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Enforce Boundaries with Love

“Good discipline is more than just punishing or laying down the law. It is liking children and letting them see that they are liked. It is caring enough about them to provide good, clear rules for their protection.” – Jeannette W. Galambos, U.S. early childhood education specialist

“The message you give your children when you discipline with love is ‘I care too much about you to let you misbehave. I care enough about you that I’m willing to spend time and effort to help you learn what is appropriate.’ All children need the security and stability of food, shelter, love, and protection, but unless they also receive effective and appropriate discipline, they won’t feel secure.” – Stephanie Marston, U.S. parent educator

 I have grandchildren in their preschool years. One of the rules at the dinner table established by their parents is that they don’t play with their food. However, at times, food gets spilled and cups of milk overturn. The boundaries for behavior while eating with the family have been established. Now, how are they enforced? Keep reading to find out what their mother does.

The American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry published an article on disciplining children. Much of the information that follows is taken from that article.

All children need rules and expectations to help them learn appropriate behavior. Many studies have shown that rules and the enforcement thereof enhance a child’s sense of security. Even though they may attempt to rebel, internally they really want rules. Ultimately they know someone cares about them if their behavior matters. How does a parent teach a child the rules and, when those rules are broken, what should parents do?

Parents should agree together on the rules and how they plan to handle discipline. It is important to view discipline as teaching and not as punishment. Discipline is not for the parent to vent anger, but rather to modify the child’s errant behavior. Learning to follow rules keeps a child safe and helps him or her learn the difference between right and wrong.

Once rules have been established, parents should explain to the child that broken rules carry consequences. Parents and the child should decide together what the rewards and consequences will be. Often the children will design a harsher consequence than the parent had in mind.

Parents should always acknowledge and offer positive reinforcement and support when their child follows the rules. Parents must also follow through with an appropriate consequence when the child breaks a rule. Consistency and predictability are the cornerstones of discipline and praise is the most powerful reinforcer of learning.

Although traditional “spanking” need not be ruled out, its use should be the extreme exception, should be age-appropriate, and should be carefully controlled (not done in anger). Other forms of discipline normally have a much more positive effect. Deprivation of privileges or requiring additional chores usually are better choices.

Tips for effective discipline:

• Trust your child to do the right thing within the limits of your child's age and stage of development.

• Make sure what you ask for is reasonable and is clearly understood. Be firm and specific.

• Speak to your child as you would want to be spoken to if someone were reprimanding you. Don't resort to name-calling, yelling, or disrespect.

• Model positive behavior. "Do as I say, not as I do" seldom works.

• When setting rules, allow for negotiation and flexibility, which can help build your child's social skills.

• Let your child experience the consequences of his behavior.

• If possible, deliver consequences immediately, make sure they relate to the rule broken, and keep them short enough in duration that you can move on again to emphasize the positives.

• Consequences should be fair and appropriate to the situation and the child's age.

What did the mother of my grandchildren do? She verified the spill was an accident, acknowledged that accidents happen, helped the child clean up the spill, and moved on. Discipline in love. Relationship is what it’s all about.
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