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Resource 36: Possible responses to a pupil who is off task 

 
 

This list is not meant to be definitive. Good teachers and other adults working with pupils 
are very creative and flexible in the way they work. You may choose to use many of these 
techniques often, some of them some of the time, and a few never. 
 
Take-up time 
This is perhaps the most important response to remember. Never back pupils into a 
corner. Take-up time gives them a way out without losing face. Once you have told a pupil 
to do something, assume cooperation and allow them time to cooperate. If you’ve got as 
far as a warning, allow Inaya time to consider her position, eg, ‘Put your make-up back in 
your bag, thanks’, turn and walk away. If you stand over the pupil, they may feel they have 
to say ‘no’. When you’ve gone, they can mutter to their friends but cooperate. You may 
need to check later in an unobtrusive way. 
 
Catch the eye 
Many pupils will respond to this, but be careful. Others see it as a challenge – ‘Are you 
looking at me?’ 
 
The glare 
A frown or a stare can bring many pupils back into line. It’s saying ‘I disapprove’ without 
disrupting the flow of the lesson or activity. 
 
Ignore 
We can often ignore things. If she’s ignored, Inaya may well start doing what she should be 
doing. At this point notice and/or praise. 
 
Move closer 
Teach from Inaya’s part of the classroom, or move to sit nearer her. 
 
Call their name 
‘Inaya’. Followed up with a gesture, eg, pointing at the work, finger to mouth, etc. 
 
Non-verbal responses 
Use posters showing rules. Develop a set of signals that the pupils understand. Then you 
can use them for some pupils without disturbing others. Primary classes could have a ‘noise 
meter’ that indicates whether the class is too noisy. The adult need only point to the meter. 
 
Get the attention of the class with some exciting news or instructions 
This may divert Inaya from what she was doing and help her rejoin the group. At this point 
notice and/or praise her. 
 
Notice and/or praise the least step towards cooperation 
If you want her to write four effects of an unhealthy diet, notice when she has written one. 
If you want her to sit in her own place and stop bothering other pupils, notice when she’s 
leaning on her own table, not someone else’s, ‘That’s more like it, Inaya. Now you can 
sit down.’ 
 
Continued on next page… 
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Ask for her help 
Some pupils can be stopped in their tracks by a remark like this, ‘Well, I don’t know. I 
want you to finish the project before the end of the lesson, and you’re really finding it hard 
to get started. How are we going to get round this? Have you got any ideas that we could 
try?’ Sometimes they do have very good ideas! 
 
Praise the work or behaviour of pupils nearby 
Make it worth Inaya’s while to start being cooperative. 
 
Talk about her work 
Always focus on the learning. Engage with the task rather than the behaviour if you can. 
 
Rule reminder rather than telling off 
Stay positive! 
 
Rule reminder or consequence reminder for group 
‘Listen, everyone. I want to remind you that this work must be finished today. I will be 
checking how far everyone has got with this in 10 minutes. Anyone who hasn’t started will 
be in line for a lunchtime detention! Be warned.’ Say this firmly but with a smile. You could 
follow this up with a ‘five minutes to check’ warning. 
 
Warning 
Using the pattern, ‘If you do this, then this will happen’. 
 
Offer positive curriculum choices 
Help Inaya get some feeling of control by offering her choice about the order of tasks, 
materials used or place to work. 
 
Check understanding about the task 
Misbehaviour can mask learning needs. 
 
Make a friendly offer 
Some needy pupils like being offered something. Even older pupils can get down to work 
using a nice pen. 
 
Establish rapport by referring to past conversation or factors unrelated to school 
‘How’s your hamster? Feeling better?’ 
‘Nice haircut.’ 
 
Description not instruction 
Sometimes you can just point out what is going on and leave pupils to draw their 
own conclusions. 
‘There is a lot of litter on the floor.’ 
‘We only have ten minutes left.’ 
‘This group has not started yet, I see.’ 
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