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aim Ginott's theories of congruent commugica-
tion received considerable attention during the
1970s. Although Ginott offered some excelient class-
room management ideas, he never actually synthesized
his work into a finely developed model. But Ginott's
lack of a definitive mode! should not take away from
the importance of his theories, which can contribute to
positive classroom management and complement
other classroom managemert models. In this article we
revisit Ginoit's congruent communication after thirty
vears and suggest that his theories contintie to have rel-
evance for micdle and secondary school educaiors.

Congruent Communication: Basic Tenets

Ginot: believed that the teacher’s personal approach
is the most influential element in creating the “climate”
that contributes to children's behavior in the dass-
room, whether positive or negative {Ginott 1972a, 15).
Students still accept responsibility for thelr behavior;
the teacker, however, accep's responsibility for creating
the clirnate for proper behavior. Ginott suggested that
the following three hasic tenets contribute to a positive
class and schoo! environment' {2} teachers demon-
strate communication that is harmonious with stu-
dents’ feelings about themselves and their situations;
(b} teachers demonstrate behaviors that invite and
encourage student cooperation; and {c) ‘eachers pro-
mote discipline as an alternative to punishiment and
believe that “the essence of discipline is finding effec-
tive alternatives to punishment” {Ginott 19723, 147).
The nositive communication tha: results when zackers
abide by these tenets is what Ginott referred to as “con-
gruent comrnunication,” or “communication tha is
harmonious, authentic; where words fit feelings”
{Ginott 1972a, 79).

Teachers’ Roles

‘n addition to providing a classroom environment
that invites cooperation and proper behavior, other
selected teacher roles include emphasizing effective
communication with students, avoiding autocratic
behaviors, recognizing the need to seek alternatives to
punishment; using “I” messages insteac. of “you” mes-
sages; conferring dignity on stucents; accepting and
acknowiedging children and their feelings; sending
sane messages to students; and providing appreciative
praise rather than evaluative praise. Teachers who wamt
10 promote cooperation with students and harmony in
the rlassrcom will probably be successful with Ginott's
congruent communication; on the other hand, teachers
who act autocratically, denand obedience and adher-
ence to all expectations, and dish out harsh punish-
ments will probably not feel comfortable working with
Ginott's theories.

Practical Application

Explaining several of Ginott’s ideas shows how teach-

ers can preceed from theory to actual application and

perhaps deveiop a more cohesive model, which
Ginott’s theory lacks.

Teachers should use clear commumcation. In Ginott's
model, “communication is the ey’ {Morris 1296, 9).
in the classroom, the communication is between the
teacher and students, whereby the teacher clearly
communicates expectations in a manner that allows
students to fee! accepted, even when they make 2
mistake or misbehave. By maintzining open
communication, teachers help students learn more
effectively and behave more appropriately. If teachers
demonstrate understanding when a child makes a
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mistake, she or he will be more willing to keep learning
{Maorris 2996).

Teachers should use sane messages. Sare ressages address
the student's behavior rather than the student’s
character {Ginott 1973; Morris 1996). For examble,
Keith walks aimlessly arcund the room and disturbs
the teacher arc other students. The teacher sends a
sane message by saying, “Keith, the other students and
I are disturbed when someone walks around during
quiet time,” instead of “Keitk, for the fifieenth time,
you are walking arcund agairn—sit down.” Because the
teacher addresses the situation {the student’s walkirg
around the room ), the chilc feels less threatened by the
teacher and miore willing to listen to the teacker's
request. Also, the tone and sincerity of the teacher’s
voice contribute to the effectiveness of the sane
message {Mortris 1996}.

feachers should veframn from using punushment in handling
discipline problems. Punishment interferes with the
development of a child’s conscience and often relieves
gl too easily. For example, children often feel that
they have paic for their misbehavior and are then free
‘o repeat it {G:nott 1965). Also, punishment rarely
reaches discipling, because once the punishment is
administered, the chil¢ tries only to avoid future
punishment. Teachers should control their emotions
when addressing a discipline problem and not let the
problem become a “teacher versus student” situaton
{Morris 1996, 10). By finding means of teaching
ciscipline other than using punishment, teachers can
na<e discipline in the classroom a learning experience
for a.l students {Morris 1996},

Teuchers snould ignore common four-letter words yather
than make them an issue Ginott {1972a) maintained
that addressing the probler: of bad language can be
more troublescme thar the language itself. He tel’s of
a teacher who overheard a boy say a four-letter word.
The teacher demanded that he repeat the word so she
could be sure of what he said. The teacner then ordered
the child to leave the room, and as the child left he said
another four-letter word. All this time, the other
children in the class watched to see what happened.
Ginott maintained that a2 better approach would have
been to ignore the word and not make it a major issue.

Teachers should use guidance vather than criticism o
influence children According to Ginott {1973), teachers
who criticize often attack a child’s personauty and
character, possibly calling him names and telling him
where he will end up. In nis book Between Parewt and
Child (1965}, Cinott sa:d that when teachers use
criticism, it should always be constructively—‘or
exampie, {0 point out what behavior needs o be
irmproved. Also, teachers should entirely avoid negative
remarks about a child’s personalily When a student
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knocxed over someorne else’s books, instead of saying,
“Pick vp the books. {an't you he more careful? You
diswurbed aalf the class,” the teacher said, “Perhaps you
would like to help pick up the books.” The teacher
considered the incident an accident and avoided
negative feelings.

ieachers should handle anger approprigtely. Although
mos: teachers assume that good teachers do not get
angry, Ginott {1972b) maintained that even zcod
teachers get angry at times. Suil, he suggested that
anger should »e conveyed appropriately and identified
three steps to sucviving anger

1 We accept the fact that children will make us
angry.

2. We are entitled to our anger without guiit or
shame.

3. Except for one safeguard, we are entitled to express
what we feel. We can express our angry feelings provig-
ed (italics Ginott’s] we do not attack the child’s per-
sorality or character (Ginott 1965, 530-51),

Insteac of speaking louder to convey anger, teachers
shovic .et their feelings be known with “I” messages.
Girott (1965) suggested statements such as ‘T feel
annoyed” {51}, “I feel irritated” (51}, anc even “} feel
angry” (51). Sometimes just the statement that one is
angry will be sufficien: 10 stop the child from demon-
strating the behavior

Teachers should show acceptance and acknowledgment.
When making cemands or children, an uvacritical
message invites cooperation, while 3 critica: message
engenders resistance. Yor example, when a child
interrupts a teacher, an uncritical message is, “I would
like 1o finish my statement” (95), while a critical
message is, “You are very rude. You are interrupting”
{95).

Other examples mignt incdude the student who
thirks there is too much homework, Ar uncritical mes-
sage might be, “You seem upset abou! the homewcerk.
It does seem like @ fot of work for one day, especially
with this unexpected school assignmen:z.” A critical
message would be, “When [ was your age we had ter
times as much homework And as for the assignmient,
you have orly vourself 1¢ blame f you had finished it
1 class, you wouldn't have to do it at home. So stop
coriplaining and start working .. " {Ginott 1965, 99)

Teachers should avoid name-calling and labeling students
and providing “diagnosis and prognosis” {Ginott 19724,
100} Ginott emphaticaily stated that teachers should
not call students names under any arcumstances The
psychological results of such actions are devastating,
and they usuzlly do not change negative behaviors
Abthough tne dangers of name-calling should be clear
to percepiive teacaers, one physical education coach
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called his weli-behavec but less-capable boys
derogatory names but did not seem to realize that his
words were huriful until another teacher called the
habit to his attention.

Ginott {1972) told the story of a teacher disciplining
Simon for being late to school. "What's your excuse
this time?” Simon told his story. The teacker answered,
“1 don't believe a word you said. I know why you are
late' You are too lazy 1o get up on ume I still remem-
ber your brother; he too suffered from congenital indo-
lence. If you dor't shape up, you know where you'll
end up” {Ginott 1972, 99}

Teachers should avord savcasm and ridicule. A teacher said
to a student, “You don't bring your books to class; you
don't de any work. Why do
you come to school anyway?
Just to sleep and get lunch?”
To make matters worse, the
teacher made this statement
in front of the entire class.
The sixth grade boy just sat
there and endured the
teacher’s ridicule Ginott
{1972} summed up his posizion on sarcasm: "Sarcasm
is not good for children. Tt destroys their self-
confidence and seif-esteem. Like strychnine, it can be
fatal. Bitter irony and biting sarcasm only reinforce the
traits they attack” (68). Ginott {1972} gave examples of
caustic comments:

“You are relying on your own judgment again.
Believe me, it's a poor guide” (109).

“Do vou think you can come back to your senses?
You have been out of them for quite awhile” {109}.

A professional educator shuns comments that casu-
ally destrov a child’s self-esteem {Ginott 1972} While
ene adolescent may net be offended (or show overt
signs of distress}, another student might be deeply hurt.
In additior to harming self-esteem, sarcasm poses a
barrier to effective communication {Ginott 1965).

Teachers should strive for brevity when disciplining children.
A middle school teacher reprimanded her class and
obviously failed to understand the need for brevity.
Fer seemingly endless lecture went as follows:

You are tatking and misbehaving much too much. . . .
Why do vou do this when you know [ cannot teach
when you do? . You talk in the hall and in the cafete-
ria, t00 . fason, you put down that hook! How can
you listen to me and look at that book? When I talk o
you, you need to listen. Maybe that 15 why you are one
of the worst in the class. . . Now, what are you going to
do about all thus talking? . You are making it so much
harder for me to teach. . Why do vou talk so much? |
just can’t understand 1t

The middle school teacher should have voiced her
corrections briefly and then continued her lesson with-

raise should dedl

only with the child’s efforts and
accomplishments, not with the

child’s character and personality.
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out further interruptions. ~he students wouid have
known her displeasure and would have been more like-
ly to cemonstrate more appropriate benhavior

Teachers should always use “1” messages instead of “you”
messages. Ginott {1972) helieved that “you” messages
attack studens’ personalities and character. To avoid
personal attacks, teachers should use “1” messages that
show how the misbehavior makes them feel. "I am
arnoyed,” “I armn appalled,” *T am furious” are safer
statements than “You are a pest,” “Look what you have
done,” “Who do you think pou are?” (Ginott 1972, 86,
stalics Ginott's)

Politely asking a student to refrain from disturbing
the class {whether the behavior be talking or getting out
of one’s seat) might be the
most workable discipline
measure. lor  example,
instead of telling a student,
Sit down and shut up—you
can find so meny ways to
disturb the class,” the teacher
might say, "I am bothered
when  someone  walks
around the room and talks 10 others. We do better
when everyone cooperares.”

Teachers, when disciplining, should provide students with a
face-saving exit. Children often forget rules or perhaps
even ‘nadvertently break a rule. 'leachers shouid
develop a classroom management plan that teaches
discipline rather than hurmliates and embarrasses 2
student Sometimes children brezk a rule only once
anc appreciate the t(ecachers giving them an
opportunity to agree not to make the same mistake
wwice If a students says, “It will not happen again,” the
teacher should accent the child’s assertion and avoid
any additional comments. The child has agreed to the
behavior expectations and simultaneously saved ‘ace.

Teachers should vespect students’ privacy and aveid asking
prymmg  questions.  Although teachers have good
mntentions, they suometimes pry into children's privacy.
One secondary teacker looked at Susan and said, "Why
do you look so sad today? Your mom and dad
quarreling again? Tell me what is wrong Why don't vou
tell me what is wrong?” The teacher chviousiy felt
concerned and realized that the child’s emotional state
would affect her learning and socialization; however,
she invaded Susan’s privacy. Por any number of reasons,
children might not want to share personal information.
Ginott {1972} suggested that the teacher should ask
discreetly and succinctly, "Can 1 be of help?” A private
and simple “I'm available to talk if you want 10” would
have been sufficient. Susan would have known that he-
teacher was availabile and she would not have felt an
intrusion on her privacy.
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Teachers should provide appreciative praise and avoid
evaluatwe praise. Most teachers use praise to reinforce
proper behavior and to provide students with an
indication of their learning progress. Praise has long
been considered a means to shape behavior. Flowever,
Ginott divided praise into two types: evaluative praise
and appreciative praise. He maintained that evaluative
praise is destructive and appreciative praise 1s
productive {Ginott 1572} Ginott {1955} suggestec
that parents (and bhis suggestions also apply to
teachers} shouid follow 2 single and important rule
about praise: Praise should deal only with the child’s
efforts and accomplishments, not with the caild’s
character and personality {Ginott 1965, 39).

Samantha has eamed a perfect score on ail her
spelling tests and she feels proud of her accomplish-
ment. A teacher could use evaluative praise such as,
“Samantha, you are such a good student. You have made
a 100 on all your spelling tests so far this year. I know
your parents are so proud of you! I am, tco.” But such
praise would have placed an undue burden on Saman-
tha. If she missed a word on the next test or any future
test, she might feel that she was not a good student and
that her parents and teacher wouid not be proud.

Diversity Perspectives

Ginott’s theories promote congrient communica-
tion among cultures ancé betweesn genders—important
in our increasingly diverse schools. Students, regardless
of their cultural backgrounds, need positive percep-
tions of themselves and their cultures. Ginott's theories
do not risk mzking students from another culture
uncomfortable {for example, by expecting the students
to look their teacher in the eye}. Instead, Ginott's con-
gruent communication and the accompanying positive
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treatment of all students should be well received by all
students, regardless of their psychological and develop-
mental needs.

Perhaps because congruent communication is a dis-
parate array of ideas rather than an established class-
room management model, the theory can be used to
address a number of student differences For exaraple,
all students, regardless of their differences and their
behaviors, need an enhanced sense of self-esteern and
cultural identity. Likewise, their other psychosocial and
cognitive needs must be addressed.

Conclusion

Teachers' success with Ginott's congruent communi-
casion will depend to a significant extent on their abili-
ty to consistently demonstrate and model positive com-
munication, behaviors, and relaticnships. We think
Ginott's theories have potential for middle-level and
secondery teachers, as long as they share the mindset
that teachers should demonstrate congruent communi-
cation. Also, committing to his work can help scheols
value and respect diversity. Even without a well-defined
classtoom management model, teachers can still use
Cinott's ideas to complement other more estzblished
and developed models of classroom managerent.
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