If I Did The Right Thing,

Why Am I Still Being Punished?
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“I could have popped him one but I didn’t.  I left the room instead. So you see, I shouldn’t get a consequence because I made a good decision.  I’m getting punished for doing the right thing!”

Ever been faced with this dilemma?  On the one hand you want to recognize that the student HAS made progress.  You can vividly remember how, not very long ago, he would have “popped” him one.  What he’s implying now, is that if he’s going to get punished for doing the right thing, he might as well go back to doing the wrong thing.  On the surface, it seemed like a valid argument, and I used to find myself agreeing with the student.  In an effort to reinforce his/her new level of self-control, I occasionally gave out no consequences for his/her “better” choice.  I often felt uncomfortable about that, however, since sometimes the better choice was still quite inappropriate (i.e., I only hit him once and I stopped right away when the teacher told me to. Last year I would have hit him until someone pulled me off and then I would have hit the teacher too!)  When I looked at this line of reasoning more closely, I was able to determine the benefits of self-restraint for the individual and a way to convey this to the student.

We are exercising a certain level of self-control when we make a decision between two or more courses of action.  During this process, we weigh the potential benefits of our decision against the potential disadvantages.  Making a better decision for others and ourselves generally means that we have determined that the benefits outweigh the drawbacks.  That does not mean, however, that there are no disadvantages. There are consequences for all of our behaviors.

Sometimes students and adults, for that matter, have difficulty seeing the rewards of right action when they still experience a negative consequence.  I’ve found, however, that once I had analyzed why someone should make the right decision even if they were punished for it (aside from the personal, intrinsic satisfaction of doing the right thing), I was able to help many of my students understand.  To accomplish this, I used an analogy most of my older students could relate to.  If I got in a minor car accident in the middle of a bad neighborhood at two o’clock in the morning, but no other person was hurt and my car was still safe to drive, should I stop and wait for the police to come there or should I drive to the nearest police station and report it?  Legally, I’m supposed to wait for the police at the scene. If I leave, I’m leaving the scene of an accident.  However, I don’t feel safe waiting there.  I am alone and I can hear gunshots. Here are my choices: stay and take the chance of getting mugged or murdered or leave, drive to the police station and run the risk of getting a ticket for leaving the scene of an accident.  Given a choice between death and a ticket, I’ll take a ticket.

Then I would say:

It doesn’t seem fair that you made a decision to control yourself and you are going to end up getting a punishment for it.  Let me ask you a question.  If you had hit him, what might the consequence have been?  Suspension, the police called.  But you didn’t hit him.  Instead you made a good decision and chose to walk out of the room.  What’s the consequence for leaving the classroom without permission?  Detention.  So by making a better choice, you got a lesser consequence.  Instead of being suspended and getting in big trouble with the law and your parents, you just got a detention. Your reward for making a good decision is a less serious consequence.  Good choice! 

Of course, some students still felt “gypped," but I found this to be an effective way to help many students see how exercising self-restraint did benefit them, even if they still received a negative consequence.
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