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Encouraging Good Behavior in Children

Why Do It?

Your child is part of a group—your family now; society later.  To be successful and happy, she must learn how to behave.  To behave means to live within limits or boundaries.  The boundaries separate behavior that is okay from behavior that is not.  To respect someone else’s boundaries is to show respect for that person.  When she is a child, you must help your child control herself.  If you do a good job, she will be able to control herself when she is older. 

What Is It?

To encourage good behavior, you must discipline your child.  “Discipline” means to teach, not to punish. Teaching your child good behavior takes time and repetition.

How Do I Do It?

· Decide what behaviors you like and respect.  Decide which are not okay with you.  Ask yourself, “What am I trying to teach?”  With your spouse or child care partner, make a list of rules of behavior.  Fewer rules are better than many.  For each rule of behavior, ask yourself, “Why is this important to me?”  Make your rules reasonable.  Ask trusted friends or professionals for help if you are unsure.

· Be clear.  For example, most healthy parents think that hitting others is bad behavior.  Your child needs to know what behavior is okay.  She needs to know what you expect.

· Be consistent.  Always praise or reward the behaviors you like.  Always discourage behaviors that are not okay.  Clearly tell other people who care for your child what your expectations are.  Most importantly, behave the way you want your child to behave.  Your example is more powerful than your words. 

· Show your child respect.  Treat him the way that you would want to be treated.  Most healthy persons want to be treated with love and offered choices, when possible.  They do not want to be threatened or hurt.  Since children are constantly growing and developing, you must understand what they need at each stage of change.

· Love your child always.  A healthy parent loves his child without conditions.  Such a child lives with more happiness and security.  He is likely later to love others without conditions.

· Pay attention to yourself.  Practice being aware of how you feel.  Tell your child when you are having a hard time.  Use words to describe how you feel.  Turn to other adults or books for help.

· Develop your sense of humor.  Being a good parent can be difficult.  It can be great fun if you have a sense of humor.

· Be patient.  Good parenting takes time and hard work.  Be patient with your child; be patient with yourself.   Learn from your mistakes.  Read books.  Ask trusted friends or professionals for help.

Why Is It So Hard?

You love your child.  Most parents want to be loved in return. A healthy parent also wants her child to feel good about herself and be able to thrive on her own.  When you discipline your child, she may become angry being told how to behave.  If you don’t do it right, you can hurt your child’s self-esteem (sense of self worth).

Guidelines for Each Stage of Childhood and Adolescence


These are guidelines, not rules.  In times of change or stress, it is normal for a child to regress.  This means she behaves as she did when she was younger and less mature.  You can avoid unneeded stress by making your child’s life as predictable as possible.  A child who knows is life has a routine will feel greater security and happiness.

Babies (12 months old or younger)

· A baby is a bright explorer, but she has a lot to learn.

· She has little control over her body or her behavior.

· She does not understand words, but she is aware of how you feel.  She is sensitive to your behavior.

· A child at this age does not misbehave to make you mad.  Try not to get angry or excited if they bite, poke or scratch you.  Tell your baby that it hurts and you don’t like to be poked or scratched.  Hold her hands or put her down until she is calm.  

At about 12 months:

· A child this age may understand “no,” but he has little understanding of hurting himself, breaking valuables or hurting others.  He is a faster, more curious explorer.  He must test his boundaries in search of limits.  You must provide these limits.

· He needs to be distracted and redirected away from activities that are not okay to another that is better.  You may need to do this several times before he stops the unwanted behavior.  Do not let this bother you.

· Violence is not needed to teach your child okay behavior.  Hurting your child physically or with mean or frightening words only weakens him.

· Try to use “no” in only in situations when your child might hurt himself.  Instead of “No! Don’t touch the plant,” try “Please do not touch the plant.  You might hurt it.  Do you want to look at this book?”  When a child this age drops something to the floor, he is exploring.  Do not let this bother you.  You can pick it up later or put him on the floor where he can pick it up himself.

At about 18 months:

· A child this age is forming opinions and exercising her own will.  She wants to be more independent.  She can understand a lot more than she can say.  She has little understanding of hurting herself, breaking valuables or thinking about the needs of others.  She has a hard time waiting for what she wants or controlling her emotions.  Her main job is playing.

· Do not wait to discipline.

· Reward good behavior with words, hugs and kisses.  Ignore bad behavior when possible.

· Provide choices, when possible, to meet your goals.

· When your child says “no” to you, do not be bothered.  She is imitating you while trying to have some control over her world.  Help her learn other words to express herself.  Gently tell her what she needs to do.  For example, don’t say “Do you want to get your coat on?”  Say instead “It’s time to put your coat on.  Please help me.”

At about 2 years:

· A child at this age can be aggressive.  Most healthy parents discourage aggression.

· He can be assertive.  This quality shows that he has a sense of self.  It should not be discouraged.

· Conflict with other children is normal.  Try to anticipate possible fights and prevent them.  Help children solve their problems—do not do it for them.  Do not take a side.  It is best for children to solve their problems themselves, but they may need your help.

· Ignore tantrums.  A tantrum is an episode of being out of control emotionally.  A child at this age can loose control easily.  He can throw a tantrum because he is tired, hungry, sick, frustrated or wants attention.  He must learn to calm himself.  First make sure he is safe.  Then move him to another place, if needed, and leave him alone.  He will learn that tantrums do not get him what he wants.

· Use a time-out to stop unwanted behavior.  Do not overuse time-outs.

· This is how to do a time-out: Make a quiet place in the home, like a chair against a wall.  Give one minute of time-out for every year of your child’s age.  Put your child in the quiet place.  Allow him to calm down, then talk with him about his behavior.  Explain why he is in time-out using simple and short sentences.  At the end of time-out, off a hug to let him know you still love him.

· This is what to do when he is done throwing a tantrum: Pick him up and show him love.  When he is able to listen, use simple words to tell him you understand how hard it is to be little.  Help him use words to express how he feels.

· An aggressive child hurts others.  Other parents may worry about having their child play with one.  Talk with your health care provider if your child seems too aggressive.

At about 3-4 years:

· A child at this time is learning to reason.  She knows how to tell truth from fantasy.  She can see that her actions have consequences.  She can see that others have needs and rights, but may not be able to respect them.

· Conflict with other children is common. Try to anticipate possible fights and prevent them.  Help children solve their problems—do not do it for them.  Do not take a side.  It is best for children to solve their problems themselves, but they may need your help.

· When children fight, use a time-out or remove the cause of conflict.  See At about 2 years, above, to learn about time-out.  Move fighting children on to another activity.  You may need to create a consequence for the child to want to control her behavior.  Tell her what the consequence will be.  Give her a chance to control herself.  Taking away a privilege (like watching a TV show or video) is a common consequence of unwanted behavior that continues.

At about 5-6 years:

· A child at this age should be able to tell you what behaviors are okay and what are not.  He should be able to tell you the consequences for unwanted behavior.  By age 6, he will have a sense of justice—of what is fair and unfair.

· Whenever you speak of an action or behavior, always speak of its possible consequences.

· Practice active listening.

· Here’s how to listen actively: Listen to what your child says.  Repeat or “reflect” it back to him.  Ask if you got it right.  Try to describe what you think he is feeling, too.  See if you got it right. To help him learn active listening, ask “Can you tell me what I just said?”

· When a child shows he cares about fairness, you and your childcare partner should sit down with him.  Review the family rules of behavior, but negotiate with him the consequences of breaking them.  Write these down and post them for everyone to see.  The rules themselves will need to be negotiated as he matures and becomes a teen.
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