“My Biggest Challenge”

I often hear parents say:

· “I thought going to work everyday was hard – work doesn’t even come close to raising kids”

· “This parenting stuff is really hard work”

· “I am so tired by 7:00pm”

· “Parenting is the most challenging thing I have ever done”

YES, I agree-  parenting is an extremely tough and tiring job and it IS NOT so many things we thought it would be during our days of “dreaming of being a parent”.  In fact, it is truly a mixed bag of energy and emotions and we do not reap the rewards as often as we would like to and/or need to!
The word discipline simply means “to teach”.  Discipline is a method of molding a child’s character and of teaching them self-control and acceptable behavior.  Too often parents act out of frustration and “reward” a child’s bad behavior, but in reality what works most effectively is to reward the good behaviors.  “Rewards” in early parenting come in the form of external reinforcements which can be either tangible or intangible.  Tangible rewards are things such as candy, toys, stickers and intangible rewards are smiles, hugs, praise, extra attention, a special privilege.    And truly, the intangible rewards work best!
Think for a minute how many times to you say “no” to your child or “reprimand” the undesirable behaviors?  The child is actually gaining your attention!    Try reversing your “attention”.  Praise the good actions of the child –

· You did a nice job of brushing your teeth.
· You did a great job of picking up your toys.

· I like your outfit today.

· Thank you for holding my book for me.
· Please hold the door open, my hands are full – thank you.
The “action” does not have to be huge or great, the smallest thing will be “big” to a child.  The more often that parents can reward good behaviors, the undesirable behaviors will lessen!
Yes, we certainly have to punish.  When a child runs away from us, sternly reinforce the importance of holding a parents hand.  Such types of punishment should be immediate, in private, stern but calm, tied to the offense, eliciting compliance not guilt. 
When talking with children, parents need to be clear with short, simple explanations.  Too often parents ask questions of children,  “do you want to put your shoes on and go to school?” and the child says “no” because they are in the middle of playing.  The parent takes that as defiance and a battle emerges because the parent has given the child an “undesirable” choice.  When the child rebels, the parent gets frustrated.  The child is probably saying to herself- “well, you asked me what I wanted to do” !

Parents would be wise to rephrase their words in the form of a direct statement-  “It is time to put your shoes on and go to school”.  Parents need to be direct with children when “no choices” are desired.  Also parents need to leave the word “ok” off the end of sentences.  To a child, that leaves the door open for negotiation!

However, it is important to give the child choices and accept the choices the child has made as this builds self concept and character.  Be sure to keep choices simple and desirable.  Example-  you are teaching  your child to dress themselves so you give the choice:

-do you want to wear your blue pants or khaki pants?

-do you want to wear your khaki t-shirt or black t-shirt

When the child makes a choice, verbally praise the effort and choice!

AND REMEMBER THE END RESULT.  If the child picks out blue pants and a black t-shirt and gets dressed, who cares if the outfit matches…..the child made the choice, you have praised the choice AND reinforced the positive behavior…they dressed themselves!  Later a parent can teach “fashion tips” to their child!!!!

Remember, in the end we want to mold a child’s character and teach them self-control and acceptable behavior.   Giving attention to the positive behaviors will help to lesson the undesirable behaviors while helping the child to gain self-control and exhibit acceptable behaviors.   Your child’s acceptable behaviors turn into those “proud parent” moments!
~Marcia
