


















Try to remember if you ever repeated the 
action for which you were punished. In other 
words, did the punishment work? · 

Research shows that while punishment and the 
feelings it evoked may be remembered for years, 
children seldom remember what it was for. 

2. Common beliefs about spanking. (10 minutes) 

- Distn"bute "Comm.on Beliefs About Spank­
ing" worksheet. 

- Ask participants to circle "agree," "dis­
agree," or "not sure" for each question. 

- Ask them to raise their hand if they agree as 
each of the ten statements is read by the 
facilitator. 

- Using the discussion guide on the back of the 
worksheet, discuss the two or three state­
ments which had the most "agree" responses. 

- Ask if participants wish to discuss any of the 
other statements. 

- Encourage them to review the complete "Al­
ternative Answer Key" at some other time. 

3. Video. (8 minutes) 

- Prior to viewing, ask the participants to look 
for the major points presented about spanking 
as they watch the video. 

- Show video 

4. Review. (5 minutes) 

Together, review the major points presented in 
the video. Ask for reactions to this material. 

5. Distribute "What Is Discipline? What Is Pun­
ishment?" handout. (5 minutes) 

Ask for reactions to this piece. Review main 
points of handout quickly. 

6. What about spanking? (10 minutes) 

Ask parents to give their thoughts about 
why parents spank and what is wrong with 
spanking. 

- Record these ideas on flip chart. 

- After they have pretty much exhausted their 
ideas, share any other points they may have 

· missed, drawing on lesson materials. Distrib­
ute "What About Spanking?" handout. 

7. Ask how the parents' own experienr.es relate 
to these ideas. 
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8. 

9. 

Parents like to share their experiences, so en-
courage interaction. If anyone takes a really 
strong stance on a technique which you regard as 
inappropriate, you may want l:O encourage others -to share their reactions or experien~ regarding 
this matter and/or you may want to gently share 
alternative viewpoints from the lesson materials. 

Distribute the "Positive Parenting: Thirteen 
Tips About Disdp6ne" handout. (5 minutes) 

Give p~ a chance to glance at the handout. 
Ask which one or two points they think are most 
important. This material will serve �~� a guide 
while doing next activey. 

Exerdse(s): Discipline meam to team. 
(This exercise will take 15 to 25 minutes depend-
ing upon whether you do one age or both. If you 
use only one at this session, encourage parents to 
do the other on their own.) 

- Read this introduction: 

In the video, Ron Pit2.er talked about the differ-
ences between discipline and punishment. 1he 
Jumdolll "Muzt Is Discipline? What Is Punish-
ment?" also discusses discipline as the teaching 
of self-control and corifi,dence. 1his exercise is 
designed to provide parents jirsthand experience -in developing discipline techniques ~hich help 
children learn appropriate behavior. 

It is imponant for parents to give directions 
to children using positive statements. Before we 
stan this worksheet activity, let's condua an 
experiment. Qose your eyes. I'm going to read 
two statements and ask you· to visualize what I 
say: 

• 1he dog is not chasing the cot • 

• 1he baby is not falling down the stairs • 

(Pause-give time for visuali7.ation) 

lWzat did you see? 

- Discuss. 

Almost 85% of adults see the dog chasing the cat 
and the baby falling down the stairs. Likewise, 
when children hear a parent say 'Von 't nm in 
the street, " what do you think "they see in their 
minds? (Pause) A more positive and effective way 
to teach or direa children is to say, «When you 
play outside, stay in the yard. • 

• - Read the first two introductory paragraphs on 
the "Discipline Means to Teach" worksheet. 
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- Ask participants to write what they want their 
child to learn in each of the three simations. 
Parents may choose to use the young child or 
older child part of the worksheet-whichever 
fits their family situation. After they have 
bad time to write what they want their child 
to learn, provide a short time to check in. 
Ask: 

Were there any situations where it was diffi­
cult to express the learning? 

How were your desired learnings different 
from ihose of other parents? 

Are there times when you may not have 
clearly expressed what you expect of your 
child? 

- Ask participants to go back to worksheet and 
do step #2. (10 minutes) 

Spend a few minutes sharing discipline tech­
niques that might work in each situation. 

Homework and Closing 
1. Homework ~ignment. (5 minutes) 

Each time the group meets there will be a 
"check-in time" to review progress in using 
al,ternatives to physical punishment. 

Try two alternatives next week. 

Emphasize teaching rather than punishing. 

Remember nothing works all of the time,, 
including spanking 

We must try again and again and again. 

Make a commitment to share this iriformation 
with one other person. 

2. Closing. 

Changing the way we feel about discipline and 
the work we do with discipline is a journey over 
a period of time. Dgferent experiences in our 
lives will bwnp us aJ,ong the palh to alternatives. 
Writing down your experiences and what irfllu­
ence they have had on your journey may be 
helpful in reaching the goals you have set for 
yowself. Be good to yow-self. '1his is a long 
process; give yourself credit for the small steps 
and keep working at it. 

1he "Developing Your Own Rules About 
Raising and Disciplinillg Children" worksheet 
may be a 'helpful, tool for your journey. 

3. Note: There is a poignant story by Astrid Lin- , 
gren, author of Pippi Longstocking,, on page 132 
of an article in the October 1992 issue of 
Parenting magazine. We were unable to obtain 
permission to reprint the story. But, if you can 
locate the magazine, it makes a beautiful close to 
this lesson. 

Prepared by Jean Kvols, Extension Educator-Family Development, Big Stone and Lac Qui Parle Counties, MN; 
Kathleen A. Olson, Extension Educator-Family Development, Goodhue County, MN; Ronald L. Pitzer, Family 
Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. 
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What the Research Says About Physical Punishment 
Why do parents spank their children? According 

to Murray Straus, a national family violence research­
er, the obvious answer is to correct misbehavior. But 
another reason is that it's expected of them. In the 
United States legal and social norms give parents the 
right to use physical punishment 19 control and train 
their children. Parents are expected or obligated to 
use physical punishment "when necessary." 

So How Much Spanking Do Parents Do? 

In a recent 1994 USA Today/CNN Gallup Poll, 
67 percent of a national sample of American adults 
agreed with the statement, "It is sometimes necessary 
to discipline a child with a good hard spanking." The 
share of Americans holding that opinion has dropped 
20 percent since 1986, when 84 percent said spanking 
was acceptable discipline. 

Red Wing, Minnesota, is the location for a 
smdy, coordinated by Murray Straus of the Universi­
ty of New Hampshire's Family Research Laboratory. 
A telephone survey conducted in 1993 with 1,003 
Red Wing area parents found that 83 percent of the 
parents surveyed said they had hit their child-35 
percent had done so within the past year. These are 
below the national averages, which show over 90 
percent of parents say they have spanked their 
children. 

According to Straus, nationally 100 percent of 
parents of 2-, 3- and 4-year-old children used spank­
ing or physical punishment. Twenty-two percent of 
parents of infants and 40 percent of parents of 13-
and 14-year-olds reported using physical punishment. 
In the 1993 Minnesota study 70 percent of parents of 
2-year-olds said they spanked or used physical pun­
ishment and 10 percent of the parents of 13- to 14-
year-olds hit their children. This is good news and 
bad news. Straus said, "The good news is it's less 
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than the United States average. The bad news is how 
much is being done." 

Corporal Punishment: What Is It? 
For some parents spanking means hitting the 

child on the buttocks. For others it refers to all hitting 
of a child, such as slapping the hand or the child's 
face. Spanking, hitting, and slapping are all forms of 
physical punishment or corporal punishment. Murray 
Straus, a well known researcher in the field of family 
violence, defines corpora/, punishment as the use of 
physical force with the intention of causing bodily 
pain, but not injury (which is the distinguishing factor 
for child abuse), for the purpose of correction or 
control. 

Straus in his research offers the following 
conclusions: 

• A mother who has been hit by her husband is 
more likely to hit her children. 

• Parents who were hit when they were teenagers 
are more likely to do the same thing to their own 
children. 

• The more a parent was hit as a teenager the 
greater the chances that parent will physically 
abuse his or her own child. 

• White parents ~e more corporal punishment than 
minority group parents. 

What's Wrong With Spanking? 
From the research of Murray Straus and others, 

we've learned a great deal about the effects of spank­
ing that we didn't know before. Straus reports on the 
following harmful side effects of spanking. 
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• Aggresgon 

Spanking teaches that hitting others is morally 
correct. That means ifs only correct if the other . 
person is doing something wrong and won't stop it. 
A child rarely walks up to another child and hits him 
or her for no reason. A child hits another child for 
taking a toy and not giving it back or for calling a 
name and not stopping. When parents hit children for 
misbehavior it's no wonder it increases the proba­
bility of children hitting each other. They are learning 
by example. 

Not smprisingly, spanked children grow up to 
spank their own children. In a 1983 national smvey 
Straus found that parents who had been physically 
punished beyond age 13 were more likely to severely 
assault or abuse their own children. Furthei:m,ore, the 
more physical punishment experienced by either men 
or women during childhood, the more likely they 
were to be abusive of their spouses. Levinson (1981) 
found that in societies where physical punishment is 
rare or infrequent, the existence of wife abuse is also 
rare or infrequent. 

Frequency of spanking contn'butes to a child's 
aggressive behavior. The study found that the more a 
child was spanked, the greater the probability he or 
she would hit other children outside the family. 

• Difficult-to-Control Children 

Spanking chips away at the bond of affection 
between parent and child. Children are more likely to 
do what parents want if there is a strong bond of 
affection with the parents. Several research studies 
have found that 40 to 50 percent of people, when 
asked how they felt when they were spanked, said 
they hated the parent (Pitzer, 1993). Consider how 
this would affect the relationship of parents and their 
teenagers, who are often too big to control by physi­
cal force. The only real resource we have with teens 
is the bank of goodwill created through parenting 
over the years. 

Research indicates that children of non-spanking 
parents tend to control their behavior on the basis of 
what is right or wrong. Spanked children control 
their behavior to avoid being hit. Spanked children 
tend to see their parents as enforcers who stand over 
them to make sure they do the "right" thing. They 
see parents as having the major responsibility for 
children conforming to proper standards. In contrast, 
children with nurturing,. non-spanking parents tend to 
adopt parental standards and to assume the responsi­
bility for checking on their own behavior. They 
become their own "enforcers," monitoring and 
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checking themselves, rather than expecting their 
parents to play such a role (Fisher and Fisher). What 
this all means is that if parents avoid spanking and 
use alternatives to physical punishment, they are like­
ly·to have children who are easier to manage and bet­
ter behaved. Most people think the opposite is true. 

• Deprmion, Alienation, Lack of Achievement 

Research from the National Family Violence 
Survey found that the more corporal punishment a 
person experiences, the greater the probability of 
being depr~ and the higher the likelihood of 
thinking of committing suicide (Straus, 1993). 
Another finding was that the more corporal punish­
ment experienced, the greater th~ ali~on. Also, 
holding constant social class of origin, those who 
experienced more corporal punisbm~ had lower 
earnings and occupational achievement; _According to 
Straus, this was interpreted to be a consequence of 
the higher rate of depression and alienation associated 
with corporal punishment. · 

Other Arguments Against Spanking 
• Spanking as a discipline attempt can get out of 

hand and escalate into physical abuse. Sixty to 
seventy percent of child abuse cases began as 
spanking. 

• Spanking hinders development of empathy, 
remorse, and compassion. The child focuses on 
the pain rather than the effect of his or her be­
havior on others. The natural human reaction to 
being hurt is a flood of anger and fear that psy­
chologists call the "fight or flight" reaction. It 
ensures that your child cannot listen, think, or 
feel remorseful while in tbe midst of a painful 
experience. 

• Corporal punishment used at the toddler age can 
reduce the degree in which children develop a 
conscience. 

• Results for adolescents are greater juvenile delin­
quency-in reference to legal crimes, not violent 
crimes. In addition to Straus, Agnew's work 
(1983) presents a clear relationship between the 
use of physical punishment and delinquency. The 
following three factors contnoute to the prob­
ability of a child committing delinquent acts: 
1) parents making inconsistent demands on chil­
dren, 2) parents using physical punishment, and 
3) parents punishing intermittently. 
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Changing Trends 
• The incidence of corporal punishment·and wife 

beating has been decreasing since the 1700s. 

• Corporal punishment of toddlers has not de­
creased, but changes are seen in the severity (not 
using paddle and hairbrush) and decreased fre­
quency of its use and the age at which it ends. 

• Corporal punishment is illegal in schools in some 
states. 

• Media and parent advice books are changing. 
Now articles in popular magazines are addressing 
the issue of spanking. 

Implications of 
No Corporal Punishment 

For Parents 
• Less hassle 
• Better behaved children 
• Less child abuse 

For Children 
• Less risk of child abuse 
• Less delinquency 

For the Next Generation 
• Less street violence 
• Less depression and suicide 
• Less wife beating 
• Higher economic achievement 

A less violent, more healthy, and wealthier 
society. 
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What Is Discipline? What Is Punishment? 
Discipline means "to teach." Discipline is not showing children who is the boss or just telling them 
what not to do. Good discipline is positive; it helps children learn what to do and helps children 
and parents feel good about themselves. 

DISCIPLINE is a positive way to teach a 
child self-control and confidence. 

• The key to discipline is teaching a child what 
behavior is okay and what behavior is not okay. 

• The focus is on what children are expected and 
allowed to do. 

• The concern is with how a child is behaving in 
the present and how a parent or caregiver wants 
him or her to behave in the future. 

• The reason for discipline is to help a child learn 
self-control. Children who are raised in a way 
that stresses discipline will understand their own 
behavior better, show independence, and respect 
themselves and others. 

• Discipline is a process, not a single act. It is the 
basis for teaching children how to get along with 
other people. 

PUNISHMENT is one technique used in 
discipline. 

• Punishment may be physical (spanking, hitting, 
causing pain) or psychological (disapproval, 
isolation, loss of privileges, shaming) 

• The focus is on past misbehavior. 

• Punishment may do little or nothing to help a 
child behave better in the future. · 

• Punishment can have bad effects on children, 
such as shame, guilt, anxiety, increased aggres­
sion, lack of caring for others, greater problems 
with parent or caregivers and other children. 

• The person who punishes the child becomes 
responsible for the way the child acts instead of 
the child. It is an external method of controlling 
a child's behavior·. · 

• Often punishment is not directly related to what 
the child did wrong. 

• Children who are punished learn that those they 
depend on the most for love and care can also 
inflict physical and psychological pain on them. 

Prepared by Rose Allen, Extension Educator-Family Development, Ramsey County, MN. . 

Source: Mary Lou Gilstad. "Discipline and Punishment." University of Minnesota Early Childhood Studies. 
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Common Beliefs About Spanking 
Please answer "Agree," "Disagree," or "Not Sure" to each question. 

1. Children who aren"t spanked become spoiled. 

2. An occasional spanking is good for children. 

3. Religion teaches us that spanking is okay. 

4. Spanking is an effective form of discipline. 

5. Even though I try not to spank it is sometim~ 
necessary. 

6. There's a difference between spanking and child -
abuse. It's okay to spank as long as you are 
calm and hit only once with an open hand. 

7. Spanking is a form of violence. 

8. It is necessary to spank children to prepare them 
for the "real world." 

9. It is okay to spank because it is a part of my 
culture. 

10. I was spanked and I turned out okay. 
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Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Agree 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 

Disagree Not Sure 
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Common Beliefs About Spanking-Alternative Answer Key 

1. Providing structure and discipline and love and nurturance in a consistent way is the best means available to 

prevent children from becoming spoiled. -

2. Hitting has no long-term· value in teaching desirable behaviors and contributes to aggressive behavior. 

3. Contrary to popular belief, "spare the rod, spoil the child" is not a passage from the Bible. It was written 
much later by English authors in the 16th century. Many people interpret the word rod literally to mean a 
stick. However, the Hebrew word for rod means an implement used to guide sheep. It was not used to hurt 
the sheep. 

4. Spanking teaches children what not to do, not what is the right thing to do. It stops the behavior for the time, 
but has no long-term value. Spanking chips away at the bond of affection between parent/caregiver and child. 

5. Many parents will spank out of frustration and desperation. Because of its widespread use and acceptance it 
may be an inevitable parental response, but it is not a necessary form of discipline. 

6. Although the spanking descnoed may not fit the legal definition of child abuse, it is an abusive act. An abusive 
act is the intent to control by causing pain or hurt. 

7. Violence is actions and words that hurt people. It is any action that is an abuse of power and where the intent 
is to control by causing pain, fear, or hurt. (Wilder Foundation, 1992). Spanking is an ~ent to control by 
causing pain or hurt. 

8. What goes on within the home teaches and prepares children to handle the "outside world." Violence in the 
home is transmitted to the neighborhood. 

9. Spanking is ·so widespread throughout society that hitting· children is a societal belief rather than a cultural 
practice. 

10. Adults who were spanked as children may experience greater depression and alienation. They also hold less 
desirable jobs and have lower earnings. Spanked people who turned out okay probably did so in spite of the 
spanking and not because of it. 

Adapted from: Shaking, Hitting, Spanking-'What To Do Jnsteail. 1990. Family Development Resources, Inc. Parle 
City, UT. 

References 

Peace ls Not a Season; Peace ls a Way of life! 1992. Amherst H. Wilder Foundation, St. Paul, :MN. 

Straus, MUITay A. 1994. Beating the Devil Out of Them: Corporal. Punishment in American Families and Its Effea 
on Children. Lexington Books. 

Prepared by Joan Sprain, Extension Educator-Family Development, Washington County, MN. 
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What About Spanking? 
Should parents spank or not? Some parents think 

spanking is the right thing to do when their children 
misbehave. Others believe any form of spanking is 
wrong and harmful. There are many teaching, nurtur­
ing, and disciplining tools available to parents that are 
more effective and less harmful than spanking and 
other forms of physical punishment. 

Why Parents Spank 

• Spanking is easy to do and requires little thought 
on the part of parents. 

• It seems to work. Toe child may stop misbehav­
ing. But it is important to realize two things: 
1) Spanking does not stop misbehavior any better 
than do other firm tactics; 2) Children often 
repeat the behavior for which they were spanked. 
It usually takes several repetitions of any disci­
plinary technique (mcluding spanking) before the 
lesson is learned and the behavior is changed. 

• It sends a clear message of disapproval. Children 
know immediately their parents are upset with 
their behavior. But an angry, concerned, or upset 
parental expression or tone of voice is also obvi­
ous to a child. 

What's Wrong with Spanking 
• Spanking is humiliating and demeaning to both 

parent and child, often lowering self-esteem and 
morale. Children with low self-esteem are more 
likely to repeat the misbehavior, which leads to 
more spanking. Things get worse instead of 
better. 
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• Spanking sets a violent example, teaching chil­
dren that hitting is the way to solve problems. 
Research consistently shows that children who 
are spanked are more likely to use physical force 
against siblings and peers, and later against their 
own spouse and children. 

• Spanking can lead to battering and child abuse. It 
is estimated that 85-90 percent of child abuse 
cases were attempts to discipline by the use of 
physical punishment that got ou~ of control. 
Spanking in the heat of anger, when a parent has 
· more strength and less control, can lead to seri­
ous injury. Spanking after the anger has cooled 
may be less likely to lead to physical damage, 
but also is less effective in correcting behavior, 
since the punishment is so far removed from the 
offense. 

• Children who are spanked may come to resent or 
fear their parents. Research studies have found 
that ~50 percent of people, when asked how 
they felt when spanked, reported they "hated 
parent." These emotions keep them from wanting 
to change their behavior and from learning how 
to do so. Also, each episode of physical punish­
ment chips away at the bond of affection between 
parent and child. 

• Children who are spanked may refrain from 
repeating the misbehavior, but they obey out of 
fear. Instead of learning• to differentiate between 
right and wrong, they only learn to differentiate 
between what they get spanked for and don't get 
spanked for. They rarely learn self-discipline. 
Research has shown that children who are regu­
larly or often spanked are less compliant with 
parental wishes when out of the presence of the 
punisher than are children who are not spanked 
(but are disciplined for their actions). 
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ways of raising their children. Other parents spank 
because they do not know about other choices or 
tools for handling misbehavior and teaching their 

• Spanking hinders development of empathy, 
remorse, compassion, and conscience-because 
children spanked as a disciplinary techniqut! focus 
on their own pain rather than considering the 
effect of their behavior on others. 

children. Spanking may be the only tool in their A 
"discipline tool box." -

• Spanking, especially when frequent and/or se­
vere, is associated with a number of psychologi­
cal and behavioral outcomes in later life-low 
self-esteem, anger, fear, depression, alienation, 
alcoholism, emotional instability and unrespon­
siveness, dependence, and abusiveness, among 
others. 

Parents can avoid spanking if they know more 
effective ways to discipline their children. Some 
parents are so angry and frightened that they cannot 
think about anything and simply lash out. They need 
help with their own problems so they can use better 

Parents often spank children when they are tired 
and frustrated; when they are "at the end of their 
rope." They can't think of anything else to do. 

But there are always better choices than spank­
ing. For what to do instead, see the videos and writ­
ten materials that constitute the remainder of the 
lessons in this series. Also each lesson includes a 
reference list that identifies a number of other materi­
als offering alternatives to physical ymnisbment in the 
discipline of children. 

Prepared by Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. 

Sources: Charles A. Smith. Responsive Discipline: Effective Tools for Parents. Kansas State University Cooperative 
Extension Service. 1993; Arlene Eisenberg, Heidi Murkoff, and Sandee Hathaway. lVhat to Expea: 1he Toddler 
Years. Workman Publishing Co. 1994; Murray A. Straus. Beating the Devil Out of1hem: Corporal Punishment in A 
American Families. Lexington Books. 1994. • 
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Thirteen Tips About Discipline 
1. The more discipline tools parents 

have, the more effective they can be. 

Parents who have only a few choices on how to 
discipline will be frustrated more often. Violence and 
abuse are likely to increase when a parent's choices 
are used up. There are many tools you can use to 
keep children from misbehaving, to give them guid­
ance, and to deal with misbehavior. 

2. Use the right combination of tools at 
the right time. 
Every problem may require a different disci­

pline tool or combination of tools. Parents have to be 
flexi'ble 3$ they decide how to discipline their chil­
dren. You may have to experiment to find out what 
works with a particular child and situation. Nothing 
works all the time. 

3. Try to keep calm. 
Discipline works best when parents understand 

their child, themselves, and the situation. Think and 
then act. The key is not to react immediately when a 
child does something wrong. Think about what is 
really happening, calm yourself, and then act. 

4. Might is not right. 
Strength and power are associated with confi­

dence, self-respect, and love-not brute force. There 
is a difference between authority figures and bullies. 
Punishment should be used as little as possible and 
only when necessary after prevention and guidance 
efforts have failed. Physical punishment is never 
appropriate. Self-esteem, self-control, and a healthy 
conscience cannot be encouraged in a child through 
fear and intimidation. 
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5. There is no one right answer. 
Raising a child is hard work. Parents need to 

combine love with firmness, success with disappoint­
ment, and thought with action. A parent who knows 
and loves a child will find the best solutions. Teach­
ers, therapists, guidance counselors, writers, and 
social workers can help and encourage you. Parents 
have to be willing to think, struggle, and love. 

6. Making choices as a parent is an act 
of faith. 
Parents need to believe that their efforts will 

make a difference over time. They must accept the 
challenges that occur at every stage of a child ~s devel­
opment. Toe most parents can expect of themselves is 
to make the best choice they can at any given time. 
They must have faith that their love and guidance, as 
imperfect as they may be, will help nurture their 
children as they grow. 

7. Relationships are like emotional bank 
accounts. 
Everything parents do that is positive and uplift­

ing is a deposit in the account. A smile, a good 
word, a gentle hug add to the positive side of the 
ledger. Everything parents do to confront, to criti­
cize, or to punish are withdrawals from that account. 
Some negatives are bound to happen, but to avoid a 
bankruptcy in the relationship, deposits must exceed 
withdrawals. 

8. Stand for something. 
Parents need to know what they hope to accom­

plish with their children. A void wasting energy over 
things that are not important. A parent's behavior 
clearly tells the child what values or principles guide 
his or her life. You must act with purpose. 
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9. It's important to remain firm. 

Parents want their children's love. It can be 
diffirult to remain firm with an important decision 
when a child becomes angry. But parents cannot wilt 
before the heat of their children's anger. Parents who 
act in good faith and in the best interests of their 
children will earn the love they deserve in the end. 

10. No parent is a prisoner of the past. 

Parents can make their own choices regardless 
of the treannent they received as children. Making a 
break with the past in order to stop a cycle of abuse 
and neglect can be very difficult. But parents with 
painful pasts are not doomed to repeat the mistakes of 
their parents. The key to breaking from the past is to 
make a deliberate choice to treat your children differ­
ently than you were treated. There is power in having 
.choices. 

11. Look ahead to look back. 
Before you respond to your child's ~behavior, 

try to imagine the future. Will you regret the action 
you plan to take? Will you be proud of what you 
have done? When your children grow up, what kind 
of relationship will you have with each other? 

12. Every mistake is a lesson and an 
opportunity. 

Discipline mistakes tell parents what does not A 
work and what must be changed. ·Mistakes also mark W 
a beginning point for starting over and a chance to 
break with the past. Excellence does not mean being 
perfect. 

13. Never give up. 
Raising a child requires immense faith and pa­

tience. Quick results are rarely achieved. The most 
important goals take a long time to achieve. Setbacks 
and mistakes do not mean failure-they show parents 
they are trying. 

Prepared by Rose Allen, Extension Educator-Family Development, Ramsey County, MN. 

Source: Charles A. Smith, Ph.D. 1993. Responsive Discipline, Effective Tools for Parents. Cooperative Extension 
Service, Kansas State University. 
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Discipline Means to Teach 
FOR PARENTS OF YOUNG CHil..DREN 

Discipline means "to teach." When we. use disci­
pline in a positive way, we help children learn what to . 
do. Discipline is not showing children who is the boss 
or telling them what not to do. Good discipline is 
positive; it helps children learn. Responsive discipline 
makes children and parents feel good about themselves. 

It is very important to be positive in what you 
want your child to learn. It is better to tell a child, 
"Play in the yard where it is safe," than to say, "Don't 
run in the street!" For children to learn, they have to 
know what to do. What do you want to teach your 
children? 

SI'EP 1: Next to #1 write what you, as a paren~ would want your child to learn when these things happen: 

• A toddler puts a pin in his mouth. 

1. What do you want him.to learn? 

2. What discipline techniques would you use? 

• A 3-year-old runs out in the street. 

1. What do you want her to learn? 

2. What discipline techniques would you use? 

• A preschooler hits her brother. 

1. What do you want her to learn? 

2. What discipline techniques would you use? 

SfEP 2: Go back to each situation. Based on what you want your child to learn, determine and write what 
discipline technique(s) you would use. 

Discipline means helping children learn what to do. 
Prepared by Jean Kvols, Extension E.ducator-Family Development, Big Stone and Lac Qui Parle Counties, MN, 
and Kathleen A. Olson, Extension :Educator-Family Development, Goodhue County, MN. 

Adapte.d from Charles A. Smith. "What Is Discipline?" Responsive Discipline. Kansas State Univ. Cooperative Extemion Service. Mareh 1993. 
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Discipline Means to Teach 
FOR PARENTS OF OLDER CIDLDREN . 

Discipline means "to teach." When we _use disci­
pline in a positive way, we help children learn what to 
do. Discipline is not showing children who is the boss 
or telling them what not to do. Good discipline is 
positive; it helps children learn. Responsive discipline 
makes children and parents feel good about themselves. 

It is very important to be positive in what you 
want your child to learn. It is better to tell a child, 
"Play in the yard where it is safe," than to say, "Don't 
run in the street!" For children to learn, they have to 
know what to do. What do you want to teach your 
children? 

SfEP 1: Next to #1 write what you, as a parent, would want your child to learn when these things happen: 

• A 7-year-old is angry and swears at you. 

1. What do you want him to learn? 

• 2. What discipline techniques would you use? 

• An 8-year-old fights with her siblin~. 

1. What do you want her to learn? 

2. What discipline techniques would you use? 

• An 8- or 9-year-old avoids doing his chores. 

1. What do you want him to learn? 

2. What discipline techniques would you use? 

SfEP 2: Go back to each situation. Based on what you want your child to learn, determine and write what 
discipline technique(s) you would use. 

Discipline means helping children learn what to do. 
Prepared by Jean K vols, Extension Educator-Family Development, Big Stone and Lac Qui Parle Counties MN 
and Kathleen A. Olson, Extension Educator-Family Development, Goodhue County, MN. ' ' 

Adapted from Charles A. Smith. "What ls Discipline?" Responsive Discipline. Kansas State Univ. Coopemtive Extermon Service. March t 993. 
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Developing Your Own Rules 
About Raising and Disciplining Children 

People's values and beliefs are what cause them to do what they do. You can remain calm if you 
know what you believe and have a set of rules for raising children. This worksheet will help you figure 
out your beliefs and values about raising and disciplining children and about physical punisbmP,nt. It's 
also a starting point for learning more about your role as a parent. 

Your Current Situation 

1. Describe your family: number of children, ages, etc. Are you raising children alone or with a partner, relatives, 
or friends? 

2. How does the make-up of your family affect the way you use d~cipline? 

3. What discipline problems have been hardest to deal with? 

4. What are the strengths and weaknesses of your relationship with your child? 

5. Have you used physical punishment in the past to discipline your child? Do you use physical punishment now? 

What Do You Believe? 
1. Do you believe children are born good or evil? Where did this belief come from? 

2. Do you believe children should obey their parents? 

3. What are your beliefs and values about discipline and punishment? Do you believe children must be punished? 

4. What do you believe about spanking? 
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Co~pariog Your Views with Those Around You 
1. How were you disciplined as a child? Bow has that changed the way you now discipline your children? 

2. Draw a picture of yourself disciplining your child. 

3. List. five to ten words others would use to describe the way you discipline your children. 

4. How do these words compare to your picture in number 2? 

5. Would you like to change how you discipline your children? If so, in what way? 

Choices for the Future 
1. H you wanted to discipline without using physical punishment would those around you agree wjtb this decision? 

How and where would you find support for your decision? 

2. Draw another picture of yourself disciplining your child as you would like it to look in the future. 

Prepared by Joan Sprain, Extension Educator-Family Development, Washington County, MN. 

Adapted from material written by Steve Laursen, Assistant Dean for Outreach, Collegiate Program Leader, University of Minnesota. 
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References: Physical Punishment 
For Educator/Facilitator 

Greven, Philip. Spare the Child: The Religious Roots of Physical Punishment and the Psychological lmpaa of 
Physical Abuse. Knopf. 1991. (Oleanna, $11.00) 

Straus, Murray A. Beating the Devil Out of 1hem: Corporal. Punishment in American Families. Lexington 
Books. 1994 (Oleanna, $24.95) . 

Taylor, Lesli and Adah Maurer. 1hink Twice: The Medical Effects of Physical, Pzmishment. Berkeley~ CA: 
Generation Books. 1985 

Bavolek, Stephen J. Shaking, Hitting, Spanking: ffiUlt to Do Instead. Family Development Resources (3160 
Pinebrook Road, Park City, UT 84060; 1-800-688-5822; $75) 1990. 

30-minute video offering alternatives to the use of physical punishment in the discipline of children. 
Includes four vignettes of common situations with children of various ages. Discussion guide included. 

For Parents 
Bavolek, Stephen J. Red, 'Mute, and Bruises: Spanking in the U.S.A.-What to Do Instead. Park City, UT: 

Family Development Resources. (1-800-688-5822). 1994. (paper, $1.00) 

Crary, Eliz.abeth. Love and limits: Gui.dance Tools/or Creative Parenting. Parenting Press. 1994. (Oleanna, 
$6.95) 

Crary, Eliz.abeth. Wuhout Spanking or Spoiling: A Practical, Approach to Toddler and Preschool Guidance. 
(2nd ed) Parenting Press. 1993. (Oleanna, $12.95) 

Epstein, Robert. "What This Child Needs Is a Good ... Dose of Discipline." Parenting. pp. 121-127. 
June/July 1994. 

Gordon, Thomas. Disdpline 1hat Workr. Dutton. 1991. (Oleanna, $11.95) 

Leach, Penelope. "Instead of Spanking." Parenting. pp. 89-93. December/January 1992. 

Samalin, Nancy. Love and Anger: 1he Parental, Dilemma. Viking. 1991. (Oleanna, $11.00) 

Samalin, Nancy. "Positive Discipline: What's Wrong with Spanking?" Parents. pp. 56ff. July 1992. 

Samalin, Nancy. "What's Wrong with Spanking?" Parents. pp. 35-36. May 1995. 

Sears, William and Martha Sears. 1he Discipline Book. Little, Brown and Co. 1995. (Oleanna, $12.95) 

Wyckoff, Jerry and Barbara Unell. Discipline WithoUI Shouting or Spanldng. Meadowbrook Pr~s. 1984. 
(Oleanna, $6.00) 
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For Children 
Carlson, Natalie Savage. Runaway Marie Louise. Charles Scribner's Sons. 1977. (Ages 3-6) 

Marie, the little brown mongoose, was usually well-behaved but one day she did something wrong and her A 
mother spanked her. Convinced she was no longer loved, she ran away to find a new mama. After several W 
mothers declined her offer to be their child, she was happily reunited with her mother. Could be used for 
discussion of children's feelings about spanking and alternative ways to discipline. 

Ets, Marie Hall. Bad Boy, Good Boy. Thomas Y. Crowell. 1967. (Ages 6-10) 

Five-year-old Roberto is a Mexican-American boy who lives with his family in a tumble-0own house in 
California. Mischievous Roberto is often told he is bad and punished by his parents (mcluding occasional 
spankings by his father). Roberto is emolled in a day-care center where he flourishes under the praise and 
gentle approaches. The story shows the changes that can occur when a discouraged child receives positive, 
non-punitive direction. 

N01E: Most of the adult books and many of the children's books listed above can be borrowed from your 
local library. Many can be purchased at local bookstores. Those marked (Oleanna) after the date can be 
purchased from a mail-order book service for the price indicated: Oleanna Books, Box 141020, Minneapolis, 
1v.lN 55414. (612) 722-5861 

Prepared by Kathleen A. Olson, Extension :Educator-Family Development, Goodhue County MN; Linda Heppner, 
Family Living Agent, Barron County WI; Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service 
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LESSON GUIDE 

Limits 
Love and limits go hand-in-hand. Combining a 

parent's love with setting limits for children is an 
important part of nurturing children toward positive, 
productive futures. 

Lesson Materials 
- Videotape: Limits 

- Lesson Guide: Limits . 

- Background (for facilitator): How Behavior 
Changes as Children Grow: Infants and Toddlers 
(Birth-21h Years) 

- Background (for facilitator): How Behavior 
Changes As Children Grow: Young Children 
(21/2--6½ Years) 

- Parent Handout: Setting Limits 

- Checklist: How Do You Set Limits? 

- 4x6" index cards (2 for each participant) 

- References 

Learner Outcomes 
Parents will understand and appreciate how 

important limits are for their children and will be able 
to set effective limits. 

Preparation for Session 
1. Preview the "Limits" video. 

2. Review the lesson materials and read other 
materials as needed on developmental stages of 
children in your parent group (see References 
list). . 

1995 

3. Review lesson outline below. 

4. Prepare warm-up activity. One 4x6" index card 
is needed for each participant. 

5. Prepare "Giving Directions" activity. Write a 
task-one for each participant-on 4x6" cards. 
Tasks could include: tying a shoe, sharpening a 
pencil,. opening a carton of milk, closing a jacket 
zipper, emptying a wastebasket, wiping off a 
table, opening a can with a can opener, etc. After 
each task, write out detailed directions of how to 
carry out the task. 

6. (Optional) Read pages 174-178 of Stephen 
Covey's book, 1he 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People. 

7. Duplicate parent handouts and discussion aids 
you want to use as handouts. 

8. See that other necessary equipment and supplies 
are on band-VCR and monitor, blank paper and 
pencils, easel pad or blackboard. 

Lesson Outline 

1. Introductory warmup activity. (10 minutes) 

Give each participant a 4x6" index card and 
pencil. Ask them to divide the card in half with 
one line and then into quarters with another line. 
In the comers, ask them to write: 1) their name, 
2) their children's names and ages, 3) their favor­
ite food, and 4) one limit they set for their 
child(ren). Go around the room and share names, 
children's names, ages, etc. Write the children's 
ages on an easel pad or blackboard. Write the 
limits set by parents on another sheet. 

When everyone is finished, total the ages of 
all the children. Discuss the number of years of 
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parenting experience that exists in the room and 
how we can all learn from each other. (Note: If 
the group has been together for some time, you 
might eliminate the names and substitute other 
options such as listing what they want to learn 
from this session.) 

(Soun:e: Delores Curran, Working with Parenis, American 
Guidance Service, Circle Pines, MN, 1989.) 

2. Why set limits? (5 minutes) 

Continue by asking parents "Why set limits?" 
Encourage discussion on the need for setting 
limits. Allow a short time for "stories" to be told 
about the parent's experiences with setting limits 
for their children. 

3. Video and ~ion. (30-45 minutes total) 

A. Show the first segment of the video up to the 
first parent discussion time. 

Allow for a brief reaction time. Discussion 
could include (facilitators words in italics): 

What might happen in the grocery store 
if you don ~t set limits ahead of time? 

What are some other situations we need 
to help our children "prepare" for? 

Activity (to help participants examine how 
they were parented and how that influences 
how they parent): Ask participants to list two 
rules their parents had for them as preschool­
ers (example: no playing in the street) and 
two rules they had as a teenager. Then ask: 

How did you typically respond to these 
rules? 

Which rules were fair and which were 
unfair? 

Were the rules clear to you? 

Were the consequences of not abiding 'by 
the rules clear? 

What impact did these rules have on you 
as an adult? 

Ask participants to write two limits they have 
for their child(ren) age(s) __ . Ask them 
about each: 
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Is this limit imponant? 

What did you want to teach your child? 

Is this limit reasollllble? 

Has your child Juul inpw into setting this 
limit? 

... Is this limit positive and dear? 

. . . Do I eriforce it consistently? 

B. Show the second segm~ of the video up 
until the second parent discussion time. 

Allow for a brief reaction time. Discussion 
could include: 

1hink of more examples of negatives that 
can be changed into positive statements. 

Do we adequately communicate with our 
kids when we want something done? 

Giving Directions activity. Use the cards 
made earlier with the tasks and step-by-step 
instructions. One at a tiin~, have each person 
in the group draw a card and read it silently. 
The person then must give directions to the 
group in his or her own words without tell­
ing what the task is. (fell them not to use 
their hands with their directions.) Now ask 
someone from the group to demonstrate the 
mk by following the directions just given, 
using imaginary props. Have 1he group guess 
what the task is. H time permits, have each 
person do one card. Otherwise, one or two 
tasks will get the point a~. Ask: 

How well do we give direaions to our 
children? 

Do we assume too much OS we gh-e 
children directions? 

(Source: "Leadership Skills You Never Outgrow." Lead­
ership Project Book I: lndividual Skills for Yo,mger Manber.s. 
Univeisity of Illinois Cooperative Extemion, 1986.) 

Optional. Read the piece by Stephen Covey 
in 1he 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, 
pp. 174-178. 

C. Show the last segment of 1he video. 

Allow for a brief reaction time. Discussion 
could include: 

What do you think are the most impor­
tant things to remember when setting 
limits with your children? (You may 
need to bring up points if some of the 
major ones are left out.) 

What are the hardest for you? 

What has worked? 

What hasn't worked so well for yciu? -

Encourage discussion on how those situations 
could be helped. 
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Homework and Closing 

1. Conclusion (5 minutes) 

Distribute the "Setting Limits" handout. Review 
the important points on setting limits: 

• What kinds of limits? 

• Limit your limits to important matters. 

• Set reasonable limits. 

• Be clear and positive. 

• Be consistent. 

• Let children help set limits. 

• Examine your limits. 

2. Homework 

Distribute the "How Do You Set Limits?" check­
list. Ask parents to choose one or two areas to 
work on before the next ·session. 

Thank the participants. Encourage them to come 
back with their "stories" and homework next 
time. 

Prepared by Colleen Gengler, Extension Educator-Family Development, Murray County, MN; Bernadette Mayek, 
Family Living Agent, University of Wisconsin Extension, Waupaca County, WI; and Peg Thomas, Family Living 
Agent, University of Wisconsin Extension, Dane County, WI. 
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BACKGROUND 

How Behavior Changes as Children Grow 
Infants and Toddlers: Birth-21/2 Years 

Children are born, and then they grow. And 
grow and grow. . . . As they grow they show many 
changes in their abilities and behavior. Parents may 
find that at certain stages of development children are 
more of a challenge to live with. 

This piece will help readers understand child 
development from birth to 2½ years. Each section 
emphasizes: 

• What children are doing at this stage. 

• Behavior that bugs parents. 

• What parents need to know and do. 

• Discipline methods that work for this age. 

Infants: Birth to 18 Months 

What children are doing 

This is a time of fast growth and rapid develop­
ment. From birth to 18 months children: 

• Nearly triple their weight. 

• Gain slcills in feeding. 

• Learn to walk. 

• Develop early language skills. 

This is also when children learn who they can 
trust to meet their needs-a process called attachment 
(see box on next page). 

Children learn about the world through all of 
their senses. They need to explore in order to learn 
about things, people, sounds, smells, and what hap­
pens when they do something. 

]995 

Behavior that b~ parmts 
Babies have many needs that require the parents 

to always be with them. F~ing, diapering, and 
comforting must be done on demand. Many physical 
needs must be met. Parents get very tired. 

You can look for these behaviors: 

• Making messes. . 

• Exploring everything in their. environment. 

• At 12 to 18 months, expressing frustration and 
anger. 

• Going on and on: Older infants who are mobile 
often don't respond to parent's commands. 

What parents need to know and do 
Parents must make the child's surr9undings as 

safe and as unrestricted as possible so he can explore 
everywhere. This means putting locks on cupboards 
and gates on stairs and removing things you don't 
want him to have. Child-proof the environment. 

Respect the child's feelings. When you need to 
remove something say, "I can see you're not happy 
that I took those buttons away from you. I understand 
you want to play with them, but they're too small 
and I'm afraid you might swallow them." 

It's important to know that you can't spoil a 
baby. In fact, the quicker you respond when a baby 
cries or in some other way lets you know she needs 
something, the more secure she will be. A secure­
feeling infant is happier and easier to live with: 

The most important thing parents can do is to 
respond to their child's needs. This strengthens the 
bond of attachment between parent and child. Good 
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attachment is formed when parents and caregivers 
r~nd to a young child's needs tenderly, gently, 
and quickly and keep the child's environment com­
fortable and safe. Children who have a good attach­
ment to at least one adult in their life will be more 
· cooperative with parents and caregivers in later years. 

What Is Attachment? 

Children need to develop a secure 
relationship with at least one adult in 
their first year of life. Infants between 6 
and 9 months old will begin to prefer 
one of their caregivers, usually their 
mother or father. As this happens, chil­
dren often react to other people by 
crying and avoiding them. This stage is 
called attachment. 

Psychologists believe that children 
must have a secure, attached relationship 
with their chief caregiver in order to 
become independent, ~ others, and be 
able to form friendships and bonds 
throughout life. 

Disdpllne methods that work for this age 
At this age children are not able to understand or 

respond to usual discipline methods such as time out, 
consequences, saying no, or spanking. Any form of 
physical punishment, such as spanking or shaking, is 
very dangerous for infants. It can cause permanent 
damage. 

The best way to guide a small child's behavior is 
to direct his interest somewhere else. If the child is 
going after something you'd rather not have him play 
with, substitute a safer object. If she is moving to­
ward an open stairway, pick her up and move her. 
Then put up a gate. 
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Toddlers: 18 Months to 2½. Years 
What d1iJdnin are doing 
At this stage young children are: 

• Becoming their own person-separate and inde­
pendent from their parents. 

• Exploring their environment to develop the skills 
that let them learn about the people and places in 
their life. 

• lncre&ing moving skills such as walking, run-
ning, and climbing. 

• Beginning to talk. 

Behavior that b~ parents 
It is likely that your toddler: 

• Won't hold your hand. 

• Moves slowly and doesn't come when called. 

• Behaves defiantly. Says "No"-when told to do 
something. 

• May insist on having things a certain way, in­
cluding routines, the way his room is arranged, 
food, etc. 

• May want to always do the opposite of what a 
parent wants her to do. 

• Has temper tantrums. 

• Won't share or take turns. 

• May insist that only Mommy or only Daddy or 
some other person help him. 

What parmts need to lmow and do 
Make your home safe. If necessary, use gates, 

remove things a child can climb on, and put away 
dangerous or breakable objects. 

Be patient. Don't try to make a child do some- . 
thing until he's ready to do it. Skills such as toilet 
training, eating with forks and spoons, and being 
careful with the pages of books will come, but only 
when a child is ready. Children aren't always ready 
when the parents are ready. 

Don't expect a child of this age to do everything 
a parent asks. Expecting a small child to be obedient 
will frustrate both parent and child. Instead, parents 
should put energy into helping their child make it 
through the day with as much success as possible. 
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When you talk to your child use simple words 

and short sentences. Be very specific and direct. 
Don't say "Clean up this mess." Instead, 

9 say, "Let's 
pick up the blocks and put them in the toy chest." 

Don't try to take away things or change behavior 
that comforts your child. Learn to live with her need 
for a pacifier, a favorite blanket, or her thumb. Be 
glad that she has something that helps her feel better. 

Routine is important. Stick to a daily schedule 
that includes physical activity, quiet play; regular 
meals, and naps. 

Temper tantrums are common at this age. Your 
best defense is to tty to keep them from happening. 
Avoid taking your child someplace when he is hun­
gry or tired or will be tempted to demand things he 
sees. If he has a tantrum, ignore it as best you can. 
If your child is successful in getting attention or 
something else he wants by having a tantrum, he will 
learn this behavior works. Chances are tantrums will 
occur more often. 

Don't command your child to do something. 
Asking questions works much better. For example, 
instead of saying "Pick up the balls" ask your child 
"Can you toss the balls in the basket?" 

Be careful when you give your child choices. If 
you offer a choice, be sure both alternatives are okay. 
When there is really only one choice, don't use this 
technique. 

Discip6ne methods that work for dm age 
When your child refuses to do something, use 

distraction. Because children at this age have a short 
attention span, most kids will quickly do what you 
want after being distracted. For example, if a child 
refuses to let you put on her coat when you need to 
go out, stop the effort and direct her attention to 
something out the window. After that, go back to the 
task of putting on the coat. Chances are, the coat will 
slip right on and you '11 be able to leave the house 
without a struggle. 

Pick your battles. Some behavior should simply 
be ignored. 

Resources 
Ames, Louise Bates. 1992. Raising Good ICuls: A 
Developmental, Approach. Modem• Leaming Press: 
Rosemont, NJ. 

Dickinson, Nancy, Ph.D. 1991. "Hitting Children, 
Non-Punitive Strategies: Infants to Preschoolers," 
Human Relations, May-June. University of California· 
Cooperative Extension. 

Prepared by Rose Allen, Extension Educator-Family Development, Ramsey County, MN. 
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BACKGROUND 

How Behavior Changes as Children Grow 
Young Children: 21h-61h Years · 

Children are born, and then they grow. And 
grow and grow. . . . As they grow they show many 
changes in their abilities and behavior. Parents may 
find that at certain stages of development children are 
more of a challenge to live with. 

This piece will help readers understand child 
development from 2½ to 6½ years. Each section . 
emphasizes: 

• . What children are doing at this stage. 

• Behavior that bugs parents. 

• What parents need to know and do. 

• Discipline methods that work for this age. 

Younger Preschoolers: 21h to 4 Yffll"S 
What children are doing 

This is the age of independence, when children 
want to do things for themselves. Very important at 
this age is the way children: 

• Develop and use imagination. 

• Master language skills, 

• Really notice and imitate the behavior of parents 
and other children. 

Behavior that b~ parents 
This can be a time of power struggles between 

parents and children. Children at this age can be 
difficult to take to stores, restaurants, or other public 
places. They have many fears such as new things, 
animals, the dark, and nighbnares. One minute they 
insist on being treated like a big kid, and the next 
minute they want to be babied. 
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Preschoolers may: 

• Say things like "I don't love you" or "You're 
not my friend." 

• Be fearful about your leaving them. 

• Whine. 

• Be jealous of anyone else who gets a parent's or 
caregiver' s attention. 

• Become frustrated because they try to do things 
they can't quite do yet. 

• Keep parents waiting while they insist on doing 
something themselves. . 

What parents need to know or do 
At this stage, children really want to please 

parents. This is easier if the parent has formed a 
loving and secure relationship with the child. 

Talk with your child. Spend time together. Be 
aware of the fears and insecurities she might feel. 

Expect conflicts. It is normal for children at this 
stage to disagree with Mom, Dad, or other people 
who care for them. 

This is a good age to introduce your child to 
nursery school, Head Start, or some other preschool 
experience. Often children respond much better to 
another caregiver than they do to their own parents. 

Pick your battles. H a behavior can be ignored, 
do your best to ignore it. 

Discipline methods that work at this age 
When your child seems locked in, stuck in an 

activity, or doesn't want to do something, use 
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distraction. Change the subject, ask a quemon, say 
something nice, or whisper. This will help the child 
pay attention to something besides the problem so 
you can move on. 

Time out, used carefully, can work, especially if 
the parent and child are having a conflict. Use time 
out as a chance to e:ooI off. When time out is over, 
work on correcting the behavior. 

Get1ing Ready for School: 4 to 5 Years 
What children are doing 

This is an exuberant age. Everything children do 
is very fast, very loud, and very intense. Children: 

• Test their limits. 

• Become aware of right and wrong. 

• Begin to care for others. 

Behavior that b~ parents 
This is a time a child: 

• Tries out swearing, toilet talk, boasting, and silly 
talk. 

• Really tests limits: where he can go, how high he 
can jump, how loud he can yell. 

• Shows high spirits and out-of-bounds behavior. 

• Has high energy that can really tir~ parents out. 

• May argue with parents, caregivers, and friends. 

• May tell lies, or at least stretch the faCIS. When 
caught, may blame someone else. 

• Has an endless thirst for attention. 

What parmts need to lmow and do 
It is really important for a child at th.is age to 

have the limits and rules clearly stated. These limits 
must be reasonable and you must be able to enforce 
them. At this age, a child needs clear, understandable 
rules, but not too many of them. When your limits 
and rules are in place and you both understand them, 
enforce them the same way every time. 

Talk about rules by stating the rule and telling 
the child why. For example, say "You never cross 
the street without a grownup." Explain by adding 
"Because you could be hit by a car." 

Catch your child being good. Tell her you like 
her good behavior. This is a stage where praise and 
compliments work very well in helping your child 
understand. what you expect from her. For example, 
you could say "I really like the way you picked up 
your room." 
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If it's hard to get your child's attention, remem­
ber that kids at this age love surprises. U~e a whisper 
rather than a shout or say "Guess what?" to get them 
to listen. 

. Talk with your child. Give him your full atten­
tion. This will prevent your child from misbehaving 
in order to get your attention. If possible, ignore 
wild, but harmless, behavior. 

IM:ip1ine methods that work at this age 
Tune out can be a good way to get children to 

calm down and think about why they are sitting in a 
chair in a boring place. When time out is over, be 
sure to let your child correct the behavior that caused 
her to be put on time out. This ~uld be picking up 
her mess, saying she's sorry, or simply talking about 
what she should have done instead. 

Tell a child you don't like the way he is acting. 
Remember, children at this age really want to pl~e 
their parents, and your disapproval will make a dif­
ference in how your child behaves in the future. 

Use logical and natural consequences. For exam­
ple, if a child doesn't eat his br~ let him expe­
rience getting hungry long before lunch. This is a 
natural consequence. If a child goes in the street with 
her bike when you have a rule that there will be no 
bike riding in the street, she will lose her bike for 
one day~ This is a logical consequence .. 

Set goals and give rewards. Agree on something 
your child will work on, such as getting dressed all 
by herself. Award a sticker for.every success. When 
enough stickers have been earned, she can get a toy 
or something else you both agree on. After a while 
talk over and renew your contract. Eventually your 
child will get dressed all by herself without a reward. 

Transition to School: 5 to 61h Years 
What dlildrm are doing 

At this age children have a good grasp of lan­
guage. They can understand what you are telling 
them and they can communicate their thoughts, con­
cerns, and desires. 

This is a tu;ne of friendship. They enjoy being 
with other children their age. These children under­
stand the results of their actions and behavior, but 
still view the world with themselves at the center. 

Behavior that bugs parents 
Children of school age: 

• Won't admit that something they did was wrong. 

• May take things that don't belong to them. 
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• Are defiant, and may refuse to do something 
when asked. 

• May act rude. 

What parmts need to lmow and do 
Try not to criticize, because it often makes the 

behavior worse. Use praise profusely. When your 
child refuses to do something, or acts defiant, give 
him another chance. For example, say "I'm pretty 
sure I asked you three minutes ago to get your shoes 
on so we can go to the store. I bet you didn't hear 
me. Let's see how mt you can do it." 

When you want your child to do something, give 
her a challenge, such as completing a task before you 
count to ten. Don't give direct commands. This gets 
around the tendency your child has at this stage to 
refuse to do anything you tell them to do. For exam­
ple, instead of "Pick up the toys" say "Let's see if 
you can toss the blocks in the basket backwards 
through your legs." 

Sometimes parents need to examine the rules or 
limits they have set for a child. If you seem to be 
fighting over and over about the same issue, ask 
yourself if the limit is still reasonable in order to keep 
your child safe, healthy, or whatever the reason was 
you set it. If it really doesn't make a big difference, 
let go of the rule. 

Discip6ne methom that work at this age 
Let your child experience the natural or logical 

consequences of his action. If he absolutely must 
wear a winter coat in the middle of the summer, let 
him experience getting hot. If she refuses to pick up 
the toys in the living room, warn her that they will 
disappear for a day. It they still aren't picked up, 
follow through. 

Time out works if used in only a few circum­
stances. Make sure the child knows she will be put 
on time out if she continues to do something she 
shouldn't be doing. If she continues, send her to a 
safe but boring place for a certain period of time. 
When the time out is over, make sure you talk about 
what she was doing that made you put her on time 
. out. Give her a chance to correct the behavior. 

Loss of a privilege can be effective. For exam­
ple, if your child behaves badly at a friend's house, 
don't allow him to play with that friend for a certain 
period of time. 

Make a bargain with your child. If there is some­
thing you want her to do ~at she seems to be having 
trouble doing, find something she can earn if she 
completes the task. For example, say "If you get 
dressed all by yourself, you can get an extra bow for 
your hair." 

Expect your child to make restitution. This 
means that ifhe breaks a friend's toy, he must fix it 
or save his allowance so he can replace it. It's a good 
way of holding a child accountable for his behavior. ' 

RS>urces 
Ames, Louise Bates. 1992. Raising Good Kids: A 
Developmental Approach. Modem Leaming Press: 
Rosemont, NJ. 

Dickinson, Nancy, Ph.D. 1991. "Hitting Children, 
Non-Punitive Strategies_: Infants to Preschoolers," 
Human Relations, May-June. University of California 
Cooperative Extension. 

Prepared by Rose Allen, Extension Educator-Family Development, Ramsey County, MN. 
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Setting Limits 
When you set limits for your children, you dem­

onstrate your love and concern. Setting limits tells a 
child, "1 care about you, I want you to be safe. I want 
you to act responsibly so that you will learn to get 
along happily with others." Limits are like the guard 
rails on a bridge-they provide a sense of security. 
Take care, however, not to overwhelm your children 
with rigid controls. 

What Kinds of Limits? 
Carefully select the limits you think are necessary 

and, as much as possible, consider the child's point of 
view. The limits you set should: 

• 

• 

• 

Protect children from physical harm. An exam­
ple would be keeping a preschooler away from a 
hot stove. 

Protect property. For example, insisting that 
your youngster rerurn tools to their proper places 
or showing a preschooler how to use the televi­
sion set are limits that protect property. 

Protect children and others from psycltologica.l 
harm. For example, helping children learn how 

· to put their anger into words that are not obsceni­
ties, or showing children how to resolve conflicts 
without vicious teasing are limits that show re-

. spect for others' feelings and ideas. 

Limit Your Limits 
Before you set a limit, ask yourself: "Is this rule 

really important? Am I willing to deal with the con­
flicts that will occur if my child disregards the limit?" 

Your rules should reflect your deeply held con­
victions or values, ones that you are committed to 
keeping. For example, do you really need to insist that 
a child eat all his or her peas, wear certain clothes, or 
not associate with a particular person? Or is it more 
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important to take issue when a child destroys a · 
friend's toy, swears at a parent, or talces money out of 
your wallet or purse? 

Parents who set too many rules can overwhelm 
their children with too many demands. You are more 
likely to be effective if you focus on those rules you . 
believe are most important. 

Set Reasonable Limits 
You also need to consider whether your children 

are able to do what is expected of them. It is not rea­
sonable, for example, to demand that toddlers keep 
their rooms clean or to expect boisterous 10-year-olds 
to always ·remember their mealtime manners. Forbid­
ding a child to wet the bed during the night is unrea­
sonable at any age because children have no control 
over their bladders while they sleep. Denying a child 
the right to experience emotions such as anger and 
fear may be unreasonable because these feelings are 
often natural, healthy responses to difficult situations. 

Young children desperately want to please their 
parents by doing what is expected of them. They be­
lieve in their parents. They think their parents know 
whafs best for them (even if they don't always act as 
though they believe it). Because of their confidence in 
parents, if children are given an unreasonable limit, 
they may conclude that there is something wrong with 
themselves rather than with the limit. Children who 
feel this way are likely to develop low levels of self­
esteem. Later, when they become aware of the unfair­
ness of unreasonable limits, these children may lose 
respect for their parents and become distrustful of all 
adult authority. 

You can judge whether a limit is unreasonable by 
observing the way your children act. They may try 
their best but still fail, or they may show no sign of 
being able to perform the task. They might become 
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moody and depressed or even angry and defiant. Re­
member, if children can't be good at succeeding, then 
they are easily tempted to be good at failing. Wtth this 
in mind, set limits so your children can succeed. Then 
gradually raise your expectations so they can continue 
to be successful. 

Be Clear and Positive 
State your limits clearly and simply. A clear limit 

tells a child exactly what is expected and when. If you 
tell your grade-schooler: "Every night, right after 
supper, you are to talce the garbage, put it in the trash 
can outside, and make sure the lid is closed," your 
child knows exactly what to do. In contrast, saying 
"Clean up everything after supper" is vague. Your 
child may not know exactly what is expected. Don't 
blame your child for fiilling to follow instructions if 
the instructions were not clear in the first place. 

Limits will also be more effective if they empha­
size the possible-if they tell a child what to do rather 
than what not to do. To give your child a better un­
derstanding of what is allowed as well as what the 
limits are, say "Play in the yard, not in the street" · 
~ead of just saying "Don't go in the street." 

When children become angry and act destructive­
ly, parents are likely to think first of negative limits: 
"Don't talk to me like that!" "Don't bit your broth­
er!" "Don't throw things!" But children also need 
positive limits to help them deal with their emotions. 
Besides the "don'ts," a parent might also say, "When 
you get angry, tell me how you feel-say you're 
angry!" This shows a child another way of handling 
anger. 

Be Consistent 
Limits must be consistently applied and enforced. 

Children are more likely to respect limits when they 
realize their parents mean what they say. If you expect 
your children to wash their hands before meals, you 
must maintain this limit every day. If you tell your 
children not to play in a neighbor's yard, it must be 
clear that this limit applies every time they are out­
side. However, limits can, and should, be revised if 
circumstances change. 

Consistent limits are dependable. They provide 
security and direction for children. If a child is told 
one day not to play with sharp scissors, then the next 

day is permitted to do so, and the next day is punished 
for doing so, he or she will never know \_\'hat is re.ally 
expected. A child's respect for parents and for author­
ity in general is likely to diminish .if parents keep 
changing the rules and are inconsistent in enforcing 
limits. 

Once a limit is set, the child should know clearly 
when it applies-one time, some of the time, or all of 
the time. We might tell our children, "Never play in 
the street," or "We don't have enough money, so no 
ice cream today," or "Do not go to Billy's house 
around dinner time. They are busy then." 

Let Children Help Set Limits 
The ultimate goal in setting limits is to help chil­

dren develop self--control and self-direction. You can 
show confidence in your children's abilities by talking 
with them about problems and by encouraging them to 
suggest guidelines for their own behavior. As an 
example, a mother and her 7-year.:Old son first dis­
cussed and then decided together on his bedtime rou­
tine: he would go to bed at 8 p.m. on school nights 
and would be allowed to read fot 30 minutes before 
turning off the lights. A decision such as this meets 
both the child's desire for a transition time before 
going to sleep and the parent's concern for a reason-
able time limit. · 

By involving your children in setting limits, you 
are more likely to gain their cooperation in following 
the rule. Letting children help set their own limits also 
provides them with experience and practice in decision 
making. 

Examine Your Limits 
Examine the limits you set for yqur children. Ask 

yourself the following: 

• Are they truly important? 

• Are they reasonable? 

• Are they clear enough for the child to understand? 

• Do they tell your child what to do as well as what 
not to do? 

• Do you apply and enforce them consistently? 

• Do you encourage your children to set their own 
limits? 

Prepared by Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Servicre 

Adapted in part from Effective Discipline, Charles A. Smith, Kansas State University Cooperalive Extemion Service Publication C-621. 
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CHECKLIST 

How Do You Set Limits? 
Circle the number that comes closest to the way you act in each situation. 

1. Do you have a few important limits for each child that you 
stand firmly behind? yes 1 2 3· 4 

2. Do you take into account .the differences in your children's 
ages, character, and experiences? yes 1 2 3 4 

3. Do you let your children feel some of the effects of their 
behavior? yes 1 2 3 4 

4. Do you follow through right away with discipline instead of 
giving a warning or nagging? yes 1 2 3 4 

5. Are you yourself responsible for setting limits for your 
children? yes 1 2 3 4 

6. Do you set standards that are realistic for your children to 
meet? yes 1 2 3 4 

7. Do you praise your children when they do meet your 
standards? yes 1 2 3 4 

8. Do you try to set a good example by following the same 
standards you have set for your children? yes 1 2 .3 4 

9. Do you enforce your rules the same way every time? yes 1 2 3 4 

10. Do you try to protect your children's dignity and 
self-esteem? yes 1 2 3 4 

Prepared by Joan Sprain, Extension Educator-Family Development, Washington County, MN, and 
Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service 
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5 no 

5 no 

5 no 

5 no 

5 no 

5 no 

5 no 

5 no 

5 no 

5 no 
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References: Limits 
For Educator/Facilitator 

Smith, Charles A. Responsive Discipline: Effective Tools for Parents. Kansas State University Cooperative 
Extension Service. (KSU Extension Distribution Center, 16 Umberger Hall, Manhattan, KS 66506. 

Contains a leader's guide, a parents' manual, a video, and some handouts. An excellent curriculum/home 
study course on discipline-including setting limits. 

For Parents 
Crary, Elizabeth. Love and limits: Guidance Tools for Creative Parenting. Parenting Press. 1994. (Oleanna, 

$6.95) 

Crary, Elizabeth. Wuhout Spanking or Spoiling. Parenting Press. 1993. (Oleanna, $12.95) 

Eisenberg, Arlene, Heidi E. Murkoff, and Sandee E. Hathaway. lWuzt to Expect: 1he Toddler Years. Workman 
Puhl. Co. 1994. (Oleanna, $15.95) 

Faber, Adele and Elaine Mazlish. How to Tolle So Kids Will listen and listen So Kids Will Talk. Avon Books. 
1980. (Oleanna, $10.00) . 

Leach, Penelope. Your Baby and Child: FromBinh to Age Five. Knopf. 1989. (Oleanna, $19.95) 

MacKenzie, Robert J. Setting limits: How to Raise Responsible, Independent Children by Providing Reason-
able Boundaries. Prima. 1993. (Oleanna, $12.95) 

Nelsen, Jane. Positive Disdpline. Ballantine Books. 1987. (Oleanna, $10.00) 

Popkin, Michael. Active Parenting. Harper Row. 1987. 

Wyckoff, Jerry and Barbara Unell. Discipline Without Shouting or Spanking. Meadowbrook Press. 1984. 
(Oleanna, $6.00) 

For Children 
Berenstain, Stan and Jan Berenstain. The Berenstain Bears and the Truth. Random House. 1983. (ages 4-8) 

The central theme is about telling the truth, but a limit had been set which Brother and Sister Bear forgot. 
Several examples of limits are given. 

Berry, Joy. "Mull to Do When Your Mom or Dad Says • .. Go to Bed. Grolier Enterprises. 1983. (elementary 
ages) 
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One in a series of survival guides for kids. Stresses parents and children setting bedtimes together. 
Describes in kids' terms why they would want to go to bed on time. 
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Charnley, Nathaniel and Betty Jo Charnley. Martha Ann and the Mother Store. Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 
1973 (ages 5-9) 

A charming, imaginative story about a little girl who rebels against her mother's discipline. As she explores A 
alternatives, she finds that she is not really happy without guidelines and reawnable limits. • 

Cleary, Beverly Bunn. Beezus and Romona. Wm. Morrow & Co. 1955. (ages 8-10) 

Although not the central intent of the story, it does demonstrate some of the consequences of parental 
permissiveness. Could be used to discuss the importance of limits. 

Dauer, Rosamond. My Friend Jasper Jones. Parents Magazine Press. 1977. (ages 4-6) 

A young boy stretches the limits and blames the results on his friend "Jasper Jones." He finds that he 
doesn't like cleaning up after Jasper Jones so Jasper goes to live with another little boy. 

Delton, Judy. I'm Telling You Now. Dutton. 1983. 

A little boy gets into trouble just because his mother didn't always specify what he oo.uld not do. She did 
tell him not to cross the road, so he climbed a ladder to the roof. At the close, they talk about what he can 
do. 

Joose, Barbara. Mama, Do You Love Me? Chronicle. 1991. (Oleanna, $13.95) 

Mayer, Mercer. Just Go to Bed. Western. 1983. 

Potter, Beatrix. 1he Tale of Peter Rabbit. Frederick Warne & Co. 1902. (ages 3-7) 

This timeless story depicts Peter's foolhardiness in disobeying his mother's limits and the danger that 
results. · 

Sendak, Maurice. Where the Wzld 1hings Are. Harper & Row. 1963. !ages 4-8) 

A small boy is sent to bed for misbehaving. He imagines that he sails away to where "the wild things are". 
Then, longing to be where someone loves him best of all, he sails back to find his supper on a table in his 
room. 

Zolotow, Charlotte. When I Have a little Girl. Harper & Row. 1965. (ages 4-8) 

A little girl dreams about what she would do when she has her own little girl. Can be used to discuss why 
parents set limits even if it seems like it would be fun not to have any. 

NOTE: Most of the adult books and many of the children~s books listed above can be borrowed from your 
local library. Many can be purchased at local bookstores. Those marked (Oleanoa) after the date can be 
purchased from a mail order book service for the price indicated: Oleanna Books, Box 141020, Minneapolis 
MN 55414. (612) 722-5861 

Prepared by Peg Thomas, Family Living Agent, University of Wisconsin Extension, Dane County, WI; Colleen 
Gengler, Extension Educator-Family Development, Murray County, MN; and Ronald L. Pitzer, Family 
Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. 
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LESSON GUIDE 

Consequences 
~n Materials 
- Video: Consequences 

- Lesson Guide: Consequences 

- Background (for facilitator): Major Characteris-
tics of Natural and Logical Consequences and 
Punishment 

- Worksheet: Using Natural and Logical Conse­
quences 

- Parent Handout: Natural and Logical Conse­
quences 

- References 

Learner Outcome 
Parents will be able to use natural and logical 

consequences rather than punishment to change their 
children's behavior. 

Preparation for Session 
1. Preview the "Consequences" videotape. 

2. Review the lesson materials (background, 
handout, worksheet, l~n outline below) 

3. Read other materials, if needed and time permits 
(see References list). 

4. Duplicate handout, worksheet, and discussion 
aids you want to use as handouts. Distribute 
parent handout prior to the meeting, if possible. 

5. See that other necessary equipment and supplies 
are on hand-VCR and TV/monitor. 

6. Arrange room so participants can sit in a circle 
or around a table to encourage group interaction 
and discussion. 

1995 

~nOutline 
1. Introductory wannup activity. (10 minutes) 

Facilitator says: 

Today's lesson is on consequences. Consequences 
are defined as that which TUJturally or logically 
follows from an aaion or behavior. 

To get us thinking about consequences, I 
would like to ask a few questions: Did your 
parents ever use consequences to "teach you a 
lesson?,, If so, would you care to share that 
experience, after you introduce yourself/ 

Parents introduce themselves and tell of 
childhood experience, if desired. (T1me for this 
warmup activity will vary by size of group and 
how many share an experience. 

2. Introduce "Consequences" videotape. 

'1his video is inte1Uled to help parents use natural 
and logical consequences rather than punishment 
to change their child's behavior. 

You will be seeing examples of parents using 
both natural and logical consequences to disd­
pline their children. Watch for suggestions on 
how these consequences can be used. 

As you watch, lookfor dtlferences between 
consequences and punishment. 

3. Show video. (10 minutes) 

4. Review and discussion. (20 minutes) 

Follow-up questions: 

. . . What is meant by consequences? How do 
consequences differ from punishment? 

(See background piece and parent handout.) 
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1he video discussed two kinds of conse­
quences-nanoal and logical. How are they 
alike and how do they differ? 

When would you use natural consequences? 
Can you think of examples when natural 
consequences would be appropriate? 

lWien would logical consequences be more 
appropriate? What guidelines would you 
suggest to parents for establishing logical 
consequences? 

5. Distribute "Using Natural and Logical Come­
quences" worksheet. (20 minutes) 

Ask parents to work in pairs to discuss the three. 
situations on the worksh~ following directions. 
Have each group report on the consequences they 
suggested for each situation, whether it was a 
natural or logical consequence, and how they 
would administer the consequence. 

6. Additional questions for discussion. ( depending 
on time and interest) 

Why is it sometimes dt/ficult for parents to 
allow a child to experience consequences? 

Why should a parent avoid perfonning tasks 
a child can do alone? 

Is there a difference between a consequence 
and a bribe? Explain. 

How can using co,zsequences help children 
learn to toke nwre responsibility for their 
actions? 

Oosing and Homework 

1. Closing. 

- Together with the group, summarize the 
main points of the lesson and what the group 
h~ learned. 

- Distnl>ute the "Natural _and Logical Conse­
quences" handout if you haven't already 
done so. Indicate that a References list is 
available for anyone interested~ . 

2. Homework ~ignment. 

Ask parents to look for an opportunity to use a 
natural or logical consequence with their 
child{ren) before the next session. Ask them to 
be prepared to descnl>e the situation, whether it 
was a natural or logical consequence, and how 
the child responded. 

Prepared by Linda A. Boelter, University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Oneida County, WI, and 
Roberta Lawonn, University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Washburn County, WI. 
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BACKGROUND 

Major Characteristics of Natural and Logical 
Consequences and Punishment 

Major Characteristics 

1. Expresses reality of natural 
order. 

2. Naturally relates to the misbe-
havior or unpleasant event. 

3. Treats child with respect and 
dignity. 

4. Is concerned with present and 
future behavior. 

5. Tone of voice is calm, 
rational, and communicates 
respect. 

6. Allows choice. 

Major Characteristics 

1. Expresses reality of socia1 
order. 

1995 

Natural Consequences 

Parent's M~e to Child 

I trust you to learn from your 
misbehavior. 

I trust you to make responsible 
decisions. 

You are a person of worth. 

You are a person who can take 
care of yourself. 

I love you, but I don't approve of 
your behavior. 

I have faith in you; you are capa-
ble of choosing. 

Logical Consequences 

Parent's Message to Child 

I trust you and will stand by you 
as you learn to respect the rights of 
others. 

Probable Reaction in Child 

Cooperation; respect for self and 
others; self-discipline. 

Learns from experience. 

Separates behavior and self-worth. 
Feels good about self.· Redirects 
misbehavior to acceptable 
behavior. 

Becomes self-0irecting person who 
can make decisions. 

Accepts and feels sure of parent's 
love. 

Responsible decision making; 
increased resourcefulness. 

Probable Reaction in Child 

Respect for self and others; coop­
eration; reliability; self-discipline. 
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2. Logically relates to the misbe- I trust you to make a sensible and Learns by doing. 
havior. responsible decision. 

3. Treats child with dignity and You are a person of worth. Redirects mis~avior into accept-
respect; separates behavior able behavior; feels good about 
from person. self. 

4. Shows concern with ·present You are a capable person worthy Becomes self directing, capable of 
and future. of taldng care of yourself. evaluating. 

5. Both verbal and nonverbal I accept you for what you are. Accepts and feels sure of parents' 
communication convey re- While I don't accept your bebav- love. 
spect. ior, I do accept you as a person of 

worth. 

6. Allows choice. You are capable of making your Responsible decision making; 
own decision. increased resourcefulness. 

Punishment 

Major Characteristics Parent's M~e to Child Probable Reaction in Child 

1. Expresses power of personal Do what I tell you because I tell Rebellion; desire to strike back; 
authority. you to do it. lack of self discipline; apathy. 

2. Rarely related to act; often I'll show you who is boss. You Resentment; desire to strike back; 
illogically conceived. Spur of deserve what you 're getting and fear of parent; confusion. 
the moment. maybe even worse. 

3. Implies only a right and wrong You're bad, wicked, evil, not Hurt feelings; guilt; desire to get 
way. acceptable to me. even at all costs. 

4. Relates to the past behavior of You can never be counted on. Low self-concept; is unable to 
the child. You'll never learn. You're umeli- make a decision. 

able. 

5. Verbal and nonverbal commu- Shape up or ship out. A child of Rebellion; fear; guilt; desire to 
nication is full of threats, mine would never do a thing like strike back and get even. 
disrespect, loss of love. that. 

6. Allows little self direction. Your ideas don't count. You're Defiance; rebellion. 
untrustworthy. 

Prepared by H. Rita Straub, University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Marathon County, WI. 

Adapted from Kent Hamdorf. Disdpline: Natural, and Logical Consequences. Cooperative Extension Service, Ohio 
State University. 
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WORKSHEET 

Using Natural and Logical Consequences 
Directwns 
For each of the following parent-child situations: 

1. Discuss what consequence could be used as an 
alternative to punishment. 

2. Decide if the consequence you selected was a 
natural or logical consequence. 

3. Detennine how you would present the conse­
quence to the child. 

4. · Discuss how you would act or what you would 
say after the child decided on some action. 

Note: In each situation, look for the natural conse­
quence first. If one isn't present, develop a logical 
consequence. 

Parent-Child Situation I 
Sam, 6, has been asked repeatedly not to play with 
his older brother Ted's model airplanes. You hear a 
loud crash coming from Ted's room and discover 
Sam had removed one of the models from the shelf • 
and dropped it, shattering the parts on the floor. As 
you enter the room Sam looks up from the broken 
plastic and says "'It was an accident. I didn't mean to 
do it." What do you do? 

Parent-Child Situation·Il 
In the past few weeks at bedtime,. Timmy, age 31h, 
h~ been resisting going to bed. After you tuck him 
in, he gets your attention by calling for a glass of 
water. You get him a drink, 'then he announces he 
h~ to go to the bathroom or he wants a stuffed ani­
mal. What can you do? 

Parent-Child Situation m 
Sarah, 8, and Emily, 5, are continuously arguing. 
More often than not these arguments develop into 
fights and you find yourself playing referee. Usually 
Emily comes crying about something that Sarah did. 
When you confront Sarah, she tells you what Emily 
did to start it. You tried everything from spanking to 
punishing both of them for fighting. Nothing seems 
to help. What can you do? 

Prepared by Linda A. Boelter, University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Oneida County, WI. 

Adapted from Practical, Education for Parenting: Discipline-Natural and Logical, Consequences Cooperati 
Extension Service, Ohio State University. ' ve 
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PARENT HANDOUT 

Natural and Logical Consequences 
What Are Natural and Logical 
Consequences? 

A consequence is a result of something a person 
does. Letting children experience the natural or logi­
cal consequences of their actions is one way to teach 
responsibility. A natural consequence means what 
happens because of something a child does. A logical 
consequence is a result arranged by the parent but 
logically related to what the child did. Natural and 
logical consequences result from choices children 
make about their behavior. In effect, they choose the 
consequence they experience. 

Sometimes the consequence which naturally or 
logically follows the child's behavior is unpleasant. 
By allowing children to experience the pleasant or 
unpleasant consequence of their behavior, parents and 
caregivers help children learn what happens because 
of the behavior choices they made. Using conse­
quences can be an effective discipline tool with chil­
dren three years old and older. 

Natural Consequences 
These are the inevitable result of a child's own 

actions. For example, despite Dad's urging him to 
put on his coat, Tommy goes outside when it's cold 
without wearing a coat. The natural result is that 
Tommy gets cold. This result is a consequence of a 
choice Tommy made. Natural consequences are: 

• The responsibility of the child-he decided not to 
wear his coat. 

• Not administered by the parent-Dad didn't send 
him outside without a coat on. 

Logic.al Consequences 
Logical consequences happen as a result of a 

child's action, but are imposed by the parent or care-
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giver. For example, 5-year-old Sandy rides her bike 
into the street after she was told not to. The logical 
consequence for Sandy's mother t() impose on Sandy 
is to talce her bike away for the rest of the morning. 
Logical consequences are ~ost useful when a child's 
action could result in harm to the child. It is impor­
tant to make sure that logical consequences are rea­
sonable and related to the problem, and to let both 
the child and the parent keep their self-respect. 

How to Use Logical and Natural 
Consequences 
1. Identify reasons. When your child misbehaves, 
find out what he or she is doing and try to figure out 
why. Children usually misbehave for these reasons: 

- To get your attention. 

- To get power. 

- To get even. 

- Because they feel inadequate. 

It's important to try to understand why the child 
is misbehaving so you can talce the correct action. 

Sam, age 4, was playing in the yard with his truck. It 
was al,most time to go to preschool. Mom called to · • 
Sam that he had jive minutes to fini,sh with his play 
and put the toys away. Sam kept on playing because 
he was having fun. "One minute left, " warned Mom. 
1he tays were still all over the yard and it was time 
to go. 

Paying no attention to his Mother is a great way 
for Sam to gain power and get attention. 

2. Decide whose problem it is. Some problems are 
the child's alone. When this is the case, it's often best 
simply to let whatever will happen, happen. As long 
as the consequences are not dangerous, don't inter-
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fere. This is a natural consequence. For example, if 
Sam were playing out in the yard when it began to 
rain and he would not come in, he would get wet. 
The natural consequence would be the discomfort of 
being drenched. 

When Sam will not put his toys away, his mother 
has the problem. Mom really needs Sam to put his 
trucks away before going to preschool. They live in 
an apartment complex where there are many other 
children and the toys might not be there when they 
retµm. Mom has been working to help Sam be more 
responsible for his toys. In this case it's time to use a 
logical consequence. 

3. Offer choices. When you want your child to do 
something or behave in a certain way, the best way is 
to offer a few choices. Make sure any choice you 
offer is one you can live with and does not harm the 
child. 

"Sam, I rzeed you to pick up the toys right now. If 
you don 1t they will have to be put away until tomor­
row. 1 lazow you will want to play truck when we 
come home. 1hat won 1t 1Je possible unless you put 
them back in the house now. It 1s your choice. " 

It's important to keep in mind that a logical 
consequence comes from the child's decision. 

4. Stand firm. If the child chooses a consequence, 
follow through and don't waver. This is very impor­
tant when you begin using this technique. A child 
used to getting his or her way through misbehavior 
may try to do the same thing when choosing a logical 
consequence. 

Som looked at Mom and continued playing. Mom 
said "All right, I can see you have decided not to 
play with your truck this qftenwon. "Mom then re­
moved the truck and put it in an out-of-reach place 
that Sam could see. Sam began to cry and throw dirt. 
Mom remained calm (it was not easy to do) and 
simply reminded Sam that he had mode a choice. 

5. ~alk to your child about choices in a positive 
way. A choice given as a way to get something is far 
more appealing to a child than a warning. The actual 
consequence is probably the same, but a power strug­
gle is avoided because the parent is positive rather 
than threatening. 

Sam's Mom might want to rephrase her words. She 
might have better luck if she said, "Sam, I want you 
to be able to play with your truck later. Let's bring it 
into the house right now so you can play with it when 
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we come home from preschool. I know you really like 
this truck, but if we leave it 0111 here, it ~ght disap­
pear like the blue orze did. " 

6. Let your child lmow when she or he has done 
something good. As soon as a child corrects his 
behavior, let him know you think it's great. All of us 
respond better to praise than to criticism. Sometimes 
it's the only way a child knows he has met your 
expectations. 

Two days later Som was playing truck again. Now, 
Mom rzeeded to go to the store and asked Sam to put 
the truck in the house. He ignored her for a minute, 
but when Mom reminded him 'that he was responsible 
for making sure the truck didn 1t·disappear (either 
because he left it in the yard or "because Mom put it 
away for a brief period of time) he picked it up and 
walked toward the door. Mom said, "Wow, I really 
like the way you 're taking care of your truck. Im 
proud of you! n 

7. If ~ible, let the child help decide the come­
quence. Because the problem is the child's and she is 
in charge of the choices she makes, it's a good idea 
to ask her what she thinks a good consequence niight 
be. This makes it more likely that the child will do 
what you ask. And if she chooses not to do it, she 
was part of the team that decided what the conse-
quence would be. · 

Sam and Mom were talking about what might happen 
if he didn't bring in the truck. Sam understood the 
reason for rzeeding to keep track of his toys and said 
that it might be token away by another child if it were 
left out. Mom tal,ked about how it would be hard to 
buy Sam 01l0ther truck right now 'because trucks cost 
a lot of money. Som said that if the truck disQJr 
peared, he might be able to help buy a new orze with 
some of the money he got for his binhday. 1hey both 
agreed that the best solution was to bring the truck in 
whenever Sam wasn 1t playing with it. 

Children can often come up with better conse­
quences than their parents when given the chance. 

Guidelines for Using Logical 
Consequences 

Logical consequences are arranged by an adult 
but must be experienced by the child as a direct result 
of his or her behavior. To be effective, the conse­
quence needs to fit the behavior in a logical way so 
that the child associates the consequence with the 
behavior choice. 
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1. LogicaJ consequences acknowledge mutual 
rights and mutual respect. 

Mother (!Vis blaring): "Susie, I realize you and 
Katie are e,yoying your program, but your dad and I 
are trying to talk. Please turn down the volwne or go 
outside. You decide which you'd rather do. " 

In contrast, punishment expresses the power of 
persorial authority. 

Mother: "Susie, turn that 1V off this instant! I'm 
trying to talk to your father. n 

2. Logical consequences are related to the 
misbehavior. 

Father: "John, I'm going to mow the lawn this 
morning, but I won't be able to mow until all your 
toys are picked up. Please pick them up. If you don't, 
I'll place them in a bag and put them out of reach in 
the garage. " 

In contrast, punishment is rarely related to the 
logic of the misbehavior or simation. 

Father (angrily): "John, I've told you a dozen times 
to pick up your toys outside. I'm going to mow over 
them and you can just forget abollt going to the show 
this afternoon, too. n 

3. Logical ronsequences are not judgmental. 

Son: "Dad, remember when I borrowed your pen 
without asking?" 

Dad: "Yes, I do. " 

Son: "Well, I lost it. I've looked everywhere for it. " 

Dad: "Well, son, how are you going to replace the 
pen?" 

In this example, Dad handled the situation by 
·focusing on the impersonal fact that a pen was lost 
and must be replaced. In contrast, punishment implies 
wrong~oing and personal deficiencies, rather than a 
mistake or inappropriate behavior. 

Dad (very angry): "Son, you took my pen without 
permission! Don't you know ewugh to ask? 1hat 's 
outright stealing. And you lost it. You 'II never use 
anything else of mine again!" 

4. Logical consequences are related to CWTeDt 
and future behal'ior. 

The Smith family recently got a dog. Little Billy 
agreed to feed it, but did not live up to his agree­
ment. Billy is playing with the dog. 
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Father: "I'm sorry, Billy, but you 're not ready for the 
responsibility of caring for a dog. You 'II have to 
leave the dog alone for two days. 1hen you can take 
on your responsibility for feeding the dog again. " 

In contrast, punishment relates to past behavior. 

Father (angrily): "Billy, youforgot rofeed the dog. 
You don't care one bit about that poor animal. It's 
just like you to forget. You can't ever play with the 
dog again." 

5. LogicaJ consequences are done in a fmn but 
kind manner with a pleasant, friendly voice. 

Jim and Dave are kicking each other under the 
table. 

Mother: "You boys may either settle down and eat 
your breakfast or leave ihe table until you 're ready to 
join us!" · 

In contrast, punishment .often is threatening and 
treats the offender with disrespect. 

Mother (angrily): "You two knock it off right rww or 
you'll go to school without any breakfast!" 

6. Logical consequences give the child a choice. 

Jane has just come home from school and wants 
to play outside. 

Mother: "Jane, ifyo~plan to play outside, you'll 
need to change into your play dothes. ,, 

In contrast, punishment demands obedience. 

Mother: "Jane, change your clothes right ww!" 

Sometimes there is a thin line between logical 
consequences and punishment. The tone of voice, 
friendly attitude, and willingness to accept the child's 
decision are essential characteristics of logical conse­
quences. No matter how logical an action may seem 
to you, if your words are threatening, the message 
conveyed to the child will be one of punishment. 
Then, your child will be resentful and angry at you · · 
for imposing the consequence, instead of taldng 
responsibility for his or her actions and learning from 
the consequence. 

Advantages of Using Natural and Logical 
Consequences 

• The consequence is closely tied to the behavior, 
and gives the child a chance to learn what hap­
pens when he doesn't behave in the way you 
expect him to behave. 
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• Because it separates the deed from the doer, it 
does not shame or punish the child. 

• It is concerned with present and future behavior 
and helps children learn to be responsible for 
their· own actions. 

• It is done in a calm environment. 

• It lets children make a choice. 

Disadvantages of Using Natural and 
Logical Consequences 

It can sometimes be difficult for parents to use 
natural and logical consequences because: 

• The parent must be able to think ahead and come 
up with a proper response. 

• The parent must not step in and "'save" the child. 

• The child must be allowed to experience the 
consequence. 

• The consequence takes time to put into action 
and often does not work the first time. 
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Dinkmeyer, Don and Gary McKay. Raising a Responsible Child. Simon & Schuster. 1973. 

Dreikurs, Rudolf and Loren Grey. Logical Consequences: A New Approach to Discipline. Dutton. 1994. 

Kohn, Alfie. Punished by Rewards: 1he Trouble with Goul Stars, Incentive Plans, A's, Praise, and Other 
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Smith, Charles A. Responsive Discipline: Effective Tools for Parents. Kansas State University Cooperative 
Extension Service (KSU Extension Distnbution Center, 16 Umberger Hall, Manhattan KS li6506). 1993. 

An excellent curriculum/home study course on discipline-including consequences. Includes a leader's 
guide, parents' manual, video, some handouts. 

For Parents 
Crary, Eli7.abeth. Without Spanking or Spoiling. (2nd ed.) Parenting Press. 1993. (Oleanna, $12.95) 

Dinkmeyer, Don M. and Gary D. McKay. Systematic Training for Effective Parenting: Parent's Handbook. 
Circle Pines, MN: American Guidance Service Inc. 1989. 

Dinkmeyer, Don, Gary D. McKay, and James S. Dinkmeyer. Parenting Young Children: Helpful Strategies 
Based on Systematic Training for Effective Parenting (S1EPJ for Parents of Children Under Six. Circle 
Pines, lv.lN: American Guidance Service. 1989. (Oleanna, $12) 

Faber, Adele and Elaine Mazlish. Siblings Without Rivalry. Avon Books. 1988. (Oleanna, $10.00) 

MacKenzie, Robert J. Setting Limits.~ How to Raise Responsible, Independent Children by Providing Reason­
able Boundaries. Prima Puhl. 1993. (Oleanna, $12.95) 

Nelsen, Jane. Positive Disdpline. Ballantine Books. 1987. (Oleanna, $10.00) 

Roper; Gary and Judith Demarest. By Leaps and Bounds: A Parent's Guide to Measuring Child Development, 
Ages 3-5. Holt 1987. 

For Children 

Carlson, Nancy. Harriet and the Garden. Carolrhoda Books. 1982. 

Cleary, Beverly. Lucky Chuck. William Morrow & Co. 1984. 
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Hazen, Barbara Shook. Even If I Did Something Awful. Macmillan. 1992. (Ages 3-6) (Oleanna, $3.95) 

A little girl who needs to confess that spe has disobeyed her mother and broken a vase bolsters· her courage 
by proposing imaginary misdeeds and asking, "Would you still love me?" Her mother counters with 
imaginative responses that emphasize both love and discipline-including expectations that the child would A 
experience consequences. Reassuring message to young children. W 

Hoban, Russell Conwell and Lillian Aberman Hoban. 1he Sorely Trying Day. Harper & Row. 1964. 
(ages 3-7) 

Father comes home from work and finds the house in an uproar with everyone arguing, blaming others, 
and trying to escape blame. Eventually everyone from mouse to cat to dog through all family members 
accepts his or her share of the blame and apologizes. mustrates that directing blame at others causes 
disharmony in a family or in any other group. 

Lewis, Helen Kay. One Mztten. Lothrop, Lee, & Shepard Co. 195S. 

Potter, Beatrix. 1he Tale of Peter Rabbit. Frederick Warne & Co. 1902. 

This timeless story depicts Peter's foolhardiness in disobeying his mother's instructions and the dangerous 
consequences that result. 

TitheringtOn, Jeanne. Where Are .You Going, Emma? Greenwillow Books. 1988. 

NOTE: Most of the adult books and many of the children's books listed above can be borrowed from your 
local library. Many can be purchased at local bookstores. Those marked (Oleanna) after the date can be 
purchased from a mail order book service for the price indicated: Oleanna Books, Box 14i020, Minneapolis 
MN 55414. (612) 722-S861 

Prepared by H. Rita Straub, University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Marathon County, WI; Ann A 
Zander, Extension Educator-Family Development, Mower County, MN; Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, • 
Minnesota Extension Service. 
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Listening 
I...,esson Materials 
- Videotape: Listening 

- Lesson Guide: Listening 

- Checklist: Do You Listen to Your Children? 

- Worksheet: Responding with Understanding 

- Parent Handout: Listening Is Love In Action 

- Optional Handout: Two Poems About Listening 

- References 

Learner Outcomes 
• Parents will understand why listening to their chil-

dren is important. 

• Parents will learn and practice listening skills. 

Preparation for Session 
1. Preview the "Listening" videotape. 

2. Review the lesson materials-parent handout, 
checklist, worksheet, lesson outline (below). 

3. Read other materials, if needed and time permits 
(see References list). 

4. Duplicate fact sheets and discussion aids you want 
to use as handouts. Distribute fact sheet prior to 
the meeting, if possible. · 

5. See that necessary equipment and supplies are on 
hand-VCR, TV /monitor, flipchart, markers. 

6. Arrange room so participants can sit in a circle or 
around a table to encourage group interaction and 
discussion. 

I...,esson Outline 
1. Introductory wannup activity. (10 minutes) 

Have participants pair off. In two minutes, one 
person shares the best thing that has happened to 
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him or her recently. The second person "shows" 
the other that he or she IS NOT listening. After 
two minutes, the second person communicates the 
best thing that has happened and the first person is 
the non-listener. Ask: 

What made you aware that the other person 
was ,wt listening? 

How did you feel when you became aware 
that the other person was ,wt listening. 

Have the communicator share the worst thing that 
has happened recently. The second person now 
"shows" the other person that she or he IS listen­
ing. After two minutes, repeat the process but 
exchange communicator/listener roles. Ask: 

What mode you aware that the other person 
was listening? 

How did you feel when you became aware 
that the other person was listening? 

We have just experienced observing body move­
ments and actions of the listener when we were 
communicating with another adult. We oJ,so 
shared feelings we experienced when someone lis­
tened and when they did not listen. Ouldren also 
experience these aaions and feelings when they 
attempt to comnumicate with us. In this session, 
we will look at how adults respond to children 
and the ejfea this has 011: the child's communica­
tion and interaction with parents and other adults. 

2. Disbibute ''Do You Listen to Your Children?" 
checklist. (5 minutes) 

Have parents quickly check how they feel they 
presently listen to their children. Depending on 
interest within the group, discuss which of the 
items they believe are especially important indica­
tors of a good listener. Ask if they disagree with 
any of the statements-as indicators· of ·good 
listening. (If any do disagree, ask that they pay 
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particular attention to how it is addressed in the 
video.) 

3. Show video. (10 minutes) 

Have parents watch for how statements on the 
checklist are played out in the video. 

4. Follow-up discusmon. (10 minutes) 

Ask for general reactions to the video. Then ask: 

Did you see yourself using some of the words 
or actions portrayed in the video? 

How did the video define good listening? 

(Answers may be recorded on a flipcbart, espe­
cially if not addressed in the handout.) 

Do you agree with the pans of good listening 
that were identified? 

What interferes with good listening?" 

Do you believe that you are a good listener 
to your children?n 

Do you listen better to other people than to 
your children? Why? 

5. Mini-lecture on responding with understand­
ing. (3-5 minutes) 

(Be sure to read over the "Responding with Un­
derstanding" worksheet before the lesson) 

Ozildren often feel angry or upset when they don't 
get their way. 1hey need to learn to express feel­
ings in a hea/,thy way. You can he/.p your children 
accept their feelings by "responding with under­
standing.,, 

By responding with understanding you focus 
onfeelings, but do not try to change them. You 
accept them as they are. Note: BecOJJSe you ac­
cept your child's feelings as they are does not 
mean that you necessarily agree with them. You 
simply are recognizing the reality of the feelings. 

Give the child your full attention. Stop what 
you are doing. Go over to the child. Get down on 
eye level with the child. Use a gentle, caring voice 
to describe the feelings and situation you see. 

Describe the child's feelings. Some feeling 
words are:jrustrated, scared, happy, sad, disap­
pointed, upset, lonely, angry, excited. Do not 
judge or criticize the feelings. Note: Accepting the 
child's feelings does not necessarily mean that you 
agree with the child. 

Describe the situation. Help the child see 
what prompted the feelings he or she is experi-
encing. Put the situation into words for the child. -

Use the formula on the 11Responding with W 
Understanding,, worksheet to help you learn 1ww 
to listen to your child. 

Go over the first few paragraphs on the worksheet 
with participants. Use the first few exercises as 
examples for the whole group to see how the 
formula can be used. Pair up participants and 
have them share their formula and own word 
response with the larger group. Encourage discus­
sion about the exercises. 

6. Practice responding with understanding. (15 
minutes) 

Using one of the situations on the "Responding 
with Understanding" worksheet, work through the 
"formula" for responding in an understanding 
manner. At this point the facilitator may: 

- Ask for volunteers to role-play the situation. 
Continue with others from the group role-playing 
each of the situations (or as many as time allows). 

- Have parents pair off and write responses to 
one or more assigned situations. Share responses 
with the group verl>ally OR through role play. -

Closing.and Bomewo~ 
1. Together with the group, summarize the main 

points of the lesson and what the group learned. 

2. Distribute the "Listening Is Love in Action" 
par_ent handout if you haven't already done so. 
Indicate that a References list is available for 
anyone interested. 

3. Use the checklist at home to have yow children (if 
aged 5 or older) give responses on how they feel 
you listen to them. Read the question and l1ave 
them respond honestly. Use good listening skills 
as you hear their answers. Qyour child is youn­
ger, read through the chec/dist and determine if 
you would change your response to any of the 
questions qfter having panicipated in the session. 

Use the responding with understanding tech­
nique two to four times during the week. Write 
notes of what was said and bring your notes and 
s'hare your experience at the following session. 

Prepared by Lana Anderson University of Wisconsin Extension Family L:iving Agent, Dunn County, WI and Joan 
E. LeFebvre, University of Wisconsin Extensio~ Family Living Agent, Vilas, Forest, and Florence Counties, WI. 
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- CHECKLIST 

Do You Listen to Your Children? 
"Listen and learn," we tell children. But how well do you listen to your children? To check your listening 
skills, check your answers to the following questions: 

Most of the Sometimes Seldom 
Time 

Do I give my children the impression that I'm interested and 
willing to hear what they have to say? 

Do I put work aside when listening to my children? 

Do I look at my children when they talk to me? 

Does my body language show that I'm paying attention? 

Do my responses show that I've been listening carefully? 

Do I give all my children equal attention when they're 
talking to me? 

Do I avoid interrupting my children? 

Do I listen for feeling without jumping in to offer advice? 

Do I listen even when I don't like what I'm hearing? 

10. Do I repeat or rephrase what my child has said to see if I've 
interpreted correctly? 

.. 

Key: Ten "Most of the Time" answers indicate you listen well. "Sometimes" or "Seldom" answers may indicate 
some areas for improvement. 

Adapted from a self-test developed by the Institute for Educational Research. Reported in American Teacher, 
February 1990. Additional questions added by Positive Parenting Project. 
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WORKSHEET 

Responding with Understanding 
Very few people can do two things at once. Every one of us needs to work at listening. We need to separate 

out all other distractions, open our ears and eyes and tune into what is being said. This means we must stop 
ourselves from reacting to what is being said and from thinking ahead to what we are going to say. Instead we must 
concentrate on what the other person is saying and communicating nonverbally. · 

When your children tell you of a situation, they need to know that you "understand." There is a simple 
technique, which, if not overdone, shows the person you understand. 

Fll'St: Before saying anything, listen closely both for what happened and for the person's emotional 
reaction to what happened. 

Second: Put what you understand into words by following a simple formula: "You feel (the emotion) 
because (the situation) " 

After practicing this kind of response, you will be able to say it in other more natural ways. If you get stuck, 
you can always go back to the formula. The formula helps you know what to listen for: the situ~on and the 
emotional reaction. 

The following exercise is intended to help you become comfortable with making understanding responses. Go 
through the situation. Then: 

- identify the feelings/emotions of the speaker; 

- describe the situation; 

- rephrase the formula in your own words. 

1. A woman: "I feel depressed all the time. It seems like my husband is always at work. We never have any 
evenings together." 

Formula response: You feel __________________________ ...:,;,_ 
because --------------------------------In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

2. Seven-year-old boy: "I hate that Tommy. He won't play with me today. And he won't ever do what I want to 
do." 

Formula response: You feel __________________________ _ 

because --------------------------------In your own words: ____________________________ _ 
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3. Eleven-year-old girl: "I don't want to go to school. It's so boring. There's nothing to do except watch Mrs. 
Stupid-she's so saggy and stupid looking." 

Formula response: You feel ______ 0 ____________________ _ 

because __________________________________ _ 

In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

4. A teacher: "At every PT A meeting, only the parents of the good kids come. The parents I really need to see 
are the ones who never show up." 

Formula response: You feel __________________________ _ 
because _______________________________ _ 

In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

5. Five-year-old boy (comes crying to you): "Billy knocked over my block tower." 

Formula response: You feel---------------------------because _______________________________ _ 

In your own words:-----------------------------

6. Seven-year-old girl: "Look at my picture. Janey (younger sister) colored on my picture. I haµ it just right and 
now dumb Janey messed it up." 

Formula response: You feel __________________________ _ 
because _________________________ --:--------

In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

7. Four year old (presents self with pants on backwards and shirt inside out): "Look at me! I got dressed all by 
myself." 

Formula response: You feel-------------------------------because _______________________ _._ ______ ..;....._ 
In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

8. Five year old: "I don't like Jenny (your best friend's daughter). I don't want her to come to my house 
anymore." 

Formula response: You feel __________________________ _ 
because _______________________________ _ 

In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

9. Five year old (Head Start field trip has been canceled because of rainy weather): "I hate Miss Mary. She said 
we can't go to the park." 

Formula response: You feel __________________________ _ 
because _______________________________ _ 

In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

10. Eight year old boy (as you leave an extended family Sunday dinner): "That sure was boring." 
Formula response: You feel _________________________ _ 

because _______________________________ _ 

In your own words: ____________________________ _ 

Prepared by Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service and Lana Anderson, University of 
Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Dunn County, WI. · 
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PARENT HANDOUT 

Listening Is Love in· Action 
There are many ways to discipline children. One 

way is to listen to them. Often busy parents fail to 
listen to and notice their children. When children feel 
they have something important to say or to show and 
are repeatedly ignored or tuned out by an insensitive 
or "too busy" adult, they may do one of two things, 
neither of which is desirable: 

• The child may give up and quit trying. The result 
is a child who does not communicate well. This 
stifles the growth of the child's mind, personali­
ty, ability, and self-confidence. OR 

• The child may misbehave to get the attention he 
or she cannot get in any other way. This behav­
ior will usually get the attention of the adult, but 
may cause the adult to punish the child as well. 

Why Listening Is Important 

1. Nothing makes a person feel more cared about 
than to be listened to. Look for ways to spend 
special time with your child. Even if it is only 
for 10 minutes, take time to be with the child as 
an interested, nonjudgmental friend. Be ready to 
talk about or do anything the child wants to do. 

2. Listening increases understanding of and 
sensitivity to other people's fee~. Make 
talking with your child a habit from birth on. 
Encourage the child to react to what is said. 
Avoid yes--or-no questions. Instead, use questions 
that explore the child's feelings and imagination. 
Involve the child in decision making. 

3. Listening can reduce emotional tension. Com­
municate and express feelings in .a way that 
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helps others understand.· Find healthy and appro­
priate ways to express anger. Don't blame or 
attack the child, but explain what makes you 
mad. Use "I"-statements, not "You" -statements. 
Don't label the child, b"Qt focus on the child's 
behavior. Avoid shaming questions and sarcastic 
comments, as these lead to lowered self-esteem 
and defensiveness. ~dren copy what they see 
and hear. 

4. Listening can help break the cycle of un­
healthy talk. Everyone's feelings have worth. 
Show kids that you acknowledge and respect 
what they have to say. Anyon~ is more likely to 
listen to someone who affirms rather than denies 
their experiences.' · 

5. Listening makes it po.mble for children to be 
caring and responsible. Listen with respect. 
Children's concerns are different from ours, but 
the emotions they feel are the same. Give the 
child freedom to express feelings and views 
without fear of ridicule or judgment. Listening 
well is a major act of loving and caring. Speak­
ing to a parent or significant adult who listens 
can help children extend themselves and learn 
more about themselves. .. 

6. Listening sets early patterns for life-long com­
munication skills. If you react with time and re­
spect to what children say, you teach them that 
they are important, help them trust their own 
perceptions, improve communication, and make 
it easier to talk to them in the future. The invest­
ment of "listening time" pays off in trust and 
courtesy. 
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Principles of Good Listening 
1~ Use silent and one-word neutral responses. 

Instead of r~nding with advice, commands, 
conclusions, solutions, or lectures use a one-word 
neutral response like "uhha," "I see," or "yeah." 
Silent acknowledgement of what the child is 
saying, like a nod of the head or a shrug of the 
shoulders, is useful too. 

2. Listen for feeling and meaning. Be an active 
listener. Listen for the feelings your children are 
trying to communicate. This means listening to 
both verbal and nonverbal communications and 
acknowledging what they are saying so they will 
say more. 

3. Listen to your children even when you· don't 
llke what you are hearing. Often it's the content 
of the message that the parent doesn't want to 
hear. If the child is feeling pain, don't jump to 
solutions before the child can express and deal 
with them. A parent's first job is to help children 
identify their feelings, and then to help them 
make a responsible decision about what they 
should do. Sometimes adults don't like to hear a 
child's message because it is said in an angry, 
loud, or disrespectful way. Even at these times it 
is important to listen and reflect back the child's 
feelings. At a more calm time, the adult can 
express concern with the manner in which the 
message was conveyed and recommend or prob­
lem-solve with the child a more appropriate way 
to share feelings. 

4. Repeat back what you heard the child say­
and check out your interpretation. Reflecting 
back the feelings and meanings that you hear 
helps you understand the true meaning, helps 
your children further explore their feelings and 
actions, and affirms the feelings they are having. 

5. Don't always take your child's questiom ·or · 
comments at face value. Sometimes children 
have hidden fears that they are unable to directly 
ask about. The questions they .ask may be a way 
of asking for re$Surance. If adults take the 
question at its face value, they may miss what is 
at the heart of the child's concerns. 

6. Be aware of nonverbal mesmges. The words 
being spoken are only part of the message. 
Watch for nonverbal cues such as a hunched pos­
ture, a clenched fist, lack of eye contact. These . 
cues may help put the words in context. 

This fact sheet contains several ideas that can 
help adults listen better to children. The rewards of 
being a good listener are sometimes reaped instantly 
in a closer relationship with the child; sometimes the 
rewards are reaped years later when an older child 
tells you how much you have been appreciated. 

The practice of communication skills is not al­
ways easy, and you may find you make some mis­
takes. But keep the overall goal of being a good 
listener in mind and keep practicing. It can make a 
difference in how you feel about yourself as a parent 
and the children in your life will certainly be healthi­
er because you listened to them. Most important, you 
will feel closer to them. 

Prepared by Faden Fulleylove-Krause, University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Calumet County, 
WI; Rebecca Hagen-Jokela, Extension Educator-Family Development, Carlton County, MN; and Ronald L. Pitzer, 
Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. 
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OPTIONAL HANDOUT 

Two Poems About Listening 

Listen to the Children 

Take a moment to listen today 
To what your children are trying to say. 
Listen today, whatever you do 
Or they won't be there to listen to you. 

Listen to their problems, 
Listen for their needs. 
Praise their smallest triumphs, 
Praise their smallest deeds. 
Tolerate their chatter, 
Amplify their laughter. 
Find out what's the matter, 
Find out what they're after. 

But tell them that you love them 
Every single night; 
And though you scold them 
Make sure you bold them 
And tell them "Everything's all right; 
Tomorrow;s looking bright!" 

Take a moment to listen today 
To what your children are trying to say. 
Listen today, whatever you do 
And they will come back to listen to you! 

- Author Unknown 

Source: Child Care Choices Newsletter (reprinted by 
permission). 
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Listen 

When I ask you to listen to me 
And you start giving advice, 
You have not done what I asked. 

When I ask you to listen to me 
And you begin to tell me why I shouldn't be 

feeling that way, 
You are tramping on my feelings. 

When I ask you to listen to m~ 
And you feel you .have to do som~ to solve 

my problem, 
You have failed me, strange as that may seem. 

Listen! All I asked was that you listen; 
Not talk or do-just hear me. 

- Author Unknown 
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References: Listening 
For Educator/Facilitator 

Adler, Mortimer. How to Speak, How to Listen. Macmillan. 1985. 

Bolton, Robert. People Skills. Simon & Schuster. 1979. 

For Parents 
Armstrong, Thomas. In 1heir Own Way: Discovering and Encouraging Your Child's Personal uarning S-ryle. 

Jeremy P. Tarcher. 1987. (Oleanna, $9.95). 

Berry, Joy. Teach Me About listening. Grolier. 1986. 

Faber, Adele and Elaine Mazlish. How to Talk So Kids Wdl listen and listen So Kids Will Talk. Avon Books. 
1980. (Oleanna, $10.00). 

Garman, Charlotte and J. Fredrick Garman. Teaching Yozmg Children Effective listening Skills. Gladden 
Foundation (J Bridge St., Cameron WV 26033; $2.95) 1992. 

Kamofsky, Florence and Trudy Weiss. How to Make Your Child a Better Iiste~r. Fearon Teach ~des. 1993. 

Merker, Hannah. listening. HaiperCollins. 1994. 

The author, who became deaf from an accident, discusses visual, tactile, and intuitive aspects of listening as 
well as her thoughts about sound; language, communication, and living in silence. · 

For Children 
lvanofsky, Elisabeth. I Can See, Hear, Smell, Taste, and Touch. Derrydale Books. 1985~ 

Showers, Paul. 1he listening Walk. HarperCollins. 1991. (Preschool to kindergarten level) 

Father and young child take a walk listening to the sounds around them. 

Stevenson, James. Could Be Worse! Greenwillow Books. 1977. (ages 5+) 

Grandpa's inventive stories exaggerating his life as a schoolboy help his grandkids feel better about their 
own schooling. 

Williams, Barbara. Albert's Toothache. Dutton. 1974. (ages 3+) 

Albert is a toothless turtle whose grandmother is the only one willing to hear him out about the toothache 
he claims to have. A classic story about the importance of listening to children in a caring way. 

NOTE: Most of the adult boob and many of the children's books listed above can be borrowed from your local library. Many can be 
purchased at local bookstores. Those marked (Oleanna) after the date can be purchase.cl from a mail onler book service for the price 
indicated: Oleanna Books, Box 141020, Minneapolis MN 55414. (612) 722-5861. 

Prepared by Karin Winscher-Ilmen, Extension Educator-Family Development, Benton County, MN and Ronald L. 
Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. 

1995 LISTENING - 65 



--
IIIEil 
University of Wisconsin-Extension 

MINNESOTA ExTENSION SER.VICE 

UNIVERSITYOF~OTA 

-
LESSON GUIDE 

Anger 
Lesson Materials 
- Videotape: Anger 

- Lesson Guide: Anger 

- Background (for facilitator): Dealing with Anger 
Toward a Child 

- Parent Handout: Anger: A Guide for Parents 

- Parent Handout: Dealing with a Child's Anger 

References 

Leamer Outcome 

Parents will be able to deal better with their own and 
theµ- children's anger. 

Main points of les.ffln: 

• Anger is a normal emotion. 

• Parents get angry because of how they interpret 
their children's behavior. 

• Children must be taught appropriate ways to ex­
press anger. 

• Before parents can do this teaching, they must 
model how to express their own anger in a non­
violent way. 

• Anger is abusive when it is out of control. 

Preparation for Session 
1. Preview the "Anger" videotape. You need to 

know what the content is, what to expect, and 
how you want to use it. (If you will stop the tape 
for discussion, be familiar with the cues for when 
you want to pause.) 

1995 

2. Review the lesson materials (background, parent 
handouts, lesson outline below). Decide which 
materials and activities you will use. 

3. Read other materials, if needed and time permits 
(see References list). Additional materials may be 
available from your County Extension Office. 

4. Duplicate parent handouts, discussion aids, and 
reference list you want to use as handouts. Dis­
tribute parent handouts prior to the meeting, if 
possible. 

5. See that other necessary equipment and supplies 
are on hand-VCR and TV /monitor, tlipchart or 
chalkboard. 

6. Arrange room so participants can sit in a circle 
or around a table to encourage group interaction 
and discussion. 

Lesson Outline 

1. Introductory wannup activity. (10 minutes) 

Ask participants to: 

- list two things their child does that makes 
them angry, OR 

- draw a picture of themselves getting angry at 
their child. Suggest that they include an 
illustration of what child behavior triggers 
that anger. 

Ask parents to share their examples of anger 
situations, as they introduce themselves. (Remind 
them of their right to pass if they do not wish to 
share.) Then say: 

Anger is a normal. emotion. Mat we do with that 
anger will help our children learn either negative 
or positive ways to deal with their own anger. 
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2. Abusive anger. (5 minutes) 

Parents sometimes lose control and react to. be­
havior in negative ways: hitting, yelling, sham­
ing, and so on. Anger is abusive when it is out 
of control. Ask parents: 

What are some negative ways parents might 
react to their child's behavior? 

'Mien does that anger become abusive? 

(See "Anger: A Guide for Parents" handout.) 

Anger and other emotional responses grow out of 
our inteipretation of a child's behavior. Parents 
and the child may have different views of the 
same behavior. 

Say to the group: 

Let's watch a comnwn situation when a parent 
might reaa angrily. 

3. Video and discussion. (45 minutes) 

A. Show the first segment of the "Anger" vid­
eotape. Stop tape as it dissolves to the parent 
group. 

There are many causes of children's behavior 
and anger: hunger, fatigue, illness, need for 
attention, feeling powerless, being misunder­
stood, quest for independence, difficulty 
expressing feelings, etc. 

Ask the parents: 

• . . What might be some reasons for the 
child's behavior? 

List reasons on a flipchart or chalkboard. 
(See "Dealing with a Child's Anger" hand­
out.) 

B. Show next video segment-parent discussion 
group. Stop video. 

Parents must model how to express their own A 
anger in a non-violent manner. W 
Ask participants: 

... How might a parent handle the situation 
· more positively to teach children appr~ 
prillle ways to express anger? 

3. Stop, look and listen, think, act. Show re-_ 
mainder of videotape. 

Children also must be taught appropriate 
ways to express anger. Here's one~ 
remember strategy. 

Review "Stop, Look and Listen, Think, Act." 
strategy in "Anger: A Guide for Parents" 
handout. · 

Closing and Homework 
1. Closing. (5 minutes) 

Together with the group, summarize the main 
points of the lesson and what the group leame.d­
especially the "Stop, Look and Listen, Think, 
Act" strategy. 

Distnoute the handouts, "Anger: A Guide for 
Parents" and "Dealing with a Child's Anger," if 
you haven't already done so. Indicate that a Ref­
erences list is available for anyone interested. 

2. Homework ~ignment. 

Suggest that during the next week parents try the 
four-step strategy and/or other-strategies or tac­
tics suggested in the lesson materials. Have them 
record how it worked when they responded 
differently to their children's anger. Ask them to 
be prepared to share their experiences at the next 
session. 

Prepared by Joan Sprain, Extension Educator-Family Development, Washington County, MN; Dianne Weber, 
University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Eau Claire County, WI; and Ronald L. Pitzer, Family 
Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. 
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BACKGROUND 

Dealing with Anger Toward a Child 
It is rare to find a parenting book that talks about 

something every parent and caregiver feels on occa­
sion: anger toward a child. Does this mean that 
parents should never allow themselves to get angry 
with a child? Not at all. In fact, anger is a natural 
reaction to many normal childhood behaviors. What 
parents need is a better understanding of why a child 
is behaving in a particular way. In addition, parents 
need to understand themselves and how they react to 
their child's misbehavior. Through this understand­
ing, a parent can learn how to respond to a child in a 
positive and constructive way. 

Anger Is Normal 
We all get angry. Parents and children both have 

a right to be angry at times. Things happen that cause 
us to react emotionally, and anger is one of our 
emotions. 

Dolores Curran says: "'When I ask parents 'Do 
your children have a right to be angry?' they always 
answer 'yes.' But when I ask them how their children 
are allowed to show anger, these same parents be­
come quiet. If there's one area desperately calling for 
attention, it's helping parents to teach children to 
show anger appropriately, to deal with conflict open­
ly, and to express negative feelings without fear of 
consequences." 

"'Yet, this is a topic rarely addressed in parenting 
education. Most of us are afraid of it because we 
must first deal with parental behavior. As parents, we 
know that if we demand certain behaviors of our 
children, we must exhibit them ourselves. And we 
don't deal very well with expressing our own anger. 
If we say, 'You will be respectful, young man,' then 
we must also be respectful. If we punish their out­
bursts, then we cannot have outbursts. If we say, 

1995 

'You will not use those words with me,' then we 
cannot use them." 

"I have found that more parents want change 
than want to change. We want our children to change 
but we refuse to change our-behaviors that result in 
their negative reactions." 

What Is Anger? 

Anger occurs on a number of levels: 

Disappointment-something fails to meet your 
expectations. 

Irritation-you feel annoyed, peeved, or 
exasperated. 

Frustration-you feel insecure or dissatisfied because 
of some unresolved problem. 

Anger-you have a strong feeling of displeasure and 
antagonism. 

Rage-you lose control of your emotions. 

Myths About Anger 

• If you don't appear angry on the outside, you 
don't have a problem with anger. 

• If you ignore your feelings of anger and bun, 
they'll go away. 

• It's not nice to be angry. 

• Being nice (playing the martyr) all the time and 
not expressing anger will not damage you. 

• Your relationships will suffer if you express any 
anger or hurt. 
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Expressing anger in healthy ways is difficult for 
some people. It is influenced by our culture, family 
background, and the norms of the people around'us. 
Anger does get expressed, and it can take unhealthy 
forms: 

Denial-ignoring what you see, fear, and feel hap­
pening around you. 

Peace at any price-withdrawal or giving in rather 
than facing conflict. 

Grievance collecting-keeping track of every injus­
tice and playing the martyr. 

Passive/aggres,gve behavior-pouting, sarcasm, 
stubbornness, procrastination and lateness, 
generating guilt. 

Bigotry-hating another group of people. 

All is well-being overly sweet and nice about what 
is happening. 

Anger Styles 

We have a choice about how we express our 
anger. However, we also need to recognize that each 
of us has a particular style based on our family back­
ground, temperament, culture, gender, age, etc. 

• Passive. You don't express your concerns direct­
ly; rather they are stuffed inside you, often causing 
psychological or physical problems. Unresolved 
issues build up until you explode in anger, and the 
person you vent your anger at probably hasn't got a 
clue what they did to deserve such a reaction. The 
real issues are rarely discussed. 

• Aggnssive. Everything makes you angry. Your 
aggression is a way to dominate others and acts as a 
barrier to building relationships. 

• Assertive. You express your anger in healthy 
ways. Your concerm are expressed in respectful 
ways that focus on your feelings and build relation­
ships. The focus is on the behavior rather than the 
person. Dealing with anger assertively: 

- · Helps build relationships 

- Gives everyone involved energy to change 
what ever is wrong 

- Provides a way to use conflict resolution and 
negotiation skills 
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What Good Is Anger? 

• Anger is a signal to you and those around you 
that something is wrong. 

We use anger as a way ~ communicate our feelings 
about things we don't like. If we never expressed 
anger toward our children, they would• not know 
what we expect, how strongly we feel, and how 
important our expectations are. 

• Anger may be needed in a dangerom 
situation. 

Anger gives us strength to respond to situations 
where we might need to do something physical or 
verbal beyond our normal capacity. lt may help us 
speak up about something we don,.t approve of or run 
very mt to pull our child from danger •. 

• Anger, when exp~ in healthy ways, can 
help a person feel good, strong, or whole. 

We all need to release our frustrations and feel in 
control of our feelings. When we express our anger 
in assertive ways, we are working to solve the 
problem. 

• Expressing anger is one way to show that you 
care and are involved with another person. 

We tend to get more angry when someone we care 
about does something that disappoints us, frustrates 
us, or defies us. If we don't get angry occasionally 
with someone who is close to us, we may not be as 
involved with the relationship as we should be. 

• Anger is a rll"St step toward solving problems. 

When we get angry, we are recognizing there is a 
problem. If we use anger as a way to alert us to the 
fact that a problem exists, w~ are on our way to 
solving the problem. 

• Getting angry is one -way to get someone's 
attention. 

Sometimes you may feel that your issues and con­
cerns are being ignored. When you express your 
anger, most likely the person will give you his or her 
attention. 
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Anger and Children's Behavior 

Anger is often the result of our interpretation of a 
child's behavior, rather than the behavior itself . 
When a parent gets angry with a child, the parent and 
the child may have different views of the behavior. 

For example, Pam is the mother of Susan, age 
four. Pam just dressed Susan in her good dress in 
preparation for going to visit a friend she ha<ln 't seen 
in several years. This friend is a very proper person 
who always dresses immaculately and Pam wanted 
Susan to look her best for the visit. As Pam was 
getting ready, Susan slipped out the back door and 
headed straight for the sandbox. It had rained earlier 
in the day and the sand was still wet, making it very 
fun to build with. When Pam found Susan covered 
with sand, she lost it. "Why are you in this sand­
box!" she yelled. "Look at you! You're a mess. Just 
look at all that sand, in your shoes, all over your new 
white tights, and-Oh, no!-you have mud on the 
front of your dress. You 're just trying to embarrass 
me in front of my friend by looking like a mess!" 

Pam interpreted Susan's behavior as deliberate 
defiance. She felt that Susan had gotten dirty inten­
tionally to embarrass her. Pam's family had always 
expected the children to look clean and well-dressed, 
and Pam expected Susan to look the same. 

Susan, on the other hand, had very different 
reasons for getting dirty. She loved playing in the 
sand and had been thinking about the sandbox all 
morning. Mom said it was raining and she couldn't 
go out. After Susan had been dressed, she noticed the 
sun was out and, forgetting about her good clothes, 
she dashed out into the yard. After all, Mom was 
busy and she needed something to do while she 
waited for Mom to take her out to lunch with her 
friend. The sand was perfect and Susan got very 
involved in molding mountains and roads out of the 
wet sand. When she heard her mother's angry voice, 
she was frightened and couldn't understand why her 
mother was so upset. 

Parents often misinterpret a child's reasons for 
misbehaving. According to Jane Nelson, children 
misbehave because: 

- They want attention. 

- They want power. 

- They are looking for revenge. 

- They have given up. 

Because parents usually don't view a child's 
misbehavior from this perspective, they respond 
based on the following beliefs: 

- If a child wants attention, the parent thinks she 
is just trying to be annoying. 

- If a child wants power, the parent feels threat­
ened or provoked. 

- If a child is looking for revenge, the parent 
feels hurt. 

- If the child has given up, the parent feels 
unable to help and pities the child. 

These misunderstandings about why a child is 
misbehaving often escalate-into anger for both parents 
and children. · 

What About Anger That Is· Out of 
Control? 

Most parents get angry about relatively small 
incidents. Nancy Samalin calls this type of anger 
"everyday madness." The ~ntent of these materials 
focuses on this type of anger. Everyday madness 
results from a buildup of incidents that eventually 
make parents angry. Most parents can understand the 
feelings of rage that could lead to child abuse. These 
feelings are terrifying to parents. At the same time, 
these parents love and care for their children. They 
have the ability to separate the behavior from the 
child. 

A few parents feel a deep-seated resentment and 
rage against their children. When this is the case, 
parent education is not the solution. These parents 
and children need therapeutic intervention. 
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Anger: A Guide for Parents 
Parenting is hard work, surrounded by many 

myths. Some of these myths include the beliefs that 
you can be a perfect parent, that parents always feel 
love and tenderness toward their children, that your 
family gets along in harmony, that your children are 
very well behaved, that children always obey their 
parents, that parents are in charge of the situation and 
in control of how they feel-and the list goes on. 

Let's talk about reality: babies do cry, you don't 
get enough sleep, toddlers say "no," kids disobey, 
and brothers and sisters fight. When you add in the 
stresses many adults feel in their daily lives~ it's 
normal for many parents to sometimes feel over­
whelmed, out of control, and, at times, angry. 

Anger is a normal reaction. It's also an emotion 
many parents don't know how to deal with when it 
comes to their children. 

What Triggers Your Anger Toward 
Your Child? 

Certain Stages of Development Can Be Difficult 
for Parents 

As children grow, there are predictable stages of 
both terrific and not-so-terrific behavior. Some of 
these behaviors can try a parent's patience and make 
the parent feel at a loss for an answer. It's difficult to 
feel calm and collected when the baby cuts teeth and 
cries for hours, the 2-year-old says "No," the 3-year­
old insists on "doing it herself" when you want her to 
hurry up, the 4-year-old tells you he "hates you," 
and the 5-year-old, after being asked over and over, 
refuses to pick up his clothes. 

The key to dealing with your anger is to under­
stand what normal behavior is for your child's age 
and stage of development, and to learn ways to deal 
with misbehavior that work. When you recognize that 
most kids go through predictable stages and behave in 
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similar ways, you won't ~e the behavior as person­
ally and you probably won't be as angry.· 

It's also important to understand that the way you 
as a parent see the child's behavior may be very 
different from the way your child views her activities. 
Ask yourself if you are expecting your child to do 
something he really isn't ready to do at his stage of 
development. A 2-year-old who is expected to sit still 
in church probably can't do it. He isn't fidgeting, ' 
talking loudly during prayer, or crawling under the 
pew simply to embarrass you. Instead he's curious, 
needs to move his body, and wants to share his 
thoughts with you, but doesn't know how to whisper. 

Power Struggles and Derumce · 

It's normal for children, especially toddlers and 
adolescents, to test their limits. They do this in many 
ways: by not listening, by ignoring you, by doing 
what they want even when you told them not to, by 
not giving a parent credit for knowing anything, and 
by talking back, being a wise guy, or using bad 
words. Testing limits is how children learn the rules. 
Parents faced with this behavior, on the other hand, 
may feel helpless and pushed up against a wall. 

The solution isn't punishment. Spanking, wash­
ing mouths out with soap, and other punishments 
don't teach children what to do instead. Rather, 
punishment creates resenttnent and most likely will 
make the power struggle worse. 

It's important for parents to keep their beliefs 
about their role as parents in perspective. Do you 
believe: 

• you have wisdom your child should pay attention 
to? 

• you are expected to be in control of your child? 

• you love your children and the rules you have 
established are for their own good? 
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• your children should be grateful for all you have 
done for them? 

• if your children don't learn how to behave now, 
they will be in big trouble later? 

These beliefs and others often are behind parents' 
anger. Keep in mind that parents sometimes have to 
emphatically say "No," set reasonable limits, let a 
child know how they expect the child to behave, and. 
sometimes cut short a child's fun. Don't expect your 
child to be grateful. The payoff comes later, because 
setting and enforcing limits helps children learn to 
control their own behavior. 

The power struggles that often come when chil­
dren test limits may make you feel angry. 
Remember: 

• You and your child may have different perspec­
tives about the situation, based on the assump­
tions listed above. 

• Don't take most of what your child says or does 
personally. 

• Ifs okay to be firm and enforce limits. The key 
is to do. so when you are calm. If you operate out 
of ang~, most of your efforts will be useless, be­
cause your anger will add to the intensity of the 
problem. 

Anger from Other Parts of Your Life. 

Everyone has had a "bad, bad, day." Often the 
frustration, oppression, and stress we feel in other 
parts of our lives "spill over" at home. If you find 
yourself yelling at your kids because you felt belittled 
at work, are having difficulty with the IRS, or have a 
problem getting an appointment with your casework­
er, ·you are experiencing "spill-over anger." 

Parents need to realize how much the tensions 
they feel outside the parent-child relationship add to 
their frustration with their children. Do you let the 
stresses you feel add to the building of a "pecking 
order" in your family? Remember, children are 
usually at the bottom end. Their normal behavior, 
while·frustrating, has no part in the stress-related 
anger you may feel. 

To avoid making your children the victims of 
your anger from other parts of your life, try to create 
a break between the tensions of work, your other 
relationships, or dealing with "the system" and your 
home life. Recognize that both you and your children 
experience spill-over anger and that there may be 
more conflicts at certain times of day, such as when 
you all arrive home in the evening. 
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Children's Temperaments 

Every child is a unique personality. Some chil­
dren have characteristics that make them easy to live 
with. Other children may be more challenging for 
parents. They may have characteristics-such as 
being more demanding, impatient, emotionally explo­
sive, energetic, or needing more care due to a physi­
cal or mental disability-that can bring out a parent's 
anger. 

Mary Sheedy Kurcinka in her book, Raising 
Your Spirited Child, talks about how some children 
are challenges for parents and how understanding 
what is different and wonderful about "spirited" 
children can help parents change_ the way they see 
and react to these children. She makes the point that 
the irritating elements of "spirit" are in fact special 
characteristics that parents need to learn how to 
respond to and work with. Through this.understand­
ing, a parent's anger about a child's behavior is 
cliroinished. · 

The key is to view each child's uniqueness in a 
positive way through understanding and accepting 
who he or she is. 

Strategies to Help Parents Deal 
with Anger 

Anger. It's real. Ifs normal. Everyone experienc­
es it. However, you can fina ways to express your 
anger that don't hurt, belittle, or insult your children. 
It's important to make anger constructive in working 
with your child's behavior, not destructive by creating 
in children a desire for revenge or a feeling of rage. 

Anger in its destructive form. can make a child's 
misbehavior worse. If you control your reaction to 
something your child does, the behavior will stop 
sooner, won't last as long, or be as severe, and both 
you and your child will feel better about how you 
handled the situation. · 

This does not mean that you shouldn't get angry 
when your child misbehaves. Children need to under­
stand that their behavior upsets you. Most important­
ly, they need to understand why you are upset. For 
example, if your child lost a pair of scissors, you 
need to say, "I'm upset because I need those scissors 
for my sewing project," rather than, "You idiot! 
Where are those scissors!" 

Because children will misbehave and anger is 
inevitable, here are some suggestions to help you 
keep calm and plan your reaction to their behavior. 
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Use the Four-Step Sequence (see box at right) 

• Stop! Pause for a moment and cool off.oWhen 
something occurs that makes you really angry, 
step back, go into another room, be silent, take 
control of your feelings. This is not the time to 
discipline a child. 

• Look and listen. Read the situation quickly. Try 
to determine what is really happening. How are 
you reacting to the misbehavior? What is really 
causing the child to misbehave? 

• 1hi:nk. Form a plan. 

- Evaluate the problem: Does a problem exist? 
Whose problem is it-yours, the child's, or 
both of yours? 

- Have a purpose: What do you want your child 
to learn from how you react? 

- Set goals: What do you want to get done right 
now? 

- Consider alternatives: How many different 
ways could you respond to this problem? 

• Act. Carry out your decision. 

Calm Yourself 

• Count to ten very slowly. Concentrate on the 
counting, regardless of what your child is doing. 

• Put your hands in your pockets. This will help 
you resist the urge to use them to threaten or hit 
your child. Most parents spank their children 
when they are angry, not when they have cooled 
off. 

• Take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Pretend 
you are releasing steam from your body. 

• Get away from the situation. Go into another 
room or take a walk. This gives both you and 
your child some time to cool off. 

• Talk about the situation with your partner, a close 
friend, or a relative. Talking it through will help 
you develop creative ideas for dealing with the 
situation. 

• Take time to think about how you're reacting to 
the situation. Why are you angry with your child? 
Is it because you think your child is trying to 
make you mad by deliberately doing something 
bad? Is the child misbehaving because he wants 
attention, is angry himself, feels discouraged, or 
is looking for revenge? 
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Four Steps to Control Your Anger 
Stop! 

Look& 
listen. 

Think 

Act 

Pause for a moment and cool off. 
Don't discipline the child while you 
are angry. 

Read the situation quickly. Try to 
determine what is really happening. 

Form a plan. Evaluate the problem, 
have a purpose, set goals, think of 
alternatives. 

Carry out your decision. 

Talk to Your Child about the Problem 

• Use "I," not "You" statements: "I am very upset 
about this!" ,wt, "You tem"ble ·child, how could 
you have done this!" 

• Keep in the present; talk. about the current issue, 
not past mist.akes or possible future problems: "I 
want your room picked up now!" not, "You slob!· 
This room is proof that you will never amount to 
anything!" 

• Focus on the behavior instead of what you think 
might be the reasons for the misbehavior: "I want 
you to stop making that noise now!" not, "I know 
you're just making that noise io get me angry!" . . 

• Keep it short and to the point. There is no doubt 
that your child needs a reason, but don't get 
bogged down in long explanations or too much 
reasoning. 

• Be specific: "Pick up all the bath toys and put 
them in the container on the counter," not, 
"Okay, it's time to clean up the tub." 

Don't Take Everything Your Child Says 
Personally. 

Children learn the power of words at an early 
age. They also learn what thµigs they can say to hit 
your "hot" buttons. Keep in mind young children 
have less skill than you in dealing with anger and 
frustration. Your best strategy is not to react when 
your child calls you a name or tells you you're a 
lousy parent. Let the words and negative comments 
slide off. Your child may mean it in the present, but 
won't feel the same way in five minutes if you don't 
react. 

Remember, your words are powerful, too. When 
a child says something hurtful, let her know how you 
feel and give her another way to say it. 
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For example, Tory was angry that his father 
wouldn't let him go out to play after supper. "You 
idiot!" he said. "I hate you!" Tory's father said, "I 
don't like being called an idiot and it makes me feel 
bad to hear you say you hate me. Why don't you say 
'Dad, I don't like your decision, because I really 
want to go out and play. It makes me feel like nor 
liking you.' Then it would be easier for us to talk." 

Figure Out What Your Rules Really Are 

If you find yourself engaged in endless power 
struggles with your child over rules, maybe it's time 
to step back and ask yourself, "Is the problem my 
child, or is the problem the rule?" Every parent 
needs to decide what the bottom line expectations are 
in the family. As you examine what your basic rules 
are, ask yourself: 

• Does it teach my child something, such as respon­
sibility or a skill? 

• Is the rule a tradition from my own childhood? Is 
it still important today? 

• If the rule is broken, will it really matter a week 
from now? 

• Is th~ rule non-negotiable, or is it flexible? It's 
okay to have both types of rules. 

• Is it difficult for my child to follow the rule be­
cause of his skills, level of development, etc.? 

• Did my child have any say in making the rule? 

It's a good idea to determine what the rules are as 
a family. Then everyone can agree together on what 
is expected in a particular situation. Rules that make 
sense and that a child can abide by will be the limits 
your child needs for support and will encourage good 
behavior. Fewer rules are better than too many rules. 
This gives parents flexibility and reduces the endless 
power struggles between parents and children. 

Say You're Sorry 

There is no doubt you will get angry. There may 
be times you say something you really regret saying 
to your child. If your child said something similar to 
you, you would expect an apology. The same expec­
tation also applies to parents. 

Many parents worry that apologizing will under­
mine their authority with their children. Perhaps their 
parents never apologized or admitted they were 

wrong to them. The fact is, apologies can help build 
a stronger relationship between parents aµd children. 
The ability to say you 're sorry, to forgive someone, A 
and to apologize is important in helping people get W 
along better. 

An apology serves several purposes. It helps 
restore good feelings between you and your child. It 
reduces the amount of resentment a child may feel 
because of your outburst. An apology gives parents 
and children a chance to talk about why everyone 
was so upset, to understand what caused the behav­
ior, and to discuss what is expected imtead. Most 
importantly, it teaches children how to behave when 
they make a mistake. Children learn that everyone 
makes mistakes and it's best to admit it and try not to 
let the same thing happen again. · 

Fmd Something to Laugh About 

Nothing is more effective .in getting rid of anger 
than laughter. If you can find the humor in the situa­
tion, you will often be able to quickly move from 
rage to giggles. Parents get furious over many situa­
tions that are really minor. If we could see ourselves 
in the mirror we would know how ridiculous our 
reactions are. Laughter is contagious. Children can be 
quickly persuaded to give up a power struggle when A 
the humor of the situation is brought out. W 
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Dealing with a Child's Anger 
Anger. It's one of our feelings, and it's an okay 

feeling to have. Just as children have a right to be 
happy, sad, lonely, or bored, they also have a right 
to feel angry. Many parents find it difficult to. deal 
with a child's anger. It's hard to know how best to 
respond, and anger takes a toll on parents, both 
physically and emotionally. 

Because anger is inevitable, parents need to help 
children learn how to deal with this often confusing 
and frightening feeling. Parents also need to learn 
how to handle an angry child, and how to manage 
their own anger to keep the relationship between 
parent and child safe and open. 

What Causes Anger in Young Children? 

- Frustration 

- Needing attention 

- Feeling powerless 

- Being misunderstood 

- Not feeling good about themselves 

- Feeling helpless 

- Being belittled or made fun of 

- Not having physical needs taken care of 

- Having a parent take over instead of asking if 
the child wants help 

- Being disappointed 

- Having difficulty saying what they need 

- Being punished 

How Can JlaF@Dts K@4!p Children from 
G t-1.ting /lii'Ji?1 
• Catd1 children being good. Pay attention to the 
good thihps ~llih:l r~n go ano tell them. For example, 
"I appreciate your hanging up your clot11es, ev en 

iliou gi/ ~oU slijj wam~ lfl play, u W6 ofHm tell 
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children more about what is wrong than what is right 
.about their behavior. When children hear good things 
about what they do, they feel better about themselves 
and they learn how to act in ways _that please their 
parents. 

• Make sure their physical needs are met. A 
child who needs exercise or is hungry, thirsty, tired, 
or sick is more likely to get angry when something 
doesn't go right. 

• Plan the environment. Take a look at the places 
your child lives in. If there are too many objects she 
shouldn't touch, no place just for her, or not enough 
space for play, make some changes. Move objects 
out of reach and don~t leave things she shouldn't have 
about. Child-proof the house. 

• Show interest in your child's activities. Chil­
dren will often try to get you involved in what 
they' re doing, and sometimes you may act annoyed at 
the interruption. The result may be that your child 
will misbehave to get your attention. The best pre­
vention is to balance your attention to your child's 
activities with your own needs. If you cannot give 
attention to what your child is doing at that time, 
explain why and promise to spend time later with the 
child. 

• Interpret situations. Explain to the child why a 
particular situation or behavior is causing a problem. 
For example, when another child is acting mear1, 

. FJI· in met ir 1IDulo bu b~use tbe child ls tlrec1. 
E v eh very yom1g children ca:li }enfii to uflde rn IJ {hf 
ffil'."Afi§ lbr probltim, and tllli: helps cl~clren learn 
how to understand their own behavior helter. 

• Build a positive self-image, Help clilltlteii s iru 
lHt:fftseiv~ q.s Yflill end Ya.1\li\bltl. Encourage them 
to do their best. Believe in them. 
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• Demonstrate appropriate behavior. Remember, 
you're a role model. The example you set will be 
reflected in your child's behavior, both good ann 
bad. 

What Can Parents Do When a Child 
Starts Getting Angry? 
• Show affection. Sometimes all a child needs to 
help regain control- when frustrated or anxious is a 
sudden hug or some other show of affection. 

• Ignore minor misbehavior. Often children 
misbehave to get your attention. Ignoring behavior 

. that both of you know is inappropriate is one good 
way to send your child a message that you don't 
approve. Make sure you don't ignore the child, just 
the behavior. 

• Ease the temion through humor. Gently kid­
ding a child out of a temper tantrum offers her the 
opportunity to save face. Be sure not to tease or be 
sarcastic. 

• Appeal to the child's seme of right. Tell your 
child how you feel about a particular behavior and 
ask him to consider your feelings. For example, if a 
child is making an annoying noise, ask him to stop it 
and explain how the noise is making your headache 
worse. 

• Say NO! Limits should be clearly defined for 
children. When a child breaks a rule, letting her 
know she has stepped over the line is important. This 
helps remind her of the rule and lets her know she is 
responsible for the consequences of breaking the rule. 

What Should Parents Do When a Child 
Has a Temper Tantrum? 
• Avoid physical punishment. Hitting or spanking 
a child for acting aggressive or doing something 
wrong is guaranteed to backfire. Don't demonstrate 
behavior you don't want your child to imitate. 

• Accept your child's anger. Let your child know 
his feelings of anger are appropriate. Make sure your 
child knows you are _there to help him with the prob­
lem when he is ready. If the anger is being expressed 
in inappropriate ways, suggest other ways the child 
can express his feelings. 

• Teach a child how to express anger with 
worm. Talking is a good way to get rid of feelings 
of anger and frustration. When your child becomes 
worked up, encourage her to use her words rather · 
than hitting, grabbing, or using some other physical 
action. 

• Respond to temper tantrums with care and 
concern. When your child resorts to a tantrum to 
express his needs, your response is critical. This is 
the time your child needs you most. He needs you to 
remain calm (not an easy thing to do), he needs to be 
comforted, and he needs your help to regain control. 
Some strategies include: 

- Ignore the tantrum if you, can. 

· - Use a time out to give your child a chance to 
calm down. 

- Take a time out yourself. 

- Remove your child from the situation. 

- Hold your child closely. 

- Talk softly to your child .. 

- Try to figure out what your child wants and 
needs. 

Tantrums are powerful tools for children to use A 
to get their needs met. Parents need to help children -
find other ways of expressing their needs. If you give 
in to tantrums, whining, arid other negative methods 
of expressing anger your child will find it hard to 
understand other points of view, to develop assertive 
ways of dealing with anger, and to relate well to 
other people. 

Your Attitude Is the Key 
Anger is a feeling we all have. It is normal for 

children to feel anger. And when they do, they often 
find it. frightening. Parents need to help children learn 
how to manage their anger and how to channel it into 
positive action. 
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local library. Many can be purchased at local bookstores. Those marked (Oleanna) after the date can be 

. purchased from a mail order book service for the price indicated: Oleanna Books, Box 141020, Minneapolis 
MN 55414. (612) 722-5861 

Prepared by Angela Berge, Extension Educator-Family Development, Otter Tail County, MN; Joanne L. Musich, A 
Extension Educator-Family Development, St. Louis County, MN; Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota W 
Extension Service. · 
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LESSON GUIDE 

Challenging Behaviors 
Lesson Materials 
- Videotape: Challenging Behaviors 

- Lesson Guide: Challenging Behaviors 

- Background (for facilitator): Symptoms of Three 
Disruptive Behavior Disorders 

- Parent Handout: Understanding Children with 
Challenging Behaviors 

- Parent Handout: So What Can I Do? Strategies 
for Positive Parenting When Children Have 
Challenging Behaviors 

- References 

Learner Outcomes 

• Parents will be able to identify different kinds of 
challenging behaviors. 

• Parents will look at and discuss these behaviors 
more positively. 

• Parents will practice new strategies for dealing 
with challenging behaviors. 

Preparation ·for Session 
1. Preview the "'Challenging Behaviors" videotape. 

2. Review the lesson materials (background, parent 
handouts, lesson outline below). 

3. Read other materials, if needed and time permits 
(see References list). 

4. Duplicate parent handouts and other material you 
want to use as handouts. Distribute handouts 
prior to the meeting, if possible. 
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5. See that other necessary equipment and supplies 
are on hand-VCR, monitor. 

6. Arrange room so participants can sit in a circle 
or around a table to encourage group interaction 
and discussion. 

Lesson Outline 
1. Introductory wannup activity. (5 minutes) 

Ask parents to introduce themselves and share 
one story about their child's most challenging· 
behavior or characteristic. 

2. Review learner outcomes. 

Ask parents what they hope to learn from the 
session. Then review what it is hoped parents 
will learn from the video and discussion (see 
Leamer Outcomes above). 

3. Introduce 'Videotape. 

Indicate in your own words what parents should 
look for as they watch the video. 

4. Video and acti'rity. (10 minutes) 

Show the first segment of the video. Stop video 
after the series of two frames that describe be­
haviors in negative and positive ways. 

Activity: Changing your point of view. Have 
parents make a list of their child's characteristics 
or behaviors that are the most difficult to accept 
or the hardest to Jive with. List them all-picky, 
stubborn, nosy, unpredictable, impatient, etc. 
Then have them look at the list and try to rename 
the characteristics or behaviors in a more positive 
way. 

(See "So What Can I Do?" handout.) 
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Ask parents to choose one or two to share with 9. Taking care of yourself. (5 minutes) 
the group and discuss. Ask parents to talk about ways they cope with 

s. Show rest of video. (Approx. 10 minutes) their child(renfs challenging behaviors. How do 

6. ~ion. (10-1.5 minutes) they reduce stress? How do they take care of -themselves? 
Lead a discussion on what parents can do-the 
strategies shown. Possible questions include: 

What strategies were shown on the video? Closing and Homework 

What do you think might work with your 1. Review and Evaluation. 
child's challenging behavior(s)? - Together with the group, summarize the 
lWzat other strategies or tactics have you main points of the lesson and what the group 
used? has learned. 

7. Prioritizing expectations. (5-10 minutes) - Distn'bute the handouts, if you haven't al-

Have parents refer back to their list of child's 
ready done so. Indicate that a References list 
is available for anyone interested. 

characteristics or behaviors. Using that list, ask 
the parents to think about all the things their 2. Retelling their child's story. 
children do that are challenging for them. Ask parents: 

Now, ask them to arrange the list in order of How would you like to retell the story you 
importance, with the most problematic behavior shared about your child at the beginning of 
on top, and so on down the list. Have them the session? 
circle the top two or three behaviors at most. If 

Have a few parents share or have an example of parents work with their children on these top two 
or three behaviors, many of the behaviors down your own. 

the list will improve also. 3. Homework assignment. 

8. Developing a plan of action. (10-15 minutes) Ask the parents to attempt to put their "plan of -Ask a few parents to share one of their top two action" (developed above) into effect. If there are 

or three challenging behaviors. Ask the group to to be further gatherings, ask parents to be pre-

discuss strategies and tactics-what can be done? pared to talk about their successes at the next 
Allow time for parents to think about strategies gathering. Ask them also to be prepared to share 

they can use with their own child's challenging any revisions in their "story." 

behaviors and write those down as their own plan 
of action. Have parents share their ideas. 

Prepared by Laurel Swanson, Extension Educator-Family Development, Carver County, MN. 
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BACKGROUND 

Symptoms of Three Disruptive Behavior Disorders 
This publication descnl>es symptoms of three 

disruptive behavior disorders, as descnoed in the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual-m (American 
Psychiatric Association, 1987). As can be seen, many 
symptoms are common to two or more disorders. 
Sometimes it is difficult to differentiate between the 
diagnoses. Consider a symptom significant only if the 
behavior is considerably more frequent than that of 
most people of the same mental age. 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
This is a disturbance lasting at least six months 

that has at least eight of the following symptoms: 

• Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in 
seat (in adolescents, may be limited to subjective 
feelings of restlessness). 

• Has difficulty remaining seated when required to 
do so. 

• Is easily distracted by outside events. 

• Has difficulty awaiting tum in games or group 
situations. 

• Often blurts out answers to questions before they 
have been completed. 

• Has difficulty following through on instructions 
from others (not due to oppositional behavior or 
failure of comprehension); for example, fails to 
finish chores. 

• Has difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play 
activities. 

• Often shifts from one uncompleted activity to 
another. 

• Has difficulty playing quietly. 
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• Often talks excessively. 

• Often interrupts or intrudes on others; for exam­
ple, butts into other children's ·games. 

• Often does not seem to listen to what is being 
said to him or her. 

• Often loses things necessary for tasks or activities , 
at school or at home, such as toys, pencils, 
books, assignments. 

• Often engages in physically dangerous activities 
without considering possible consequences (not 
for the purpose of thrill-seeking); for example, 
runs into street without looking. 

Oppositional Defmnt Disorder 
This is a disturbance lasting·at least six months 

that has at least five of the following symptoms: 

• Often loses temper. 

• Often argues with adults. 

• Often actively defies or refuses adult requests or 
rules; for example, refuses to do chores at home. 

• Often deliberately does things that annoy other .. 
people; for example, grabs other children's hats. 

• Often blames others for his or her own mistakes. 

• Is often touchy or easily annoyed by others. 

• Is often angry and resentful. 

• Is often spiteful or vindictive. 

• Often swears or uses obscene language. 
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Conduct Disorder 
This is a disturbance lasting at least six months 

that has at least three of the following symptoms: 

• Has stolen without confrontation of a victim on 
more than one occasion (mcluding forgery). 

• Has run away from home overnight at least twice 
while living with parent(s) or surrogate parents 
(or once without returning). 

• Often lies ( other than to avoid physical or sexual 
abuse). 

• Has deliberately engaged in fire-setting. 

• ls truant from school (for older person, absent 
from work). 

• Has broken into someone else's house, building, 
or car. 

• Has deliberately destroyed others' property ( other 
than by fire-setting). 

• Has been physically cruel to animals. 

• Has forced someone into sexual activity with him 
or her. 

• Has used a weapon in more than one fight. 

• Often initiates physical fights. 

• Has stolen with confrontation of a victim; for 
example, mugging, purse-snatching, extortion, 
armed robbery. 

• Has been physically cruel to people. 

Evaluation of Attention Deficit Hyperac­
tivity Disorder, Oppositional Behavior 
Disorder, and Conduct Disorder 

Typically, the parent is the one who makes the 
initial referral. This may be because of problems the 
child is having at school or in the home. 

The parent can check with the school for support 
services that might be available. The parent should 
start with a medical and/or a mental health profes­
sional who has some experience in working with 
children with these types of problems. At a mini­
mum, one of these professionals should conduct a 
detailed parent and child interview. Rating scales 
should be filled out by parents and teachers. Often, it 
is helpful to have the child fill out some self-report 
measures. The child should have a medical evaluation 
to rule out other medical problems. Professionals 
conducting this evaluation should coordinate their 
findings with each other and come up with a diagno­
sis as well as recommendations. 

Source: Adapted by permission from Michael L. Bloomquist. A Parent's Skills Training Guide for Children With 
Attention Deficit and Disruptive Behavior. University of Minnesota. Department of Professional Development, 
1992. (pp. 9-11) 
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Understanding Children with Challenging Behaviors 
Parenting is hard work. It is even harder for 

those with children who are always pushing the lim­
its, find it hard to comply with requests, and are 
intense, persistent, and energetic. The parents may 
have a hard time coping and finding effective ways to 
parent these children. At the same time, the child 
may have low self-esteem and find it hard to relate 
well with parents, teachers, and friends. 

One of the most common complaints parents 
have about their children is they are not compliant. 
Children with challenging behaviors find it harder to 
follow rules than most children. In some cases, these 
children act the way they do because of medical or 
genetic conditions. However, even those children 
may be helped considerably if the parents change 
their attitude, set clear boundaries and expectations 
for the child, and use parenting techniques geared 
specifically to spirited children. 

Characteristics of Spirited Children 
A child with challenging behaviors may be called 

noncompliant, difficult, spirited, strong-willed, or 
active-alert. The child may be described as intense, 
persistent, sensitive, slow to adapt, or energetic. 
These characteristics are often attributed to tempera­
ment. Mary Sheedy Kurcinka, author of Raising Your 
Spirited Owd, describes certain characteristics: 

• Intensity. The reactions of spirited children are 
always powetful. Their response is usually im­
mediate and strong. There is no middle of the 
road. 

• Persistence. These children are committed to 
their task, goal oriented, and unwilling to give 
up. Getting them to change their minds is a 
major undertaking. They love to debate and are 
not afraid to assert themselves. 
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• Semitivity. Keenly aware, spirited kids quickly 
respond to the slightest noises, smells, lights, 
textures, or changes in mood~ .They are easily 
overwhelmed by the great number of sensations. 

• Perceptiveness. They notice everything, are 
easily distracted, and are often accused of not 
listening. 

• Adaptability. Spirited. children are uncomfort­
able with change. They hate surprises and do not . 
shift easily from one activity to another. 

• Energetic. Many, but not all, spirited kids are 
very energetic. They have a real need to move 
that comes from inside. Not all spirited kids are 
climbers and leapers, but they do tend to be 
busy-taking things apart, exploring, and creat­
ing projects-from the time they wake up until 
they finally fall asleep. 

Some challenging behaviors may be a result of 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). 
Others may come from Oppositional Defiant Disor­
der/Conduct Disorder. Children with ADHD are 
unable to regulate and maintain their behavior. The 
main symptoms are poor attention span, distracnoili­
ty, impulsiveness, and hyperactivity. Children who 
have Oppositional Defiant Disorder are generally · 
noncompliant. Tuey are more highly irritable and 
likely to have negative moods than most children 
their age. Specific behaviors may include violating 
minor rules, having tantrums, arguing with authority 
figures, annoying others, blaming others for their 
own problems, and swearing. Children di~onosed 
with Conduct Disorder show a persistent pattern of 
violating the rights of others and paying no attention 
to accepted social nonns and rules. These children 
may show deviant behavior at home, in the school . . . , 
with other children, and in the community. 
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Why Are They Like This? 

· Parents are quick to ask, "Why is my child4his 
way?" or "What have I done wrong?" There are no 
proven causes for children's challenging or oppo­
sitional behavior, but there are several things that 
may influence that behavior. They include tempera­
ment, genetics, heredity, a chemical imbalance in the 
brain, trauma, mood disorders, and response to a 
chaotic environment. Parenting styles and practices 
can also influence when these disorders start and their 
severity. Causes are discussed more fully in Michael 
Bloomquist's book, Skills Training for Children with 
Behavior Disorders. 

Effect on Family System 

The family could be compared to a mobile deli­
cately balanced in the air. A slight touch or breeze 
affects not only the part of the mobile it touches, but 
the whole mobile moves and seeks to resume its 
balance. The same effect occurs when a family mem­
ber is affected by a problem or crisis-the balance of 
the entire family is upset. The stress of dealing with 
challenging behaviors all of the time affects not only 
the relationships of the parents to the child, but the 
relationships of the child to the other children and the 
parents to each other. The family must continually 
adjust and readjust to the problems created by the 
challenging behaviors. · 

Implications for Parenting 
Parenting children with challenging behaviors is 

a process of understanding your child's needs, taking 
stock of your parenting skills, and talcing care of 
yourself. 

Understanding your child's needs and character-
. istics is the first step in parenting. In families where 

what is expected of the child is compatible with the 
child's temperament, abilities, and other characteris­
tics, there is generally less stress and less conflict, 
and healthier development is more likely. The way a 
parent approaches disciplining, motivating, and just 
living with a child should take into account the tem­
perament of the child. 

It is critical that parents accept and affirm their 
difficult children. It is easy to develop a negative 

pattern of reacting to their behaviors with criticism 
and punishment. While the behaviors sometimes 
make their children "unlikable," the children need to 
know that they have the unconditional love and sup- A , 
port of their parents. Children who are difficult can • 
quickly learn to expect scolding and withdrawai by 
caregivers. They need affection, positive comments~ 
and encouragement. 

Parents can develop effective ways to manage 
their child's behavior by taking stock of their parent­
ing skills. It may be necessary to learn new or cre­
ative parenting techniques. For some practical parent­
ing strategies, see the accompanying handout "So 
What Can I Do? Strategies for Positive Parenting 
When Your Child Has Challenging Behaviors." 

The needs and demands of raising challenging 
children can be stressful to parents. Parents need to 
recognize their own stress signals and find appropri­
ate ways to cope. Parents also n~ to deal with any 
feelings of guilt or unrealized expectatiom they may 
have about their child. 

Professional Help 
Challenging behaviors .range from mildly annoy-

ing to serious violations of social norms. Some be- A . 
haviors can be managed by changing p~enting strate- • 
gies. Others require interve~on by trained medical 
or mental health professionals. Do not be afraid to 
seek professional counseling if you feel that the 

. child's behaviors are having a negative effect on the 
family or on the child's successful development. 
Strong families seek help when they need it. 

References 
Bloomquist, Michael L. A Parent's Skills Training 
Guide for Children with Attention Deficits and Dis­
ruptive Behavior. University of Minnesota: Depart­
ment of Professional Development. 1992. 

Budd, Linda L. living with the Active Alen Child: 
Groundbreaking Strategies for Parents. Parenting 
Press. 1993; 

Kurcinka, Mary Sheedy. Raising Your Spirited Child: 
A Guide for Parents lWzose Child Is More Intense 
Sensitive, Perceptive, Persistent, Energetic. Harpe'r­
Collins. 1992. 

Prepared by Minnell Tralle, Extension Educator-Family Development, Sherburne County, MN. 
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PARENT HANDOUT 

So What Can I Do? 
SIRA1EGIES FOR POSITNE PARENTING 

WHEN CHIIDREN HAVE CHALLENGING BEHAVIORS 

Parents often feel guilty and responsible when 
their challenging children act in ways that seem 
inappropriate. This is understandable, because parents 
usually believe their children's behavior is a reflec­
tion of how well they parent. However, in some 
cases these intense, sensitive, challenging children are 
acting the way they do because of medical or genetic 
conditions that can't be changed by a change in par­
enting style. 

Even in these extreme cases, though, children 
may be helped considerably if parents change their 
point of view, make sure their expectations and com­
mands are clear and understood, and use some par­
enting techniques geared specifically to spirited 
children. 

This publication suggests some strategies parents 
can use to help their challenging children learn more 
about boundaries, self-discipline, and appropriate 
ways to express their feelings and stresses. Trying 
these ideas may help parents avoid using punishment 
or unnecessary restrictions. 

Change YOUR Point of View 

A parent's attitude toward a child's behavior can 
make a great deal of difference in whether the behav­
ior is seen as a problem or not. What one parent 
might find a problem, another parent might see as 
personal growth for the child, or merely an expres­
sion of the child's emotions. 

Here's an example: A mom told a story about 
her daughter who was very free in expressing how 
she felt to her mother, sometimes in language that 
was less than desirable. The mom's friends told her 
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that she shouldn't allow her child to "back talk"' like 
that. But the mom didn't see it as back talk. She 
knew her daughter respected her, and she felt her 
daughter ought to be able to express herself freely 
and safely to her mom. So. she continued to accept 
this behavior, even though her friends, and ev_en her 
husband, commented on it at times. 

Try this: Make a list of the child's characteristics 
or behaviors that are the most difficult to accept. List 
them all-picky, nosy, unpredictable, etc. Then look 
at the list, and try to rename the characteristics or 
behaviors in a more positive way. 

Is your dlild: Try calling it: 

- Demanding? 

- Spoiled? 

- Into everything? 

- Holding high standards. 

- Expresses his/her needs 
and wants. 

- Curious and eager to 
learn. 

- Wild? - Zestful, energetic. 

Using these positive labels and ways of viewing. 
a child's behavior may not only change the parents' 
perspective, but can also help the child have a more 
positive self-image. This doesn't mean that inappro­
priate behavior should be watered down and made 
acceptable by calling it something positive. But some 
of the negative labels put on children are really per­
sonality characteristics that can be viewed in different 
ways. Even if the behavior is still a nuisance to the 
parent, it is more tolerable when the parent can think 
of its more positive meaning or see it from the child's 
point of view. 
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Prioritize Your Expectations 
Sometimes, parents believe they have to maintain 

power and control in every siruation in order to be 
effective. This kind of power stance sets a child up 
for noncompliance, either out of rebelliousness, or 
because there are so many rules that the child can't 
possibly remember them all. 

Parents don't have to have things go their way 
all the time. Families need to work together to choose 
which things are important and which aren't so im­
portant, and let children succeed in their quest for 
independence on those issues that aren't so important. 
In fact, it may be a good idea to look for opportuni­
ties to allow children to succeed in achieving that 
independence. 

Give More Attention for 
Good Behavior Than for Bad 

Children respond to rewards and attention. H 
they receive rewards and attention for negative be­
havior, they are likely to repeat it: Even negative 
attention is attention. 

Unfortunately, many parents reward negative 
behavior routinely. Instead of giving attention for 
good behavior, they operate on a sort of "let sleeping 
dogs lie" principle and pay attention to children only 
when they cause a problem. Who gets the candy in 
the supermarket checkout line? Not the child who is 
peacefully sucking her thumb. Most often, it's the 
one who is whining or throwing a fit and embarrass­
ing the parent. When parents respond to a child's bad 
behavior, the child is rewarded for being a pain 
instead of a pleasure! 

Losing a parent's attention is punishment in 
itself. If children know they can regain the parent's 
attention only by behaving differently-by stopping 
yelling, for instance-it can be a powerful motivation 
to behave appropriately. 

Prepare for Changes 
Spirited children are especially at risk for chal­

lenging behaviors when their regular routine or cur­
rent activity is interrupted. They often have difficulty 
dealing with change, especially if it occurs without 
notice or preparation. 

A way to help minimize this problem is to pre­
pare the child for the change in advance. If the child 
is playing outside, but soon will have to interrupt this 
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activity to go grocery shopping with dad, it will help 
the transition if dad gives the child a warning before 
actually taking her away from the activity. Before the 
child even goes outside, dad can let her know that 
they will be going grocery shopping after a while. 
This way, the seed is planted in the child's mind. 
Then, 15 minutes before it's time to leave, he can go 
outside and say, "You have a little more time to play. 
I will come and let you know once more before you 
have to come in and get ready to go." If the child is 
old enough to understand time, tell her exactly how 
much time she has left. Then at five minutes, provide 
another warning. This way, the child has a chance to 
adjust her attitude over time, instead of being dragged 
into a new activity before she's ~eady. · 

Prepare a child for an unusual or different event 
by telling him, "Today is the day we have an ap­
pointment with the doctor," or "After church today 
we'll be visiting your grandparents." This warning 
allows the child to mentally prepare. Because adults 
are making the decisions, they lmow when the transi­
tions are going to occur. Sharing that information 
with the child as well can help the tramitions go 
more smoothly for everyone. One caution however: 
Parents of challenging children have reported that it is 
possible to overprepare children for a new event to 
the point that they become stressed about it, thus 
creating the kind of behavior the parents are trying to 
prevent. It is often enough to make a simple state­
ment of fact, such as, "'Tomorrow is the day for the 
school program." 

Give .Choices 
Whenever possible, give a child choices about 

behavior, food, clothing, bedtime, etc. This not only 
helps children learn to make decisions, but it also 
gives them a sense of having some control over their 
environment, something that children with challeng­
ing behaviors are trying to achieve. It is very impor­
tant when parents give children choices that an the 
choices are OK with the parents. If one option is not 
acceptable, don't offer it as· a choice. Some examples: 

"I have laid three outfits on your bed. You can wear 
whichever one you want." 

"We are having roast beef for dinner. Would you 
like your carrots cooked or raw?" 

"It is 8:00. You can go to bed at 8:15 and I'll read to 
you for 15 minutes, or you can go to bed at 8:30 and 
go right to sleep, with no reading." 
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Be Sure Your Expectations and 
Commands Are Oear and Understood 

A lot of innappropriate behavior happens because 
children and parents don't have a clear understanding 
of what is expected. A parent should not assume the 
child knows what is expected. The rules and expecta­
tions need to be stated clearly, perhaps even written 
down, so the child knows what they are. Many par­
ents have been challenged by children who said, "But 
I didn't know that wasn't OK with you!" Sometimes 
it's a ploy on the child's part, but other times the 
child really doesn't know. Clearly stating expecta­
tions eliminates both possibilities. 

In addition, be sure commands are clearly stated. 
Parents may think they are being clear, but the child 
hears something different from what the parent in­
tends. One way to solve this problem is to ask the 
child to repeat back what he or she understood: "I 
just asked you to do something. What did you hear 
me say?" Checking out what the child heard ensures 
that the parent's expectation and the child's interpre­
tation are the same. 

There are other ways commands can be ineffec­
tive. They can be too vague, such as "Shape up," or 
"Knock it off." Exactly what is to be knocked off is 
open to intetpretation by the child. The command 
should state exactly what the parent expects: "I want 
you to take your feet off the table." Even the com­
mon phrase, "Clean your room" is too vague, be­
cause the child's interpretation of "clean" may be 
very different from that of the parent. Instead, state 
specifically what is expected: "Pie~ up all your 
clothes off your floor and put them in the hamper if 
they are dirty, or in your drawer if they are clean." 

Commands given in the form of a question can 
also lead to noncompliance. The classic example, of 
course, is, "Do you want to go to bed?" Most chil­
dren are not going to eagerly jump to their feet and 
bounce off to bed in response to this question. An 
expectation or command should not be stated in the 
form of a question, because it offers the child an 
option of whether to comply or not. 

Another way a command can be ineffective is to 
offer explanations as to why the child needs to com­
ply: "You need to get dressed now because if you 
don't, we'll be late for our appointment." This offers 
the child the option of debating the rationale: "No, 
we won't be late. I can get dressed in two minutes." 

Children can be overwhelmed or confused by too 
many commands combined together and they are 
unlikely to be able to remember them all. Spirited 
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children need single, clear commands or statements 
of expectation rather than long, complicated requests. 

Demonstrate the Desired Behavior 
Children learn a great deal from watching the be­

havior of the adults around them. If parents practice 
behaviors they tell their children not to do (such as 
smoking or swearing), the children will get mixed 
messages about what behavior is appropriate. In 
addition, what the parents actually do has more im­
pact on the child's behavior than what the parents 
say. 

Stop Inappropriate Behavior 
This is often easier said than .done! When a child 

is acting in a way that is inappropriate, provide con­
trol for the child. If a simpJe "No" and a quick ex­
planation work, that is the best solution. A parent 
might say, "I won't let you (do this). It is not accept­
able." The implied message here is that the parent 
will provide control for the child right now, but 
eventually, the child will be expected to control 
himself or herself. 

If verbal control won't stop the behavior, physi­
cal control may be necessary. This does not mean 
physical punishment, which is not only ineffective in 
solving the problem ·1ong-term, but can also work in 
opposition to what the parent is trying to do. Some 
possibilities for physically controlling children in­
clude: simply moving closer to them, picking them 
up and removing them from the situation, holding 
them on a lap, giving them a hug. 

Use the Whenffben Rule 
An alternative to constantly saying no or nagging 

at a child to do something is to use the "Whenflben" 
rule. Here's how it wor~: If you've been trying 10·· 
get your child to pick up toys, and he wants to watch 
a video instead, say this: "When you've put all your 
books on this shelf, then you can watch the video." 
Or, "When you wash your hands, then you may have 
a snack." · 

Be sure to put it in the right order-the When 
should come first, so the child has no chance to 
misunderstand or get things backwards. 
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Try the 'Broken Record' Technique 
With the "broken record" technique, when a 

child argues about a command, the parent simply 
repeats the command after each challeng~ until the 
arguing stops. If a parent sticks to this "broken 
record" technique, the child may eventually run out 
of steam and comply; ~~¢jl;i!>er.:...no.t .everything 
works with every child! 

Have a Sense of Humor 
Parenting can be more fun and even more effec-

tive if parents can have a sense of humor about A 
things. Being able to laugh with your child, and at • 
yourself as a parent, can lighten up a situation that 
has the potential to be challenging. Be careful, 
though, not to laugh at the child-at least, not in a 

.. · · situation. where the child's self-esteem can be hurt. 
Laughter and play can help create a very loving 
relationship between parents and children-even 
challenging children! 

Prepared by Madeleine·M. Alberts, Extension Educator-Family Development, Dodge County, MN. 

Sources: Mary Sheedy Kurcinka. Raising Your Spirited Child: A Guide for Parents 'Miose Child is More Intense, 
Sensitive, Perceptive, Persistent, Energetic. Harper-Collins, 1992; Erickson, Martha Farrell. "Through The Eyes of 
the Child." Family Information Services. 1994; and a variety of materials from Ronald L. Pitzer, Extension Family 
Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. · 
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References: Challenging Be~aviors 

For Educator/Facilitator 
Barkley, Russell. Defiant Children: A Qinician's ManuaJ,Jor Parent Training. Guilfo~d Press. 1987. 

♦ ,, '·. • 

Bloomquist, Michael L. Skills Training for Children with Behavior Disorder: A Parent and 1herapist 
Guidebook. Guilford Press. 1995. 

Turecki, Stanley and Sarah Wernick. 1he Enwtional Problems of Normal, Ouldren: How Parents Can 
Understand and Help. Bantam Books. 1994. 

For Parents 
Bloomquist, Michael L. Skills Training for Children with Behavior Disorder: A Parent and Therapist 

Guidebook. Guilford Press. 1995. 

Budd, Linda S.1.iving with the Active Alert Child: Groundbrealdng Strategies/or Parents. Parenting Press. 
1993. (Oleanna, $12.95) 

Hallowell, Edward M. and John Ratey. Driven to Distraaion: Attention Deficit Disorder in Children and 
Adults. Pantheon. 1994. (Oleanna, $12.00) 

Kure~, Mary Sheedy. Raising Your Spirited Child: A Guide for Parents lWzose Child Is More Intense, 
Sensitive, Perceptive, Persistent, Energetic. HarperCollins. 1992. (Oleanna, $11.00) 

Marks, Jane. We Have a Problem: A Parents' Sourcebook. American Psychiatric Press. 1993. 

Shure, Myrna B. Raising a 1hinki.ng Child: Help Your Young Child to Resolve Everyday Co,lflias ll11d Get 
Along with Others. Henry·Holt. 1994. (Oleanna, $22.50) 

Turecki, Stanley and Leslie Tonner. 1he Difficult Child. Bantam Books. 1989. (Oleanna, $11.95) 

Watterman, Bill. "Calvin and Hobbes" (syndicated cartoon appearing in many daily newspapers and in book 
form, Andrews & McNeel, publ.). 

Six-year-old Calvin is the prototype of the challenging, active alert, spirited child. 

For Children 
Hapgood, Miranda. Manha 's Mad Day. Crown Publ. 1977. (ages 3+) 

A sympathetic portrayal of a child's difficult day-a series of angry encounters with the rest of her world. 
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Hoban, Russell. 1he little Brute Family. Macmillan: 1966. (ages 2 +) 

The Little Brute Family act as irritable;is their name suggests. They are mean to each other, nothing works 
right for them, they are grouchy. Then Baby Brute finds "a little wandering good feeling in a field." His 
discovery gradually transfonns both the attitudes and the relationships of the entire family. e 

Sendak, Maurice~ Where the Wzld 1hings Are. Harper & Row. 1963. (ages 4+) 

One night after mischievous- Max is sent to bed without his supper, he "sailed-off to where the Wild Things 
are." He asserts 'liis powers· and becomes 1cmg·of them all.· After• a wild and wonderful rumpus, Max 
becomes lonely and sails back home where "someone loves him best of all." This classic story responds to 
a child's need for a sense of power and control. 

Taniguchi, Kazuko. Monster Mary, Mischief Maket~ McGraw-Hill. 1976. (ages 4+) 

One day Monster Mary, noted most for making mischief, was feeling rather unappreciated and left her 
friends. During her journey she accidentally discovers that helping others has its own rewards. Her acts of 
kindness gradually transform. her attitudes and actions so she is liked by others. 

Viorst, Judith. Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very· Bad Day. Atheneum. 1972. (ages. 4-8) 

In a simple yet amusing manner, this narrative conveys the anger Alexander feels when EVERYTHING 
goes wrong. 

Whitney, Alma Marshak. Just Awful. Addison-Wesley. 1971. (ages 3+) 

A humorous account of James being treated by the school nurse. Demonstrates how difficult it is for some 
children to cope with transitions and new experiences. 

Zolotow, Charlotte. 1he Quarreling Book. Harper & Row. 1963. (ages 4-7) 

. Shows how positive OR negative attitudes can be contagious. 

NOTE: Most of the adult books and many of the children's books listed above can be borrowed from your 
local library. Many can be purchased at local bookstores. Those marked (Oleanna) after the date can be . 
purchased from a mail order book service for the price indicated: Oleanna Books, Box 141020, Minneapolis 
MN 55414. (612) 722-5861 ' 

Prepared by Beverlee Baker, University of Wisconsin Extension Family Living Agent, Racine County, WI, and 
Ronald L. Pitzer, Family Sociologist, Minnesota Extension Service. 
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