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Abstract 

Findings from this comparative study include students’ perceived experience on the disruptive 

behaviour during class by utilizing a questionnaire administered in Norwegian and American 

schools. The sample in the study is 1153 students between 15–17 years old. We present the 

student perspective of how students and teachers react towards disruptive behaviour. In both 

countries, reactions from students indicated a tendency to escalate disruptive behaviour, while 

the reactions from teachers mostly decreased disruptive behaviour. We analyse these findings 

in light of the concept of emotional involvement. 

Introduction  

During school class sessions, students are exposed to a variety of tasks in rapidly shifting 

different fields. Each task demands a set of skills they needed to acquire in order to improve 

their academic and social skills. They need skills to cope with their thoughts and emotions to 

flexibly engage in the many activities, social settings, perceptions of justice and conflicts 

between their own interests and others’.  

The study presented in this article is part of the project “A Comparative Study of 

Disruptive Behaviour between Schools in Norway and the United States” and is a 

collaboration between Norwegian and American researchers. The aim of the research was to 
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assess students’ perceptions of and reactions to disruptive behaviour. Included in the 

assessments were the reactions students and teachers display when disruptive behaviour 

occurs and what occurs after these reactions. We examined the following:  

(1) How do teachers and students react to disruptive behaviour?  

(2) How do the reactions of teachers and students influence the students who are disruptive in 

class?  

Before addressing these questions, we outline our operationalization of disruptive behaviour 

in schools. Furthermore, we discuss the concepts of classroom-climate, skills and emotional 

involvement and responsibility related to our findings. These terms create the foundation for 

the discussion of our results. 

Disruptive behaviour 

There is wide agreement among researchers that disruptive behaviour is one of the biggest 

challenges in schools as well as one of the main concerns and sources of stress for both 

students and teachers (Nash, Schlösser, and Scarr 2016; Greene 2014; Duesund 2014; Levin 

and Nolan 2010; Colvin 2010). Disruptive behaviour is often attributed to individual and/or 

environmental features (Befring and Duesund 2012). Such behaviour can occur when 

demands from adults conflict with the students’ own perceptions of a situation, and disruptive 

behaviour causes considerable frustration for both students and teachers (Woltering and 

Qinxin 2016). Our focus is on processes of social relationships within classrooms. In this 

context, we find demands for student-achievement related to their subjects as well as student-

interaction with peers and teachers. We define disruptive behaviour in classrooms as: 

“Any behaviour that is perceived as sufficiently off-task in the classroom, as to distract the 

teachers and/or class-peers from learning activities”. 

 



 

3 
 

Reactions to disruptive behaviour 

A large body of research on successful teaching seems to be based on rationalist views, 

meaning that practitioners are in possession of a ‘stock’ of practical knowledge that could be 

consistently applied in a variety of contexts (Gottlieb 2015). This involves a way of thinking 

entailing beliefs that teachers are able to develop a set of rules based on years of teaching 

experience. This enables them to establish an arsenal of strategies that they can apply when 

facing different challenges in the classroom (Gottlieb 2015). We regard reactions to disruptive 

behaviour as an effort to cope with such challenges in the classroom. Our assumption is that 

disruptive behaviour is a phenomenon that stimulates reactions from students and teachers. 

Such reactions might be asking the ones that are being disruptive to be quiet, or wilfully 

ignoring the disruptive behaviour by not displaying an observable reaction. Due to the 

immediate demands of classrooms, it is not always possible to apply rules and principles 

when faced with disruptive behaviour as presented by the rationalist perspective. Disruptive 

behaviour often causes frustration, and impairs the ability of students and teachers possess to 

provide a contemplated response they are certain will provide a desired effect (Ødegård 2014; 

Dreyfus and Wrathall 2007). In contrast to the rationalist perspective, our focus presumes that 

reactions are not necessarily readily available in a ‘toolbox’ created on the basis of earlier 

experiences with disruptive behaviour. As such, we regard reactions as part of pre-reflective 

and immediate human interactions and not only involving reflection and ‘correct’ choice of 

action towards a challenging situation. We focus on any possible reactions that might occur 

and their influence on disruptive students as they reported by the students. Based on these 

rationales, we define reactions towards disruptive behaviour as: 

“Any explicit reaction directed towards disruptive behaviour when it occurs during class”. 
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The classroom climate 

Schools are not just an arena for academic learning, but also one of the main arenas where 

students interact with peers and adults (Bauman 2008; Bauman and Mazzeo 2012; Putnam 

2000). Concepts that apply to the academic and social climate in class include learning 

environment, classroom environment, and classroom climate (Postholm 2013; Filsecker and 

Hickey 2014; Ratcliff et al. 2010). The classroom climate includes issues that promote or 

hinder academic, social, and emotional learning (Evertson and Weinstein 2006). Within the 

literature about the classroom climate, we find consideration of teachers’ abilities to prevent 

disruptive behaviour and promote academic, social and emotional growth. A positive 

classroom climate may be seen as a classroom with a low degree of disruptive behaviour, 

where the teacher has control, the students respect each other and that promote good learning 

conditions. 

 Previous research has outlined a set of rules and principles for establishing a positive 

classroom climate, with some examples being: (1) maximize structure and predictability, 

engage students and (2) use a continuum of strategies to reward positive behaviour and react 

to inappropriate behaviour (Jacobsen and Thorsvik 1997; Overland 2007; Simonsen et al. 

2008). 

 The focus of our research was on reactions to inappropriate behaviours in classrooms. 

According to Payne (2015), rewards and sanctions towards disruptive behaviour often lean on 

behaviourist principles. When sanctions are used as a reaction to disruptive behaviour, 

students often view them as unfair as the students are not treated as active agents (Kauffman 

et al. 2010; Leflot et al. 2010; Greene 2014; Clunies-Ross, Little, and Kienhuis 2008). 

Examples of such reactions are teachers yelling, excluding disruptive students form 

classrooms, detention and commanding students to be quiet. When students perceive 

sanctions as unfair, they might lose interest in the tasks at hand, perceive teachers negatively, 
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with well-being possibly decreasing and disruptive behaviour intensifying (Colvin 2010; 

Greene 2014; Honkasilta, Vehmas, and Vehkakoski 2016; Nash, Schlösser, and Scarr 2016; 

Payne 2015). The unwanted consequences of teacher-reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

could raise the following questions: (a) whether teachers know about, or follow, the rules and 

principles that have been provided as ways of dealing with disruptive behaviors, or (b) 

whether the rules and principles are not suitable to cover the complexity and dynamism of 

classrooms. An answer to (a) could be that there should be a closer connection between 

research and practice, as has been advocated by the Norwegian Ministry of Education and 

Research (2008), claiming that many teachers are in need of more tools to meet challenges in 

classrooms. Following up on this, reflections on (b) are also needed. Managing disruptive 

behaviour is not like fixing a car. It also includes emotions, feeling of frustrations and burnout, 

laying forth demands of intuitive and immediate action from both teachers and students. 

Skill acquisition and emotional involvement 

Teachers and students need a wide set of skills when interacting in classrooms, such as to 

manage disruptive behaviour, establish a positive classroom climate, as well as focusing on 

tasks provided. To address the concept of skills relevant to these areas, we utilize the skill-

model of Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) as the foundation of our research and discussion. The 

skill model was developed as a critique of technological rationality and detached observation 

and reflection. The model illustrates a movement from reliance on abstract principles to use of 

past concrete experience, as well as a passage from detached observer to involved performer 

in a situation (Duesund and Jespersen 2004, 226). Dreyfus and Dreyfus proposed the 

following five stages in their skill model: (1) novice, (2) advanced beginner, (3) competence, 

(4) proficiency, and (5) expertise. The five stages illustrate how people go from following 

simple rules (novice) to intuitively performing activities with a high degree of success (expert) 

(Dreyfus and Dreyfus 2014; Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986). Our focus in the skill model is based 
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on the concept of emotional involvement, which is a prerequisite for development of the skills 

described in the model. This is not necessarily a part of the ‘stock of practical knowledge’ 

implied by the rationalist principles cited above. This stands in contrast to detached and rule-

following practice without the agent feeling emotionally involved in his or her actions 

(Dreyfus 2014). 

 One perspective on successful teacher practice is seeing it as a result of gathering 

experiences and creating rules for action that are applicable in many situations (Gottlieb 2015). 

In the context of disruptive behaviours this could involve teachers gaining experience with 

different situations where disruptive behaviour occurs (and different kinds of disruptive 

behaviour), and creating rules for action to successfully manage these kinds of behaviours in 

the future. Rules for the development of a classroom climate promoting learning involve 

factors like establishing structure, positive reinforcement and motivating students. 

 Classrooms and student behaviours are very diverse and often unpredictable. Rules 

and maxims may not always be sufficient. The approach of Hubert and Stuart Dreyfus (1986) 

begins with a dependence on rules and maxims on a level of novice and advanced beginner. 

At the level of expertise, the actions of the teacher involve an overview of situations and 

successful application of intuition when encountering challenging tasks in the classroom 

(Benner 2004; Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986; Gottlieb 2015). Teachers possess skills within 

didactics, within subjects and in relation to students. Meanwhile, disruptive behaviour may 

cause teachers to feel:  

“de-skilled, disheartened and stressed” (Geddes 2006, 2) 

Being de-skilled means disruptive behaviour affects all aspects of teachers’ work in the sense 

that they are no longer able to use their existing pedagogical and didactical skills to facilitate 

learning for their students. They might perceive that the rules and principles they have 
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gathered through experience no longer work due to the many forms disruptive behaviour can 

take (Ødegård 2014; Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986). If teachers are disheartened it could lead 

them to become emotionally detached from their practice and resigned when facing disruptive 

behaviour. According to Dreyfus’ model of skill-acquisition, this occurs at the level of 

competence. A competent performer knows rules and maxims for actions and is able to 

recognize an overwhelming number of possibly relevant procedures and elements in a 

situation. This creates uncertainty, as the performer needs to decide what to do without 

knowing the outcome. This means that the performer could become emotionally detached 

from the situation. Such detachment occurs when the performer decides to cope with a 

situation by putting the responsibility on other practitioners or feel that he or she has not been 

taught the appropriate rules for action (Dreyfus 2004b). For teachers, this could involve 

becoming emotionally detached from the situation in the sense that they do not provide an 

observable action, become emotionally distressed, and may place the blame on a lack of 

knowledge provided. When this occurs, the disruptive behaviour will continue and could even 

escalate as the students are left alone to manage it (Ødegård 2014). A key concept at the level 

of competence is responsibility. To improve a skill within a domain, actors need to take 

responsibility and become emotionally involved in their actions, regardless of the outcomes or 

potential outcomes. Dreyfus (2004b, 179) elaborates: 

“What matters is taking responsibility for one’s successful and unsuccessful choices, even 

brooding over them – not just feeling good or bad about winning or losing, but replaying 

one’s performance in one’s mind step by step”. 

Teachers who do not take responsibility for their actions are severely hindered from becoming 

more skilled in their practice as emotional involvement is a necessity for this to happen 

(Dreyfus and Wrathall 2014; Gottlieb 2015). Students also need a wide array of skills to be 

successful in school and may become disheartened. Their disruptive behaviour could also be a 
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way of refusing to become emotionally involved and a way of ‘escaping’ the demands of 

schools as students are in situations where they need to act without knowing the outcome of 

their actions (e.g. when they are working on a challenging task that they do not yet fully 

grasp). The students may become disruptive instead of embarking on a challenging task that 

they could fail (Ødegård 2014; Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986). 

Methods 

The following illustrates the methodology of our study, including an overview of the study, 

participants, research design, development of research instrument and analysis of data. 

Overview 

We used a questionnaire that began by asking students if other students had disturbed them 

during the last week. The aim of this question was to examine the ways disruptive behaviour 

could be regarded as part of the everyday lives of students in schools, meaning whether it 

could be experienced as a phenomenon that they are familiar with and which has occurred. In 

the questionnaire, we also posed questions about how students react towards disruptive 

behaviour. Doing so, we aimed to collect data related to how students perceive their own 

influence in classrooms. The results could provide us with indications of how students 

perceive their own (and other students’) influence on disruptive behaviour in the classroom. 

Categories related to these questions in the questionnaire are whether students’ reactions 

could influence other students in the sense that they get more disruptive, or if the disruptive 

behaviour decreases. Such findings could be seen in light of students perceiving that their 

influence matters in the classroom. Finally, we asked students about their perception of 

teachers’ reactions. We wanted to get indications of how students perceive the teachers’ 

influence on disruptive behaviour. As teachers are the main authority in the classroom 

responsible for managing disruptive behaviour, we wanted to examine how the teachers’ 
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reactions to disruptive behaviour influenced disruptive students in the direction of getting 

quiet, or if their disruptive behaviour intensified. The Norwegian Centre for Research Data 

and the Institutional Review Board at the American university, where we are affiliated, 

evaluated ethical aspects of our research and gave their approval. 

Participants 

The sample in the study consists of 1153 students, with 609 (52.8%) being American and 544 

(47.2%) from Norway. The participants were of the ages 15–17 years. Out of the 609 

American students, 318 (overall, 27.6%) were female and 291 (overall, 25.2%) male. The 544 

Norwegian students consisted of 252 (overall, 21.9%) females and 292 (overall, 25.3%) males. 

Our data were collected in a city in the eastern part of Norway and in the west coast of the US. 

Research design 

The design of our study includes one qualitative and one quantitative strain, divided into four 

phases. These are (1) designing the qualitative strand and data collection, (2) analysing data 

from the qualitative strand and developing the questionnaire, (3) implementation of 

questionnaire and quantitative data collection, and (4) analysing data from the questionnaire.  

Phases 1 and 2 were qualitative and included observational studies identifying 

categories of disruptive behaviour conducted by master’s students at the University of Oslo. 

Data from these studies were utilized to create categories in the development of the 

questionnaire implemented in the quantitative strand. We will not report the qualitative data to 

a great extent, except in the next section about the questionnaire-development. 

Developing the questionnaire 

Our questionnaire consisted of 23 items, with 16 measured on a nominal level and seven at an 

ordinal level. The questionnaire (appendix 1) addressed three themes, being (1) degree of 
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disturbance, (2) displayed disruptive behaviour, and (3) reactions to disruptive behaviour 

(which is the focus of this article). 

Implementation of the questionnaire and quantitative data collection 

To validate the questionnaire, three pilot studies were conducted and discussed with members 

of the research group
1
. Administration of two pilot studies was done in Norway, and one in 

the US. The questionnaire was implemented in paper-and-pencil format inside classrooms. 

One researcher was present at all times to oversee the procedure. The students received both 

verbal and textual instructions on how to answer the questionnaire. We presented the 

questionnaire in the native language in both countries (Norwegian and English). 

Analysis of data 

All 23 items in the questionnaire have response rates above 95%, which means that there is a 

very low likelihood that missing data will distort the findings (Fowler 2013). Based on this 

rationale, missing data are not part of our analysis. Our analytical approach is in line with 

what (Johnson and Christensen 2014) presents as the goal of descriptive statistics, which is to 

summarize or make sense of a dataset. We conducted homogeneity analysis and tests of two 

proportions to calculate statistically significant differences and commonalities between 

Norwegian and American students in the sample. 

Results 

The results from our questionnaire are provided in tables with a brief summary of core 

findings in each table. Indications of statistically significant differences are presented in notes 

under each table, as well as which statistical procedures were used. Note that we only 

compare American and Norwegian students, and do not compare groups within the countries. 

When we refer to ‘all students’, ‘male students’ and ‘female students’, we are addressing the 

comparisons between the students in each country and not within. 
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Disruptive behaviour during the last week of being surveyed 

Table 1
2
 shows whether students had been disturbed or disturbed others during the last week 

of being surveyed. The table shows that most students in both Norway and the US said that 

disruptive behaviour disturbed them during the last week of being surveyed. Most students 

reported disturbances during the last week of being surveyed. 

Table 1: Disruptive behaviour during the last week of being surveyed 

Disruptive behaviour displayed by other students 

 American students (%) 
 

Norwegian students (%) 
 

 

 All Female Male All Female Male Total 

Yes 65.6 69.6 61.1 57.8 65.2 51.4 61.9 

No 34.4 30.4 38.9 42.2 34.8 48.6 38.1 

N 598 313 285 538 250 288 1136 

NOTE: statistically significant differences between all the American and Norwegian students (p=.007), 

American and Norwegian males (p=.020), but not between American and Norwegian females (p=.262). 

Statistical tests: Chi-square test of two proportions. 
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Student-reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

Table 2 shows the most frequent student reactions towards disruptive behaviour. Panel A 

illustrates how students perceive the reactions of other students when someone is being 

disruptive in class. Panel B shows the self-reported own reactions to disruptive behaviour. 

The most frequent student-reaction students report to be done by others (Panel A) is either 

‘also get disruptive’ or ‘nothing’. In Panel B, students describe their own reactions and 

‘nothing’ clearly dominates the data. 

Table 2: Student reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

Panel A: Reactions of others 

 American students 
 

Norwegian students 
 

 

 All Female Male All Female Male Total 

Telling teacher 0.5 0.3 0.7 4.0 2.8 5.1 2.1 

Ask them to be quiet 11.1 11.4 10.7 11.1 9.7 12.3 11.1 

Raising of voice, telling them to be quiet 20.0 19.9 20.1 20.8 22.7 19.2 20.4 

Nothing 29.9 26.2 33.9 13.2 10.9 15.2 22.1 

Also get disruptive 38.6 42.3 34.6 50.9 53.8 48.2 44.3 

N 606 317 289 523 247 276 1129 

Panel B: Own reactions 

 American students 
 

Norwegian students 
 

 

Own reactions All Female Male All Female Male Total 

Telling the teacher 0.7 0.9 0.3 3.6 4.1 3.2 2.0 

Raising of voice, telling them to be quiet 7.1 6.9 7.3 11.9 11.4 12.3 9.3 

Also get disruptive 10.4 9.7 11.1 24.7 21.6 27.4 17.0 

Ask them to be quiet 19.4 20.1 18.7 18.2 24.5 12.6 18.9 

Nothing 62.4 62.3 62.6 41.6 38.4 44.4 52.8 

N 607 318 289 522 245 277 1129 

NOTES:  

Panel A: Statistically significant differences are found between all the American and Norwegian students 

(p=.000) within the categories “also get disruptive”, “telling the teacher” and “nothing”. Such differences are 

also found amongst the male and female students within the same categories.  

Panel B: Statistically significant differences are found between all students within the categories “also get 

disruptive”, “raising of voice, telling them to be quiet”, “telling the teacher” and “nothing”. Similar differences 

are found for female students within the same categories except “raising of voice, telling them to be quiet”. For 

the male students, statistically significant differences were found within all categories. 

Statistical tests: Homogeneity analysis, z-test with Bonferroni correction. 
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Influence of student-reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

Table 3 shows the perceived influence of student-reactions towards disruptive behaviour. 

Panel A presents the percentages of how students perceive influence of the reaction of other 

students. Panel B describes percentages of how students perceive influence of their own 

reactions. When students report the influence of other students’ reactions, they mainly report 

that ‘nothing happens’. This is also the case when students report the influence of their own 

reactions. 

Table 3: Influence of student-reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

Panel A: Influence of other students’ reactions towards disruptive students 

 American students 
 

Norwegian students 
 

 

 All Female Male All Female Male Total 

They get quiet 3.9 3.5 4.3 5.1 3.3 6.6 4.4 

They become less disruptive 20.1 20.6 19.5 26.9 26.0 27.7 23.2 

They get more disruptive 25.6 25.7 25.5 24.4 21.9 26.6 25.0 

Nothing happens 50.4 50.2 50.7 43.7 48.8 39.1 47.3 

N 597 315 282 513 242 271 1110 

Panel B: Influence of own reactions towards disruptive students 

 American students 
 

Norwegian students 
 

 

 All Female Male All Female Male Total 

They get more disruptive 7.8 6.5 9.3 9.3 10.0 8.7 8.5 

They get quiet 8.1 6.8 9.6 11.1 7.4 14.4 9.5 

They become less disruptive 15.6 15.9 15.3 23.0 23.8 22.3 19.0 

Nothing happens 68.4 70.8 65.8 56.6 58.9 54.5 63.0 

N 589 308 281 495 231 264 1084 

NOTES: Panel A: statistically significant between all students (p=.026) and male students (p=.023) within the 

categories “they become less disruptive” and “nothing happens”. Panel B: statistically significant differences 

between all students (p=.001), female students (p=.027) and male students (p=.027) within the categories “they 

become less disruptive” and “nothing happens” for all students as well as male and female. 

Statistical tests: Homogeneity analysis, chi-square test of two proportions. 
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Students’ perception of teacher-reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

Table 4 shows students’ perception of teacher-reactions towards disruptive behaviour. Most 

students report that teachers either react to disruptive behaviour by ‘ask them to be quiet’ or 

‘raise their voice and tell them to be quiet’. 

Table 4: Students’ perception of teacher-reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

Teacher reactions towards disruptive behaviour  

 American students 
 

Norwegian students 
 

 

 All Female Male All Female Male Total 

Call their parents 0.2 0.3 0.0 1.2 1.3 1.1 0.6 

Nothing 2.7 2.6 2.8 3.8 3.0 4.4 3.2 

Exclude them from class 2.3 2.6 2.1 7.5 7.2 7.8 4.7 

Look at them in a strict way 5.8 6.7 4.9 6.3 9.4 3.7 6.1 

Walk over to them and ask them to be quiet 8.0 8.6 7.3 5.9 3.8 7.8 7.1 

Walk over to them and tell them to be quiet 11.4 11.5 11.2 12.9 11.1 14.4 12.0 

Raise their voice and tell them to be quiet 28.0 28.1 28.0 45.7 46.8 44.8 36.1 

Ask them if they could be quiet 41.6 39.6 43.7 16.6 17.4 15.9 30.2 

N 599 313 286 505 235 270 1104 

NOTES: Statistically significant differences are found within “raise their voice and tell them to be quiet” and ask 

them if they could be quiet” between all students, male and female (p=.000). 

Statistical tests: Homogeneity analysis, chi-square test of two proportions, Fisher’s exact test. 
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Influence of teacher-reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

Table 5 shows the perceived influence of the two dominating teacher-reactions. Panel A 

shows the percentages within ‘ask them to be quiet’ and Panel B percentages within ‘raise 

their voice and tell them to be quiet’ and ‘ask them to be quiet’. The rationale behind this 

analysis is that those categories heavily dominate the teacher-reactions (Table 3), and because 

the difference between them is statistically significant between American and Norwegian 

students. However, within both categories in each country, most students report that the 

influence of ‘raise their voice and tell them to be quiet’ and ‘ask them to be quiet’ either 

involves the disruptive students to ‘become less disruptive’ or ‘get quiet’. As these results 

were highly similar in both countries, we also ran an analysis examining how any teacher-

reaction influenced disruptive students. The findings were similar, with ‘become less 

disruptive’ or ‘get quiet’ most frequent also in this case. 

Table 5: Influence of asking or telling disruptive students to be quiet 

Panel A: Influence of teachers asking students who are disruptive in class to be quiet 

 American students 
 

Norwegian students 
 

 

 All Female Male All Female Male Total 

They get more disruptive 1.2 1.6 0.8 4.8 4.9 4.7 2.1 

Nothing happens 12.6 13.8 11.3 11.9 14.6 9.3 12.4 

They get quiet 32.8 26.8 38.7 31.0 17.1 44.2 32.3 

They become less disruptive  53.4 57.7 49.2 52.4 63.4 41.9 53.2 

N 247 123 124 84 41 43 331 

Panel B: Influence of teachers raising their voice towards students who are disruptive in class 

 American students 
 

Norwegian students 
 

 

 All Female Male All Female Male Total 

They get more disruptive 2.4 3.4 1.3 2.2 2.8 1.7 2.3 

Nothing happens 9.5 8.0 11.3 11.6 9.3 13.6 10.7 

They get quiet 31.5 27.3 36.3 25.3 23.4 27.1 28.0 

They become less disruptive 56.5 61.4 51.2 60.9 64.5 57.6 59.0 

N 168 88 80 225 107 118 393 

NOTES: There are no statistically significant differences in this table.  

Statistical tests: Homogeneity analysis 
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Discussion 

In the following, we will discuss disruptive behaviour as an everyday phenomenon and in 

light of the concept of emotional involvement. 

Disruptive behaviour as an everyday phenomenon 

Table 1 reported the percentages of students who stated whether they had been disturbed 

during the past week. Our aim was to study the everyday lives of the students in schools 

during class, by asking about their perception of what is going on when disruptive behaviour 

occurs. The everyday we refer to is characterized by shared public actions (Dreyfus 2004a). 

Such actions are holding a conversation or attending class. Due to the high frequency of 

disruptive behaviour reported by the students in our sample, disruptive behaviour seems to be 

part of everyday lives in schools. Earlier findings from our research endorse this, with most 

students reporting to have been disturbed on a weekly, and often daily, basis. Further, coping 

with everyday phenomena requires a set of skills (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986). In schools, 

such skills allow students and teachers to interact with each other and create an environment 

that promotes learning (König and Kramer 2016; Postholm 2013). In other words, 

experiencing to be de-skilled as a cause of disruptive behaviour could occur every day for 

both students and teachers alike. 

 Disruptive behaviour stands in the way of establishing a classroom climate that 

promotes learning and well-being. Qualitative studies within the current research project 

conducted by master’s students at the University of Oslo between 2011 and 2014 seem to 

support this, with each describing that disruptive behaviour affects both the classroom climate 

and the individual student (Ødegård 2011; Stavnes 2013; Solberg 2013; Valseth 2013; 

Fossum 2011). 
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Student involvement and classroom climate 

In this section, we discuss findings related to the reactions towards disruptive behaviour 

reported by the students in our sample, presented in table 2, 3, 4 and 5. 

Students’ reactions to disruptive behaviour 

Asking questions about which kinds of reactions students display towards disruptive 

behaviour allows us to obtain indications of their perceived influence on such behaviour when 

it occurs. The importance of asking this question was underlined by Pintrich and Schunk 

(2002) who pointed out that students having control and autonomy in the classroom can be 

beneficial for both their motivation and the promotion of a positive classroom climate. It has 

also been documented that student involvement when issues in the classroom occur can play a 

part in decreasing the frequency of disruptive behaviour (Greene 2014). A high degree of 

disruptive behaviour severely damages the quality of social and academic activities in schools. 

Our findings indicate that students perceive other students as displaying an observable 

reaction more often when disruptive behaviour occurs. When asking students how they 

themselves react, they mainly answer they do not. They may perceive that they have little 

influence on the behaviour of others. One could also claim that students do not possess the 

necessary skills to manage disruptive behaviour themselves. If they do, they could be afraid to 

use them, as they do not know the outcomes. Students are not able to sufficiently cope with 

what is occurring within the classroom or do not have the confidence to embark on such a 

challenge. Another possibility is that students cope with disruptive behaviour by not 

displaying an observable reaction and purposefully try to “ignore” this behaviour. 

 A large proportion of students report that other students ‘also get disruptive’, 

indicating that students perceive that disruptive behaviour spreads across the classroom when 

it occurs (see Table 3, Panel A). In other words, disruptive behaviour seems to be contagious. 

Norwegian students seem to be more likely to also become disruptive when someone is being 
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disruptive in class than are the American students. This indicates that the American students 

perceive disruptive behaviour to be less contagious than do the Norwegians. The students in 

the US were encouraged to be verbally active during class and ask questions, which is part of 

their grading system. Norwegian students also might be rewarded for this, but it does not 

seem to be part of the grading system known to the students. They did not seem to be equally 

encouraged to engage in verbal activity in class and they are not receiving continuous updates 

on their grades as we observed in the US. This may have an impact in that other criteria are 

included as being disruptive in Norway than in the US. 

 Also getting disruptive can be regarded as a way of coping with disruptive behaviour. 

When the disruptions occur, the students might spontaneously react to them by imitating the 

behaviour of others. This is not necessarily something that they do intentionally or to break 

the rules in the classroom, but something that happens without reflection. This can be 

understood in light of Dreyfus (2004a) claims that human behaviour can spread and create a 

‘common-behaviour’ where members of a group behave in the same way as they are 

influenced by each other. In other words, disruptive behaviour becomes a shared and 

everyday activity. 

 A classroom climate that promotes learning should not be viewed only as a 

responsibility of teachers, with students as passive bystanders. Assuming responsibility of 

ones actions increases emotional involvement in tasks one is doing and it is also closely 

connected to developing skills within any domain (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986). 

 The proportions in Table 3 within the category ‘telling the teacher’ are very low in 

both countries. This indicates an aversion by students to notify the teacher when they perceive 

that someone is being disruptive. Classrooms are settings with a large amount of social 

comparisons and students might not be willing to ‘tattle-tale’ on their peers, at least not in the 

moment disruptive behaviour occurs. Some students commented, ‘It is the teachers job’ to 
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make sure that students stop being disruptive in class, and that their reactions do not matter. 

This could be regarded as an interesting comment as some students perceive that it is the 

teachers’ job to react towards disruptive behaviour, but students do not seem to explicitly put 

this responsibility on the teachers by notifying them that other students are disturbing them. 

The issue here is that the responsibility of creating a positive classroom climate should not be 

the sole responsibility of the teachers, but a collaborative effort together with students. This 

collaborative effort may be something that needs to be learned both by teachers and students. 

 Teachers’ collaborations with students touch upon the issue of student involvement. In 

many cases, teachers present students a set of rules that they are to agree upon, but they do not 

collaborate on creating them (Greene 2014). The idea is that students
3
 are capable of much 

more than just choosing from a set of rules for ‘appropriate’ classroom-behaviour. 

Furthermore, students should be viewed as capable of taking care of each other and 

establishing mutual respect and understanding both amongst themselves, but also in relation 

to the teachers about what kinds of behaviour are acceptable and what kinds of classroom 

climate they want to establish (Greene 2014; Murphy 2013). 

Influence of students’ reactions to disruptive behaviour 

When it comes to disruptive behaviour in school, we should not exclude individual 

responsibilities or cultural contexts. Schools are addressing individual responsibility when it 

comes to learning, and they could also do the same when it comes to the students’ behaviour. 

On the other hand, the students deserve to know about the ethical aspects of being disruptive 

and it includes a negative influence on their classmates as well as the learning climate (Nucci 

and Turiel 2009). Based on this reasoning, students should be enabled to have their voices 

heard in the classroom and perceive that they have actual influence on the events that are 

occurring. Table 4 illustrates that students’ reactions towards disruptive behaviour seem to 

yield little influence on the students that are being disruptive in class. However, the students 
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in our sample seem to have a greater belief that other students than themselves are capable of 

influencing students when they are disruptive in class in either a positive or negative direction. 

The findings in Table 4 can be applied to further illustrate a lack of student involvement (as 

reported by the students) when disruptive behaviour occurs. If the classroom is a setting 

where everyone is equal and every opinion should be valued, it might be of value that students 

cooperate with each other and the teacher to decrease disruptive behaviour. As mentioned in 

the discussion related to findings in Table 2, teachers cannot be expected to manage disruptive 

behaviour by themselves. One direction of assisting teachers might be to enable students to 

have actual influence in the classroom when disruptive behaviour occurs. This goes beyond 

the literature on classroom-management, indicating that students should be taken into account 

when creating rules and norms in the classroom. Rules and norms in the classroom are often 

presented by the teacher for students to discuss and not necessarily something they come up 

with on their own.  

 A set of rules for behaviour is not sufficient in order to decrease unwanted behaviour. 

To do so, students need to be emotionally involved in establishing a positive classroom 

climate (Dreyfus 2004b; Dreyfus and Wrathall 2014). Students need to perceive that their 

influence matters in the classroom-context. As schools play a major part in everyday lives of 

students it might be a good idea to more strongly emphasize academic achievement and social 

well-being as circular phenomena where one is dependent on the other and of equal 

importance. 

Teacher reactions and their influence on disruptive students 

Our findings indicate that it does not necessarily matter how teachers react to disruptive 

behaviour, as long as there is some observable reaction. The majority of students reported that 

disruptive students ‘become less disruptive’ when the teacher provided an observable reaction 

to the behaviour. By becoming less disruptive, the students do not completely stop their 
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disruptive behaviour, but it decreases. Clunies-Ross, Little, and Kienhuis (2008) provide 

results that teachers have great confidence in their own ability to manage disruptive behaviour. 

Based on our findings, one could ask if this confidence is misplaced. There has been a 

tradition of holding teachers accountable when students are not performing in schools 

(Gottlieb 2015). As disruptive behaviour negatively affects both classroom climate and 

academic achievement, one might be led to believe that teachers who are not able to manage 

this kind of behaviour are failing to facilitate good learning conditions for their students. 

 An issue with a high degree of disruptive behaviour is that teachers may feel de-skilled 

(Geddes 2006). As one of their primary objectives is to facilitate learning, teachers might be 

very qualified for doing so and possess great skills in how they teach their subjects. What they 

do not seem to have, however, is sufficient skill in managing disruptive behaviour. The 

documents on ‘Knowledge Promotion’ in Norway and ‘Every Student Succeeds Act’ in 

United States barely mention the issue of disruptive behaviour (Ministry of Education and 

Research 2006; U.S Department of Education 2015). As a consequence, teachers might be 

insufficiently educated in skills needed to establish a positive classroom climate and to 

manage disruptive behaviour. If this is the case, one could claim that the rules and maxims 

learned at the beginner-level of Dreyfus’ Skill-Model are not sufficiently developed, which in 

turn might make it easier for teachers to place the responsibility of lacking abilities to 

establish a positive classroom climate on their not having been properly introduced to the 

skills they need to do so. Gottlieb (2015) might support this by saying that student-teachers
4
 

often are instructed to do tasks like observing classes and meetings and assist with grading. 

These student-teachers seem to serve mainly as observers, and not active participants. The 

issue advanced here is that such practice does not provide student-teachers with insight into 

the flexible nature of the teaching profession and responsibility for outcomes of situations that 

they are emotionally involved in and that matter to them. 
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 Another perspective on the results illustrated in Table 5 is that teachers have some 

positive influence on disruptive behaviour and still possess some authority in the classroom. 

As teachers seem to possess some authority in the classroom, they have a foundation for 

further nurturing cooperation with students on establishing a classroom-climate promoting 

academic and social growth. The key here could be for the teacher to nurture students’ 

emotional involvement for school-related work and strive towards making students perceive 

that teachers matter to them as teachers are one of the most significant and influential agents 

in students’ lives (Galbo 1989). 

Limitations 

Further contextual aspects are lacking in the study. Notable differences we observed during 

the data collection were that the US schools were (a) more diverse and (b) goals and 

measurable outcomes of academic achievement were more salient to American students than 

Norwegian students. In Norway, the goals of each lesson seemed more implicit and students 

did not have the opportunity to continuously know how they were doing in certain subjects. 

To get further indications on how these factors may relate to disruptive behaviour, we need 

more data from these domains. Unfortunately, we did not have the opportunity to collect such 

data due to a lack of time and resources. 

Conclusion 

As a conclusion to this article, we wish to address the issue of the high frequency of 

disruptive behaviour and students’ seemingly low belief in their own influence on disruptive 

behaviour. We raise the question if this could be explained by our schools becoming 

fragmented and lacking a sense of emotional involvement in school-related activities. Bakken 

(2016) documents that 34% of students aged 15–18 say they feel some degree of 
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dissatisfaction in school. This could be linked to disruptive behaviour. Putnam (2000) 

describes how modern human beings experience loneliness and social isolation. He describes 

our civil world as an increasingly lacking arena for social communities. Without sense of 

belonging to a community, there is a sense of emptiness (Bauman 2008). American and 

Norwegian societies are greatly diverse with variation in students’ socio-economic points of 

departure. School classes may be the only social arena many of the students’ experience. If 

school classes are the only social arena experience by students, promotion of social and 

emotional growth should be of equal value to academic achievement. 

Notes 

1
 The research group contains scholars from Norway and the US, within the disciplines of 

education, special needs education, sociology, psychology and philosophy.  

2
 These findings are presented in an earlier article from our study. The article is currently 

under review.  

3
 In relation to this, we wish to point out that our research is on adolescents between the ages 

15–17. We realize that younger students might not be capable of making equally conscious 

decisions. Our argument is not universal, but directed towards the students in our sample. 

 
4
 The term ‘student-teachers’ refer to students undergoing education to become teachers. 
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