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A PROFESSIONAL STANCE
FOR POSITIVE DISCIPLINE &mdash;

PROMOTING LEARNING

BY JOHN J. SCHMIDT

JOHN J. SCHMIDt is coordinator, School
Counseling Section, Department of Public
Instruction, Raleigh, N.C.

This writer offers advice on establish-

ing a professional stance to create
effective learning atmospheres and
positive discipline, He describes a
structure for designing staff develop-
ment activities that focus on preven-
tive strategies and positive relation-
ships with all students.

ISCIPLINE CONTINUES to be atopic of major concern for parents
and teachers, and a primary issue for
school administrators. Teachers and
other educators search for specific mod-
els and strategies that invite appropriate
student behavior and create productive
learning environments. In most cases,
they look for strategies that move
schools and classrooms away from tradi-

tionally punitive methods of student dis-
cipline toward approaches that promote
learning and encourage positive disci-
pline.

Education theorists and strategists
have introduced an array of models and

techniques for discipline to satisfy this
how to need of teachers and principals
(Canter and Canter, 1976; Dreikurs and
Cassel, 1974; Glasser, 1977; Purkey and
Novak, 1984). Most models consist of

ideas and strategies that help teachers
develop healthy learning environments
in the classroom and acquire skills to
respond effectively to student behavior.
But strategies and methods alone may
not be sufficient.

Simply knowing how to discipline
without recognizing the value of the stu-
dent in the process will not provide con-
sistent and dependable outcomes. Rec-
ognizing the value and worth of students
enables educators to establish a profes-
sional stance from which a positive
approach to discipline can be developed
(Purkey and Strahan, 1986).

The professional stance discussed in
this article consists of four essential

qualities: optimism, respect, trust, and
intentionality. These four qualities were
described by Purkey and Strahan (1986)
in their booklet, Positive Discipline: A
Pocketful of Ideas, and later were
expanded by Purkey and Schmidt (1987)
in their book, The Inviting Relation-
ship : An Expanded Perspective for Pro -
fessional Counseling. Each quality is

essential to the development of positive
discipline in schools, and is fundamental
to the success of all personal and profes-
sional relationships.

Positive discipline, as presented here,
is founded on the premise that the quali-
ties of optimism, respect, trust, and
intentionality are essential for any teach-
er-student relationship to flourish. While
maintaining their individual importance,
these qualities are interrelated and create
a holistic structure for personal and pro-
fessional relationships.
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In the sections that follow, these qual-
ities are defined and examples of how
each contributes to positive school disci-
pline are described. Some examples are
adapted from the ideas of other authors
who have written about school disci-

pline.

Optimism

Teachers and principals who are opti-
mistic demonstrate a quality of believing
in themselves and others, having faith in
humankind, and establishing goals and
objectives with a focus on positive
behavior and development. Optimism in
schools is measured, in part, by teacher
confidence, a healthy school climate,
positive goals, faith in students, and wel-
comed parent support.

Teacher Confidence
Teachers who believe they are com-

petent and able to teach the students

assigned to their classes are in a strong
position to manage classroom behavior.
This element of confidence is particular-
ly vital given the diverse backgrounds of
students in schools today. Confident
teachers understand different learning
styles, demonstrate multicultural sensi-
tivity, and empathize with the wide-
ranging concerns of students.

Administrators build teacher confi-
dence by providing accurate information
about the school’s community, planning
staff development activities, listening to
faculty input, and supporting teachers’
positive approaches to student disci-
pline. Teaching is a vital and challenging
profession. Administrators who take a
positive stance for school discipline care
about teachers and reward their efforts.

School Climate

Schools that emanate a spirit of hope
about the future and demonstrate faith in

students and staff members are likely to
construct optimal settings and encourage
positive behavior. An important charac-
teristic of schools is that everything
counts.

Everything that happens in a school,
from the color of the paint on the walls
to the most critical curriculum decisions,
makes a difference, positive or negative,
for students and teachers. Students and

teachers behave responsibly when
schools reflect an attitude that says,
&dquo;This is an important and valuable place
to be.&dquo;

Positive Goals
When schools emphasize the power

of students to create beneficial relation-

ships, and at the same time de-empha-
size the penalties for inappropriate
behavior, they are likely to elicit positive
responses. An example is seen in poli-
cies that regulate school attendance.

Policies that merely list the specific
punishments for missing a certain num-
ber of days of school are not as powerful
as programs and policies that regularly
educate students about the importance of
schooling, consistently invite students to
the celebration of learning, or honor stu-
dents who have exemplary and

improved class attendance.
An important point for schools is to

focus on student recognition and devel-
opment as opposed to punishment and
restrictions. Inappropriate behavior
should be addressed, but optimistic
teachers and administrators emphasize
positive goals when correcting student
misbehavior.
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Faith in Students
A firm belief that students want to

learn and have the ability to behave in
helpful ways is a first step toward creat-
ing positive environments. Too often,
school administrators and teachers hesi-

tate or fail to implement a program or
policy because they lack faith in the stu-
dents’ ability to handle it in a responsi-
ble manner.

An example of one principal’s faith
in his students occurred in a middle

school. The principal built a garden area
in the foyer of the school. In this garden
he put potted plants and surrounded
them with gravel of blue stone. His staff
questioned the wisdom of putting all

these loose stones within tempting reach
of young students. To the surprise of
many, the students appreciated the gar-
den center and no stone was removed.

This principal demonstrated his faith,
and the students rewarded his optimism.

Parent Support
An optimistic school is one in which

parent and community support is

emphasized. Genuine invitations are
extended for parent involvement.
Administrators in such schools under-

stand that positive discipline requires the
cooperation of parents and guardians.
Principals and teachers have responsibil-
ity for managing student behavior, but
educational programs and policies are
successful to the extent that the school

and home work together. Parent support
is achieved through clear communica-
tions and parent involvement.

Parent involvement is more than sim-

ply asking parents to organize a

fundraiser, plant bushes, build a play-
ground, or make similar contributions.

These are all worthwhile activities, but
parent involvement can be much more.
It can include parents in program and

policy decisions of the school. When
educators invite this level of profession-
al participation, they demonstrate
respect for parents and students.

Respect

Respect is a second quality of posi-
tive discipline. It stresses the importance
of courtesy, civility, and responsibility in
creating a healthy, productive school cli-
mate. Mutual respect in schools is
attained through open communication,
logical and reasonable rules, logical con-
sequences, interesting and relevant
instruction, and equitable processes.

Open Communication
A free exchange of information

should be fostered among students,
administrators, and staff. A key ingredi-
ent in open communications is exem-

plary listening skills. Successful school
principals and teachers have the ability
and are willing to listen to another point
of view.

Logical and Reasonable Rules
School policies promote positive dis-

cipline when they are founded in logical
and reasonable expectations. By con-
trast, rules that are made for the conve-

nience of an elite few, or discriminate

against individuals and groups, damage
the chance of forming cooperative rela-
tionships.

It is paradoxical that we attempt to
teach students the importance of school
attendance by suspending them when
they have unexcused absences. It is
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equally illogical that we teach young
children it is not good to hit people by
paddling them when they fight. Positive
approaches to school discipline make
every effort to eliminate illogical and
unreasonable regulations and policies.

To achieve logical and reasonable
rules, it is wise to limit the number of

policies and regulations. Most codes of
conduct can be limited to a few state-

ments that cover a wide range of student
behavior. Teachers who post long lists
of classroom rules spend more time on
enforcement than on instruction.

Logical and Respectful Consequences
Penalties exacted as a result of

infractions should relate to the misbe-

havior in question, and at the same time
should respect the integrity of the indi-
vidual. Sometimes it is difficult to find

logical and practical consequences, but
successful educators never allow this

challenge to excuse inappropriate,
unethical, or inhumane behavior. Penal-
ties that demean, humiliate, or harm stu-
dents, physically or otherwise, have no
place in schools.

Interesting and Relevant Instruction
Teachers who present enlightening

lessons show a high regard and respect for
their students. They value student atten-
tion and attendance, and respect the art
and skill of teaching. These teachers
design lessons that are challenging and
invigorating. They promote positive disci-
pline by recognizing the relationship that
exists between respect for students and
the preparation of stimulating lessons.

By stimulating lessons, I do not mean
that teachers must always entertain their

students. Drama, humor, music, etc. are
effective instructional devices, but their
absence does not imply that a lesson is
uninteresting or irrelevant. Successful
teachers expend energy and use creative
and innovative methods to help their
students see the value of a lesson.

Equitable Processes
Educational programs and school

policies should be designed and admin-
istered in an equitable manner for all
students and staff. Occasionally, howev-
er, programs are designed and policies
are written that unintentionally discrimi-
nate against individuals or groups of
students. For example, scheduling after-
school activities without providing late
buses might discriminate against stu-
dents who cannot afford transportation.

Such policies have the potential to
damage student-school relationships and
contribute to discipline problems. Fair-
ness, equity, and integrity cannot be
compromised if schools expect to

achieve positive student discipline. By
demonstrating consistent fairness and
equity, schools increase the likelihood
that students will place trust in the staff
and the instructional program.

Trust

Trust is a parallel quality to respect.
It is difficult to expect trusting relation-
ships when there is a lack of respect,
and respect is, at best, tenuous without
trust. Trust is found in schools that

demonstrate responsible adult behavior,
encourage consistent/dependable
actions, have clear expectations, invite
student involvement, and avoid blame.

2008 
 at SAGE Publications - Full-Text Collections on September 19,http://bul.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://bul.sagepub.com


18

Responsible Adult Behavior
Educators who show a high regard

for their profession and behave responsi-
bly toward themselves and others mani-
fest a personal and professional posture
that students admire and trust. In con-

trast, when teachers, counselors, princi-
pals, and other school personnel behave
in unprofessional and unethical ways,
students are quick to recognize the
hypocrisy of their actions and may use
this knowledge to justify their own irre-
sponsible behavior.

Consistent/Dependable Action
Teachers and other school personnel

who behave in dependable ways are able
to form reliable relationships with stu-
dents. Being reliable is a hallmark of

excellent teaching and a foundation
block for developing trust.

Students seek relationships with credi-
ble teachers, counselors, and other profes-
sionals. Educators who demonstrate

exemplary behavior in a consistent and
dependable fashion are accepted by
young students because of their high level
of credibility. Teachers who keep appoint-
ments, start class on time, come prepared,
and treat people fairly are trusted by their
students. Trust among students and teach-

ers is rewarded by appropriate and coop-
erative behavior that enhances the entire

school and community.

Clear Expectations
Schools that state clear expectations

for their students and staff members
avoid confusion and misunderstanding.
Too often, trust is broken, not because of
a direct action, but because of misinfor-
mation and miscommunication. While

people do not agree on every issue, they
appreciate clear direction and communi-
cation about school policies and pro-
grams.

Student Involvement

Inviting student involvement in pro-
gram development and policy decisions
demonstrates a high degree of trust and
a willingness to listen to student opin-
ions. Involvement means actively
including students in the decision-mak-
ing processes of the school. Avenues for
student involvement include having an
active student council, accepting input
from advisory committees about pro-
gram decisions, including students on
disciplinary hearing panels, and recruit-
ing students for peer helper programs.

Children of all ages and grade levels
can be involved in school planning and
decision-making processes. From young
children in elementary school to seniors
in high school, students can give input
and feedback to help develop school
policies and programs. At the very least,
students appreciate being asked.

Avoidance of Blame
Positive discipline requires a profes-

sional stance in which people focus on
how to correct problem situations rather
than on who is to blame for the wrong-

doing. On occasion, parents and educa-
tors miss a teaching and learning oppor-
tunity because time is spent determining
who is guilty rather than instructing stu-
dents in corrective measures. When we

become immersed in issues of retribu-

tion and punishment, we forget that
schools are first and foremost institu-
tions of learning.
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Intentionality

When optimism, respect, and trust are
orchestrated into a consistent and reli-

able professional stance, they enable
individuals and institutions to behave
with a high degree of intentionality.
Schools that respond intentionally to the
needs of students and staff do so with
clear direction and purpose. The staffs of

these schools know what should be done

to create healthy learning environments
and why such settings are essential.

They encourage students to recognize
that the school exists for their benefit. In

contrast, schools that consist largely of
unintentional behaviors, programs, and
policies lack clarity of direction and pur-
pose and foster confusion and misunder-

standing among students and staff mem-
bers. Confusion and misunderstanding
create disruptive forces that detract from
a positive school climate.

Because intentional schools demon-

strate optimism, trust, and respect in the
policies and programs they develop,
they show that they care for all who are
involved in the educational process. In

this way, intention means more than

simply having direction and purpose; it
means having a positive and beneficial
direction and purpose.

Intentional schools are exemplified
by appropriate instruction and curricula,
an awareness of critical times during the
school day, supervision of staff and stu-
dents, a plan of action, and genuine car-
ing for all involved.

Appropriate InstructionlCurriculum
Teachers and administrators demon-

strate their intentionality by designing
curricula and instructing students at

developmentally appropriate levels. Cur-
ricula that neglect segments of the stu-
dent population or instruction that
assigns inappropriate tasks, whether
intentional or unintentional, invite inat-
tentive and potentially disruptive
behavior.

Teachers who take a positive stance
for discipline design well-planned
lessons and instruct accordingly. They
consistently evaluate their lessons to be
sure all students are being taught. Simi-
larly, counselors and administrators
monitor curriculum decisions and assess
their impact on the entire student popu-
lation.

Awareness of Critical Periods/Times
Certain periods and times during the

day are likely to manifest student traffic,
noise, and other stressful conditions.

Occasionally these times and periods
have negative influences on student and
staff behavior. When these critical times

are identified, preventive programs and
strategies can be developed and imple-
mented to avoid major problems.

Supervision
Problem situations can be avoided

and diminished through adequate super-
vision of students and staff. This is not

always an easy task, particularly in large
schools that consist of several buildings.
Administrators who take a positive
stance for school discipline create inno-
vative ways to ensure adequate supervi-
sion for the safety of everyone involved.

Plan of Action
Consistent responses to problem situ-

ations require a dependable plan of
action. Successful schools develop a
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clear plan for discipline that is consis-
tently implemented in all classrooms and
extends to other areas and programs of

the school. A dependable plan enlists the
assistance of all personnel and programs,
and informs staff and students of avail-

able services.
When students and staff know what

services are available and the prelimi-
nary steps to take to avoid problems,
they can apply preventive strategies to
alleviate concerns before matters get out
of hand. The primary goal is to help
teachers, students, and parents maintain
a productive and safe atmosphere in the
school.

Genuine Caring for Others
The root meaning of intentionality is

&dquo;to tend&dquo; for self and others. &dquo;Tending
for&dquo; self and others means behaving with
genuine caring. Schools that respond to
students and staff in intentional ways
demonstrate a high level of human con-
cern and kindness.

In practice, genuine caring can be
exhibited in the calmest situations or

under the most difficult and trying cir-
cumstances. It is easy to maintain a posi-
tive posture when the sun is shining and
all is going well. The real test of an
intentional school is to remain opti-
mistic, respectful, and trustworthy when
the going gets rough.

Conclusion

The professional stance described in

this article emphasizes a wide-angle per-
spective for establishing positive school
discipline. Many factors are included in
this vision because in schools every -
thing counts.

For that reason, the suggestions out-
lined here are not step-by-step strategies
for student discipline. They are a foun-
dation, a starting point, for educators
who have a broad vision and want to

build schools and programs to let all stu-

dents know that they are valuable, capa-
ble, and responsible.
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