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Students’ undesired school behaviors can be grouped into four different metaphorical categories: 
boulders, rocks, pebbles, and sand. 
 
Boulders: criminal behavior 
 
Characteristics 

 Physical violence towards another student 
 Physical violence towards a teacher 
 Verbal threatening of another student 
 Verbal threatening of a teacher 

 
Examples 

 A student punches another student in the face 
 A student throws a chair at another student 
 A student threatens to kill a teacher 
 A student rushes a teacher at the front of the room 

 
Implications 

 The antecedents to these behaviors are sometimes invisible because they are deeply rooted in 
emotional trauma experienced outside of school 

 It is impossible for one teacher to prevent these behaviors if the school culture permits them 
 If a boulder occurs in a classroom, student focus could be disrupted for weeks and the teacher’s 

authority could be permanently lost 
 Only a school culture with universal, clear behavioral expectations and predictable, severe 

consequences can prevent boulders from occurring 
 To prevent boulders, every student has to feel completely safe and that the occurrence of 

physical or verbal violence in the school is not possible 
 
Key Questions to Ask 
 

 Have we established universal, severe consequences for physical or verbal violence? 
 If we stopped any student in hall, could s/he articulate these consequences? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Rocks: blatant defiance 
 
Characteristics 

 Verbal refusal to comply with teacher directive 
 Non-verbal refusal to comply with teacher directive 
 Non-verbal or verbal expression of disagreement with teacher directive 

 
Examples 

 Student refusing to work with another student 
 Complying after disagreeing with teacher’s directive 
 Student staring at teacher rather than complying with directive 
 Student refusing to make eye contact with teacher 
 Slamming a book shut after being asked to close a book 
 Laughing at another student’s answer 
 Student stating outright that he or she will not comply with teacher directive 

 
Implications 

 Rocks are direct, public challenges to a teacher’s authority 
 Students internally categorize teachers as strong or weak based on their responses to rocks 
 Rocks often occur when a student believes, either because of previous interactions with a teacher 

or peer expectations, that he or she is expected to challenge authority 
 Adolescents specialize in rocks because they believe they are adults and that their reasons for 

non-compliance are as valid as the teacher’s reasons for requesting compliance 
 If a teacher meets a rock with a verbal response instead of a swift, meaningful consequence, 

other students will believe the student has won the confrontation 
 If students believe that there are no real consequences for rocks, students will not believe that 

the teacher holds authority in the classroom 
 If rocks continue to occur in a classroom, the lack of teacher authority creates a feeling of danger 

and opens the door for students to approach the line between rocks and boulders 
 
Key Questions to Ask 
 

 Do our teachers know the difference between a mistake and defiance? 
 Have we established a uniform, swift response to defiance that includes a consequence? 
 Do we always back teachers who issue consequences for defiance? 
 Do we have any teachers who meet defiance with a reminder or chastisement rather than a 

consequence? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Pebbles: benign non-compliance 
 
Characteristics 

 Unexplained, power-neutral non-compliance with teacher directive 
 
Examples 

 Student keeps writing after teacher directs the class to put their pencils down 
 Student continues to read a book after teacher directs class to track him as he speaks 
 Student blurts out answer to a question instead of raising her hand 
 Student stops working and plays with pencil after being directed to stay on task 

 
Implications 

 These are the most common undesired classroom behaviors  
 Consequently, because they happen so often and arise in so many different forms, teachers rarely 

address them with a predictable response 
 Handling pebbles effectively and consistently across a school is the key to effective classroom 

management 
 Inconsistent handling of pebbles typically drives student send-outs in high-performing schools 
 A school must decide whether the uniform response to a pebble is a swift consequence or an 

unobtrusive investigation 
 

o “Pebble consequence” schools likely trade a more understanding tone for consistency 
 Schools that choose to issue consequences for non-compliance in all its forms 

place trust in all of its teachers’ willingness to always set consistent, clear 
expectations and always issue a consequence even when it might not seem fair 

 This consistency of expectations can lead to students’ internalizing expectations, 
even though they might not believe in them 

 
o “Pebble investigation” schools likely trade consistency for a more understanding tone   

 Schools that choose to “investigate” pebbles place trust in an individual teacher’s 
willingness to always investigate behaviors, accurately assess behaviors, and 
follow through with an appropriate response 

 This autonomy naturally creates variation in classroom culture across a school  
• If a school’s policy is to investigate, the goal for the teacher should be to 

discover whether the non-compliance is defiance or a mistake caused by 
unclear expectations  

• Judging a pebble always requires a follow up response, many times it can 
be non-verbal 

• Uncommon Schools’ “What to do” is a way to assess benign non-
compliance 

• When “What to do” or “Narrating the Positive” does not change the 
behavior, the student is usually questioning the validity of the directive 
in his or her head 

• At this moment of student questioning, an inappropriate teacher 
response (chastisement or lecture) may transform the pebble into a rock 
 
 
 

 Mishandling pebbles has many consequences 



 
o Because they will occur often, especially early in the year, obtrusive, public handling can 

create a significant loss of instruction time and permanently damage classroom culture 
o Misjudging a mistake for defiance creates distrust between a teacher and student; distrust 

emboldens students to disagree with teacher directives 
o No response to pebbles will quickly destabilize the classroom culture, permitting 

students to mischaracterize their defiance as mistakes and debate the teacher response 
 
Key Question to Ask 
 

 Are we a “pebble investigation” or “pebble consequence” school? 
 
Sand: imperfect compliance 
 
Characteristics 

 Student tries but fails to meet a teacher’s exact expectation 
 
Examples 

 Student slowly closes book as teacher begins to speak and tracks  three seconds later than the 
rest of the class 

 Student writes two more words after teacher directs students to put their pencils down 
 Student falls too far behind another student in the hall but does not stop the line 

 
Implications 

 Only high-performing schools concern themselves with monitoring sand 
 Teachers who have dealt with a boulder culture are less likely to monitor sand 
 Unlike boulders, rocks, and pebbles, sand will not necessarily disrupt instruction 
 Sand is a form of compliance, and teachers are sometimes hesitant to investigate it or issue a 

consequence because they feel bad punishing a student who is trying  
 Compliance with attitude is not sand, it is a small rock 
 There are students who will not physically be able to perform perfect compliance 
 The risk of student distrust is higher with sand than with pebbles because the student may 

believe that s/he is complying 
 Monitoring sand is required in courses based on call and response 
 If students are not conditioned to comply perfectly in every class, compliance in one call and 

response class will not be automatic 
 
Key Questions to Ask 
 

 Do we believe that sand is an undesired behavior? 
 Do our teachers even monitor sand? 
 Do our teachers respond to sand in a consistent manner? (i.e. Do It Again vs. Consequence) 
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