PARENTS’ GUIDETO

BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS

Discipline:
Rules and consequences

By Barton D. Schmitt, MD

THE PROBLEM

Children need to be protected from harm and
taught to live cooperatively with other people. They
need external controls after 6 months of age, or by
the time they learn to ecrawl. They don’t start to de-
velop internal controls (self-control) until 3 or 4
vears of age. They continue to need external con-
trols, in gradually decreasing amounts, through ad-
olescence. Children raised without reasonable limit-
setting can become “spoiled.”

The first goal of discipline is to protect your child
from danger. Other important goals are to teach
your child to distinguish right from wrong and to
respect the rights of others. To teach respect for the
rights of others, first teach your child to respect

yowur rights.

THE SOLUTION

Setting rules

Begin discipline after the child is 6 months of age.
Young infants don’t need discipline. By the time
they crawl, however, children need rules to protect
their safety.

Express each correction of misbehavior as a clear,
concrete rule. Examples: “Don’t push your brother”
and “Don’t interrupt while I'm on the telephone.”

Also state the acceptable or appropriate behavior.
Your child needs to know what is expected. Exam-
ples: “Play with your brother peacefully,” “Look at
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books or play with your toys while I'm on the
phone,” or “Walk, don’t run.”

Ignore unimportant or irrelevant misbehavior.
Avoid constant criticism. Behavior such as swing-
ing the legs while sitting, poor table manners, or
normal negativism—saying No to everything—is
unimportant during the early years.

Set rules that are fair and attainable. Don't punish
your child for behavior that is part of normal devel-
opment, such as thumbsucking, fear of being sepa-
rated from parents, and toilet training accidents.

Avoid trying to change “no-win" situations through
punishment. Some behaviors become the focus of
power struggles between parent and child. Exam-
ples include wetting pants, pulling hair (the child’s
own), thumbsucking, body rocking, masturbation,
not eating enough, not going to sleep, and refusal to
complete schoolwork. The first step in resolving
such “no-win” power struggles is to withdraw from
the conflict and stop punishing your child for the be-
havior. Then give your child positive feedback when
he behaves as you'd like.

At first, concentrate on two or three rules. Give top
priority to safety issues, such as not running into
the street, and behavior that can harm others, such
as biting and hitting. Of next importance is behavior
that damages property. Then come all the annoying
behaviors that wear you down—whining, throwing
tantrums, or interrupting.

Apply rules consistently. Once rules are agreed on,
it may help to write them down and post them.







