternity leave. Our students need
a fighting chance starting from the cra-
dle and carrying them through to adult-
hood.

Our children deserve the opportunity
to be successful regardless of their cir-
cumstances of birth.

Our children deserve better.
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