Canter - Assertive Discipline

A teacher using Assertive Discipline possess a clear sense of how students should behave in order for her to accomplish her teaching duties. She does not tolerate attempts by individuals to interfere with her instruction or other students' learning. Students who do not obey class rules receive a warning and then are subjected to a series of increasingly more serious actions, culminating in an administrative conference. The teacher refuses to devote time or attention to disruptive students, reserving these resources for those who are conscientious and well behaved.

The goal of Assertive Discipline is to foster in teachers a feeling that they are "in charge" in the classroom. The essence of the approach is captured in the following statement by its author, Lee Canter:

An assertive teacher will actively respond to a child's inappropriate behavior by clearly communicating to the child her disapproval of the behavior, followed by what she wants the child to do.

It is no coincidence that an approach called Assertive Discipline should have appeared in the mid-seventies. Teachers, particularly those in urban areas, increasingly feel beset by

disruptive student behavior and feel powerless to do much about it. The student rights movement, pro-student court decisions, the threat of malpractice lawsuits, unsympathetic administrators and parents, and the large numbers of students from unfamiliar cultural backgrounds are only some of the factors cited as contributors to the perceived "crisis" in school discipline.

The developer of Assertive Discipline is a former classroom teacher who was impressed by the possibility of applying the principles of Assertiveness Training to teaching. Canter believes that teachers must learn to do what one is trained to do -- in this case, teach. Disruptive student behavior prevents teachers form teaching.
Characteristics:

Assertive Discipline trains teachers to specify guidelines for students' behavior, to develop consequences for disobeying the guidelines, and to communicate them clearly and often. At no time does a teacher permit a student to forget who is in charge of the classroom or that class conduct is governed by certain non​negotiable rules. Students come to realize that the teacher expects them to behave in a certain way in class.

When a student disobeys a class rule, his name is written on the board and he is told what he should be doing. If he continues to misbehave, a check is written beside his name, indicating that he must stay after school. A third check results in a phone call home. Continued misconduct leads to an administrative conference ("sever clause"). In certain cases of serious misconduct, a "sever clause" can be invoked without going through the other steps.

An attractive feature of Assertive Discipline to many teachers is the fact they know there is a clearly established point beyond which they no longer have to try to discipline the student. Once a student receives a "severe clause" or four checks, he is referred to an administrator, freeing the teacher to get on with instruction.

In order for Assertive Discipline to function effectively, Canter stresses teachers must reinforce appropriate behavior in addition to punishing inappropriate behavior. Teachers are urged to develop "positive consequences" that can be used when students are "on task" and respectful to the right of others.
Extent of Use:

In-service workshops are the primary vehicle by which Assertive Discipline is offered to teachers. These workshops can be run for interested educators from given region or exclusively for the faculty of a single school. During a standard two day workshop teachers are pushed, entertained, and cajoled into believing that their attitudes determine whether or not they are effective classroom managers. Teachers are helped to develop lists of classroom rules, consequences for rule breaking, and rewards for students who obey rules. Assertive Discipline promotional literature indicates that 300,000 educators nationwide have been trained in the approach.
Assumptions:
Assertive Discipline is premised on the notion that teacher attitudes influence teacher behavior which, in turn, influences student behavior. If a teacher does not believe he is capable of controlling his class, the likelihood is great that he will act in, ways that undermine his control. Failure to communicate expectations of appropriate and inappropriate behavior is one characteristic of such a teacher.

Canter divides teachers into three types: nonassertive, hostile, and assertive. Nonassertive teachers allow themselves to be pushed around by students, while hostile teachers harm students by imposing control in an arbitrary or negative manner. Assertive teachers believe in their abilities and their rights to use them to foster student learning. As Canter maintains, such a teacher "says what she means and means what she says."

Because teacher attitudes are the heart of Assertive Discipline, there are few explicit assumptions about student behavior. Canter does not seem to feel, however, that students appreciate having limits placed on them and that they respond to sanctions as well as rewards. He also implies that, in the absence of clearly expressed limits, students will try to get away with whatever they can.
Potential Problems:

Assertive Discipline is designed primarily for use in classrooms.
Since many of the student behavior problems that most alarm teachers occur outside class, the approach may not offer much help with a significant source of teacher concern.

Within class, the approach may reduce rule breaking but not necessarily without negative byproducts. Assertive Discipline provokes no opportunities for students to learn or practice conflict-resolution skills. rather than learning to be responsible, students remain dependent on the teacher to intervene and handle behavior problems.

A third potential problem with Assertive Discipline is the fact that, if poorly implemented, it can create an uncomfortable and possibly repelling environment. In theory, of course, teachers are supposed to devote time to reinforcing appropriate behavior as well as sanctioning inappropriate behavior. In practice, though, teachers sometimes stress sanctions to the exclusion of reinforcements, thus creating a negative classroom climate. A repressive classroom can foster increased acting out by students when they leave the class.
Key--Questions:

Teachers who employ Assertive Discipline tend to ask themselves the following kinds of questions:

l.
Does the problem behavior violate a classroom rule?

2. If so, what is the punishment for disobeying the                   rule? 

3. Have this rule and punishment been communicated to the students?

4. Is this rule infraction so serious that it qualifies as an immediate "severe clause"?

5. Do I have positive reinforcers established for students who behave appropriately?

6. Am I willing to assert myself and enforce the rule already established, or will I ignore this behavior?
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