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To the Administrator

Do you find that an increasingly disproportionate amount of your time is spent dealing with
tudents who are in trouble for everything from chewing gum to carrying guns?
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Our schools have become microcosms of a society scarred by racial and ethnic hatred,
random violence, families in ruin, poverty, dislocation, and the collapse of communities
scourged by drugs and disease. Today’s educators know that school discipline is a beast
grown into a monster—it is no longer about simply stopping kids from running in the halls
or clearing smokers from the washrooms.
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There is no quick and easy solution to the task of maintaining a calm and secure environment
in our schools. All school staff members are called upon to exercise skills in handling conflict
and defiance that were never taught in their training programs. In most schools, the greatest
burden falls on the central office, where administrators spend their days talking with students
referred to them by exasperated teachers at the end of their ropes.
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Following the lead of psychiatrist William Glasser, who pioneered ideas about managing
classrooms and motivating students through meeting their needs, Allen Mendler and
Richard Curwin have further developed the concept of recognizing and meeting needs into
a comprehensive approach to classroom management and prevention of disruption. They call
this approach Discipline With Dignity. They argue that the only valid and effective approach
to discipline is one that is consistent with the mission of the school: that of helping children
develop into self-controlled and self-disciplined adults, capable of managing and directing
their behavior toward positive goals.

“Today’s educators know that school discipline is

a beast grown into a monster . . . ”

The three parts of this program—“Overview,” “Prevention,” and “Action and Resolution”—
along with the facilitator’s guide will provide you with the tools you need to lead your staff
in developing a new, more constructive approach to discipline in your school. We suggest
you use them in the following manner.
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DISCIPLINE WITH DIGNITY

Watch the “Overview” program and read the first section in this guide, “What Discipline
With Dignity Can Do for My School” (page 5). These will give you a good idea of how
Discipline With Dignity works in the classroom and what you can expect when you
implement the approach in your school.
Next, watch the second and third video programs. These will spell out in much greater detail
the creation and implementation of a social contract, strategies for dealing with disruptions
when they occur, and a mediation procedure that can help with the most difficult students.
You may then want to read through the remaining sections of this guide, which will help you
work with your staff to plan and conduct meetings and workshops and help them deal with the
difficult and often frightening prospects of change.
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This guide suggests agendas, discussion questions, and activities your staff can use in meetings
and workshops as they acquaint themselves with Discipline With Dignity and practice
its strategies and methods. It describes how you can use the three parts of the program to
introduce your staff to Discipline With Dignity and the strategies and attitudes it encompasses.
You will find many forms, questionnaires, summaries of important points, scenarios for
discussion and role-playing, and other materials that you can reproduce for use in meetings.
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While this guide is addressed to you, the administrator, it is the authors’ assumption that
early in the process, you will lead your staff to designate one or more task forces or teams to
manage the implementation of Discipline With Dignity. If members of this team facilitate
meetings and workshops—and it is hoped that they will before the process is concluded—
the suggestions and plans for the sessions (sections I, II, and III) should be passed on to
them. When you and your staff have designated a task force or committee to work on the
details of implementing the new approach, the plans and materials found here can be used
to guide their work.
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In the first section, this guide suggests that you make a brief announcement of your interest in
Discipline With Dignity at a regularly scheduled staff meeting, when you might also circulate
a questionnaire to your teachers. The next three sections lay out detailed plans for preparing,
leading, and following up a series of lengthy sessions, each one built around one of the three
video programs this guide accompanies. These sessions combine many of the functions
of a staff meeting, as well as those of a workshop in which participants are introduced to
techniques and strategies and given opportunities to discuss and practice them. Consequently,
these sessions could be quite long and are appropriate to full-day preschool or regularly
scheduled in-service days. Any of the sessions, however, can be broken up into several shorter
ones. Those tasks more suitable to meetings can be addressed at a time other than during
workshop activities.
Communication with all your constituencies is vitally important to ensure acceptance of a
new approach to discipline, so this guide also provides sample memos and letters to staff and
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parents and suggests ways of dealing with their concerns, as well as those of students and
district administration. Keep in mind, however, that this guide is meant to be useful, but not
prescriptive. Adapt it freely to your own needs and situation.
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When Discipline With Dignity is adopted throughout your school, you will find that more
teachers, and even more importantly more students, will become empowered to handle
problems. In doing so, they will take the first step on the long route toward mature selfcontrol, and your school environment will become calmer and more supportive of learning
and teaching. And you may be able to go back to telling kids to slow down in the hall.
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What Discipline With Dignity
Can Do for My School
at

Discipline With Dignity is a philosophy and a set of strategies that form the foundation for
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a discipline program for schools and other institutions who work with children and youths.
Its philosophy is based on a belief in the inherent, inviolable dignity of everyone, regardless
of actions or behavior; on awareness of the basic needs of all humans that motivate their
behavior; and on a belief that the best and most effective discipline policy is one that results
in long-term change through increased self-control. Its approach is one of problem-solving
and prevention. Discipline With Dignity seeks to provide alternative, more constructive ways
of need-fulfillment and to develop a cooperative process that teaches self-awareness, criticalthinking, and self-control. The strategies and techniques it proposes are varied and flexible.
Common to each, however, is respect for the dignity of all individuals and their empowerment
to find ways to resolve their problems and change their behavior.
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Schools have changed. Teachers face classes of children who have suffered all the evils that
society and dysfunctional families can inflict and who have enough physical, emotional,
psychological, or neurological problems to fill a medical school textbook. Communities and
politicians pressure schools to raise achievement, but, in many areas, exasperated teachers
know that the most they can accomplish is to keep the lid on for one more day.
In most schools, a relatively small minority of students cause the majority of the problems.
About 80% of the students will behave pretty well, regardless of the discipline system in place.
About 15% break rules fairly regularly, refuse to accede to expectations about their conduct,
and fight restrictions. They are strongly affected by events in their lives outside school, by
their interest in what is happening in the classroom at the moment, and by the nature of
the discipline program in operation. About 5% present hard-core, chronic behavior and
discipline problems.
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“In most schools, a relatively small minority of
students cause the majority of the problems.”

The goal of a good discipline plan is to provide structure and control for those 15% of the
population with challenging behaviors without alienating the 80% who generally respond to
appropriate prevention strategies, and without driving the more incorrigible 5% into a corner.
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Before learning more about Discipline With Dignity and persuading your
staff to change its approach to discipline, you should arm yourself with data
about your current system. On page 79, you will find a form titled “Discipline
Disruptions.” Use it for a week to chart the amount of time students and
staff dedicate to discipline-related activities. In fact, we urge you to duplicate
the form and continue tracking data for several weeks. The data you
accumulate will be a powerful argument when you are trying to persuade
staff, parents, and other constituencies about the need for change. You can
institute the same tracking procedures later, when Discipline With Dignity
has been implemented, to evaluate its effects.
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Why Common Discipline Strategies Do Not Work
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How well is your current discipline program working? If students who have been in your
school for several years are repeating the same underproductive and disruptive patterns of
behavior that they exhibited when they entered, clearly they are not learning much about
responsible self-control. If you find you are constantly dealing with the same students who are
sent to you by the same teachers for the same reasons week after week, then the consequences
the school prescribes for such behavior have not been effective. Even highly competent,
experienced teachers may be having more trouble with more students than ever before. Your
school may need to get off to a new start.
Why is it that traditional forms of discipline no longer work? The punitive model of obedience
that characterizes most standard programs relies on the premise that adults, and especially
teachers, are authorities, and authorities know what is best for everyone, especially students in
their classes. In the past, when teachers said, “Do it my way or else!” nearly everyone accepted
that the teacher knew best. Embarrassing, humiliating, or punishing the students who defy
teachers was thought to be in the best interests of the somewhat uncivilized, untutored
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young. It has been several generations since “Question Authority” posters and bumper
stickers appeared, and authority collapsed. Furthermore, most teachers readily admit that the
problems afflicting the world today have grown so complex that they make no claims to know
all the answers.

n

In spite of this revolutionary change, teachers faced with defiant students demand instant
obedience. When they do not get it, they invoke whatever consequence is prescribed for the
crime. They may write the child’s name on the board, hoping the public humiliation will bring
about change. After seeing his name posted on the disgrace list a few times, the child quickly
realizes that he has lost his good name and reputation, and staying off the list will probably not
change the situation. He can, however, make the teacher pay heavily each time she writes him
up. His next outburst will probably be more disruptive, his next crime more flagrant.
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Corporal punishment and public apology may be similarly unproductive. Other measures
may or may not work depending on how they are perceived. Sending a disruptive student to
timeout or detention, or referring her to the principal or another administrator, may be the
best solution for providing cooling-off time and permitting teaching to continue, but if these
actions are seen simply as automatic punishments, they probably will not work. In addition,
students quickly assume that a teacher who immediately sends a student elsewhere cannot
handle the situation himself.
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Even in our nostalgia for the good old days, we must realize that the obedience model of
discipline has always had drawbacks. Obedience always requires the presence of the authority
who issued the commands. Until students learn to internalize norms of appropriate behavior
and develop the means for accepting responsibility for their own actions, they remain potential
discipline problems.
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Internal controls require internal strength—a foundation solid enough to build such character
traits as responsibility and self-discipline. To have such a foundation, which we call an internal
locus of control, a person must be convinced of his or her own worth and value. His or her
dignity must be recognized and respected.
The obedience-punishment model of discipline undermines that essential foundation.
Humiliation, embarrassment, and all common punishments are designed to show that the
person is not worth much at all, that impulses and actions that arise from one’s own will
are wrong, so a person must rely on direction from elsewhere. His or her dignity is slowly
destroyed, and he or she has no solid foundation on which to construct skills and controls to
direct his or her behavior in the future.
Fundamental to the idea that discipline is synonymous with exacting obedience is the
notion that misbehavior results from an exaggerated, exalted sense of the self and its
powers. If children broke rules because they believed themselves to be above them, if they
lashed out violently because they saw themselves as superior to their victims, then there
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might be a rationale for a discipline system designated to improve kids by “taking them
down a peg or two.”
As all educators know, the problem is that the kids who misbehave hardly view themselves
as superior beings, above the law. On the contrary, most are suffering from stunted and
underdeveloped self-esteem. The motivation for their misbehavior can be found in the fact that
their most basic needs have not been met in positive and traditional ways.
Such children seek fulfillment in inappropriate, negative behavior. In addition, the failure to
meet these needs in positive ways contributes to the destruction of the dignity that is necessary
for the healthy growth of self-control.
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Basic Needs
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While theorist and analyst from many disciplines continue to turn out reports and data that
describe the multiple forces and varied effects of the problems that keep our communities
and schools in turmoil, the root causes are simple and fundamental: All people have a few
basic needs. Meeting these needs drives behavior. When positive behavior fails to lead to the
fulfillment of these needs, inappropriate and disruptive behavior may result. For increasingly
large numbers of children in our society today, these needs are not being met in traditional
and constructive ways.

H

aw

ke
r

All of us have a primary need for food, shelter, and personal safety. While schools are not
responsible for issuing food stamps or running homeless shelters, they are positioned to work
with social service agencies to see that the children in their charge receive the care they need.
In addition, schools have a basic responsibility to ensure an environment that offers safety
and security to all its students and staff. Until this most fundamental need is met, discipline
programs, let alone teaching and learning, will be futile.
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Beyond issues of survival, there are five basic needs, which, according to Allen Mendler, drive
most behavior. What are these basic needs that motivate behavior?

1. Being capable and successful
2. Being cared for and accepted—belonging
3. Being able to exercise the power of control
4. Being able to be generous and help others
5. Being provided with opportunities for stimulation and fun
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1. Being capable and successful
All of us need to know that our efforts and actions have value and that we can be successful.
We need to believe that what we do can make a difference in our lives. Students with discipline
problems often have a history of failure. There is a powerful relationship between poor
academic performance and poor behavior. It is painful for people to be told repeatedly that
they do not measure up. Such mental abuse damages self-esteem, and many kids eventually
withdraw or act out in protest. If they decide that being bad or being stupid are their only
alternatives, it is not surprising that they choose bad as the better alternative.
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Students who suffer from despair about their own abilities need to know that they can
legitimately succeed and that their successes will be recognized. With some students who have
become turned off, disbelieving, and hopeless, it is sometimes necessary to make it impossible
for them to fail so they can believe that success is possible. They need to have every small
progress acknowledged, even if their progress is only movement from a very low failing grade
to a slightly less low failing grade.

Br
ow
nl
ow

In the school setting, reinvigorating kids with hope can be accomplished by helping them
confront real problems and by finding new cognitive, social, or emotional ways of resolving
them. As students develop increased feelings of competence and mastery, they are fueled to
tackle new uncertainties or challenges.
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Typical self-esteem programs are rarely more than “band-aid” approaches, with a “feel good
about yourself” half-hour scheduled once a week, and then it is back to business as usual. To
address self-esteem effectively, students need to be nourished daily and hourly with hope that
their efforts will be effective.
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It takes great courage and personal stamina for a poor or mediocre pupil to persist day after
day in the face of demoralizing and even humiliating results. Often our standard pep talks—
“Try harder,” “Put in more time,” “You can do it!”—are ineffective and harmful. For some
children, even their best effort does not work. It is little wonder they decide to put their time
and energy elsewhere.
No child begins school not putting forth his or her best effort. But when we incessantly
evaluate performance and narrowly define the skills comprising school intelligence, it is easy
to understand why some students decide to give up on the whole show.
Kids need to hear that it is both normal and understandable to want to give up when the
feedback is at best mediocre. The challenge is to access the courage they need to pursue a longterm goal. A child is helped when we say, “I know reading is really tough for you. You must
feel like giving up sometimes. I think you’ve really got a lot of guts to keep trying so hard. I’m
really proud of you!”
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2. Being cared for and accepted—belonging
Every child needs to feel special and loved in order to become bonded. Today, however, too
many children feel unloved, unimportant, and inferior. This need will not disappear just
because it is not met. Instead, it will seek out the drug dealer, pimp, or gang. Children who
remain depressed and unbonded will project their hurt onto others through targeted or
random violence. With their easy access to dangerous weapons, the consequences are deadly.
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American classrooms are full of deeply hurt children who lack a feeling of belonging. They are
the walking wounded, often shielding their wounds behind a stiff mask. Many have hardened
themselves to avoid the pain of further rejection. They sometimes reject others in a proactive
strike to prevent others from rejecting them first. Others suffer in silence.
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Each one of us who comes into contact with such children can be the critically important
guide who draws the child back into the circle of humanity. The gift of our caring can be
conveyed by a touch on the shoulder, a greeting at the door, a hug, a smile, a word of interest,
or an ear that listens without judging. Such practices as sending home positive, caring, genuine
notes to parents; calling a child at home to express concern or to share an appreciation;
targeting one or two children a week who are in need; and giving a few extra minutes of
personal attention can all promote bonding and pay dividends in the form of improved
behavior. The effectiveness of cooperative learning may be due in part to the hunger felt by
many children for the nutrition of belonging.

3. Being able to exercise power and control
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The need for power and control is central to human existence. Children, like adults, need to
feel that they can influence people and events around them. Children who could never test
and break the rules of those in authority would never establish themselves as independent,
functioning people. They would feel trapped in the narrow space of adult expectations, unable
to act except as extensions of adult wishes. Deprived of opportunities to beak rules safely, they
may come to feel powerless and out of control. Furthermore, people with no power or control
cannot be held responsible for what they do. They are someone else’s victims. They rarely see
how they influence what happens to them.
A central goal of Discipline With Dignity is to help kids who have been viewing themselves
as victims. We want them to build a sense of control, first and foremost over themselves. As
they develop an internal locus of control, they learn to see how their own actions affect what
happens to them, including the way other people treat them. And they learn that they have
power over their own behavior.
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