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INTRODUCTION[image: image]

PARENTS HAVE BEEN raising children since the dawn of time. But through our studies and work with families, we’ve found that in the eight short years since Positive Discipline: The First Three Years was originally published, much of what we know and understand about young children has grown and changed. Oh, some things will always be the same: young children will always need unconditional love, encouragement, skills, supervision—and lots of patience. In other areas, however, we are still learning. New research about the human brain has allowed us to understand more about what all humans truly need to be capable, competent, happy people. Parents have shared new stories with us—and we are happy to share them with you. We are grateful to have the opportunity to update and revise this book so it can be even more useful to parents just setting out on this amazing and challenging journey.

Some parents have commented over the years on the title of this book. “How,” they ask, “can you even talk about discipline in the first year or two of life? Why would parents need to punish infants and toddlers?” As you read, you will discover that we do not advocate punishment at all, for any age. Instead, we believe in discipline that teaches young children in a kind, respectful, and gentle manner, discipline that imparts valuable social and life skills as a foundation for success in relationships and in life itself.

Above all, we believe in relationship, in the enduring bond between a parent and his or her child. The connection you create with your little one is by far your most valuable parenting tool; everything else depends on the quality of the relationship you share together. As parents who have raised families and watched our children embark on their own lives and journeys, we can tell you that what remains after all the tantrums, sleepless nights, mistakes, and worries that come with raising little ones are done is love. When all else fails and you don’t know what to do, fall back on love. Love and your own inner wisdom will always help you decide what to do.

It is our hope that this book will become a valuable friend and teacher as you share these busy and exciting years with your child. It takes courage to raise a child; it also takes courage to be one. Take time to savor these first three wonderful years; they will pass all too quickly.



PROLOGUE: BY THE CHILDREN[image: image]

“I am Serena. I am three months old. I know my mother’s voice and I am really happy when she picks me up. I like to drink my milk. I get really upset when they aren’t ready to give me my milk on time. When my mother rocks me to sleep, I like to look around. I like to take my bath but I don’t like it when they wash my hair or face. I like it when people talk to me, laugh out loud, and play with me. I want to hold my toys—but I can’t. I like to go out every day because I want to know what is going on. I watch everything.”

“I’m James. I just turned two in December. I want to do everything myself. I don’t want any help. I like to do things my own way, even if it takes longer, and if you try to help we have to start all over. If you try putting on my sock, I have to pull it off and do it myself. That is much more important to me than whether I got it on backwards. I keep wishing everybody ‘Happy Birthday.’ Sometimes I scream. I can’t talk too well—I have a hard time getting everything out. But I’ve learned one word that is very powerful: No!”

“Me is Billy. Me like dinos. Big loud dinos. Move their heads. Rex is meanest. Me eighteen months. Mine Mommy. Mine brother. Me walk. Me drink. Me fast. Me want it now!”

“I am Jose. Next month I will be one year old. I laugh all the time. I like my way. I love to eat. Food is my favorite thing—especially big people’s food, but I don’t like squash. I am learning to walk. I get a lot of bumps and bruises. I like to chase my cat around the house. Maybe I love him too tight, because he bit my hand yesterday. My favorite words are ‘ma-ma,’ ‘da-da,’ ‘good,’ and ‘baby.’”

“My name is Bonnie and I am eight months old today. I have two teeth and an older sister. I love to flap my arms when I am happy. I invented a fun game. My mom gives me paper and I eat it up, and then she has to fish it out of my mouth. Then I grin. We play this game with lots of things. We played this game all the time with the pebbles at the beach. Mommy stays real busy searching my mouth. It is fun.”

We are babies and toddlers. This book is all about us. Maybe the children you know are like us in some ways. This book takes a peek into our world—or what the world looks like as we lie on tables getting our diapers changed. It’s about what we might be thinking when we grab for the shiny things on store shelves, or why we sometimes refuse to go to sleep at night, eat our peas, or use the potty. Learning to understand our world will give you lots of ideas about how to help us grow and how to encourage and teach us. We’re newcomers in this world and we need your help all the time. We are lovable, time-consuming, and often messy. And there is no one like us in the whole world. This book is for those who love us most.
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POSITIVE DISCIPLINE PRINCIPLES FOR YOUR FAMILY

It’s probably safe to say that some of what you will read in this book is a bit different from the rules of parenting your parents knew. Kindness and firmness? Long-range parenting? Whatever happened to good old-fashioned discipline? After reading this book, you will have a new concept of discipline—one that helps even very young children develop a sense of their own self-worth, capability, and social and life skills, rather than the sense of doubt and shame that comes from punishment.

ADLER AND DREIKURS: PIONEERS IN PARENTING

[image: image]

Positive Discipline is based on the work of Alfred Adler and one of his colleagues, Rudolf Dreikurs. Adler was a Viennese psychiatrist and a contemporary of Sigmund Freud’s—but he and Freud disagreed about almost everything. Adler believed that human behavior is motivated by a desire for belonging, significance, connection, and worth, a desire that is influenced by our early decisions about ourselves, others, and the world around us. Interestingly, recent research tells us that children are “hardwired” from birth to seek connection with others, and that children who feel a sense of connection to their families, schools, and communities are less likely to misbehave. All Positive Discipline methods help children achieve that sense of connection.

Dreikurs was also a Viennese psychiatrist; he immigrated to the United States before World War II. Dreikurs was a passionate advocate of the need for dignity and mutual respect in all relationships—including the family—and wrote books about teaching and parenting that are still widely read, including the classic Children: The Challenge, by Rudolf Dreikurs, with Vicki Soltz (New York: Plume Books, 1990).

WHAT IS DISCIPLINE?
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Many have wondered what “discipline” could possibly mean for infants and very young children. Positive Discipline is effective with children birth to three because it is different from conventional discipline. It has nothing to do with punishment (which many people think is synonymous with discipline) and everything to do with teaching and guidance. As you will learn, much of what your little one does in these early years has more to do with emotional, physical, and cognitive development and age-appropriate behavior than it does with “misbehavior.” Babies and toddlers need nonpunitive discipline that enhances their development—not blame, shame, and pain.

Discipline with very young children is mostly about deciding what you will do (and kindly and firmly following through) than with what you expect your child to do. And it’s never too early to lay a foundation for respectful, effective parenting. The principles of Positive Discipline will help you build a relationship of love and respect with your child and will help you live and solve problems together for many years to come.

Not so long ago (and quite often today), when people talked about “discipline” they often meant “punishment,” usually because they believed the two are one and the same. Real discipline, however, involves teaching; in fact, the word itself comes from the Latin root disciplina, which means “teaching; learning.” Positive Discipline is about teaching, understanding, encouraging, and communicating—not about punishing.

Most of us absorbed our ideas about discipline from our own parents, our society, and years of tradition and assumptions. Many believe that children must suffer (at least a little) or they won’t learn anything. But many things have changed in the past few decades (for example, our society and culture as a whole, and our understanding of how children grow and learn), and the ways we teach children to be capable, responsible, confident people must change as well. Punishment may seem to “work” in the short term. But over time, we know that it creates rebellion, resistance, and children who just don’t believe in their own worth. There is a better way, and this book is devoted to helping parents discover it.

[image: image]

WHY SOME PARENTS DON’T ACCEPT NONPUNITIVE METHODS
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Because all children (and all parents) are unique individuals, there are usually several nonpunitive solutions to any problem. Some of the parents we meet at lectures and parenting classes don’t immediately understand or accept these solutions; indeed, Positive Discipline requires a “paradigm shift”—a radically different way of thinking about discipline. Parents who are hooked on punishment are often asking the wrong questions. They usually want to know:

• How do I make my child mind?

• How do I make my child understand “no”?

• How do I get my child to listen to me?

• How do I make this problem go away?

Most frazzled parents want answers to these questions at one time or another, but these questions are based on short-term thinking. Parents will be eager for nonpunitive alternatives when they ask the following questions—and see the results this change in approach creates for them and their children:

• How do I help my child learn respect, cooperation, and problem-solving skills?

• How do I help my child feel capable?

• How do I help my child feel belonging and significance?

• How do I get into my child’s world and understand his developmental process?

• How can I use problems as opportunities for learning—for my child and for me?

These questions address the big picture and are based on long-term thinking. We have found that when parents find answers to the long-term questions, the short-term questions take care of themselves: Children do “mind” and cooperate (at least, most of the time) when they’re involved in finding solutions to problems; they will understand “no” when they are developmentally ready; and they listen when parents listen to them and talk in ways that invite listening. Problems are solved more easily when parents use kind and firm guidance until children are old enough to be involved in the process of creating limits and focusing on solutions.

The building blocks of Positive Discipline include:

• Mutual respect. Parents model firmness by respecting themselves and the needs of the situation, and they model kindness by respecting the needs and humanity of the child.

• Understanding the belief behind behavior. All human behavior happens for a reason, and children start creating the beliefs that form their personality from the day they are born. You will be far more effective at changing your child’s behavior when you understand the beliefs behind it. When your child is younger than three, you will also need to understand her developmental abilities and needs.

• Understanding child development and age-appropriateness. This is necessary so that we don’t expect behavior of children that is beyond their ability and comprehension.

• Effective communication. Parents and children (even little ones) can learn to listen well and use respectful words to ask for what they need.

• Discipline that teaches. Effective discipline teaches valuable skills and attitudes, and is neither permissive nor punitive. We’ve found this to be the best method of instilling in your child the social and life skills he will need to navigate his way through life.

• Focusing on solutions instead of punishment. Blame never solves problems. At first, you will decide how to approach challenges and problems; as your little one grows and develops, you will work together to find respectful, helpful solutions to the challenges you face, from spilled Kool-Aid to bedtime woes.

• Encouragement. Encouragement celebrates effort and improvement, not just success, and builds long-term self-esteem and confidence.

• Children do better when they feel better. Where did we get the crazy idea that in order to “make” children behave, we should make them feel shame, humiliation, or even pain? Children are more motivated to cooperate, learn new skills, and offer affection and respect when they feel encouraged, connected, and loved.

We have included discipline tips in every chapter of this book (keeping in mind that discipline has nothing to do with punishment). In this chapter, we will look at why punishment should be avoided, and we will present suggestions for nonpunitive methods that will help your child develop into a capable and loving person.

DISCIPLINE METHODS TO AVOID

[image: image]

Most parents have done it at one time or another, but if you are screaming, yelling, or lecturing, stop. If you are spanking, stop. If you are trying to gain compliance through threats, warnings, and lectures, stop. All these methods are disrespectful and encourage doubt, shame, and guilt—now and in the future. Ultimately, punishment creates more misbehavior. (There are many studies that demonstrate the long-term negative effects of punishment, but these studies are usually buried in academic journals where parents don’t see them.)

“Wait just one minute,” you may be thinking. “These methods worked for my parents. You’re taking away every tool I have to manage my child’s behavior. What am I supposed to do, let my child do anything she wants?” No. We are not advocating permissiveness. Permissiveness is disrespectful and does not teach important life skills. True discipline guides, teaches, and invites healthy choices. As we’ve discovered, we can never really control anyone’s behavior but our own, and our attempts to control our children usually create more problems, more power struggles, and more of what we’ve been trying to control! Later in this chapter, we offer several methods that invite cooperation (when applied with a kind and firm attitude) while encouraging your toddler to develop a healthy sense of autonomy and initiative.

Life with an active, challenging toddler becomes much easier when you accept that positive learning does not take place in a threatening atmosphere. Children don’t listen when they are busy feeling scared, hurt, or angry. When children feel threatened, they go into a defensive mode. Defensive behavior may look like compliance, rebellion, or anything in between, because the child needs to regain his precious sense of belonging and significance—and will do almost anything to get it. Sadly, children often “misbehave” in situations where they have lost their sense of belonging or connection—and for very good reason. Misbehavior “works”—that is, it regains a parent’s attention and involvement, even if that attention is negative.



She Wants What She Wants

Q. My sixteen-month-old daughter does whatever she wants even though my husband and I have tried various methods of punishment. We’ve tried saying no, putting her in time-out, slapping her hands, and yelling, but nothing seems to work on her. She throws some pretty bad temper tantrums too. I feel like we have tried everything. I am opposed to spanking and have given in to hand-slapping as a compromise, but it doesn’t work either. My husband thinks we should spank so she knows she has done something wrong and will not repeat it. What do you suggest?



A. You are experiencing the frustration of so many parents who do not understand their child’s development. Punishment—no matter what sort we use—is likely to produce what we call the Four Rs of Punishment:

1. Resentment

2. Rebellion

3. Revenge

4. Retreat, through

a. Sneakiness (“I just won’t get caught next time”) or

b. Low self-esteem (“I really am a bad person”)



Has any young child you know responded in these ways? The latest brain research suggests that punishment hampers optimal brain development, so it should come as no surprise that the punishments you’ve tried are not working. Take heart: You have not yet “tried everything.” The rest of this chapter will help you understand why punishment is not effective and will teach you what to do instead.




Your children are learning the right things when they know they belong and have significance, and that they can trust you, learn from you, and let you know what their world feels like. Punishment derails the learning process. Discipline that is kind and firm at the same time (you will learn more about this in the pages ahead) balances security and boundaries with the love and respect children need so much in their early years.

WHAT CHILDREN REALLY NEED
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There is a difference between wants and needs, and your little one’s needs are simpler than you might think. All genuine needs should be met. When you give in to all wants, however, you can create huge problems for your child and for yourself.

For example, your child needs food, shelter, and care. He needs warmth and security. He does not need a pint-sized computer, a television in his bedroom, a miniature monster truck to drive, or even the color-coordinated baby stroller with built-in DVD player and vibrating seat. He will love staring at a television screen when he is only three months old, but experts tell us that any kind of screen time at this age can hamper optimal brain development. (More about this later.) He may want to sleep in your bed, but if you let him learn to self-soothe in his own bed, he will feel a sense of self-reliance and capability. As soon as he is old enough for finger foods, he will love and want french fries. If you give in to these wants, you could be setting the stage for childhood (and adult) obesity. You get the idea.

From his earliest moments, your young child has four basic needs:



1. A sense of belonging and significance

2. Perceptions of capability

3. Personal power and autonomy

4. Social and life skills



If you can provide your child with these needs, he will be well on his way to life as a competent, resourceful, happy human being.

The Importance of Belonging and Significance

“Well, of course,” you may be thinking. “Everyone knows a baby needs to belong.” Most parents believe that what a child really needs is quite simple: He needs love. But love alone does not always create a sense of belonging or worth. In fact, love sometimes leads parents to pamper their children, to punish their children, or to make decisions that are not in their child’s long-term best interest.

Everyone—adults and children alike—needs to belong somewhere. We need to know that we are accepted unconditionally for who we are, rather than just the way we behave or the abilities we might have. For very young children, this need to belong is even more crucial. After all, they’re new here. They need to know they are loved and wanted even when they have a tantrum, spill their cereal, break Mom’s favorite crystal dish, or throw up on Dad’s best suit.

Children who don’t believe they belong become discouraged, and discouraged children often misbehave. Notice the word “believe.” You may “know” your child belongs and is significant, but if he doesn’t believe it for some reason (the birth of another baby, being sent to his room without dinner, not spending enough time with a parent, etc.), he may try to get it back in mistaken ways. In fact, young children’s misbehavior is a sort of “code” designed to let you know that they don’t feel a sense of belonging and need your attention, connection, time, and teaching.

When you can create a sense of belonging and significance for every member of your family, your home becomes a place of peace, respect, and safety.

[image: image]

Perceptions of Capability

When a baby is born, she is all but helpless. It takes days, weeks, and months before she learns to control her own movements, reach and grasp, and walk on her own. In her early weeks and months, your job as her parent is to keep her safe, to tend to her needs, to comfort her when she cries, and to be patient—very patient. But as she grows into toddlerhood, you may be surprised at how much she can do that will help her develop a sense of capability. On the other hand, if you do too much for her (in the name of love), she is likely to form the belief that she is not capable.

You will learn more in the chapters ahead about encouraging perceptions of capability in your little one, but for now, consider this: Words alone are not powerful enough to build a sense of competence and confidence in children. Capability comes from experiences of accomplishment and self-sufficiency, and from developing solid skills.

Personal Power and Autonomy

As you will see, developing autonomy and initiative are among the earliest developmental tasks your child will face. And while parents may not exactly like it, even the youngest child has personal power—and quickly learns how to use it. If you doubt this, think about the last time you saw a three-year-old jut out his jaw, fold his chubby arms, and say boldly, “No! You’re not the boss of me!”

Over and over we hear complaints from parents about power struggles with strong-willed children (we always wonder, “Would they rather have weak-willed children?), children who won’t mind, won’t listen, have temper tantrums. Some of this behavior is developmentally appropriate and age-appropriate, as children explore and experiment to discover who they are and what they can do. Many of these power struggles are just that, however—power struggles because parents take power away from children instead of guiding them to develop their power in useful ways.

Part of your job as a parent will be to help your toddler learn to channel his power in positive directions—kind and firm distraction and redirection until he is old enough to help solve problems, to learn life skills, and to respect and cooperate with others. Punishment will not teach these vital lessons: effective and loving discipline will.

Social and Life Skills

Teaching your toddler skills—how to get along with other children and adults, how to fall asleep by herself, how to feed and dress herself—will occupy most of your parenting hours in these early years. But the need for social and practical life skills never goes away. In fact, true self-esteem does not come from being loved, praised, or showered with goodies; it comes from having skills that provide a sense of capability and resiliency to handle the ups and downs and disappointments of life.

When children are young, they love to imitate parents. Your toddler will want to push the vacuum cleaner, squirt the bottle of bathroom cleaner, and cook breakfast (with lots of supervision). As your little one grows more capable, you can use these everyday moments of life together to teach her how to become a competent, capable person. Working together to learn skills can occasionally be messy, but it’s also an enjoyable and valuable part of raising your child.

METHODS THAT INVITE COOPERATION
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So the stage is set. What tools and ideas will help your child learn all she needs to know? If punishment doesn’t work, what does? Here are some suggestions. Remember, your child’s individual development is critical in these early years; nothing works all the time for all children. As your own special little one grows and changes, you’ll have to return to the drawing board many times, but these ideas will form the foundation for years of effective parenting.

Get Children Involved

During the first year of life, your child will depend on you for everything. But you may be surprised at how quickly he finds his voice and unique personality. Instead of telling children what to do, find ways to involve them in creating routines and to draw out what they think and perceive. “What” and “how” questions are one way to do this. Ask, “What do you think will happen if you push your tricycle over the curb?” or “How should we get ready for child care?”

Education comes from the Latin root educare, which means “to rear, educate,” or “to draw out.” This may explain why children “tune out” when you try to “stuff in” by “telling” through constant demands and lectures.

For children who are not yet able to talk, say, “Next, we_________,” while kindly and firmly showing them instead of telling them. Also remember to give children choices—although you must limit the choices to only those acceptable to you. Children given choices experience a healthy sense of personal power and autonomy.



Eight Methods for Implementing Positive Discipline

1. Get children involved:

a. In the creation of routines.

b. By giving them several acceptable choices.

c. By providing opportunities to help.


2. Teach respect by being respectful.

3. Use your sense of humor.

4. Get into your child’s world.

5. If you say it, mean it, and if you mean it, follow through with kind and firm action.

6. Be patient.

7. Provide lots of supervision, distraction, and redirection.

8. Accept your child’s uniqueness.



Create Routines

Young children learn best by repetition and consistency. You can ease the transitions into autonomy by creating reliable routines for your little one. Routines can be created for every event that happens over and over: getting up, bedtime, dinner, shopping, and so on. Then you can say to your very young child, “Now it’s time for us to_________.” As soon as your child is old enough, get him involved in helping you create routine charts. Once he’s older he will love telling you what’s next on his routine chart. If he forgets, avoid telling. Instead ask, “What is next on your routine chart?” Be sure not to confuse these charts with sticker or reward charts—those take away from your child’s inner sense of capability because the focus is on the reward. Routine charts simply list sequences of events and act as guidelines for common tasks.

Offer Choices

Having choices gives children a sense of power: They have the power to choose one possibility or another. Choices also invite a child to use his thinking skills as he contemplates what to do. And, of course, toddlers often love it when choices include an opportunity to help. “What is the first thing we should put away when we get home—the ice cream or the orange juice? You decide.” “Would you like to carry the blanket or the cracker box as we walk to the car? You decide.” Adding “You decide” increases your child’s sense of power. Be sure the choices are developmentally appropriate and are options with which you are comfortable. When your child wants to do something else, you can say, “That wasn’t one of the choices. You can decide between this and this.”

Provide Opportunities to Help

Toddlers often resist a command to get into the car but respond cheerfully to a request like “I need your help. Will you carry the keys to the car for me?” Activities that might easily have become power struggles and battles can become opportunities for laughter and closeness if you use your instincts and your creativity.

Teach Respect by Being Respectful

Parents usually believe children should show respect, not have it shown to them. But children learn respect by seeing what it looks like in action. Be respectful when you make requests. Don’t expect a child to do something “right now” when you are interrupting something she is thoroughly engaged in. Give her some warning. “We need to leave the park in two minutes. Do you want to swing one more time or ride the teeter-totter?” Carry a small timer around with you. Teach her to set it to one or two minutes. Then let her put the timer in her pocket so she can be ready to go when the timer goes off.

Remember, too, that shame and humiliation are disrespectful and a child who is treated with disrespect is likely to return the favor. Kindness and firmness show respect for your child’s dignity, your own dignity, and the needs of the situation.

Use Your Sense of Humor

No one ever said parenting had to be boring or unpleasant. Often, laughter is the best way to approach a situation. Try saying, “Here comes the tickle monster to get children who don’t pick up their toys.” Learn to laugh together and to create games to get unpleasant jobs done quickly. Humor is one of the best—and most enjoyable—parenting tools.

It is amazing how many children who resist a direct order will respond with enthusiasm when that order becomes an invitation to play. Try telling your toddler, “I bet you can’t pick up all your little cars before I count to ten,” or “I wonder if you can brush your teeth and get into your pajamas before Dad does.”

Get into Your Child’s World

Understanding your baby or toddler’s developmental needs and limitations is critical to parenting in the first three years of life. Be empathetic when your child cries (or has a temper tantrum). He may just be frustrated with his lack of abilities. Empathy does not mean rescuing. It does mean understanding. If you want to leave the park and your child isn’t ready to go, give her a hug and say, “You’re really upset right now. I know you want to stay, but it’s time to leave.” Then hold your child and let her experience her feelings before you move on to the next activity. If you were instead to pamper your child by letting her stay at the park longer, she doesn’t have the opportunity to learn from experience that she can survive disappointment.

Getting into your child’s world also means seeing the world from her perspective and recognizing her abilities—and her limitations. Occasionally ask yourself how you might be feeling (and acting) if you were your child. It can be illuminating to view the world through a smaller person’s eyes.

If You Say It, Mean It, and If You Mean It, Follow Through with Kind and Firm Action

Children usually sense when you mean what you say and when you don’t. It’s usually best not to say anything unless you mean it and can say it respectfully—and can follow through with dignity and respect. The fewer words you say, the better! This may mean redirecting your child or showing her what she can do instead of punishing her for what she can’t do. It also might mean wordlessly removing a child from the slide when she’s refusing to leave, rather than getting into an argument or a battle of wills. When this is done kindly, firmly, and without anger or words, it will be both respectful and effective.

Be Patient

Understand that you may need to teach your child many things over and over before she is developmentally ready to understand. For example, you can encourage a young child to share, but don’t expect her to understand the concept and do it on her own when she doesn’t feel like it. When she refuses to share, rest assured that this doesn’t mean she will be forever selfish. It will help to understand that she is acting age-appropriately. (More on social skills in Chapter 10.) Don’t take your child’s behavior personally and think your child is mad at you, bad, or defiant. Act like the adult (sometimes easier said than done) and do what is necessary without guilt and shame. When two children are fighting over a toy, it may be necessary to take it away for a while and distract them by offering two other toys.

Provide Lots of Supervision, Distraction, and Redirection

Minimize your words and maximize your actions. As Rudolf Dreikurs once said, “Shut your mouth and act.” Quietly take your child by the hand and lead her to where she needs to go. Show her what she can do instead of what she can’t do. Instead of saying “Don’t hit the dog,” show her how to touch the dog nicely. When you understand that children don’t really understand “no” the way you think they should, it makes more sense to use distraction, redirection, or any of the respectful Positive Discipline methods. (You’ll learn more about all of these tools in the chapters ahead.)

Accept Your Child’s Uniqueness

Remember that children develop differently and have different strengths. Expecting from a child what he cannot give will only frustrate both of you. Your sister’s children may be able to sit quietly in a restaurant for hours, while yours get twitchy after just a few minutes, no matter how diligently you prepare. (Refer to Chapters 5 and 6 on temperament and developmentally appropriate behavior for more on this subject.) That being the case, you may decide to save that fancy meal out for a time when you can enjoy it in adult company—or for when your children have matured enough for all of you to enjoy it together.

It may help to think of yourself as a coach, helping your child succeed and learn how to do things. You’re also an observer, learning who your child is as a unique human being. Never underestimate the ability of a young child. Watch carefully as you introduce new opportunities and activities; discover what your child is interested in, what your child can do by himself, and what he needs help learning from you.

RETHINK “TIME-OUT”
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One common parenting tool deserves some special attention. If you’ve ever heard a parent say to a defiant toddler, “I’ve had it! Go to time-out and think about what you did,” or “That’s one…that’s two…,” you may wonder where time-out fits into the Positive Discipline approach. Most parents use something called time-out, but few really understand what it is or how best to use it with young children.

Positive time-out can be an extremely effective way of helping a child (and a parent!) calm down enough to solve problems together when both are rational. In fact, when we are upset or angry, we actually lose access to the part of the brain that allows us to think clearly, so time-out is an effective and appropriate parenting tool—when it is positive and not punitive, and is used to teach, encourage, and soothe. But there are several points that need to be made regarding time-out for young children. (For extended information about time-outs, see Positive Time-Out and Over 50 Ways to Avoid Power Struggles in the Home and the Classroom, by Jane Nelsen, New York: Three Rivers Press, 1999.)

• Time-outs should not be used with children under the age of three and a half to four years of age. Until children reach the age of reason, which starts around age two and a half (and is an ongoing process that even some adults have not fully mastered), and logic (which is developed much later), supervision and distraction are the most effective parenting tools. Even when children reach the beginning stages of reason, they do not have the maturity and judgment to make logical decisions. This is why parents know they cannot allow their children to play near a busy street, unsupervised, even when they think their children “know” better than to run into the street. This is why young children need constant supervision and removal, kindly and firmly, from what they can’t do and guidance to an activity they can do. Most parents have at one time or another found themselves in a heated debate with someone who only comes up to their kneecap—and most will admit that reason, lecturing, and argument just don’t work. Young children often can read the energy of your feelings and understand that you want something; they may even be able to guess what that something is. But they do not understand the logic of your arguments in the way you think they do. It is usually wiser to remove them from the situation and distract them with something else than to expect words to resolve the situation. It breaks our hearts to see very young children sent to punitive time-outs when they are not developmentally able to understand what it is all about. A punitive time-out increases the probability that young children will develop a sense of doubt and shame instead of a healthy sense of autonomy. (See Chapter 7 for important information on the development of autonomy vs. doubt and shame.)

• Children do better when they feel better. Even younger children can benefit from an opportunity to “cool off,” especially if you go with them. We know of one mother who used “positive time-out” successfully with her eighteen-month-old child. That it “worked” was undoubtedly due to her attitude. She would say to her child, “Would you like to lie on your comfy pillow for a while?” Sometimes he would just toddle off to his pillow and lie down until he felt better. If he hesitated, she would ask, “Do you want me to go with you?” This mother understood the concept of positive time-out—to help children feel better, not to make them feel bad in the hope that feeling bad will inspire them to do better (it doesn’t).
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• Your attitude is the key. Time-out should not be used as a punishment but as a way to help children feel better. One of the silliest things parents say to children when using punitive time-out is, “You think about what you did and how bad you have been.” This is a silly thing to say because of the assumption that adults can control what children will think about. It is especially silly to think that children from birth to age three have the kind of reasoning ability to think about what they did and know what they should do instead. And do you really want your children to start developing beliefs that they are bad?

At this point in their young lives, children need lots of guidance without the expectation that they will be able to absorb and use what they are learning until their brains are more fully developed and until they gain a lot more maturity and judgment.

The procedure for setting up “positive time-out” for children over age three and a half is explained thoroughly in Positive Discipline for Preschoolers (and in most of our other books as well). During the first three years, parents and teachers need to know that children cannot understand and master their feelings. Thus, in most cases, time-out should not be used at all—except by parents and teachers themselves. You can take time to calm down by counting to ten, take deep breaths, or let someone else take over (if possible) while you go for a short walk.

• Create a calming space. If you do decide to try positive time-outs with your little one, create a safe, comfortable area where you can go together. Remember, you’re not punishing her; you’re helping her to feel better so she can feel the sense of belonging and significance that leads to cooperation. This could be as simple as a favorite chair where your child can sit on your lap while you sing a calming song or read a book. No, this is not rewarding misbehavior. It is understanding that children do better when they feel better. Pillows, stuffed animals, or favorite soothing toys may help. Before the age of three and a half, you might find it helpful to say, “Let’s take some time out to read a book or listen to music until we feel better.” These words may not make much more sense than expecting your child to understand the purpose of time-out, but she will sense the “energy” behind your words and will respond accordingly.

• No parenting tool works all the time. Be sure to have more than just time-out in your toolbox. It is important to have many different parenting skills and tools. There is never one tool—or three, or even ten—that is effective for every situation and for every child. Filling your parenting toolbox with healthy, nonpunitive alternatives will help you avoid the temptation to punish when your child challenges you—and he undoubtedly will! The more you know, the more confident you will feel as you cope with the ups and downs of life with a young child.



Georgia sighed in exasperation—this was Amanda’s third tantrum this afternoon. Two-year-old Amanda was having a rough day; Luke, her older brother, had invited a houseful of friends over to play for the afternoon, and Amanda hadn’t been able to take her usual nap. Now, cranky and miserable, she had ripped half the pages from Georgia’s new magazine, then swept it off the table. She gazed up at her mom with stubborn defiance—and a trembling chin.

Georgia was tired herself. She stifled the desire to lecture her small daughter and drew a deep breath. “Would you like to curl up in your special corner with your blankie?” she asked Amanda.

Amanda only shook her head and sat down in a heap amid the torn pages of the magazine.

“Well, how about playing with your dollhouse?” Georgia asked helpfully, reaching out to take Amanda’s hand and lead her to her favorite toy.

Amanda yanked her hand away and let her little body go limp on the floor, shaking her head vehemently.

Georgia sighed again and sat down near her daughter. Let’s see, she thought, what else did they suggest in that parenting class?

Finally she rose and gave Amanda a weary smile. “You know what, honey?” she said as kindly as she could. “I need to start dinner—and I sure could use some help. You can lie here and rest or you can join me in the kitchen and help me wash the lettuce—it’s up to you.” And with that, Georgia walked into the kitchen.

For a few moments, the sniffling and kicking from the family room floor continued. Soon, however, a small, tear-streaked face peered around the kitchen corner. Amanda looked uncertainly at her mom, but Georgia just smiled and gestured toward the sink.

Encouraged, Amanda went to get her little stool, dragged it over to the sink, and began dunking lettuce leaves in the water. By the time Amanda’s dad arrived home, harmony had been restored, Georgia had helped Amanda clear away the ripped magazine, and Georgia, Luke, and Amanda were working companionably together to set the table. Georgia was glad that positive time-out wasn’t the only tool in her parenting toolbox.



It is often true that what works with young children one day will not work the next. But if you’ve taken the time to know your child and to learn all the different ways there are to teach and encourage, chances are good that you will find something that works—just for today.

• Always remember your child’s development and capabilities. Understanding what is (and is not) age-appropriate behavior will help you not to expect things that are beyond the ability of your child.

The Stantons took their eighteen-month-old twin boys to a band concert featuring their seven-year-old as a flute soloist. The twins were fascinated with the concert—for about ten minutes. Then they found other ways to entertain themselves. One twin started crawling under the seats, and the other soon joined the fun. Mr. Stanton took the twins outside and spanked them for not sitting still. The twins cried loudly and could not be taken back inside for the rest of the concert. Mr. Stanton was very disappointed that he missed his daughter’s solo, his daughter was disappointed that her father didn’t hear her, and Mrs. Stanton and the twins were upset about the spanking. Everyone was miserable.



It is a sad thing when children are punished for doing things that are developmentally appropriate, even though they are not situationally appropriate. It is unreasonable to expect young children to sit for long periods of time. But it is not okay to allow children to disturb others. Since the Stantons didn’t choose to leave their twins with a caregiver, it would have been more effective for them to take turns taking their children outside so they could take turns hearing parts of the concert. It would not be appropriate to punish the children, but it would be appropriate to provide a distraction, such as providing picture books for them to look at. This kind of time-out removes children from inappropriate expectations without making everyone miserable.

LET THE MESSAGE OF LOVE GET THROUGH
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We often ask parents in workshops why they want their children to “be good.” After a few moments of head-scratching and blank stares, they tell us that they love their children and think that they will be happier people if they are “good.” So they punish in the name of love. But do their children feel loved? Other parents share that they know their children won’t be happy if they are spoiled brats—and they are right. As you will hear us say over and over again, the foundation for Positive Discipline is kindness and firmness at the same time.

Gaze down at your child’s sleeping face or watch her grin at you through a mask of chocolate ice cream, and see if you can resist the urge to hug her. You know you love your child, but does your child know that you offer discipline, skills, and teaching because you love her?

Even the most effective nonpunitive parenting tools must be used in an atmosphere of love, of unconditional acceptance and belonging. Be sure you take time for hugs and cuddles, for smiles and loving touch. Your child will do better when he feels better, and he will feel better when he lives in a world of kindness and firmness that creates an atmosphere of love and belonging.
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WELCOMING BABY

The birth of a baby is a momentous occasion, a landmark event never forgotten by those who have experienced it. A new parent may be shocked by the news that a baby is on the way or thrilled that the days of pregnancy tests and “trying” finally are finished. Either way, there is no ignoring this life-changing bit of news. Your life as an independent, spontaneous person will change: Baby is on the way.

Most adults find that adding an infant to the family, no matter how anticipated and dearly loved that infant may be, brings changes that take some getting used to. Adult relationships must flex and adapt, making room for the new addition. Schedules and priorities shift; even bodies change. And babies can be perplexing little people, operating by rules known only to them.

The first few months of your new baby’s life will be exhausting, exhilarating, and challenging, all at once. It may be hard to believe, but one day you will look back at these exhausting times and sleepless nights with nostalgia and realize your child grew up far too fast. But for now, those days lie far in the future. No matter how you look at it, life once a baby arrives is forever changed.

SETTING THE STAGE FOR BABY

[image: image]

Close your eyes for just a moment and remember the first time you saw your child’s face. That newborn infant may have been red, bald, and wrinkled, but chances are you felt you’d never seen anything more beautiful, or heard anything sweeter than your baby’s first cries. Writers and painters have tried to capture the magic of those first moments of life, but words and pictures are rarely powerful enough to convey what happens between parent and child.

For most parents, the months leading up to that miraculous moment of birth are filled with plans, dreams, and a few worries. In reflective moments, you probably wondered whether you would be a good parent, whether you’d know what to do, whether the baby would be “all right.” Expectant parents talk endlessly about the relative merits of cloth and paper diapers, about nursing or formula feeding. They discuss names for hours, saying them aloud to see how they fit.

[image: image]

New parents buy and are given impossibly tiny garments and mysterious articles with odd names like “receiving blanket.” They wonder if they’ll somehow know what to do with them when the time comes. They purchase and ponder over the fascinating gadgetry of babyhood: car seats, swings, carriers, cribs, pacifiers, bottles, breast pumps. The grandparents “tsk, tsk” as they point out that millions of children were raised without all these fancy gadgets. But in this age of consumerism, there are so many adorable clothes available that you probably just can’t resist. Babies in the womb often have a larger wardrobe than their grandparents owned in an entire lifetime! Your home probably overflows with stuffed animals, mobiles, and hand-knitted blankets and
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