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Dear Reader,

When I became a mother, my own mother wisely said to me that being a parent is one of those things that you don’t really know how to do until you’re finished with it, and then you don’t need to know anymore!

I learned along the way, much as she predicted, in many ways letting my child chart the course with her needs and inclinations, combined in a unique way with my own values, beliefs, and what I learned from studies and other parents.

Discipline can be one of those bugaboo aspects of being a parent that may worry you or scare you. It doesn’t have to be that way. Discipline naturally arises from honest, respectful relations, just as it does in your normal adult life. The only difference is that the child is smaller, younger, and less experienced. You’re the guide, helping the little one to be a responsible person among others. You’ll find it’s not so bad.

From one who’s been there and is still smiling,

Ellen Bowers, PhD
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Everything® Parent’s Guides are a part of the bestselling Everything® series and cover common parenting issues like childhood illnesses and tantrums, as well as medical conditions like asthma and juvenile diabetes. These family-friendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, Everything® Parent’s Guides are your perfect solution.

[image: Figure]Alerts


Urgent warnings



[image: Figure]Essentials


Quick handy tips



[image: Figure]Fact


Important snippets of information



[image: Figure] Questions


Answers to common questions



When you’re done reading, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!

PUBLISHER  Karen Cooper

DIRECTOR OF ACQUISITIONS AND INNOVATION  Paula Munier

MANAGING EDITOR, EVERYTHING® SERIES  Lisa Laing

COPY CHIEF  Casey Ebert

ASSISTANT PRODUCTION EDITOR  Jacob Erickson

ACQUISITIONS EDITOR  Brett Palana-Shanahan

SENIOR DEVELOPMENT EDITOR  Brett Palana-Shanahan

EDITORIAL ASSISTANT  Ross Weisman

EVERYTHING® SERIES COVER DESIGNER  Erin Alexander

LAYOUT DESIGNERS  Colleen Cunningham, Elisabeth Lariviere, Ashley Vierra, Denise Wallace


Visit the entire Everything® series at www.everything.com







THE

[image: ]
PARENT’S GUIDE TO
POSITIVE
DISCIPLINE



2ND EDITION



A constructive approach to raising a kind, 
cooperative, and respectful child Ellen Bowers, PhD



Ellen Bowers, PhD

[image: Figure]





This book is dedicated to you, the reader, as you
 have embarked upon a courageous journey, raising
 and disciplining a child. I applaud you.
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1. Discipline is a combination of parental example, instruction, and correction that teaches a child to live according to family values and rules in harmony with society and culture.
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Introduction

Parenting is the process of caretaking and education through which you help your child grow from a dependent infant into an independent young adult. Caretaking is a matter of expressing love. Education is a matter of training. As a healthy parent, you must provide both love and training to raise a healthy child. Providing love alone or training alone is not enough. Training alone is oppressive, and love alone can be overindulgent. In either case, a “spoiled” child can result—a child who is ruined for healthy relationships later on because he is too socially compliant or socially domineering.

Discipline is a part of a parent’s responsibility. Your job is to help your child learn workable beliefs and behaviors in life through example and direction. The definition of right and wrong in your family depends on the traditions and values that you carry into parenthood from your own background and personal experiences. No two families subscribe to exactly the same definitions of what is right.

Starting out as a first-time parent can be a humbling experience. It is easy to feel overwhelmed by incompetence. “What am I to do? My child is crying, and I don’t know what is wrong!” “I’m older and wiser, but my teenager is running the show!” The truth is, your children teach you how to parent as they grow. You will be a fast learner, and you know more than you think you do. You will adapt and improvise to suit the situation.

Just to give you a head start, however, here are six “As” that most children want from their parents all through their growing up.

• Attention—listening and noticing

• Acceptance—understanding and interest

• Approval—valuing and praise

• Appreciation—acknowledgment and thanks

• Affection—love through telling and through touch

• Authority—rules and guidelines for living

Keep delivering these, and your parenting should be fine.





CHAPTER 1
The Basics of Discipline

Children are born totally dependent on external care and knowing nothing about social conduct. Your job as a parent is to provide stable support and nurturing love, and to create a structure of beliefs and behavior that your child can beneficially learn to live by. Your disciplinary responsibility is to clearly establish this structure. Discipline is more than simply getting your child to behave the way you want him to or stopping your child from behaving the way you don’t want on a specific occasion.

Positive Versus Negative Discipline

Discipline is the ongoing process of positive instruction and negative correction through which your children are taught to act within family rules and according to family values. So, to state it simply:

DISCIPLINE = INSTRUCTION + CORRECTION

To make this equation effective, you need to make one additional modification:

DISCIPLINE = 90% INSTRUCTIoN + 10% CORRECTION

Reverse that ratio, and the child’s behavior usually gets worse, not better. Excessive negative responses from parents tend to yield a sullen, angry child. As much as you can, arrange the sequence of events so the child experiences consequences instead of punishment. For example, your four-year-old has four quarters for a little outing to the store. She gleefully puts them in the gumball machine. In the checkout line she asks for a candy bar. Calmly ask if she has the money to spend. If not, then no candy bar.

To discipline effectively, negative correction should be used sparingly, and positive instruction should be used most of the time. Animal trainers have used this principle for years to successfully train all kinds of wild and domestic creatures. They know that the only effective training relationships are those that hold positive value for the animal being trained. It’s the possibility of rewards that keeps the animal willing to work with the trainer.
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The most powerful way for parents to foster obedience is to reward many acts of compliance by their child with appreciation, approval, or praise. Sporadic praise is the most powerful.



Athletic trainers also know to practice the positive. They know that for a champion athlete to remain a champion, she has to stay focused on what she’s doing right. Certainly the athlete wants to know when she’s doing something wrong, to try to fix it. But fixating on the negative is a great mistake. Remember gym class in high school when you were shouted at and embarrassed by the coach? You may not even remember the point of the conversation, but you can certainly remember the feeling of being humiliated. Positive attention to what is going right keeps a consistent focus on what needs to be continued. The same principle applies when it comes to parents training their child.

How Discipline Affects Your Relationship

Consider the positive and negative responses that parents can give—rewards and punishments. Because children are pleasure-seeking, they tend to repeat behaviors that are rewarded. Given a small symbolic reward like a stick-on star by his teacher for completing all his work today, the young child feels more inclined to complete his work tomorrow.

And because children are also pain-avoiding, they tend not to repeat behavior that is punished. Having to sit on the sidelines at recess and not get to play because she didn’t complete her work, the young child feels more motivated to complete her work tomorrow.

Influence over Time

Initially, rewards and punishments seem equally influential because at the outset they often are. However, over time, repeated use of both methods reveals significant differences in the influence they have on a child. The more punitive a relationship becomes for a child, the less desire he has to cooperate with his parent. “Why should I want to do what you want if all you ever do is punish me?” The more rewarding a relationship becomes for a child, the more desire there is to cooperate with the parent. “I like doing what you want because you make obedience feel good.”
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Positive or negative discipline treatment by parents affects how children learn to treat themselves. Children who are praised often are more likely to grow up to be self-affirming, confident adults, but heavily criticized children often grow into extremely self-critical adults.



Effective discipline relies on your relationship with your child. If you want your discipline to work well, then make sure you maintain a continually affirming relationship that she really values. Rely on instruction far more than correction, on rewards far more than punishments, and on being positive far more than being negative. Negative responses should be the exception, not the rule.

Changes over Time

In most cases, parents start off their parenthood relying primarily on the positive approach to discipline. However, as a son or daughter grows up through early childhood, then late childhood, and then into adolescence, a change in the disciplinary style creeps in.

As their child grows older, parents tend to rely more on correction, use more punishment and fewer rewards, and generally become more negative than positive. The less positive the relationship with parents becomes for a child, the less inclined that child is to do what the parents want her to do.
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Parents need to expect the obvious. Children will not always remember to follow rules they have been taught. Children will not always do what parents want. Through misunderstandings, mistakes, and misdeeds, good children will sometimes misbehave.



The 2-for-1 Rule

To keep this self-defeating transformation from occurring, there is a rule parents can remember—the rule of 2-for-1. For every negative response you make in your disciplinary role, make two other positive responses to the child within the next half hour. In this way, you communicate to your child that you see more positive value than negative value in him. It’s not that you are backing off your correction. You are not. But you are working to limit any lasting injury to the relationship that correction, punishment, and negative communication can inflict, by re-establishing a positive experience once the misbehavior has been dealt with.

Classical Conditioning in a Nutshell

Behavioral psychologists learned in early experiments with animals that rewarding the desired behavior every time gets a good result, but a temporary result. Stop the reward and the behavior stops. This is like giving your child twenty dollars for every A in school. Stop the reward and they slack off. Punishing bad behavior every time creates fear and anger.

The most powerful reinforcement is call intermittent reward. In other words, every now and then catch your child being especially helpful around the house, give her a big hug, and tell her how much you appreciate what she contributes. You’ll be surprised at how powerful rewarding sometimes—but not all the—time can be.

Instructional Versus 
Correctional Responses

When your son or daughter has broken a rule or misbehaved, you must determine whether an instructional or corrective response is called for. If your child didn’t understand the rule or value— didn’t know any better—then you need to make an instructional response, explaining your position once again. “The reason for not saying I am away from home over the phone is that I don’t want strangers to know you are here alone for a little while. Simply tell the person that I cannot come to the phone right now, and ask for a number I can call back.”

If your child did understand the rule or value—did know better—but chose to misbehave anyway, then a corrective response may be in order. For example, you may impose some negative consequence to discourage the child from repeating the infraction or behavior. This also demonstrates that you are serious about this particular disciplinary issue.
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Do not use correction with a child who didn’t know what you wanted to have happen. “But you never told me!” cries the child, feeling betrayed by your unfair response. Hold your child accountable only for following rules and values that you’ve instructed her about repeatedly.



When you correct him, however, you should follow the correction with instruction (reteaching) so the child knows how to act differently the next time. Part of being reproached for doing wrong is being reminded of what constitutes doing right. “Because you knew that taking my tools without my permission is wrong, you need to help me clean up the house for an hour before going out to play. In the future, if you want to borrow something of mine, you need to ask me first.”

Understanding Instruction

So how are rules and values to be taught? It can be hard sometimes to be a good teacher, but there are some guidelines that can help you approach instructional discipline in a way that will make it work.

Parents as Models

As the parents, you are the family leaders. Your actions do, in fact, speak louder than your words. If you keep complaining to your child about her complaining, you are sending a confusing message. If you leave your belongings scattered around the home for someone else to pick up but demand that your children pick up after themselves, you are sending a contradictory message. Yelling at your children to stop yelling sends a self-defeating message. If you hit your children to stop them from hitting each other, you are sending a destructive message. In each case, you are modeling behavior you don’t want your child to learn.

Setting Examples

More than what you say, giving your children an example to follow is important. If you want your children to learn patience, exhibit patience. If you want your children to listen to you, listen to them. If you want your children to control their tempers, then control your own. If you truly value patience, listening, and temper control, then promote your values with your actions. Be willing to model what you want your child to learn.

Bad Habits

But suppose you have a bad habit that you don’t want your children to learn. Suppose, no matter how hard you try, you are usually late in keeping your appointments with family and friends, and now one of your children is starting a habit of keeping other people waiting. You give two models for your children to learn from, not just one.
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By honestly acknowledging your shortcomings and striving to correct them, you can use your mistakes to teach your children how not to be. But to do this, you must be able to let your children know that you are not perfect, giving them permission not to be perfect either.



You show both how to be and how not to be. “This is a case of asking you to do what I say, not what I do. You know how I always keep everyone waiting and how irritating to other people that is? I think I do it because the closer I get to an appointment time, the more I want to see if I can’t get one more thing done before I go. So I end up being late and sometimes making other people who have waited for me late as well. I am trying to change this habit. I hope you can learn not to follow my bad example.”

Instructional Amnesia

Adults often forget how hard it was to learn the basics. An example of this instructional amnesia is the parent helping her young son memorize his home street address and phone number. The child seemed to know them yesterday but has forgotten them today. Irritated by the child’s lapse in remembering information that is second nature to her, the mother explodes in frustration. “This is important! You aren’t paying attention! What’s the matter with you? You’re not trying!”

The problem is not that her son isn’t trying, it’s that his mother has forgotten what it was like to first learn this kind of information many years ago. Knowledge has obliterated memory of ignorance.

Remember what it was first like for you as an adult to learn how to use a new digital device? All the mistakes you made? How stupid you felt compared to your more technologically comfortable children? Well, that’s how your child feels a lot of the time in comparison to you.

Learning by Repeating

Parents often believe children should learn something the first time it is taught, when this is usually not a realistic expectation. In most cases, children, like adults, are multiple trial learners. Not only do children often not learn something new at once, but having gotten it right before, they may get it wrong again. Learning really has two parts, not one. First, the child has to learn the skill or understanding, then the child has to learn to remember what he’s learned. “I know the answer, I just forgot!” is a common and honest explanation.

Reminding and reteaching are part of the parent’s instructional role. Also important is getting to know the kind of instructional approach that works best with your child. Some children learn directions best from being shown the steps or from seeing a description in written words. Some children learn directions best from being told and hearing it explained out loud. And some children learn directions best from hands-on activity, having some physical involvement to help them understand. Many elementary teachers use all three approaches to get information across. They put a homework assignment on the chalkboard for children to see, they read the assignment out loud for students to hear, and they ask students to write down the assignment in their notebooks to give students something to do.
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Because it takes repetition to learn, it takes repetition to teach. It takes a child being willing to practice, the parent being willing to be persistent, and both of them being willing to be patient with however long learning takes. Impatience only impedes education.



Learning as a Risk

A parent’s power of instruction depends a lot on sensitivity to the risks of learning their child must be willing to take in order to understand and master anything new. Consider five common risks.

• Your child must be willing to declare ignorance, to admit, “I do not know.”

• Your child must be willing to make mistakes, to do things wrong before getting them right, to admit, “I messed up!”

• Your child must be willing to sometimes feel stupid, to have a hard time understanding, to admit, “I’m just not catching on!”

• Your child must be willing to look foolish, to have others witness her fumbling efforts to learn, to admit, “I must seem dumb to anyone who sees me struggle so.”

• Your child must be willing to evaluate herself or to be evaluated by others, to have her performance judged, to admit, “My efforts show how well or how badly I can do.”

You can choose to respond to these risks in a way that discourages effort, or you can work to reduce them and encourage your child to learn.

If you want to discourage learning, you can put down ignorance: “You should know this already!” You can act irritated with mistakes: “Stop messing up!” You can despair at slowness to catch on: “You’ll never learn!” You can embarrass foolishness: “You should be ashamed at being so slow!” And you can give a critical evaluation: “You did it wrong again!”
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To keep your family environment safe for learning, don’t let older children put down younger children’s efforts to learn. Remain patient when your child makes mistakes. Treat problems not as sources of frustration, but as opportunities from which to learn.



However, if you want to support learning, you can give ignorance permission: “Learning begins with admitting that you don’t know.” You can treat mistakes as sources of instruction: “You will learn from your errors.” You can be sensitive to feelings of stupidity: “It can be discouraging trying to learn something new.” You can admire the willingness to look foolish: “You’re brave to let others see you try.”

Giving Correction

You should not correct your child until you know for sure that she is old enough to understand what constitutes misbehavior. This means the child is capable of learning rules, remembering them, and applying them to guide her own behavior.

Children under Age Three

Most children under the age of three cannot understand these rules yet. Patient, persistent, and positive instruction is the order of the day, showing preverbal children how to behave with playful demonstration, making it a game of imitation. Games of imitation are very powerful ways to teach a preverbal child who naturally wants to copy what his parents can do.

The formula for much disciplinary training in early childhood is:

PLAY + PATIENCE + PRACTICE + POSITIVE ATTENTION = PRODUCTIVE INSTRUCTION

When you need to correct your young child to discourage unwanted behavior (such as hitting) or unsafe behavior (throwing things), use the headshake “no.” Gently clasp the child’s hands, look him in the eye, and with a serious (not angry) expression, shake your head three times, and softly but clearly repeat the word “no.” Wait a few seconds for understanding to sink in, then normalize the relationship by giving him a smile and a hug. When the child safely avoids doing what you have corrected, or has done what you wanted, be sure to reward that performance with matter-of-fact approval.
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For very young children, positive responses, playful gaming, redirection, re-education, and an occasional use of the headshake “no” for correction should be all the discipline a parent needs to provide.



You must be especially sensitive when you correct your very young child. Expressing disapproval of actions you do not like before the child is old enough to know better only frightens and confuses your little one. For example, suppose your son spills a large glass of juice because he tried to lift it with just one hand, and now there is a mess to clean up when you were ready to relax. What is called for here is an instructional response: re-education. “Next time when you lift a glass so big, use two hands instead of one, like this. Now let’s get two towels from the kitchen and you and I can clean up the spill.” Afterward, thank him for helping to clean up. You may also want to practice carrying the glass with two hands so actions can reinforce his understanding.

Children over Age Three

With older children who have learned language skills, you can explain things because they now can understand from being specifically told. What you tell them must be specific and operational, not general and abstract. Tell your five-year-old to “clean up” her room, and you may get toys pushed out of sight under the bed, which is not what you meant by “clean up.”

To say what you mean, specify the actions you want your son to take, give them one at a time, and sequence them until the whole job is done. If you don’t give enough specific information about what you ask him to do, your child’s performance will not match up with your intent.
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Remember: children will want to learn if their efforts are encouraged and rewarded, but they will be reluctant to learn if their efforts are criticized and punished.



If you have a willful child who has a hard time accepting “no,” then choose not to say the word at all. Offer the child alternative choices instead. Rather than declare, “You can’t use that tool,” say, “Here are some other tools I have that I can show you how to play with instead.” You are teaching her that even when her first choice isn’t allowed, other desirable choices are still available. What willful children want in particular, more than any specific object or activity, is the power of choice.

Principles of Correction

Correction should be reserved for known and deliberate misbehavior, and it should be given with care. Why? Because if given harshly, correction can threaten a young child’s security and injure his selfesteem. Angry correction can cause your child to wonder, “For doing wrong in my parents’ eyes, have I lost some of their love?”

The goal of correction is to get a positive behavior change from the child in a manner that creates as little negative impact as possible.

Consider five principles of correction.

• Reject the child’s behavior, but never the child’s person. Don’t say, “When you do bad, you’re a bad girl!” When you tell her that her behavior is unacceptable, she still needs to know that she herself is as accepted by you as ever. A bad act does not mean a bad child. Children will be able to accept correction best when they know that misbehaving doesn’t cause them to be loved any less. They shouldn’t have to worry that they may lose your acceptance. “My parents didn’t like what I did, but I know they still love me.”

• Don’t give correction without direction. Correction can be confusing and uninformative if all the parent tells the child is what not to do. The problem with negative commands— “Stop that!” or “Don’t do that!”—is that they lack instructional power. The child thinks, “I know my parent wants me to quit complaining, but I haven’t been told what I’m supposed to do instead.” When you give correction, always include a constructive, instructional alternative. “I am more likely to listen to a cheerful request than an angry complaint.”

• Keep correction nonevaluative. Correction is criticism enough. You don’t have to add more negative content to an already negative situation by piling on statements of personal disapproval—“You should have known better, I’ve told you a thousand times! You’ve really let me down!” You’ve already told him how his action has offended your values or violated your rules. Therefore, simply say, “I disagree with the choice you have made, here is why, and this is what you will need to do in consequence to make up for what you did.”

• Express appreciation for listening to and complying with the correction. No child likes discussing what she has done wrong. No child likes enduring consequences for misbehavior. So to sit still for both negative experiences is hard for most children to do. If the child listened to you respectfully and worked off some consequence, that means she has cooperated with you, and you need to give positive recognition for that choice. “Thank you for hearing what I have to say, talking with me about it, and going along with what I wanted.”

• End by reasserting expectations of cooperation after correction is over. Most of the time your child consents to act within the boundaries you define, getting along and going along with what you ask. Because infractions are the exception, you need to normalize expectations of your child after correction is done. So let her know that usual cooperation is anticipated. Always end correction on this reaffirming note: “I know you will do better the next time.”
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Keep your correctional response rational, not emotional. If you correct your daughter with anger, she may believe she is being corrected because you are angry, not because she did wrong. So she misses the instructional point.



The more frequently you choose to be corrective (and negative), the more you have to give positive responses between corrective episodes. If all you do is correct, then you have removed all positive incentives for cooperation. A child who believes “All I ever get is punished” has no rewards in the relationship for which to work. The more frequently negative you are, the more frequently positive you have to be.

Behavior Snapshot

Kids will misbehave, it is a fact of life. But it is how you approach those times of misbehavior that make all the difference. For discipline to be effective and well-received by your child it must be more instructional than corrective. If you choose a more punitive approach with restrictions and punishments, your child is more likely to continue bad behaviors. Whereas giving positive instructional discipline leads to a more confident child who follows direction well.

What happens: Your active seven-year-old cannot remember not to slam the screen door each time he runs in and out of the house. The loud noise jars you out of your wits each time it happens.

What you want to do: Scream “How many times have I told you not to slam the door?! What’s wrong with you?”

What you should do: Calmly realize that he is not willfully being disobedient. He is enthusiastic about what he’s doing and forgot what you said before. Instead of talking about it, quietly take him by the hand and demonstrate how to close the door without letting it bang. Make it an exaggerated enactment of motion without sound.





CHAPTER 2
The Difficulty of Disciplining

It can be hard for you to give your child the instructional part of discipline—it takes patience. You may sometimes believe that it is easier to do something for the child than to teach her to do it right for herself, but this doesn’t pay off in the long run. Disciplinary instruction is an investment in the future. Taking the time now to teach your child how to act responsibly gives her a foundation of skill and a sense of competence.

Your Attitude Matters

Parents need to be on guard when repeated discipline problems occur—on guard against themselves. When a child does something wrong, parents can also respond in the wrong way. Discipline problems can change a parent’s outlook and behavior in ways that make the situation worse and not better. Keep in mind, too, that children have an uncanny way of reading between the lines, responding more to your attitude and true beliefs, rather than what you say. Your fatigue, frustration, or anger can adversely affect your view and treatment of the child. A discipline problem can cause parents to:

• Develop a negative perception of the child: “He was born to make trouble.” (No child is born to make trouble.)

• Make generalizations about the child instead of sticking to specifics: “She has no respect for what I say!” (The child was simply arguing about not being allowed to have a snack before supper.)

• Narrow their perception of the child: “All he ever does is wrong!” (The parent ignores all the child does right.)

• Take personally what is not meant to be personal: “Why is she tormenting me this way when I’m so tired?” (The child is too self-occupied to consider the effect of her arguing on others.)

• Feel helpless and hopeless: “We’ve tried everything and nothing works!” (No parents have ever tried every management alternative; they have only grown tired and run out of the will to try anything else.)
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If you become so fixated on the problem that your view of the child becomes negative, get support. Ask a friend to help you list ten things that are going right in your child’s life and ten qualities in your child that you value. This can help restore your perspective.



You may find the correctional part of discipline hard to provide, too, because neither you nor the child welcomes this negative focus in the relationship. As a parent, however, you know that every wrong your child commits is an opportunity to teach your child what is right. Thus, although you wish your child had not drawn on the bathroom mirror with your lipstick, you could use that opportunity to teach her about the privacy of your belongings, why it was inappropriate to color on the mirror, and how people must clean up when they make a mess.

Guidance for the Future

A child is in many ways an adult in training. Who and how a boy learns to be in childhood and adolescence are much of who and how he will be as an adult. The best predictor of how your child will behave in the future is how he behaves now. Therefore, to affect your child’s future, you must be active in the discipline he is learning now. Remember to never lose sight of the goal—creating happy, functioning adults.

Avoiding Bad Habits

If your child has been lying to escape responsibility, she is likely to resort to lying to escape responsibility in the future, unless you address this issue with discipline. If he has been bullying people to get his way, he is likely to resort to bullying to get his way in the future, unless you address this issue with discipline. These are bad habits you don’t want your child to develop. How the child learns to behave determines much of how the adult will act. Through the discipline they provide, through the behaviors and beliefs they encourage their child to practice, parents are literally shaping their child’s future habits.
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When your child gets into a bad habit like whining, don’t try to break it with punishment. Instead, don’t give in to whining, but encourage a replacement habit: “Practice asking me cheerfully, and you may have a better chance of getting what you want.”



Promoting Good Habits

Since discipline is a matter of teaching habits, be thoughtful and intentional about the habits you want your child to practice now that she can rely on later. For example, ask yourself what habits related to spiritual faith, character, integrity, nutrition, exercise, work, relaxation, play, personal organization, hygiene, health, communication, manners, responsibility, or service to others you want to teach. Then decide what specific activities you can encourage the child to do to help her develop these habits.

For example, to develop a sense of integrity, you may choose to encourage your child to act in accordance with her values. To teach her to communicate well, you may encourage your daughter to speak up and be honest.

To make sure she practices good nutrition, you may encourage your daughter to eat a balanced diet and limit how much junk food she eats. To build good work habits, you may encourage your child to earn the things she wants and to finish what she starts.

If you are not modeling the habits that you would like your child to learn (for example, if you’re demanding timely work from the child when you often procrastinate yourself), then try to change your conduct to show the child that with effort and practice, habits can be changed.

Risking Resentment

Discipline is the hard part of parenting. The rewards are not easy to come by, and parents often feel they are investing a lot of energy for what often seems like limited gains. In the process, you often risk your good standing with your child. He resents you for your efforts, and you’ll likely hear phrases like:

“Oh, why do I have to do this!”

“Oh, why can’t I do that?”

“You never let me do anything!”

“You always make me do what I don’t like!”

“don’t want to talk about that now!”

“Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

Children of any age are unlikely to say to parents, “Thanks for the discipline.”

Not a Popularity Contest

Because providing discipline is often an unpopular part of parenting, parents who crave popularity with their children may find it hard to do. Parents may feel insecure when they displease their child, feel guilty when they cause unhappiness in their child’s life, or try to avoid conflict at all costs. This causes them to shy away from setting a requirement or making a refusal. Or, under the pressure of the child’s displeasure, they will relent on what they declared the child could not do. What looks like a problem of a willful child is often a problem of parents with insufficient courage and resolve to say no.

[image: Figure] Fact


A child who learns not to accept his parents’ refusal as an answer soon dominates parents who can’t stick to saying no. Without being able to rely on firm parental authority, the child is at risk of getting in trouble as a result of getting his impulsive way.



Acts of Love

When you discipline with the child’s present and future welfare in mind, discipline is definitely an act of love. To that end, if you are so inclined, you can explain this part of your parental responsibility to your child by saying something like this: “Please know that I care enough to instruct and correct you for your own good, even when it causes you to feel I am a mean parent, to feel angry at me, and it causes friction between us. It’s hard to face your disapproval when I raise issues you don’t want to discuss. It’s hard to make demands and set limits you resent when I take a stand for your best interests against what you want or like. But I love you enough to do so when I believe it is required. I know it’s hard for you to believe, but I am on your side. I am not against you. Discipline is not something I do to you; it is something I do for you. It is not something I do to hurt you; it is something I do to help you. I do it for you now, and for your future.”

At least in the moment, discipline can feel like thankless work. That’s why taking a long view is important. Remember, too, not to be heavy-handed with punishment, as it conditions the child to be uncooperative.

In your child’s adulthood, you will see some fruits of your steadfast labors to teach healthy habits. The child with whom you battled endless years to pick up a messy room emerges as a young person who likes to live in a clean and orderly space. The child who selfishly resented your demands to give help emerges as a young person who is extremely considerate of others. The child who required your continued insistence to accomplish homework becomes a young person with a strong and reliable work ethic. And you will think to yourself, “Maybe my efforts were worthwhile after all!”

Pressure to Be Perfect

Many parents (particularly those with only one child), wanting to be the best parents they can be, think the best is being “perfect.” This belief is mistaken. Think about it. Progress is a much more humane goal than perfection. Human is real. Perfection is ideal. In addition, if a child really had perfect parents, how would that child tolerate her own imperfections? The answer is, not very well. “I’m the only one in this family who ever makes mistakes! I’m the only one who does things wrong! I can never do things well enough!” Self-criticism of this kind can be abusive, the child ending up racked with guilt, or even filled with shame, for not measuring up to the family model. Better to have human parents who, even at their best, perform unevenly, acknowledging their shortcomings

and admitting their frailties as they keep trying to do the best they can.

Because so much of discipline, both instruction and correction, is directed at nurturing performance of one kind or another, it really helps if you can let the child know no one is perfect, including yourselves. You can use as a model the Great School of Life. “You know,” you can say, “in the Great School of Life, we are all students. We never get to experience it all. We never get to learn it all. We never get to graduate. We never get it all right. We never learn it all on our first try. And a lot that we learn is from failure and mistakes. No student, ourselves included, gets all A’s in the Great School of Life. The main thing is to show up to class every day and try to learn what you can. We never could do more than that ourselves, and we don’t expect any more of you.”

[image: Figure] Essential


The only way to be a perfect parent is to have perfect children. And what loving parent would want to subject children to that kind of pressure—having to strive to reach unreachable standards, feeling obliged to live error-free, just to be okay?



Sometimes parents become overly focused on the accomplishments of their children, vicariously getting self-esteem from the achievements of the child. In the extreme, this can take the form of the stage mother who runs the child from audition to audition, managing every aspect of the little person’s existence. When the child fails, the mother fails, creating excruciating pressure for a child. This can be a hazard of having a gifted child. They do accomplish interesting and amazing things, but those things should not become the method of evaluating the child’s worth as a person, or the parent’s.

The twenty-first century has given rise to a new hazardous route for parenting—the helicopter parent, one who is constantly whirling around, doing damage control at every turn. This overly solicitous behavior can even extend into the college years, with the parents calling their “child” to wake them up in time for class, negotiating schedules, test scores, and grades. This, of course, denies the young adult the opportunity to learn from their mistakes and make their own decisions.

Keeping Priorities in Order

There are plenty of times when you set aside your individual needs for the moment to tend to the more pressing needs of your children. But over the long haul, your children should remain a third-order family priority.

Your first priority should be taking sufficient care of your individual needs so you can fully and freely respond to those of your spouse and children. For single parents, remembering this priority is particularly important since the welfare of your child depends on having a healthy and stable parent. Self-sacrificing for your children can, at some point, prove to be at the children’s expense when the parent ceases to function well and begins to make bad choices. Hence the guideline: to take good care of your children, take care of yourself.

Your second priority should be giving sufficient attention to your marriage so that it remains strong. A strong marriage is important to the whole family. Parents who stop nourishing their relationship can become estranged and fractious with each other, and this conflict creates instability in the home. Tension between parents creates insecurity in children. Out of respect for the children, do not neglect the well-being of the marriage on which your children depend. Hence the guideline: to take good care of your children, take good care of your marriage.

Children are your third priority—not out of neglect, but out of respect for what it takes to create a healthy family structure around them. If you place the children as a continuing first priority, they will develop an unhealthy amount of influence, coming to dominate attention at the expense of others in the family. “Our children always come first” is sometimes claimed as a statement of positive parenting, when it is often not. With the individual well-being of each partner secured, and with the well-being of the marriage secured, the well-being of your children will be secured.

[image: Figure] Alert


Partners can become so preoccupied with parenthood that they neglect to pay adequate attention to themselves and their relationship. Their undue absorption with the child can undermine their marriage.



Behavior Snapshot

Discipline is one of the hardest parts of parenting but it is also one of the best ways to teach your child valuable lessons. Try to keep your discipline away from the negative and focus more on what the child can learn from the situation. This is tough because repeated offenses can begin to wear down your patience and at times it seems easier to take care of the problem yourself, but keep in mind that giving your child instructional discipline prepares her to successfully handle situations in later life.

What happens: Your college-aged son calls home for money, even after you and he have worked out a budget for his expenses.

What you want to do: Give him the money, just to quickly take care of the situation.

What you should do: Encourage him to look for short-term work situations that could bring in the cash he wants. Encourage him, saying that you trust he will find a way to solve the problem.
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