
	  

	  

Introduction: Our Key Beliefs  
 
Background: 
We at the Match Teacher Residency (MTR) have written 3 guidebooks that encompass the 
core practices and beliefs of what we believe one needs to learn to be an effective first year 
teacher. Each book accompanies a course that we teach to our teacher-residents. In our 
MOOC, “Surviving Your Rookie Year of Teaching,” we zero in on 3 of the key ideas and 
techniques that we teach in these courses.    
 
Under-girding all of these books and courses are two concepts:  
 
 

 
1. The Classroom Learning Formula 

 

 
 
2. The Teacher Brain 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You will learn about both of these concepts in great detail in this introductory reading, as 
well as in the first week’s lecture of our MOOC.  We want you to spend some time really 
digging into the formulas and the teacher brain.  Once you understand them through and 
through, you’ll be able to extract a ton of our classes, and you’ll have a useful framework for 
organizing your own reflections on teaching and learning.  

Classroom Learning = Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort * (1 - Misbehavior Tax) 
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I. The Classroom Learning Formula 
 
We’re going to start out going all slide-ruler on you.  Economics majors will love this.  The 
rest of you might think: Huh? 
 
But we believe this formula is key for helping you organize what and how you want to 
improve your teaching. It’s a simplified way of analyzing the process of how a teacher gets 
kids to learn.  This formula will allow us to break up what can seem like a million 
components of teaching into a few focus areas.  Here it is again:  
 

 
 
There are three variables, which we’ll discuss in reverse order.  
 
1. The Misbehavior Tax 
 
We made up this term.  We’re channeling H & R Block.  They’re all about taxes.  Oh, wait.  
They help you pay taxes.  Scratch H & R Block.  We don’t want you to pay taxes.  We want 
you to avoid  paying the Misbehavior Tax.  When it comes to the classroom, we are like 
Libertarian Candidate Ron Paul.  See how he’s giving the back of his hand to the 
Misbehavior Tax?   
  

 
 
Obviously, “misbehavior” is when kids do things that they’re not supposed to do in class: 
yell out answers, talk over the teacher, throw paper balls, comb their hair, poke other 
children, etc.   
 
Yes, comb their hair.  We once observed one of our stellar teachers-in-training freeze when a 
kid started combing his hair in class.  The teacher knew he should do something.  But what?   
 
 

Classroom Learning = Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort * (1 - Misbehavior Tax) 
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The “tax” part refers to how much learning s tudents lose  when there is misbehavior going 
on in class.   
 
Thus, “misbehavior tax” is the chunk of learning taken off the bottom line by kids fooling 
around.  Second by second, and minute by minute, learning is depleted by misbehavior. 
 
Many of your kids arrive to your class with low knowledge and skills.  Do you want them to 
pay a high tax on their already low “learning income”?  Are you willing to allow them to be 
“charged” a high Misbehavior Tax? 
 
Some rookie teachers’ classes look like a game of Whack-A-Mole.  The teacher desperately 
tries to handle one misbehavior, and immediately another one pops up.  Then another.  And 
another.   

 
 

  
 
 
Each new “mole” creates learning loss in two ways.  First, the time a teacher has to use to 
handle misbehavior is time in which kids aren’t focused on the Aim for that class.  Second, 
the teacher loses momentum .  That’s the real killer.  Let’s say 15 kids have their hands raised.  
Then misbehavior occurs.  Teacher deals with it.  But now nobody has his hand up. When 
the teacher re-asks the question, only a few kids choose to raise their hands.   
 
In addition to causing learning loss, the Whack-A-Mole game creates a vicious cycle.  When 
kids see other kids misbehave frequently, they start to perceive that the class is disorderly and 
chaotic.   
 
Once students believe that the class is chaotic, they act as they would in a chaotic place—
which causes the class to become more chaotic, and the cycle continues.   
 
(Sociologists call this Broken Windows theory: a neighborhood with many broken windows 
creates perception of lawlessness, leading to more broken windows, graffiti, car break-ins, 

When	  you	  become	  automatic	  and	  crisp	  at	  dealing	  
with	  misbehavior,	  the	  game	  “slows	  down”	  –	  fewer	  

“moles”	  will	  pop	  up	  in	  your	  classroom	  
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etc, which in turn lead to more muggings and violent crime…) 
 
 

 
We’ve seen many rookie teachers’ classrooms where perhaps 30% of 
the minutes are lost to misbehavior and the resulting Whack-a-Mole 
cycle.   
 
That is, students are suffering a Misbehavior Tax of 30% – meaning 
that total learning is just 70% of what it could have been.  That’s a lot!   
 
We want rookie teachers whose Misbehavior Tax varies between 0% 
and 10%, with the average being 5%.   
 
With this tax rate, you'll lose no more than 3 minutes in a 56-minute 
class period – just 20 seconds here, 5 seconds there to correct some 
little misbehaviors and prevent others.   
 
That’s the goal.  By the time you graduate from the program, you will be able to 
teach classes in this low Misbehavior Tax bracket.   
 
So how important is the Misbehavior Tax?  To find out, to try to attach a number to the 
Tax, let’s make up some numbers out of thin air. 
 

CL= Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort *  
(1 - Misbehavior Tax) 

 
Let’s say Lesson Quality (more about what it is later) is ranked on a scale of 1 to 10 “units” 
of quality.   
 
The sum of Individual Student effort also is ranked on a scale of 1 to 10 “units” of effort. 
(That’s what the ∑  stands for: “sum of.”)  
 
 

Misbehaviors 
(Broken 

Windows) 

Perception of 
disorder 

	  

leads to 

	  

leads to 
more 
	  

You	  don’t	  want	  to	  be	  as	  old	  as	  
this	  guy	  and	  still	  have	  to	  play	  
Whack-‐a-‐mole!	  	  It’s	  tiring!	  
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If your students pay NO misbehavior tax in a lesson, AND every single kid is maxing out 
her effort, AND your lesson quality is perfect, then your formula would look like this: 

 
CL = 10 * 10 * (1-0.0) = 100 

 
So, if you taught a perfect lesson, you would come out with 100 “units” of students learning 
(we realize that the concept of “learning units” is nonsensical—but it works for 
comparison).  So that’s our starting point.  A perfect lesson is 100 out of 100.   
 
You’re not going to teach any perfect lessons.   Let’s bring the formula into the real world of 
teaching, and create an example that might be happening right now in our school.   
 
Let’s imagine a solid teacher: Mr. Solid Teacher.  Good, not great, but definitely 
straightforward lessons, “let’s learn how to find the slope of a line”-type stuff.  We’ll call the 
lesson quality an 8 out of 10.   
 
Mr. Solid has good relationships with kids and their parents.  So the kids will try reasonably 
hard for him.  Reasonably hard, but not all out.   It’s still school, it’s still not necessarily stuff 
they’re hungry to learn, they’re not super “into it.”  Let’s call this level of student effort a 7.  
That is: Kid 1 is a 5 out of 10, Kid 2 is a 9 out of 10, and so on.   
 
And let’s assume his classes have a 5% Misbehavior Tax, which is where we want you to be.  
He loses maybe 3 minutes total for a few demerits which he crisply handles.   

 
In this example, Mr. Solid’s classroom learning formula would be: 

 
Mr. Solid’s normal CL= 8 * 7 * (1-0.05) = 53 learning units 

 
Not bad: the average kid got 53 units of learning.  That’s a very solid class.  (Don’t think of 
this number as 53 out of 100 = F).  If you crank out a bunch of classes like this all year, kids 
will make pretty nice academic gains.   

 
Let’s say you, Rookie Teacher, manage to get the same level of student effort as the Solid 
Teacher above.  And let’s say you’re actually using Mr. Solid’s lesson plan about how to find 
the slope of a line, and you rehearsed it, so lesson quality is the same as his, too.    
 
However, kids misbehave quite a bit in your class.   
 
They arrive a minute late.  Talk when they’re supposed to be working silently.  Look at prom 
pictures under the desk.  Make strange noises when you turn to the board.   
 
In the end, the class ends up paying a 40% Misbehavior Tax – that’s the percentage of 
minutes, and the percentage of student energy, lost to these “small potatoes” violations.  

 
For this lesson, your CL formula would look like this: 
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Your CL = 8 * 7 * (1 - 0.4) = 37 learning units 
 

Because of the misbehavior tax, your kids squeaked out only 37 units of learning. 
 
That’s 30% less learning.  That’s big!  That’s equivalent to the whole achievement gap right 
there.   
 
Think we’re making up numbers out of thin air?   
 
Well, we are, but only sort of.  Economist Eric Hanushek of Stanford has shown that the 
students of first year teachers typically learn significantly less than the students of more 
experienced teachers. 
 
We believe that the Misbehavior Tax is a big part of what drives that big discount (the 
penalty kids pay when they have average first year teachers).    
 
Now, let’s say you want to increase student learning.  You don’t want kids to get 37 units of 
learning.  You want them to get 50+ units of learning, like Mr. Solid Teacher.  You don’t 
want them to learn less just because they’re stuck with you as a rookie teacher.   
 
How can you create more CL? 
 
Following our formula, you can try to raise any one of the three variables.  You can: 

a) increase lesson quality, 
b) increase student effort, or 
c) reduce the misbehavior tax. 
 

Most new teachers tend to choose “a.”  That’s because they feel it is the variable they have 
the most control over.   
 
So let’s say that you, as a new teacher, decide to pick a.  You work for six hours on a Sunday 
afternoon.  You create an unbelievably cool lesson plan.  You actually practice delivering the 
lesson plan in your mirror.  In real time.  Twice.   
 
You think: this is going to be a 9.5 out of 10 lesson in terms of “quality.”  Kids will be 
excited.  Inspired.  You’ve got some references to pop songs.  You’ve come up with the 
coolest introduction ever.  You’ve got some Google Earth in there and a video chat arranged 
with a math professor in Peru who calculates the slope of mountains.  You have an 
unbelievably clear way of explaining slope.  It’s the best lesson of all time.   
 
Now your CL formula looks like this: 

 
Your new CL = 9.5 * 7 * (1 – 0.4) = 40 learning units 

 
Your student learning only went up 3 units ! 
 
That’s not much of a bump in what kids get out of your class, especially considering you 
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spent an extra six hours on a single lesson!   
 
It’s because of that darned Misbehavior Tax.   
 
To review, in this example you have a great relationship with students, you have great 
lessons, and yet students are only learning about half of what they could be learning!  Your 
Misbehavior Tax is taking a huge toll. 

 
Meanwhile, let’s peek back at how Mr. Solid is doing.  Mr. Solid had a rough night last night.  
We think he caught a cold or something. That happens to new teachers a lot before they 
build up their immune systems. You get the point.   
 
He rolls out of bed late and has to rustle up a quick slope-of-line lesson.  He plans it in only 
40 minutes.  Because his lesson was planned in a hurry, its quality rates only a 7 out of 10.  
So this lesson is lower quality than his last lesson and your original, pre-six-hour-plan-a-thon 
lesson. 
 
Mr. Solid still doesn’t make that many phone calls, so the sum of Individual Student Effort in 
his class is still a 7.  
 
But because he continues to run a tight ship, Mr. Solid’s Misbehavior Tax is still only 5%.  
Very little time and energy is lost to distraction.  Therefore, even with his less-than-stellar 
lesson plan, his CL comes out as follows: 

 
Mr. Solid’s “quickly thrown-together lesson:”  

 
CL = 7 * 7 * (1 – 0.05) = 47 learning units 

 
His kids just learned about 7 units more than yours, even though he spent just 40 minutes on 
his lesson plan and you spent 6 hours on yours!  And remember, on a normal day with a solid 
lesson plan, his CL reaches a 53—a giant 13 units greater than your CL on your specially 
planned day with an amazing lesson plan! 
 
In fact, on your best day – if you could somehow teach at a level of 9 out of 10, and generate 
incredibly diligent students who are working at 9 out of 10 in terms of effort – your CL will 
not even reach 49 units.   
 
In other words, high lesson qual i ty  and student e f for t  wi l l  never  compensate  for  a high 
Misbehavior Tax .   
 
You have to lower the tax in order to generate significant gains in your students’ Classroom 
Learning.  You have to.  You must.  There is no other way.  
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So what can lower the tax?  Four things: 
  

1.  First, your ability to respond automatically and consistently to misbehavior, and 
your skill in preventing misbehavior before it happens in the first place.    
 

The second week of our MOOC will focus specifically on how rookie teachers can 
achieve this automaticity and consistency, even if they have a tough start to the year 
with classroom management.   

 
2. Second, a tight, legit lesson that generates a ton of student engagement and reduces 
opportunities for disruption is key to a low Misbehavior Tax. 

 
A “legit” lesson is rigorous with students doing most of the thinking.   The 
“tightness” of a lesson, on the other hand, is determined by how well you execute 
your lesson plan and how efficiently you orchestrate transitions and procedures.   
 
The third week of our MOOC will feature a teaching technique called the “Turn and 
Talk” that, when planned and executed correctly, can give your Lesson Quality a real 
boost.  

 
 
3. Third, your “professional relationship capital” will also help you lower the 
Misbehavior Tax.   
 

Having positive relationships with your students, their families, and the class as a 
whole contribute will help you improve student behavior and effort in class. 

 
For example, a kid with whom you have a strong professional relationship is less 
likely to be yelling when she walks into your room, because she doesn’t want to 
disappoint you.  A student who knows you’re in touch with his mom might dread 
your bad-news phone call to her (doesn’t want to get grounded), so he’ll monitor 
himself more closely. A student who feels invested in the identity of the class you’ve 
built may be less likely to derail said class. 
 
The final week of our MOOC will explore how regular phone calls to parents can 
boost your professional relationship capital with students.  

 
4. There is “other stuff” that can also help you lower the Misbehavior Tax. 
 

We’re not going to focus on this ‘other stuff’ because you need to master 1, 2, and 3 
first. In our mission of creating an unusually effective first-year teacher, there’s a lot 
of “other stuff” we won’t have time to talk about in our MOOC, and, in fact, we 
don’t even touch that much in our yearlong residency program.  Down the road, you 
can spend years refining your practice, and moving from a solid rookie teacher to 
eventually a master teacher.  But to generate good CL as a first year teacher, you 
need those first three things as your foundation.   
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Without mastery of all three of the above skills – classroom management, 1-on-1 
relationships with kids and parents, and tight/legit lessons – your Misbehavior Tax will be 
high.  Learning opportunities will be lost.  Kids will learn less.  And you will be frustrated.  
And possibly cranky.   
 
2. ∑Individual Student Effort 
 
Let’s continue defining the terms of Formula 2.  We just covered Misbehavior Tax.  Now 
let’s look at the middle term.   
 

CL= Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort *  
(1 - Misbehavior Tax) 

 
Again, the ∑ thing just means “Sum of.”  If there are 30 kids in your classroom, this term 
basically adds together how hard all the 30 kids are trying.  The more effort they exert, the 
more they’ll learn.   
 
Let’s think about natural classroom dynamics with 30 kids:  
 

Maybe 5 kids generally try hard in all their classes.   
 
Maybe 5 rarely try hard.   
 
For 20 kids, it depends.  It depends on the teacher, the subject, and a bunch of other 
things.   

 
The classes of many rookie teachers reach a natural tipping point (that tips in the wrong 
direction) within the first couple months of school.  The 5 kids who don’t try hard “tip” the 
class in the direction of low effort.  They win over some of the 20 uncertain ones.  Then it 
becomes very difficult to get kids to answer rigorous questions, work independently, etc.   
 
To compensate, you’ll end up trying to inject a ton of energy into the class by yourself.  
Rookie teachers do this.  It will smell like panic to many students, when the teacher is 
waving her arms and trying to perform in a class without having established some basic 
order and discipline. 
 
You’ll also start over-calling on the 5 kids who do try hard.  It will be your attempt to re-
establish momentum and energy in the class.  However, 5 kids cannot drive momentum by 
themselves.  Soon, they will resent being called on so much, especially if it might make them 
look “un-cool.” 
 
This will possibly turn off even more of the 20 uncertain kids. 
 
You need to reverse that.  If you were running for President, you would need to get all three 
of these constituencies to win the election.  There are natural allies, natural opponents, and 
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swing voters.  (We say “opponents” in a very limited sense.  No student is ever your 
opponent per se.  However, it may feel that way on some days.  You can and will win them 
over.  But the onus is on you to do so.)   
 
Many rookie teachers do the equivalent of targeting the allies and the swing voters.  That’s  
the r ight  move for  e l e c t ions ,  but i t ’ s  the wrong approach for  t eaching.    
 
You need to target the toughest kids.  And flip them.  You can’t teach around them.   
 
If you can get the 5 kids inclined not to try (or maybe even 3 or 4 of them), not only will you 
help them learn (which is your job), but you also will be able to win over the 20 un-decideds 
with a lot less teacher effort.    
 
Note that by “target” the toughest kids, we do not mean “befriend.”  We mean that you 
cultivate a professional relationship with these students and their parents, and push them to 
work harder and do the right thing.  If you try to “befriend” tough kids by just trading notes 
on pop culture and asking how their weekend went, you will lose their respect, and it will 
make your job harder, not easier.   
 
And once you get most of the 5 inclined not to try, plus most of the 20 undecideds, the 5 
kids who generally work hard will be freed to give their all.   
 
So you can’t simply think something like “Hey, it’s up to the kids to put forth effort.  My job 
is to teach the kids who want to learn.”   
 
There are many places where that is the norm. But we believe that you wouldn’t be taking 
the time to participate in this MOOC if you didn’t think that there’s something YOU can do 
better in order to help your students learn.    
 
Moreover, if you are teaching in a school where you’re really trying to turn around the 
academic fortunes of kids who desperately need to learn in your class, our Learning Formula 
makes it very clear: your ability as a teacher to generate more Effort in each individual 
student is key to getting the whole group of kids to learn a lot.  You are flipping kids from 
low-effort to medium, and medium to high.  You need the mindset of a personal trainer: 
getting reluctant people to exercise.   
 
We believe that all teachers – but especially teachers who choose to work in high-poverty 
schools – must believe that generating student effort, particularly in kids who arrive to their 
class disinclined to work hard, is a key element of their jobs.    
 
What affects ∑ Individual Student Effort?  Many of the same factors we discussed above.  
That is, many of the same things which affect behavior  also affect e f for t : 

 
1.  Student effort is affected by your ability to prevent students from losing focus and the 
readiness of your “automatic response” to kids who already are.   
 

This is slightly different than responding to misbehavior.  A kid may not be breaking 
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any rules, but she may be starting to daydream.  She’s not paying close attention to 
you or her classmates, not taking down her notes or getting right down to work 
when it’s time to.  Can you easily and consistently get her back on task?  Your 
automaticity and consistency in these situations is just as important as it is when 
you’re responding to more obvious Misbehavior Tax. You might even choose to 
focus on situations like this for your “consistency reset” assignment in Week 2 of 
this MOOC. 

 
2.  A “tight, legit lesson,” where the activities are planned so that students have to do 
most of the “heavy lifting,” will generate higher student effort.   
 

Students will try harder if you give them frequent and meaningful opportunities to 
express their ideas; they will rise to those occasions. We explore this idea of “Ratio” 
in Week 3 – that is, the Ratio of thinking that you’re asking students to do in any 
given class in comparison to how much thinking that you, the teacher, are doing. 
Teachers who plan and deliver high Ratio lessons can expect to see a payoff in 
student effort.  

 
3. Your “professional relationship capital” with each kid and parent can help you 
keep students on task. 
 

A kid who knows you care about her is going to try harder in your class – just to 
please you.  Imagine 2 teachers with an identical lesson on subject-verb agreement.  
But only the second one has strong relationships with many kids in the class.  That 
second teacher is going to get many more kids to follow along, to give a good effort. 
As you’ll read about later, we learned through a research study that we conducted 
that students are more likely to voluntarily participate in class if their teacher 
proactively called home the night before. We’ll cover how to make those calls in 
Week 4 of this MOOC.  

 
4. Other stuff can help raise student effort.   

 
This could include your level of content knowledge, level of intrinsic motivation in 
students, degree to which the curriculum is culturally relevant, how much you tutor 
students outside of class, etc, etc.  Again, we’re not going to get into #4 that much, 
because you need to master 1-3 first. 

 
3. Lesson Quality  
 
Okay, we’re onto the final part of our formula.   
 

CL= Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort * 
(1 - Misbehavior Tax) 
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Briefly, lesson quality includes:  
 
• Planning and “Value” of lesson: 

o Does the lesson align with yearlong overall class goals in terms of writing skill, 
reading skill, math skill? 

o How well does your lesson fit with yesterday’s lesson and, in particular, does it build 
off what your assessment data tells you about what kids knew as of the end of class 
yesterday? 

o How will you explain new material? 
o How well do you anticipate the exact moments where cognitive difficulties will arise, 

and then plan to address them? 
o Do the thinking tasks align and lead to an end-of-class target task? 
o Do you have a clear vision of the thinking required for mastery of the target task?  

 
• Execution of lesson:  

o Did you make good decisions about how to spend your limited time with the kids? 
o How did you handle various “I don’t know” and half-correct student responses?   
o How clearly were you able to articulate what you wanted students to know and be 

able to do?  
o Were you able to establish a quiet work environment so students could practice what 

they learned without disruption? 
o Were you able to give students feedback that will move them towards mastery? 
o How was your energy and bearing?   

 
• Dealing with contingencies:  

o Were you able to answer unexpected questions? 
o Were you able to troubleshoot student problems with the material? 
o Were you able to adjust the lesson to the needs of your students? 
o Were you able to deal with an interruption to the lesson? 
o Were you able to deflect an off-topic student question or remark? 

 
Note that we haven’t included how entertaining or interactive a lesson is in measuring its 
“quality.”   
 
While you have to interest students in the lesson to ensure that they try hard, designing 
lessons around their entertainment value tends to lower their quality in terms of how much 
students learn.   
 
If your class spends 30 minutes cutting out shapes to use in a geometry lesson, and 20 
minutes actually doing something with the shapes, they may be entertained, but they have 
learned a lot less than if they had been working on geometric concepts for 50 minutes.  In 
addition, your Misbehavior Tax is bound to go up significantly, as there are so many moving 
parts in this lesson (scissors, glue, pieces of paper, etc). 
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As you can see from the lists above, there’s a lot that goes into quality.  Teachers spend 
entire careers seeking to improve it.  It can seem overwhelming. 
 
But remember: We’re not trying to answer every question that pertains to the art of teaching.  
We’re trying to get you to master a smaller group of fundamental teacher moves, so that 
you will be an unusually effective first year teacher.   
 
If you master these fundamental moves, your lesson will already be of “solid” Quality, and 
you will have that entire aforementioned career to improve it.   
 
4. Interaction Effect 
 
There are some issues with creating a mathematical formula for a non-mathematical activity 
like teaching.  Let’s take a look: 
 

CL= Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort * (1 - Misbehavior 
Tax) 

 
In an ideal world of formula making, each of the 3 variables in the equation would be 
independent of the other two.   
 
But in the real world of teaching, the value of any one variable does affect the other two, 
thereby magnifying the influence of any one teacher action. 
 
For example, when the Quality of a lesson is low, the ∑Individual Student Effort will be 
low as well.  During a low-quality lesson, kids will feel they’re not learning much, so they 
won’t see the point of trying.  Once effort drops, students get bored, so the Misbehavior 
Tax may rise as well.  Here’s what this looks like in visual form: 
 
 
 

CL= Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort * (1 - Misbehavior Tax) 
 
 
Therefore, a small drop in lesson quality can have a ripple effect through the other 2 
variables, significantly decreasing classroom learning. 
 
On the flip side, a small improvement can make a big difference.  If you manage to lower the 
Misbehavior Tax, momentum will build in class.  Students will be less distracted, which will 
allow them to work harder.  So a decrease in Misbehavior Tax will probably cause an 
increase in student effort as well!   
 
The visual: 
 
 

  CL= Lesson Quality * ∑Individual Student Effort * (1 - Misbehavior Tax) 
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So basically, a change in any one variable will also affect the other variables, which increases 
the impact of any single teacher action. 
   

 
II. The Teacher Brain 
 

Ok, we think our Classroom Learning Formula is a good tool for organizing all of the 
activity that contributes to student learning. Now let’s shift to discussing a framework that 
attempts to organize all of the activity that’s happening inside a teacher’s head while she 
delivers a lesson: the Teacher Brain.   
 
Using only equipment found in the Match High School science lab, for the first time ever 
recorded in history, we managed to map the “Teacher Brain During Class.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We discovered three regions of the Teacher Brain that account for the vast majority of the 
decisions that teachers make when they’re delivering instruction: 
 

1) The Patrolling Effort/Behavior Oblongata, or PEBO (“managing”: dealing with 
student provocations through reaction and pre-emption).    

 
While you are explaining the hypotenuse, your PEBO fires to alert you to:  
 
a) Kid A chatting,  
b) Kid B looking out the window and exerting no effort,  
c) Kid C chewing what appears to be gum.   

 
2) The Performance Cortex (“teaching”: explaining concepts, questioning kids, etc.).   
 

When you are up there explaining "Okay, folks, here is how you find the 
hypotenuse" – your Performance Cortex is firing. 
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3) The Teacher Navigational Lobe (“monitoring”: managing the clock, the transitions 
between activities in your lesson plan, and the degree to which you’re on target to meet 
the learning objective).   

 
When you think "Uh oh, we've kind of gotten off on a tangent, there are only 20 
minutes left in the period, and the kids still don't know the Aim, which was to name 
the 4 main causes of the Revolutionary War" – that's your Navigational Lobe.   

 
We will also address how to deal with your Stress Factory and your Humor-Bellum. 
 
The PEBO 

 
The Case for an Automatic PEBO 
 
Many rookie teachers describe classroom management as THE central challenge of their first 
year of teaching. We think that has a lot to do with the fact that their PEBOs are not yet 
automatic.  
 
Your PEBO is the part of your brain that will help you lower the Misbehavior Tax and 
increase ∑Individual Student Effort.  When you notice any misbehavior, or when you 
notice low individual student effort (eyes not tracking you, for example), you not only must 
respond immediately, and effectively, but automatically.  You can't afford to consciously think 
about what to do.  That takes needed energy away from the other brain areas.   

 
Automatic firing of your PEBO helps make a teacher: 
 

a) consistent.  The same provocation gets the same consequence so students know 
what to expect.  
 
b) even-toned.  Because it’s automatic, you’re not responding shrilly or over-
zealously (which makes it feel “personal” to a kid), nor weakly (which makes a kid 
want to try it again).   
 
c) appear confident to the kids.   When response is automatic, there are no “tells” 
(like your eyes fluttering a bit) to indicate that you’re actively thinking about what to 
do to handle the situation.  “Active thinking” suggests uncertainty, which can erode 
students’ confidence that their teacher is a strong leader.    
 
d) more alert to what and how students are learning. The better your PEBO 
works, the more able you’ll be to use your Performance Cortex and Navigational 
Lobe.   
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A teacher has a finite amount of brainpower.  A teacher who handles a classroom 
provocation automatically protects max power for the other areas.  Meanwhile, our data 
shows that a strong, automatic, well-developed PEBO dramatically curtails activity in the 
brain’s Stress Factory.   
 
There are undoubtedly some teacher-educators who wouldn’t agree with our beliefs about 
the PEBO.  We don’t want to dwell on it, but we want you to understand what they believe.   

 
a. Some deny the existence of the PEBO.  They think simply that as long as the lesson is 
“good,” kids will try hard and behave well.  This theory has been disproved by countless first-year 
teachers with great lesson plans and chaotic classrooms. 
 
b. Some agree with us that the PEBO is critical, but that it can only be developed by trial 
and error over the course of a couple years.  They think trying to deliberately “practice” 
to strengthen the PEBO is a waste of time. Only the “throw them in and let them sink 
until they can swim” method is used.  Essentially, teachers in a “sink or swim” school are 
practicing classroom management.  It’s just that they’re often “practicing” what not do, and they’re 
“practicing” on a real class with real kids.  This produces real stress and little real learning. 
 
c. Sometimes education professors are uncomfortable discussing the topic of student 
misbehavior.  First, they, too, might struggle to manage a group of middle school kids, 
so they can’t provide either overarching strategies or nuance.  Second, discipline 
questions often don’t play well in university classrooms, where political issues quickly 
surface and block substantive conversations about appropriate techniques.  Universities 
provide knowledge; learning to teach requires practice and on-the-job coaching. 
 
d. Some programs believe that each teacher must invent a classroom management 
approach entirely customized to himself or herself.  They think teaching, unlike playing 
piano, flying an airplane, or diagnosing patients, has no “fundamentals.”  They think 
that, because management deals with individual humans, it can’t be systematized, and 
therefore can’t be taught.   
 
Strangely, this isn’t an argument used to de-systematize other professions.  People’s bodies vary greatly, 
but doctors are still taught common symptoms and common treatments for diseases.  They’re not told, 
‘Oh, well there are no guidelines for anything in medicine, because every person is different, so we can’t 
generalize at all.  So here’s a scalpel, some morphine, and a blood-pressure cuff.  Go to town and let us 
know how it goes.”  That would be ridiculous, no? 

 
In other words, we think they’re wrong.  We think the PEBO can be developed to a 
“competent, automatic” level even before Day 1 of full-time teaching. And we think there 
are some things you can do to strengthen your PEBO once you’re in the job.  
 
Developing Your Automatic PEBO  
 
How do you develop an Automatic PEBO?  Our trainees practice stuff out loud, frequently, 
and until they achieve mastery. We are one of the few teacher training programs that believes 
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in practicing this stuff until it becomes ridiculously automatic.1   
 
Think of basketball.  You do basic drills.  You do enhanced drills.  You scrimmage.  You 
watch videotape of yourself.  You compete in games.  You do many things to improve.   
 
We think you need all methods for teacher training, too.  Most teacher training programs do 
not agree with us.  They basically just have trainees “compete” – they use live student 
teaching to get trainees to learn.  No drills, no scrimmage, no practice, no tape.  If you’re 
currently a full-time teacher, then you’re already competing at “game speed” every day. But 
it’s still possible to create drills and other deliberate practices in order to strengthen your 
PEBO.  
 
It’s not as hard as it seems. The second session of this MOOC will walk you through a small 
set of concrete steps that you can take right now to improve your PEBO, no matter how 
you started off this school year.  
 
The Other 4 Parts of The Teacher Brain 
 
B. The Performance Cortex 
 
The Performance Cortex drives all of the teaching-and-learning (as opposed to behavior 
management or motivation) aspects of your class.  It helps you make a broad range of 
instructional decisions during class.  For example, it decides what questions to ask the class, 
analyzes student answers and produces a response, chooses how to respond to a particular 
question, creates the explanation of a difficult concept.   
 
The Cortex has a big part in determining how well you plan and execute your lessons, both 
of which factor into Lesson Quality. This is the part of the brain that requires by far the 
most mental bandwidth because of the complexity and unpredictable nature of the decisions 
that you have to make about teaching and learning. The faster a novice teacher can make 
other parts of the brain automatic, the faster they can begin developing their Performance 
Cortex.  
  
C. The Teacher Navigational Lobe 
 
Your Teacher Navigational Lobe helps you keep your lesson on track.  It navigates time.  “I 
haven’t yet achieved my objective.  But there are only 10 minutes left.  Plus I wanted to 
review for tomorrow’s quiz.  Now what do I do?”   
 
Imagine a version of you that is watching two other version of “you” teaching.  The “main 
teacher” is your Performance Cortex.  Another version of you, perhaps wearing a snazzy 
police uniform, is on a patrol.  The Navigator sits off to the side, like a head coach of a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

1	  In	  the	  last	  year	  or	  so,	  other	  programs	  (and	  even	  K-‐12	  schools)	  have	  started	  using	  Match	  Teacher	  
Residency’s	  techniques	  to	  systematically	  develop	  automaticity.	  	  We	  think	  we’re	  still	  one	  of	  the	  only	  
program	  prioritizing	  it	  to	  this	  degree.	  
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football team who sometimes needs to call in a play.  You observe time, you observe 
learning, and once in a while you radio into the Performance Cortex (the quarterback), and 
you make a decision about what activity should happen next.   
 
While the Navigation Lobe most directly affects your Lesson Quality, a lesson with urgency 
and momentum greatly contributes to lowering Misbehavior Tax and increasing 
∑Individual Student Effort.   
    
D. The Stress Factory 
 
Does much need to be said here?  Teaching is enormously stressful.   
 
One reason we’re so interested in helping novice teachers develop strategies for reducing the 
Misbehavior Tax is that we hope to dramatically lower their stress levels. Of course, we will 
still leave you with much to fret about: even the best teachers always have a nagging sense of 
“I could be doing more to help my students achieve.”  But challenges with classroom 
management are often the most physically and emotionally draining. If we can take some of 
those challenges off the table the Stress Factory won’t be working overtime.  
 
E. Humorbellum 
 
You’re on your own with this one.  As you can tell from the readings and videos, our own 
Humorbellum development isn’t exactly impressive. But we try.  
 
*** 
To review, we learned that there are 5 parts of the teacher brain: 

1. Patrolling Effort and Behavior Oblongata (PEBO) – monitors student behavior 
and effort. 

2. Performance Cortex – controls “teaching” actions and methods. 
3. Navigational Lobe – monitors timing and pacing of lesson, makes instructional 

decisions. 
4. Stress Factory – manufactures different-sized balls of worry. 
5. HumorBellum – don’t force it.  

 
CODA: 
 
Hey, we learned something recently.  We found a 6th part of the Teacher Brain.  Thank 
goodness for our MRI machines.   
 
It’s your mindset, dispositions, and beliefs.  Your honest-to-goodness beliefs, not mantras 
we want you to say.  About yourself.  About teaching.  About kids.  About your desire to be 
an awesome rookie versus desire to just be pretty solid.  It’s Even about what you believe 
you can learn through this MOOC.      
 
The simple version is that we’ve found a few common stories thus far from the hundreds of 
rookie teachers that we’ve trained.  Some were naturals.  Many weren’t.  The non-naturals 
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who describe themselves as happiest and most successful (and whose principals share that 
assessment) made a concrete, affirmative, specific decision at some point to really want to 
become an exceptional teacher, all-in, holding nothing back.   
 
This mindset affected how they learned everything we’ve introduced in our courses and 
texts. And it also affected how they interacted with feedback about their own development.  
We hope to explore this topic of “teacher mindset” in future MOOCs.  


