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Discipline policy considerations for the administrator

Abstract

According to a 1989 Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa poll, the most frequently mentioned problem confronting
teachers is the lack of interest and support on the part of parents (Elam, 1989). Elam also found that
other problems of major concern were the students' lack of interest and lack of discipline. It has always
been convenient to blame the student and his immediate environment for his inability to perform
academically. The question | wish to ask is "what is the school's responsibility in creating a positive
learning environment?" If it is the school's goal to make "oranges" into "apples,” how do we do it?
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According to a 1989 Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa poll,
the most frequently mentioned problem confronting
teachers is the lack of interest and support on the part
of parents (Elam, 1989). Elam also found that other
problems of major concern were the students' lack of
interest and lack of discipline. It has always been
convenient to blame the student and his immediate
environment for his inability to perform academically.
The question I wish to ask is "what is the school's
responsibility in creating a positive learning
environment?" If it is the school's goal to make
"oranges" into "apples," how do we do it?

Educators have been bombarded with "proven" methods
in the handling of discipline problems. What must be
remembered, however, is that in a heterogeneous society,
one discipline policy will not succeed equally well
everywhere. There are some educators who simply want
students to conform in all ways to the standards of the
school and believe schools would be better off without
those who choose not to conform.

"Keeping juvenile delinquents in school does not

prevent crime. It brings crime into the schools

...if all reluctant learners were required to

remain in school, the schools would become



custodial rather than educational institutions"

(Woodring, 1989).

Dealing with discipline problems not only causes
anxiety for both the teacher and the student, but also
takes away valuable time from the mission of the school;
educating those who want to be educated. If we simply
eliminate from our schools those who are not apples,
schools would run more smoothly.

Educators have always understood the importance of
setting high levels of academic expectation for
students. "What must be remembered is that the same is
true of behavior" (Petty, 1987). 1If educators do not
demand high levels of behavioral performance from
students, why should they expect to achieve them?

Many of the "seeds" of discipline problems may,
ironically, be "planted" by the school itself. Burns
(1985) identified several characteristics that are often

present in schools with discipline problems. They

include:

1. teachers who either do not provide
supervision or provide "turn-your-back"
supervision

2. an administrative staff that is expected to

discipline and has accepted that

responsibility



3. no agreement about the enforcement of even the
simplest of rules
4. enforcement that is lacking in consistency
5. neither teachers nor administrators discuss
behavioral expectations with the students
6. teachers that do not feel they will have the
support of the principal
7. hard-core discipline problems are not expelled
and repeated misbehavior is not dealt with
"The right of one student to an education cannot be
allowed to supercede the rights of other students to an
education or the general welfare of the school"”
(Burns, 1985) .

Petty (1987) sees one of the problems with
discipline policies is that they sometimes "brand" the
student who has committed a deviant act with a mark he
must carry for life. He calls it a form of "capital
punishment." "When a student makes a mistake, we must
allow him to learn from that mistake through appropriate
punishment. The student must then return to the
mainstream of life and move forward" (Petty, 1987).

One of the problems with labeling the student who
has committed a deviant act is that the student may

accept that label. If perception is the basis for



reality, that student may see "deviant" reflected back
at himself from the "system" and accept it.

Goodlad (1984) pointed out that a school's ambience
pPlays a very important role in the success or failure of

the school.

"Alike as schools may be in many ways, each school
has an ambience (or culture) of its own, further,
that its ambience may suggest to the careful
observer useful approaches to making it a better
school” (p. 81).

"If students feel as though the school has

something to offer them, they will take ownership

in the school" (Phelan, 1987).

Students need teachers who can create classroom
environments in which teaching and learning can take
pPlace (Canter, 1989). But how do we do this? We must
ask the following questions: (a) Why are students
"turned off" by school? (b) Why do students become
truant? There are many plausible explanations. Perhaps
it is because the schools have to compete with the
entertainment industry; perhaps it is the perceived
lack of relevance to the student; perhaps it is the

need for immediate gratification on the part of today's



youth; and perhaps education is not seen as a "ticket
out”" anymore, but instead to some, a "ticket" that
delivers little.

When asked what steps might be taken to reduce
truancy, the truants emphasized making school more
interesting and fun (Sommer, 1985). How to make it more
"fun" will require much study. We must remember also
that all things needed or desired do not come without
effort and sacrifice. Success may be more appreciated
when earned.

Just as Burns' (1985) assertion that the school may
itself be in part the cause of discipline problems, Rood
(1989) asserts that the school itself may be the cause
for absenteeism. Rood says there are four basic reasons
why a student may not be in school: (a) weather and
transportation, (b) health, (c) family choice, and
(d) personal choice
Home dynamics that can generate poor attitudes toward
attendance include the following:

1, the lack of family stability, separation or

conflict between parents

2. the lack of parental concern or control over

student action



3. the lack of personal involvement in school
functions or understanding of school
procedures

4. the inability of students to do the required
homework for any number of reasons

5. a change in or consistently low socioeconomic
status

School constraints may include:

1. the inability of the student to generate and
maintain interpersonal relationships with
other students

2. a "good riddance" attitude by the staff toward
students

3. the inability to feel part of the school (lack

ownership)
4. difficulty and frustration with classwork
5. lack of electives
6. the perception that school expectations are

too difficult

7. an inconsistent disciplinary procedure

8. a permissive attendance policy without
consequences for truancy (p.22).

The most important action that must be taken with

truant students is to do whatever it takes to make the



students feel the importance of attendance (Eastwold,

1989) .

(Miller,

1.

10.
11.

There are many ways to improve attendance

1986). Miller suggests that we:

create an attendance philosophy for the
school and publicize it

hold students accountable for unexcused
absences by ensuring that they make up time
missed through detention, in-school
suspension, or Saturday school

create a make-up work policy

call truants personally (they may feel that
someone does care about them)

involve truants personally in cocurricular
activities-it may lead to an increase in
attendance

call parents and hold them responsible if
child is absent

schedule parent conferences

involve truants in group counseling

test chronic truants-are they bored with
school, are they able to succeed or do they
encounter continual failure?

give impromptu quizzes

design difficult make-up tests



Rood (1989) points out there are three basic types
of discipline policies; policies that attempt to
provide incentives for good attendance; policies that
dispense punitive consequences; and restrictive policies
that penalize students academically by withholding
credit or lowering grades when a predetermined number of
absences is reached.

According to Rood, incentive policies have had
limited success. Gifts do not generally motivate
chronic truants. Detentions and suspensions have not
proven to be effective in controlling absenteeism; they
may even compound the problem as suspension is only
another vacation from school. There are some who openly
endorse detention and suspension for truancy, however.
Detention centers are an effective tool for dealing with
discipline problems (Chizak, 1984). Chizak argues that
schools are punishing the behavior while keeping the
students where they belong, in school. Suspension for
truancy is endorsed by some administrators as well but a
suspension for truancy seems to make no sense at all.
Parents may say that the student is being "punished" by
giving him what he wants, a three-day vacation.
According to Stine (1989), a suspension for truancy is

reverse psychology at its best. It is like saying to



the student, you gcan't attend (even if you want to, you

can't).

Stine gives other arguments in favor of

suspension:

1.

A suspension is not designed to punish the
student, but rather to call an enforced
"parent conference." If a parent's presence
is required for readmission, suspension is
usually more effective than issuing a "bench
warrant."”

A suspension for truancy is not designed to
punish the student but rather to punish the
parent (who in turn will punish the student).
The parent must endure the embarrassment of a
call from the administrator, take time off
work, arrange for a babysitter and so on.
Suspension for truancy might be considered
part of a "Career Education" program. In the
real world people get suspended (with and
without pay), reprimanded, and fired for this
type of behavior. "We do a great disservice
to our students when we teach them false
lessons such as there are no significant
consequences for such behavior." '"Better

they should learn it in the tenth grade than
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on the job" (Stine, 1989).

With few exceptions, many would argue that out-of-
school suspension is counter-productive and should not
be used except in extreme cases. Rather than suspending
pupils for minor disciplinary offenses, students should
be isolated with a paraprofessional (Vallejo, 1987).
Students should not be allowed to eat or mingle with
other students during the exclusion period. Vallejo
suggests this type of program is more effective than
out-of-school suspension because students on suspension
do not receive credit for make-up work and are more apt
to drop out.

Out-of-school suspension does temporarily free the
teacher to better attend to the needs of seemingly more
deserving students (Patterson, 1985) but is likely to
increase discipline problems because of the frustrating
effect of the returning student finding himself even
further behind than when he was suspended. Although it
is difficult to gauge the psychological damage done by
suspending children, it is clear that suspension
inhibits children's development (Miller, 1986). Miller
says that schools should be helping these students
through guidance and therapy rather than turning them

away.
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The Department of Education in 1987 set the
national dropout rate at almost 30%. In some cities,
more than 50% of all high school students drop out
before graduating. One of the "solutions" to hold onto
at-risk students is the in-school suspension program.
To work effectively, the in-school suspension program
must assume that student misbehavior is a symptom of an
underlying problem which must be identified and worked
on (Neill, 1976). Neill also says that students in in-
school suspension should receive instruction comparable
to or superior to what they would receive in regular
classrooms.

"A basic provision of an in-school suspension

program must be that students will not be

academically penalized for being there, nor will

they be permitted to do nothing (Neill, 1976)."

A vital element of in-school suspension is the
insistence that all assignments be completed before a
student is released (Patterson, 1985). Although in-
school suspension is preferred over out-of-school
suspension, in itself, it is not enough to modify the
behavior of at-risk students. Counseling is a much-
needed factor in the program (Hochman, Worner, 1987).

Hockman and Worner assert that traditional in-school
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suspension contributes little to students' educational
progress. Counselors, they say, should become actively
involved. Punishment alone helps very little.

While in-school suspension literature says that in-
school suspension can be punitive, academic, and/or
therapeutic, nine out of ten schools studied by Noblit
and Short (1985) were punitive in nature with a minimal
academic component. The ten schools selected for their
study were the "success stories" of in-school
suspension. The in-school suspension programs were
conducted in restrictive, coercive environments that
used academic seatwork to £ill the day. The only
successful in-school suspension program used behavioral
modification principles and varied types of counseling
to fit the needs of the students. Referral to in-school
suspension as well as counseling was based on some
diagnosis of the student's problem. Noblit and Short
suggest that key questions that school administrators
should ask before instituting an in-school suspension

program include:

1. Does the school have a total discipline
program? If not, in-school suspension
may function only to segregate offenders.

2. Is the school attempting to identify the



13

reasons for rules infractions and
misbehaviors?

3. Where are the positive reinforcers in the
discipline program? Has the school defined

discipline only in terms of punishment?

4. What are the offenses and causes of the
offenses?
5. Will in-school suspension contribute anything

significant to changing the student' behavior?

6. What is expected from in-school suspension?
Does it simply replace out-of-school
suspension as a punishment?

In-school suspension does not serve as a positive
disciplinary alternative if the focus of the program is
not rehabilitative.

"The fundamental purpose of discipline is to

provide remedial treatment that identifies the

underlying problem and eventually improves or
corrects the misbehavior and not simply to inflict

a penalty that temporarily extinguishes the

undesirable behavior" (Sullivan, 1989).

Agreeing with Neill (1976), Sullivan says that to
be considered a positive alternative to out-of-school

suspension, in-school suspension must compensate for the
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loss of regular classroom time with tutorial assistance.
Sullivan also agrees that extensive individual
counseling is important by a trained staff.

To suggest that determining an appropriate school
discipline policy is an easy chore would be foolish.
There are no easy solutions to problems involving
discipline. There are too many variables that can
complicate a smooth operation. In-school suspension
does have merit but the problem is that many schools see
it only as an alternative to out-of-school suspension.
If we do not address the causes of the problems, we
cannot expect the outcomes to change. Simply expelling
or suspending may be the best solution in some cases and
we should not apologize for it when necessary.

Educators must acknowledge their inadequacies when
confronting discipline problems but do what seems the
right thing to do at the time based on the facts. If
the discipline policy is firm, fair, and consistent in
its dealings with students and parents, it should

succeed.
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