Penalties in the Classroom

The following ideas on penalties are based on Allan Guggenbühl’s numerous comments on the very subject. In his articles and interviews, Guggenbühl usually talks about penalties concerning all age groups as well as all types of educators (teachers, parents, social workers &c.) However, the following short list of rules deduced from these texts applies for grammar-school classrooms, too.

1. Disciplinary measures have to follow a well-defined sequence of stages. Penalties do not come out of the blue, but inevitably follow an unheard warning. Warnings have to be clearly perceptible, but are given in a neutral, unemotional tone. They simply point out the misbehaviour to the perpetrator.

2. The penalty that follows, however, has to be pronounced firmly and to some degree emotionally to be effective (Ripple Effect). Especially for younger students, the teacher’s emotions and the student’s emotional response to them increase the desired learning effect.

3. The penalty has to be logical and comprehensible for the perpetrator and the class (again: the Ripple Effect). For adolescents, penalties only make sense if they are perceived as a consequence of their misbehaviour. There is no point for teachers to prove their inventiveness with penalties.

4. The penalty has to be adequate. It is obvious that lax or grim penalties are counterproductive. A penalty – once pronounced – has to be implemented. Paper tiger penalties decrease the teacher’s credibility. Additionally, a penalty should by no means punish the teacher (e.g. by marking extra work or supervising detention) or the fellow students (e.g. collective punishment).

5. Most important, the penalty has to follow the misbehaviour immediately.  A penalty that is not pronounced or implemented until a certain time (depending on the kind of misbehaviour) contradicts rules one to four.


(put in a nutshell by Lukas Galli, 22 October 2007, thank you!)

