
Handout :  What is positive or “alternative forms” of discipline?

1. Difference between physical punishment and alternative forms of discipline

Discipline is the practice of teaching or training a person to obey rules or a code of behaviour in 
both the short and long terms.

While punishment is meant to control a child's behaviour, discipline is meant to develop a child's 
behaviour, especially in matters of conduct. It is meant to teach a child self-control and confidence 
by focusing on what it is we want the child to learn and what the child is capable of learning. It is 
the basis for guiding children on how to be in harmony with themselves and get along with other 
people. The ultimate goal of discipline is for children to understand their own behaviour, take 
initiative, be responsible for their choices, and respect themselves and others.

Discipline shapes a child's behaviour and helps them to learn self-control when it provides 
encouragement, not painful, meaningless consequences.

• Punishment is a process which focuses on what a child has done wrong. It is based on the 
principle that you have to make a child suffer to encourage them to understand what they 
have done and discourage them from doing it again.

• Physical and humiliating punishment is an abuse of power.
• It is important for parents and teachers to understand the difference between having 

authority with their children using positive discipline techniques, and abusing the power 
they have over their children by using physical and humiliating punishment.

• Harsh punishment frightens children into certain behaviours, it does not help children to 
want to behave, or teach them self-discipline or promote any alternative behaviour.

• Positive discipline works on the principle that children learn more through co-operation and 
rewards than through conflict and punishment. It also build on the idea that when children 
feel good, they tend to behave well and when they feel bad they are likely to behave badly.

This approach means:

• Acceptable behaviour is modelled by parents, and when children behave well they are 
rewarded with attention and praise.

• It is always the behaviour that is criticised and dehned as wrong, not the child.
• Bad behaviour is given as little attention as possible, and it is not rewarded.
• Parents have realistic expectations of what their children are capable of at different ages 

and do not ask more than their children can achieve.
• Limits and rules are clearly stated and consistently enforced in a non-violent way, so that 

the child understands what is expected of him or her. Request are framed positively.
• Setting clear limits on important things but being prepared to negotiate matters of less 

importance. 
• Parents get to know their known flashpoints and develop strategies for dealing with them 

that avoid hitting children.
• Children are listened to their views are given proper considerations and they are treated 

fairly and with respect.
• Sanctions are used which are neither physical nor humiliating for the child.
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While punishment is a single act, positive discipline is a four-step process that recognizes 
and rewards appropriate behaviour in the following manner.

1. The appropriate behaviour is described : "Everyone quiet down now, please."
2. Clear reasons are provided : "We are going to start our lesson and everyone needs to listen 

closely." This means that quieting down quickly will show respect for others. It is a good 
example of treating others as you would like them to treat you.

3. Acknowledgement is requested  : "Do you see why quieting down is so important?"
4. The correct behaviour is reinforced : a nod, a smile, an extra five minutes of play time at the 

end of the day, having a success mentioned in front of the class or school. When rewards 
are used, they should always be immediate and small, yet gratifying.

This process is effective for individual children. Moreover, for teachers working in large classes, it 
can also be effective for groups of children. The "trick" is to make the children feel they are on a
"winning team" (the class as a whole) and to praise each child's efforts in being a good team 
member.

When children are doing the right thing ,reward them immediately. This is the core of positive  
discipline.

Large classes pose challenges to disciplining students, but there are positive alternatives to 
corporal punishment
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 Positive Discipline Tips
A great deal of good discipline simply involves avoiding problem situations or dealing with 
situations before they get out of control. How? Here are some tips.

When a child is misbehaving ask yourself the following questions before you take action:

 A. ls the student doing something truly wrong? ls there a real problem here, or are you just 
tired and out of patience? lf there is no real problem, release your stress away from the 
student and class. lf there is a problem, go to the next question.

 B. Think for a moment. ls your student really capable of doing what you expect here? lf you 
are not being fair, re-evaluate your expectations. lf your expectations are fair, go to the next 
question.

 C.  Did your student know at the time that he or she was doing something wrong?
• If your student did not realize she (or he) was doing something wrong, help her 

understand what you expect, why, and how she can do that. Offer to help her.
• If your student knew what she was doing was wrong, and she deliberately disregarded 

a reasonable expectation, your student misbehaved.
• If the behaviour was an accident, it was not a misbehaviour.
• If the behaviour was not an accident, ask your student to tell you the reasons she has 

for doing what she did. Listen carefully and assess before you respond.

Point out the positive: Whenever a student does something helpful, caring, cooperative, or 
shows 
improvement , let them know you have noticed and give words of appreciation. For example, 
"Deng, I was impressed with the way you solved your homework problem."

Interact respectfully with students: Treat them as you would like to be treated. Help them to do 
better. Be a guide, not a boss. Be the type of teacher you remember fondly from your school days.

Communicate your expectations: to your students clearly and respectfully. Remind them of your 
expectations frequently, before the situation and during the situation.

Use humour or distraction: Not every misbehaviour that a student commits needs disciplining. 
Children, like adults, get tired, frustrated, or bored. Disciplining may not work in such situations. Try 
using humour during your lesson to keep everyone interested, not bored.

Allow for natural consequences, but safe ones: If a child repeatedly comes to class late, don‘t 
become upset. It is the child's responsibility to come to class on time. Tell him/her that if his/her 
tardiness continues, then you will have to send a note home to his parents. lf s/he continues to be 
late, send the note home and let him face the consequences. He learns that he is responsible for 
his behaviour and its consequences.

Don’t take a student’s disobedience personally: Children need to express disobedience, and 
they need to test limits as part of their development. Don’t feel that this is a threat to your authority. 
React in a calm fashion, applying discipline that will enhance self-control.

Recognize effort, not correctness: If a student is giving you his or her best, you should be 
happy.  Trying is the first step in learning even if the child does not get it right immediately. Let 
them know that you have faith in their ability.

Extracted from : Child Protection Training Manual : Facilitator's Guide for Teacher Training, Save The Children, South 
Sudan available from http://www.crin.org
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