Commentary on “Framework for our Discussions on Punishment” by Fritz Redl.

You are encouraged to form your own opinions and bring them up in discussion.

1. The use of punishment does not mean that you have “control”.

2. A punishment has not worked unless the kid learned something from the event; just stopping their behavior at that time wins the battle, but loses the war.

3. Does the kids have enough reserves to handle or accept the punishment? If not, then rebellion is likely as well as an entrenched mistrust.

4. Punishment usually occurs in a context of other kids, the impact is felt both by the kid and the group. Do we model only punishment? Do the other kids see us as being too extreme? Can we do it in a way that benefits the kid and the group?

5. Food Issues only get worse when handled with punishment, especially for the children with food issues that were started and maintained in the family.  Too much of the past is tied up into the mealtime.

6. Punishment occurs more often when staff are frustrated with their own inability to handle the situation.

7. We have to admit that sometimes what we call punishment is staff revenge, an adult temper tantrum, or retribution.

8. THE SEVEN THINGS THAT HAVE TO HAPPEN FOR PUNISHMENT TO BE EFFECTIVE!

a. The event has to be unpleasant to the kid. Not just something that we think is noxious. Remember it is all individual. Some kids like being sent out of the room, so they can fantasize about what they are going to do to school staff.

b. It is likely to create an upsurge of anger.  Can the kid handle having more anger at this time? This is why timing is important. Some kids can handle right in the situation, others need time to cool down first. You have to know which the kid is at that time.

c. The kid can tell that the source of his discomfort is his own behavior. Punishments delivered with anger, inflection, or body language that implies anger will deflect the source back to the school staff.  Then the kid is back to thinking that we are the problem, not his behavior.

d. The kid has to get mad at himself for putting himself in this predicament. This can be hard for kids with low self-esteem. Admitting one more screw-up in a life of screw-ups can take the last shred of self-respect that they have.  It is easier for us as adults because we have so much more going on to balance it out. Also, the kid has to be able to slough off excess energy in the form of acting out (cursing at us, a little wall hitting, etc) or the excess energy will get turned against himself in the form of self-injury, or against us in the form of a rage.

e. The kid has to be able to take the bad feelings and be able to see how the change things. The bad feelings serve as the energy for change.  However, our kids might need help channeling the energy into problem-solving, as poor problem-solving skills are a main characteristic of mental retardation.

f. The self-anger fuels a little regret and a little resolution

g. Finally, the kid can remember the self-pain from the previous event when faced with the same situation.

IF THESE things cannot be done, then why do the punishment at all?

9. Let the time fit the crime.  Don’t ground a kid for a week for one brief problem. After a while the reason for the punishment is forgotten, and the anger will turn from his actions towards the school staff.

10. Restitution and Punishment are not the same. Since Redl’s time there has been quite a bit of research on restitution.  Restitution has as its goal the return of the offending individual back to society based on some act of reparation. It is not about making the kid suffer.

11. Any kind of punishment puts upon the school staff the responsibility to see it through all seven requirements. Delivering the punisher is not the end of the process, just the beginning.

