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The Preventive System
What you see is less than what you actually get

Abstract

This paper aims to outline the visible aspects of the preventive system: those parts of the Salesian spirit that, like an iceberg, protrude above the surface. It will attempt to organise these elements of good practice in the preventive system into an holistic pattern that is accessible to adults of many faith backgrounds and no faith backgrounds. It will indicate briefly the common-place nature of many of these elements in many approaches to education and identify some of the roots of Don Bosco’s good practice in his own context in Northern Italy. Finally it will suggest that the unique strength of Don Bosco’s preventive system lies not in the coding of good practice but rather in the motivation with which these practices are embraced by the adult within a balanced relationship with each young person.
The preventive
 system was perhaps reluctantly put into print by Don Bosco late in his life after many requests and much pressure form many sources. Until that point Don Bosco had encouraged people to come and visit his work, talk to the young people and have an experience of his approach to working with the young at first hand. He had a fear of presenting his approach as some sort of formula for educating young people rather than a relationship based on the heart. For that reason the Salesian approach to education is often more easily caught than taught. Visitors to Salesian schools can often identify a spirit that pervades a school community but generally cannot account for it beyond some aspects of good practice that would be available in many other schools. It was the incessant demand for a written description of his approach to education that led Don Bosco to write about the preventive system in the year before his death in 1887. 
Don Bosco begins his description with a contrast between the preventive and repressive approaches to education. The latter approach sets clear detailed rules, standards and targets and then stands back to apply sanctions to those who do not meet the standards and targets that have been assigned. This repressive system depends upon an objective distance being established between the young person and the adult who consciously avoids a familiar approach but maintains a professional focus simply on the task of formal education. As I have described it I suspect that this repressive system is still with us in schools that set targets and do little to offer emotional support or extra help to achieve balanced growth in young people. Don Bosco contrasts this repressive approach with the preventive approach within which the distance between the adult and the young person is bridged by a friendly approach and confidence. This confidence creates a connection through which young hearts are opened and needs are made known. In this setting the adult remains present as an encouraging guide and as a champion of all that is best in the young person.
With this close genuine and warm relationship accessible in the Salesian adult the young person can be forewarned, guided and encouraged in their growth with few reprimands and no physical punishment. The use of fear and threat as a motivation for young people to obey instructions is never called upon in the preventive system. The only fear involved in the preventive system is that of offending the goodness, the common dignity and the expectations of those involved. The preventive system therefore assumes that a lot of work goes into establishing strong bonds as well as clear rules between the young people and the adults who care for them. The relational dimension is the foundation upon which the other techniques and approaches listed below will rest. The investment of time and resources in establishing and maintaining this bridge between adult and young person is one of the key differences between the Salesian approach to education and other methods. Schools wishing to develop the preventive system need to look at how much time they can devote to establishing clear and deep bonds through home room activities, through mentoring and through pastoral support. The ability of staff teamwork to mirror good relationships to pupils in school is also a vital part of this holistic approach to education.
For Don Bosco the repressive approach only achieves a superficial conformity that does not engage with the whole person and can generate strong resentments that lead to a range disruptive behaviour. The repressive educator comes to be seen by young people  as an oppressor, a controller and perhaps a manipulator of situations for their own benefit. As a result the young person retreats into silence or aggression and rarely discloses the deeper needs that would allow the adult to offer a whole person approach to learning. The adult working in a preventive style, instead of working from a position of distant authority, adopts a position of influence as far as the young person will allow this to happen. In this relationship the real needs of young people are likely to be disclosed and the education rather than being narrowly formal becomes relational, holistic and heart-centred. The friendly approach by adults allows young people to make mistakes and to learn from them through quiet correction. The quiet word of praise or concern in the ear of a young person worked for the early Salesians because the young people knew that these Salesians really cared for each one of them. Their behaviour was transformed, their gifts developed and their friendships deepened in the warmth of the genuine care the adults offered and the safety of a constant and kindly presence alongside them in work and in play. The constant presence rather than being oppressive to the young people was welcomed as source of freedom since they knew that any disputed or dangerous behaviour could not develop very far without a guiding hand.
Don Bosco was deeply concerned about the perceptions of the young people and much of his guidance is based on improving the quality of their perceived educational experience. A teacher who only appears in a classroom according to Don Bosco is just another instructor. But when that teacher chooses to go into the playground or spend time with young people, talking about their lives and interests, that teacher becomes a friend. The young people see them differently. Don Bosco’s clearest piece of advice, which has almost become his motto, concerns the perceptions of young people: “Young people do not just need to be loved; they need to know that they are loved.” The feeling and experiential side of education is therefore vital to Don Bosco’s preventive approach. Preventive education is always a partnership best experienced in an atmosphere of genuine care and quiet correction. It is a relationship sustained by optimism and kindness tempered by reasonableness and mutual respect.
These broad observations on the preventive system led Don Bosco to adopt some clear practices in working with groups and individuals that emerged through his own reflection on practice, the study of other educators and a deep intuition that was roused by his own experience of family and learning in his own youth and childhood. One of Don Bosco’s first detailed concerns in describing the preventive system in action was concerned with making good appointments of adults to work with young people. His first concern was for their moral strength of character: no sentimentality, no favouritism, and an ability to work in collaboration with colleagues. They needed the discipline to avoid being alone with individual pupils, an ability to focus entirely on the needs of young people and the resilience to spend long periods in constant contact with boisterous young people. These were the first concerns of Don Bosco in recruiting staff and volunteers. They were the core components of a relational safety that are the foundation of his preventive system. 
Don Bosco argued that he had to be able to guarantee an environment that was positive and life-giving for the young people who would be part of each Salesian community. His basic guarantee to parents and young people was simple: if you come to a Salesian school or project I guarantee that you will not get any worse. Unless he could sustain this promise Don Bosco believed it would be immoral to welcome young people into a setting where they may be hurt. The main strategy in achieving this minimal but important claim for a Salesian setting is the presence, constant care and vigilance of adults among the young people. In Salesian settings young people are never left alone. Adults are always in touch with what is happening. The discipline of this vigilance and presence is hard for the adults and Don Bosco admitted as much but he also pointed out that it was easy for the young people. Moreover, he proved year after year that such a constant presence worked miracles in behaviour, improved standards of relationships and raised expectations of young people and the possible contribution to society. For Salesians presence is a key value-added strategy that has a proven track record leading to an holistic and balanced growth in young people.
After that broad introduction some preventive techniques have been identified below with a brief explanation where it is needed. As you scan the list consider where you might have seen these before and how high a profile they have in your own experience of school, youth work or parenting. Later on some comment will be made about the practices or techniques and their origins.
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	Technique
	Comment

	1. If you want to inspire fear in the young, first inspire love
	The fear spoken of here is the fear of disappointing the adult because a positive relationship has been established

	2. Never tell a young person off in public
	Humiliation in front of peers closes the young person’s heart to any correction in this setting. It doesn’t work. According to Don Bosco it is better to wait until a private reprimand can be given.

	3. Use a quiet word in the ear to build relationships with young people.
	Don Bosco used quiet words of praise and correction in the playground to reward good behaviour and dissuade destructive behaviour.

	4. Make the first move- take the initiative
	Don Bosco wanted Salesian adults to be courageous in approaching young people and enjoying their company and intervening before things got out of hand.

	5. Be interested in what youth are interested in.
	Without going down to their level a Salesian adult tries to maintain a current awareness of media, sport, technology in the world of the young.

	6. Make the rules few clear and reasonable. Repeat them often.
	Don Bosco saw most young people as thoughtless rather than malicious in their behaviour. Most rule breaking involved lack of thought or even misunderstanding. Keeping rules clear and simple and repeated often helps with reasonable discipline.

	7. Be reasonable
	Don Bosco believed that most young people responded to reason. But was aware that adults could ask the impossible of young people in terms of silences or concentration spans more suited to adults.
In correcting young people the adult Salesian should bring a young person to see their fault through understanding the situation and not just “because I said so!”

	8. Never strike a young person
	The physical punishment of a child was abhorred by Don Bosco, including pulling ears, caning, placing in painful positions, isolation and so on. These punishments undermined the basic relationship of respect between the young person and the adult as well as undermining basic trust in the leadership of the whole community.

	9. Let young people run, jump and make noise
	Don Bosco wanted young people to express their  natural exuberance and saw that as a learning experience alongside other more formal aspects of education.

	10. Let young people know that they are loved
	Taking a personal interest in young people, knowing their names, their stories, their needs at home, their hopes for the future, their fears and the pattern of their friendships. The ability to support and sustain young people in a way that they are able to respond positively to that kindness.

	11. Withdrawing attention and affection
	Having established a positive relationship with a young person it often enough to withdraw attention for a while in order to correct some bad or thoughtless behaviour.


	Technique
	Comment

	12. Never correct when angry
	An angry adult should wait before correcting a young person because the young person will put the event down to the ranting of a stressed adult rather than really consider their own behaviour an understand it consequences.

	13. When a young person refuses correction ask another adult to intervene
	Personality differences can sometimes block a reasonable approach to correcting a young person In that case another adult with a warmer relationship can help to bring the young person to see where they have gone wrong.

	14. Create a safe space
	Don Bosco built his schools with one entrance which was staffed constantly. He was careful to contain any destructive behaviour and at times had to exclude some individuals because of their impact on the whole group.

	15. Build in time for the young to reflect on experience
	Don Bosco asked young people to reflect at the end of each day and offered his own reflection as a model. This “good night thought” was rooted in the experience of the day but it was also optimistic and uplifting as youngsters went to sleep.

	16. Don’t make threats
	Adults who make threats usually escalate the confrontation they are involved with. Many threats are not enforceable and the young people are often aware that they cannot be implemented. Their regard for the adult making threats is damaged and the voices of understanding and respect are drowned out of the conversation.

	17. Sport, music, drama and outings are essential elements of the preventive system
	Salesian education addresses the whole person. The active and social learning provided by extra curricular experience, by small groups and journeys broaden life experience and strengthens the trust between all those involved in such shared enterprises.

	18.  Adult consistency makes the preventive system work
	It is not enough that one or two people adopt this approach; all adults need to deal consistently with young people in order to reinforce the boundaries and the standards expected.

	19.  Maintain a cheerful and optimistic manner with young people
	An adult who focuses on the positive will unlock energy for change, optimism about the future and will not damage the self esteem of the young person. The adult will also find that they have greater resilience in dealing with difficult situations.

	20. Waste some of your free time with young people
	Don Bosco said a teacher who only appeared in a classroom was just a teacher. When that teacher chose to spend time in the playground they became a friend of youth. Hearts became opened and classroom discipline improved. 


Preventive techniques are found everywhere

This listing of preventive techniques will be familiar to many educationalists. It is a respectful approach in work with the young based on an understanding of the needs of youth as they move through childhood and adolescence. For Salesian teachers and parents there is a reassurance in recognising that contemporary approaches to working with the young harmonise very closely with Don Bosco’s own intuitions 150 years ago. A recent Times Educational booklet listed some advice on managing young people and could well have quoted Don Bosco when they listed their advice points as shown below:
A Class Act: A guide to behaviour management

· Get troublemakers away from their audience

· Be realistic about reasoning with angry children
· Stay Calm

· Be the adult- take the initiative

· Remember that prevention is better than cure

· Anticipate problems

· Establish clear boundaries

· Use humour to defuse situations

· Distract pupils from disruptive behaviour

In a similar listing for parents the National Society for The Prevention of Cruelty to Children offered the following advice on their web site.
 Here the need for a positive relational approach with consistency is highlighted in a way that Don Bosco would have applauded. 

Top ten ways to be a great parent 
1. Give love and warmth as much as possible
2. Have clear simple rules and limits.
3. Be a good example
4. Praise good behaviour so that it will increase
5. Ignore behaviour that you don't want repeated
6. Criticise behaviours, not your child
7. Reward good behaviour by hugs and affection
8. Distract younger children from bad behaviour or use humour 
9. Allow children some control – offer choices and joint decisions
10. If a punishment is necessary, then removal of privileges, or 'time out', 
both work better than smacking

This correspondence between current approaches to managing young people and Don Bosco’s preventive techniques is both a blessing and a potential source of confusion. It is good to see the amount of overlap between common sense approaches to education and the preventive system. However, the similarity of contemporary approaches raises the question of where exactly is the distinctive nature of the preventive approach to education? There is a risk that Salesian educational identity might merge with the general educational consensus and lose its energy and edge.
The positive aspects of the overlap have been part of the history of the preventive system form its beginning. Don Bosco was well integrated into the educational world in Turin and he would have been enthusiastic in seeking out good practice. One of the key thinkers in education through Don Bosco’s childhood was Johan Pestalozzi, a Swiss educationalist who recognised the personality as sacred in each child and saw each person as a seed to be nurtured. His key work is listed below, published in 1801
 and it’s influence extended well into the time of Don Bosco’s active work with the young. Pestalozzi established schools in which kindness was the key constituent and all corporal punishment was banned. The quote from Pestalozzi shown below would be one that would have harmonised with Don Bosco’s whole approach to education.
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Love of those we would educate is 'the sole and everlasting foundation' in which to work. 'Without love, neither the physical not the intellectual powers will develop naturally'.

In a similar way Friedrich Froebel the German originator of the kindergarten system was influential in Europe until well beyond his death in 1852. Froebel emphasised the importance of creating safe environments within which young people could grow and build their skills for life. His was a practical style of education through engaging in activity: learning by doing. Play was a vital piece of Froebel’s approach to social learning and a key tool in unifying the development of the whole person. Another aspect of Froebel’s approach was the importance of reason.

[image: image3.jpg]



The purpose of education is to encourage and guide man as a conscious, thinking and perceiving being in such a way that he becomes a pure and perfect representation of that divine inner law through his own personal choice; education must show him the ways and meanings of attaining that goal.
 
Closer to Don Bosco’s home in Turin Ferrante Aporti was working as a priest, a lecturer in education and a practitioner in establishing nursery schools to support poor children. They would certainly have been aware of each others work despite the different target groups they were addressing. When Don Bosco was concluding pastoral studies in Turin as a young priest Aporti’s influence would have been near it height. He was concerned, like Froebel, to create safe environments in the same way as Don Bosco created a safe place in his oratories. He was concerned to educate parents to better heath care and nutrition. His model was holistic and he realised the connection between good education and citizenship. In planning the work of his institutions Aporti encouraged a balanced approach in which play and study were balanced with practical tasks and periods of quiet reflection. Aporti recognised that the attention span of young people could be very short and recommended that no activity lasted more than thirty minutes. Variety and change were important aspects of Aporti’s approach to managing behaviour and building character.
These ideas were part of the setting within which Don Bosco built up his preventive system. They were part of a reflective response to the increasing industrialisation of populations in large cities where family influence and stability were reduced and children were most at risk. Don Bosco had no problem in borrowing ideas from the good practice he found around him. He saw optimistic humanism as a basic approach to his work with young people. The optimism was based on the genuine goodness of young people that would emerge if the environment was safe and supportive. His optimism was also based on the power of reason to guide and correct mistakes in the lives of young people. 
RUAH
In presenting preventive techniques to his staff Don Bosco was part of his times. These approaches would have been recognised then as they are now as innovative, practical, humane and holistic approaches to nurturing life in young people. If that was all Don Bosco did he would, like Aporti, simply be a footnote in the history of education, a humanitarian who did good work and added to the cumulative experience of raising young people. In fact Don Bosco’s approach has grown into a vibrant movement across the whole world that continues to grow 150 years later. This massive expansion and sustained growth suggests that the real heart of the preventive system lies not in the techniques themselves, many of which were borrowed from other thinkers.

The difference between the preventive system and the educational philosophies that surrounded Don Bosco lies not in the details of practice but in motivation. The growth of the Salesian approach rests upon the genuine conviction of parents, teachers and youth workers that there is a spiritual dimension and energy involved in the educational relationship without which the techniques cannot be sustained. At the level of practice it is possible to capture the preventive techniques in a pattern and language that is accessible to adult staff and parents today and make that spiritual dimension available to adults with a wide range of spiritual convictions. The pattern is expressed in the word ruah and expresses the following attitudes:

Respect

Understanding

Affection

Humour/ happiness

The listing given above can be re-arranged under these headings as a shorthand version of the preventive system in action. The language used is not directly religious but readily understandable in today’s educational world. The respect involved is mutual and is based on a common humanity that recognises that each person has rights that need to be recognised. Respect prevents destructive behaviour by trusting what is good in young people and by a constant vigilance that contains negative influences. 

Understanding emerges from experience and reflection so that the demands that are made on young people are appropriate, reasonable and well timed. Understanding recognises when a change of activity is needed or a moment of celebration and recognition. The essential process of listening to the needs of young people informs understanding so that the adult can enter the world of the young and understand it, seeing it through their eyes.
Affection is the ability to engage safely and emotionally with the young. This affective closeness leads to hearts being opened, gifts discerned, fears reduced. Leadership is encouraged and confidence built up by this open-hearted approach. Affection leads adults to share the journey of life with young people in a way that helps the discernment of life choices and through it the adult is given authority by the young people to guide their choices as an older brother or sister. This attitude of balanced affection does not mean that the adult is a weak disciplinarian. Affection is a gift that can be offered or withdrawn in the service of education so that the young person recognises the relational consequences of their actions. The affectionate Salesian adult can be more successful in challenging a young person’s behaviour simply because there is a relationship existing that the young person would not wish to break.
Humour or happiness is part of a confidence and optimism in human nature. A Salesian adult believes that, given the right conditions and a friendly support, every young person can grow, change and achieve a meaning and purpose in life. Such resilience is built into the young people through optimistic adults that leads them to become happier and contributing citizens in their own culture. Humour and happiness implies a buoyancy of spirit in the adult so that they are rarely overcome for long by disappointment and set backs. Faced with difficult behaviour Salesian adults can deal with hard issues and remain cheerful and hopeful under pressure.

This four word summary of preventive attitudes has a further dimension to it since it spells out the Hebrew word for spirit or breath. The word is onomatopoeic and is intended to sound like breathing. Hidden within these attitudes is a spirit that draws the practitioner into reflection on relationships, identity and meaning in life. The attitudes are expressed in largely secular language but they lead to a self sacrifice that cannot be sustained without some spiritual depth to the adult who applies them. As the adult begins to work with these attitudes they set foot, perhaps unwittingly, on a spiritual journey as well as a parental or professional commitment. There is therefore, something deeper at work in the preventive system than mere technique. So where does its secret lie?
In 1988, 100 years after Don Bosco’s death, Bananarama revived an old song with the very long title “It ain’t what you do, it’s the way that you do it- that’s what gets results”. The song highlights the importance of engaging the whole self in what you do, heart and soul, if you are going to be effective. In the same way the preventive system only works when those who practice the techniques do so with heart and with soul. The holistic nature of Don Bosco’s educational system extends not simply into the life of the young person but also into the life of the educator who, through the practice of these techniques, is challenged to grow into fullness of life. In that way Don Bosco changes these preventive techniques into life-long education for the adult and transforms a system into spirituality. What you get in the preventive system is not just a professional code of conduct but a way of life and an engagement with life’s mystery and meaning. That preventive spirituality is the focus of the next presentation.
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� Preventive comes from the Latin word “praevenire” meaning to foresee, to anticipate. For educators this means seeing how a situation might develop and taking appropriate action to encourage or discourage it’s continuation. It means being one step ahead of the young people by living alongside them reflectively. Praevenire, seeing ahead, also implies recognising the gifts and talents emerging in the lives of young people and helping them to develop them through nurturing experiences and friendly encouragement. 


� Times Educational Supplement Class Act: A TES Essential Guide to Behaviour Management January 2009 


� Find this listing and more evidence of Salesian values in parenting at the following address: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nspcc.org.uk/HelpAndAdvice/Parentsandcarers/BetterBehaviour/betterbehaviour_wda35993.html" ��http://www.nspcc.org.uk/HelpAndAdvice/Parentsandcarers/BetterBehaviour/betterbehaviour_wda35993.html�





� Pestalozzi, J. H. (1894) How Gertrude Teaches her Children translated by Lucy, E. Holland and Frances C. Turner. Edited with an introduction by Ebenezer Cooke. London: Swan Sonnenschein.


� William H. Kilpatrick in his introduction to Heinrich Pestalozzi (1951) The Education of Man - Aphorisms, New York: Philosophical Library.


� Friedrich Froebel 1826 Die Nenschenerziehung, page 22





PAGE  
4

