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First Steps in Reconsidering School Discipline:
Conveying a Community Values Hierarchy through Disciplinary Structure

Introduction
For it to be successful and worthwhile in an individual and community sense, school discipline must have realistic and relevant educational goals at its core. At all schools, there is a need for conventional (Goodman, 2006; citing Turiel, 2002), school limited or determined rules and guidelines (typically concerned with safety, practical organization and control of the learning atmosphere), rules most often aimed at the students in their current state of existence. There must also be, however, values-based standards of individual and community behavior that focus both on current community expectations and on the adults students will one day become. Disciplinary outcomes at schools carry significant and vivid messages, messages that convey all at once the values of the larger school community, the educational desires (mission) of the school, and the behavioral expectations of individuals within the community. As a result, it is important that the messaging both of the disciplinary outcomes and the systems that generate the outcomes be well-considered, clear, and in keeping with a school’s mission, both in a conventional and values-based context. It is my feeling that many disciplinary systems fall short in this regard. For students, these systems often separate disciplinary outcomes from the social and developmental processes that necessitated action in the first place, they focus attention on failure rather than on growth, and, in the worst scenarios, they generate a picture of school values that may not be at all in line with the values the community hopes to embody.
This paper, which represents for me an emerging understanding of the unwieldy and ranging topic of discipline in schools, seeks to explore the ways in which conventional, school limited disciplinary concerns interact with values-based discipline in the minds of students trying to understand what is most “important” behaviorally. Further, I hope to give some consideration to the forces at work symbolically for students considering the disciplinary incidents that take place all the time at my own school. Lastly, I will propose an alternative way to consider a disciplinary system, one that will be more effective in structuring for students an effective and clear understanding of the behaviors that matter most along their path to adulthood.
Personal Engagement
The area of school discipline is one that has been of interest to me throughout my career. Having been charged, in my seven year role as dean of students, with overseeing student discipline at all levels, my understanding of it has evolved in a number of ways – some practical and others more philosophic. One key point in my perspective has remained fairly solid throughout this evolution, however: That school discipline, if it is being conducted in a way that might be thought of as educationally effective, must be so much a reflection of a school’s general mission that it cannot clearly be separated from the educational purposes of the school or the environment. As disciplinary decisions and the consequences that accompany them are among the most provocative to school climates and challenging to administrators (and parents and students…), it is upon this primary premise that I have built my career in the deans office. I have been willing to take on what I consider to be among the most challenging of school roles, because I believe that doing so is critical to student and community learning at the highest level.
In considering the current state of disciplinary policies and procedures at my school, however, I find myself wondering more and more frequently about the effectiveness of some components of our system, and particularly the effectiveness of those items that might relate most directly to one specific and fundamental part of the school’s mission:
The school believes in the education of the whole person: intellectual, social, emotional, physical and spiritual. Moral development and the building of character are important parts of that education.
Over time the school has clearly articulated the goal of character or values-based education, a hope which relies heavily in its potential to be realized on the residential and community aspects of the environment. Most good schools aspire to be communities of learning that reach beyond the typical curricular concerns of history, math, et al., and boarding schools especially have sought an even higher standard of learning through community by their ability to hold sway over students in just about every area of life. Learning, in the boarding environment, takes on the broadest possible meaning, and often the highest hopes of the school far outreach the practical realities of what can sensibly be accomplished. Still, the desire to teach “to the whole person” remains at the center of the boarding school mission, a center made especially relevant to me both by my responsibility to administer disciplinary responses and by my sense that the most challenging “whole person” issues are often revealed via challenging difficult disciplinary moments. 
In general, I have found that the school’s disciplinary policies work well in supporting the excerpted school mission with individual students and in individual cases. At the more moderate or minor end of disciplinary responses (attendance, inappropriate language, etc.) on-the-spot adults are effective in delivering appropriate messages and in rigorously pushing students to consider the implications of their actions. There is a predictable (and not always satisfying) lack of consistency in this level of teaching, but the trade-off is one of personal and focused response, one of heightened teachable moments that are generally effective in this environment. Where major violations have occurred, the system is more formal and involves a collaborative student-faculty disciplinary committee. In these circumstances, too, individual students are well-served. Their transgression is assessed, consequences laid out and (most importantly) the event is well contextualized for them.
In neither instance, however, does the most relevant information about the community values implicit in an individual disciplinary incident filter out productively to the community. There are myriad opportunities for discussion and the culture of the school certainly supports the taking of time even from class to consider worrisome disciplinary outcomes or student concerns about them. It is clear from experience, however, that these conversations are mostly directed by and focused on the outcomes or consequences themselves and not on the behavior or how the behavior might fit into the values structure of the greater community. Despite the best efforts of adults, student focus on consequence is pervasive and often undermines the intended educational message both of the particular incident and (more importantly) of the greater value structure of the school. In these conversations, students tend to equate the seriousness of a consequence or of the disciplinary procedure (i.e. did the disciplinary committee meet) with the seriousness of the behavior. This is sensible, and is likely an intended by-product of the disciplinary system. When students then further correlate seriousness with community value, however, the practical use of the structure for making clear the values of the school begins to fail. This is an unacceptable outcome, when considering the disciplinary structure, and yet it is clear: Students equate seriousness of behavior with seriousness of consequence, and then easily make the disconcerting jump to equating seriousness, as reflected by consequence, with community value. 
The Current System
For context in the discussion moving forward, it will be helpful to lay out the system at my own school, Brooks. It is a system that has grown organically over time
, mostly in response to incidents rather than pro-actively, and generally in line with schools similar to Brooks. It is important to note that the “disciplinary system,” as described, refers to those policies, procedures and consequences governing violations of major school rules. Minor discipline, again, is generally handled on the spot by the adult on the scene, and only occasionally in consultation with the deans office. 
There are eleven major school rule categories at Brooks, groups of violations that are deemed major by their potential to lead to suspension or dismissal from school:
· Cheating, lying, stealing, plagiarism the possession or use of false identification; any form of dishonesty  or direct disobedience
· The possession, use or sale of alcohol, un-prescribed drugs or associated paraphernalia

· The possession of fire works, firearms or other dangerous weapons

· Hazing, bullying or failing to behave in a courteous and considerate manner in any forum or in any medium

· Violations of dormitory sign-out, visitation or parietal regulations

· Violations of the school’s acceptable use policy (technology)

· Open flames or smoking in or near a school building

· Vandalism

· Certain incidents involving sexual intimacy

· Certain offenses involving automobiles

· Repeated offenses of a less serious nature

Beneath these categories are listed a number of procedural notes, the most important of which explains the use of a disciplinary committee comprised of students and faculty members. The six member committee is chaired by one of the deans of students (non-voting) and deliberates on all major disciplinary cases. The committee makes a recommendation to the headmaster, who ultimately renders a decision based on that recommendation. The role of the dean is first to assess the seriousness of a violation and convene the committee, and thereafter to guide the group through precedents and policy clarifications. While the headmaster may make any decision he would like to, the overwhelming majority of final decisions are very close to the recommendation put forth by the committee. In most cases, the outcome of a disciplinary meeting is a separation from school (suspension or dismissal) and a period of probation. Only one infraction at school carries with it an assumption of automatic dismissal: Cases involving the use, possession or sale of un-prescribed drugs, the possession of paraphernalia, or the being in the presence of drug use, possession or sale. In such cases, students typically withdraw from school without a disciplinary meeting.
It is important to recognize a few key principles in this system. First, a meeting of the disciplinary committee is not a legal or court proceeding. In most cases that reach the committee, guilt has been established either by observation or by the admission of the student. Second, the existence of such a committee speaks, I think, to the desire of the school to have a personal framework within which to deal with institutional structures. Most violations – or at least most violations of conventional rules – have relatively proscribed consequences and also a general consistency of outcome over time, yet the culture of the school still prefers to consider whatever it is about a given violation that might be unique. Lastly, it is worth noting that the committee meets fairly infrequently. During my own tenure in the deans office, all but one of the years witnessed fewer than seven
 meetings. 
Issues and Considerations


Different Types of Infractions

The Brooks disciplinary system, like many others, is set up to handle two main types of infractions, with a particular kind of flexibility permitting consideration of a third variety. The list of major school rules chronicles these without real order of importance, though teachers and others often point out that cheating is the first infraction mentioned. Ethical violations (dishonesty, bullying, cheating, etc.) are mixed in among more conventional school-limited behaviors (drinking or drug use, open flames in a building, etc.). A third type of infraction lurks in the list as well, namely behaviors that could be seen as strictly conventional or limited, but which are from time to time spoken of in moral or ethical terms. I would include among these sign out and permission violations, sexual intimacy, the accumulation of lesser offenses, and even, occasionally, open flames in a school building. Generally, these become moral concerns for students within the framework of some implied social contract with the school or with the adults with whom they are working closely. As a result, failing to sign out from the dorm on a Saturday night, though clearly of primarily conventional value to the school, is re-interpreted as a failure of trust or lack of good will. While infractions at either end are fairly easy to discern in quality, those in the middle have something of a confusing character that is relevant to the way the system works and to the messages it conveys.

While one system set up to deal with such different types of infractions is certainly convenient structurally, it does not seem practical in an educational sense. For if the disciplinary structure is to be thought of as a didactic tool for individual students and for the community at large, it seems unlikely that the same method of assessment (to consider a classroom analogy) for such different curricular concerns would work to its best advantage. Consequences are one type of feedback accompanying the disciplinary syllabus, and in the same way that students use grades and weights of assignments to establish priorities in a class, so they use the outcomes of disciplinary proceedings to establish the priorities of the school in a behavioral sense. Of course, we would like there to be much more than just consequences (as good teachers offer much more than just grades), but the starting point of the disciplinary curriculum remains the procedural and consequential rubric, just as grading policies and procedures are a first entry point for most classroom purposes.

The Power of the System Symbolically 
A primary concern in considering our discipline system is the tendency, perhaps need, of community members to observe and conceptualize the values of the community through the disciplinary structure. While other factors, the school’s mission statement for one, convey messages and meanings about what is most important to the community, no other pieces of information are more front-and-center on the community stage than those generated by disciplinary incidents. The majority of students and faculty members have a passing understanding of the mission, but their understanding does not reflect a practical, daily reference to it. On the other hand, the same group can recite with relative accuracy
 just about all recent and many historic disciplinary events, snapshots (to them) of the school’s value systems and beliefs that have been well-interpreted and hashed out over time. Occasionally, even distantly past events, some semi-apocryphal, make their way into these interpretations, as long standing faculty members, younger siblings or legacy families fold their own understanding of the structure into a larger conception of where the school stands in a mission sense. 
One key problem with this method of building a value perception is that it struggles to reconcile the organic fluidity of discipline decisions over time with what ought to be a more static and durable set of community values. The context of individual cases, for example, may cause “adjustments” in outcomes, as the tone of the school at the moment, the age of a student, previous disciplinary status, etc. are mingled with the incident and reflected in its consequences. In such cases, rarely do people know all the information, nor do they recall many of the contextual subtleties. Rather, the behavior and the consequence are neatly packaged into a set of precedents, and atop these are built the value structure of the school. It is worth noting, too, that from time to time cases are simply mishandled (usually over-reactively), such that relatively erroneous consequences might become persistent – occasionally negative, occasionally positive – precedents in their own right. These, of course, have a symbolic power all their own, one that conjures all manner of explanation or attribution as community members seek to insert them into some larger value structure.

The Confidence of Black and White Discipline
Another salient distinction may be drawn between limited and values infractions. Often, those of the limited variety are fairly tangible (you needed to possess something to be in violation, for example, as in drinking or drug use), while those aimed at values are less so (a lie was told or academic work was misrepresented, for examples). There are exceptions (vandalism is a values infraction with tangible outcomes), but most values infractions will ultimately require the judgment of an observer and some assessment of the contextual seriousness of the incident. Conventional school-limited infractions, however, rarely require judgment (you had the beer or not), and the disciplinary system typically does not consider or assess seriousness (number of drinks, etc.)
, just that there was a violation.
This distinction is important to the discussion, as it adds another level of symbolic strength to the way in which consequences are perceived by the community. The lack of judgment required of limited, black-and-white infractions allows the consequences to be delivered by the head of school or others with exceptional confidence. These incidents tend to be tidy
, and they do not in themselves stir up much in the way of disagreement. Students may be sad or angry to see a friend leave the school or be punished over such an incident, but there is a confidence and clarity in this sort of disciplinary procedure and students seem to accept fairly easily the cause and effect of consequences that follow violations of conventional rules.
Consequences resulting from values infractions, however, are delivered more thoughtfully and cautiously, and often through a longer period of deliberation. On the one hand, this indicates something positive about the system. Judgments should require more and deeper reflection. On the other hand, this is often interpreted as institutional uncertainty, and even at times as an invitation to challenge the thinking and sensibilities that yielded the outcome. The most serious of these are not tidy, and may linger in the community as open questions for some time. Students or other community members not directly involved in the proceeding do not generally participate in this thought process formally, though there are certainly discussions around campus about the details. The nature of these infractions invites examination and discussion, yet the implicit ambiguity in them is often misinterpreted by students trying to make sense of them. There is much more dissent
 at all community levels about the most serious of these sorts of infractions (or rather about the accompanying consequences), and the hint of uncertainty or of a lack of confidence further strengthens the perception that the other types of violations, for all their certainty, occupy a higher place in the hierarchy of values. It seems abundantly clear that this is just poor thinking on the part of students. Still, it happens frequently and with important implications for the way students build a values picture of the school.
Conclusions and Resolutions

One among a number of tensions existing in school disciplinary policy, it appears, is that two goals – limitation/control and values education – with two different constituents – the student today and the student where he or she will eventually be – are being treated by one system. It has been pointed out that in a conventional sense the system at my own school works well in conveying an acceptable and appropriate hierarchy of school-limited behaviors. At the risk of sounding dismissive of these (I really do recognize their importance!), I would argue that the system cannot do the same effective job of values teaching. Further, I would posit that the effective structure for teaching the former (conventional) undermines our efforts to deal with latter (values-based). By creating a system that permits and perhaps promotes this, are we not strongly implying that we favor the conventional over the ethically “valuable?” How do students see this, and what does it mean for the adults we would one day like them to be? What, also, does it mean for who they have been along the way? These are important questions, and ones that I could not fully answer in this paper. In the meanwhile, though, in a real and practical sense, there is my current school and its system. From these first questions, then, emerges ones that are more workable: How might that current system be re-considered, such that its messages are clear and relevant to students, and such that the adults our students will be are being educated ahead of or at least on par with the students they are now? How might we get them to see clearly what we value most in this school community?
Joan Goodman (2006) points out: “Current school disciplinary policies are ineffective in developing moral messages, because they fail to distinguish moral violations (deceit, vandalism, etc.) from conventional school-limited violations (attendance, dress codes, etc.).” This seems a distressing failure in any educational setting, and especially one having a mission partially aimed at the ethical development of its students. For this reason, then, and for the others I have laid out, it would seem sensible to distinguish between the two types of violations by structurally separating them in school policy; that is to say, to have one system of policies, procedures and guidelines that deals only with conventional, school-limited violations, and another that considers values infractions as a separate and distinct sort of violation. There may be some issues in doing this (see Epilogue, below), but my sense is that great rewards will be gained both from this sort of structural reconsideration and from the close look at the rules (and their intentions) that would need to accompany such a reconfiguration.

First and foremost, the list of violations would need to look different, and it would need to be accompanied by a concise explanation of the educational purposes of each grouping. Students must be made aware that some of the rules are aimed at atmospheric concerns, while others are aimed at their personal development. The decision to delineate between conventional school-limited behaviors and values expectations carries with it a significant educational message in its own right, one atop which all the next levels of values teaching and messaging might be built. The school-limited rules will always, of sensible necessity, be of the top-down variety. Yet, standards regarding community values might be considered, promoted and articulated at all levels of the community and in general consensus (Berreth and Scherer, 1993). These are neither top-down nor bottom-up, rather they are generated from the center-out, and as such looking at them is a valuable messaging tool of its own, one that says we are going to do this together, as opposed to we are going to tell you. Thinking of these this way and rigorously inviting students into the conversation about where these values might fit sends a message of importance and respect that is powerful and difficult for students to miss: These values are the important precepts for us, and we will be dealing with them together often and in ways that are both personal and institutional. We, in the end, have delineated this one particular group of values behaviors, and as a result are on the way to stating that these will be the most important to us!
A second step in this separation would need to be some consideration for the way the school responds to violations in either group. This is crucially important, as students are so quick (as noted above) to equate seriousness of procedure or consequence with importance of behavior. On the school-limited, conventional side it would make sense to have more proscribed consequences, with less personal procedural attention to incidents that arise. Because the goal of these rules are primarily safety and control of the environment, because these infractions are typically black-and white, and because “amount of violation” so infrequently matters consequentially or contextually, there should be less time and energy spent on them in an institutional regard. As violations of top-down standards, it would be sensible to have these dealt with only administratively (deans office), and without any sort of student/adult committee. Also, consequences for these sorts of violations should be of the starkest variety, namely short suspensions and probations, with levels of infraction being more or less determined by the direct consequence of the infraction to the safety of students and the control of the environment. It would be odd, in my opinion, to have any infractions in this grouping that would merit immediate dismissal from school, other than repeated offenses.
On the values-infractions side, procedures and consequences should be significantly more personal, contextual, and inclusive of student input. What was once the discipline committee would become, for these infractions, more a Community Values Committee, one that would be empowered to recommend outcomes but also to probe motives and intentions. It is difficult to immediately imagine consequences that would convey importance to students as effectively as suspensions
 or dismissals, but finding ones that do (and avoiding the easy temptation not to…) would be key to conveying to students that they were involved in a different and deeper sort of violation. On this side of disciplinary procedure could be some automatics, but in general consequences that were experientially onerous, involved feedback and reflection and rigorous dialogue between a student and his advisor, the committee and the headmaster (there is nothing like speaking to the head of school to convey importance!) would be the standard. Importantly, the Community Values Committee would be charged with meeting with the student over time, helping him to reflect on what led to the infraction – what tensions were involved in it – before considering consequences at all. The violating student and the committee would, in the end, be collaborating on the outcome, one that would recognize all at once the importance of the event, the student’s response to it, and some reflection on the forces that yielded his failure to meet the values of the community and his own expectations.
The problems with this sort of delineation may be many, but the potential rewards for the community would be significant in the way such a re-considered structure would help students to understand structurally what values (as defined with their input) the community holds most dear in a mission sense. In particular, the significantly more rigorous approach to major values infractions would support the premise that those types of behaviors – because they involve more judgment, more consideration and more engagement for a student – are at the high end of the community’s pyramid of values. By distancing a student from the cause and effect of action/transgression and consequence by demanding more from him and giving more back institutionally, such a framework might also strongly suggest to students that they are involved not as much in a punitive process as in process of self-awareness and growth. Ultimately, the consequences, which are traditionally the biggest or most salient components of major failures of behavior, and on which as a result (I have argued) students build their conception of community standards, would be minimized in their importance symbolically. In their place would be a more under-stated but also more personal approach, one that recognized the importance of outcome as a support to process, rather than an end in and of itself.  
Epilogue – Next Steps?
An extreme problem to be confronted moving forward, and one which has emerged fairly late in this project, has to do with conventional school-limited disciplinary incidents that become vaguely or even overtly imbued with value or ethical overtones. An example of this, as discussed earlier, would be a serious conventional infraction, such as drinking, which has folded into it such considerations as trust between dorm parents and students, or the sort of “enrollment contract” to abide by the rules so often referred to in school handbooks and the like. To a certain extent, the occurrence of this undermines any conception of a structure that seeks to separate the two different types of infractions systematically; simply, there may be a pervasive and tenacious overlap that defies, or at least seriously challenges, any attempt to separate them. This tension between the two is sensible on one level, especially in a residential community where living together well – in all that entails – is in itself one of the core values. And yet, it is a tension that speaks directly to the failure of a structure that constantly places outcome in an institutional sense over personal process or experience. Such a system can only exist at the expense of examination of the processes that led a student to have a “failure” of behavior noteworthy enough to merit a consequence. In the end, one unifying principle of the majority of the disciplinary incidents with which we deal is that they take place within an expected and predictable context. Some of them, indeed, may even be thought of as desirable or experiential in an educational setting. The rules clearly exist to govern areas where student failure, or at least temptation, is to be expected, and it would be an unrealistic (not to mention bland) educational world at best should students never get on the wrong side of the rules. 

Why, then, the focus on outcome? In my case, I would refer back to the original notion of this project, which was to recognize the symbolic importance of consequences and to consider a structure more adept at generating the values perception we’d like at school. To a certain extent, I think I have something of an idea here. However, the larger issue, it seems to me, is to think of a system that not only conveys the best values messages possible, but one which also recognizes (and accounts for) the struggles, tensions and conditions that exist for students and which lead them to bump up against the disciplinary policies of schools. Ultimately, I think my hope for finding better ways to engage in the process of disciplinary learning has shadowed my work in this project. Clearly, there are enormous forces at work in reconsidering discipline at that level, and I presently fall far short of being qualified to take the issue on. I do look forward to building on this work to do so in the future. For now, though, I feel that I have been able to examine the symbolic power of our disciplinary system and its consequent outcomes. I believe that I have a better handle, now, on how best to proceed, on how best to have the system promote a process of values building with which we would like to be engaged at school. Ultimately, the system I have sought and the thinking that has gone into the quest have revealed the need for a better method (rather than structure) of discipline, one that engages students and adults in working through the adolescent struggle to best behave and function, and one which also recognizes disciplinary successes and failures as part of the growth process. I will take the questions raised and the new direction revealed to be validations of this first level of work in a topic that has always interested me.
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� “In the early days of the school, the founding headmaster told the boys that the school had two rules. First, behave like a gentlemen at all times. Second, don’t swim in the lake. With a more legalistic approach necessary, the School has modified and expanded the rules significantly…” Brooks School Handbook, p 38


� Despite this relatively small number per year, the disciplinary meetings that do take place are quite provocative at school.


� Adjusted for student and adult perspectives, of course.


� Many schools do assess grievously harmful violations of such rules at a higher level (a student drank so much that she had to be hospitalized, for example), but this most often then has been thought of as a safety violation of some sort, and other qualities have been added to the incident that are not present in more run of the mill incidents. This is probably to be expected in violations of limited rules, as these are primarily aimed at safety and order.


� Unless a values infraction, such as lying, is layered on top of it…


� Though there is no appeals process at school, parents, advisors and students do request appeals of values-based infractions regularly. This rarely happens with limited infractions.


� Separation from school remains, for reasons that are not entirely clear to me, a significant “importance” threshold for students. This may be because it is part of the definition of a major disciplinary violation. The optimistic side of me hopes that it is because students value their place in the community!
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