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Discipline is one of the most common and 
t r ickiest  issues which youth workers have 
to face. We want  to run a programme for 
young people, which is relaxed, accept ing 
and fun;  but  we do not  want  it  to be 
impaired or sabotaged by unacceptable 
behaviour. How do we achieve both of 
these goals simultaneously?

We all know what  good and bad discipline 
looks like;  we have experienced plenty of 
it  at  the hands of our own parents, 
teachers and authority figures in the past . 
But  spot t ing bad pract ice is much easier 
than prevent ing ourselves from repeat ing 
it !  There is nothing worse than the sinking 
feeling that  we have been subt ly t rapped 
into making elementary m istakes that  we 
should have known enough about  to 
avoid... Why didnÕt  we see the situat ion 
coming?...

To understand discipline properly we need 
to start  by defining it . HereÕs one at tempt :

` Discipline is the consistent , loving and 
calm  applicat ion of appropriate 
behavioural sanct ions in an at tempt  to 
restore relat ionships and encourage 
improved responses in future.Õ

Here are some points to consider:

â  Good discipline is consistent – whatever  
 standards we adopt , we have to st ick to them 
 in all situat ions, and be seen by everyone to 
 act  with fairness and integrity.

â  Good discipline is loving Ð its aim  is always to 
 br ing about  the good of the person disciplined. 
 I t  is not  an opportunity to lose our temper, an 
 excuse to sat isfy our vindict iveness or dislike, 
 or a way of st igmat izing young people.

â  Good discipline is calm  Ð even when tempers 
 become heated and frayed, just ice must  be 
 seen to be applied in an unhurr ied, considered 
 fashion. I t  is often good to delay ` sentencingÕ 
 (or even deciding who is at  fault )  unt il  
 everyone concerned has cooled down a lit t le. 

â  Good discipline is appropriate Ð whatever 
 sanct ions you choose to apply, they must  not  
 be so insignificant  that  they have no bite:  and 
 they must  not  be so disproport ionate that  they 
 make everybody feel sorry for the unfortunate 
 offender. When punishments are too soft , 
 morale weakens because we are not  seen to be 
 taking a confident  line against  bad behaviour;  
 when punishments are too aggressive, morale 
 weakens because a sense of gr ievance soon 
 springs up.

â  Good discipline t r ies to restore relat ionships, 
 both between the different  part ies who may 
 have been involved in disagreement , and 
 between yourself and the offender. I t  isnÕt  
 enough simply to dole out  punishment  and 
 recrim inat ions. The aim  of all we do should be 
 to br ing people to a  closer understanding of 
 one another, and an increased respect  for each 
 other.

â  Good discipline t r ies to encourage improved 
 responses. The aim  is not  just  to draw a line 
 over a regret table incident , and forget  it ;  but  
 to help people learn from it  so that  next  t ime 
 they will behave different ly and choose a wiser 
 response.  Any sanct ions we apply should be 
 aimed towards achieving this goal.
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