LETTER FROM A CONCERNED PARENT

I recently received this email from a parent. I’m sure her concerns will interest you. I
contacted Jenny (not her real name as she did want her school or the teachers identified) and
asked if she would agree to her letter and my reply being used in our newsletter. My thanks to
Jenny for agreeing.

Dear Mr McCaskill,

I have come upon Play is the Way while trawling the internet looking for answers to issues that
have come up with my own children who attend a public primary school in Perth and thought I
would contact you for some information or advice.

I have twin daughters in Year One and was recently sought out by the teacher to discuss her
problem with their “competitiveness” at school- not only with each other but with classmates.

They are rewarded in the classroom on multiple occasions every day for their behaviour - by
receiving faction vouchers/sweets — for anything they do (from helping pack away to being nice to a
friend) and my girls were comparing and ‘boasting’ I guess you would say. Saying things to other
children such as “I have four you only have two” etc. and their teacher told me it was inappropriate
and that I should speak to them about it. I agreed, but then suggested that if she removed the
rewards the situation wouldn’t occur and that I would rather they be taught to help in the classroom
and be friendly just because it was the right thing to do. She was astounded at the suggestion and
quickly dismissed it with no good reason.

The reward system at school is also having an impact at home- with my children expecting to
receive something at every turn and asking what they’ll get if they make their bed or pick up their
things. It is very difficult to teach them that they’ll get nothing apart from a thank you when their
school rewards them at every turn.

One day one of my daughters spent a long time making a card for her teacher. I told her that was
lovely etc and was very proud until my other daughter piped up with- “Yes, if you give her a nice
drawing she lets you choose a lolly from the jar”. My daughter confirmed that was the sole reason
she’d made an effort. It was very upsetting.

Rewards and punishments are also used in. my son’s Year 3 class - with pegs on a board. If you’re
‘good’ your peg goes up. If you’re not, it’s moved down. I know this is affecting the self-esteem of
many in the class. Lunchtime detention is also used and given out for such minor offences as
laughing in class or not ‘paying attention’. In one instance my son was given detention the day
after his terrible offence of laughing!

It is frustrating and concerning as a parent that some or most schools embrace these reward and
punishment systems with such gusto with seemingly no regard to how this impacts at home and
what it does to a child’s sense of expectation and ‘right to reward” — especially as they grow older.

I’d be very keen to hear your views on why schools persist with rewards and the problems this
system creates as well as some tips for me, as a parent, on how to stop that way of thinking
pervading our family life at home.

Sincerely,
Jenny L

© Play Is The Way Pty Ltd under licence 1 www.playistheway.com.au
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