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		BEFORE YOU READ THIS BOOK

		A Question

		A cereal bowl gets thrown across the kitchen, splattering milk and Cheerios all over the wall.

		The dog runs in from the backyard and has inexplicably been painted blue.

		One of your kids threatens a younger sibling.

		You get a call from the principal’s office for the third time this month.

		What do you do?

		Before you answer, we want to ask you to completely forget about everything you know about discipline. Forget what you think the word means, and forget what you’ve heard about how parents should respond when kids do something they’re not supposed to.

		Instead, ask yourself a question: Are you open to at least thinking about a different approach to discipline? One that helps you achieve your immediate goals of getting your kids to do the right thing in the moment, as well as your longer-range goals of helping them become good people who are happy, successful, kind, responsible, and even self-disciplined?

		If so, this book is for you.

	
		INTRODUCTION

		Relational, Low-Drama Discipline: Encouraging Cooperation While Building a Child’s Brain

		You are not alone.

		If you feel at a loss when it comes to getting your kids to argue less or speak more respectfully … if you can’t figure out how to keep your toddler from climbing up to the top bunk, or get him to put on clothes before answering the front door … if you feel frustrated having to utter the same phrase over and over again (“Hurry! You’re going to be late for school!”) or to engage in another battle over bedtime or homework or screen time … if you’ve experienced any of these frustrations, you are not alone.

		In fact, you’re not even unusual. You know what you are? A parent. A human being, and a parent.

		It’s hard to figure out how to discipline our kids. It just is. All too often it goes like this: They do something they shouldn’t do. We get mad. They get upset. Tears flow. (Sometimes the tears belong to the kids.)

		It’s exhausting. It’s infuriating. All the drama, the yelling, the hurt feelings, the guilt, the heartache, the disconnection.

		Do you ever find yourself asking, after an especially agonizing interaction with your kids, “Can’t I do better than this? Can’t I handle myself better, and be a more effective parent? Can’t I discipline in ways that calm the situation rather than create more chaos?” You want the bad behavior to stop, but you want to respond in a way that values and enhances your relationship with your children. You want to build your relationship, not damage it. You want to create less drama, not more.

		You can.

		In fact, that’s the central message of this book: You really can discipline in a way that’s full of respect and nurturing, but that also maintains clear and consistent boundaries. In other words, you can do better. You can discipline in a way that’s high on relationship, high on respect, and low on drama and conflict—and in the process, you can foster development that builds good relationship skills and improves your children’s ability to make good decisions, think about others, and act in ways that prepare them for lifelong success and happiness.

		We’ve talked to thousands and thousands of parents all over the world, teaching them basics about the brain and how it affects their relationship with their kids, and we’ve seen how hungry parents are to learn to address children’s behavior in ways that are more respectful and more effective. Parents are tired of yelling so much, tired of seeing their kids get so upset, tired of their children continuing to misbehave. These parents know the kind of discipline they don’t want to use, but they don’t know what to do instead. They want to discipline in a kind and loving way, but they feel exhausted and overwhelmed when it comes to actually getting their kids to do what they’re supposed to do. They want discipline that works and that they feel good about.

		In this book, we’ll introduce you to what we call a No-Drama, Whole-Brain approach to discipline, offering principles and strategies that will remove most of the drama and high emotions that so typically characterize discipline. As a result, your life as a parent will be easier and your parenting will become more effective. More important, you’ll create connections in your children’s brains that build emotional and social skills that will serve them now and throughout their entire life—all while strengthening your relationship with them. What we hope you’ll discover is that the moments when discipline is called for are actually some of the most important moments of parenting, times when we have the opportunity to shape our children most powerfully. When these challenges arise—and they will—you’ll be able to look at them not merely as dreaded discipline situations full of anger and frustration and drama, but as opportunities to connect with your children and redirect them toward behavior that better serves them and your whole family.

		If you are an educator, therapist, or coach who is also responsible for the growth and well-being of children, you will find that these techniques work just as well for your students, patients and clients, or teams. Recent discoveries about the brain give us deep insights into the children we care for, what they need, and how to discipline them in ways that foster optimal development. We’ve written this book for anyone who cares for a child and is interested in loving, scientifically informed, effective strategies to help children grow well. We’ll use the word “parent” throughout the book, but if you’re a grandparent, a teacher, or some other significant person in the life of a child, this book is also for you. Our lives are more meaningful with collaboration, and this joining together can begin with the many adults who cooperate in the nurturing of a child in the earliest days of life onward. We hope all children have many caregivers in their lives who are intentional about how they interact with them and, when necessary, discipline them in ways that build skills and enhance their relationship.

		Reclaiming the Word “Discipline”

		Let’s begin with the actual goal of discipline. When your child misbehaves, what do you want to accomplish? Are consequences your ultimate goal? In other words, is the objective to punish?

		Of course not. When we’re angry, we may feel like we want to punish our child. Irritation, impatience, frustration, or just being unsure can make us feel that. It’s totally understandable—even common. But once we’ve calmed down and cleaned the raw egg out of everyone’s hair, we know that giving consequences is not our ultimate goal.

		So what do we want? What is the goal of discipline?

		Well, let’s start with a formal definition. The word “discipline” comes directly from the Latin word disciplina, which was used as far back as the eleventh century to mean teaching, learning, and giving instruction. So, from its inception in the English language, “discipline” has meant “to teach.”

		These days, most people associate only punishment or consequences with the practice of discipline. It’s like the mother with the eighteen-month-old son who asked Dan: “I’m doing a lot of teaching with Sam, but when do I start disciplining him?” The mother saw that she needed to address her son’s behaviors, and she assumed that punishment is what discipline is meant to be.

		As you read the rest of this book, we want you to keep in mind what Dan explained: that whenever we discipline our kids, our overall goal is not to punish or to give a consequence, but to teach. The root of “discipline” is the word disciple, which means “student,” “pupil,” and “learner.” A disciple, the one receiving discipline, is not a prisoner or recipient of punishment, but one who is learning through instruction. Punishment might shut down a behavior in the short term, but teaching offers skills that last a lifetime.

		We thought a lot about whether we even wanted to use the word “discipline” in our title. We weren’t sure what to call this practice of setting limits while still being emotionally attuned to our children, this approach that centers on teaching and working with our kids to help them build the skills to make good choices. We decided that we want to reclaim the word “discipline,” along with its original meaning. We want to completely reframe the whole discussion and differentiate discipline from punishment.

		Essentially, we want caregivers to begin to think of discipline as one of the most loving and nurturing things we can do for kids. Our children need to learn skills like inhibiting impulses, managing big angry feelings, and considering the impact of their behavior on others. Learning these essentials of life and relationships is what they need, and if you can provide it for them, you’ll be offering a significant gift not only to your children, but to your whole family and even the rest of the world. Seriously. This is not mere hyperbole. No-Drama Discipline, as we’ll describe it in the coming pages, will help your kids become the people they are meant to be, improving their ability to control themselves, respect others, participate in deep relationships, and live moral and ethical lives. Just think, then, about the generational impact that will have as they grow up with these gifts and abilities, and raise children of their own, who can then pass on these same gifts to future generations!

		It begins with rethinking what discipline really means, reclaiming it as a term that’s not about punishment or control, but about teaching and skill building—and doing so from a place of love, respect, and emotional connection.

		The Dual Goals of No-Drama Discipline

		Effective discipline aims for two primary goals. The first is obviously to get our kids to cooperate and do the right thing. In the heat of the moment, when our child is throwing a toy in a restaurant or being rude or refusing to do homework, we simply want her to act like she’s supposed to. We want her to stop throwing the toy. We want her to communicate respectfully. We want her to get her homework done.

		With a small child, achieving the first goal, cooperation, might involve getting him to hold your hand as he crosses the street, or helping him put down the bottle of olive oil he’s swinging like a baseball bat in aisle 4 at the grocery store. For an older child it might mean problem-solving with him to do his chores in a more timely fashion, or discussing how his sister might feel about the phrase “fat-butted lonely girl.”

		You’ll hear us say it repeatedly throughout the book: every child is different, and no parenting approach or strategy will work every time. But the most obvious goal in all of these situations is to elicit cooperation and to help a child behave in ways that are acceptable (like using kind words, or putting dirty clothes in the hamper) and avoid behaviors that aren’t (like hitting, or touching the gum someone left under the table at the library). This is the short-term goal of discipline.

		For many people, that’s the only goal: gaining immediate cooperation. They want their kids to stop doing something they shouldn’t be doing or begin doing something they should be doing. That’s why we so often hear parents use phrases like “Stop it now!” and the timeless “Because I said so!”

		But really, we want more than mere cooperation, don’t we? Of course we want to prevent the breakfast spoon from becoming a weapon. Of course we want to promote kind and respectful actions, and reduce the insults and belligerence.

		But there’s a second goal that’s just as important, and whereas getting cooperation is the short-term objective, this second goal is more long-term. It focuses on instructing our children in ways that develop skills and the capacity to resiliently handle challenging situations, frustrations, and emotional storms that might make them lose control. These are the internal skills that can be generalized beyond the immediate behavior in the moment and then used not only now, but later in a variety of situations. This internal, second major goal of discipline is about helping them develop self-control and a moral compass, so that even when authority figures aren’t around, they are thoughtful and conscientious. It’s about helping them grow up and become kind and responsible people who can enjoy successful relationships and meaningful lives.

		We call this a Whole-Brain approach to discipline because, as we’ll explain, when we use the whole of our own brain as parents, we can focus on both the immediate external teachings and the long-term internal lessons. And when our children receive this form of intentional teaching, they, too, come to use their whole brains.

		Over the generations, countless theories have cropped up about how to help our children “grow up right.” There was the “spare the rod and spoil the child” school, and its opposite, the “free to be you and me” school. But in the last twenty years or so, during what’s been called “the decade of the brain” and the years that have followed, scientists have discovered an immense amount of information about the way the brain works, and it has plenty to tell us about loving, respectful, consistent, effective discipline.

		We now know that the way to help a child develop optimally is to help create connections in her brain—her whole brain—that develop skills that lead to better relationships, better mental health, and more meaningful lives. You could call it brain sculpting, or brain nourishing, or brain building. Whatever phrase you prefer, the point is crucial, and thrilling: as a result of the words we use and the actions we take, children’s brains will actually change, and be built, as they undergo new experiences.

		Effective discipline means that we’re not only stopping a bad behavior or promoting a good one, but also teaching skills and nurturing the connections in our children’s brains that will help them make better decisions and handle themselves well in the future. Automatically. Because that’s how their brains will have been wired. We’re helping them understand what it means to manage their emotions, to control their own impulses, to consider others’ feelings, to think about consequences, to make thoughtful decisions, and much more. We’re helping them develop their brains and become people who are better friends, better siblings, better sons and daughters, and better human beings. Then, one day, better parents themselves.

		As a huge bonus, the more we help build our kids’ brains, the less we have to struggle to achieve the short-term goal of gaining cooperation. Encouraging cooperation and building the brain: these are the dual goals—the external and the internal—that guide a loving, effective, Whole-Brain approach to discipline. It’s parenting with the brain in mind!

		Accomplishing Our Goals: Saying No to the Behavior, but Yes to the Child

		How do parents typically accomplish their discipline goals? Most commonly, through threats and punishment. Kids misbehave, and the immediate parental reaction is to offer consequences with both guns blazing.
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		Kids act, parents react, then kids react. Rinse, lather, repeat. And for many parents—probably for most parents—consequences (along with a healthy dose of yelling) are pretty much the primary go- to discipline strategy: time-outs, spanking, taking away a privilege, grounding, and on and on. No wonder there’s so much drama! But as we’ll explain, it’s possible to discipline in a way that actually removes many of the reasons we give consequences in the first place.

		To take it even further, consequences and punitive reactions are actually often counterproductive, not only in terms of building brains, but even when it comes to getting kids to cooperate. Based on our personal and clinical experience, as well as the latest science about the developing brain, we can tell you that automatically giving consequences is not the best way to accomplish the goals of discipline.

		What is? That’s the foundation of the No-Drama Discipline approach, and it comes down to one simple phrase: connect and redirect.

		Connect and Redirect

		Again, every child, like every parenting situation, is different. But one constant that’s true in virtually every encounter is that the first step in effective discipline is to connect with our children emotionally. Our relationship with our kids should be central to everything we do. Whether we’re playing with them, talking with them, laughing with them, or, yes, disciplining them, we want them to experience at a deep level the full force of our love and affection, whether we’re acknowledging an act of kindness or addressing a misbehavior. Connection means that we give our kids our attention, that we respect them enough to listen to them, that we value their contribution to problem solving, and that we communicate to them that we’re on their side—whether we like the way they’re acting or not.

		When we discipline we want to join with our kids in a deep way that demonstrates how much we love them. In fact, when our children are misbehaving, that’s often when they most need connection with us. Disciplinary responses should change based on a child’s age, temperament, and stage of development, along with the context of the situation. But the constant throughout the entire disciplinary interaction should be the clear communication of the deep connection between parent and child. Relationship trumps any one particular behavior.

		However, connection isn’t the same thing as permissiveness. Connecting with our kids during discipline doesn’t mean letting them do whatever they want. In fact, just the opposite. Part of truly loving our kids, and giving them what they need, means offering them clear and consistent boundaries, creating predictable structure in their lives, as well as having high expectations for them. Children need to understand the way the world works: what’s permissible and what’s not. A well-defined understanding of rules and boundaries helps them achieve success in relationships and other areas of their lives. When they learn about structure in the safety of their home, they will be better able to flourish in outside environments—school, work, relationships—where they’ll face numerous expectations for appropriate behavior. Our children need repeated experiences that allow them to develop wiring in their brain that helps them delay gratification, contain urges to react aggressively toward others, and flexibly deal with not getting their way. The absence of limits and boundaries is actually quite stressful, and stressed kids are more reactive. So when we say no and set limits for our children, we help them discover predictability and safety in an otherwise chaotic world. And we build brain connections that allow kids to handle difficulties well in the future.

		In other words, deep, empathic connection can and should be combined with clear and firm boundaries that create needed structure in children’s lives. That’s where “redirect” comes in. Once we’ve connected with our child and helped her calm herself so she can hear us and fully understand what we’re saying, we can then redirect her toward more appropriate behavior and help her see a better way to handle herself.

		But keep in mind, redirection is rarely going to be successful while a child’s emotions are running high. Consequences and lessons are ineffective as long as a child is upset and unable to hear the lessons you’re offering. It’s like trying to teach a dog to sit while he’s fighting another dog. A fighting dog won’t sit. But if you can help a child calm down, receptiveness will emerge and allow her to understand what you’re trying to tell her, much more quickly than if you just punished or lectured her.

		That’s what we explain when people ask about the demands of connecting with children. Someone might say, “That sounds like a respectful and loving way to discipline, and I can see how it would help my kids in the long run, and even make discipline easier down the road. But come on! I’ve got a job! And other kids! And dinner to make, and piano and ballet and Little League and a hundred other things. I’m barely keeping my head above water as it is! How am I supposed to find the extra time necessary to connect and redirect when I discipline?”

		We get it. We really do. Both of us work, our spouses work, and we’re both committed parents. It’s not easy. But what we’ve learned as we’ve practiced the principles and strategies we discuss in the following chapters is that No-Drama Discipline isn’t some sort of luxury available only to people with all kinds of extra time on their hands. (We’re not sure that kind of parent actually exists.) It’s not that the Whole-Brain approach requires that you carve out tons of extra time to engage your kids in discussions about the right way to do things. In fact, No-Drama Discipline is all about taking ordinary, in-the-moment parenting situations and using them as opportunities to reach your kids and teach them what’s important. You might think that yelling “Knock it off!” or “Quit whining!” or giving an immediate time-out would be quicker, simpler, and more effective than connecting with a child’s feelings. But as we’ll soon explain, paying attention to your child’s emotions will usually lead to greater calm and cooperation, and do so much more quickly, than will a dramatic parental outburst that escalates the emotions all around.

		And here’s the best part. When we avoid bringing extra chaos and drama to disciplinary situations—in other words, when we combine clear and consistent limits with loving empathy—everyone wins. Why? For one thing a No-Drama, Whole-Brain approach makes life easier for both parents and kids. In high-stress moments—for instance, when your child threatens to throw the TV remote into the toilet mere seconds before the season finale of your beloved hospital drama—you can appeal to the higher, thinking part of her brain, rather than triggering the lower, more reactive part. (We explain this strategy in detail in Chapter 3.) As a result, you’re going to be able to avoid most of the yelling and crying and anger that discipline so often causes, not to mention keeping the remote dry and getting you to your program long before the first ambulance rolls onto your screen.

		More important, connecting and redirecting will, to put it as simply as possible, help your kids become better human beings, both now and as they grow toward adulthood. It will build the internal skills they’ll need throughout their lives. Not only will they move from a reactive state to a receptive place where they can actually learn—that’s the external, cooperation part—but connections in their brain will be built as well. These connections will allow them to grow more and more into people who know how to control themselves, think about others, regulate their emotions, and make good choices. You’ll be helping them build an internal compass they can learn to rely on. Rather than simply telling them what to do and demanding that they conform to your requests, you’ll be giving them experiences that strengthen their executive functions and develop skills related to empathy, personal insight, and morality. That’s the internal, brain-building part.

		The research is really clear on this point. Kids who achieve the best outcomes in life—emotionally, relationally, and even educationally—have parents who raise them with a high degree of connection and nurturing, while also communicating and maintaining clear limits and high expectations. Their parents remain consistent while still interacting with them in a way that communicates love, respect, and compassion. As a result, the kids are happier, do better in school, get into less trouble, and enjoy more meaningful relationships.

		You won’t always be able to discipline in a way that both connects and redirects. We don’t do it perfectly with our own kids, either. But the more we connect and redirect, the less drama we see when we respond to our kids’ misbehavior. Even better, they learn more, they build better relationship and conflict-resolution skills, and they enjoy an even stronger relationship with us as they grow and develop.

		About the Book

		What’s involved in creating a discipline strategy that’s high on relationship and low on drama? That’s what the rest of the book will explain. Chapter 1, “ReTHINKING Discipline,” poses some questions about what discipline is, helping you identify and develop your own discipline approach with these No-Drama strategies in mind. Chapter 2, “Your Brain on Discipline,” discusses the developing brain and its role in discipline. Chapter 3, “From Tantrum to Tranquility,” will focus on the “connect” aspect of discipline, emphasizing the importance of communicating that we love and embrace our children for who they are, even in the midst of a disciplinary moment. Chapter 4 stays with this theme, offering specific strategies and suggestions for connecting with kids so that they can calm down enough to really hear us and learn, thus making better decisions in both the short term and the long term.

		Then it’s time to redirect, which is the focus of Chapter 5. The emphasis will be on helping you remember the one definition of discipline (to teach), two key principles (wait until your child is ready, and be consistent but not rigid), and three desired outcomes (insight, empathy, and repair). Chapter 6 then concentrates on specific redirection strategies you can use for achieving the immediate goal of eliciting cooperation in the moment, and for teaching kids about personal insight, relational empathy, and taking steps toward making good choices. The book’s concluding chapter offers four messages of hope intended to help you take the pressure off yourself as you discipline. As we’ll explain, we all mess up when we discipline. We’re all human. There is no such thing as a “perfect parent.” But if we model how to deal with our mistakes and then repair the relationship afterward, even our less-than-perfect responses to misbehavior can be valuable and give kids opportunities to deal with difficult situations and therefore develop new skills. (Phew!) No-Drama Discipline isn’t about perfection. It’s about personal connection and repairing ruptures when they inevitably occur.

		You’ll see that we’ve included a “Further Resources” section at the back of the book. We hope this additional material will add to your experience of reading the book and help you implement the “connect and redirect” strategies in your own home. The first document we call a “Refrigerator Sheet.” It contains the most essential concepts from the book, presented so you can easily remind yourself of the core No-Drama principles and strategies. Feel free to copy this sheet and hang it on your refrigerator, tape it to the dashboard of your car, or post it anywhere else it might be helpful.

		Next you’ll see a section called “When a Parenting Expert Loses It,” which tells stories of when we, Dan and Tina, have flipped our lids and taken the low road in our own roles as parents, rather than disciplining from a No-Drama, Whole-Brain approach. In sharing these stories with you, we simply want to acknowledge that none of us is perfect, and that all of us make mistakes with our kids. We hope you’ll laugh along with us as you read, and not judge us too harshly.

		Next comes “A Note to Our Child’s Caregivers.” These pages are just what you’d expect: a note you can give to the other people who take care of your children. Most of us rely on grandparents, babysitters, friends, and others to help us raise our kids. This note lays out a brief and simple list of the key No-Drama principles. It’s similar to the Refrigerator Sheet, but it’s written for someone who has not read No-Drama Discipline. That way you don’t have to ask your in-laws to buy and read the entire book (although nobody’s stopping you from doing that if you want!).

		After the note to caregivers, you’ll see a list called “Twenty Discipline Mistakes Even Great Parents Make.” This is one more set of reminders to help you think through the principles and issues we raise in the coming chapters. The book then closes with an excerpt from our earlier book, The Whole-Brain Child. By reading through this excerpt, you can get a better idea of what we mean when we talk about parenting from a Whole-Brain perspective. It’s not necessary that you read this excerpt to understand what we present here, but it’s there if you’d like to go deeper into these ideas and learn other concepts and strategies for building your children’s brains and leading them toward health, happiness, and resilience.

		Our overall goal in this book is to deliver a message of hope that will transform how people understand and practice discipline. One of the typically least pleasant parts of working with children—discipline—can actually be one of the most meaningful, and it doesn’t have to be full of constant drama and reactivity for both you and your child. Children’s misbehavior really can be transformed into better connections both in your relationship and within your child’s brain. Disciplining from a Whole-Brain perspective will allow you to completely shift the way you think about your interactions with your children when they misbehave, and recognize those moments as opportunities to build skills that will help them now and into adulthood, not to mention making life easier and more enjoyable for everyone in the family.

	
		CHAPTER 1

		ReTHINKING Discipline

		Here are some actual statements we’ve heard from parents we’ve worked with. Do any of them resonate with you?
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		Do these comments sound familiar? So many parents feel like this. They want to handle things well when their kids are struggling to do the right thing, but more often than not, they end up simply reacting to a situation, rather than working from a clear set of principles and strategies. They shift into autopilot and give up control of their more intentional parenting decisions.

		Autopilot may be a great tool when you’re flying a plane. Just flip the switch, sit back and relax, and let the computer take you where it’s been preprogrammed to go. But when it comes to disciplining children, working from a preprogrammed autopilot isn’t so great. It can fly us straight into whatever dark and stormy cloud bank is looming, meaning parents and kids alike are in for a bumpy ride.

		Instead of being reactive, we want to be responsive to our kids. We want to be intentional and make conscious decisions based on principles we’ve thought about and agreed on beforehand. Being intentional means considering various options and then choosing the one that engages a thoughtful approach toward our intended outcomes. For No-Drama Discipline, this means the short-term external outcome of behavioral boundaries and structure and the long-term internal outcome of teaching life skills.

		Let’s say, for example, your four-year-old hits you. Maybe he’s angry because you told him you needed to finish an email before you could play Legos with him, and he responded by slapping you on the back. (It’s always surprising, isn’t it, that a person that small can inflict so much pain?)

		What do you do? If you’re on autopilot, not working from a specific philosophy for how to handle misbehavior, you might simply react immediately without much reflection or intention. Maybe you’d grab him, possibly harder than you should, and tell him through clenched teeth, “Hitting is not OK!” Then you might give him some sort of consequence, maybe marching him to his room for a time-out.

		Is this the worst possible parental reaction? No, it’s not. But could it be better? Definitely. What’s needed is a clear understanding of what you actually want to accomplish when your child misbehaves.

		That’s the overall goal of this chapter, to help you understand the importance of working from an intentional philosophy and having a clear and consistent strategy for responding to misbehavior. As we said in the introduction, the dual goals of discipline are to promote good external behavior in the short term and build the internal structure of the brain for better behavior and relationship skills in the long term. Keep in mind that discipline is ultimately about teaching. So when you clench your teeth, spit out a rule, and give a consequence, is that going to be effective in teaching your child about hitting?

		Well, yes and no. It might achieve the short-term effect of getting him not to hit you. Fear and punishment can be effective in the moment, but they don’t work over the long term. And are fear, punishment, and drama really what we want to use as primary motivators of our children? If so, we teach that power and control are the best tools to get others to do what we want them to do.

		Again, it’s completely normal to just react when we get angry, especially when someone inflicts physical or emotional pain on us. But there are better responses, responses that can achieve the same short-term goal of reducing the likelihood of the unwanted behavior in the future, while also building skills. So rather than just fearing your response and inhibiting an impulse in the future, your child will undergo a learning experience that creates an internal skill beyond simply an association of fear. And all of this learning can occur while reducing the drama in the interaction and strengthening your connection with your child.

		Let’s talk about how you can respond to make discipline less of a fear-creating reaction and more of a skill-building response on your part.

		The Three Questions: Why? What? How?

		Before you respond to misbehavior, take a moment to ask yourself three simple questions:

		
			1. Why did my child act this way? In our anger, our answer might be “Because he’s a spoiled brat” or “Because he’s trying to push my buttons!” But when we approach with curiosity instead of assumptions, looking deeper at what’s going on behind a particular misbehavior, we can often understand that our child was trying to express or attempt something but simply didn’t handle it appropriately. If we understand this, we ourselves can respond more effectively—and compassionately.

			2. What lesson do I want to teach in this moment? Again, the goal of discipline isn’t to give a consequence. We want to teach a lesson—whether it’s about self-control, the importance of sharing, acting responsibly, or anything else.

			3. How can I best teach this lesson? Considering a child’s age and developmental stage, along with the context of the situation (did he realize the bullhorn was switched on before he raised it to the dog’s ear?), how can we most effectively communicate what we want to get across? Too often, we respond to misbehavior as if consequences were the goal of discipline. Sometimes natural consequences result from a child’s decision, and the lesson is taught without our needing to do much. But there are usually more effective and loving ways to help our kids understand what we’re trying to communicate than to immediately hand out one-size-fits-all consequences.

		

		By asking ourselves these three questions—why, what, and how—when our children do something we don’t like, we can more easily shift out of autopilot mode. That means we’ll be much more likely to respond in a way that’s effective in stopping the behavior in the short term while also teaching bigger, long-lasting life lessons and skills that build character and prepare kids for making good decisions in the future.

		Let’s look more closely at how these three questions might help us respond to the four-year-old who slaps you while you’re emailing. When you hear the smack and feel the tiny, hand-shaped imprint of pain on your back, it may take you a moment to calm down and avoid simply reacting. It’s not always easy, is it? In fact, our brains are programmed to interpret physical pain as a threat, which activates the neural circuitry that can make us more reactive and put us in a “fight” mode. So it takes some effort, sometimes intense effort, to maintain control and practice No-Drama Discipline. We have to override our primitive reactive brain when this happens. Not easy. (By the way, this gets much harder to do if we’re sleep deprived, hungry, overwhelmed, or not prioritizing self-care.) This pause between reactive and responsive is the beginning of choice, intention, and skillfulness as a parent.

		So as quickly as possible, you want to try to pause and ask yourself the three questions. Then you can see much more clearly what’s going on in your interaction with your child. Every situation is different and depends on many different factors, but the answers to the questions might look something like this:

		
			1. Why did my child act this way? He hit you because he wanted your attention and wasn’t getting it. Sounds pretty typical for a four-year-old, doesn’t it? Desirable? No. Developmentally appropriate? Absolutely. It’s hard for a child this age to wait, and big feelings surfaced, making it even harder. He’s not yet old enough to consistently calm himself effectively or quickly enough to prevent acting out. You wish he’d just soothe himself and with composure declare, “Mom, I’m feeling frustrated that you’re asking me to keep waiting, and I’m having a strong, aggressive impulse to hit you right now—but I have chosen not to and am using my words instead.” But that’s not going to happen. (It would be pretty funny if it did.) In that moment, hitting is your son’s default strategy for expressing his big feelings of frustration and impatience, and he needs some time and skill-building practice to learn how to handle both delaying gratification and appropriately managing anger. That’s why he hit you.
   That feels much less personal, doesn’t it? Our kids don’t usually lash out at us because they’re simply rude, or because we’re failures as parents. They usually lash out because they don’t yet have the capacity to regulate their emotional states and control their impulses. And they feel safe enough with us to know that they won’t lose our love, even when they’re at their worst. In fact, when a four-year-old doesn’t hit and acts “perfect
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		Can’t vs. Won’t: Discipline Isn’t One-Size-Fits-All
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		Spanking and the Brain

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		What About Time-outs? Aren’t They an Effective Discipline Tool?
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		What Is Your Discipline Philosophy?
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