Supporting the Growth

Lost in Translation
How School Rules Get Bent Out of Shape

School rules are meant to be clear, firm, and fair. They exist to uphold values, foster
harmony, ensure impartiality, and keep everyone safe. Yet anyone who has worked
with students knows that the wording of a rule is an open invitation for imaginative
interpretation. If you ever needed proof that language is a flexible thing, put a set of
school rules in the hands of teenagers and watch them find a loophole.
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Even the most carefully crafted policies can unravel the moment students decide to
push the boundaries. A rule meant to keep classrooms orderly or school yards safe
can quickly become a daily battle of reminders, redirects, and exhausted explanations.
When students ignore expectations—whether it’s taking an extended toilet break,
slipping phones out during lessons, or bending simple uniform guidelines—it turns
routine management into a constant battle of putting out fires all day. What should be
time spent on teaching and supporting those students who do the right thing and who
value their learning instead becomes time spent enforcing what seems obvious. In the
end, it’s not the rules themselves that drain educators—it’s the relentless energy
required when students simply refuse to follow them.

Teachers and leaders can underestimate how much hinges on phrasing. The difference
between “students may not eat in class” and “there must be no food inside
classrooms” can be the difference between crumbs on desks and students eating their
snacks outside. Precision matters.

And don’t forget “Respect others.” A noble sentiment, but impressively vague. Does
respect mean agreeing with everyone? Never interrupting? Or simply refraining from
throwing a chair? Students quickly learn that if the rule isn’t defined, it’s open to
interpretation—and, for some, manipulation.

The problem? Ambiguous language creates loopholes. Loopholes create arguments.
Arguments create headaches (mostly for staff). So, what’s the fix? Precision. Instead of
“Be on time,” try “To be on time means to be seated and ready to learn when the bell
rings.” It’s less poetic, but it shuts down wiggle room and is infinitely harder to twist.

Perhaps, then, schools rules need not only to define clear boundaries but also a touch
of humour when writing them. Add a line or two that acknowledges human creativity;
something like “and yes, that includes hiding your chips in your pencil case.” When
rules sound too serious, they invite rebellion; when they sound human, they invite
cooperation.

Cooperation plays a vital role in the culture of a school AND the wellbeing of staff and
students. If we don’t have cooperation, we have non-compliance which sooner or
later grows into defiance and conflict.
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In today’s unpredictable world,
good leadership is no longer
about having all the answers.
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STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH
SUPPORT: WHAT ROLE
SHOULD TEACHERS PLAY?

Study highlights need for clearer
guidance, resources and training as
schools step up to meet growing
mental health demands
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