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PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION & TRAINING | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Discipline in the higher education classroom: A 
study of its intrinsic influence on professional 
attributes, learning and safety
Fazeela Patel1*

Abstract:  Discipline in the higher education classroom is a widely debated phe-
nomenon, especially since it is defined interchangeably with classroom manage-
ment, which is pertinent to schooling in non-adult institutions. This research aimed 
to apply the principles of discipline in a higher education context to study the 
impact of attitude and behaviour on learning conditions while embracing partnered 
approaches with adult learners to maintain its relevance. The consequences of 
misbehaviour under the key concepts of disruption and safety in the classroom were 
examined. This study was conducted within a healthcare professional programme in 
the UK where theoretical learning is partnered with practical settings to inform 
evidence-based practice. Within the practical context, the frequency of claims 
highlighting the impact of undisciplined behaviour persists, while the educational 
approaches of partners to address this are vague. Thus, the overarching aim of this 
study was to identify whether discipline in the classroom can act as a behavioural 
strategy to influence attributes outside the classroom. Using a qualitative metho-
dology, the study compares the perceptions of students at varying levels under 
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a critical realist theoretical framework. The data were collected by means of an 
online open-ended questionnaire as the first step of action (participatory) research, 
intended to be a platform to guide reflection, action, and further research. 
Participant responses clearly associate the action of discipline to an intrinsic value 
and allow the prediction of its influence on behaviour outside the context of the 
classroom. The findings further substantiate the intrinsic approach of discipline in 
predisposing attitudes, which are evidenced as plausible influences on the safety 
felt within the classroom.

Subjects: Educational Psychology; Adult Education and Lifelong Learning; Sociology of 
Education; Health & Society  

Keywords: Discipline; professional attributes; healthcare values; incivility; behavioural 
conditioning; theory and practice; educational strategies; psychological safety; 
psychology; transformation

1. Introduction
This paper discusses a pedagogical piece of research conducted within an undergraduate healthcare 
professional programme (Operating Department Practice (ODP)) in a higher education institution in 
the UK. The research aimed to explore students’ perception of discipline in the classroom and identify 
the extent to which discipline in the classroom influences behaviour. It also aimed to establish 
whether discipline can contribute to a psychologically safe environment and whether this and/or 
discipline itself impacts on learning effectiveness. The existing literature was reviewed to obtain 
a theoretical understanding of similar contextual studies and determine the relationship between 
existing findings and those of this research. Research in this area was also appraised to generate 
knowledge on research method tools regarding the identified limitations of similar studies. This is 
a qualitative piece of research, under the ontological framework of critical realism, which intends to 
draw causal patterns from the reality of lived experiences through a systematic thematic analysis. It is 
the first stage in action (participatory) research, which is intended as a foundation for recognizing 
issues in current practice, derive solutions, and improve subsequent research. The research received 
ethical approval as ratified by the institutional research ethics committee.

1.1. Literature review
Discipline originates from the Latin word disciplina meaning “instruction given, teaching, learning, 
knowledge” and from the Latin discipulus meaning “pupil” (Online Etymology Dictionary, 2020, 
p. 1). Although its definition varies depending on the context, in the abstract form discipline is 
often described as “the practice of making people obey rules or standards of behaviour and 
punishing them when they do not” (Collins Dictionary, 2020, p. 1). This perspective of discipline 
has roots in the theories of Skinner (psychologist/behaviourist) (1954 as cited in Ervin et al., 2001), 
that is, of operant conditioning, which is derived from the idea that behaviour can be modified by 
using reinforcement or punishment. Skinner’s (1954) theory has since been critiqued widely due to 
its contextual influence, which lacks the functionality of embedding intrinsic motivational values 
that would sustain the disciplined behaviour out of its context (Kohn, 1993). Nonetheless, Skinner’s 
theory, although liberally, is still applied in remote educational contexts to create an environment 
of order that is cohesive to learning. Thus, with regards to the principles of classroom manage-
ment, Doyle (1986) suggested organizing and controlling learners in a learning environment to 
create and maintain an effective learning experience. Although Doyle (1986) acknowledged the 
part behaviour plays in this, the rules applied are extrinsic in nature and operated solely for the 
purposes of enhancing learning. On the other hand, Bossone (1964) argued that discipline is a form 
of training social conduct, which influences the kind of thinking needed to mould lifelong attributes 
(Sprick, 2013). Although Skinner’s (1954) theory on operant conditioning has been applied in 
multiple social contexts including the law (Watson, 1920 as cited in Melechi, 2020), predicting 
transferability between contexts requires a transition to intrinsically inclined attitudes. While 
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attitude-behaviour consistency is contingent on broader factors, research suggests that affective 
attitudes are powerful predictors of behaviour (Lawton et al., 2009). Subsequently, Horner (2003) 
suggested that morals are deeply held intrinsic values that are often an unconscious and immea-
surable phenomenon yet underpin present and future. “Values are abstract goals which serve as 
the guiding principles in people’s lives; which as opposed to attitudes, they are more stable in 
acting as codes of conduct” (Schwartz, 1992, p. 25; Schwartz et al., 2012). Watson (1913) argued 
that although behaviourists approach psychology as purely experimental and measurable as the 
study of consciousness, its theoretical goal is to predict and control behaviour without recourse to 
conscious behaviour. Underpinned by these theories, the present study aimed to analyse the 
meaning students attach to discipline to understand how significant/non-significant the relation-
ship between discipline and intrinsic moral values is, which could be used to predict the transfer-
ability of related behaviour outside the classroom. Simultaneously, the contextualization of the 
findings will determine the causes of attitudes and subsequent behaviour. Proponents of the 
functional approach in social psychology agree and stress that by knowing what constitutes the 
basis of an attitude, it is easier to change it (Herek, 1987; Katz, 1960). They add that changing 
attitudes is one way of changing human behaviour. Furthermore, the consequences of misbeha-
viour on learning determine if discipline can be used to enhance this and whether the findings are 
transferable to wider contexts that work towards cultures of learning whereby peers can learn 
from mistakes and continuously improve the quality of their performance.

Discovering the impact of discipline/lack of discipline in the classroom provides a basis for how 
behaviour impacts on goals within this context. The absence of value-based attributes has detrimental 
effects on the safety and quality of patient care (Cameron, 2013); however, in the context of the 
classroom, absence of these attributes could create conditions whereby learning; the ultimate objec-
tive, may be impacted upon thereby preventing interactive learning pedagogies from being fully 
effective. Since the concepts of “classroom discipline” and “classroom management” are often used 
interchangeably (Bellon et al., 1992), the literature reviewed applies the principles of classroom 
management to discipline. Nonetheless, both concepts have a similar purpose within the classroom 
regarding safe learning conditions. Way (2016) made a direct link between discipline and safety and 
claimed that discipline that allows rules and regulations produces safe, orderly and generally con-
ducive learning environments. Classrooms where students feel safe to take risks in undertaking 
uncertain and challenging tasks, acquire new knowledge and know that they are valued members 
of a community are classrooms where learning is optimized (Bransford et al., 1999; Ioakimidis & 
Myloni, 2010; Wang et al., 1994 as cited in Norris, 2003). Integrated learning is a key focus in 
healthcare programmes, especially since learning is partnered with practical experiences. 
Consequently, the need for safety in the classroom has been suggested as a prerequisite for mean-
ingful self-reflection, self-discovery, and student engagement (Garran & Rasmussen, 2014). These 
pedagogical goals necessitate a classroom where students feel safe to experience increasing levels of 
vulnerability that accompany self-discovery and self-disclosure (Garran & Rasmussen, 2014). 
Regardless of the consensus portrayed in the literature, which argues the need to establish a safe 
environment, the use of discipline as a means of achieving this has yet to be fully established. Thus far 
research has applied the principles of classroom management with an emphasis on control and order, 
whereas the fundamental concern of the research in the present study is discipline concerned with 
behavioural influence. Hence, this research aimed to identify the extent to which behaviours cause 
reluctance in engaging with a variety of learning strategies. This corresponds to the practical relevance 
in the healthcare setting whereby reluctance to raise concerns or questions and challenge approaches 
have detrimental effects on patient care (Edmondson et al., 2016).

The call for transferable skills to develop socially receptive behaviour has been on the agenda of 
many across multiple disciplines (Barnett, 2009; Parker, 2003; Peach, 2010). The Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills [DBIS] (2009) reiterated that (higher education institutions) need to 
develop high-level skill training that develops economic strength while at the same time creating 
a socially receptive and civilized society. Katz et al. (2019) in their recent study of the peri-operative 
field, concluded that incivility is a significant barrier to communication, increasing the risks of 
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avoidable errors. The social culture of healthcare has been an increasing concern since the public 
enquiry in healthcare conduct outlined in the Francis Report (Cameron, 2013), which clearly concluded 
that immoral behaviour has an impact on patient lives. Professional practice in healthcare is unique; 
there is an expectation that one should be professional within a complex team of hierarchal differ-
ences while embracing another’s suffering with compassion and empathy (Stickley & Freshwater, 
2018). Katz et al. (2019) stated that an atmosphere of intimidation endangers sound decision-making 
and creates interpersonal conflict that impacts on individual health and well-being. The call for 
transformation at the root of healthcare education was identified over a decade ago with a gradual 
move of registered healthcare professionals to graduate (degree-level) outcomes, reflecting the ability 
to apply critical reasoning and balance alternatives (Council of Deans of Health, 2013). The require-
ment for students to demonstrate value-based attributes has since been crystallized and standardized 
across healthcare and medical programmes by their respective governing bodies in standards of 
conduct (General Medical Council [GMC], 2021, Health and Care Professions Council [HCPC], 2016, 
and Nursing & Midwifery Council [NMC], 2018). Ultimately these standards mandate teaching, learn-
ing, and assessment of these attributes as a prerequisite to professional registration. Despite clear 
statements that attach attributes to a specific task, such attributes are seldom assessed within higher 
education settings. Challenges fluctuate between the ability to assess attributes by using modular 
designs and learning by means of outcome-based assessments. Such structures limit the development 
of skills that refine over a longer interconnected process, risking consigning behavioural conditioning to 
practice partners, where competencies are achieved within a practical setting and over wider time 
frames. In theory, bearing in mind that the formation of attributes is an ongoing active process, 
practice partners are correctly positioned to assess them. However, this is based on the principle that 
behaviour is learned within a practical setting through observation and experience only, which risks 
emphasis from evidence-based learning to learning cultural behavioural norms. This was the issue 
highlighted in the Francis Report (Cameron, 2013) and further emphasized by Sir George Berwick 
(2013) in his political speech where he reiterated the need to shift from cultural norms to a culture of 
learning. Garnick (2005) agreed and suggested that practice is the way of doing things; it needs to be 
rationalized with an underpinning theory to make sense of experiences and allow the anticipation of 
consequences, which in turn supports effective decisions. Educational strategies to train conduct allow 
the theoretical reasoning of behaviour acting as the cognitive component of attitude-behaviour 
consistency (Haddock & Maio, 2004).

1.2. Rationale and context
The rationale for undertaking this study relates to the author’s suggestion that higher education is 
transformative in nature. Since professional programmes are aimed at developing professional 
practitioners, education should go beyond providing and assessing academic standards by devel-
oping individuals who have lifelong skills and attributes that are not only fit for practice but also 
support sustainable professional stability. To consider the use of discipline in the classroom as 
a preliminary step towards this goal, consideration from a higher education context is required 
whereby teaching transitions to facilitation of adult learning. The complexity is the emphasis on 
student-led learning, that is, adopting partnered approaches in learning strategies, which intro-
duces ambiguity and differences in opinion regarding control and responsibility. There are varied 
views on whether discipline in a higher education classroom is necessary and, to some degree, 
appropriate. Using discipline to create a controlled environment may result in disparate perspec-
tives than if discipline is utilized as a behavioural conditioning strategy. In light of the differing 
views associated with the diversity in age groups of students enrolled in professional programmes, 
it is vital to understand how students perceive the use of discipline in the classroom and to what 
extent its use or absence impacts on their learning. Additionally, to strategically apply discipline in 
the classroom requires a well-informed plan that adult learners are happy to adopt. This research 
aims to explore the perspectives of adult learners to devise a plan using a partnered and inclusive 
approach.
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2. Data and methods

2.1. Application to theoretical framework and research design
This research is based on qualitative methodology since it seeks to explore perceptions formed 
through observation and experience in the social context of the classroom. Merriam and Tisdell 
(2015) suggested that perceptions are subject to interpretation and will differ between individuals 
in the same setting. They explained that reality consists of social, cultural, and experiential 
factors that act as the reality of their interpretation. Unlike quantitative research, which aims 
to analyse the what, where, and when, this qualitative framework aims to explore the why and 
how behind human interpretation and the reasons that govern these (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). As 
such, this research is based on a critical realist ontology, which Given (2008) described as 
a postpositivist approach sitting between positivism and relativism/constructivism. To clarify, 
realism is a positivist approach that believes the participant’s version of reality; it adapts an 
objective perspective disregarding the social context and other influences that cause that inter-
pretation (Cohen et al., 2007/2018). From a relativism perspective, the participant’s interpretation 
of reality is moved aside by the meaning drawn by the researcher, under the rationale that the 
researcher cannot demonstrate the psychological and social reality that sits behind the words 
(Terry et al., 2017). However, critical realism embraces the reality in perception and allows latent 
flexibility by applying causal influences that impact on the reality experienced (Given, 2008). The 
researcher accepts the participant’s interpretation as real yet they interpret it in the social 
context of the classroom and actively participate in drawing patterns using the characteristics 
studied by employing existing theory and the knowledge they have gathered in their work as an 
educator towards a shared clinical profession (ODP). Given (2008) agreed that critical realism is 
well suited to research that seeks to explain outcomes and patterns and the underlying complex 
phenomena.

The ontology of critical realism further supports the action/participatory design of this research 
since it is focused on seeking causal influences on the experience expressed to arrive to solutions. 
Mertler (2017) described action research as a systematic enquiry conducted by teachers with 
a vested interest in the teaching and learning process or environment to gather information 
about how their organization operates, how they teach, and how their students learn. He added 
that the process allows them to better understand their students and improve their quality and 
effectiveness. This study relies on active participation to derive knowledge, which is unknown to 
the researcher challenging the traditional notions of academic expert and participant collabora-
tion, allowing research participants a full or shared input in the process based on a mutual interest 
(Coleman, 2015). The invitation extended to ODP students reflects these statements since students 
were collectively invited to participate in a study that would help to improve the ODP programme 
for “our” clinical profession.

2.2. Limitations
The research data were collected from students who were familiar with the researcher in the 
capacity of lecturer on their programme of study. The fluidity in the interpretation of “discipline” 
may have influenced the researcher’s way of applying behaviour to healthcare values. Although 
students had interactions with multiple lecturers, the researcher’s identity was not hidden when 
encouraging students to participate; thus, students may have recalled this association. On the 
other hand, this strengthens the claim of the effectiveness in developing intrinsic meaning regard-
ing behaviour, thereby strengthening the claim of addressing practice using theoretical applica-
tions. Similar research must consider the researcher’s reflexivity on the findings; further research 
within a programme of no active involvement should also be considered. Additionally, the ques-
tionnaire design limited the opportunity to ask further questions related to safety in the classroom; 
such valuable answers could have helped to further understand the causes of attitudes and 
behaviour in the classroom. Future research may wish to employ semi-structured interviews that 
allow the retrieval of deeper understanding.
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2.3. Methodological integrity
The selection of the data collection method/tool like the methodology is an inductive process that 
relies on the notion of fitness for purpose (Barbour, 2018). This notion is of key importance in the 
selection of the data collection method employed in this research, especially with its action 
research design implying an inclusive and collaborative approach (Coleman, 2015). Although 
critical realism is not associated with a specified method, Given (2008) reiterated that the data 
collected must be free from the researcher’s preconceptions or ideology, thus indicating some level 
of objectivity. Furthermore, regarding educational research, Saxena et al. (2015) argued that one 
of the most significant ethical controversies concerns the will to participate, which should be based 
on the ethical grounds of voluntary participation. Students are in vulnerable positions; they may 
resort to participation for fear of being disadvantaged by their lecturer who is also acting as the 
researcher (as in this study); this questions the relationship between authority, power, and morality 
(Saxena et al., 2015). Ramrathan et al. (2017) suggested that ethics are not only a set of rules that 
need to be accounted for to construct research; they also act as a “moral duty” for rational 
individuals to act in ways that show respect for others. The aim of research should be to establish 
the truth surrounding the phenomena, which is a key ethical domain designed to ensure integrity 
in research (Ramrathan et al., 2017). Students involved in the research aim to answer proportio-
nately but may withhold information, which may question the integrity of the findings. Considering 
the limitations in the context of this research and the participatory emphasis of the action 
research design, data were collected using electronic questionnaires/surveys to assure anonymity 
and true voluntary participation, while allowing inclusive and wider participation. This may trigger 
a superficial response (Xerri, 2017) that is controversial to any deep meaningful explanations 
sought under the critical realist framework (Given, 2008). However, since this research acts as 
the first stage in action research, further research is needed to reinforce its claim(s).

Qualitative data are renowned for their richness, which allows expressions, behaviour, and 
colloquial demeanour to be captured through forms of communication not fully expressed in the 
written words (Boynton & Greenhalgh, 2004). Methodologies that allow the questions to be 
phrased differently to generate better understanding favours individuals who struggle to under-
stand and express themselves through the written word. Boynton and Greenhalgh (2004) sug-
gested that research participants must give meaningful answers; this may require professional 
interviewing techniques to include participants with physical, mental, social, and linguistic impair-
ments. This issue could have been addressed using focus groups which have a key role in social 
science research because of the ability of keeping a social distance while developing a suggested 
discussion among the group to understand the meaning and interpretations applied to the 
research (Liamputtong, 2011). Focus groups are also useful to understand causes and solutions 
(Liamputtong, 2011), which correspond to critical realism and the action research design. However, 
an institutional context poses a risk of individuals being reluctant to express opinions or discuss 
personal experiences in front of peers; this results in dominant individuals thwarting full participa-
tion (Liamputtong, 2011; Stalmeijer et al., 2014). Controversial topics may also affect how the 
discussion is handled, adding to the difficulty of managing group dynamics (Stalmeijer et al., 
2014). Although one-to-one unstructured interviews address concerns of question clarity and 
group dynamics and indeed garner richer and deeper data (Allen, 2017), they also bring about 
ethical concerns of power difference applied to the context while limiting wider participation due 
to time constraints.

2.4. Population and sampling techniques
Wide and inclusive participation is a vital component of this study due to the principles of action 
research suggesting a possibility of change, which not only determines its success and sustainability 
through the participants included in the study, but also reduces resistance and preserves moral duty 
(Yahaya, 2020). The study population consisted of ODP students who were training as highly skilled 
allied health professionals who specialize in the perioperative field and have progressively widened 
practice in emergency and critical areas because of their unique skill set in highly stressful/fast-paced 
areas. As part of the (ODP) programme, 264 students from 2 sites at the same university were invited 
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to participate in this research; 51 students agreed to participate. All participants’ data were analysed; 
sampling techniques were not used. Since a vital analytical part of this research is to examine the 
coherence in findings between the students’ years of study and how discipline is perceived under the 
critical realist framework, a reminder encouraging participation from year 1 students was sent out to 
be in close equilibrium with comparable data.

2.5. Data collection tool
The JISC online survey tool (https://www.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/) was used to create and distribute 
the open-ended questionnaire. JISC was designed specifically for academic research with GDPR 
compliance certified to the ISO 27001 standard, thus assuring data security. Access to the data for 
this research was limited to the researcher and research supervisor. As per the BERA guidelines 
(British Educational Research Association [BERA], 2011), participants were provided with an infor-
mation sheet that clarified the purpose, future use, and accessibility of this research data. 
Anonymity and possible loss through electronic error were also addressed to optimize full informed 
consent. When the research was submitted by the participant, this acted as confirmation of 
informed consent; this was also stated on the information sheet.

2.6. Procedure for administering the instrument and gathering the data
An invitation to participate in the research was sent electronically via the student Blackboard 
platform by means of an announcement on each programme area, reaching each student with an 
individual email. The purpose of the research was highlighted as the perceptions of ODP students 
on discipline in the classroom and if it impacts on their learning experience. This is only a partial 
purpose of this study; communication detailing the link to intrinsic/extrinsic motivation sought in 
defining “discipline” may have hindered the answers provided. The survey also consisted of 
a participant information sheet designed to answer questions regarding security, anonymity, 
accessibility, and clarity on one’s right to withdraw. The nature of the research and the number 
of questions were also articulated to provide a realistic estimation of the time required to complete 
the questionnaire. Participants were given three months (without personal encouragement) before 
a reminder was sent out using the same procedure, providing a final opportunity to participate and 
giving two weeks before the survey closed.

2.7. Measures
The design of the questionnaire and the list of questions were inspired by the words of Al Baghal (2017) 
who stated that the structure of a questionnaire is vital since responders undergo cognitive processes 
while taking a survey. He stated four key items when designing a survey: how questions should be 
worded; using different types of questions; how questions should be ordered; and the visual design of the 
questionnaire. Inspired by this advice, the wording of the questions was formulated to match the student 
vocabulary; questions were straightforward and only one issue per question was allowed (Newby, as 
cited in Xerri, 2017). Xerri (2017) suggested that the wording of questions is particularly vital when 
addressing non-factual matters that consist of student attitudes, beliefs, and practices. The wording of 
the questionnaire was tested by five students who were selected to identify any errors in the interpreta-
tion of the questions, thus minimizing ambiguity. Cohen et al. (2007, p. 341) recommended piloting 
questionnaires to “increase the reliability, validity and practicability of the questionnaire”. The question-
naire was also piloted with four lecturers involved in the programme to ensure that the questions were 
not worded in ways that prompted answers causing offence, loss of reputation, or loss of anonymity for 
the lecturers on the programme. Boynton and Greenhalgh (2004) agreed with this method and they 
pointed out that a study is unethical if it causes undue offence or trauma and breaches confidentiality.

2.8. Data analysis
Data were analysed through thematic analysis within a critical realist framework. Thematic analysis is 
a commonly used method to analyse social sciences data and is used to identify themes in qualitative 
data using a sequential process (Terry et al., 2017). Thematic analysis is generally a flexible process that is 
typically applied to experiential designs, regardless of the theoretical stance (Mills et al., 2010; Terry et al., 
2017). However, as suggested by Roberts et al. (2019), the theoretical stance allows data to be 

Patel, Cogent Education (2021), 8: 1963391                                                                                                                                                                  
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2021.1963391

Page 8 of 23

https://www.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/


approached at appropriate levels and offers clarity in how the themes are arrived at, thus assuring rigour 
in analysis. Although a confirmed approach for the ontology of critical realism has not been exemplified, 
Terry et al. (2017) noted that an inductive approach at a semantic level is appropriate for experiential 
designs and referred to a deductive approach at a latent level for critical frameworks. The data have been 
approached through a combined inductive and deductive approach and examined at both the semantic 
and latent levels. The appropriateness of this approach meets the criteria used by Roberts et al. (2019) in 
their research carried out under a critical realist ontology. Although the codes were derived from 
participant responses (bottom up), the questions were formatted to prompt responses related to the 
predicted themes and were thus deductive in nature. Ultimately, to derive causal patterns under a critical 
realist framework relies on a back and forth approach to the initial hypothesis, while examining the data 
at latent levels (Cohen et al., 2018; Given, 2008). Latent levels of examination have also been applied due 
to the researcher’s position within the programme of research. Terry et al. (2017) rationalized that the 
level at which the data are examined does not denote superiority but must be appropriate to the 
analytical purpose and research question. Braun and Clarke (2012) stages of thematic analysis were 
followed to guide the process of coding and develop themes. The data have been approached with 
familiarization; similar meanings were clustered at the semantic and latent levels and grouped under 
codes. Due to the similarities presented and superficiality, given that they were responses to a survey, 
multiple coding was not required. The themes were constructed deductively, while new themes were 
included via an inductive process. Combining these approaches allowed the development of new knowl-
edge, which fell outside the predicted themes of deductive reasoning, thus allowing a more complete 
analysis while distancing the researcher’s reflexive influence. The coding was done manually by the 
author.

3. Results
Participants were asked what they believed discipline in the classroom to be (Figure 1). This was to find 
out the meaning attached to discipline and determine the context applied in answering questions 
directly related to discipline. The responses suggest that discipline holds both extrinsic and intrinsic 
values at a proportionally equal level. The extrinsic theme was applied to describe discipline as 
a superficial feature more attuned to classroom management, such as “rules/guidelines regarding 
time keeping/attendance classroom behaviour and etiquette” (549545–549536-60876047).

Intrinsic Intrinsic & Extrinsic extrinsic

all Participants 0.059 0.412 0.529

Year1 0.05 0.55 0.35

Year 2 0.059 0.353 0.589

Year 3 0.077 0.3077 0.6154

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Q1: What do you believe to be discipline in the classroom?

all Participants Year1 Year 2 Year 3

Figure 1. The value attached to 
the concept of discipline.
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However, students also defined discipline as an extrinsic measure reasoned through morals as 
“listen to each other and to be fair, to show respect by not talking over anybody while they are, stay 
off phones” (549545–549536-54692189).

The reference to moral values, such as “mutual respect” (549545–549536-60811105) and ‘fair-
ness’ (549545–549536-60810260), evidences the intrinsic influence of discipline, which coincides 
with Kohn’s (1993) philosophical view that for operant conditioning to work outside the context of 
use wherein reinforcement/punishment is seized, it requires intrinsic motivation to do so. This 
aspect was reiterated by Alexio and Norris (2009) who highlighted that discipline should and could 
be used as a tool for moral reasoning to induce behaviour in society, which is less bound by the 
fear of restraint but associated with the social good of others. With regard to the epistemology 
that behaviour can only be influenced outside the social context if it has intrinsic meaning, the 
data captured substantial intrinsic application to the concept of discipline, thus indicating 
a profound influence outside the context of the classroom. On the contrary, linking discipline to 
extrinsic features intensifies the debate of theoretical and practical inconsistency.

To explore the coherence in findings, age and year of study were studied. A fundamental pattern 
was noted from the year of study; whereas year 1 pupils frequently applied moral reasoning 
(intrinsic) to explain the extrinsic features of discipline, this connection decreased in later years 
of study (Figure 1). This could be linked to progressive student autonomy over the course of the 
programme, which coincides with the perspectives of Darling-Hammond et al. (2020), who 
explained that the brain and human capacities grow over the developmental spectrum (psycho-
motor/cognitive/affective). During latter years, deeper cognitive/affective models are engaged in, 
which take their relevance from behaviourist approaches suited to psychomotor domains, pro-
blem-solving, and deeper reflection. However, Darling-Hammond et al. (2020) clarified that the 
experience within each domain works in interactive ways; what happens in one domain influences 
another. This rationale is crucial in understanding that although the intrinsic influence of discipline 
cannot be generically applied to a full programme, it is a firm foundation within the psychomotor 
domain (Bloom’s taxonomy) of learning, which Simpson (1972) described as the level of learning 
where motor responses are calibrated with motivation through co-ordination and adaptation. As 
suggested by Darling-Hammond et al. (2020), understanding the learning processes of each 
domain and how they interact with each other contributes to the accurate use of influence, 
which reflects supportive designs for learning environments.

To derive an understanding of the impact of discipline on learning in the context of the class-
room, participants were asked questions both directly and indirectly. At a direct level, students 
were asked if discipline/lack of discipline impacted on their learning and why (Figure 2). At the 
same time, they were asked to draw on their experiences to determine whether classroom 
behaviour and attitude are issues and why (Figure 3). Behaviour and attitude, rather than disci-
pline, were used due to the uncertainty of how discipline is interpreted by individuals. Boynton and 
Greenhalgh (2004) agreed with the use of themes that link to the phenomenon in question, 
especially where there may be variance in meaning. Both questions had similar responses and 
related to the impact on the goal (learning) within the context. These were expressed at both 
direct/indirect levels as ‘I feel that lack of discipline has had some knock in effect on my studies. 
I feel because of the constant talking within my cohort, that I am unable to ask questions and 
discuss my queries’ (549545–549536-60810364).

“The classroom bad behaviour and attitude is an issue because it disrupts a day program. Tutor is 
unable to perform lecture and students are missing out” (549545–549536-60811105).

These responses refer to common themes recognized in the literature as acts of classroom 
misbehaviour (Elias & Schwab, 2006 as cited in Debreli & Ishanova, 2019) while also reflecting 
discontent with the management of disruptions: ‘Yes. Poor punctuality/disruptive behaviours are 
tolerated, it can be disruptive to others’ (549545–549536-54695207).
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The findings indicate a definite similarity in the level of dissatisfaction encountered by year 1 and 
3 students, which is considerably higher than that encountered by year 2 students (Figure 3). The 
similarity between year 1 and year 3 is generally explained by Doyle (1986 as cited in Moles, 1989) 
and further by Lopes and Oliveira (2017), who reiterated that when students are expected to 
develop high-level cognitive and demanding classroom work, the likelihood of misbehaviour 
increases. During year 1, new concepts and skills are introduced and learning within the psycho-
motor domain takes place. Students learn to combine new concepts in physical, mental, and vocal 
demeanour that equates to increased co-ordination (Simpson, 1972). At year 3, students are 
expected to study higher-level concepts within the cognitive and affective domains, which require 

YES Sometimes NO

All Participants 0.442 0.1346 0.423

Year 1 0.5 0.15 0.35

Year 2 0.294 0.118 0.589

Year 3 0.5 0.143 0.357

0.5

0.143

0.357
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50%
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70%

Q3: From your own experience in the classroom as a student, 
do you feel that classroom behaviour and attitude are an 

issue? Please explain your answer fully.

All Participants Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Figure 3. The impact of beha-
viour and attitude on learning.

YES
Yes/disruption(

negative
Impact)

Yes/safe
Climate
(postive
Impact)

NO Not explained Safe class

All Participants 0.529 0.412 0.118 0.45 0.196 0.255

Year 1 0.7 0.55 0.15 0.3 0.15 0.15

Year 2 0.353 0.235 0.118 0.647 0.235 0.412

Year 3 0.538 0.385 0.154 0.462 0.231 0.231
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80%

Q9: Does discipline/lack of discipline impact on your learning?

All Participants Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Figure 2. The impact of disci-
pline on learning.
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deeper cognitive reasoning and evaluative approaches (Simpson, 1972). The notable decrease in 
dissatisfaction by year 2 students may be explained by the relaxation of intensity that is typical of 
their learning domain (Bloom’s taxonomy in Simpson, 1972). The link between engagement in 
learning and disruptive behaviour is strengthened in some student responses indicating that “if 
people find the session boring they may get distracted and then this contributes to a wider attention 
problem which could affect the way other people learn too” (549545–549536-61629682).

Gore and Parkes (2008) agreed with this explanation and referred to disruptive behaviour as 
a consequence rather than a precondition of effective didactics. Lopes and Oliveira (2017) added 
that teachers who focus on the engagement of students in class content consequently prevent 
misbehaviour from occurring.

To add to this understanding, students were asked their opinion on the tutor’s approach to 
discipline specifying fairness and consistency (Figure 4). This coincides with previous research 
suggesting that although students are usually the source of lack of discipline due to underlying 
problems, they are not the only source (Debreli & Ishanova, 2019). Discipline is synchronous to the 
actions taken by the tutor to end lack of discipline and restore order (Kulinna et al., 2006). Lopes 
and Oliveira (2017) stipulated that discipline is as much reliant on the characteristics, clarity, and 
conduct of the tutor, as the comprehension of students within the classroom. Students reported 
tutor attributes positively in the main addressing that “Generally, tutors are consistent regarding 
classroom behaviour/attitude and in my experience they have addressed issues with students who 
were being disruptive, which resulted in much improvement in classroom discipline. It makes me 
confident that if further issues would arise, they will be sorted” (549545–549536-56207586).

Overall, statements indicate that fairness and consistency are perceived as being enacted 
through the handling of disruption. However, several responses pointed out the lack of consistency 
between tutors’ rules.

‘I feel that the approach to discipline varies greatly between tutors as each has their own style. 
Some are more vocal about enforcing etiquette while others are more “laid back”. That’s an 

YES
Yes/fairness &

consistency
Yes/tackle

disturbances
NO

No/variance in
rules/strictnes

s

No/not tutor's
role

All participants 0.7 0.6 0.1 0.3 0.28 0.02

Year 1 0.842 0.684 0.158 0.158 0.158 0

Year 2 0.765 0.765 0 0.235 0.235 0

Year 3 0.462 0.308 0.154 0.538 0.462 0.077
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Q8: Do you trust your tutor to be fair and consistent? Why?

All participants Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Figure 4. Students’ perceptions 
of tutor attributes.
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observation and not a criticism as I think different teaching styles create different learning oppor-
tunities for students. However, for consistency in relation to etiquette, it might help for tutors to 
facilitate us as a group to revisit the agreed “ground rules” and discuss these on a regular basis’ 
(549,545–549,536-5,471,380).

Research by Irby and Clough (2015) similarly stated that consistency between tutors is impor-
tant to help students understand and comply with school rules and expectations. However, earlier 
studies indicated that collaborative understanding between teacher and student allows control to 
be obtained through involvement in the process, whereby students are prompted ‘to take respon-
sibility for their actions but need active involvement of a kind but firm teacher’ (Wolfgang & 
Glickman, 1986, p. 9). This perspective coincides with participants’ responses, which clearly articu-
late favour in collaborative approaches (Figure 5).

“I think that the responsibility should lie with students and lectures and there should be an agreed 
set of rules to maximise learning” (549545–549536-60809313).

“This is a difficult issue as we are all adult learners. I feel this means we are not only responsible 
for our own behaviour but also have a role in reminding others about agreed etiquette. However, this 
is not easy from a peer perspective, therefore input from tutors is useful to maintain etiquette” 
(549545–549536-54713808).

YES YES/lecturer YES/self & lecturer NO/adults

All participants 0.804 0.4118 0.3922 0.196

Year 1 0.7 0.35 0.35 0.3

Year 2 0.824 0.4118 0.4118 0.1765

Year 3 0.923 0.4615 0.4615 0.0769

0%
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20%

30%
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90%

100%

Q4: Should someone take responsibility of discipline? 
Who?

Figure 5. Who is responsible for 
classroom discipline?.
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These perspectives further correspond to studies on student-led learning (McCabe & O’Connor, 
2014), which describe partnership as a productive, critical, and reflexive means of encouraging an 
educational relationship (Baeten et al., 2010; McCabe & O’Connor, 2014).

Age characteristics further highlight a distinctive relationship between the age of students and 
who they feel should take responsibility of discipline (Figure 6). Students in the younger age range 
(18–30 years) felt that responsibility of discipline should be taken by the lecturer. This is reasoned 
through comments such as “The lecturer is leading the session and delivering the lesson/sharing 
knowledge so they should take the lead and responsibility” (549545–549536-54686298) and “the 
lecturer as it is there class” (549545–549536-54694536).

This disparity was clarified by Monaco and Martin (2007, p. 45), who explained that millennial 
students (born between 1981 and 2002) have special characteristics and are generally “sheltered” 
individuals who work best with structure, clear rules, and regulations (Blue & Henson, 2015). Smith- 
Stoner and Molle (2010) added that although millennials are self-confident, they have high 
expectations from their tutors and need affirmation.

Discipline in the context of the classroom is often used and predicted to have a key influence on 
the learning conditions that allow students to feel safe in participating in various learning systems. 
Several questions were formatted to enquire whether students felt psychologically safe in the 
classroom and whether these were rationalized with concepts of discipline, with a prime focus on 
behaviour and attributes (questions 5, 6, and 7). Several studies defined psychological safety as the 
degree to which people view the environment as conducive to interpersonal risky behaviours, such 
as speaking up or asking for help, which are perceived as salient variables in environments where 
learning matters (Edmondson et al., 2016). Students were asked whether they would be willing to 
discuss their clinical experiences in the classroom, answer questions regarding uncertainty, and 
participate in role-play (Figures 7–9). Wanless (2016) suggested that comparing the challenge of 
multiple tasks allows the determination of the level of psychological safety present since it allows 
an understanding of the interpersonal risk attached to the task. Students expressed confidence in 

YES YES/lecturer YES/self & lecturer NO/adults

All participants 0.804 0.4118 0.3922 0.196

Age:18-25 0.81 0.524 0.286 0.19

Age:26-30 0.556 0.333 0.222 0.333

Age:31-40 0.938 0.375 0.563 0.0625

Age:41-60 0.6 0.2 0.4 0.4
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Q4: Should someone take responsibility of discipline? Who?Figure 6. Who is responsible for 

discipline? Responses according 
to age.
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discussing experiences through rationalizing that “it is an important part of learning and we can 
learn from others experience and also assist in emotional support” (549,545–549,536-60,810,260).

At the same time, a high proportion of students rationalized their confidence to participate by 
claiming that ‘I feel safe within my group as we talk about confidentiality and having a group to 
confide in takes away anxieties’ (549545-549536-60813187).

Edmondson (2003) suggested that words expressing, support, empathy, comfort, and trust are 
associated to increased levels of psychological safety.

However, responses to questions about uncertainty triggered an increased the level of reluc-
tance (Figure 8) through expressions of “I don’t mind being wrong if it’s a learning opportunity . . . 
but as mentioned earlier if I thought it would prompt the sniggers from other students I probably 
wouldn’t say anything” (549545–549536-60837355).

The latter response suggests that reluctance in participation is often based on behaviour 
predicted from attitudes. The relationship between attitude and behaviour has been rigorously 
researched by psychologists in the pursuit of predicting behaviour (Lawton et al., 2009). However, 
an interesting perspective is explained through Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 
1957), which determines the level of mental discomfort when attitudes are not synchronized with 
behaviour. The theory suggests that humans rely on restoring the balance of these by changing 
one or the other, which explains the strength in the relationship between both. This illustrates how 
students predict behaviour through the prominence of attitudes, which are predispositions held by 
individuals and often known by students through previous interactions and experiences. Zanna 
and Rempel (1988:7) agreed; they defined attitudes as “units of social knowledge that are based 
on experience, convictions and feelings caused by the object of this attitude”. Other students 
further exemplified the prerequisite of desirable attitude for increased safety in participation by 

YES
Learning

opportunity
Safe classroom Reluctance No/unsafe

ALL participants 0.5686 0.28 0.28 0.0784 0.294

Year 1 0.45 0.2 0.25 0.1 0.3

Year 2 0.5882 0.294 0.294 0.1176 0.235

Year 3 0.6928 0.385 0.308 0 0.308
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Q5: Would you be willing to discuss practice experiences in the 
classroom? Why?

ALL participants Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Figure 7. Safety in discussing 
clinical experiences.
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exclaiming “Sometimes, with members of the group I feel comfortable with and ones who are 
enthusiastic to listen” (549545–549536-60840668).

Understanding the value of attitudes to feelings of safety highlights the importance of discipline, 
which aims to influence attitude-behaviour consistency through the application of values. 
Classroom management techniques which may be successfully applied in cases of misbehaviour 
lack the capacity to control attitudes or reluctance from predicted behaviour. Discipline that 
intrinsically motivates individuals to rationalize with compassion, respect and fairness acts inher-
ently on the attitudes underpinning consequent behavioural expressions, which classroom man-
agement has limited capacity to control.

This is further evidenced by the words of students who claim that “I think it all depends by the 
teachers if they are able to monitor the situation without let the student feeling to be in error” 
(549,545–549,536-55,296,943).

However, regardless of rigorous monitoring under classroom management structures, attitudes 
or intentions cannot be evidenced unless enacted on to allow their management, thus defeating 
the objective of these measures to create safe learning conditions.

Despite the reference to others in the reluctance to partake in learning tasks, disapproval is 
further elevated when asked to participate in role-play (Figure 9), through combined rationales 
expressing “I’d be nervous as I feel I may be judged by some of the students in the class, I also do 
not like doing things like that” (549,545–549,536-54,694,536).

Wanless (2016) suggested that intolerable levels of threat towards identity or one’s sense of self 
are an indication of a high level of lack of safety. The word choices of “uncomfortable” (549,545– 
549,536-54,779,576), “embarrassing” (549,545–549,536-60,876,047) and “feeling judged” 
(549,545–549,536-54,694,536) are further outlined in the literature as descriptions of interpersonal 
lack of safety (Edmondson, 2003). Delizonna (2017) explained that when the brain processes 
provocation, competition, or dismissive subordinates, the amygdala initiates a fight or flight 
response that shuts down perspective and analytical reasoning. She suggests that it is important 

YES
Yes/learning
opportunity

Yes/safe
class

Reluctance NO No/unsafe No/self

All participants 0.5294 0.353 0.1765 0.1177 0.3333 0.0588 0.2745

Year 1 0.55 0.5 0.05 0.15 0.3 0 0.3

Year 2 0.5882 0.2353 0.353 0 0.412 0.118 0.294

Year 3 0.462 0.308 0.154 0.231 0.231 0.077 0.154
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Q6: Would you feel confident to answer questions which you 
may answer incorrectly?

All participants Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Figure 8. Safety in answering 
questions on uncertainty.
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to understand the difference between challenge and threat since a challenge works in an opposite 
direction by increasing the levels of oxytocin in the brain, thereby eliciting trust and trust-making 
behaviour and positively impacting performance.

Participant responses provided supplementary factors that would alleviate some fears and 
increase the level of psychological safety such as “I find the role play scenarios OK if it was in 
small groups but don’t particularly like it when presenting it back to the whole class. I find it a bit 
embarrassing/awkward” (549,545–549,536-60,876,047) or “reluctant but depends which tutor as 
some are way nicer than others” (549,545–549,536-54,846,708).

A greater understanding of the various factors associated with different tasks allows tasks to be 
presented as a challenge rather than posing an unnecessary threat, which not only shuts down 
learning paradigms but also causes undue stress and trauma (Delizonna, 2017).

Patterns that compare year of study and age drew a divergent perspective. The year of study 
comparison suggests that confidence in participating progresses with each year of study, indicat-
ing an apparent link between tenacity in participation and progressing confidence. This is further 
supported by the age comparison data, which draw a connection between rate of participation and 
increasing age (Figures 10–12). An interesting pattern was noted in the younger age groups, where 
there was an obvious association between the will to participate and one’s feeling within the 
classroom, suggesting that younger students are more reliant on safety than mature students 
(Smith-Stoner & Molle, 2010).

4. Discussion
The central contribution of this research suggests that discipline in the higher education classroom 
can be used as an effective behavioural strategy to condition behaviour by applying intrinsic moral 
values to attributes (Alexio & Norris, 2009). Students were asked to define discipline in the classroom 
to determine its predisposition either intrinsically or extrinsically. Intrinsic motivation determines the 
feasibility of its use as a strategy to develop value-based attributes that in turn allow transferability 
outside the context of its application (Kohn, 1993; Schwartz, 1992; Schwartz et al., 2012). This idea 
further addresses the concerns of shaping professional/graduate attributes with educational partner-
ships, thus allowing consistency and flow between theory and practice. However, this research was 

YES
Yes/learning
opportunity

Yes/safe
class

Reluctance NO No/personal
No/unsafe

class

ALL participants 0.49 0.275 0.216 0.333 0.196 0.176 0.02

Year 1 0.45 0.25 0.2 0.45 0.15 0.1 0.05

Year 2 0.47 0.294 0.176 0.235 0.294 0.294 0

Year 3 0.615 0.308 0.308 0.23 0.154 0.154 0
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Q7: Would you be willing to participate in role-play? Why?
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Figure 9. Safety in physical 
participation.
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not conducted with the intention of exploring whether a theory–practice gap exists. The significance 
in the proportion of students who rationalized discipline with extrinsic purposes indicates weak 
cognitive attribution of behaviour to values/moral reasoning, which are integral foundations of 

YES
Learning

opportunity
Safe classroom Reluctance No/unsafe

ALL participants 0.5686 0.28 0.28 0.0784 0.294

Age:18-25 0.524 0.095 0.429 0.095 0.286

Age:26-30 0.333 0.222 0.111 0.111 0.556

Age:31-40 0.75 0.5 0.25 0.063 0.125

Age:41-60 0.8 0.6 0.2 0 0.2
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Q5: Would you be willing to discuss practice experiences in the 
classroom? Why?

ALL participants Age:18-25 Age:26-30 Age:31-40 Age:41-60

Figure 10. Age-related safety in 
discussing clinical experiences.

YES
Yes/learning
opportunity

Yes/safe
class

Reluctance NO No/unsafe No/self

All participants 0.5294 0.353 0.1765 0.1177 0.3333 0.0588 0.2745

Age:18-25 0.429 0.286 0.143 0.14 0.429 0.048 0.381

Age:26-30 0.333 0.111 0.222 0.111 0.556 0.111 0.444

Age:31-40 0.75 0.5 0.25 0.0625 0.125 0.0625 0.0625

Age:41-60 0.6 0.6 0 0.2 0.2 0 0.2
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Q6: Would you feel confident to answer questions which you 
may answer incorrectly?
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Figure 11. Age-related safety in 
answering questions of 
uncertainty.
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healthcare professionalism. Thus, the emergence of this thread reinforces the efforts made to address 
the presence of incivility and culturally compliant attributes (Cameron, 2013; Katz et al., 2019).

The contextualization of data has addressed how discipline (that is intrinsically motivated) succeeds 
classroom management (that is associated with autocracy and control) and incurs similar results in 
managing disruption while addressing the partnered responsibility sought between tutor and adult 
learners (Baeten et al., 2010; McCabe & O’Connor, 2014). A meaningful contribution of this research 
on safety in the classroom highlights attitudes as contributors to a perceived lack of safety, which due 
to the concealment of intentions and predisposition is less likely to be controllable by means of 
classroom management strategies. However, since discipline trains individuals intrinsically through 
moral abstinence/obligation, it has the innate capacity to underpin attitudes that in turn create safe 
conditions for learning (Schwartz et al., 2012). Along with tutor characteristics, findings have 
addressed misbehaviour as a consequence of disengagement with learning strategies, which 
strengthens existing research in the field of misbehaviour (Debreli & Ishanova, 2019; Kulinna et al., 
2006; Lopes & Oliveira, 2017). Additionally, safety in the classroom and group size, which although 
coherent within the context are also useful in raising critical consciousness and deepening under-
standing of practice, are interlinked. On reflection, the findings are a catalyst for insight since they 
signify the importance of learning engagement. Learning strategies used between years/levels of 
learning should be designed in partnership with students rather than employing pre-intended stra-
tegies, thereby allowing engagement to be aligned with diversity, pace, and level of cognitive 
demand, which in turn extracts extrinsic intrusion systematically. At the same time, the interpersonal 
risk associated with learning strategies must not be underestimated since it outdoes the intended 
benefits while placing additional strain and stress on learners. The findings provide useful grounds for 
further research since interpersonal factors have significantly and vividly been applied to reluctance 
in participation. This provides suggestions for further transformative strategies to develop interper-
sonal skills, which will not only improve learning engagement but also allow the formation of 
transferable skills to work within environments known to improve team performance. Ultimately, in 
healthcare, the development of interpersonal skills will support improvement and address the con-
sequences related to the fear of raising concerns within hierarchical, multidisciplinary teams.
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Yes/learning
opportunity

Yes/safe
class

Reluctance NO No/personal
No/unsafe

class

ALL participants 0.49 0.275 0.216 0.333 0.196 0.176 0.02

Age:18-25 0.333 0.143 0.19 0.524 0.143 0.095 0.048

Age:26-30 0.556 0.333 0.222 0.222 0.222 0.222 0

Age:31-40 0.688 0.438 0.25 0.188 0.188 0.188 0

Age:41-60 0.4 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.4 0

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Q7: Would you be willing to participate in role-play? Why?

ALL participants Age:18-25 Age:26-30 Age:31-40 Age:41-60

Figure 12. Age-related safety in 
physical participation.
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5. Conclusions
This research provides a meaningful contribution to the higher education sector, with an emphasis 
on professional programmes where learning is aligned to theory and practice. The findings suggest 
that discipline in the higher education classroom is substantially rationalized with intrinsic pur-
poses that determine strong grounds for transferability outside the context of the classroom. Since 
values are widely held moral codes of conduct, the findings apply to diverse contexts and 
disciplines. Ultimately, the findings from this research support the need to intensify the use of 
discipline to develop respectful and supportive attitudes in individuals; such attitudes inadvertently 
manage disruptions and create safe learning conditions. The context of an adult learning environ-
ment that transitions from a hierarchical establishment of control and order to student-led 
learning and partnered responsibilities further enhances the claim to move from classroom 
management to classroom discipline.
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