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SOFT VS. FIRM LIMITS

“If you wanted to stop cars at a busy intersection, would you rely on yellow lights alone to get the job done?”

--Robert MacKenzie
Yellow lights show stopping is optional, so many motorists (adults) speed through them.  Adults stop at red lights because we associate them with consequences: collisions, tickets, higher insurance costs.  Kids speed through yellow lights in the classroom because stopping is optional, not required.  

SOFT LIMITS
With soft limits no means yes, sometimes or maybe.
Examples of soft limit statements:

Wishes, Hopes And Shoulds
Adult: “Jeremy, you know you’re not supposed to use paints near the carpet, you might spill them.”

Jeremy: “I’ll be careful.”

Adult: “I know you will, but accidents may happen anyway.  I wish you would put the paints away and finish later when one of the painting areas is available.”

Jeremy: “OK” (continues to paint)

Adult: “Jeremy, do you know how difficult it is to get paint out of the carpet?”  I hope you put the paints away before there is an accident.”

Jeremy: “I’m almost done anyway” (continues to paint)

Adult: “I’m starting to get mad.  Please do what I ask now before I get even angrier.”
Jeremy did not hear a clear message to stop so he ran the yellow light.
Repeating and Reminding
Chad would rather look at trading cards than do math.  His teacher notices that he is playing with his cards during the lesson.
Teacher: Chad, I think you should put away your cards now.”

Chad: (puts the cards away, appears to watch the lesson for a few minutes, then takes the cards out again.)

Teacher: (notices the cards)  “How many times do I have to tell you?  Put the cards away.”

Chad: (puts cards away, then waits 15 minutes before bringing them out again.)

Teacher: (sees cards again) “That’s enough Chad, put the cards in your backpack or you can give them to me and pick them up after school.”

Chad ignored the first message – nothing happened.  Chad ignored the second message – nothing happened.  Why should he pay attention to the third message?  The light is still yellow.

Speeches, Lectures and Sermons
Zach’s chore is to get the class snack from the downstairs cooler.  He is gone for 10 minutes for what should have taken no more than 2.

Teacher:  “Where have you been Zach?  You should have been back long before now.”

Zach: “I had to go to the bathroom.”

Teacher: “You know that you must take care of bathroom breaks before the bell rings.  I don’t like your lack of consideration for my rules.  I have already started the next lesson, but now I will have to repeat the directions just for you.  You’re wasting all of our time.  What kind of classroom would we have if people just showed up when the felt like it, with no regard for the rules?”

Zach: “Sorry.”

Zach learned that showing up late is OK as long as he can endure his teacher’s lectures.  Where was the red light?

More soft limit statements:

· “This is your final warning.” – how many were already given?

· “You need to pick up your puzzle now OK?” – OK with whom?  What happens if it’s not OK with the child?

· “I can't start class until it’s quiet” – stating the facts, not giving clear instructions.
· “Just this once.” – Child will remember that exception and want it again.

· “Don’t take too long.” – How long is that?

· “Do me a favor and pay attention”

· “I don’t care for your attitude.”

· “I’ve had enough from you.”
Soft limit actions:

Allowing kids to walk away from a mess.

Cleaning up messes for them.

Overlooking misbehavior when you’re in a good mood.

Ignoring misbehavior to avoid embarrassment.

Giving in to a tantrum.

Firm Limits
1. Focus on the behavior – Explain what you need them to do or stop doing.  Avoid commenting on the attitude, feelings or worth of the child.  

2. Be direct and specific – Explain clearly what you want them to do, how to do it and when to start.

3. Use a normal tone of voice – Yelling sends the wrong message, shows you have lost control.  Your actions will convey your determination more than your words.

4. Specify consequences if necessary – If you believe student will test limits, specify the consequences for noncompliance.  

5. Support your words with actions – Follow through!

Firm limits statements:

“Stop pushing now.”

“If you paint your desk, I’ll take the paints away.”

“You can play by the rules or find another game to play.”

“If you cut, you’ll go to the back of the line.”

“You may not leave until you have put away your books.”

Firm limit actions:

Using a time-out for persistent disruption.

Taking a toy from a child who does not put it away when instructed.

Revoking play privileges for cheating.

CONSEQUENCES
Consequences are the second part of your firm limit setting message.

COMPONENTS OF EFFECTIVE CONSEQUENCES
Relatedness – Must be logically related to the behavior.  Usually adults apply the same consequence for different misbehaviors.
Duration – Short term, should fit the way kids think.  Shorter consequences give them more opportunity to collect data and demonstrate behavior.  Just because a little is good a lot is not necessarily better.

Respect – Consequences must be delivered without attacking, insulting or humiliating the child.

Clean Slates – Once the consequence has been applied, resist the urge to keep reminding the child of the past offense.  They now have more information and fresh opportunities to learn.
Adapted from:

Mackenzie, Robert J.  Setting Limits in the Classroom: How to Move Beyond the Classroom Dance of Discipline.   Roseville, CA: Prima Publishing,  1996.

