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Perceptions of Incivility in the Classroom

Introduction

If teachers and students are to engage in a meaningful educational process, the classroom must be an environment that is free from incivility or disruptive behaviors. Morrissett (2001) defines incivility as the intentional behavior of students to disrupt and interfere with the teaching and learning process of others. Faculty members comment frequently that the decline in student civility has caught them off guard, reflecting that students are more aggressive, defiant, disrespectful and more demanding.  Student’s with the customer mindset feel  that their right to act in ways that might be considered uncivil is more important than the professor’s right to discipline. It is the faculty instructor who is responsible for establishing and maintaining a learning environment and addressing inappropriate behavior (Office of Community Standards and Student Ethics, 2010).  Disruptive behavior must be addressed to facilitate the learning process, maintain faculty and student well-being, and discourage any future incivility (Connerly,2009). Students are expected to ensure that mutual respect is observed in the classroom and that incivility or disruptive behavior is not practiced.  

Theoretical framework

Gusky and Passaro (1994) assert that teaching efficacy is a teachers’ belief that they can influence how well students learn, even those who may be considered difficult or unmotivated.  The learning process model of Dunkin and Biddle (1974) posits that the interaction process of teacher and pupil classroom behavior influences the product of classroom teaching.  The behaviors of the teacher are influenced by formative experiences, teacher properties, and training experiences while student behaviors are shaped by student characteristics, school and community context and classroom context. Teacher and student behaviors have an interaction effect, which yields observable changes in student behavior.  Cultural influences, personal preferences, perceptions and values can greatly affect what a person considers to be acceptable or offensive behavior.  Students enrolled in college today are considered part of the Millennial or Me generation (Howe and Stauss, 2000) and are described as narcissistic (Twenge, et al, 2008 ) which can influence behavioral tendencies.  Some of the cultural influences that have shaped their outlook include rapidly changing and readily available technology, fact-paced information, multiple media, and over protective parents that have encouraged  a self-perceived importance that should  be immediately gratified. The building of social relationships, enhancing the art of communication, and developing respect for other people are all skills developed to a certain degree in the college classroom. (Kirk, 2005).  A constant between generations is that the classroom atmosphere has an instrumental influence on student learning, yet, uncivil behaviors reduce student learning and disrupt the educational process. Civility in the classroom is necessary for optimal learning. 

The purpose of the study was to identify student and faculty perceptions of incivility or disruptive behaviors in the classroom. The purpose aligns with the National Research Agenda for Agricultural Education and Communication (Osborne, n.d., page 7) for Agricultural Education in University and Postsecondary settings to enhance the effectiveness of agricultural and life sciences faculty.

Methodology

The study was a descriptive survey using convenience sampling of 204 undergraduate students enrolled in classes in the crop, soil, and environmental sciences major and three sections of honors orientation over three academic years.   A random sample of 25 faculty members was selected to complete the survey in the summer of 2010.  The survey questions were based on research by on Kirk (2005) and Hogan (2007) and consisted of 16 student behaviors that respondents were to rank as not disruptive, slightly disruptive, moderately disruptive, and very disruptive.  Ranking from 1-16 were determined based on the sum of the  responses to those behaviors that were very or moderately disruptive. The behaviors were then categorized as either terroristic to learning (T) or annoying (A) based on descriptors developed by Feldman (2001). 
Results/findings

The behaviors ranked as the top five disruptive behaviors by students were: 1. allowing the cell phone to ring during class (T), 2. talking to other students in the class during lecture (T), 3. asking irrelevant questions and or dominating classroom discussion (T), 4. creating noise in the hallway outside the classroom (T/A), and  5. lacking appropriate personal hygiene habits (A).  The top five disruptive behaviors for faculty were:  1. talking to other student in class during the lecture (T)  2.  allowing the cell phone to ring during class (T), 3.  inappropriate use of computer/electronics during lecture (A), 4. using vulgar language and/or gestures (T), and  5. texting during lecture (A). The remaining behavior considered as terroristic to learning was “complaining about assignments or grades.”  Students ranked this behavior as 6th while faculty ranked it as 10th.  Other differences were noted such as the student ranking of texting during class as 12th of the 16 disruptive behaviors while asking irrelevant questions or dominating conversations was ranked 9th by faculty.  Faculty may be more receptive to a student domination of discussion, with a perspective that the student is engaged in his/her learning, yet less tolerant of behaviors considered annoying to the classroom instructor yet are a part of the student’s  cultural context.  

Implications/Recommendations

Faculty instructors are responsible for establishing and maintaining a learning environment and for addressing inappropriate behavior to facilitate the learning process.  A clearly defined expectation on the first day of class can set the tone, while immediately addressing disruptive behavioral problems will help maintain a civil classroom to benefit students and faculty.  While student and faculty perspectives differ on some behaviors, both agree that allowing the cell phone to ring during class and talking to other students during lecture as disruptive to the learning process. Faculty and students differ on annoying behaviors. Thus, some behaviors may be consistently discouraged, while others may engender some diverse reactions among classroom populations.  While student incivilities were the focus of this study, faculty behaviors also have a direct effect on student learning as well.  Additional study is needed  to determine faculty incivilities and  the interaction of these behaviors with student behaviors.  Teacher preparation programs are continually evolving experiences of the best practices to prepare future educators for a complex classroom environment.  The teaching learning process can be improved if faculty-training programs include managing student behavior.     
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