Teaching the Boss
Part 3 in a Series of Problem Student Tips
by Brent C. Amato
By now you know that classroom challenges are sometimes presented by one of four types of “problem students”: the bored, the barrier, the boss, and the bomber. As we address the third of these, remember that God loves every student in your classroom, and you’ve been called to be an equal opportunity teacher! 

Four Types, Yet Another Imperative

Our previous installments highlighted two imperatives: intercessory prayer on behalf of your learners and relating to your learners in accordance with the New Testament “one another” passages. These still apply!

Another imperative is to “parent” your learners as Paul did his. Paul described Timothy as “my true son in the faith” (1 Timothy 1:2; see also 1 Corinthians 4:17 and 2 Timothy 1:2); Titus was Paul’s “true son in our common faith” (Titus 1:4). Of course, Timothy and Titus were coworkers with Paul; he mentored them for special ministry. So you may think their relationship with Paul is not relevant to your relationship with your learners. But Paul could consider himself a “father” to large groups as well; consider 1 Corinthians 4:15, where Paul tells the Corinthians “in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.” How would your attitudes and actions toward your problem students be different if you viewed them as your spiritual children?

Parents know, of course, that there is a time to be confrontational with their children (compare 1 Corinthians 4:14-16; Galatians 3:1; 4:19, 20). But surely a gentle, nurturing mother or an encouraging, comforting father is the primary model for making the most progress with a child (1 Thessalonians 2:11, 12)!

All your learners need spiritual parenting. Paul’s spiritual parenting of the Thessalonians is a touchstone for investing yourself in the lives of your learners: “Because we loved you so much, we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well” (1 Thessalonians 2:8). This gets to the core of the matter: your heart connected with the hearts of your learners.

One Focus, Three Strategies

Let’s consider now the boss in your classroom. You can’t miss him; he’s the one who typically dominates your lesson, especially when you open it up for discussion. Can’t you almost hear him thinking, “I’ve got so much to say and so little time”? Can’t you see her grabbing center stage and holding on for dear life? The boss is lurking in every classroom, ready to stifle the learning process for everyone.

As with the other types of challenging students, there are certain strategies available for dealing with the boss. Let’s consider three.

First, control the boss. As he or she expounds, take heart that everyone has to take a breath. When the boss does that, seize the moment by interrupting with a terminating affirmation by saying something like, “Interesting point!” Then exercise “benign neglect” by moving your eyes and body away from the boss to others in the classroom. Immediately direct your attention and/or call on someone else in a different section of the classroom. Hopefully the boss will get the message. If not, repeat the method as many times as necessary.

Second, connect with the boss. Spend time with the boss outside the classroom. Get with him or her one-on-one and utter those words this kind of student loves to hear: “Tell me more!” You will save precious class time, spare the other learners, develop your relationship with the boss, and even sharpen your listening skills. Such “overtime” will earn you the right to confront the boss lovingly about the issue. It will also help you mentor the boss into effective ministry. And that is the third strategy.
Third, channel the boss. Like directing water along a predetermined path, direct the boss into new areas of ministry. Find an appropriate forum for the boss. Be aware that the boss may be another effective teacher in the making. Perhaps this person deserves a teaching platform. Perhaps there is another class in need of a teacher, and this person could fill that role. Release your own class to the boss so that you can launch a new one. Perhaps the boss has potential but is not yet ready to teach alone. Try team-teaching with the boss or suggest another mentor who can help.
Never grow weary because of problem students! Just keep drawing on the grace and power of God to teach all who walk into your classroom.
