The Role of Self-Discipline
by Amitai Etzioni

Character development deserves more attention in the
education process, says Mr. Etzioni. Our future adults need
help in developing the ability to mobilize and commit themselves an ability that is developed in structured situations, not in
authoritarian ones. Edward Wynne and Barbara Heyns provide two
other points of view in their responses to his argument.

AMITAI ETZIONI is University Professor
at George Washington Utriversity, H/ashiiigIon. D.C. This article is bused on Chapter 6 of
his latest book. An Immodest Agenda (New
York: McGraw-Hill. 19821. 1982. Arnitai Etzioni.
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uch of the talk about the cognitive
deficiencies exhibited by many
U.S. pupils tends to focus on teaching
methods (e.g., phonics versus sightreading) and teaching resources (e.g.,
numbers and qualifications of teachers).
Nobody claims that character development is not also important. However,
from the pages of the Kappan to the staff
meetings in my neighborhood public
school, character development receives
much less attention as a goal of schooling.
Most important, character development is
not typically seen as directly tied to
cognitive achievement. I believe that one
character trait, the level of self-discipline,
is of central importance (accounts for
much of the variance) both for cognitive
achievement in school and for the level of
performance in society as worker, citizen,
and fellow human being. It deserves more
attention from both researchers and educators.
To illustrate my thesis, let us look first
at a simple incident. A young secretary,
recently hired, was asked to use the Yellow Pages of the telephone directory.
When she was unable to d o so, it became
evident that she did not command the alphabet or understand the principles of
categorization and subcategorization involved.
Such inability would usually be counted as an example of a cognitive deficiency
- an outcome of poor teaching, if not
low I.Q. However, if we ask why it is difficult to teach someone a list of 26 items
and the principles of a very simple index,
we soon realize that something more is
amiss than simple lack of teaching time
and effort. Nor could this inability be
related to I.Q. for most pupils, because
learning the alphabet requires little comprehension or intelligence.
What would it take you to memorize,
say, a telephone number of 26 digits? A
considerable amount of effort, but nor
cognitive effort. Instead, this task would
take concentration, control of impulse,
self-motivation, and the ability to face
and overcome stress (in order to resist
distractions and accept the “routine”
work involved). This element of psychic

organization - the capacity to mobilize
and commit psychic energy to a task - is
what I hypothesize that those who are not
learning well lack most. It is what seems to
account for their “inability” to do elementary computation (i.e., to memorize a
few rules and adhere to them) or to write a
coherent expository paragraph (i.e., to remember the rules of punctuation, syntax,
and so on).
In one public opinion survey after another, teachers and parents rank discipline as the number-one problem of the
schools. This attention to discipline is
highly relevant: It focuses on the school as
a structure in which learning is to take
place and suggests that - in a classroom
where the proper relationships between
pupils and their teachers and a proper
learning atmosphere cannot be developed
and maintained - learning is difficult, if
not impossible.
Unfortunately, the focus on discipline
is itself partially misdirected. Discipline,
as most people mderstand it, is highly external. Teachers and principals “lay down
the law” and will not brook back talk;
students “show respect” by rising when
their teacher enters the room, not speaking unless spoken to, and so on. But it
seems to me that what many pupils - all
of them future adults - need more of is
seu-discipline, i.e., the ability to mobilize
and commit themselves. This self-discipline is developed in structured situations,
not in authoritarian ones.
The line between structure and authoritarianism is easy to illustrate but not
to define with great precision. Basically,
what students need is not close, continuous external supervision but a school
structure - authority figures, rules, and
organization of tasks - that will build up
their capacity to regulate themselves. This
is best achieved, it seems, when what is
required of the students is clearly explained and closely linked to educational
goals, rather than arbitrarily announced,
changed at will, and aimed as much at
salving teachers’ egos as at educational
enhancement. To advance self-discipline
requires that assignments be “do-able,”
appropriately evaluated, and rewarded.
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self-discipline are determined in part by
their families, their peers, and their
previous experiences. What schools can or
cannot d o is also determined to a large extent by the communities they serve. However, the schools themselves can take certain steps.
The first step is for teachers and administrators to analyze the school as a
structure that provides a set of experiences. Don’t view the school as simply
teachers, pupils, classrooms, curriculum.
Look instead for young people who are
receiving rewards for work well done who are finding that self-discipline and
the achievements that spring from it are
sources of social gratification, as long as
they abide by the rules (e.g., compete fairly) and are sensitive to others (e.g., d o not
deride slower learners). Alternatively,
look for teachers assigning work that the
students either cannot handle or are not
motivated to do, vandalism going unpunished, open selling of drugs, and the rewarding or punishing of students according to criteria other than achievement
(such as staying out from underfoot,
obeying without question, or simply coming from an affluent or socially preferred
background).
Some educators talk about the merits
of “learning by experience” rather than
by lecture. They refer, by and large, to
teaching methods that enhance cognitive
learning. A child is likely to learn more
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about Egyptian pyramids by building a
small pyramid out of toy bricks than by a
lecture, for example - even if the lecture
is backed by visual aids. The educational
experiences I endorse are imparted by life
in school, and they affect most immediately the personality development, not the
task-oriented learning, of students.
With typical disregard for this aspect
of schools, David Moore has written in
the Harvard Educalional Review on
“Discovering the Pedagogy of Experience.” Moore seeks out-of-school, “community settings” that require students to
be “engaged in activities in the real
world.”s He goes on to suggest, quite correctly, that these “social encounters” help
participants learn “to organize their behavior,”6 but - like so many other educators - he overlooks the significance of
comparable in-school experiences.
The Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in Britain, under the direction of
Elliott Jaques, has developed for industrial management a strategy for enhanced self-awareness and change that
might well be applied to
The
Tavistock strategy does not attempt to introduce changes either from the outside
(by directives, expert advice, and so on) or
by meeting with some of the staff (e.g.,
the foremen). Instead. self-analysis and
change come through dialog that starts
with top management and works its way
down the corporate hierarchy. This ap-

proach greatly increase. the probability
that the higher levels of ,.. sgement will
support, rather than hinder, change and
that all levels will be involved and won
over. Group therapists or other facilitators may participate - but only to enhance the process, not to dominate it.
In schools, this approach might entail
working first with school boards and
groups of superintendents, then principals, then teachers, and then Parent/Teacher Associations and students. A
good way to start might be to discuss the
experiences that schools now generate and
to ask what these experiences oughf to be
- what educational outcomes are desired.
The next step would be to ask how the desired changes can be achieved. Outside facilitators could help to prevent self-analysis from turning into defensive self-justification or mere gripe sessions.
Specifically, such a dialog should examine every s c k o l policy from the standpoint of how it works and how it oughf to
work. Are grades accorded only for academic achievement, or d o they also reflect
and thus encourage effort? And what are
the criteria by which these grades are assigned? Are the pupils aware of these
criteria, and d o they consider them
legitimate? 1s grading fair or arbitrary?
Are school incidents - from rowdy
behavior on a field trip to acts of vandalism - handled as custodial or disciplinary matters, largely ignored, or used
as educational opportunities to build students’ self-discipline? Are teachers under
great pressure to improve students’ scores
on standardized tests and to pump knowledge more quickly into their pupils? Or
are assignments in the content areas
balanced with concern for character development and self-discipline?
As 1 see it, many families are not able
to provide the necessary psychic foundations for character development, and
those that d o provide such foundations
need the schools to reinforce their efforts
and achievements. Only if the schools
make character building, especially the
promotion of self-discipline, a core item
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s t u d e n t s who have
graduated from schools with a
strong focus on character are
both obedient and adaptable.
The learning that resulted
from adhering to a rigid
disciplinary code has enabled
them to accept the inevitable
restrictions of adulthood.
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cletcr sludciits lroni operating ctfeclivcl!
in the :idult world, where ii is sometime:
iiece5wry to carr-y on without close super
vision or clear direction. Here, i n i n !
view, he misiiiterprcts tlic iiccessary dcvel
opmental process. My impression, as i
college teacher, is that students who have
graduated from schools with a siron:
focus on character (as 1 use the word) arc
both obedient rind adaptable. Their im
aginations and flexibility arc not iiijurec.
becauw they had to follow ;I rigid disci^
pliriary code between the ages of, say, I ?
and 17. The learning that resulted from
adhering to that code has simply enabled
them to accept the many restrictions tha!
inevitably arise in adult life - and to save
their fights for the real issues. For all 01
o u r talk about freedom and adaptability
in adult work, much of our time as adult.
is spent doing things that we'd rather havc
someone else do. At least, this is truc
about 75% of the time in my own work.
Moreover, an ixportant prerequisite for
creativity is the amassing of facts - so
that they can be manipulated creatively.
First, however, we need facts.
Many of the character problems 01
adults with whom I come in contact
demonstrate the themes I have been discussing. For example, a friend told ine of
a colleague who was so distraught over the
firing of an associate that he had been
unable to d o any productive work for two
or three months. Of course, as is the case
in most discharges, there were pros and
cons; thus a case might be made that the
discharge was wrongful. Still, during his
mourning. period the worrier did not refuse his paycKeck and continued to draw
his salary. And his research, which might
have been of help to others, was placed on
hold. I f this parable is viewed in the
framework of character, the morals to
draw are simple. If you accept a salary,
keep working or quit. If your work is of
use to other human beings, keep at it even if there are other, more dramatic,
concerns that threaten your concentration. By contrast, Etzioni's criteria encourage people to worry about whether
the discharge was arbitrary or relevant (although no one will really know) and to
feel justified when they take their paychecks without having earned them. All
too often, priorities such as relevance and
nonarbitrariness become masks to shield
simple self-indulgence. Probably the better principle to foster character is: If you
are distracted from your work, strive to
avoid rationales that excuse such distraction.
In sum, I gladly welcome Etzioni to the
club of worriers about character. If he
gradually changes his focus from states of
mind to observable conduct and relinquishes his buzz words, he will find his
analysis more precise.
L!

