How To Use Verbal Reprimands In A
Positive Manner

Hester L.

There are times when inappropriate student
behaviors that interfere with learning cannot be
prevented and the physical educator must resort
to techniques such as verbal reprimands that de-
crease or eliminate these behaviors (Siedentop
& Rushall, 1972). Since verbal reprimands are
easy 1o administer and are often quite effective
in decreasing inappropriate behaviors, they are
widely used by physical educators. Unfortu-
nately, when verbal reprimands are given, they
often attack the student rather than the behav-
jor. This could make the student feel guilty
about the behavior and conjure up negative
feelings about him/herself as a person.

The purpose of this paper is fourfold. The first
purpase is to discuss why verbal reprimands are
used to make a student feel guilty about his’her
behavior and impact on the social and emotional
well-being of the student. The second purpose is to
provide numerous approaches to prevent the need
for usc of verbal reprimands and the third is to
suggest techniques that involve mild forms of pun-
ishunent if the prevention approaches fail. The
fourth and last purposc is to present guidcline for
appropriate use of verbal reprimands with stu-
dents in physical education.

Using Verbal Reprimands to Make a Student
Fecl Guilty

Although there are no known studies in the
literature that involve the examination of the re-
lationship between guilt and a student’s self es-
teem, it is widely recognized that self-esteem is neg-
atively eflected by the use of guilt (Smith, 1971).
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For instance, guilt is a sense of wrong doing,
blame, or remorse; it is feeling that one has
transgressed morally or socially, and there is a
need to make somé form of retribution (Wol-
man, 1973). Students go through three steps in
developing guilt: a) accepting certain standards
of right and wrong as one’s own, b) accepting re-
sponsibility to regulate behavior to conform to
these standards, and ¢) recognizing any discrep-
ancies between one’s behavior and these stan-
dards. Some feelings of guilt may help a student
conform to social standards, but too much guilt
can have detrimental effects on how the student
feels about him/herself (Goldenson, 1984).

There are two general types of verbal repri-
mands that involve guilt to control a student’s
behavior. In the first type, the physical educator
verbally attacks the student as a person instead
of attacking the inappropriate behavior. Ac-
cording to Murphy (1980), equating one’s be-
havior with one’s worth as a person often results
in guilt feclings; that is, 1 am a bad person il 1
do something bad.” People tend to nurture guilt
feelings when they believe that someone else has
the ultimate responsibility for determining the
rightness or wrongness of their behavior. The fo-
cus of the verbal reprimand should not be di-
rected toward the student as a human being.
The following are some examples of inappropri-
ate verbal reprimands in which the physical ed-
ucator attacks the student rather than address-
ing the problem which in turn causes the student
to feel guilty:

1. “Don’t you think any better of vourself?”

2. “How could you ever think of doing some-

thing that stupid!”
3. “Can’t you do anything right?”
4. “Your mother or father would be so upset
if they knew what you did!”
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5. “How do you feel being the only student in
the class to mess up?”
6. “I had your brother in class last year, he
would never have dreamed of doing that!”
7. “You're just not trying. what’s wrong with
you?”
8. “You should be ashamed of yoursell.”
9. “How did you ever get to the sixth grade?”
10. “The other students used to look up to
vou.”
11. “You’re too stupid to graduate.”
12. “You will never make anything of your-
self.”
13. “You are fat because you do not exer-
cise.”
14. *You act like you have two left feet. What
a Klutz!”
15. “You throw like a girl.”
16. “Whenever anything goes wrong in your
squad, it is your fault.”
17. “Your gym clothes are dirty. You must
not care about yourself.”
18. “Can’t you control yourself and act your
age?”
19. “Don’t be a sissy. Everybody can do that
activity.”

20. “Your team lost t};c gamri bccausc of ‘

you.” .
The second type of verbal reprimand involv-
ing the use of guilt is one in which the physical

educator shows disapproval by withdrawing re-

spect for the student as a human being and using
guilt 1o create the erroneous notion that the stu-
dents directly caused other people emotional
harm by their actions (Lazarus & Fay, 1975).
Some examples of these types of verbal repri-
mands are: B

1. “How could you do this to me?”

2. “You have lost my respect!”

3. “No student in all my years of teaching has

ever done that to me!” Lo

4. “That is the worst thing I have everseen!”
. “I'm disappointed in you!” e
6. “I would have quit teaching years agoif 1

had other students like you!” :
7. ] stand here and teach all day and you

o
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don't learn a thing. This is the stupidest
class I've had. I'm giving up on you!”

8. “I have spent hours planning these activi-
ties today. Based on the way you are act-
ing, vou do not care.”

Both types of verbal reprimands were actual
statements that have been heard by the authors
or used on college students in our teacher prepa-
ration courses when they were attending elemen-
tary or secondary school. These types of state-
ments attack the student as a person or withdraw
respect for the student which often results in a de-
creased self-csteemn. As a result, the student may
become anxious, hostile, angry, self-defeated,
ashamed, etc. In addition, the student may de-
velop a negative attitude toward the teacher, the
class, physical education, the school, and in some
cases, cven learning in general.

Prevention of the Need for Verbal Reprimands
Sinee one of our goals as physical educators is
to create a nuturing environment conducive to
Jearning, we need to examine our behavior
-management techniques being used to be sure
we are not turning off the very students we are
trying to motivate. The most effective way to de-
.crease ‘behavior -problems is to prevent them
(French,“Henderson, & Lavay, 1983). Some
‘problem behaviors can be prevented by modify-
.ing the physical and or social cnvironment that
'is $1iggeing the inappropriate behavior. An ex-

plcobmodifying the physical environment is
#0 ren¥ Extra equipment that is an attractive
nuisance A way to modify the social environ-
ment s to remove a student from friends who

Jove to verbally socialize.

. Mild Beharor Management Techmaques

- *AWhen prevention is not successful in decreas-
ing inappropriate behavior, the physical educa-
10r must go through a series of steps to manage

. that behavior {sec Figure 1). Itis recommended

-ghat wnilder ntervenzion techniques be used

- before verbal wreprimands. Examples of such

techniques are: - )
-4 -Témesd. This technique involves removing
‘srpogtudent from any opportunities for rein-
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an unacceptable behavior. The student is
sent to a safe, easy to monitor area such as
a corner of the gymnasium for a specified
period of time (2-5 minutes).

2. Modeling. Modeling is a technique in which
a student who is behaving appropriately is
praised by the physical educator in order
to get the student who is misbehaving to
exhibit the same behavior as the student
model.

3. Reinforcement of Incompatible Behaviors. In
this technique, the physical educator rein-
forces a behavior that is incompatible with
the inappropriate behavior. For example,
if a student is fooling around with another

student, the physical educator will ask the
student to set up equipment and reinforce
that student for doing a good job of setting
it up. The student cannot set up equip-
ment and fool around at the same time.

4. Extinction. Extinction is the technique in
which the reinforcement from a previously
reinforced behavior is removed in order to
decrease the frequency of that behavior.
For example when a student is making
duck noises in class to attract atiention, ig-
nore the noises and the behavior will often
stop.

Guidelines for the Use of Verbal Reprimands.

Physical educators are encouraged to use
milder, more positive techniques first before us-
ing a verbal reprimand. If the behavior does not
stop, a verbal reprimand may be necessary. The
most positive way to use verbal reprimands is to
speak to the student one to one, explain why the
behavior was inappropriate, and offer an appro-
priate alternative behavior. It is important that
the teacher: (a) attack the behavior, not the stu-
dent, and (b) NOT withdraw respect and/or
concern for the student as a person. The focus of
a verbal reprimand must be on the specific inap-
propriate behavior that the student exhibited.
Some examples are:

1. Please do not bounce the ball when I'am
trying to talk. It makes it difcult for
others to hear what I am saying. Hold the
ball until I am finished.

2. Fighting is not an appropriate beXavior in
this physical education class. If you are an-
gry with John for a reason, calmly tel} him
why and work out a solution.

3. Please listen when 1 give instructions so
you know how to play the game.

In conclusion, physical educators need to
question the frequently held idea that guilt is an
effective technique to control inappropriate be-
havior. In fact, guilt is extremely =fective
means of creating lasting positive behavior
change (Murphy, 1980).

In our socicty, there arc many expectations
from parents, sibling peers, teachers, coaches,
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from parents, sibling peers, teachers, coaches,
scout leaders, etc. It is confusing and often over-
whelming to try to meet all of these expecta-
tions; especially when they are inconsistent with
each other. As a result, children spend a lot of
time feeling guilty about not meeting the expec-
tations of others. If we, as physical educators,
are concerned about the emotional well-being of
our students, we should make a conscious effort
to avoid using guilt induced verbal reprimands
to control problem behavior.
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