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Abstract: The management of discipline problems has become a current issue in 
Singapore schools. Previous studies showed that the situation seemed to be 
deteriorating. Such results suggest that future teachers need to be well-trained in 
understanding and handling possible discipline problems in schools. The present study 
investigated trainee teachers’ views on different aspects of discipline problems in 
schools. These trainee teachers who had undergone teaching practice in schools were 
asked to identify the most common discipline problems they had encountered and the 
seriousness of these problems. They were also asked to evaluate the effectiveness of 
various management strategies used to deal with these discipline problems. The 
responses of these trainee teachers were compared to the answers of experienced 
teachers from Singapore schools.  

  
Introduction 

Discipline problems and behavioural problems of students have always been a major concern for 
teachers and educators. It has been the greatest challenge for beginning teachers in their teaching 
career: some of them failed to deliver lessons successfully since they cannot manage their 
students’ behaviours effectively.  

 
In British and German literature, the transition from trainee teachers to teaching job has been often 
referred to as the “reality shock”. That is used to describe the collapse of the missionary ideals 
formed during teaching training by the harsh and rude reality of everyday classroom life 
(Veenman, 1984). Muller-Fohrbrodt, Cloetta, and Dann (1978) proposed the possible outcomes of 
reality shock for these teachers: changes of behaviours, changes of attitudes, changes of 
personality, and finally leaving the teaching position. In a literature research, based on 83 
international study results, Veenman (1984) found that "classroom disciplines" was ranked as the 
most severe problem by the beginner teachers. Some research results showed that in some Western 
countries a rather great amount of beginning teachers believed that they had learned little about 
teaching in their train program (e.g., Book, Byers, & Freeman, 1983; Smylie, 1989). It is possible 
that, during their train program the trainee teachers underestimate the possible discipline problems 
they will face in schools. It is also possible that they cannot use the effective strategies to deal with 
students’ problems successfully.  

 
In Singapore, we always find some new teachers leave their position, is it because they have 
“reality shock” when they start their teaching career? Or because they have not learned enough to 
deal with different students' problems in their training program? 
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The present study compared the experienced teachers and the trainee teachers in perceiving 
students' discipline problems and behavioural problems, and in using strategies to deal with these 
problems.  

 
Method 

Subjects 
Two samples of subjects in this study were included. Sample one included 299 experienced 
teachers, 15% of them were males and 85% of them were females. About half of teachers (51.1%) 
were from primary schools in Singapore, 36.9% of them from secondary schools, and 12% of 
them from junior colleges. Their average of teaching experience was 14.77 years, over 90% of 
these teachers had at least two years of teaching experience. 
 
Sample two included 521 trainee teachers from National Institute of Education, 30.7% of them 
were males and 69.3% of them were females. These subjects were from Post Graduate Diploma in 
Education program, which is a one year training program for university graduates. When this 
study was conducted, they had been spent five to six weeks in schools for their teaching 
practicum, 34.7% of them were in primary schools, 58.5% of them were in secondary schools, and 
6.8% of them in junior colleges.  
 
Instrument and procedures 
The instrument used in this study was a paper-and-pencil questionnaire consisting two major parts: 
26 items were related to perception of discipline problems and behavioural problems and 15 items 
were related to strategies of handling these problems. Most of these items were adopted from the 
questionnaire used by Johnson, Oswald & Adey (1993). Some of them were based on our previous 
study (Tan & Cheng, 1999). By using 4-point scales, subjects were asked to report how often each 
of these problems had happened in their class and to rate how difficult to deal with each of the 
problems. The responses were limited to the class subjects taught most often in their schools. This 
limitation would reduce the general responses or answered the questions based on their subjective 
impressions. The subjects were also asked to use 4-point scales to report how often they had used 
each of the listed strategies and how effective each of them was.  

 
The questionnaire was given to the subjects and they spent about 15 to 20 minutes to complete it. 
The questionnaire was given to the trainee teachers after they had learned the course "Classroom 
management", and spent about 5 to 6 weeks in their teaching practicum. 
 

Results and Discussion 
The results of comparisons between experienced teachers and trainee teachers are shown in Table 
1 to Table 4. Some subjects did not respond to all questions, an item wise exclusion was chosen in 
analysis of the data.  
 
Discipline problems and behavioural problems 
Table 1 shows the mean responses on how often the subjects had observed the listed discipline and 
behavioural problems. In the 4-point scale, 4 corresponds to the problem happened "Very often 
(daily or almost daily)", 3 to "Sometimes (about once a week)", 2 to "Rarely (maybe once per 
month), and 1 to "Never".  
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In Table 1 and the following tables, “Mean Difference” is obtained by the mean of trainee 
teachers’ response minus the mean of experienced teachers’ response. Thus, in Table 1, a negative 
value of mean difference shows that the experienced teachers reported the problem happening 
more often in their classes. From Table 1, we can find that out of 26 different problems, the 
experienced teachers reported 22 of them happening more often than the trainee teachers. From 
the results, we may say that the trainee teachers did not observe or perceive the students’ problems 
correctly, or they underestimated the problems they face in schools. However, another explanation 
could be that since these trainee teachers had not spent very long in the schools during their 
teaching practicum and comparing to experienced teachers they only had about half teaching load, 
so they might have less chance to observe more discipline and behavioural problems. It is well 
known that trainee teachers face more discipline problems in schools since students know they are 
temporary teachers. If we check the results carefully, we will find that the trainee teachers did 
report rather high frequency of classroom discipline problems. For example, they reported the 
problem of “Talking out of turn” happened almost equally often as experienced teacher did. They 
even reported the problem of “Disturb other pupils” happened more often than experienced 
teachers.  

 
If we set a mean response above midpoint (2.5) of the scale as a criterion showing one problem 
was observed, we can see the trainee teachers almost provide the same responses as the 
experienced teachers. From the results we can also find that the observed problems were not 
related to behavioural problems. All bad behaviours, like cheating, smoking, stealing were not 
easily observed by both the trainee teachers and experienced teachers.  
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Table 1. 
Comparisons between the experienced teachers and the trainee teachers in reporting occurrence of 
different discipline and behavioural problems: Means, rank orders, and mean differences. 
 Experienced Teachers  Trainee  Teachers Mean  

Problems    Mean Rank order  Mean Rank order Difference 
Talking out of turn 3.12 1  2.91 2 -0.03 
Idleness and work avoidance 3.01 2  2.70 4 -0.09 
Disturb other pupils 2.82 3  3.06 1 +0.24** 
Infringing class rules 2.79 4  2.67 6 -0.13** 
Getting out of seat 2.55 5  2.70 4 +0.15 
Cheeky remarks/responses 2.52 6  2.51 7 -0.01 
Disobeying order/instruction 2.49 7  2.44 8 -0.05 
Infringing school rules 2.43 8  1.97 12 -0.47** 
General rowdiness 2.40 9  2.75 3 +0.35** 
Lying 2.33 10  2.08 10 -0.24** 
Unruliness while waiting 2.25 11  2.31 9 +0.05 
Late for class/school 2.20 12  1.80 14 -0.39** 
Rudeness/impertinence 2.12 13  2.01 11 -0.11 
Verbal abuse to pupils 2.07 14  1.87 13 -0.19** 
Physical aggression to pupils 1.88 15  1.54 17 -0.34** 
Bullying 1.82 16  1.53 18 -0.29** 
Loitering out of bounds 1.80 17  1.69 15 -0.11 
Leaving school without permission 1.80 17  1.69 15 -0.23** 
Vandalism 1.78 19  1.36 22 -0.42** 
Cheating in test/exam 1.72 20  1.40 21 -0.32** 
Truancy 1.69 21  1.44 19 -0.25** 
Stealing in or out of class 1.65 22  1.27 24 -0.38** 
Physical destructiveness 1.62 23  1.44 19 -0.18** 
Smoking in school 1.43 24  1.19 25 -0.24** 
Verbal abuse to teacher 1.41 25  1.33 23 -0.07 
Physical aggression to teacher 1.21 26  1.14 26 -0.07 
P<.05 and ** P <.01 
 
 
It is possible that the trainee teachers might not obtain enough chance to observe different 
discipline problems and behavioural problems, however, the responses about how difficult to deal 
with these problems may really show what they considered these problems. Table 2 shows the 
responses on how difficult to deal with each of these discipline problems and behavioural 
problems. In the 4-point scale, response 4 corresponds to "Very difficult", 3 to "Difficult", 2 to 
"Not difficult" and 1 to "Easy".  
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Table 2 
Comparisons between the experienced teachers and the trainee teachers in reporting difficulty to 
deal with different discipline and behavioural problems: Means, rank orders, and mean 
differences. 
 Experienced Teachers  Trainee Teachers Mean 

Problems Mean Rank order  Mean Rank order Difference 
Physical aggression to teacher 1.67 1  1.69 1 +0.02 
Verbal abuse to teacher 1.71 2  1.77 3 -0.06 
Loitering out of bounds 1.78 3  1.86 9 +0.07 
Leaving school without permission 1.78 3  1.68 2 -0.10 
Physical destructiveness 1.82 5  1.78 7 -0.04 
Cheeky remarks/responses 1.83 6  2.04 16 +0.21** 
Smoking in school 1.83 6  1.68 3 -0.16 
Getting out of seat 1.85 8  2.17 20 +0.33** 
Late for class/school 1.89 9  1.85 9 -0.03 
Verbal abuse to pupils 1.89 9  1.94 14 +0.05 
Cheating in test/exam 1.93 11  1.76 6 -0.18* 
Physical aggression to pupils 1.95 12  1.84 8 -0.11 
Unruliness while waiting 1.96 13  2.14 18 +0.18** 
Stealing in or out of class 1.96 13  1.75 3 -0.20* 
Truancy 1.96 13  1.87 11 -0.09 
Vandalism 1.98 16  1.73 11 -0.25** 
Disturb other pupils 2.01 17  2.30 23 +0.29** 
Infringing class rules 2.01 17  2.20 21 +0.19** 
Infringing school rules 2.01 17  1.97 15 -0.04 
Bullying 2.03 20  1.87 11 -0.15* 
General rowdiness 2.04 21  2.34 25 +0.30** 
Talking out of turn 2.05 22  2.23 22 +0.18** 
Rudeness/impertinence 2.10 23  2.07 17 -0.03 
Disobeying order/instruction 2.12 24  2.28 24 +0.16* 
Lying 2.22 25  2.13 19 -0.08 
Idleness and work avoidance 2.31 26  2.37 26 +0.06 
P < .05, ** P < .01 
 
In Table 2, a positive mean difference shows that the trainee teachers thought the problems was 
harder to deal with, whereas a negative value shows they think the problem was easier to deal with 
than the experienced teachers. From Table 2, we can find that both experienced teachers and 
trainee teachers did not think these problems are hard to deal with. No mean response reached the 
midpoint (2.5, between "Difficult" and "Not difficult") of the scale. However, if we compare the 
responses of the two groups, out of the 11 significant mean differences for 8 problems the trainee 
teachers' showed significant higher responses. The trainee might think these problems were hard 
to deal with or they might have difficulty to deal with these problems. Most these problems related 
to classroom environment, such as "Talking out of turn", "Get out of seat", "General rowdiness", 
"Cheeky remarks", and "Disturb other pupils". 
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The results seemed to show that although the trainee teachers did not think these problems were 
rather difficult to deal with, they showed less confidence to deal with some of them, especially the 
problems occurring in the classrooms rather often. It is possible that the trainee teachers had not 
enough experience to deal with these problems very often or they were not sure what they had 
learned was effective. That will related to their responses about the different strategies of dealing 
with these problems.  
 
Strategies of dealing with students’ problems 
Table 3 shows the subjects’ responses on how often they had used different strategies to deal with 
the students' problems. A 4-point scale was used to measure it: 4 corresponds to "Very often", 3 to 
"Sometimes", 2 to "Rarely", and 1 to "Never".  
 
Table 3 
Comparisons between the experienced teachers and the trainee teachers in using different 
strategies to deal with different problems: Means, rank orders, and mean differences. 
 Experienced teachers  Trainee  Teachers Mean  

Strategies Mean Rank order  Mean Rank order Difference 
Reason with pupil in class 3.39 1  3.10 1 -0.29** 
Reason with pupil outside class 3.29 2  2.68 4 -0.61** 
Ignore minor disruptions 2.98 3  2.92 2 -0.06 
Discuss problem with whole class 2.94 4  2.80 3 -0.14* 
Seek parental involvement 2.79 5  1.55 11 -1.24** 
Conference with pupil/parent 2.69 6  1.78 7 -0.91** 
Remove privileges 2.60 7  2.32 5 -0.28** 
Set extra work 2.14 8  1.95 6 -0.19 
Send pupil for detention 1.97 9  1.57 10 -0.40** 
Have pupil leave class 1.82 10  1.69 8 -0.12 
Send pupil to principal/discipline 
master 

1.77 11  1.43 13 -0.34** 

Refer pupil for professional help 1.74 12  1.24 15 -0.51** 
Refer pupil to another teacher 1.62 13  1.58 9 -0.03 
Remove pupil from class 1.57 14  1.46 12 -0.11 
Mete out physical punishment 1.43 15  1.31 14 -0.12* 
 
From Table 3 we can see that although the rank orders show little difference between the two 
groups, the most often used 10 strategies are almost the same for the two groups. The only obvious 
difference is that the experienced teachers contacted parents much more often than the trainee 
teachers. The results seemed to show that in using strategies there were not large difference 
between the experienced teachers and trainee teachers. In Table 3, a negative mean difference 
shows the trainee teachers had used the strategy less often. In the table, all mean differences are 
negative and 9 of them are significant.  

 
As discussed above, the trainee teachers seemed to face the classroom discipline problems similar 
often as the experienced teachers, these negative mean differences really reveal a difference in 
using different strategies to deal with students' problems. In the first a few top strategies used by 
the two groups, the only no-significant difference was the strategy of "Ignoring minor 
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disruptions". This seemed to suggest that the trainee teachers had not used any other strategies and 
doing nothing rather often. The largest negative values are related to the strategies of "Seek 
parents involvement", "Conference with parents", and "Reason with pupil outside class". All these 
strategies are considered to be very effective to help students. In the future, our trainee students 
need to do more with these strategies.  
 
Table 4 shows the subjects' evaluations on the effectiveness of the different strategies. In the 4-
point scale, 4 corresponds to "Very effective", 3 to "Quite effective", 2 to "Effective only at 
times", and 1 to "Not effective at all". These items related to the use of these strategies since if a 
strategy was thought to be effective it will be used; but not exactly the same since under different 
conditions teachers might not always use the most effective strategies.  
 
Table 4 
Comparisons between the experienced teachers and the trainee teachers in evaluating the 
effectiveness of different strategies to deal with different problems: Means, rank orders, and mean 
differences. 
 Experienced Teachers  Trainee  Teachers Mean  

Strategies Mean Rank order  Mean Rank order Difference 
Reason with pupil outside class 3.00 1  2.76 1 -0.24** 
Reason with pupil in class 2.90 2  2.72 2 -0.18** 
Conference with pupil/parent 2.86 3  2.66 5 -0.20** 
Remove privileges 2.84 4  2.68 3 -0.16* 
Discuss problem with whole class 2.82 5  2.67 4 -0.15* 
Seek parental involvement 2.77 6  2.54 7 -0.23** 
Ignore minor disruptions 2.73 7  2.54 7 -0.19** 
Send pupil to principal/discipline 
master 

2.54 8  2.62 6 +0.08 

Refer pupil for professional help 2.54 8  2.42 11 -0.12 
Send pupil for detention 2.46 10  2.48 9 +0.02 
Have pupil leave class 2.41 11  2.36 13 -0.05 
Mete out physical punishment 2.35 12  2.16 15 -0.19* 
Set extra work 2.29 13  2.41 12 +0.13 
Remove pupil from class 2.15 14  2.35 14 +0.20* 
Refer pupil to another teacher 2.12 15  2.43 10 +0.31** 
 
In Table 4, all means of the responses are above 2 (Effective only at times), however, only one 
mean reaches 3 (Quite effective) and no one was higher than 3. The results seem to suggest that 
both groups evaluated all these strategies neither very effective nor useless. As showed above, in 
answering the difficulty to deal with students’ problems they did not report it is difficult, but they 
showed they did not think any of the common strategies was very effective. 
 
In Table 4, a negative value of mean difference shows that the experienced teachers evaluated the 
strategy more effective, and a positive value shows the trainee teachers evaluated the strategy 
more effective. In the table, there are more negative mean differences (8) are significant than 
positive ones (2). Most of these negative mean differences are the strategies ranked most effective 
by the experienced teachers. One possible explanation is that compared to experienced teachers, 
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the trainee teachers had less successful experience to use these strategies, or they might have used 
these strategies improperly. Comparing their responses reported in Table 3, they evaluated some 
of the strategies rather effective but they had not used them that often. For example they evaluated 
the strategy of “Reason with pupil outside class” as the most effective strategies, but in using it 
they had a very significant less often than the experienced teachers. The most significant positive 
mean difference is that the trainee teachers evaluated the strategy of “Refer pupil to another 
teacher” much effective than the experienced teachers, it is possible that during their teaching 
practicum they usually refer the problems to their cooperative teachers.  
 

Conclusion 
Although the present study only reports simple comparisons between the trainee teachers and 
experienced teachers, it has revealed some interesting findings. Generally, we can say that after 
taking some courses and doing teaching practicum, the trainee teachers have learned the reality of 
the students’ problems they may face in schools and the basic knowledge of management 
strategies. However, compare to the experienced teachers they need to use more different and 
effective strategies in dealing with students’ problems.  
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