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Learner discipline is a problem in South African schools. The most serious aspect is addressing
learner-discipline problems. Research has shown that teachers are at a loss for effective
methods for maintaining discipline. The literature that does exist pertaining to methods of
maintaining discipline, invariably enumerates a host of techniques in a ‘bag of tricks’ fashion:
behaviouristic, like treating symptoms, that is, the behavioural manifestation rather than
addressing the causes of that behaviour, paying no attention to the psychic dynamics and
social context behind poor discipline. This is at variance with the fact that learner-discipline
problems have a causal base which reaches far beyond the individual teacher–individual
learner interaction. At the levels of the school, family and society, as well as at the level of the
spiritual and social functioning of the child and how that might result in discipline problems,
and how that should be taken into account when addressing learner discipline problems, a host
of literature has been published in recent years. This article surveys this literature, synthesising
it in a systematic way that shows a broader and more extensive way of approaching the issue
of the problems of addressing learner discipline in South African schools. Although the
problem of ill discipline in schools is not limited to or absent from schools that educate on
biblical principles, the discussion in the literature occasionally ventures into a brief mention
of how the problem could be approached from a holistic and integrated Christian perspective.

Die hantering van leerderdissiplineprobleme: ’n Psigo-sosiale geheelskoolbenadering.
Leerderdissipline in Suid-Afrikaanse skole is ’n probleem. Die mees problematiese
aspek is die hantering van dié probleme. Navorsing het aangetoon dat onderwysers nie
oor doeltreffende metodes om leerderdissipline te handhaaf beskik nie. Literatuur oor
dissiplinehandhawingsmetodes wat wel bestaan lys ’n reeks tegnieke, in ’n behaviouristiese
paradigma, wat die simptome eerder as die oorsake van die probleem aanspreek, en wat nie
die psigiese dinamika en sosiale konteks van leerderdissiplineprobleme erken nie. Dit rym nie
met die feit dat leerderdissipline ’n oorsaaklike basis het wat veel verder as die individuele
onderwyser-individuele leerder interaksie strek nie. Op die vlakke van die skool, die gesin
en die samelewing, sowel as die spirituele en sosiale funksionering van die kind en hoe al
hierdie faktore in dissiplineprobleme kan uitloop en in berekening gebring behoort te word
wanneer dit by die aanspreek van leerderdissiplineprobleme kom, is ’n magdom literatuur
die afgelope aantal jare gepubliseer. Hierdie artikel bied ’n oorsig van dié literatuur en dui so
’n meer omvattende benadering aan om leerderdissiplineprobleme in Suid-Afrikaanse skole
te hanteer. Ofskoon die probleem van leerderdissiplineprobleme nie beperk is of afwesig is
van skole wat onderwys op ’n Bybelse grondslag verskaf nie, word die bespreking van die
literatuuroorsig voorsien van ‘n Christelike lewensopvatlike bobou.

Statement of problem
Learner discipline is a problem in South African schools (Wolhuter & Van Staden 2008). Judging
from the international literature, this problem is not limited to South Africa, but is a worldwide
phenomenon (Steyn et al. 2003). Research on learner discipline problems in South African schools
has revealed that the biggest problem is how to handle them (Wolhuter & Van Staden 2008).
Teachers are at a loss as to how to deal with ill discipline. Furthermore, the research that has
been done on the handling of learner-discipline problems focuses almost exclusively on the
single teacher’s methods of maintaining discipline (e.g. Biemond, Van der Walt & Wolhuter 2010;
Oosthuizen, Wolhuter & Du Toit 2003; Van der Walt, Potgieter & Wolhuter 2010; Wolhuter &
Van Staden 2009) – the sole exception being the study by Van der Westhuizen, Oosthuizen and
Wolhuter (2008) on the use of organisational culture in schools to create a school environment
conducive to disciplined learners. The second problem is that this literature on methods of
maintaining discipline cites a host of techniques in a ‘bag of tricks’ fashion: behaviouristic,
like treating symptoms, that is, the bad behaviour, rather than addressing the causes of such
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behaviour, paying no attention to the psychic and social
dynamics behind the behavioural manifestation of poor
discipline. This is at variance with the fact that learnerdiscipline problems have a causal base which reaches much
deeper than the behavioural symptoms of poor discipline.
Regarding the design of strategies to be implemented in
schools, many questions are raised by contemporary research
concerning the way policy makers or even researchers
and clinicians decide upon the type of intervention for
children with discipline problems. Wherever the medical
or behaviouristic approach is still dominant, interventions
usually do not sufficiently consider ecological variables
and complex interactional processes that take place within
the school system and contribute to the development of the
disorder. Unavoidably, this behaviouristic theoretical stance
leads to a wrong or even counter-productive intervention
(Schmidt Neven 2010).

Original Research

which were studied. This body of literature was studied with
a view to finding the literature relevant to learner-discipline
problems, their causes, and ways to address them.

Findings

Principles when studying children’s discipline
problems and when designing classroom- and
schoolwide interventions
Based on extended empirical and clinical evidence,
the following principles are essential when we study
children’s discipline problems in schools in order to design
comprehensive or effective classroom- or schoolwide
interventions:

• As explained above, children’s discipline problems may

Aim of research
At the levels of the school, family and society, as well as the
psychic and social functioning of the child and how that
might result in poor discipline, a host of literature has been
published in recent years. The aim of this article is to survey
this literature and to build a framework for a school–family–
society approach to creating classrooms characterised by
disciplined learners, taking into account the learner’s psychic
functioning and social context when working out a plan
to address discipline problems. As such, it is an attempt to
address, first, the lacuna in scholarly literature on learner
discipline, namely the reductionistic view that learnerdiscipline problems are behavioural problems only, or at best
can be ascribed to one set of factors, for example, teacher–
learner relations, or the organisational culture of the school.
This article represents an attempt to offer a more holistic,
integrated view of learner discipline problems and the causes
behind the behavioural manifestations of them. This view
then includes and brings together under one umbrella the
child’s personal history and intrapsychic life or dynamics, the
quality of the family relationship, the teacher’s attitude and
teaching style, the organisational and social characteristics of
the school, and the nature of society.

Research methodology

•

•

•

The research method followed was that of a literature
survey, employing the major databases in the educational,
behavioural and social sciences, namely ERIC, Google
Scholar and PsyInfo. Keywords used were: (1) behavioural
and conduct problems, (2) childhood, (3) teacher’s attitude
and (4) ecosystemic approach. The notion of ‘discipline’ was
deliberately eschewed because, in the first place, as used in
this article and in South Africa, the term has no global currency
(with the exception of the United Kingdom) and, secondly, as
stated above, where it is used with similar meaning, as in this
article, scholars tend to limit it to behavioural manifestations,
and the handling of discipline problems to behavioural
management. The time period used for the search was from
2005–2012. This produced a total of 280 scholarly sources
http://www.koersjournal.org.za
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•

•

be, as explained above, the outcome of a variety of causes
(personal/familial/school/social), with varying degrees
of severity and weight. For example, an acceptably
provocative or immature, defiant behaviour may be
related to a child who has not adequately internalised
necessary limits, who feels extremely frustrated, as
she or he is unable to adequately respond to school
requirements or attain the acceptance of his or her teacher
and peers with acceptable behaviour; a similar aggressive,
provocative or defiant behaviour might, in contrast, be
linked to a serious family problem, maltreatment, or
physical or emotional abuse; in other cases, aggressive or
problematic and disruptive behaviours may be linked to
a lack of necessary psycho-social skills or to the child’s
immaturity, due in turn to a variety of family or other
factors.
Recurring instances of poor discipline within school
settings, particularly in their more severe and persistent
forms, are typically characterised as the product of
stressful environments (such as abuse or severe or
harsh rearing and punishment practices), poor internal
regulation, and undeveloped relational abilities and
perceptions (Dishon & Patterson 2006).
In many cases, students’ discipline problems are
perceived by teachers as: purposefully oppositional–that is,
based on a supposed wish to upset others and maintain a one-up
position on them – rather than as a manifestation of the child’s
unhappiness and inner difficulties.
Attempts to eliminate discipline problems that represent
an essential, nonverbal form of communication may
contribute to a poor outcome as these are likely to result in a
depressed, frustrated, and resentful child.
It is critical that adults attempt to understand the meaning
of the targeted behaviours from the child’s perspective
before implementing an intervention (Kourkoutas 2012).
Whilst some mild learner-discipline problems may be
related to a broader pattern of behavioural and emotional
problems, most of them do not necessarily represent a
serious and persistent emotional disorder or require a
psychiatric diagnosis (Kourkoutas 2012).
A formal descriptive assessment of a child’s problematic
behaviour based on a psychiatric model of thinking
in most cases is insufficient to ensure a thorough
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•

•

•

•

understanding of the necessary intervention model/
programme/practices to be implemented/employed.
A systemic and psychosocially sensitive approach and
reflection are often necessary in order to obtain insight
in the intrapsychic reality of the child and reveal the
wide range of factors (e.g. intra/interpersonal, relational,
academic or family) that should be treated or faced.
A multisource evaluation is also necessary in order
to ensure a comprehensive approach to the complex
contextual reality in which the child functions and
behaves, as well as the way significant people in his
or her life perceive and deal with his or her discipline
problems as they are manifest. This should be based
upon a thorough knowledge of the family dynamics and
background– essential for both teachers and educational
psychologists who are intended to intervene.
Inclusive school and educational psychologists’ practice
should be based on a different ethos from the one
expressed by a strictly punitive and discipline-oriented
logic.
In addition, an inclusive school approach should focus
on strengthening the problematic children’s inherent
capacities or potential (see Kourkoutas 2012).

First step in an intervention strategy: Identifying
children with discipline problems and gaining a
comprehensive understanding
Classroom educational and/or professional intervention
efforts should be based on or grounded in a comprehensive
understanding of the child’s social and academic skills and
deficits, his or her family and school background, their
previous classroom experiences, and the nature of relational
patterns and social relationships. This requires significant
data-collection effort across a range of constructs and the
child’s life levels or domains.
Empirical studies have shown that in some particular
groups of children, school difficulties can generate feelings
of disappointment, inferiority, anger and aggression which,
coupled with other risk factors, may cause discipline
problems (Kourkoutas 2012; Mash & Wolfe 2010; Maughan
2001; Roeser & Eccles 2000). In any case, school failure might
be an important predictor of the early onset of discipline
problems (Kourkoutas 2012; Mash & Wolfe 2010).
Early rejection by teachers and peers is a risk factor for the
early, or later, onset of discipline problems. Researchers who
have focused on ‘disruptions’ in childhood suggest that these
behaviours can escalate into increasingly hostile teacher–
student interactions, either covert or overt (Bloomquist &
Schnell 2002; Campbell 2002; Kourkoutas 2012; McMahon
& Forehand 2003). In some extreme cases, conflictual
relationships with teachers may be quite traumatic, leading
the child to exaggerated disruptive reactions. Accordingly,
teachers may also experience their relationship with
these students or their families as being very distressing
(Kourkoutas 2012; Kourkoutas, Georgiadi & Hadzaki 2011).
It has in fact been shown that ‘aggressive children’ tend to
induce hostile, confusing or ambivalent emotions in others
and receive aggressive, aversive or inappropriate responses
http://www.koersjournal.org.za
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from their teachers (Blanchard, Casagrance & McCulloch
1994; Dodge 2000; Kauffman 2001; Mash & Wolfe 2010;
Roeser & Eccles 2000).
In a holistic or ecosystemic (encompassing school, family
and society) and psychodynamic model, discipline
problems in childhood are regarded as the result of a
problematic relationship between the child as an evolving
system and (proximal or distal) environmental systems
such as the parental couple, family, siblings, classmates,
neighbourhood, school system, peers, social institutions and
society (Henggeler et al. 1998; Kourkoutas 2012; Munger,
Donkervoet & Morse 1998; Sneider, Reid & Patterson 2003).
This relationship is affected by the dialectic action of multiple
endogenous and exogenous factors (Fraser 2004; Pianta
2006). As family and child are dynamic, evolving systems
continuously interacting with other systems, a multitude of
pathways to deal with problems and a multitude of types
and forms of antisocial and aggressive behaviours associated
with a series of emotional, relational, and personality
disorders are possible (Boxer & Frick 2008; Dodge & Pettit
2003; Fraser, Kirby & Smolowski 2004; Frick 2006). Overall,
the problematic developmental outcomes (i.e., discipline
problems) result from a variety of different risk factors that
can operate at multiple levels of influence (Boxer & Frick
2008).
Once children with learner discipline problems have been
identified, and the full extent of these problems, including
their causal antecedents in the intrapsychic life of the child,
school factors, family-related factors and society-related
factors have been mapped and assessed, an intervention
strategy can be planned.

Levels of positive-based psycho-social
intervention
Schools are dynamic, multi-dimensional, and multi-level
settings for development (Pianta 2006).
Positive school-based interventions could be addressed at
the following levels:

• Universal school support (Kourkoutas 2012; Kourkoutas
& Raul Xavier 2010): All students must be taught the
schoolwide rules and expectations; learn to work from a
collaborative or partnership perspective; be encouraged
to express their needs and difficulties; verbalise their
interpersonal and/or even intrapersonal problems in a
trusting climate; express their ideas/beliefs/perceptions/
thoughts in a context free of fear; be sensitised to children
with difficulties or exceptionalities; develop their social
and academic skills or problem-solving skills; learn to trust
one another in a supportive environment and therefore
develop their self-competence and self-confidence. In
addition, teachers should have proactive classroom
management procedures in place and be adequately
trained or prepared to use counselling or prosocial skills
and alternative educational methods in order to establish
a positive classroom dynamic, enhance their students’
doi:10.4102/koers.v78i3.550
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abilities and ensure the elementary management of mild
frictions or classroom or individual disruptions.
Individualised student interventions: Students with
serious problem behaviour must receive intensive,
individualised support or treatment accompanied by
teacher and family counselling, if possible.

should be responsible for creating a caring environment
to foster students’ inner potentials and competencies
as well as to contain their emotional and behavioural
disruptions (Kourkoutas 2012; Kourkoutas & Raul Xavier
2010; Urquhart 2009; Ysseldyke & Algozzine 2006). For
this environment to be realised, it is necessary to have
teachers who are well-trained, committed and willing
to collaborate with school psychologists and other
professionals, such as school social workers. It seems
that teachers who are adequately trained and supported
by long-term interdisciplinary teams become more
competent. When teachers are adequately trained and
coached, they are able to manage their students’ discipline
problems within the classroom and thus avoid referring
them to external settings (Miller 2003; Nastasi, Moore &
Varjas 2004; Ysseldyke & Algozzine 2006). In order to
enhance the attainment and the social integration of all
vulnerable or emotionally and behaviourally disturbed
children, the following principles which should be
present in the design of interventions have been identified
by research:

Principles for intervention at the school level
In order for interventions to be effective, a series of basic
principles should guide practitioners in the design of
school-based psychosocial interventions. More specifically,
preventive or intervention programmes which attempt to
foster the social-emotional competencies of children at-risk
for or with manifested behaviour problems should consider
the following principles:

• Schools should be open to modifications of their

•
•
•

organisational and inclusive philosophy, teaching theory
and educational methods in order to provide an educative
home for children with the whole range of problems.
Multi-year, multi-component interventions are more
effective than single-component, short-term programmes.
Efforts at promoting competence and health are best
begun before signs of risky behaviours emerge and
should continue throughout adolescence.
Programming that has multiple elements involving
family, school and community is more likely to be
successful than efforts aimed at a single domain (see
Brehm & Doll 2009; Dettmer, Thurston & Dyck 2005;
Dinkmeyer Jr & Carlson 2006; Greenberg et al. 2003;
Hatzichristou et al. 2010; Kourkoutas 2012; Nastasi,
Moore & Varjas 2004; Ross, Powell & Elias 2004; Weare
& Gray 2003).

Whole school interventions may not be adequate, and some
instances may require individualised student interventions
to address discipline problems. Teachers must be aware
that children with oppositional, disruptive, aggressive,
or antisocial behaviour do not constitute a homogeneous
group with common characteristics. On the contrary, each
child has its own particular dynamic (both psychological
and behavioural) and each child typically requires a special
approach and understanding of the underlying problems
and functioning.

Individualised learner interventions
• A resilient classroom and skilful, well-supported
teachers should foster supportive relationships even
with the most troubled students. A positive relationship
with a supportive teacher in combination with an
early, specialised intervention before the children’s
pathological defence and coping mechanisms become
reinforced and crystallised reduces the risk for the child
to enter into an endless cycle of mutual rejection within
the school environment (Fell 2002; Salend 2004; Urquhart
2009; Weare 2000). Therefore, it is urgent for schools
to have in place an inclusive policy and curricula that
link emotional development and teaching skills with
learning and teaching processes. Furthermore, schools
http://www.koersjournal.org.za
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•
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Careful individual monitoring.
Flexible grouping.
Customising strategies to individual circumstances.
Strategies that promote partnership among all involved
practitioners.
A focus on the academic as well as the social and
emotional processes of students at risk.
Teachers and professionals committed to helping and
supporting pupils with difficulties (e.g. wanting to ‘do
the best’ for all children) (Lunt & Norwich 2009:99).
Promoting a learning achievement and performance
together with emotional well-being.
Promoting an inclusive ethos within the school unit. In
devising strategies to address learner discipline problems
in schools, both at school and at the individual learner
level, the teacher therefore occupies a pivotal position (see
Ainscow et al. 2006; Kourkoutas 2008; Lunt & Norwich
2009:99; McEvoy & Welker 2000; Weare 2000; Ysseldyke
& Algozzine 2006).

The teacher and learner discipline problems,
and addressing such problems
Summarising the outcome of research, we conclude that
the following principles concerning teacher behaviour may
play a decisive role in minimising the commencement of
learner discipline problems, and in maximising the efficacy
of strategies designed to address such problems (see Fraser
et al. 2004; Young, Marchant & Wilder 2004; Richman, Bowen
& Wooley 2004): (1) teachers need to establish clear rules and
boundaries, whilst at the same time recognising that they
might be unable to realise their expectations regarding the
desired behaviour and performance of children at school
(Kauffman 2001; Walker, Colvin & Ramsey 1995; Young et
al. 2004); (2) teachers should guard against inconsistent or
unrealistic expectations about the children’s abilities. These
may stem from the stereotypical or distorted perceptions
of the teacher, the negative behaviours of the child, the
information the teacher gets from her or his colleagues, or
even the results of a special diagnosis concerning the child
doi:10.4102/koers.v78i3.550
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(Kauffman 2001; Young et al. 2004); (3) teachers need to adapt
their responses to the special needs of children (Kauffman
2001; Young et al. 2004); (4) likewise, teachers should avoid
a rigid stereotypical and unidimensional attitude towards
students and their problems; for instance, inconsistent
and contradictory techniques used to manage behaviour
problems (Bloomquist & Schnell 2002; Kauffman 2001;
Young et al. 2004); and (5) teachers should guard against
failure to provide the child with an appropriate educational
setting. This could include giving unclear instructions, a poor
or restricted curriculum, not focusing on psychosocial skills
development, repulsive school activities, ineffective and
outdated instructional strategies, failure to foster students’
creative and critical skills, extreme emphasis on the learning
nature of education, a school focused on a stereotypical
learning environment, and unpleasant or inappropriate
facilities.

Synthesis: Pre-theoretical and
theoretical perspectives on the
problem
The above overview of research regarding the problem
with discipline in schools shows that the problem is indeed
a serious one but also that there are a variety of ways in
which the problem could be addressed. In the overview,
the emphasis was constantly on the necessity for a holistic
and extensive approach to efforts to address the problem.
Although the research review was necessary for gaining
insight into the various ramifications of the problem, it
was not adequate; it was little more than a mere catalogue
of research findings. This catalogue of findings should be
placed in a deeper pre-theoretical and theoretical perspective
for them to cast more light on the problem (Van der Walt &
Potgieter 2012:221), and that is what will be done tentatively
in the rest of this particular section.
The overview of research results revealed, firstly, that the
most suitable approach to the discipline problem in schools
would be a holistic, integrated, comprehensive and total one
in which the entire spectrum of factors involved would be
addressed (Wright 2010:133). The approach should be based
on many sources of information about all the role players
involved in a particular incident or situation; all the factors
and conditions involved (see the discussion of societal
relationships below) should be taken into consideration.
Any effort to eradicate the problem of indiscipline should
be based on an inclusive policy. As the survey showed,
the approach should be ‘meaningful and responsible’. In
view of this brief summary it can be deduced that the very
first task of the educationist confronted with the discipline
problem should be to find a solid philosophical and life- and
worldview foundation for deciding what would count as a
meaningful and responsible interpretation of the notion: ‘an
integrated and holistic approach to the problem’ (see Olthuis
2012:passim; Lategan 2010:152–153; Peck 2006:33; Weideman
2010:159). Should the problem be approached on the basis
of, for instance, a biblical life- and worldview or on the
basis of some other worldview? If, for instance, the problem
http://www.koersjournal.org.za
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is approached from a biblical lifeview perspective, the
educationist would approach the problem from the biblical
interpretation of the term ‘discipline’, namely ‘discipleship’.
The educator will do her or his utmost to guide, equip and
enable the child to become a follower, that is, a disciple, of
the example set by the educator, who in her or his heart will
be a follower of Jesus Christ and His teachings delivered,
for instance, during the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5). By
emulating the example set by the educator, the child will
ideally also become a follower of Jesus Christ.
The overview of research results showed, in the second place,
that the educationist faced with a discipline problem should
possess his or her own anthropology or view regarding
the human being (Van der Walt & Potgieter 2012:225–226).
The results detailed above abound with expressions such
as: ‘psychic dynamics’, ‘personal intervention’, the ‘child’s
personal history’, ‘intra- and inter-psychical factors and
reality’, ‘emotions and feelings’, a ‘purposely oppositional
attitude’, aggression, ‘disruption of feedback loops’,
‘internal distress and pain’, ‘unbearable feelings’, ‘multiple
endogenous and exogenous factors’, ‘multiple levels of
influence’, ‘a variety of risk factors, individual treatment’,
‘psycho-social interventions’, an individualised approach,
and so forth. All of these factors pertain in some or other way
to the nature and state of the human being. Again, as in the
case of the first perspective, space constraints do not allow a
detailed exposition of a particular view of the human being,
or anthropology, on which an approach for addressing the
discipline problem should be based. Suffice it to say that
the educationist has, also in this case, to decide whether to
approach the problem according to a biblical view of the
human being or according to some other anthropological
perspective (Julian 2002:112). If, for instance, the educator
decides to base her or his interventions against indiscipline
in the classroom on a biblical anthropology, she or he would
tend to see the child as the image of God, as the crown of
creation, a person charged with what has become known
as the ‘cultural commission’ or ‘cultural mandate’, that is,
God’s command on the culmination of his work in creation.
Though God considers creation itself to be ‘very good’, he
turns the task of exploring and developing its powers and
potentialities, the task of building a civilization, over to his
image bearers (Colson & Pearson 2001:20). Our calling, as
Colson and Pearson (2001:xii) correctly observe, is not only to
order our own lives by divine principles but also to engage the
world. We are to fulfil both the great commandment and the
cultural commission, which means that we are commanded
both to preach the ’good news’ and to bring all things into
submission to God’s order, by defending and living out
God’s truth in the unique historical and cultural conditions
of our age. The same applies, in the third place, to the next
perspective, namely the societal relationship perspective
(Sen 2010:245; Van der Walt & Potgieter 2012:226). The
educationist has to decide about the (pre-theoretical) lifeand worldview perspective from which to approach societal
relationship aspects of the discipline problem such as the
social context, the nature and role of school, family and
society, all the various relationships mentioned during the
doi:10.4102/koers.v78i3.550
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discussion of the research results, the place and role of the
teacher and other educators, their knowledge of the problem,
their style and manner of approaching it, the notions of:
‘an inclusive school approach’ and of ‘universal school
support’, ‘the supportive teacher’, ‘the teacher’s pivotal
position in the problem’, ‘the problems of educator abuse’,
‘school difficulties’, ‘conflicting relationships’, ‘inconsistency
and unrealistic expectations’, and so on. The educationist
confronted with a discipline problem should develop not only
a pertinent societal relationship theory, but also one about
the life- and worldview perspective in which such a societal
relationship theory should be rooted. In this case, again, if the
educator approaches the problem of indiscipline in her or his
school from a biblical societal relationship perspective, she or
he will see the school as a societal relationship that is, on the
one hand, independent of family, church, state and society,
but – on the other hand – as closely connected to them all
because of the shared membership of all concerned. While
she or he will recognise the necessity of tackling the task
of indiscipline in the school based on typical school rules,
regulations and ethical codes of conduct (Colson & Pearson
2001:24), she or he will also recognise the need to liaise with
all the other societal relationships to which she or he and her
or his pupils are party. She or he will therefore liaise closely
with the parental homes, with society in general, with the
churches to which the learners belong, with public officials
as representatives of the state, and so on. By following such a
comprehensive policy, she or he would attempt to eradicate
the problem on a broad front (Colson & Pearson 2001:184).
The discussion of the first three perspectives has already
pointed in the direction of the fourth, namely that the
educationist has to decide on which pedagogical theory to
base any interventions aimed at eradicating the discipline
problem (De Botton 2012:159). The place and role of education
cannot be overlooked; the research results repeatedly refer
to the educational roles of the various role players, the
importance of an appropriate educational setting, the place
and role of values in the educational process, and so on.
Education as practice and as theory is always based on some
or other life- and worldview perspective; the educationist
has therefore to decide on such a perspective: will it be a
scripturally founded perspective, or should pedagogical
interventions be based on some other life- and worldview?
As Peck (2006:240) observes, the word ‘education’ is derived
from the Latin educare, literally translated as: ‘to bring out of’
or, ‘to lead forth’. In a biblical context, this means that the
child should be brought out of or led out of a state ignorance
about his or her previous sinful state and about the world
around him or her, towards a state of repentance and being
more knowledgeable about the world as God’s creation.
The child should also be brought out of ignorance about his
or her calling to subject, and rule responsibly over God’s
creation as his steward towards a proper understanding of
what it means to be his steward in this world (for a detailed
discussion of the process of ‘shepherding the child’s heart’,
see Tripp 2005, and Tripp & Tripp 2008).
In the fifth and final place, the educationist faced with a
discipline problem should decide about the theoretical
http://www.koersjournal.org.za

Original Research

Behavioural problem e.g.
disruptive behaviour

Strategy aiming at changing
behavioural problem e.g.
corporal punishment
detention

FIGURE 1: The conventional way in which researchers and scholars view learnerdiscipline problems.

Learner discipline problems:

Casual factors: Behavioural manifestation
Intrapsycic dynamic
(personal factors)
School -related
factors
Family -related
factors
Society -related
factors

Behavioural
problem

Addressing learner discipline problems
Whole school
intervention
Specialised services e.g.
school phycologists
Teacher
Parents
Individualised
learner
interventions

FIGURE 2: Proposed comprehensive, integrated way of viewing and addressing
learner discipline problems.

vantage point as well as the supra-rational approach or
orientation (Strauss 2009:631) from which to attack the
problem. The research results have identified a few such
perspectives: the medical or clinical approach, a holistic
and comprehensive approach, the psychiatric approach, the
holistic-eco-systemic approach, a psycho-social approach, a
multi-domain approach, a family-centred approach, a multisource approach, and so on. Every one of these approaches
is based on a number of pre-theoretical suppositions and
convictions, and these have to be closely examined to
see which would be most appropriate in the light of the
anthropology, societal relationship theory and pedagogical
theory of the educationist. All of these perspectives should
be in close alignment as far as their theoretical and pretheoretical foundations are concerned to ensure a total and
effective strategy for addressing the discipline problem
(Coletto 2008:461). Space constraints do not allow a detailed
discussion of such an alignment. Suffice it again to merely
state that all five of the perspectives discussed here should
be based on or founded in the same pre-theoretical (i.e.
philosophical and/or life- and worldview) and theoretical
(i.e. scientific) foundations for any interventions based on
them to be appropriate and effective.

Conclusion
The traditional approach to learner-discipline problems
versus the thesis presented in this research can be summarised
as in respectively Figure 1 and Figure 2.
Rather than focusing on the behavioural outcome of the
learner with discipline problems, it is more meaningful and
responsible to take a view that includes the intrapsychic and
psycho-social (family, school and society-setting) situation
of the child as the causal antecedents of discipline problems
into account, and to devise a strategy addressing learner
discipline problems, which does not only encompass these
root causes, but which involves the school, professional
counsellor services, and above all, the teacher in the role of
much more than a mere behaviour manager. One reason is
doi:10.4102/koers.v78i3.550
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that the behavioural approach is a severely reductionistic
and artificial way of looking at learner-discipline problems.
Another reason is that it inevitably mistakes the symptoms
for the disease, which is unlikely to give rise to a strategy
which will permanently address those problems. The notion
of ‘more meaningful and responsible’ can be interpreted
in various ways, it is argued, on the basis of the life- and
worldview of the educationist. A few brief excursions into
a biblical foundational approach to the problem illustrate
how the problem could be tackled from a Christian lifeview
perspective.

Fraser, M.W., 2004, ‘The ecology of childhood: A multisystemic perspective’, in M.W.
Fraser (ed.), Risk and resilience in childhood: An ecological perspective, pp. 1–12,
NAWS Press, Washington DC.
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