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Rudolf Dreikurs: Discipline through

ﬂ Democratic Teaching

On the heels of the influential books by Jacob Kounin and Haim Ginott there appeared
yet another great contribution to discipline, one by psychiatrist Rudolf Dreikurs that em-
phasized seeking out and dealing with underlying causes of misbehavior. Dreikurs for-
mulated strategies for helping students acquire self-discipline based on understanding of
its social value. Dreikurs taught that self-discipline could best be achieved within the con-
text of a democratic classroom.

Dreikurs (1897-1972) was born in Vienna, Austria. After receiving his medical de-
gree from the University of Austria, he entered into a long association with the renowned
Austrian psychiatrist Alfred Adler, with whom he worked in family and child counseling.
Dreikurs immigrated to the United States in 1937 and eventually became director of the
Alfred Adler Institute in Chicago. He also served as professor of psychiatry at the Chicago
Medical School. In keeping with his interest in child and family counseling, he turned his
attention to misbehavior and discipline in school classrooms.

Dreikurs’s Principal Teachings

Discipline at its best is seen in student self-control, based on social interest. Self-
controlled students are able to show initiative, make reasonable decisions, and assume
responsibility in ways that benefit themselves and others, thus improving the school ex-
perience for all concerned. Good discipline occurs best in a democratic classroom, one in
which teacher and students work together to make decisions about how the class will
function. Good discipline cannot occur in autocratic or permissive classrooms. In
autocratic classrooms, the teacher makes all decisions and imposes them on students,
leaving no opportunity for student initiative and responsibility. In permissive class-
rooms, the teacher fails to require that students comply with rules, conduct themselves
humanely, or deal with the consequences for their misbehavior.

Almost all students have a primary and compelling desire to feel they are a valued
member of the class and that they belong. This sense of belonging is the genuine goal of
most school behavior. Students sense belonging when the teacher and others give them
attention and respect, involve them in activities, and do not mistreat them. When students
are unable to gain a sense of belonging in the class, they often turn to the mistaken goals
of attention-seeking, power seeking, revenge seeking, and inadequacy. When seeking
attention, students talk out, show off, interrupt others, and demand teacher attention.
When seeking power, they drag their heels, make comments under their breath, and
sometimes try to show that the teacher can’t make them do anything. When seeking
revenge, they try to get back at the teacher and other students by lying, subverting class
activities, and maliciously disrupting the class. When displaying inadequacy, they with-
draw from class activities and make no effort to learn.

Teachers should learn how to identify mistaken goals and deal with them. When
teachers see evidence that students are pursuing mistaken goals, they should point out the
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fact by identifying the mistaken goal and discussing the fauity logic invelved. They should
do this in a friendly, nonthreatening manner. Dreikurs suggests cahmly asking, “De vou
need me 1o pay more attention to you?” or "Could it be that you want to show that I can’t
make you do the assignment?”

Rules for governing class behavior should be formulated jointly by teacher and stu-
dents, Logical consequences for compliance or violation should be associated with those
rules. Good behavior, shown in following the rules, brings pleasant consequences, such as
enjovment of learning and associating positively with others. Misbehavior brings
unpleasant consecquences, such as having to complete work at home or being excluded
from normal class activities.

Punishment should never be used in the classroom. Punishinent is a way for teach-
ers 1o get back at students and show who's boss. It usually humiliates the student and has
additional undesirable effects. It should therefore be repiaced with logical consequences
that have been agreed to by the class.

Review of Dreikurs’s Contributions

Dreikurs contributed several valuable concepts and strategies, many of which are evident
in today’s most popular systems of discipline. He called self-discipline true discipline,
and was the first to base his discipline scheme on the premise of social interest, that is, on
students’ seeing that their personal well-being is closely associated with what is good for
the group. He was among the first to clarify how democratic teachers and demaocratic
classrooms promote sound discipline. He was the first to pinpoint a prime goal (that of
belonging) as an underlying motivator of student behavior, and to identify the mistaken
goals of attention, power, revenge, and inadequacy that students turn to when unable to
achieve the primary goal of belonging. He urged teachers to involve students jointly in for-
mulating rules of class behavior and link those rules with logical consequences that occur
as students comply with, or viclate, the class rules.

Direikurs also provided a number of more specific suggestions concerning how teach-
ers should interact with students. He said teachers should never use punishment and
should avoid using praise, which he felt made students dependent on teacher reactions.
Instead of praise, Dreikurs would have teachers use encouragement. Praise, by its nature,
is directed at the character of the student. Encouragement, by its nature, is directed at what
the student does or can do. [nstead of saying “You can certainly play the piano well,” an
enlightened teacher would say, “1 notice a great deal of improvement,” or "l can see you
enjoy plaving very much.” Dreikurs gave considerable attention to how teachers should
speak and relate with students. He made the following suggestions {Dreikurs and Cassed,
1972, pp. 51-54):

Always speak in positive terms; never be negative.

Encourage students to strive for improvement, not perfection.

Emphasize student strengths while minimizing weaknesses.

Help students learn from mistakes, which are valuabte parts of the learning process.
Encourage independence and the assumpiion of responsibility.

OB OB OB B
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% Show faith in students; offer them help in overcoming obstacles.

# Lncourage students to help each other.

# Show pride in studenis’ work; display it and share it with others.

& Be optimistic and enthusiastic—a positive outlook is contagious.

# Uise encouraging remarks, such as, “You have improved.” “Can 1 help vou?” “What
did you learn from that mistake?”

Because Dreikurs contributed so much to discipiine, it might seemn sirange that teachers
did not adopt his approach wholeheartedly. Teachers like his ideas, but have found his
system a bit daunting, toe unwieldy to be implemented easily. They had trouble seeing
the interconnections among democracy, prime motive, mistaken goals, social interest,
and logical consequences. But most of all, they found it lacking in the ingredient they
most wanted, namely, what do you do to put an immediate stop to student disruptions,
aggression, and defiance?

Lee and Marlene Canter: Discipline
through Assertive Tactics

In 1976, Lee Canter founded Canter & Assomates Their first prod-
uct was a book titled Assertive Dlscrplme A Take-Charge Approach
for Today's Pducatm (1976). In subséquent years, Canter & Associ-
ates provided 2, large quantity ofmatenal‘; and programs involv-
ing Assertive DlS{lphne for educators and parents. They brought
Assertive Drfﬂp(me 0 mllllons of teachers and administrators
worldwide. In 1998, Canter/ ‘& Associates merged with Sylvan
Learning Svetem: whlch m 2003 made the decision to focus
exclusively on postsecondan’ education. The company changed
its name to Laureate Education, Incorpofated ‘and no longer produces materials or
provides workshops on Assertive Discipline.

The Canters’ Principal Teachings ~ /

By 1978, Assertive Discipline was the {"flo‘;t popuf‘ar of all discipline systerns, and it
remained so for almost 20 vears. The C anter‘; described\Assertive Discipline as an approach
to help teachers take charge in the dassroom by mteractmg with students in a calm, insis-
tent, and consistent mannert. They commuallv emphaswed that student rights included
learning in a calim, orderly classmom and that teacher rights included teaching without
interruptions. They expected sch@o administrators and studen{s parents to support the
svstern they advocated. . :

The Canters maintained that students choose to beha‘ve as they do—that nothing
makes them do 5o against their will. Accordingly, their system attempted to establish an
environment in which students would choose to behave in‘an acceptable manner. To
make this possible, they attempted to ensure that students’ and teachers’ needs were
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met and that behavior was managed assertively but humarnely. Further, they advocated
the use of clear rules of classroom behavior. When students complied with those rules,
the teacher applied positive consequences, such as recognition and praise. When
students broke the rules, teachers applied negative consequences in accordance with a
carefully structured hierarchy, which would ultimately involve consequences so
distasteful that students would choose to comply with class rules. In later years, as more
humane measures became popular, the Canters added suggestions for teaching
students how to behave properly. They emphasized regularty giving students positive
attention, talking helpfully with students who misbehaved, and establishing a sense of
mutual trust and respect.

A primary reascn for Assertive Discipline’s early popularity was the Canters’ insis-
tence on the following: Teachers have the right to teach in a professional manner, without
disruption. Students have the right to learn in a safe, calm environment, with full support.
These rights are best met by take-charge teachers who allow nothing to violate students’
best interests. These notions were extremely attractive during a time when stedents were
generally beginning to behave atrociously, and teachers had no method, and no support,
to make them do otherwise.

Central 1o Assertive Discipline was the concept of three contrasting types of teachers.
Hostile teachers behave in a manner that makes it appear they view students as adver-
saries. They seem to feel that to maintain order and teach properly, they must keep the
upper hand, which they attempt to do by laying down the law, accepting no nonsense,
and using commands and stern facial expressions. They sometimes give needlessly strong
admonishments, such as, “Sit down, shut up, and listen!” Such messages suggest a dislike
for students and make students feel they are being treated unjustly.

Nonassertive teachers take an overly passive approach to students. They faif to help
the class formulate reasonable expectations or are inconsistent in dealing with students,
atlowing certain behaviors one day while strongly disapproving them the next. They often
make statements as, “For heaven’s sake, please try to behave like ladies and gentlemen” or
“How many times do | have to tell you no talking?” They come across as wishy-washy, and
after a time, students stop taking them sericusly. Yet, when those teachers become overly
frustrated, they sometimes come down very hard on students. This inconsistency leaves
studenis confused abous expectations and enforcement.

Assertive teachers clearly, confidently, and consistently model and express class ex-
pectations. They work to build trust with the class. They teach students how to behave so
they can better learn and relate to others, and they implement a discipline plan that en-
courages student cooperation. Such teachers help students understand which behaviors
promote success and which fead to failure. Assertive teachers are not harsh taskmasters.
They recognize students’ needs for consistent limits on: behavior, but at the same time are
ever mindful of students’ needs for warmth and encouragement. Because they know that
students may require direct instruction in how to behave acceptably in the classroom,
they might be heard to say, “Our rule is no talking without raising your hand. Please raise
vour hand and wait for me to call on you.”

Each of the response styles produces certain effects on teachers and students, The
hostile response style takes away most of the pleasure that teachers and students might
otherwise enjov in class. Its harshness curtails the development of trusting relationships
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and can produce negative student artitudes toward teachers and school. The nonassertive
response style leads to student feelings of insecurity and frustration. Nonassertive teach-
ers cannot get their needs met in the classroom, which produces high levels of stress for
them. These teachers frequently become hostile woward chronically misbehaving students.
Students in turn feel manipulated and many feel little respect for their teachers. The
assertive response style provides several benefis that the other styles do not. Assertive
teachers create a classroom atmosphere that allows both teacher and students to meet
their needs. They invite student collaberation and help students practice acceptable
behavior. Students learn they can count on their teacher to provide clear expectations,
consistency, and an atmosphere of warmth and support. All this engenders a feeling of
comfort for evervone and allows teaching and learning to flourish.

The operation of Assertive Discipline is understood through its details. The Canzers
urged teachers to make a written discipline plan that clarifies rules, positive recognition,
and corrective actions. Rules state exactly how students are to behave. They should indi-
cate observable behaviors, such as, “Keep your hands to yourself” rather than vague ideas,
such as, "Show respect to other students.” Rules should be limited in number {three to
five) and refer only to behavior, not to academic issues.

Positive recognition refers to giving sincere personal attention to students whe
hehave in keeping with class expectations. Positive recognition should be used frequently,
as it tends to increase self-esteemn, encourage good behavior, and build a positive class-
room climate. Commen ways of providing recognition include encouragement, express-
ing appreciation, and positive notes and phone calls to parents.

Corrective actions are applied when students interfere with other students’ right 1o
learn. Corrective actions are never harmful physically or psvchologically, although they
will usually be slightly unpleasant for students. The Canters stress that it is not severity that
makes corrective actions effective, but rather consistency in application. When corrective
actions must be invoked, students are reminded that, by their behavior, they have chiosen
the consequence. Teachers usually don’t like to invoke corrective actions, but the Canters
remind us that we fail our students when we allow them to disrupt or misbehave without
showing we care enough to limit their unacceptable behavior.

When misbehavior occurs, it should be dealt with calmly and quickly. The
Canters advised making a discipline hierarchy that lists corrective actions and the
order in which they will be imposed within the day. Each day or secondary ciass
period begins afresh. Each consequence in the hierarchy is a bit more unpleasant than
its predecessor. The Canters {1993, p. 85) illustrate the discipline hierarchy with the
following examples:

& First time a student disrupts. Consequence: "Bobby, our rule is no shouting out. That's
awarning.”

# Second or third time the student disrupts. Consequence: “Bobby, our rule is no shouting
out. You have chosen 5 minutes time-out at the back table.”

& Fourth time the student disrupts. Consequence: "Bobby, you know our rules about
shouting cut. You have chosen to have your parents called.” The teacher informs
Bobby's parents. This is done by telephone and is especiaily effective if Bobby is
required to place the call and explain what has happened.
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® Fifth time the student disrupts. Consequence: “Bobby, our rule is no shouting out.
You have chosen to go to the office to talk with the principal about vour
behavior.”

®w Severe clause. Sometimes behavior is so severe that it is best to invoke the severe clause,
in which the student is sent to the principal on the first offense. Consequence:
"Bobby, fighting is not allowed in this class. You have chosen to go to the principal
immediately. We will talk abour this later.”

To employ the discipline hierarchy effectively, teachers must keep track of offenses that
students commit. This can be done by recording or a clipboard students’ names and the
number of violations. Other options include recording this information in the plan book
or, in primary grades, using a system of colored cards that students turn or change after
each violation.

The Canters stressed that in order to make a discipline plan work effectively, teachers
must teach the plan 1o their students. It is not encugh only to read it aloud or displav it on
a poster. The Canters provided a number of sample lessons showing how the plan could
be taught at different grade levels. The plans followed this sequence:

. Explain why rules are needed.

. Teach the specific rules.

. Check for understanding,

. Explain how you will reward students who foilow rules.

. Explain why there are corrective actions for breaking the nules.
. Teach the corrective actions and how they are applied.

. Check again for understanding.

I =L & Y = ST R NS R

When the discipline program is first implemented, students are clearty informed of posi-
tive recognition and negative corrective actions associated with class rules, and they may
participate in role-played situations involving both. They realize that negative corrective
actions naturally follow misbehavior. The Canters make these suggestions for invoking
negative corrective actions:

& Provide corrective actions calmly in a matter-of-fact manner: “Nathan, speaking like
that to others is against our ruies. You have chosen to stay after class.”

# Be consistent: Provide a consequence every time students choose to disrupt.

# Find the first opportunity after a student receives a consequence to recognize that stu-
dent’s positive behavier: “Nathan, [ appreciate how you are working. You are making
a good choice.”

2 Provide an escape mechanism for students who are upset and want to talk about
what happened: Allow the student to describe feelings or the situation in a journal
or log.
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% When a younger student continues to disrupt, move in: Nathan again speaks hurt-
fully to another student. The teacher moves close to Nathan and quietly and firmly
teils him his behavior is inappropriate. She reminds him of the corrective actions he
has already received and of the next consequence in the hierarchy.

# When an older student continues to distupt, move out: Marta once again talks during
work time. The teacher asks Marta (o step outside the classroom, where she reminds
Marta of the inappropriate behavior and possible corrective actions. Al the while, the
teacher stays calm, shows respect for Marta’s feelings, and refrains from arguing.

The Canters concluded that these technigues help almost all students behave in a responsible
manner, but they recognize that a few students require additional consideration. Those
are the difficult-to-handle students who the Canters (1993, p. 6) describe as “students
who are continually disruptive, persistently defiant, demanding of attention or unmoti-
vated. They are the students who defy your autherity and cause you stress, frustration and
anger.” These students are not pleasant to work with, but they are most in need of atten-
tion and adult guidance. The Canters suggest making special efforts to {1) reach out to dif-
ficult students by trying to establish trust, (2) meet the special needs of difficult students
that are not being met in school, and (3} take pains to find ways of communicating more
with difficult students,

As time passed, other discipline systems appeared that called for humane coopera-
tion and increased student responsibility in the classroom. Assertive Discipline gave way
to the newer approaches to discipline and by the end of the twentieth century, it had
largely disappeared from the educational picture, although remnants still form parts of
many of the newer discipline systems.

Review of the Canters’ Contributions to Discipline

The Canters made several major contributions to classroom discipline. They popularized
the concept of rights in the classroom—the rights of students to have teachers help them
learn in a calm, safe environment and the rights of teachers to teach without disruption.
They explained that students need and want limits that assist their proper conduct and
that it is the teacher’s responsibility 10 set and enforce those limits. The Canters were the
first to insist that teachers have a right 1o backing from administrators and cooperation
from parents in helping students behave acceptably, and also the first to provide teachers
with a workable procedure for correcting misbehavior efficiently through a system of eas-
ily administered corrective actions. Over the years, the Canters continually modified
their popular approach to ensure that it remained effective as social realities change. Ear-
lier, they focused mainly on teachers’ being strong leaders in the classroom, but later
moved to greater emphasis on building trusting, helpful relationships with students,
providing positive recognition and support, and taking a proactive approach to dealing
with problems of behavior.



70 CHAPTER 4

Twentieth-Century Pioneers in Classroom Discipline

KEY TERMS AND CONCEPTS EMPHASIZED IN THIS CHAPTER

The following terms and concepts are pivotal in the contentions of pioneers in maodern discipline and appear
frequently in systems of discipline now in use.

From Red! and Wattenberg's

Group Dynamics

group dynamics

student roles

teacher roles

supporting student
self-control

siruational assistance

appraising reality

punishment

From Skinner's Behavior
Shaping

behavior modification
shaping behavior

constant reinforcement
intermittent reinforcement
successive approximations
punishment

From Kounin's Lesson and
Group Management
withitness

overlapping

group alerting

MEementim

smoothness

satiation

From Ginott's Discipline
through Communication
congruent communicaton
teachers at their best
confer dignity

teachers at their worst
invite cooperation

hidden asset

{-messages

YOU-ITIESSARES

laconic language
evaluative praise
appreciative praise

why questions
self-discipiine

SARE Nes5ages

genuine discipline

From Dreikurs's Discipline
through Democratic Teaching
self-control

demacratic classroom
autocratic classroom
permissive classroom

genuine goal of behavior
belonging

mistaken goals
altention-seeking

power seeking
revenge seeking
inadequacy

logical consequences
punishment

true discipline

social interest
enicouragement

From the Canters’ Assertive
Discipline

student rights

teacher rights

hostile teachers
nonassertive teachers
assertive eachers

hostile response style
nonassertive response style
assertive response style
rules

positive recognition
corrective actions
discipline hierarchy

1. Enter into your journal items of information

QUESTIONS AND ACTIVITIES

3. Of the approaches reviewed in this chapter, which

from this chapter that are pertinent to the five
guiding principles for building a personal system of
discipline.

[t was noted that except for Assertive Discipline, none
of the discipline systems described in this chapter
found widespread use as a total system. What do vou
understand to be the reason for this, given: the num-
ber of excellent suggestions they contain?

seemned most useful to you? Which seemed least use-
ful? Why?

Despite the presence today of many effective systems
of discipline, some teachers still try to maintain disci-
pline by out-shouting their students, speaking sarcasti-
cally, and treating students disrespectfully. Why do you
believe they persist with these tactics? How effective do
vou think these tactics are with today's students?
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CHA

Three Bridges to
Twenty-First-Century
Discipline

Authoritative Input

m William Glasser / Choice Theory
& Thomas Gordon / Self-Discipline
& Alfie Kohn / Beyond Discipline

in Chapter 4 we saw how discipline changed during the last half of the twentieth
century. It went from teacher authoritarianism to a more benign and humane
relationship between teachers and students. Further significant changes were oc-
curring as the twentieth century merged into the twenty-first. Those changes re-
flected the strong influence of three persens of note—William Glasser, Thomas
Gordon, and Alfie Kohn—who provided bridges between older approaches to dis-
cipline and newer concepts that brought students intc ever closer cooperation
with teachers, where both play roles in working together for the berefit of the
class as a whole. The primary concepts contributed by those authorities were
Choice Theory, formulated and popularized by William Glasser, Toctics of Com-
munication, emphasized by Thomas Gordon, and Classrooms as Communities,
formalized and popularized by Aifie Kohn. Glasser's Choice Theory moved toward
meeting students’ predominant needs while striving for cverall guality in teaching
and learning. Gordon's communication tactics focused en influencing students
rather than making demands on them. And Kohn's Classrooms as Communities
helped teachers establish in their classes "communities of iearners” where
cooperation and helpfuiness predominate. Those three approaches established
trends so well-received that they now play strongly in almost all systems of disci-
pline. Here, we explore the nature of those approaches and the practices they
advocate.



