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I was presenting Choice Theory concepts at a recent work-
shop when an attendee pointed out that the word theory
implied that what we were considering was not a law or a
fact, so maybe he should be a bit skeptical. In spite of my
firm belief in the ideas of Choice Theory, I answered, “Yes,

I think you should be skeptical in the same way the Bereans [Acts
17:12] of the New Testament were skeptical. They tested what they
were told and considered the evidence for themselves. We must be no
less vigilant.”

Dr. William Glasser created a counseling approach known as Reality Therapy in 1965.
Many have acknowledged its effectiveness (it continues to be used in psychiatric treatment
centers around the world) even though Glasser himself felt that it lacked a theoretical foun-
dation. In 1976, Glasser began talking with William Powers, author of Behavior: The Control
of Perception (1973). Out of their collaboration came Control Theory, which Glasser felt ex-
plained the foundation for Reality Therapy. Over the years, Glasser has continued to refine
his ideas. This development, combined with his increasing discomfort with the label Con-
trol Theory, led to his writing Choice Theory in 1998, which he feels is the clearest explana-
tion so far of his view of human motivation and behavior. Glasser is a board-certified psy-
chiatrist and an agnostic, a secular thinker in what for him is a totally secular world. Yet his
Choice Theory offers a compelling and compassionate framework around which Christians
can shape their lives. His explanation of how people can be happy and get along well with
others is appealing to more and more people.

Comparing Glasser’s ideas to Scripture and the work of Ellen White led to my writing
Soul Shapers: A Better Plan for Parents and Educators (Review and Herald, 2005). I am con-
vinced that Glasser’s ideas are more significant than even he understands and that these
ideas tap into what C. S. Lewis refers to in The Chronicles of Narnia as “the deeper magic.”
To me, the deeper magic is the realm of the truth of God’s kingdom, truth that at times seems
forgotten or ignored. Using appropriate skepticism, you can draw your own conclusion.

Certainly, Choice Theory helps us to be more effective educators in tangible ways, which
is good, since principals and teachers are always on the lookout for useful strategies. But at
its core, Choice Theory begins with a private journey, rather than a public one. As we begin
to understand Choice Theory and apply it in our lives, it makes a positive impact on our
public experience as well. As we become more mentally healthy and happy, we are better
able to get along with the important people in our lives, including our students.

I want to thank the authors who contributed to this edition of the JOURNAL. They are
busy educators, yet they took the time to share the concepts that have made such a differ-
ence to them. Since beginning this project, I have met other Adventist educators who are
successfully implementing Choice Theory in their classrooms and who should be writing ar-
ticles for this journal, too, but we will have to hear from them in later editions. I look for-
ward to that.

Choose to have a good school year!     
_________________________________________________________________________

Jim Roy, the Coordinator for this special issue on Quality Schools, is Chair of the Education Department at
Pacific Union College in Angwin, California, and the author of Soul Shapers (Review and Herald, 2005), which
grew out of his doctoral research on the ideas of William Glasser.The editorial staff of the JOURNAL express heart-
felt appreciation for Jim’s enthusiasm, hard work, and assistance in the planning and production of the issue, which
occurred while he was preparing to defend his dissertation.
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J
ohnnie* is an only child, 7 years old. He is
very happy, and he gets along well with
other students and with his teachers. His
parents tell his teacher he is a
delightful child and has never
been a problem at home. He
enjoys reading and takes
books out of the library to

read at home. He has quickly learned to do
what is assigned in the classroom, and his
classwork is up to date. 

But since he started school, Johnnie will
only do his homework if it interests him.
When it does, he does it well. His parents are
not concerned. They ask him to do all his as-
signments, even offer help, but they are not willing to do
any more than this. They say it is a school problem, not a
home problem, and tell the school they are not willing to
risk their good relationship with him by punishing him. Ba-
sically, they do not believe in punishment and have never
had a problem they couldn’t solve by talking it over with
him. 

Some variation of this problem, of-

ten much more serious, is the basic challenge all teachers
struggle with: The student will not do what the teacher
asks him or her to do or, in some instances, the student
will do the work but not the way the teacher wants it
done. If the child is pushed or punished by the teacher or
principal, he or she usually becomes a discipline problem.
However, punishment does not solve school problems, it in-

creases them. 
In a Glasser Quality School (GQS),

which has no punishment, this prob-
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BY WILLIAM GLASSER

THE
GLASSER

QUALITY
SCHOOL

A Combination of 
Choice Theory and the 

Competence-Based 
Classroom

_______________________________
* Not his real name.

The need for Power. . . . has led
all human societies to try to control
others with whom they disagree, to

get them to accept their point of
view—often to the point of killing

them if they won’t.
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lem has been reduced to the point where it either does not
occur or, when it does, the system under which the whole
school runs almost always solves it. I believe that schools
have this social problem because our whole society, includ-
ing teachers, suffers from it: Huge numbers of people can’t
get along with one another to the extent they want. As far as
I am concerned, it is by far the most important problem of
all human societies. And, as I will explain
later in this article, it is peculiar to hu-
man societies. Animal societies,
many of which are social like
ours, do not have this prob-
lem. Some schools have less
of it than the rest of society if
the staff gets along well with
the students and one another,
more of it if they don’t. 

This problem is not only
rampant in schools, it also de-
stroys our marriages, wreaks
havoc on our families,
and makes most of our
businesses less prof-

itable than they could be. I also believe that a GQS in which
students, teachers, principals, and parents get along well
with one another could serve, as some do now, as models of
good relationships for the rest of their community. 

There are two reasons that explain why all the people
involved in a GQS get along so well with one another. The
first is a general one: They all use Choice Theory to guide
the way they deal with one another socially. The second is

more specific: They all have implemented the compe-
tence-based classroom, a method of teaching

Since we
teach 

children a
great deal by

example, if
parents and
teachers can

learn to 
replace the

deadly habits
with the 

caring habits,
all their 

relationships
will improve,
and they will
serve as the

models 
children 

need. 



that persuades almost all students to do, at a minimum,
competent work. I believe it is common knowledge that
people who are competent in whatever they are doing tend
to get along much better with others than people who are
less than competent. 

Choice Theory Explains Why We Get Along Well With
Others and Why We Don’t

Because we have the same genetic structure, almost all of
us tend to follow a way of thinking that makes it very difficult,

often impossible, to get along with others to the extent we
want to when we disagree. I have given this psychology a
name: external control psychology or simply external
control. For example, in the first paragraph of this article,
the teacher and the parents might have great difficulty get-
ting along with each other if the teacher wanted to punish
Johnnie for not doing his homework. Choice Theory ex-
plains where this psychology comes from and how, when it
is used, it always harms the relationship between those who
use it and those who are recipients. Choice Theory also ex-
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plains why all humans use this relationship-destroying psy-
chology and other creatures don’t.  

All Mammals, Including Humans, Are Motivated by
the Same Four Genetic Needs 

Humans and other mammals are driven to do all they
can to Survive. The other three needs are: Love and Be-
longing, so our helpless children can survive, Freedom, so
we can move, think, and express ourselves freely;
and Fun, so we are motivated to learn new, useful
behaviors. 

But beyond those four needs, only humans are
genetically driven by a fifth need, the need for
Power. It is this need that has led all human soci-
eties to try to control others with whom they dis-
agree, to get them to accept their point of view—
often to the point of killing them if they won’t.
Just watch one day of television if you have any
trouble believing this. But external control is not in our
genes. It has been learned, and a study of history will reveal
occasional examples of human societies—democracies are a
good example—that have attempted to protect their citizens
from excessive external control. 

Basically, external control has led people to act as if what
they believe is not only right for them, it is right for every-
one. The people of the world are either trying to control
others or are trying to escape from their control. That strug-

gle is what history is mostly about. But it goes beyond his-
tory. All serious literature, drama, and especially grand opera
are based on external control. We live in an external control
world, and almost all of us use what I call the Seven Deadly
Habits that are the hallmarks of this belief: Criticizing,
Blaming, Complaining, Nagging, Threatening, Punishing,
and Bribing and Rewarding to Control. 

But what is so important is to understand that while

power is in our genes, external control is learned. This
means we can learn to replace the Seven Deadly Habits with
Seven Caring Habits: Supporting, Encouraging, Listening,
Accepting, Trusting, Respecting, and Negotiating Differ-
ences. But as far as I can discover, no one has offered a ma-
jor psychology such as Choice Theory that we can put to
work in our lives to replace external control. 

Because of the deadly habits, our marriages are falling
apart. I got back from Ireland recently where a newspaper
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One of the wonderful things about
teaching Choice Theory to anyone
young or old is that it is very pleas-
ant to learn.

Dr. William Glasser leads out in a breakout session at the 2006 NAD Teacher Convention in Nashville, Tennessee.



was reporting research that shows that 75 percent of English
marriages are ending in divorce, which does not account for
all the people who stay unhappily together. Schools are also
filled with the deadly habits, as are businesses and families. 

Choice Theory is called that because all of
our behaviors are chosen. Unlike animals, we
have no genetic behaviors. This means that
there is nothing but long years of experience
that stands in the way of our learning to
choose the caring habits to replace the deadly
habits that too many of us choose now. We
also need to learn that the deadly habits encompass much
more than the words that come out of our mouths. We also
choose the tone of our voices, the expressions on our faces,
and the gestures we make with our hands. Since we teach
children a great deal by example, if parents and teachers can
learn to replace the deadly habits with the caring habits, all
their relationships will improve, and they will serve as the
models children need.  

School teachers in a GQS don’t use the deadly habits and
take every opportunity they can to explain to the students
why they don’t. But they are careful not to use the external
control statement, “Now that I’ve stopped, you have to stop,
too.” We have learned by years of experience teaching
Choice Theory that once we stop, in time the students will
stop, too. That will also extend to parents, most of whom
are eager to learn how to get along better with their chil-
dren. 

When they read what I have just written, people who are
used to using external control tend to say, “That’s not fair! If
I stop, you have to stop, too.” But fairness is not the point of
Choice Theory. The point is more like the Golden Rule: “I’m
going to treat you the way I’d want to be treated, whether
you treat me this way or not.”

I and my staff members teach Choice Theory to school
staffs and to individuals and groups when we counsel. All of
us use it in our own lives. We have trained many thousands
of people in the use of Choice Theory, and the continual
feedback we get is, We are better teachers and counselors for
doing this. But what we didn’t expect is all the feedback
they give us saying how much better their whole lives are
when they put it to work in their families and in their mar-
riages.

Obviously, these ideas are much more complicated than
the little I am able to explain here, but if you can even begin
to get rid of criticizing in your marriage and ask nothing in
return from your partner, you will soon see how powerful
this theory is. 

The Competence-Based Classroom
In this classroom, C, D, and F grades, which are the

main reason students don’t like school, are eliminated.
While all students want to feel as if they are cared for, this is
impossible because more than half the students in our
schools never earn a grade above C. In a GQS, the lowest
grade for credit is a legitimate B. What we have done is raise

both the floor and the ceiling. Students who achieve well
beyond competence can earn A+ or other recognition for
what they have done. 

Giving these higher grades takes care of parents who say

that getting rid of low grades makes it harder for their child
to look good in comparison to others. Our schools are called
Quality Schools because so many students make the effort to
achieve beyond mere competence.

Many teachers fear this system because they believe that
many of their students cannot do competent work. Our ex-
perience in more than 20 GQSs does not support that fear.
Almost all the students do competent work or even higher if
they are told that nothing less will be accepted for credit.
But along with this, we also tell them we believe they can do
competent work, and that our job is to make it possible for
them to do it. 
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The Ten Axioms of 

Choice Theory

1. The only person whose behavior we can con-
trol is our own.

2. All we can give another person is information.
3. All long-lasting psychological problems are 

relationship problems.
4. The problem relationship is always part of our 

present life.
5. What happened in the past has everything to 

do with what we are today, but we can only 
satisfy our basic needs right now and plan to 
continue satisfying them in the future.

6. We can only satisfy our needs by satisfying 
the pictures in our Quality World.

7. All we do is behave.
8. All behavior is Total Behavior and is made up 

of four components: acting, thinking, feeling, 
and physiology.

9. All Total Behavior is chosen, but we only have 
direct control over the acting and thinking com-
ponents. We can only control our feeling and 
physiology indirectly through how we choose 
to act and think.

10. All Total Behavior is designated by verbs and 
named by the part that is the most recogniza-
ble.

Teaching the students Choice Theory
can, in time, lead to a whole community
learning it.



But we also make school more sensible for all students.
For example, we eliminate rote memorization and use only
open-book tests. The questions require thinking, under-
standing, and the ability to use what the students have
learned. Those who need extra time to answer test questions
competently are given more time. Much of the homework
involves using additional time to improve test answers to
competence. Competence, not speed, is what is valued in a
GQS. Ours is actually a much more rigorous system than
the one now in place in the U.S., in which we graduate stu-
dents without their ever getting a grade above a C. 

Coaches worry that athletes won’t be able to play if the
schools they attend get rid of low grades, but that has not
happened. I don’t believe it is possible to be a star athlete
and not have the ability to do competent school work. Be-
cause they want to play, they have an extra incentive to
work hard. In the rare instance that we believe students are
not capable of competent work, we address these situations
individually.   

The GQS Adds Both Competence and Quality to the
Community

I realize that many teachers do not believe such a school
would be possible with the students they are asked to teach,
many of whom seem to have given up trying. They do not
realize that low grades and external control have, over a
long period of time, caused many dropouts. But when these
obstacles are removed and all the students begin to do com-
petent work, this positive effort can lead beyond school to
raising the expectations and the effort of the whole commu-
nity. 

The key here is the teaching of Choice Theory to all the
students, starting in kindergarten or when they enter school
and continuing for as long as they remain in school. Well
before any student reaches the 4th grade, all students in a
GQS will have learned from their teacher and older students
how to put Choice Theory to work. 

One of the wonderful things about teaching Choice The-
ory to anyone young or old is that it is very pleasant to
learn. Generally, instruction is not done formally; rather, the
ideas are introduced to students informally as events in the
classroom lend themselves to teachable moments. There are
many of these moments that a
teacher who knows Choice The-
ory will easily recognize. 

But as students learn Choice
Theory, their parents will also be
invited to learn it in evening
classes. As they do, they are
pleased by how much better
they get along with their chil-
dren at home and with each
other. Teaching the students
Choice Theory can, in time, lead
to a whole community learning
it. As they do, many problems

begin to disappear, as almost all community problems are
caused by people who don’t get along with one another. 

A Final Word
Obviously, this brief article is only enough to pique your

interest. For much more information, read the other articles
in this journal and log onto my Website http://www.
wglasser.com. But almost all you need to know to get a GQS
started is in my 2000 book, Every Student Can Succeed. This
book is available from the William Glasser Institute. Infor-
mation on how to get it is on our Website, also. 

I also recommend that you read Soul Shapers: A Better
Plan for Parents and Educators (2005) by Jim Roy. Soul
Shapers is written for Seventh-day Adventist educators and
parents and explains quite well how Choice Theory works
in Christian schools. It was very interesting for me to read
about how my ideas compare favorably with those of Ellen
White. I support the ideas in Soul Shapers so strongly that I
agreed to write the Foreword for the book. I have worked
with Seventh-day Adventist schools for many years, but es-
pecially since the convention in Dallas in 2000. I hope that
what I have written, as well as what Ellen White has written,
will encourage Adventist educators to embrace the value of
positive relationships and a relevant curriculum within a
non-coercive environment. �

___________________________________

Dr. William Glasser is a world-renowned psychia-
trist and educational consultant. He is an author of 21
books, including landmark works such as Reality
Therapy and Schools Without Failure. His 1990
book, The Quality School, has been a valuable re-
source to educators seeking non-traditional answers to
nagging school challenges. He is the founder of the

Glasser Institute in Chatsworth, California, and can be reached by e-mail at
wginst@wglasser.com.
_________________________________________________
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Seven Caring Habits

Supporting
Encouraging

Listening
Accepting
Trusting

Respecting
Negotiating differences

Seven Deadly Habits

Criticizing
Blaming

Complaining
Nagging

Threatening
Punishing

Bribing or rewarding to control



The Challenge
“I don’t know why we have to go to secular authors

when we have the Red Books.” The words, part statement,
part question, part accusation, hung in the air of the multi-
purpose room before hitting me with a thud. The attendees
had come to the school that evening for a workshop several
teachers had put together called “Cooperative Learning for
Parents.” During my concluding comments, I mentioned
William Glasser and his Quality School1 ideas. That is when
the parent quoted above raised his concern about secular
authors. I tried to describe how I, and the rest of the staff,
desired to follow the Red Books, but for a long time after-
ward, I remained unsatisfied with my answer. The statement
seemed to deserve a detailed and knowledgeable explana-
tion, and I didn’t have one.

Our Calling
As Adventists, we believe that God has called us to be a

light to the world, reflecting His way of thinking and be-
having. God promised Abraham that “all the families of the
earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3; 26:42,
Message).2 Adventists desire that this promise be fulfilled
through our ministries as well. A major part of that ministry
is accomplished through our schools. Although compara-
tively small among the world’s religions, the Adventist
Church sponsors an impressive system of education. And
while motives for supporting our schools may vary, we
would do well to reclaim God’s promise to Abraham.

Factories and Schools
The Seventh-day Adventist Church was organized in the

early 1860s, about the same time a formal system of school-
ing began to develop in the United States. To our pioneers’
credit, they recognized the need/opportunity to train and
instruct the church’s children. Yet in the early days, they
struggled with the ingrained cultural habits and social
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forces in the late 19th and early 20th century. So important
was the church’s educational work, however, that Ellen
White, one of the founders of the denomination and a spe-
cial messenger for God, wrote extensively on the work of
education.

The time period 1890 to 1910 was an incredible one in
the history of education in general. The Industrial Age was
having a profound effect on educational design. Schools be-
gan to adopt the assembly-line model, reasoning that if it
worked well in factories, it would succeed in education. A
few voices decried this approach, calling for a more humane
learning environment. John Dewey’s (1859-1952) was such
a voice. So was Ellen White’s (1827-1915).

External Motivation—Common Sense?
Besides the baleful effects of the factory-model approach,

education was further degraded by application of a “com-
mon-sense” view of human motivation. Dewey captured this
struggle when he wrote that “The history of educational the-
ory is marked by opposition between the idea that educa-
tion is development from within and that it is formation
from without; that it is based upon natural endowments and
that education is a process of overcoming natural inclination
and substituting in its place habits acquired under external
pressure.”3 In one sentence, Dewey described the most im-
portant question educators have to answer: Are students moti-
vated from within, or must external pressure be applied to get
them to perform well in school? 

It is difficult to overstate the importance of the answer to
this question and the effects of our strategies on homes and
classrooms. Throughout history, humans have embraced a
psychology of behavior known as external control, or in
more clinical terms, stimulus-response. External control psy-
chology is based on the belief that people can manipulate
the behavior of other human beings, either individually or
collectively. The proper stimulus will result in the desired re-
sponse. This belief leads people to reward or punish others
when they do not behave as desired. This kind of manipu-
lating behavior regularly occurs in homes and workplaces.
Unfortunately, management based on external control is also
common in classrooms.

I believe that management practices based on external
control, whether in a home, classroom, corporate, or politi-

cal setting, are ultimately
destructive. Strategies that
rely on external pressure—
ranging from subtle ma-
nipulation to physical
force—may appear to
work for a short time, but
the results aren’t perma-
nent, and in the end, leave
things worse than before.
In classroom settings, coer-
cion can work—with some
of the students, some of
the time. Yet even when it
does appear to work, the
negatives outweigh the
positives. One negative
product of external control
is the deterioration of rela-
tionships that occurs
whenever someone tries to
coerce or manipulate an-
other person. Another im-
portant downside is stu-

dents’ failure to learn self-control if others always define
appropriate behavior for them.

These were just a few of the concerns of John Dewey,
Ellen White, and William Glasser. In their thinking, educa-

tion had to be based on a different approach, one that more
effectively engaged students in their own learning. Instead of
trying to develop better external control gimmicks, they rec-
ommended an educational approach based on internal con-
trol.

Glasser and Internal Control
For the past 50 years, William Glasser has been pointing

out the need to operate classrooms based on internal control
or Choice Theory, which maintains that people make
choices for reasons that are important to them. A ringing
telephone doesn’t force us to answer it. It simply lets us
know that someone out there wants to get in touch with us.
Some people rush to pick up a ringing telephone, while oth-
ers screen their calls and then decide whether to answer. Ac-
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EXEMPLARY SCHOOLS FROM AN UNLIKELY DUO
B Y  J I M  R O Y

In one sentence,
Dewey described
the most impor-
tant question 
educators have
to answer: Are
students moti-
vated from
within, or must
external pres-
sure be applied
to get them to
perform well in
school? 



cording to Choice Theory, motivation comes from within.
We may allow ourselves to be manipulated if we desire the
reward or fear the punishment, but this is a decision we
make. And if the reward or punishment doesn’t matter to us,
no amount of manipulation will work. 

S
ince humans are internally motivated,
Glasser explains that we can—indeed, we
must—operate schools using different
strategies than in the past. Toward that
end, he has written five books on educa-

tion, beginning with his landmark work, Schools Without
Failure (1969), and continuing with Control Theory in the
Classroom (1986; 2001), The Quality School (1990), The
Quality School Teacher (1993), and Every Student Can Succeed
(2000).4

Several months after fielding the question about the Red
Books versus secular authors, I began a study comparing the
ideas of Ellen G. White to those of William Glasser. Al-
though they are separated by almost 100 years and come
from very different backgrounds, I discovered their views on
education to be amazingly similar. (A more complete review
of these similarities is available in a book I wrote entitled
Soul Shapers: A Better Plan for Parents and Educators.5) The

rest of this article will describe some of the similarities.

The Better Plan
Describing teachers who depend on external control,

Glasser writes that, “Boss-managers firmly believe that peo-
ple can be motivated from the outside: They fail to under-
stand that all of our motivation comes from within our-
selves.”6 Some Christians have expressed concern about this
emphasis, which values human strength and insight, even
condemning it as New Age philosophy. Imagine my surprise
to find a similar passage in Ellen White’s writings: 

“Those who train their pupils to feel that the power lies
in themselves to become men and women of honor and use-
fulness, will be the most permanently successful. Their work
may not appear to the best advantage to careless observers,
and their labor may not be valued so highly as that of the
instructor who holds absolute control, but the after-life of
the pupils will show the results of the better plan of educa-
tion.”7

As a second-generation Adventist who has attended
church schools or taught in them my entire life, I have
heard the phrase “blueprint for education” more than once.
Yet I have never seen such a blueprint. The closest I have
come to one is this phrase “the better plan,” which refers to
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teachers who recognize the value of internal control rather
than external force or coercion. Glasser believes that creating
classrooms that operate from an internal-control perspective
is more likely to promote quality school work. Ellen White
takes this idea even further through the use of phrases like
“permanently successful” and “after-life” to remind us that
our teaching strategies have eternal implications.

Glasser observed that schools frequently use external
control when students don’t do what they are supposed to
do. Blaming, threatening, punishing, and rewarding are
widely used teaching strategies. But do such tactics solve the
problem? As Glasser points out, “We can force students to
stay in school. We can even try to force them to do school-
work, but we will almost never succeed.”8 In this kind of at-
mosphere, teachers and students become adversaries, each
focused on how to gain the upper hand. Because human
motivation comes from within, Glasser emphasizes that, “We
cannot pressure any student to work if he does not believe
the work is satisfying.”9

Ellen White highlighted this point as well when she
wrote, “True education is not the forcing of instruction on
an unready and unreceptive mind. The mental powers must
be awakened, the interest aroused.”10 This is our challenge as
educators, to plan learning opportunities that create interest
in our students. Alfie Kohn approached this from another
angle when he wrote, “When students are ‘off task,’ our first
response should be to ask, What’s the task?”11 We need to
ask ourselves whether the assignments are part of the prob-
lem and if so, work to modify them. Typically, when stu-
dents don’t do what we want them to do, we start thinking
about how we can make them perform, which may say
more about our personal journey than it does about good
teaching strategies.12

Ellen White warned Adventist teachers to stay away from

the use of force because of its effects on children. Glasser
and White both point out that whenever force is used, it
arouses a spirit of resistance in the recipient. But White con-
demns coercion even more strongly because of the eternal
implications.

“Those parents and teachers who boast of having com-
plete control of the minds and wills of the children under
their care, would cease their boastings, could they trace out
the future lives of the children who are thus brought into
subjection by force or through fear.”13

We must teach our students to be aware of their own in-
ternal compass, powered and influenced by the Holy Spirit,
instead of trying to be a compass for them, through force
and fear. Glasser refers to teachers who behave in this way
as lead-managers, in contrast with boss-managers, because
they lead through inspiration and invitation, rather than
threats and punishment. Mrs. White captured the essence of
lead-management when she wrote: “Let it never be forgotten
that the teacher must be what he desires his pupils to be-
come.”14 Instruction about internal compasses begins with
the teacher.

O
ne such teacher who was on the journey
of becoming a lead-manager shared with
me that when he read in Soul Shapers
that we have to be what we want our
students to become, it really hit him. He

admitted that much of his time and energy had been de-
voted to changing the behavior of his students. Suddenly, he
realized that he needed to focus on allowing the Holy Spirit
to change him. He saw that as he came to understand and
follow his own internal compass, he would, in turn, model
an internally controlled life for his students.

Glasser has been at the forefront of a growing body of
work that recognizes the power of people to make decisions
and to take responsibility for their choices. Rather than hu-
mans being victims of circumstances or of bad brain chem-
istry, Glasser writes that “for all practical purposes, we
choose everything we do, including the misery we feel.
Other people can neither make us miserable nor make us
happy,”15 adding that “We choose all our actions and
thoughts and, indirectly, almost all our feelings and much of
our physiology.”16 This flies in the face of present psychiatric
practice, which classifies less-healthy behavior as mental dis-
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Strategies that rely on external
pressure—ranging from subtle
manipulation to physical force—
may appear to work for a short
time, but the results aren’t per-
manent, and in the end, leave
things worse than before.

Choice Theory Work-
shops and Training

Different options are available for Adventist educators
wanting to receive training in educational strategies that
are based on Choice Theory. Soul Shaper training, a work-
shop based on a combination of Choice Theory and Chris-
tian principles, is available at Pacific Union College each
summer. For more information, get in touch with Jim Roy
at (707) 965-6644 or at jroy@puc.edu or thebetterplan
@sbcglobal.net.

Choice Theory training is also available through the
Glasser Institute. The Institute can be reached at (800)
899-0688 or at wginst@wglasser.com. Visit their Website
at http://www.wglasser.com for a list of the regional organ-
izations in the U.S. and Canada. From the Institute home
page, click on the Who We Are link and then click on the
Advisory Board link. You will then have local contact infor-
mation for trainers in your area.



ease and prescribes drugs as the answer. 
Ellen White emphasized the same power of the mind

that Glasser described, although long before Glasser was
born, when she wrote: “It is within the power of everyone to
choose the topics that shall occupy the thoughts and shape
the character.”17 Applying this principle to the training of
children, she wrote: “Every child should understand the true
force of the will. . . . The will is the governing power in the
nature of man, the power of decision, or choice.”18 White
and Glasser clearly describe the power of choice each hu-
man being possesses, yet we often misunderstand the impli-
cations of such statements.

Stimulus-Response of Choice?
Dewey described the basis for this misunderstanding as

the dilemma over whether learning comes from within or is
manipulated under external pressure. A leader in the field of
Behaviorism, B. F. Skinner proposed that human behavior
can be shaped by controlling various aspects of the environ-

ment.19 Certain desired behaviors can be reinforced and un-
desirable behaviors extinguished, all through external ma-
nipulation. Many parents and educators sense the danger in
such beliefs. If human behavior is shaped entirely by the en-
vironment, where then is the power of the will? Teachers
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For the past 50 years, William
Glasser has been pointing out
the need to operate classrooms
based on internal control or
Choice Theory, which maintains
that people make choices for
reasons that are important to
them.



may not see themselves as behaviorists, yet their efforts to
manipulate their students’ behavior through rewards and
punishments say otherwise. The principle of stimulus-re-
sponse is alive and well in many Adventist classrooms.

Glasser pointed out that “Teachers and students are be-
ing managed in the same way they always have been, the
same way that people have been managed for centuries, by a
method based on an ancient, ‘common sense’ theory of how
we function, which is best called stimulus-response .  .  .
stimulus-response theory is wrong. When it is used to man-
age people, it leads to a traditional management method that
I will call boss-management. Boss-management is ineffective
because it relies on coercion and always results in the work-
ers and the managers becoming adversaries.”20

Ineffective and Short-Lived
Glasser concluded that stimulus-response theory was not

only an ineffective approach to human motivation, it was
also based on flawed science. External stimuli, no matter
how forceful, cannot make people do something they don’t
want to do. A gun might appear to be an effective external
motivator, yet history is full of examples of people who gave
their lives for a cause in which they believed. The three He-
brew boys (Daniel 3) refused to be swayed by the threat of
the fiery furnace, and Daniel exhibited the same resolve
when threatened with the lions’ den (Daniel 6). Even when
the manipulation appears to work, if students do what we
want because of threats, the results are short-term, and they
will ultimately resent both the manipulation and the manip-
ulator.

E
arly one morning, five months after the “I
don’t know why we need secular authors
when we have the Red Books” incident, I
was reading one of the Red Books and came
across the following passage. It is a powerful

comment on stimulus-response and strategies that seem to
regard students as animals to be trained. It was, in fact, the
quote that started me on the Soul Shapers journey.

“The training of children must be conducted on a differ-
ent principle from that which governs the training of irra-
tional animals. The brute has only to be accustomed to sub-
mit to its master; but the child must be taught to control
himself. The will must be trained to obey the dictates of rea-
son and conscience. A child may be so disciplined as to
have, like the beast, no will of its own, his individuality be-
ing lost in that of his teacher. Such training is unwise, and
its effect disastrous.”21

Free to Choose
Coercive practices do work, with some students, some of

the time, but at what cost? Glasser and White have de-
scribed an alternative based on internal control. White com-
mended students who were “strong to think and to act” and
who were “masters and not slaves of circumstances.”22 Be-
haviorism would have us believe that we are all victims of

circumstance and can only respond to stimuli that are be-
yond our control. Nothing pleases Satan more than for us to
embrace a system of external control. Jesus died to preserve
our freedom to choose. Isaiah 42, 49, and 61 prophesied
that the Messiah would set the captives free. Christ’s death
ensured that Satan would have no unfair advantage over us.
We are free to choose our destiny.

It is within this amazing context that Adventist teachers
go about their business every day. Little by little, students ei-
ther become pawns of outside forces, a role too often as-
sumed by well-meaning parents and educators, or they be-
come aware of the power within themselves provided by an
awesome heavenly Father, which empowers them to become
masters and not slaves of circumstance. �

____________________________________

Jim Roy is Chair of the Education Department at
Pacific Union College in Angwin, California. He re-
cently completed his doctorate, which focused on the
development of the ideas of  William Glasser. He is
the author of Soul Shapers (Review and Herald,
2005), a book that compares the ideas of Glasser to
those of Ellen White. He can be contacted by e-mail

at thebetterplan@sbcglobal.net or jroy@puc.edu.
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W e’ve all had one. A boss-man-
ager. His approach to discipline
and problem-solving is to make
grand pronouncements about
expected behavior. “There will
be no. . . .” His preferred
method of correction is to

shout and humiliate as he shares his opinion of his
employees’ behavior and his solutions. 

Is there an alternative to coercive, top-down
boss-management that produces an environment of
cooperation and empowerment for everyone in Ad-
ventist education—students, teachers, and staff?
Using the work of Dr. William Glasser and his as-
sociates, this article will compare and contrast
three types of management and show that lead-
management is the method of choice for Adventist
schools.

Three Management Styles
We can illustrate three management styles by

using the model shown in Figure 1:
In a boss-managed environment, the boss is the

centerpiece; the workers are recipients. The boss is
responsible for the outcome of every encounter. He
decides the solution to all problems that arise and
proposes alternatives if a solution is unsuccessful.
The boss-management philosophy is to: “Punish
the people who are doing wrong, so they will do
what we say is right; then reward them, so they
keep doing what we want them to do.”1

This model requires that employees must be
dependent on the boss for rewards and afraid of
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LEAD-MANAGEMENT VS. 
BOSS-MANAGEMENT
Quality or Coercion?

BY KELLY B. BOCK AND BRAD GREENE



punishment. Since the boss has full respon-
sibility for planning and solutions, it is diffi-
cult to predict the level of employee accept-

ance. The boss may gain minimum compliance
through coercive techniques, but the resulting envi-
ronment will negatively affect productivity. Boss-man-
agement emphasizes blind obedience rather than
thoughtful consideration of the best outcome for all
concerned. “Regardless of the skill and creativity of
the manager, managing people depends for its ulti-
mate success on the cooperation of the people being
managed.”2

Laissez-faire management is characterized by a de-
tachment between the boss and the employees (bro-
ken line). The workers are left to make individual de-
cisions about the direction and management of their
work. The boss may be a nice person who thinks it is
important not to limit the personal freedom of the
employees, but this type of management provides lit-
tle, if any, direction or coordination, and outcomes
are unpredictable.

By contrast, lead-managers collaborate with em-
ployees to create an environment of need-satisfaction
and quality work. They encourage mutual respect,

trust, cooperation, openness, and honesty. Management and
employees mutually explore problems, jointly agree on a so-
lution, and work together to implement it. When conflicts
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Figure 1

Boss-Management                   Lead-Management           Laissez-Faire Management

BOSS

WORKER
worker

Boss Worker

boss

Is there an alternative to coercive, top-down boss-
management that produces an environment of coop-
eration and empowerment for everyone in Adventist
education—students, teachers, and staff?
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arise, the boss uses a “no-guilt” ap-
proach that emphasizes the solution.
Negotiation, rather than coercion, is
used to solve differences. This kind of
relationship requires the development
and maintenance of a conviction that
all workers are committed to quality
work and that, by working together to
satisfy their own needs, they benefit

quality becomes everyone’s focus,
rather than attempts to meet the expec-
tations of a boss-manager or create
one’s own environment in the laissez-
faire management style.

The Six L’s of Leadership
Another way to depict differences

between boss-management and lead-

the organization (side-by-side orienta-
tion).

Lead-management promotes high
self-esteem in employees, who are
much more likely to accept manage-
ment decisions because they feel a
sense of mutual involvement and own-
ership. Through positive relationships,
creativity, and problem-solving skills,

Figure 3

Laissez-Faire Management:

WORKER

boss

Figure 2

Boss-Management:

BOSS

worker

+ privileges

+ praise

+ rewards

+ promises

+ money

- threats

- punishment

- withdrawal

- referrals

- suspension
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management is the Cycle of Blame and
the Circle of Strength with the 6 L’s of
Leadership. In Figure 5, as people en-
ter the Cycle of Blame, they get caught
in deadly habits such as persecuting,
punishing, criticizing, and finding
fault. When people choose victiming,
they engage in blaming, put-downs,
and criticizing; when they choose res-
cuing, they shift blame and put down
parents, government, administration,
and students.

ganization. I can trust others in this or-
ganization and feel inspired to do my
best.”

Looking at the 6 L’s around the cir-
cle, moving clockwise from the top, we
see that “lead-managing” begins with
LOVING and building a warm, caring
environment. It is making others know
that leaders care for them and will help
them to do their best. It is expressed
through LISTENING to others, really
hearing their concerns, and through

When people stay on the Circle of
Strength and choose facilitating, they
use caring/connecting habits such as
listening, encouraging, and supporting.
When they choose initiating, they ask
questions to better understand the situ-
ation, model leading, cooperatively set
limits, and learn together through self-
evaluating in order to achieve continu-
ous improvement. This type of leader-
ship makes people feel that “I want to
cooperate and do my best in this or-

Figure 4

Lead-Management:

Boss

Respect

Trust

Cooperation

Openness

Honesty

Worker

Figure 5
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LEVELING, by sharing legitimate con-
cerns without blaming. When this oc-
curs, people LEARN from one another
and come up with more effective solu-
tions. Educators are always LEADING
by what they say and do. Values are
caught more than taught. When LIM-
ITS are set collaboratively, this creates
buy-in, and people are motivated to
follow initiatives that they have helped
to create. 

Boss-managers reverse the process,
going counterclockwise, beginning
with LIMITS. A teacher enters the
classroom on the first day of the school
year and begins describing the rules or
limits: “This is what you can and can-
not do in my classroom. When you
don’t follow my limits, I will punish
you. If you do follow my limits, I will

LEARN, so I will LEVEL with you and
tell you what, when, and how to learn.
If you LISTEN to what I say, I will

probably LOVE you, and we’ll have a
great year.” That is not the way to build
healthy relationships or a productive
classroom. 

It is helpful to create mental pic-
tures as we choose to move from boss-
management toward lead-management.
Figure 6 shows 30 paradigm shifts in-
volved in that process. You can proba-
bly add more from your own experi-
ence.

Research and Experience on 
Management

The primary comparisons and con-
trasts are between boss-management
and lead-management, since laissez-
faire management is rarely used. The
concept of lead-management has
grown from the work of W. Edwards
Deming, an industrial psychologist
who revolutionized the auto industry
in post-World War II Japan. His ideas
were adapted and enhanced by William
Glasser in his books on education in-
cluding The Quality School and Every
Student Can Succeed. Glasser describes
the essentials of boss-management as
follows:

“1. The boss sets the task and the
standards for what the workers (stu-
dents) are to do, usually without con-
sulting the workers. Bosses do not
compromise; the worker has to adjust
to the job as the boss defines it.

reward you. I am here to LEAD you be-
cause I am credentialed by the state
and the church. You are here to

A Boss-Manager
1.  Judges others
2.  Blames people for problems
3.  Says “I am not as bad as a lot 

of other people”
4. Controls
5. Takes self and others for granted
6. Covers up mistakes
7. Says “I only work here”
8. Demands
9. Builds walls
10. Drives people
11. Depends on authority
12. Inspires fear
13. Says “I”
14. Gets there on time
15. Fixes blame for the breakdown
16. Knows how it is done
17. Says “Go”
18. Uses people
19. Sees today
20. Commands
21. Never has enough time
22. Is concerned with things
23. Treats the symptoms
24. Lets people know where he or

she stands
25. Does things right
26. Works hard to produce
27. Creates fear
28. Takes the credit
29. Seeks first to be understood
30. Has a win-lose approach

A Lead-Manager
Accepts others
Looks for solutions
Says “I am good but not as good as I

can be”
Leads
Appreciates self and others
Admits mistakes
Does more than the job
Asks
Builds communication
Coaches people
Depends on cooperation
Inspires enthusiasm
Says “we”
Gets there ahead of time
Fixes the breakdown
Shows how it is done
Says “Let’s go”
Develops people
Looks at today and the future
Models
Makes time for things that count
Is concerned with people
Identifies and treats causes
Lets people know where they 

stand
Does the right thing
Works hard to get people to produce
Creates confidence in others
Gives the credit to others
Seeks first to understand
Has a win-win approach

Figure 6



with the best tools and
workplace as well as a
noncoercive, nonadversar-
ial atmosphere in which
to do the job.”4

Ellen White used the
example of Christ and His
disciples to illustrate what
we strive to experience in
our schools through lead-
management. The disciples needed to
become unified in feeling, thought,
and action. “This unity it was Christ’s
object to secure. To this end He sought
to bring them into unity with Him-
self.”5 He did not force His will on
these disciples, but modeled what He
wished for them to do, as He patiently
brought them into His life, listened to
their needs, and created an environ-
ment of trust and growth that empow-
ered them to evangelize the world after
He was gone.

Training for Self-Government
In her chapter on discipline in the

book Education, Ellen White encour-
aged gentle, persistent effort in teach-
ing students to form the habit of obedi-
ence. She stated that “the object of
discipline is the training of the child
for self-government.”6 In addressing the
management of schools, she warned
that “too much management is as bad
as too little. The effort to ‘break the
will’ of a child is a terrible mistake.”7

Despite this warning, teachers often
describe problems with students as bat-
tles of the will. Ellen White’s words
dealing with teacher/student interac-
tions can be applied to relationships
between principals and staff as well.
“Lead the youth to feel that they are
trusted, and there are few who will not
seek to prove themselves worthy of the
trust. On the same principle it is better
to request than to command, the one
thus addressed has opportunity to
prove himself loyal to right principles.
His obedience is the result of choice
rather than compulsion.”8 These words
describe the methods of lead-managers
rather than boss-managers.

Summary
If quality Adventist education is our

goal, it is imperative that those who
manage the system create an environ-
ment free from creativity-stifling fear
and coercion, an environment full of
collaboration, creativity, and coopera-
tion. We must seek quality, not compli-
ance; energy, not obedience. If we pro-
vide opportunities for all students,
teachers, parents, constituents, and ad-
ministrators to build a collaborative
learning environment, we will maxi-
mize the opportunities for each person
to be a thinker and not a mere reflector
of other people’s thoughts.9 We will
thus provide an environment that will
truly prepare each one for “the joy of
service in this world and for the higher
joy of wider service in the world to
come.”10  �
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“2. The boss usually tells, rather
than shows, the workers how the work
is to be done and rarely asks for their
input as to how it might possibly be
done better.

“3. The boss, or someone the boss
designates, inspects (or grades) the
work. Because the boss does not in-
volve the workers in this evaluation,
they tend to settle for just enough
quality to get by.

“4. When workers resist, the boss
uses coercion (usually punishment) al-
most exclusively to try to make them
do as they are told and, in so doing,
creates a workplace in which the work-
ers and manager are adversaries.”3

Boss-management is almost entirely
concerned with the needs of the boss
rather than with those of the workers. 

In lead-management, on the other
hand, the manager focuses on creating
a system, using persuasion and mutual
problem-solving, that shows the work-
ers it is their best interest to do quality
work. Thus, the managers work on the
system and the workers work within
the system, with both aiming toward a
common goal of quality. Glasser de-
scribes four essential elements of lead-
management as follows:

“1. The leader engages the workers
in a discussion of the quality of the
work to be done and the time needed
to do it so that they have a chance to
add their input. The leader makes a
constant effort to fit the job to the
skills and the needs of the workers.

“2. The leader (or a worker desig-
nated by the leader) shows or models
the job so that the worker who is to
perform the job can see exactly what
the manager expects. At the same time,
the workers are continually asked for
their input as to what they believe may
be a better way.

“3. The leader asks the workers to
inspect or evaluate their own work for
quality, with the understanding that the
leader accepts that they know a great
deal about how to produce high-qual-
ity work and will therefore listen to
what they say.

“4. The leader is a facilitator in that
he shows the workers that he has done
everything possible to provide them

Lead-managers . . . .
encourage mutual respect,
trust, cooperation, open-
ness, and honesty.

Kelly B. Bock

Brad Greene



A
traveler came upon the construction
of what appeared to be an impressive
building, which piqued his curiosity.
He asked a worker what he was do-
ing. The man responded without hesi-
tation, “I am painting great portraits
upon these glorious walls for all the

world to see.” The traveler asked the same question of a sec-
ond worker, who explained with pride: “I am a world-
renowned carver, and I am carving magnificent sculptures
to be revered by all.” Approaching a third worker, the trav-
eler asked again, “What are you doing?” The third worker
paused, and looked toward the sky, deep in thought. “I am
a humble workman with gifts from above,” he began, “and
I am building a cathedral to the King.” Do this humble
worker from centuries ago and present-day Adventist teach-
ers have something in common?

Well-Meaning, But Misguided
Like the workman in the story, Adventist educators are

building “cathedrals to the King.” However, the construction
of earthly edifices, however impressive, is not as important
as the work we do every day. This work builds character,
and inspires and motivates students to achieve their spiri-
tual, emotional, mental, social, and physical potential. We
are engaging in this work in the midst of tremendous forces.

These “hurricanes” are literally robbing our children of their
childhoods and starting them on a path toward unhappiness
and dysfunction. Think about these questions: 

• What is it like to be a child struggling for survival in a
highly competitive world, a world where survival of the
fittest is the norm? 

• What is it like to feel that what you say has little or no
influence because you are too young, too “dumb,” too slow,

too rebellious, too shy, too “bad”? 
• What is it like to feel weighed

down by excessive expectations
and so much stress that success
seems impossible and your motiva-
tion is destroyed? 

Think back to when you were a
teenager. Did you have such a need
to be loved and accepted that you
were drawn to a crowd of totally
accepting peers because the adult
world around you didn’t seem to
realize you existed? Was your
childhood dominated by words
like excellence and rigor, and
phrases like “raising the bar”? If so,
you have caught a glimpse of what
it is like to be a child or teen in to-

day’s world, struggling for self-worth and for success. Well-
meaning teachers and parents need to embrace a new para-
digm that accurately defines what students really need to be
healthy, vibrant, and fulfilled.1

This article is meant as a call to action. How much do
we care, and to what extent are we willing to commit our-
selves, even if it means challenging established practices?
Are our students worth investing time and resources to cre-

ate a system where commitment to excellence means raising
all the bars—spirituality, emotional health, social interac-
tion, life skills, recreation, and problem solving, not just ac-
ademics? The issues and principles discussed in this issue of
the JOURNAL are vitally important to the survival of our
young people. If we don’t try to feel what they feel, and ex-
perience what they experience, the percentage of those who
choose destructive alternate lifestyles will increase.2 We have

enough data and personal experience to prophesy the
future with a high degree of accuracy, especially if we
keep doing the same things in the same way. In her
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important book, Doing School: How We Are Creating a Genera-
tion of Stressed Out, Materialistic, and Miseducated Students,
Pope3 describes how the educational system adults have cre-
ated is, in turn, creating at-risk kids. Levine4 further docu-
ments this new group of at-risk youth in her book, The Price
of Privilege: How Parental Pressure and Material Advantage Are
Creating a Generation of Disconnected and Unhappy Kids.

Basic Needs and the Quality World
Our children have needs, and if we don’t help them

meet these needs in positive ways, they will find their own
ways of getting them met! William Glasser5 describes five
basic needs that all human beings share—survival, love and
belonging, power or success, freedom, and fun. These needs
fuel behavior. Glasser believes that when educators under-
stand these needs and their relation to motivation, students
will become more confident and effective. Jim Roy describes
a similar approach in Soul Shapers,6 where he combines
Glasser’s secular ideas and Ellen White’s spiritual principles.

When children’s basic needs are not met, they go into ac-

tion to fix the problem. They try to find an envi-
ronment where they feel better. This frequently
leads to rebellion, drugs, alcohol, sex, and gang
membership.

Glasser’s Choice Theory states that positive rela-
tionships are an effective antidote to dysfunctional
youthful behavior. Further, Glasser describes how
every person, including children, creates a “quality
world” where he or she stores memories or pictures
of everything held dear. Certain people, places, ac-
tivities, and ideas are placed in what could be
called a “quality world picture album.” People
placed in these albums have a great deal of influ-
ence on the creator’s thinking. How then does a
person become a part of another’s quality world al-
bum? Entrance is allowed only by invitation; no
one can threaten, buy, pressure, or coerce his or
her way in. Each person is the architect, seeking to
create a world where he or she feels loved, safe, un-
derstood, free, and content. 

For teachers to enter the quality world of their
students, they must acknowledge and understand
their students’ unique language, which can seem as
strange as a foreign dialect. A must-read in your
“study of teen linguistics” is Gary Chapman’s book,
The Five Love Languages of Teenagers,7 where he ex-
plains the power of matching the languages—words
of affirmation, quality time, gift giving, acts of service,
and physical touch—to the specific individual in-
volved. This book will open for you a world of un-
derstanding and help expand your relationships to
new dimensions.

True Listening
Teens expect people who care to translate what

young people say and do . . .  to comprehend what
they really mean and feel. For instance, when a teacher asks:
“How are you today?” young people want adults to disregard
the expected answer of  “Fine,” to interpret their tone, facial
expressions, and body language to comprehend the real an-
swer, which many times is “Terrible. Please help me. I need
your time and support.”

An example of this unique dialect occurred when I was
driving by a spot in town where teens hang out. As I passed
a group of teenagers, one of them made an obscene gesture.
Many would view that as a sign of disrespect and hostility.
In this case, I interpreted the gesture as a masked sign of en-
dearment shown by a “tough guy” in front of his friends. He
wanted some attention and knew how to get it. When I
pulled my car over to the side of the road, jumped out, and
ran toward the group, the boys around the “flipper” weren’t
sure what to expect, and they were totally stunned as I em-
braced and affectionately greeted my friend. That moment
opened the door into an entire group of teens yearning for
affection.

We must see the best in our kids. For me, the results of
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doing so have been startling. There’s a
song that says it so well, entitled, “See
Me Beautiful,” by Kathy and Red
Grammer.

See me beautiful, see the best in me
It’s what I really am, and all I want 

to be
It may take some time, it may be hard

to find
But see me beautiful
See me beautiful, each and every 

day
Could you take a chance, could you 

find a way
To see me shining through in every

thing I do 
And see me beautiful.8

Divine X-Ray Vision
To understand a hurting child, we

need divine “X-ray vision.” We must
see within, because the outside is often
a facade that hides a broken heart.
Teen rebellion nearly always begins
with emotional pain. In order to de-
velop close relationships with students,
and to interlock our quality worlds
with theirs, we must read through
what they say and see beyond their be-
havior into their hearts. As educators,
we are artisans of cathedrals meant to
employ not only the excellence of
scholarship, but also the colors and
textures of compassion and empathy.
We are not just teaching math, science,
English, or Bible. We are building
cathedrals for the King—sacred tem-
ples meant for great things. 

The King had something to say
about this nearly 2,000 years ago, in

bribing or rewarding to control. What
are our students hearing and seeing
from us? Is it the fruits of the Spirit
and connecting habits, or a creative
twist on the deadly habits? Do they
hear stated or implied, “You are lazy”;
“If you don’t do your homework, you’ll
suffer the consequences of failure”; or
“You can do it. I believe in you, and we
will experience success together”? Are
we building walls or cathedrals?

We need to be less obsessed with
trying to fill our students’ minds with
information, and less competitive in
how we structure our classrooms. We
must find creative ways to recognize
the sacredness and uniqueness of every
student—their experiences, their skill
sets, their abilities and disabilities, their
personalities, and their dreams. There
is a real possibility that as we obses-
sively focus on and strive for academic
excellence, we focus less and less on
the spiritual and emotional health of
our students. These unbalanced expec-
tations inhibit our ability to touch their
lives. The ultimate standard, Heaven’s
standard, is not based on the sophisti-
cation of student projects, nor on how
much they memorize, or even on how
well they can compete in the work-
place. Instead, the ultimate standard is
based on whether our students experi-
ence and understand the love of God
in the depths of their being.  

As educators, our actions and
choices will either build or inhibit rela-
tionships, which are vitally important

the Beatitudes
(Matthew 5), and
the fruits of the
Spirit (Galatians
5), where He laid
out the elements
of building rela-
tionships and the
criteria for what
Glasser calls the
Quality World.
The Scriptures
also tell us that
the kingdom of
heaven extends
deeper than out-

ward appearance (1 Samuel 16:7), and
that we are ordained to care for God’s
sheep (John 21:16, 17). We are com-
missioned to translate love into living
form (1 Corinthians 13). Jesus gave us
personal examples throughout His life
so that we can experience and demon-
strate three great principles—altruistic
love (agape), grace, and the freedom of
choice.

Powerful Habits
Glasser provides a corollary to the

fruits of the Spirit with his description
of the Seven Connecting Habits and
the Seven Deadly Habits. The Seven
Connecting Habits are supporting, en-
couraging, listening, accepting, trust-
ing, respecting, and negotiating differ-
ences. The Seven Deadly Habits are
criticizing, blaming, nagging, com-
plaining, threatening, punishing, and

The photos in this article depict relationship building between
teachers and students as they work, study, serve, and play to-
gether.
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in “building cathedrals.” Relationships
lead to intimacy, which provides a
powerful opportunity to shape our stu-
dents’ lives. The question is, are we in-
tentional about this?  Are we teaching
collaboration or competitiveness, inclu-
siveness or elitism, service or status? As
young people seek relationships to help
them meet their need for love and be-
longing, and power, for freedom and
fun, if they can’t find such relationships
within our “institutions,” they will look
elsewhere. The result may be alien-
ation, with young people separating
themselves from their homes, schools,
and churches. This may be why so
many teenagers are striving to create
their own culture and values in an at-
tempt to fill the vacuum within their
hearts.

Wake-Up Call
Have our students caught the best

of what we want to portray—that peo-
ple are more important than things?
Their silent plea for help should be a
wake-up call for us. As materialism,
power, and competition permeate soci-
ety, it may require a group of youth to
bring us back to what is most impor-
tant—family, friends, and time to-
gether.

The students who enter our class-
rooms become our family. We become
surrogate parents, and this gives us in-
credible influence. We thus have an
opportunity to model the best in family
behavior. Christlike parents train,
rather than coerce. They nourish and
nurture; they don’t stimulate rebellion.
Loving parents don’t pit one child
against another. They cherish and treat
each child as God treats us, and take
their children from where they are to
where they were meant to be. As in an
ideal family, God celebrates our joy
with us and stands beside us, holding
us up during our distress and short-
comings. He will never leave us (He-
brews 13:5). These are the reasons He
is at the center of a quality world. He
has given us the ideal for relationships,
intimacy, oneness, and entrance into
the quality world of our choice, regard-
less of the circumstances.

We have a commission to minister

opportunity to create a legacy in each
child. What will it be? Will they re-
member the facts or the way those facts
were presented? Will they remember
the projects and lists memorized, or
will they remember us as some of the
most influential people in their life, be-
cause of who we were and who they
became because of us?

The Bottom Line
The bottom line is this—Can our

students see, hear, and feel Jesus in us?
Can they see His grace in what we do,
and how we communicate with them?
Do they feel that they are more impor-
tant to us than what we teach or the
image of the school? Are we willing to
leave the “ninety and nine” for that one
lost sheep? Are we willing to resist

pressure from those who urge us to rid
our classes of problem children, or
raise standards so high that we “natu-
rally” weed them out? Are we willing to
do for our students what God does for
us?

The Importance of One Person
How many of you reading this arti-

cle became an educator because some-
one in your life saw through your fail-
ures, your “bad attitude” and poor
behavior, to who you were meant to
be? I, for one, am writing this article
because of people like Louis Norming-

to the whole person. Mastery teaching
cares for each student as Jesus would.
By modeling His love, we can nurture
and uplift the weak and heavy-laden,
and see beyond the behavior and labels
into the heart of a child. By His grace,
we will be empowered to love and be-
lieve in students even when they are
unlovable and unbelievable. He will
help us visualize what the power of
love can do.

The knowledge teachers impart is
important, but the impact upon the
hearts of their students is far greater
and enduring. As teachers, we have an

The construction of
earthly edifices,
however impressive,
is not as important
as the work we do
every day. This work
builds character, and
inspires and moti-
vates students to
achieve their spiri-
tual, emotional,
mental, social, and
physical potential.



26 JOURNAL OF ADVENTIST EDUCATION FEBRUARY/MARCH 2007

ton, Alice Neilsen, and Jim Roy, who
believed in me during the most turbu-
lent times of my life and helped me re-
alize their passion for touching lives.
Gary Hopkins in It Takes a Church
shares how one person, strategically
placed and used by God, can make all
the difference in the world—and that
person is you.9

Hurricanes and Cathedrals
Although hurricanes are among the

most powerful forces on Earth, they are
now fairly predictable, and much of
their devastation can be avoided. How-
ever, if people don’t heed the storm
warnings or follow the evacuation plan,
lives will be lost, as seen during Hurri-
cane Katrina. Powerful forces can dam-
age our students’ lives as well. Winds
of strife are pummeling our families,
our schools, and our churches. We
don’t need to look for the crisis. We are
in it. Truly, some of you are even now
in the eye of the storm. 

For those who work in disaster pre-
paredness and relief, there are guide-
lines that have been established over
time and represent the best practice
and the research in the field. Similarly,
education has established research-
based guidelines for best practice.
The Word of God and the Spirit of
Prophecy are the final standard by
which our guidelines are measured, but

of our young people. The powers of
evil say, “Your children are ours,” but
we retort, “Not today—not on our
watch!” The Great Controversy contin-
ues to rage, but the victory is worth all
the difficulties, because we have been
chosen and commissioned by the King
to build cathedrals regardless of hurri-
canes, in the name of the One who can
overcome the fiercest of storms with
His love. �

_________________

Tom Amato, M.A., has
been a teacher and princi-
pal in the Adventist educa-
tional system for nearly 30
years. He is certified in
Choice Theory/Reality
Therapy and has served on

the North American Division grades 5-8 Bible
Textbook Steering Committee for the past seven
years.Tom is one of the founders and now Direc-
tor of the Angwin Community Teen Center/
Community Teen Alliance, and has recently be-
come the Director of the Healthy Community
Teen Project, sponsored by the St. Helena (Cali-
fornia) Hospital Center for Behavioral Health.
His passion is that not one child slip through the
cracks, ever.
_______________________________
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we should embrace useful models such
as Choice Theory, which help us un-
derstand human behavior and motiva-
tion. We must develop relationships
and strengthen them through use of
the connecting habits, and we must
strive to become a part of each young
person’s quality world if we are going
to have the desired influence and im-
pact. As Choice Theory advocates, we
must focus on the present and future,
not the past, and never give up.

The great cathedrals of Europe took
well over a hundred years each to
build. Using primitive yet ingenious
building methods, the great projects
grew in stages. Workmen employed
during the early stages never saw the
completed cathedral, yet they shared
their gifts to the fullest. Can the same
be said for us as educators? We, too,
may touch our students’ lives but never
see the finished product.

We are fighting for the hearts of all

Glasser’s Choice
Theory states that
positive relation-
ships are an effec-
tive antidote to 
dysfunctional youth-
ful behavior.



A
few years ago, I participated in the William
Glasser Institute Choice Theory training.
The trainers and participants were engaging
and thought-provoking. The excitement of
learning something new that could have
such a powerful impact on the lives of my

students was deeply satisfying. In addition, I felt thrilled
by the concepts I discovered. I especially appreciated that
Choice Theory recognizes we are all internally motivated
and that the only person I can control is myself. In its phi-
losophy, I perceived the issues of the Great Controversy—
God guarding our freedom of choice and Satan using any
means to externally control and rob us of our freedom to
choose. 

As with most people, I have experienced relationships
that went awry. As tension and distrust build, friends and
even loved ones can push us out of their quality world. In
retaliation, we are tempted to remove them from of our
quality world as well. When this recently happened to me,
to use an ocean analogy, it was as if my relationship with
an important person in my life was battered and storm-
tossed and about to be jettisoned. As this occurred, I must
admit that I began to revert to my external control mode
of thinking, resorting to criticizing, blaming, nagging,
threatening, and punishing.

The difficult situation to which I refer has been re-
solved, yet it feels as if I am just coming out of the tem-
pest. I still feel drained by the struggle and so beaten
down that it’s difficult to recall the happiness that accom-
panied the first part of my journey with the William
Glasser Institute. Nevertheless, something within demands
that I revisit what I experienced and learned in the Choice
Theory training sessions and let it become a part of my
restoration.
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Confession
And so I write this article as one who is keenly aware of

the need to internalize Choice Theory in order to ensure
that it will produce an authentic change in our lives, and
thus positively affect those closest to us, including our stu-
dents. What I am sharing with you is something I wish
someone had shared with me when I began my journey. I
realize now that, before I could apply an internal control
philosophy to my classroom, I first had to embrace it per-
sonally and apply it in my own life. 

A Professional or a Person?
Before being professionals, teachers are people. And for

us to practice Choice Theory effectively, we must first inte-
grate its concepts into our personal experience. We can “use”
Choice Theory only when we “are” Choice Theory. Attempt-
ing to be on the outside what we are not on the inside is a
frustrating and ultimately hopeless task. Adding to our frus-
tration is the fact that others, including our students, see
through this inconsistency.

Authenticity is a quality for which we should all strive.
Therefore, I want to invite you to imagine yourself in a com-
fortable place. Let the demands of your profession melt
away like ice on a summer day. Lock up the “shoulds,” the
“oughts,” and the “musts.” Stop worrying about the piles of

uncorrected papers and the lesson plans you have to create.
They will all be there later. Relax.

Choice Theory and Reality Therapy From the Inside
Out

Now, think about the kind of person you want to be by
asking yourself a few questions: Do I ride a different ethical
or relational horse by day than by night? Would I be more
satisfied if what I do in my personal life extended to my
classroom? Do I more readily practice the Seven Deadly
Habits or the Seven Caring Habits? When did I last ac-
knowledge my own freedom and power of choice? How of-
ten do I criticize, blame, reward, or punish myself? How do
I get Choice Theory to be as natural as breathing?

I have at times struggled over the “use” of Choice The-
ory. Some years ago, my children would say accusingly,
“You’re using Choice Theory on me, Mom!” I hated that, be-
cause my actions, which were supposed to eliminate coer-
cion and manipulation, were being perceived as coercive
and manipulative! They were right; sometimes I used Choice
Theory to get them to do something I wanted them to do, or
be somebody I wanted them to be. But that’s not Choice
Theory’s fault. External control habits are hard to break. Re-
cently, I have begun to recognize that Choice Theory is a
way of understanding and strengthening human relation-
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ships. I realize now that before I could practice on others, I
had to first practice on myself.

When you come across a classroom management idea,
are you willing to test it on yourself first? When you hear of
a new teaching strategy, are you eager to see how it works in
your own life? To be honest, I would have to answer, No!
Most of the time I want to jump in and “use” this new tool
on my students because I’m convinced it will help them
achieve what I have in mind for them. And this is exactly
why Choice Theory must be internalized and practiced first
on ourselves, because at its core, the theory says that you
can only control yourself. And our Christian faith reminds
us that even self-control is most successful through the in-
fluence of the Holy Spirit. So, with God’s help, why not start
with yourself, right now?

First, consider the seven deadly habits: criticizing, blam-
ing, complaining, nagging, threatening, punishing, and
bribing or rewarding to control. Ask yourself a few honest
questions. Which of the deadly habits do you use against
yourself? In what setting? Do these habits bring about the
changes you are seeking in your life? If the deadly habits
don’t work in your own experience, then why do you use
them on others? How much do you want to be in control
over others rather than over your own self?

Because external control is foundational to most people’s
upbringing and culture, we naturally use the seven deadly
habits in our thinking and behavior. Force, coercion, and
manipulation are all natural methods of motivating our-
selves, as well as others. So what do we do when we really
want to stop criticizing, blaming, nagging, and threatening?
Honestly facing the damage these behaviors cause to our
self-image, as well as in our relationships with others, is a
good place to start. This honest self-appraisal can then lead
us to adopt a better plan.

Getting Started
According to Choice Theory, the better plan works like

this—when we are willing to first work on personal self-
control, we are better able to work with others, and thus en-
large our sphere of influence. I have found that beginning
with a “do” instead of a “don’t” statement brings better re-
sults. Here are a few examples:

• I will respect myself by admitting my mistake and

making a plan for improvement.
• I will listen to myself to learn what I really need.
• I will support myself by choosing a fun or other need-

satisfying activity each day.
• I will practice acceptance without blaming myself, and

make wrongs right.
• I will respect myself because I am made in the image

of God.
• I will encourage myself by being thankful for the skills

God has entrusted to me.

• I will believe that I am capable of being all that God
calls me to become.

Emphasizing the Positive
State what you want instead of what you don’t want,

such as, “I want to stop criticizing,” rather than “I don’t want
to criticize.” Another way to describe the thinking shift: Ex-
change a deadly habit with a caring one, such as, “I want to
become more supportive of myself rather than criticizing
myself.” Make a plan for incorporating self-support along
with the other seven caring habits. Sharing the plan with
someone you trust will help hold you accountable. Remem-
ber, you are doing this to internalize these concepts, not to
manipulate others. I found this shift in thinking to be very
liberating.

I like the way Ellen White puts it: “As the leaven, when
mingled with the meal, works from within outward, so it is
by the renewing of the heart that the grace of God works to
transform the life. No mere external change is sufficient to
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bring us into harmony with God. There
are many who try to reform by correcting
this or that bad habit, and they hope in
this way to become Christians, but they
are beginning in the wrong place. Our
first work is with the heart.”1

This heart work helps us achieve the
powerful effects of practicing the seven
caring habits: supporting, encouraging, lis-
tening, accepting, trusting, respecting,
and negotiating differences. These habits
outline what God designed for us to expe-
rience in healthy and healing relation-
ships. Ideas found in Choice Theory have
helped me understand more clearly how
God designed and protects my freedom of
choice. He is eager for me to act on my
freedom in positive ways so that I am
more inclined to extend this attitude to
my family, my friends, and my students.
As a result, my behavior comes from an
internal value, rather than the hope of us-
ing ideas as a professional tool. As we gain
personal self-management and self-control
skills by applying caring habits toward
ourselves, we can more genuinely adopt
them in our relationships with others. It
might be said that we are loving others as
we love ourselves.2

We experience deeper satisfaction and
happiness when our relationships are
healthy and positive. With this under-
standing in place, I can begin to ask my-
self questions that enable me to change
the way I treat those close to me.

• Is what I’m about to say going to
help build my relationship with
__________? (fill in the name)

• Do I respect this person’s freedom of
choice and accept that he or she is re-
sponsible for the consequences?

• Am I really listening to understand?
• How open am I to negotiating differ-

ences in order to build the relationship?
• How do I demonstrate support to

______________?
• What kind of encouragement would

be most helpful for _____________?
• How can I negotiate our differences

in such a way that ______________
knows he or she is supported and ac-
cepted?

Helping Others Self-Evaluate
Our 20-year-old daughter was headed

to Australia as a student missionary. How-

ever, between the time she accepted
her assignment and her departure date,
several other important events oc-
curred. She felt deeply torn about go-
ing away for 10 months. She had many
close relationships that seemed to de-
pend on her being in the States. How-
ever, she felt she couldn’t say No to her
student missionary agreement. She was
at the point of feeling physically ill.
One afternoon, I shared with her that
no one was forcing her to go. 

“But you already bought my ticket,”
she blurted, sounding desperate.
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Because external
control is founda-
tional to most peo-
ple’s upbringing and
culture, we natu-
rally use the seven
deadly habits in our
thinking and behav-
ior.



“Even a ticket is not controlling your staying or leaving,”
I reminded her.

As we explored her freedom of choice, she decided to
get more information. And over the next few days, nearly all
of her needs were met by some means of negotiation. When
she finally got on the plane, despite the tears, she knew she
was going because she had decided to, and for no other rea-
son. She felt empowered by her choice.

The WDEP3 acronym stands for a method of thinking in
Choice Theory terms. It is a helpful tool as we think
through what we want to do or help others clarify their
thinking. The WDEP method can guide people to make bet-
ter choices. As I practice this myself, I find I feel more confi-
dent. The acronym stands for the following: 

• What do you Want? (Think about what you really
want or need.)

• What are you Doing? (Make an honest, detailed assess-
ment of your behavior.)

• Evaluate possible changes and where each choice
might lead. (Is your present behavior working? Is it getting
you closer to what you want or need?)

• Plan a new way of behaving that gets you closer to
what you want.

Admittedly, there were times when I have “used” the
WDEP method on my children or my husband, who re-
sented it. I thought I had the solution to their situation and
would be their guide by “using” these steps. Looking back
now, my behavior seems quite manipulative, critical, and
controlling. I understand that I need to be sensitive to other
people’s problems by choosing to listen and to understand
their needs. My “solutions” may or may not be sought after.
They might not want me to be their guide.

As I practice the steps during self-evaluation, I cease “us-
ing” the method, and it actually becomes a part of my inter-
nal paradigm. When guided by the Holy Spirit, my self-eval-
uation brings results, changes, repentance, and an openness
to a new way of thinking. As I apply this approach to my
classroom setting, my students gain confidence. They want
to take ownership for their successes. Thinking this way
about problems and solutions provides a wonderful oppor-
tunity for students to discover personal success strategies. I
am simply the facilitator.

A New Start
Our family, friends, colleagues, and students can benefit

as we share our discoveries about Choice Theory. At the
same time, it’s all right to say we don’t get it 100 percent of
the time yet. I wish I had done much more practicing on
myself before attempting to “use” Choice Theory on my
family and students. The good news is that I can, at any
time, choose to think and act differently. When I choose re-
lationship-building options, everyone wins. 

I’m ready to set sail again and rebuild the damaged rela-
tionship. I have regained strength by practicing the princi-
ples of Choice Theory, which states that “we choose every-
thing we do, including the misery we feel. Other people can

neither make us miserable nor make us happy. All we can
get from them or give to them is information. We choose all
our actions and thoughts and, indirectly, almost all our feel-
ings and much of our physiology.”4 These principles have
given me the insight and inspiration to take responsibility
for my own choices and to set others free to live within the
confines or the freedom of their choices.

Mrs. White once wrote, “Let it never be forgotten that
the teacher must be what he desires his pupils to become.”5

As a choice theorist instead of an external control freak, I
want my students to be happy and free to reach their poten-
tial. I want to be authentic in living my potential as well. I
want to treat others with respect, trusting they will exercise
their freedom of choice to the best of their ability. I want to
be an encouraging listener as I support others in their efforts
to learn, keeping in mind that I control only my own
thoughts and actions. Therefore, all I can offer is informa-
tion with a caring attitude if I want to build relationships.

I’d want to be like Fred Rogers in the children’s TV show
Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood by being the same person in my
personal life as I want to be in my professional life. Taking
off his shoes and putting on his sweater didn’t make him
kind and wonderful—he was that way already. May the
threshold of our hearts be the place where we become au-
thentic and able to internalize Choice Theory. 

Here are a few ideas that may helpful:
• Read often from Choice Theory authors.
• Regularly write your own WDEP. 
• Meet with others who are practicing Choice Theory.
• Put up charts or other visual reminders where you can

see them often.
• Practice role-playing.
• Allow Scripture to clarify and expand your personal

application of Choice Theory. �
__________________________________

Karen Nicola works at Rio Lindo Adventist
Academy in northern California, where she passion-
ately facilitates learning in the Home Arts, and Intro-
duction to Christianity classrooms. In addition to
teaching, she also serves the school as the full-time
Marketing/Recruiting Director. Currently, she is en-
rolled in an online Master’s program in Quality Ed-

ucation through Graceland University.
________________________________________________
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S
chool was a painful experience for
me. How I became a teacher is
nothing short of a miracle and an-
other story in itself. Because of
my experience, I became very
sensitive to my pupils’ unique
needs and styles of learning, even

before I had any scientific knowledge of how students learn.
Reading William Glasser’s work on Choice Theory was a
breath of fresh air for me because it explained what I already
felt about how a classroom should be conducted. But it
wasn’t until I actually completed Glasser’s basic and ad-
vanced intensive training that it all began to come together
for me.

Choice Theory is nothing more than a description of the
way God treats sinners, or in other words—God’s grace. The
components of Choice Theory and practical grace are much
the same. Glasser advocates that we avoid the “seven deadly
habits,”1 which I call the methods of “un-grace.” In their
place, he strongly recommends implementing the “seven
connecting habits,”2 which I view as “grace habits.” His five
“basic needs”3 outline the way God deals with us and de-
scribe what is necessary for successful relationships at home,
school, church, or work. For
me, implementing Choice
Theory is putting the Golden

Rule into practice. The Valuegenesis research demonstrates
that many of the Glasser Quality School (GQS) components
are too often missing in Adventist education.4 This may be
one of the reasons why a number of young people do not
stay in the church. Today’s brain research generally corrobo-
rates that these principles are essential for effective class-
room learning. Students learn best in an environment of
trust and respect.

At the end of a special one-day presentation by Dr.
Glasser to 300 Northern California Conference teachers, I
mentioned to him that what he was really talking about in

Christian terms was “grace.” He quickly came back with,
“The problem is, you Christians somehow have a difficult
time putting it into practice in your classrooms.” He is right.
We know the way, but do not go there often enough in our
classroom practice. Grace is easy to talk about, but it’s quite
another thing to make it our “default action” in dealing with
students and people in general. 

I have become convinced that this theory holds many of
the answers for our challenges in Christian education. My
18 years as a superintendent gave me many examples of
success and failure in teaching. I concluded that many
teachers who were having difficulties at rehiring time often
lacked the skills identified in Glasser’s Quality School ap-
proach. 

To my dismay, when we gave teachers the opportunity to
receive the Glasser Quality
School training, often those
who were opposed, critical,

Choice Theory
Changed My Life
A Personal Reflection

B Y D A V I D  E S C O B A R

Choice Theory is nothing
more than a description of
the way God treats sinners, or
in other words—God’s grace.



and uncooperative were the very ones who were struggling
in their school settings. Some were seemingly “good” teach-
ers, but could not get along with colleagues or
members of the community. Glasser’s principles
offered simple solutions to their “people prob-
lems.”

The Bible and Ellen White provide the answers
for life’s relationship challenges. Dr. Glasser has
simply organized theories and descriptions of suc-
cessful relationships as he has discovered them
through research and his own professional and
lifelong experience. His conclusions often parallel biblical
admonitions. We shouldn’t be surprised when scientific re-
search and secular sources validate inspiration. Glasser’s
work provides simple methods for putting God’s grace into
practice in school and life.

I have re-evaluated my methods of dealing with people,
not only professionally, but also in my private life. I ap-
preciate being able to identify where I can improve even
good family relationships. It is scary to realize that I have
not always provided all of Glasser’s five basic needs for those
closest to me. Now I stop to measure myself and make a
prayerful effort to ensure that all five are present in my rela-
tionship with my family. My wife says she is impressed, and
I say “Praise God for clarifying these needed components for
happy relationships.” 

When I think back to my many years in the classroom
and in administration, even though I think I was successful,
I wish I had had this information at the beginning of my ca-
reer. I think it would have made my teaching and adminis-
trative ministry much more effective for students and teach-
ers, and for God. I am ashamed that I did not search for this
information in the Bible on my own, but glad it is finally
available in a practical format for teachers and families. 

My prayer is that the grace concepts will be a major

overarching practice in every church school and the default
mode of every teacher in Adventist education. I believe it is

vital that every teacher receive specific training in how to
apply God’s grace in the classroom. This is essential to the
mission of Adventist education and crucial for the academic
and spiritual success of our students. Glasser’s Choice The-
ory is not the answer, but it is a great tool for implementing
“the answer.” Jesus is the answer! �

___________________________________

David Escobar served the church for 40 years as a
teacher, principal, and superintendent of schools for the
Wisconsin, Hawaii,Washington, and Northern Califor-
nia conferences. He is now retired and writes from
Hawaii.
____________________________________
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G
etting a teaching job in the United States
while working as a teacher in China was
no easy task. My wife and I had been
teaching English there for a year and a half
when I became aware of an opening in the
Oregon Conference. After spending a
month’s salary on phone calls (equivalent

to $125.00 U.S.), I had an interview with the administrators
of Livingstone Junior Academy in Salem, Oregon (the school
has since become a senior academy). One of the topics they
discussed was my familiarity with the ideas of William

Glasser and his approach to learning. It became apparent to
me that if I was to work at Livingstone, I would need to
read William Glasser’s The Quality School1 to see why others
saw value in his ideas. That was my introduction to the phi-
losophy of Choice Theory.

Choice Theory
As I studied the concepts of Choice Theory, they really

made a lot of sense to me. Not only did they clarify reasons
for human behavior, but they also seemed to explain from a
biblical perspective how and why we behave as we do. In
Choice Theory, we behave based on what we want, com-
pared to what we see and know. This necessitates the power
of choice. Linked to every choice is a natural consequence,
which produces accountability. 

The Book of Genesis gives us a glimpse of God’s style of
government for humankind, which emphasizes the power of
choice. God provided the option for humans to choose to
listen to Him or not. When Adam and Eve decided to dis-
obey, they had to face the natural
consequences of that choice. What a
tough situation for God, who loved

them and wanted only the best for them. But instead of im-
mediately rescuing the pair, God allowed the natural conse-
quences to occur. However, in His infinite love, He provided
redemption through His Son, Jesus, if they chose to accept
it.

What Makes It Effective
More than any other idea or educational strategy, Choice

Theory has changed not just how I teach, but also how I
conduct my personal life. However, before discussing how I
use Choice Theory in my classroom, let’s take a look at what
makes it so effective. In Glasser’s book, Choice Theory: A New
Psychology for Personal Freedom,2 he compares the progress in
science and technology with the advancements in human re-
lationships. He explains that while science and technology
have consistently improved, the same cannot be said of hu-
man relationships. In fact, the quality of these relationships
may have worsened. Glasser believes this deterioration is
due to our dependence on what he calls external control psy-

chology, in which people try to con-
trol others by using one or more of
the seven deadly habits: criticizing,
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blaming, complaining, nagging, threatening, punishing, and
bribing or rewarding to control. For relationships to be suc-
cessful, especially over the long term, these habits need to
be replaced by the seven caring habits—supporting, listen-
ing, accepting, respecting, trusting, and negotiating differ-
ences.

Learning to Trust
Many people, often for valid reasons, have learned not to

trust others. Because they believe they cannot count on any-
one, even people close to them, they try to satisfy their
needs through drugs and alcohol, acts of violence, or
promiscuous behavior. It’s understandable from a Choice
Theory perspective why they behave this way. If we want the
students who are disconnected from us and focused on self-
medicating and pleasure seeking to re-connect to the impor-
tant people in their lives, we need to help them learn to
trust again. To do this, we must concentrate on building re-
lationships based on respect and dignity. This will encourage
them to work for long-term happiness in their lives, rather
than opting for short-term gratification.

Now let’s move to the fundamentals of how Choice The-
ory works in the classroom. As Glasser states, a non-coercive
structure is vital to an effective school. Two ingredients that
contribute to this structure are intentional friendships and rel-
evant curriculum.

Intentional Friendships
Choice Theory helps teachers to foster friendships and
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Seven Deadly Habits
• Criticizing
• Blaming
• Complaining
• Nagging
• Threatening
• Punishing
• Bribing or rewarding

to control

Seven Caring Habits
• Supporting
• Listening
• Accepting
• Respecting
• Encouraging
• Trusting
• Negotiating

differences

Photos in this article were taken in the author’s classroom. Shown above, several of Sequeira’s students compile a list of
ways they can have POWER.



build a sense of community
in the classroom. At its core
is the idea that almost all be-
havior is chosen, and that we
are driven by our genes to
satisfy five basic needs: sur-
vival, love and belonging,
freedom, fun, and power.
The most important need is

love and belonging, since positive relationships are neces-
sary for satisfying all the other needs. (In my classroom, I
have added a sixth need, worship. As a Christian working in
a Seventh-day Adventist school, I believe that God designed
us to seek Him.) 

Three Avenues of Power
Though “love and belonging” is of vital importance, in

my classroom we spend a lot of time trying to understand
what I feel is the most character-shaping need—the need for
power. One can have three kinds of power: (1) power over,

(2) power with, and (3) power within. On a chart, my stu-
dents and I write down each kind of power, and then brain-

storm a list of descriptive words for each. From that list, we
work on definitions. For instance, power over is how we be-
have when we consider only our own needs. (This would
involve the application of the seven deadly habits and exter-
nal control psychology.) Power with, on the other hand,
means considering others’ needs as well as our own. Power
within is putting others’ needs before our own.

The last two types of power—power with and power
within—use Choice Theory and the seven caring habits. My
students have concluded that the best way to use power
within is to use the J-O-Y principle of Matthew 22:36–40.
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Chris Stevenson reads about JOY in Matthew 22:36-40.



That is, people can
only experience true
JOY in life when they
put Jesus first, the
needs of others second,
and their own needs
last.

This leads us to an
important question: “Does this classroom (and life in gen-
eral) operate best by using rules or principles?” Whereas
rules require an “enforcer,” principles reveal inner character.
Ultimately, we conclude that we need to discover why we
choose to do things—that it’s important to have a reason for
our actions and behavior. We can evaluate them using the
WDEP tool. We ask ourselves four questions:

Want – “What did I want?”
Do – “What did I do to get what I want?”
Evaluate – “Did my behavior get me what I wanted?”
Plan – “How could I have acted differently to get a better

result?”
The principles that are posted to guide our classroom

combine the Agreements from Jeanne Gibbs’ Tribes: A New
Way of Learning and Being Together,3 which emphasize mutual
respect, attentive listening, appreciations/no put-downs, and
the right to pass; and the Lifelong Guidelines from Susan

Kovalik’s Integrated Thematic Instruction,4 which promote
active listening, appreciations/no put-downs, personal best,
trustworthiness, and truthfulness. These principles provide
the daily structure necessary for a well-run classroom.

Control vs. Influence
To illustrate why principles are more valuable than rules,

we create a Control vs. Influence T-Chart. Under the Control
column, we brainstorm, using red marker, looking for words
that describe how we attempt to control others. In the Influ-
ence column, we write words in green that describe how we
try to influence others. The goal is to pull from, not push to.
Ultimately we ask, “Is what I’m doing moving us closer to-
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1. Jesus first
2. Others second
3. Yourself last

Blake Houser lists words he associates with CONTROL.



gether or farther apart?” We find ourselves replacing the red
(“enforcer”) Control words to green (“principle”) Influence
words.

Since it is my job as a teacher to influence rather than
control students, I must keep asking them to challenge
themselves, learn more, and move forward in life. Con-
versely, it is not the students’ job to try to control anyone in
their lives, either. They can influence by listening, telling
their story or opinion, and sharing what they know.

Time and Place
This leads to the principle of “Time and Place.” As King

Solomon wrote in Ecclesiastes 3, there is a time and place
for everything. So as we conduct the self-evaluation process,
we think about, “Where am I?”; “What type of behavior is
acceptable?”; and “How do I want to represent myself?”
Rather than lecturing students about inappropriate behavior,
I simply redirect them by asking, “Time and place?”

Understanding and using Choice Theory has led to a
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shift in my thinking, as well as in
my students’ thinking. They have
begun to view life from outside the
box. Choice Theory provides them
with tools to use in considering
other people’s perspectives, as well
as to make personal improvements.
An activity that promotes this kind
of thinking is called a “plus delta” (+
D). When students leave my class-
room at the end of the day, they
share either a + D, a positive change
they have made, or a “keeper” for
the day, an academic nugget worth
coming to school to learn.
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_-  Feelings           + Feelings         Legend of Learning Cycle

expected learning cycle (curve)

unmotivated student (compliance)

actual learning cycle

Task in thinking out-
side the box:
Without lifting your 
pencil, connect these
nine dots with only
four straight lines. 
(Answer on page 41.)

� � �
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� � �

The author facilitates a discussion of the JOY principle.



Relevant Curriculum
In order for us as teachers to provide academic “keep-

ers,” we need to make the curriculum relevant so that stu-
dents view the assignments as useful and applicable to their
lives. To help my students understand what learning should
be like, I schedule a sharing activity. I start out by describing
a skill I have acquired, such as snowboarding. I then ask
students to pair/share on “What is needed for learning?”
When they report back, we discover that desire and useful-
ness are high on the list. Then students pair/share a recent
learning experience. 

After they have shared their stories, we list the activities
on the board. Next, I ask for one-word descriptors of
“Learning: What is it really like?” We chart the words in two
columns; negative feelings and positive feelings (see chart on
page 40). We discover that learning goes in cycles. As we
learn, we tend to move from desire to frustration to excite-
ment, etc. This cycle continues back and forth as we plateau
and then move forward in our skills. I wrap up by asking,
“What would be different if we all used this type of learning
instead of conventional schooling?” We conclude that this
struggle, or grappling as Sizer and Sizer5 like to call it, is
part of the learning process.

When learners cannot see any gains, or in other words,
spend too much time on the left side of the chart, they lose
the desire to learn. If there is no grappling, they spend too
much time on the right side of the chart, and learning be-

comes boring. The true chal-
lenge of teaching is to help stu-
dents cycle from right to left
and back again to achieve a
progressive learning curve that
maintains and fosters their in-
terest. Choice Theory invites us
to move from assessing for
memory toward assessing for
analysis, creativity, and real-life
usefulness. Instead of asking
students to recall who did
something, what they did, and
where and how it was done, I

ask them to analyze, evaluate, create, suppose, apply, imple-
ment, put into practice, and show use.  

We Practice . . .
As I use Choice Theory in the classroom, I also encour-

age my students to apply its principles at school and
throughout their lives. Together, we seek to influence and
not control. We try to base our decisions in class, as in our
spiritual lives, on principles, not rules. When we have a
conflict, we work it out without hurting others. Thinking
outside the box and working on continuous improvement
are two of our goals. We seek to be lifelong learners. 

As an Adventist teacher, my purpose is not only to grow
responsible citizens, it is also to help my students be suc-
cessful and happy now and throughout eternity. Choice
Theory provides me with a biblical model to achieve these
goals. �

_________________________________________

Chris Sequeira was born and raised in Africa by mis-
sionary parents. He now teaches math, health, and out-
door life skills at Livingstone Adventist Academy in
Salem, Oregon. During the summer, he works as a part-
time associate for Susan Kovalik and Associates conduct-
ing Model Teaching Weeks in Integrated Thematic Instruc-
tion.
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Jon Yarlott thinks he has the answer to thinking outside the
box.
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T
he area of school reform that
has been the slowest to change
is the evaluation of professional
staff. Clearly, ensuring optimal
teacher performance con-
tributes to the mission of teach-
ing and learning. Although sig-
nificant educational innovations
are being attempted across the

United States, teacher evaluation has undergone little
change. Our teachers and students need and deserve better.

Evaluation, when done well, enhances teachers’ profes-
sional growth and improvement. Equipping teachers to take
responsibility for their own performance is the goal. Unfor-
tunately, this kind of evaluation rarely takes place. 

Two Evaluation Models
To illustrate, let’s review two of the most common evalu-

ation models. The first is known as the clinical supervision
model and is formative, which means it assumes that per-
formance can be improved and that evaluation is an ongoing
process. Clinical supervision generally involves announced
classroom visits to observe teacher performance. It consists
of a pre-observation conference, the observation visit, an
analysis of the teacher’s performance, a post-observation
conference, and a post-conference analysis. The analysis is
then written in letter form, with one copy going to the
teacher and another to the teacher’s employment file. 
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The underlying principle here is that
appropriate ongoing feedback from a
knowledgeable professional will encourage
teachers to consider alternative classroom
strategies. This evaluation process has its
strengths, especially with new or struggling
teachers, but its flaws are readily apparent.
For instance, many competent teachers
seem to merely tolerate the process. Super-
intendents and principals make their ob-
servation visits and hold their conferences,
yet teachers return to their classrooms and
continue doing the same things as before.

T
he second common model,
performance evaluation, is
summative, which means it
summarizes or describes
the employee’s perform-

ance during a designated period of time
and does not necessarily concern itself
with ongoing improvement. Performance
evaluations are generally based on unan-
nounced classroom visits by a principal or
supervisor and are conducted to inform
decisions about changes in job status (pro-
motion or dismissal). Using a checklist of
desirable teacher behaviors, the supervisor
indicates which ones he or she observed
during the lesson. There is little follow-up.
If a post-observation meeting is scheduled,
it is usually a formality when the teacher is
asked to sign the completed form. In pub-
lic schools, these forms become the basis
for future personnel actions such as termi-
nation or merit pay. In theory, classroom
teachers will respond appropriately to
commendations or criticisms of their per-
formance.

Professional communication
and feedback are essential for the
success of teachers and princi-
pals. The question is not whether
to evaluate, but how to do it
most effectively. In our experi-
ence both as receivers and givers
of evaluations, the models de-
scribed above do not provide the
kind of communication neces-
sary to help teachers succeed. Both approaches are based on
a top-down authority model and ignore the most important
points of an effective evaluation process—the recipient’s in-
put and involvement in self-evaluation.

Teachers and evaluators often perceive the evaluation
process very differently. Danielson and McGreal point out
that “the climate surrounding evaluation may be essentially

negative, with a prevailing perception on the part of teachers
that the real purpose of the exercise is one of ‘gotcha,’ in
which administrators look for opportunities to find fault.
But even when the climate is positive, the teacher’s role is es-
sentially passive.”1 This is why management leaders such as
Deming2 and Glasser3 regard standard methods of evaluation
as counterproductive. Often, principals and superintendents

44 JOURNAL OF ADVENTIST EDUCATION FEBRUARY/MARCH 2007

Performance evaluations are generally
based on unannounced classroom visits
by a principal or supervisor and are
conducted to inform decisions about
changes in job status (promotion or 
dismissal).



are no more excited about such methods than
the teachers who are on the receiving end.

A New Approach
Since becoming students of Choice Theory,

we have been applying its principles to the
teacher-evaluation process. The model we pro-
pose involves both the teacher and the evalua-
tor and is based on the concepts of William
Glasser.4 This approach treats educators as re-
spected professionals who are offered opportu-
nities to set their own goals and then coached
in methods of self-evaluation. The process
gives them both freedom and support, and
leads to constant improvement.

In this model, the supervisor/evaluator also
has a different role. What Glasser calls lead-
management becomes the goal, instead of the
standard top-down, authoritative approach,
which he refers to as boss-management.5

Rather than worrying about controlling em-
ployees and manipulating them through pun-
ishment and rewards, the lead-manager seeks
to collaborate with them to create quality goals.
A key part of this collaboration is teaching employees to ef-
fectively self-evaluate.

Glasser makes a point of distinguishing between external
and internal control. External control refers to stimulus-re-
sponse, which is foundational to behaviorism. External con-
trol is based on the belief we can get someone to behave in a
way we choose. Expectations can be imposed or demanded.
Rewards and punishments are strategically employed to mo-
tivate people toward specific actions. 

I
nternal control, or Choice Theory, is the exact oppo-
site. It is based on the belief that all humans choose
their behavior for reasons that are important to them.
Choice Theory recognizes the value of personal con-
viction and the satisfaction that comes from making

good choices. This internal-control model holds that meth-
ods like punishment do not produce lasting success, and
that workers (in this case, teachers) benefit more from
coaching that helps them identify what to focus on and then
use the new focus to achieve their goals. With these con-
cepts in mind, let’s look at the Choice Theory model and its
implications. We will introduce a detailed form to use, as
well as specific self-evaluation questions.

The Model
The model is based on some simple questions that guide

both the evaluators (superintendents and principals) and the
evaluees (teachers). The acronym WDEP can be helpful in
remembering these questions. The following questions,
though not exhaustive, provide some examples:
First, the W—What do you WANT?

How do you want your classroom to look and feel?

What are your specific curriculum expectations?
How will know when your students achieve compe-
tence?
What kinds of student behavior and attitudes do you 
want to foster?
Do you want to share power with your students?
Do you want your students to like you?
What constitutes a great class period in math (or science,
or English)?

Second, the D—What are you DOING?
What time do you leave work each day?
How much work are you bringing home each evening?
In what class are you doing your best work?
In your third-period class, what evidence do you have 
that students are engaged in the learning?
What is happening during recess or as the students enter
the classroom that creates management problems?

Third, the E—EVALUATION, or is it working?
How do you feel about your “getting the day started” 
procedures?
(If your management system is based on incentives and pun-
ishments) On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being terrible and
10 being perfect, how would you rate your management 
plan?
Which of your strategies work well in communicating 
with parents?
In general, how would you describe your relationship 
with your students? Is it creating the class atmosphere 
you want?
Is your current grading system helping the students to 
learn better?
Do you consistently feel stressed?
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And fourth, the P—What is your
PLAN?

What could you do tomorrow 
that would start the day better?
In dealing with that student who is causing continual 
problems in music class, what are your options?
How can you improve your working relationship with 
the pastor?
What three things could you do in biology class next 
week that will make the learning relevant for students?

What are some things you can do to ease your stress?
(Each of the above questions can also be stated in first

person by replacing you and your with I and my. The ques-
tions then become effective self-evaluation tools. The ques-
tions can also be customized to fit a specific classroom or
content area and a variety of situations.)
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Teachers and evaluators often perceive
the evaluation process very differently.

Table 1

Generic Questions to Guide the Evaluation Process

Teacher: ____________________________________________ Grade/Subject: _____________________________

School: ______________________________________________________________________________________

1. PLANNING AHEAD: 
FINDING THE GOAL/TARGET/PURPOSE/VISION Date __________

What is your lesson going to be about today?
As you see the lesson unfolding, what will students be doing?
What do you see yourself doing to produce these student outcomes?
What will you want me to look for and give you feedback about while I am in your
classroom?

2. DURING THE VISIT:
INFORMATION/FACTS/ACTIONS Date ___________

What happened during the class period?
Describe the students’ level of engagement during the period.
Describe your own thinking and behavior during the period.
Are there examples of situations during the period that you anticipated and planned
for, or that you did not anticipate and had to deal with spontaneously?

3. AFTER THE EPISODE:
SELF-EVALUATION Date __________

How well would you rate the learning experience during the period?
To what extent did things go as planned?
Is your management plan contributing to a quality learning level?
What went well during the period? Why do you think it went so well?

4. WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE:
THE PLAN Date ___________

Is there an area for improvement on which you want to focus?
How attainable is this goal?
What are some steps that might be important in achieving the goal?
Is there a person, or list of people, who can help you achieve this goal?

______________________________________________________________________________________________

NOTE: The questions above are intended as a sample. The questions, but not the categories, will change, according to the focus
or goal for growth. Some of the sample questions were taken from the book Cognitive Coaching: A Foundation for Renaissance
Schools by Art Costa and Robert Garmston (Norwood, Mass.: Christopher-Gordon Publ., 1994).



These kinds of questions, when posed artfully by a su-
pervisor or colleague, can lead to effective self-evaluation
and improved performance. As we began to work through
the evaluation process with teachers, we realized that such
questions, and in fact the entire WDEP format, could be-
come a helpful evaluation form. For instance, the (W) what
do you want questions can form the basis for the observation
pre-conference. The (D) what are you doing questions can fo-
cus on the actual events during the observation. The (E)
evaluation questions are the focus of discussion during the
post-observation conference. This discussion then leads to
the (P) what is your plan questions, which produce the ele-
ments to be summarized in the follow-up letter. (See Table 1
on page 46 for a sample form.) 

The key to this Choice Theory evaluation model is the
teacher’s involvement in identifying strengths, blind spots,
and weaknesses. The supervisor may see these same things,
but the power of this approach lies in skillfully leading the
teacher to effective self-discovery. As Kendall Butler, assistant
superintendent of the Oregon Conference, says, “It is better
to get it out of their mouth than to put it into their ear.”

A Coaching Model
Traditional evaluation is based on one human being judg-

ing another and telling him or her where and how to change.
It is easy to see why this approach can lead to frustration,
misunderstanding, resistance, and even
antagonism. On the other hand, evalua-
tion based on a coaching model, where
the person being evaluated is assisted to-
ward accurate reflection, can lead to
compassionate and genuine communica-
tion, positive relationships, and a pas-
sion for ongoing improvement. W.
Edwards Deming6 and Costa and Garm-
ston7 have stressed the important role of
the person being evaluated. Although
these writers were not necessarily moti-
vated by Christian principles in achiev-
ing their insights, we have benefited
nonetheless. We can learn from their re-
search and apply their ideas, especially
Glasser’s Choice Theory, within a Chris-
tian framework. Effective questioning
and coaching can affirm and celebrate
success, identify specific traits and prac-
tices, and compassionately confront inef-
fective tendencies and strategies, all the

while maintaining pos-
itive relationships. �
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