
St. John Bosco’s 
Preventive System

A Christian Approach to Discipline and Formation of Youth



St. John Bosco
Patron of Youth



Who was St. John Bosco?

• Born in Italy in 1815, into a poor family

• Father died when he was 2 years old

• Mother raised him and his two older brothers

• Received a vision from God when he was 9 years old that shaped him 
for the rest of his life.

• He was ordained a priest in 1841, at age 25, and began his mission to 
reach youth, in particular boys who were troubled.  

• He would continue to seek out, teach, and form youth for over 40 
years.



Repressive System

• This style was very common during the lifetime of St. John Bosco (19th

century), but he did not support this approach.

• “The repressive system consists in making the rules known to the 
students, and afterwards watching to discover the transgressors of 
these rules, and inflicting, when necessary, the punishment deserved.  
According to this system, the words and looks of the teacher must 
always be severe and even threatening, and the teacher must avoid 
all familiarity with his students.”



Repressive System

• “The repressive system may stop a disorder, but can hardly make the 
offenders better.  Experience teaches that the young do not easily 
forget the punishments they have received, and for the most part 
foster bitter feelings along with the desire to throw off the yoke and 
even to seek revenge.  They may sometimes appear to be quite 
unaffected, but anyone who follows them as they grow up knows that 
the reminiscences of youth are terrible, and some have been known 
in later years to have had recourse to brutal vengeance for 
chastisements they had justly deserved during the course of their 
education.”



The Preventive System

• This was the approach of St. John Bosco.  It was relationship-based 
and revolutionary for its time.  This is still true today.

• “The preventive system consists in making the rules of a school 
known, and then watching carefully so that the students may at all 
times be under the vigilant eye of the teacher, who like loving fathers 
can converse with them, take the lead in every movement, and in a 
kindly way give advice and correction; in other words, this system 
places the students in the impossibility of committing faults.”



The Preventive System

• Based on REASON, RELIGION, and KINDNESS

• School rules are taught and followed.

• Teachers are constantly vigilant over the students.

• Teachers interact as loving fathers and mothers.

• Teachers speak, lead, and give advice / correction with kindness.



The Preventive System

• Correction is given in a manner that offers ENCOURAGEMENT 
because it always comes after having received a friendly preventive 
warning.

• Correction is given while being mindful that students often FORGET 
rules and expectations.  In many instances, a friendly reminder or 
warning is all that is needed to prevent a student from straying.



Preventive System

• The student becomes a friend, and the teacher who advises him “has 
his good at heart and wishes to spare him vexation, punishment, and 
perhaps dishonor.”

• Use of the preventive system leads to a teacher-student relationship 
that can last a lifetime, one of loyalty and trust.  A teacher who 
employs the preventive system can gain the confidence of his 
students not only during their years as students but even beyond.  As 
adults, these grown-up students can still be counseled, advised, and 
corrected.



Preventive System:  Application

• “The practice of this system is wholly based on the words of St. Paul 
who says:  ‘Love is patient and kind . . . Love bears all things . . . Hopes 
all things … Endures all things.’  Hence only a Christian can apply the 
preventive system with success.”

• “Let the boys have full liberty to jump, run, and make as much noise 
as they please.  Gymnastics, music, theatricals, and outings are most 
efficacious means of obtaining discipline and of benefiting spiritual 
and bodily health.  As the great friend of youth, St. Philip Neri, used 
to say, ‘Do anything you like as long as you do not sin.’”



Preventive System:  Application

• “Frequent confession and communion and daily Mass are the pillars 
which must support the edifice of education . . . . Never force the 
boys to frequent the sacraments but encourage them to do so, and 
give them every opportunity.  [L]et the beauty, grandeur, and holiness 
of the Catholic religion be dwelt on, for in the sacraments it offers to 
all of us a very easy and useful means to attain our salvation and 
peace of heart.  In this way children take readily to these practices of 
piety and will adopt them willingly with joy and benefit.”



Preventive System:  Application

• “Let the greatest vigilance be exercised so as to prevent bad books, 
bad companions, or bad persons who indulge in improper 
conversations from entering the school.  A good door-keeper is a 
treasure for a house of education.”



Preventive System:  Advantages

• “Some may say that this system is difficult in practice.  I reply that for 
the students it is easier, satisfactory, and more advantageous.  To the 
teacher it certainly does present some difficulties, which however can 
be diminished if he applies himself to the task with zeal.  An educator 
is one who is consecrated to the welfare of his students, and 
therefore he should be ready to face every difficulty and fatigue in 
order to attain his object, which is the civic, moral, and intellectual 
education of his students.”



Preventive System:  Advantages

• “The student will always be respectful towards his teachers and will 
always remember their care with pleasure.  He will look upon them as 
fathers and brothers (and mothers and sisters).

• “Whatever may be the character, disposition, and moral state of a boy 
at the time of his admittance, parents can rest assured that their son 
will not become worse; indeed, it can be held as certain that he will 
always make some improvement.”



Preventive System:  Advantages

• “If it should happen that any boys who have already contracted bad 
habits enter the school, they could not have a bad influence on their 
companions, nor would the good boys suffer any harm from 
association with them, since there is neither time, place, nor 
opportunity, because the teacher, whom we suppose to be present, 
would speedily intervene.”



Punishments

• “Never have recourse to punishments if possible, but whenever 
necessity demands stern measures, let the following be borne I mind:

• 1.  A teacher should seek to win the love of his students if he wishes 
to inspire fear in them.

• 2.  With the young, punishment is whatever is meant as a 
punishment.  It has been noticed that in the case of some boys a 
reproachful look is more effective . . . . Praise of work well done, and 
blame in the case of carelessness are already a great reward or 
punishment.”



Punishments

• 3. Except in very rare cases, corrections and punishments should 
never be given publicly but always privately and in the absence of 
companions; and the greatest prudence and patience should be used 
to bring the student to see his fault, with the aid of reason and 
religion.

• 4. To strike a boy in any way, to make him kneel in a painful position, 
to pull his ears, and other similar punishments, must be absolutely 
avoided, because the law forbids them, and because they greatly 
irritate the boys and degrade the teacher.



Punishments

• 5.  The Principal shall make sure that the disciplinary measures, 
including rules and punishments, are known to the students, so that 
no one can make the excuse that he did not know what was 
commanded or forbidden.

• “If this system is carried out in our schools, I believe that we shall be 
able to obtain good results, without having recourse to the use of the 
cane and other corporal punishments.  Though I have been dealing 
with boys for 40 years, I do not recall having used punishments of any 
kind; and yet by the help of God I have always obtained not only what 
duty required, but also what was simply a wish on my part, and that 
from the very boys in regard to whom all hope of success seemed 
lost.”



Other Recommendations

• “All those who hold office or have the care of the boys whom Divine 
Providence has entrusted to us, also have the duty of giving advice and 
counsel to any boy of the house (school) every time there is reason to do 
so, and especially when it is a question of preventing an offence against 
God.”

• “Let every teacher strive to make himself loved, if he wishes to be 
feared.”

• “The teacher should be a man of few words but many deeds, and he 
should give his students every opportunity of expressing their thoughts 
freely.  Attention, however, should be paid to rectifying and correcting 
expressions, words, and actions which are not in accordance with good 
Christian education.”



What is Needed in the End

• “The foregoing articles serve as an introduction to our regulations.  
But we all need patience, diligence, and prayer, without which no 
regulations would be of any avail.”

• St. John Bosco, Patron of Youth . . . . Pray for us!


