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Discipline 

Discipline is the second of our basic requirements, the second leg 
on our tripod, necessary for the normal development of the per
sonality of the child. Unlike love, which can only be supplied in 
quantities that are too small, and can never be too much present, 
discipline is a much squirmier ingredient to measure. Unfortu
nately it comes in doses that are too large, in doses that are too 
small, and, worst of all, in doses that are mutually contradictory. 

Discipline is so important in the developing personality of the 
child simply because we live in an organized society and in 
theory are preparing the child to fit into and to deal with that 
society-not to fit into sorne utopian society, but into our society, 
where love and acceptance will be withheld if you do not know 
the major rules of the game, and where, if you have not learned 
life's requirements at an early stage, you will be taught them 
later, not by those whose love tempers the lesson with tenderness 
but by strangers who couldn't care less about the harm they may 
doto your personality. No growing animal long remains normal 
once he discovers that he is a total misfit in his surroundings and 
that he is therefore ostracized and rejected by the overwhelming 
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majority of the individuals who constitute bis social environment. 
Discipline is the ingredient that teaches a child how best to be
have in order to survive in society. 

I want to emphasize here, as I did in the preceding chapter, 
that there is no inverse relationship between love and discipline
that is, it is not true that the more one loves the less one can 
discipline, or that the more one disciplines the less one can love. 
A parent goes to the trouble to discipline a child only if, and 
because, he loves that child. 

I should warn the reader that what follows is the most pro
vocative portion of this book; it confronts a myriad of ingrained 
fallacies that muddle the parent-child relationship. 

First we must consider what we mean when we use the word 
"discipline." Failure to define this term is behind much of the 
disagreement that engulfs discussions of this subject. To start 
with, let's agree that "discipline" and "punishment" are not 
synonymous. Punishment suggests hurting someone in retribution, 
paying someone back for a wrong committed. It carries with it the 
connotation of brutalizing, of exacting an eye for an eye. You 
more often punish someone you dislike than someone you love. 

The word "punishment," in sharp contrast to "discipline," 
does not imply an action directed toward a single specific goal. 
You punish sometimes to satisfy your anger, sometimes in the 
attempt to prevent a recurrence of a wrongdoing, sometimes to 
comply with a law, sometimes to hurt an enemy, sometimes in 
the hope of improving the victim. The goal is not stated in the 
word. This is never so with the word "discipline." 

Do you ever understandably "punish" a child? Of course. 
Since most parents are more or less human, they punish their 
child vindictively to appease their anger when he embarrasses 
them by spitting on the minister. Neighbors punish your child 
when he maliciously destroys thcir property. They are not inter
ested in improving the child. Oh, they may want to "improve" 
him so that he won't return to destroy more of their property, 
but they are not concerned if he goes two blocks away and at-
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tacks a stranger's possessions. In short, one punishes for one's 
own sake, not for the sake of the victim. 

Not so with "discipline." You discipline with the intention 
oí helping the recipient to improve himself, to learn a lesson that 
hopefully will make him a better person. I suggest that the word 
"discipline" as used here, and as it pertains to the parent-child 
relationship, is an exact synonym for the word "teach." 

It has seemed to me that we tend to speak and to think of 
"disciplining" children when they are very young. Gradually, as 
they grow older, we begin more and more to speak and to think 
of "teaching" them. But I would submit that this age differential 
is an artificial usage, and that sometimes the answer to a prob
lem becomes more easily seen at any age if we substitute in our 
thinking "teach" for "discipline." 

And I would urge that when you use the word "punish," you 
should try to define exactly what you have in mind. Toward what 
goal do you mean to punish? To punish for the purpose of teach
ing is to discipline. To punish for the sake of hurting is a differ
ent-colored horse. If to punish is to hurt, then the more hurtful 
the better. It follows that the best punishment might be lighted 
bamboo slivers under the fingemails. To punish is to dislike. 

To discipline is to love. I am not about to spend my own 
precious time disciplining someone I don't care about. Punish
ment is not what I mean when I say that discipline is one of the 
three factors essential to the normal personality development of 
the child. To discipline is to teach. 

Why Should I Discipline M y Child? 

"Why should I discipline my child?" Or better: "Why do I need 
to discipline my child in order for him to grow up having de-

veloped a normal personality?" 
The development of a normal personality requires the acqui-

sition of a sense of one's own worth, a sense of being loved and 
accepted. The areas, geographically, which contribute to, or 
detract from, this sense of self-esteem are the family, the neigh-
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borhood, and the school. To be acceptable to any organized 
social structure a member must know how that society expects 
him to behave. He must have learned the rules of attitude and 
deportment that that society accepts. He does not necessarily ha ve 
to agree with the rules, but he must be familiar with them. 

The school and the neighborhood, each of which will affect 
the child's developing personality, are not likely to shower him 
with affection and acceptance if he has learned none of the rules 
of behavior befare he enters the school and befare he makes 
contact with the neighborhood. Indeed, after a few years even 
bis own family is going to be hard-pressed to offer acceptance if 
he has not been disciplined to a tolerable degree. 

A parent need not endorse, or even imply, conformity to 
society's rules. He must simply recognize that rebellion, to be 
meaningful, must be successful. You cannot rebel successfully if 
you are handicapped by an abnormal personality. Nor can one 
rebel successfully from outside society. Even to be a successful 
rebel against society it is necessary first to know enough of the 
rules of society to be able to operate from within it. To be an 
effective person, even an effective rebel, you need first to be 
effective. A successful rebel has acquired enough self-confidence 
to be able to deny and try to change sorne aspects of society. 
The unsuccessful rebel is crippled by bis inadequate self-image. 
He must reject society to the point that he dooms bis effective
ness. He is unable to struggle, with hope of success, for fear of 
anticipated failure. 

You say, "All right, I'll concede that discipline may be a 
necessary requirement for the child's personality. But that's not 
why 1 discipline my child. Sometimes I discipline him because he 
annoys me and I get mad at him; sometimes I discipline him be
cause he acts like a brat and it embarrasses me because it makes 
me look foolish." Of course you do. You treat him thus because 
you too are human, with feelings and with needs of your own. 
But you punish him at these times, for your own sake. The valu
able discipline the child may derive from such an encounter is 
the lesson that people are human and do react in a primitive 
way when their privileges are threatened. And this too is a 
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profitable lesson to be learned, if it is not the only relationship 
you have with your child. 

The "What" of Discipline 

There are so many things a child needs to learn between the 
cradle and adulthood. In our complicated world there are too 
many things he has to learn. How many years of teaching do you 
have at your disposal-ten years, twelve years, sixteen years? 
Your child can't possibly learn all there is to know, not even in bis 
entire lifetime. We must establish priorities in deciding what to 
tea ch. 

Given such time restrictions, we might readily agree to teach 
the child only that which is important. Have you ever thought 
about what you would wish your child to be like when he is a 
teenager? Catalogued, so to speak, the attributes you would con
sider it important for him to have acquired? This is one way of 
beginning to get at the problem of what you must concentrate on 
in disciplining the younger child. 

There is one-just one-basic lesson that all children must 
learn, and must learn fust. This is the sine qua non of teaching, 
the first lesson upon which all the others must rest. No matter 
what else you want your child to learn, he must learn this lesson 
first. It can be taught at virtually any age, but if it is not learned 
there can be no successful future teaching. If at any age your 
child has not yet learned it, it is necessary to stop all other teach
ing to concentrate upon it. 

How can I best describe this "first discipline"? It is so im
portant that I will try to explain it in two different ways. Ex
pressing it differently, but signifying the same thing, I might say 
either: "A child must fust learn regard for authority," or: "A child 
must first learn that he can rely u pon bis teacher ." 

Authorittj. I haven't the slightest doubt that all children, in arder 
to survive normally, must learn early in life that there is a 
mysterious force called "authority." They must deal effectively 
with this force in all of their future social experiences. 
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This force permeates our society and therefore one must be 
prepared to deal with it. lndeed, authority in sorne form has been 
the backbone of all civilizations, and without its cohesive influ
ence, anarchy and chaos would of necessity prevail. 

\Vhether authority more often serves the interest of good or 
of bad is not a question we need be concerned with here. Nor is 
it a question that should be raised in the mind of the young 
child. The truth is that authority can and does exist, and a most 
important fact in disciplining a child for the purpose of helping 
him to develop a normal personality is that he must learn early to 
deal appropriately with authority. 

Thus, the first, and kindest act in disciplining any child is to 
teach him that there is an unquestionable, sometimes blind, sorne
times unintelligible, and even sometimes erroneous, force in this 
world which may be called authority. This blind force will some
day say, "Jump!" and there is no recourse but to jump. One gets, 
and one learns to expect, no explanation from authority. 

Do you shrink a little at the statement: "A child should first 
learn to obey authority blindly?" Do you wonder whether there 
may not be too much authority in the world already? And too 
much blind acceptance of it? And do you half suspect that this, 
in fact, may be one of the roots of much of the trouble in the 
world today? Well, so might l. 1 am not saying that the teenager 
should be taught to accept dogma uncritically. 1 am simply say
ing that the acceptance of authority is the first lesson to be 
taught the young child so that his subsequent lessons will be 
easier for him. 

Look at this first lesson from a different point of view. Even 
discard the word "authority" as being too charged with emotion 
for sorne people. To help our children to develop normal person
alities we want to assist them in learning whatever is necessary 
for them to fit comfortably into their later lives. We need a good 
teacher to help them learn. A good teacher is one whose informa
tion can be trusted to be true without the need for constant 
checking and doubting by the pupil. Therefore, the first lesson the 
young child needs to learn is that he can trust the reliability of 
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the teachings of his parents. He is thereafter spared the confu
sion of testing and doubting their every lesson. This rephrasing of 
the matter expresses to me exactly the same idea that 1 mean 
to convey by "obeying authority." Perhaps it could be said in this 
manner: Establish early in the child's life the dependability of 
the parent's word, so that he may have the faith to be supported 
and directed by it. 

Can the foregoing statements be interpreted as an argument 
for conformity, for blind acceptance of the world, or for medi
ocrity of thought? No, not in any sense! They are simply a recog
nition of the fact that the mind of the young child is not capable 
of grasping abstractions or of interpreting complicated instruc
tions. When the child grows older he may be allowed or en
couraged to question the wisdom of various authorities, and may 
be instructed in how to combat effectively those he considers 
wrong. But the first step in discipline, as the first step in teach
ing, must be the lesson that the teacher is correct and is to be 
trusted and obeyed. 

1 want to repeat, at this point, that we are considering «what 
to teach a child" or "what is important in disciplining a child." 
\Ve should not waste our time in teaching unimportant things, 
and certainly it is unimportant to teach a child things that he 
could as well learn by himself, things that, indeed, we would 
have to go out of our way to prevent him from learning. 

How can you tell whether a child will leam something re
gardless of whether or not you teach it to him? One easy way to 
decide is to look around at all the sixteen-year-olds you know. 
lf they all seem to know something equally well, you can bet 
that their knowledge on this subject doesn't depend upon who 
taught them or how well. 

For example, how much valuable time is squandered on 
teaching a child to be toilet-trained? Certainly enough in sorne 
families to have taught the child six important things that some
how or other he never does get around to learning. Now, 1 
defy any parents to succeed in preventing their children from 
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ultimately becoming toilet-trained. How many normal sixteen
year-olds do you know who haven't learned this lesson well? To 
prevent them from learning, you would have had to bolt the 
bathroom doors at borne, at school, and at Howard Johnson's. 
Indeed, institutions that house groups of young children without 
parents have long known that this is one subject upon which 
they need not squander their limited teaching time. No matter 
how little time you spend upon toilet training ( and the less the 
better), your child will one da y walk up to you and lead you 
to the bathroom. 

Another example: How many hours are wasted on, and how 
much agonized bickering and worrying goes into, teaching a 
child to give up his bottle? What foolish nonsensel Provided you 
do not hide all the cups and all the glasses in the house, I 
challenge any parent to make a child continue to drink his milk 
from a bottle forever. I don't know a single neglected teenager 
who does. Sooner or later the child would insist, "The heck with 
you. I refuse to take this bottle any longer." 

So in partial answer to the question, "What shall I teach?" 
please think about this aspect of disciplining, and don't waste 
valuable teaching time, which you are going to need so badly, 
on the lessons that you can't keep your child from learning with
out you. 

A third measure for separating the important from the un
important in discipline derives from a consideration of what 
attributes society will judge your child by after he has matured. 
What is the likelihood that a college admissions board or a 
personnel manager or a prospective mate will inquire whether 
or when a given lesson was mastered? The application of this 
criterion would lead us to agree to waste little valuable time upon 
such transitory disciplines as toilet training, weaning, thumb 
sucking, age of walking, self-dressing, and so on. 

With those broad but simple guidelines we can begin to plan 
what it is we need to teach our children: Is it inevitable that he 
willlearn it, whether I teach it or not? Is it really an important 
lesson that will contribute substantially toward my image of 
my grown child? Will it matter to his future happiness? 
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H ow to Discipline 
This section might equally well be entitled "How to Teach." The 
simple rules of how to discipline apply to any teaching situation, 
whether it involves parent and child or teacher and student, and 
whether the subject is elementary behavior or advanced calculus. 

The basic requirements are: ( 1) be an authority, ( 2) be con
sistent, ( 3) criticize the act, ( 4) avoid premature explanations. 

Be an Authority. If you were to choose a teacher for yourself, 
would it be someone who half the time put out information that 
you could see for yourself was wrong? Or would you prefer the 
teacher whose statements were consistently accurate? It soon 
becomes hard to learn from a person once you have discovered 
that she is not an authority and that you must mull over her 
every statement to decide for yourself when she is speaking 
wisdom and when she is speaking nonsense. It is comforting, on 
the other hand, to realize that the teacher knows her subject and 
is an authority upon whom you can rely with comfort. 

Don't panic, Mom and Dad. Though you and I may know 
very well that you are not absolute authorities, you can and must 
assume the disguise of an authority if you are to be helpful to 
your children in the area of discipline. Here is the key: An au
thority is nothing more than a fellow who knows more about a 
subject than the person he is addressing and who has sense 
enough to stay away from other subjects. 

In the beginning a good teacher takes pains to establish her 
reliability in the eyes of her students by sticking to facts that 
she can easily substantiate. Later she ventures to present subjects 
harder to prove, but only after she has planted in her pupils a 
belief in herself. A successful parent takes pains to establish his 
position as an authority in discipline before he risks exposing his 
fallibility by plunging into areas that he cannot easily domínate. 
First things first. Allow your child to develop confidence in you 
as a teacher fust. Don't demonstrate your ineptness needlessly 
by disciplining in matters that are difficult or impossible for you 
to prove until after you have first convinced him to trust you. 
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There are two areas, for example, in which even the most 
unself-confident parent can establish bis reliability as a believable 
disciplinarían in the eyes of the unsuspecting child. 

The fust example involves learning to sit in the high chair for 
meals. "You will stay in the high chair" is a fact readily proved 
to the child who tries to climb out, proved by pinning a folded 
diaper around the doubting infant's middle and the chair back. 

A second circumstance in which the odds guarantee that the 
parent will emerge as an authority involves dressing and diaper
ing the crawler. "Please hold still while I dress you" is an in
contestable request if the parent fumly and calmly holds the 
wriggling infant still until he relaxes from bis struggles, pro
ceeds with the dressing until the struggles start anew, then 
counters by more immobilizing. 

See how easy it is to be an unquestionable authority if you 
choose the right subject? Let me generalize a bit from these 
examples. Until the pupil's confidence in the discipliner is estab
lished, the subject matter is always chosen so that the teacher can 
prove bis point if it is challenged. The lesson is conducted with 
no more display of emotion than befits any classroom; the child 
is not scolded, not reasoned with, not nagged, not punished. He 
is simply made to complyl 

Notice particularly that the lesson, though accompanied by 
words, is communicated by action. The physical enforcement 
coincides with the spoken command. A fact can be demonstrated 
to be true by physical action befare the pupil has gained con
fidence in the teacher, and therefore physically provable facts 
can be used to establish the reliability of the discipliner. Words 
unaccompanied by action can be relied upon by the child only 
after the reliability of the discipliner has already been established. 

The creeper headed for the lamp cord is called back only as 
he is being bodily carried back. The toddler in the backyard is 
summoned to lunch only as bis mother grasps bis hand and leads 
him indoors. The bíter is told to quit it only as he is being phys
ically removed from proximity to the victim. 

Thus, by concentrating bis early discipline on lessons which 
can be promptly backed up by physical means, which accomplish 
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the performance of the task, the parent begins to establish bis 
infallibility as an authority. The experienced parent does not 
think of appealing to a child by verbal commands alone until he 
is certain he is well along toward persuading the child to trust 
bis reliability as a teacher. Confine your early discipline to areas 
where you are certain of success. 

The converse must be observed. Avoid disciplining in matters 
which you cannot enforce until the child's actions show that you 
have established a reputation as a convincing teacher. Each time 
the young child witnesses your attempting a lesson which you 
are unable to prove, you deprive him of the comfort of having a 
reliable teacher. 

To illustrate: It is unwise to instruct a young child to "eat 
your food," "do it on the potty, not in your pants," "go to sleep," 
"stop that crying," because in each instance if the child says, "I 
don't believe you," you cannot possibly enforce the lesson, and 
you detract from your image as a teacher upon whom the child 
can depend. 

Many mothers lack the confidence in themselves to believe 
that they can properly instruct their children. But no amount of 
self-assurance is required if you choose the fust lessons carefully. 
Pick subjects that you are master of, if only by virtue of being 
bigger, and avoid subjects which may reveal your weaknesses 
until the child accepts your lessons as incontestable. 

Do you imagine that "perfect parents" ever make the mistake 
of asking the child to do something they cannot enforoe before 
they have succeeded in establishing credibility? Continuallyl 
Then what to do? A knowledgeable parent, having inadvertently 
trapped hirnself by commanding of bis young son, "Stop that cry
ing this instant" ( an unenforceable demand on a yet-unconvinced 
child), hites bis lip and changes the subject. He does not pursue 
a lost cause. 

If confidence in the parent's competence as a teacher has not 
been established early, it must be attempted later, by the same 
technique, but with more difficulty. 

If you have sired your progeny too soon, or come by this 
book too late, so tbat you already have a five- or ten-year-old 
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who has come this far without having leamed to believe in your 
discipline, start from the beginning. Stick to only a few com
mands that you can enforce and avoid for a while, like the 
plague, giving orders that are doomed to challenge and to failure. 
Improve your batting average by choosing winning games and 
avoiding losing ones, and your stature as a dependable teacher 
will grow. 

Are you afraid your child may come to believe in your in
fallibility too much, and that you may exercise too much un
questioned influence on him? Believe me, it is not likely that 
you will be so successful over the years in hiding your human 
weaknesses as a teacher from even the most retarded youngster. 

Be Consistent. Convey to the child the same fact as many times 
as necessary for him to accept it. Inconsistent or contradictory 
discipline is far more confusing and, therefore, harmful to the 
child than are the extremes of too much or too little discipline. 

No one would quarrel with the observation that a mother 
who spent Mondays and Wednesdays instructing her seven-year
old that six times six equals thirty-six, and Tuesdays and Thurs
days that six times six is thirty-four, would end up with a 
bewildered mathematician. Nor is it unclear that a father's pro
claiming The Hague to be the capital of Belgiurn, over the 
mother's claim of Antwerp as the capital, would result in con
fusion rather than leaming on the part of the child. 

So too does inconsistency of discipline on the part of a single 
parent, or inconsistency between parents, produce a sense of con
fusion and panic within the child, so that he ultimately says, "The 
heck with it," and gives up trying to follow any teaching. It is 
better to be consistently wrong in discipline than to be right and 
inconsistent. Parents who constantly disagree about the teaching 
of their children had best compromise their differences between 
themselves-if need be with the help of outside counseling, if 
they are mature enough todo so-or had better match their child's 
college fund with a child psychiatrist fund. 

"vVell-meaning" persons outside the mother-father-child 
sphere-grandparents, older siblings, servants-can equally well 
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contribute contradiction to the discipline of a child. Such outside 
"help" often constitutes one of the many "put up or shut up" 
situations that confront parents. They must early decide for 
themselves whether their first allegiance is to the child or to the 
outsider, however closely related. 

How often must you repeat the same fact to a child before 
he should be expected to leam it? This depends upon many 
variables-upon the child's age, the complexity of the fact, pre
vious learning in the same area, how lucidly the fact is presented, 
the child's innate skill in that area, how many other facts are 
being introduced at the same time, and so forth. 

Among the most complicated lessons are those that concem 
learning regard for authority and confidence in the teacher. 
These lessons take a long time, often years, and should be un
encumbered by the simultaneous introduction of too many other 
less important facts. Other lessons, of less immediate value, which 
seem to be going slowly are often better postponed till a later 
year when the child can learn more rapidly. 

In being persistent in teaching and in disciplining, try to see 
the distinction between nagging and patient repetition. If you 
say, "Johnny, stop hitting your sister with that hatchet," and there 
is no response, and you say for the second and third and tenth 
time, "Johnny, stop-" until your voice rises to such a crescendo 
that Johnny stops from amazement, then you are nagging. 

If, on the other hand, you say once, "Johnny, stop-" and, 
there being no compliance, you move in and disarm J ohnny; then 
when Johnny rearms himself and returns to the attack you again 
say once, "Johnny, stop-" before again physically enforcing your 
command, you are being patiently persistent. 

Children-and adults-all too rapidly leam how often a 
teacher will repeat a command before enforcing it, and will in
evitably come to wait for the umpteenth repetition of the request 
before believing it. On the other hand, they learn with equal 
alacrity to obey the first command if it is known to be followed 
by proof without being repeated. Repetition comes each time 
only after effective action. 

To generalize this advice, please learn to tell a child something 
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only once before following up with enforcement. If the request 
is unenforceable, it is better not to repeat the request; instead drop 
the subject until sorne later date, by which time the child hope
fully will have learned to respond to the first utterance through 
the experience provided by requests which have been enforce
able. 

If your darling has already adjusted himself to years of 
chronic nagging, try surprising him by limiting your requests to 
the "spoken only once" kind. Then either drop the subject or 
enforce it, whichever course is possible. You may be pleasantly 
startled by the ultimate results. At worst, your child will be 
pleasantly surprised. 

Criticize the Act. When the child gives the wrong answer, let 
him know that it is wrong; but be certain that he understands 
that you are criticizing his answer or action, and not belittling 
him as a person. 

lt is obvious that the role of a teacher includes signifying to 
the student that his answer is correct or incorrect. lt follows that 
in disciplining a child of any age he must be told when his 
behavior is improper. 

But it is of crucial importance to the personality of the child 
that it be clear in the teacher's mind and in the child's mind that 
what is being criticized is his action and not himself as a person. 
A child's self-image depends upon what he considers his parents' 
opinion of him to be. The image must not inadvertently be 
attacked by your disciplining. 

For example, there is a mountainous difference between 
"You are a bad hoy for kicking me in the shins" and "Kicking me 
in the shins is bad and 1 won't tolerate it." If at first this sounds 
like hair-splitting, let me spend a little time convincing you that 
this is one of the majar mistakes parents make in raising children. 

lt is relatively harmless to attack another person's actions, 
which, after all, he can learn to change. lt is disastrous to attack 
his self-esteem, for he cannot change from being himself. The 
ability to see the difference between declaring an action or an 
answer unacceptable and declaring the individual unacceptable 
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is important in any teacher-student relationship. lt is vital for 
the parent playing the role of teacher, since the parent cannot 
give up the position of parent in the child's eyes-and a seeming 
rejection of the child by the parent is a deep and permanent hurt. 

Many of the pathetically unself-confident personalities of 
children stem in large part from the parents' failure to distinguish 
behveen denying the action and denying the person. 

Such methods of signifying to a child that bis behavior is 
wrong as "How can you be so stupidl" "Why aren't you as good 
as Sally?" "You're a mean, naughty, thoughtless child," are all 
attacks upon the child's self-image and do not properly imply 
that bis action was at fault. They demean the person and not 
the act. 

The successful counselor of delinquent children, as 1 have 
mentioned earlier, is he who says, in one way or another, to the 
child, "Your actions are intolerable, deplorable, and 1 have no 
intention of putting up with them; but I've watched you around 
school and you yourself are a fine, appealing person and 1 like 
you and would enjoy being your friend." The person is accepted, 
the action is rejected; and the two things are kept quite separate. 

Are you convinced of the importance of this approach? Do 
you solemnly resolve that you will use it at all times? Please, 
don't be so gullible. Of course the mature parent knows and 
thinks about this principle-when he is in solitude. But, since most 
parents are human, how does he react in the natural anger that 
his child's misbehavior incites? Much of the time he rants at the 
child himself. Part of the time, after his rage has subsided, he 
forces himself to go back to the child, not to apologize, but to 
put his arm around him and let him know he is still loved. Oc
casionally he succeeds in confining his outburst to the non
destructive "Damn it, quit thatl" And once in a millennium he 
may actua1ly catch himself in time to tell the child simultane
ously that he loves him and that his behavior is wrong. Accept 
the reality of being a fallible human as well as a well-intentioned 
parent. Try to come close to doing the right thing as often as you 
can, especially by preparing yourself in advance. But don't expect 
the impossible of yourself. And don't berate yourself for spon-
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taneous behavior. Perfection is not necessary in order to qualify 
as a "perfect parent." 

I should mention the opposite situation, overpraising the act, 
though it is of less destructive import. When a child's actions are 
praiseworthy he should of course be told so. But not out of pro
portian to how much he is praised when there has been no action 
at all, neither good nor bad. In other words, as I have stressed in 
the preceding chapter, if a child gets most or all of his praise and 
acceptance from "good" actions and "good" behavior, he may 
easily decide that he is loved for bis actions and not for himself. 
If the only words of praise a cbild hears are when he brings 
borne an "A" report card or remembers to wash his hands before 
dinner, he may conclude that he is loved in proportion to what 
he produces; it follows in his mind that if he should fail to pro
duce he will be loved the less. This equating of acceptable be
havior and success with !ove makes the stakes too high for many 
children, and they refuse to play the game for fear of losing their 
most valued possession-parental !ove. Do you too know the 
little boy who won't play baseball if bis father and mother are 
watching? 

We are still at this point considering the subject of how to 
tell a child his behavior is wrong-in other words, what method 
to use in disciplining him. Actually all that is required is sorne 
way of conveying to the child that his answer is wrong. Does 
someone imagine that a spelling teacher or a math teacher is a 
more effective or a less effective teacher if she indicates a wrong 
answer by a red check or by a black star or by a raised eyebrow 
or by a ruler across the knuckles or by turning a somersault? One 
method of saying "right" or "wrong" is no more meaningful to 
the student than another. 

You may effectively discipline an erring child by confining 
him to his room, by stretcbing him on the rack, by smacking him 
across the rump, by raising an eyebrow, or by saying, "That's 
wrong." One form of "nay" is neither more educating nor less 
than the other. Keep in mind that, until the student has learned 
to trust and to depend upon the teacher's reliability, no method 
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will work, and any method must at first be accomplished by 
physical demonstration. When any method of saying "no" is 
continually unsuccessful, it is not the fault of the method, but 
rather in the application of the method. 

Methods of correcting a child which fill him with instant 
terror are, however, doomed to failure. Reduced to a state of 
anxiety, not even the most eager student is capable of learning. 
And the one thing best designed to bring instant terror to a child 
is the threat of losing a parent or the parent's love. Therefore, 
methods of disciplining which include such comments as "If you 
ever do that again 1'11 leave borne," "You make me wish I were 
dead," or "You make me so ashamed of you," are not recom
mended. 

Since we are anxious, for the child's sake, to preserve as long 
as possible the myth of the omniscience of the parent, it follows 
that methods of disciplining a child which involve tit for tat 
are also not suggested. If a parent attempts to show a child that 
biting or shin kicking is not perrnitted by biting or kicking the 
child back, if a parent signifies that deliberate destruction of 
a book or shrieking with rage is not acceptable by himself tear
ing up other books or screaming louder, be puts bimself on the 
same age level as the child, and thus too readily abdicates bis 
position of alleged intellectual superiority. 

Avoid Premature Explanations. Don't force the child to make 
decisions before he has the facts upon which to decide-and the 
self-confidence to do so. 

Remember that we are considering how to discipline a child
that is, how to teach bim, how to help him through learning. You 
are not helping a child to learn if you ask him how much the 
square root of nine is before you have first taught him square 
roots. It is unfair to ask the cbild to help you to discipline him 
before you have taught him the facts from wbich he can derive 
an answer. 

For this reason, it is not fair to offer the young child an ex
planation in order to show him that what you tell him is right. 
So much nonsensical illogic has gone into perpetuating the myth 
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that one should explain to a child as one disciplines, that it 
behooves us to consider the facts concerning explanations. 

On behalf of children everywhere, I beg of you, "Don't terrify 
them with explanations. Just support them with the facts." Would 
you have preferred an explanation of our number system before 
or after you had learned that two plus two is four? Would you 
have chosen to have an explanation of Newton's Laws of Motion 
before or after you had learned that the earth rotates around the 
sun? 

Explanations of discipline properly come after the facts are 
thoroughly mastered, not as the facts are being presented. 

"Anita, come in for dinner" ("Why?" "Because I say to") is 
a hard enough fact to master. "Anita, come in for dinner because 
I am your mother and ask you to do this both for your own sake 
and because I have had a hard day and I want to get dinner 
over with to go to a show," is terrifying. Instead of teaching a 
proper behavior it thrusts upon Anita the frightening burden of 
deciding for herself whether it is more important for her to 
continue to play or more important for her to consider her own 
nutritional health and the happiness of her mother. As far as 
being helpful to the child, you might as well, to "help" me, hand 
me a set of surveying instruments when I ask you the shortest 
route to the comer drugstore. 

By giving an explanation before the facts are learned the 
teacher is burdening the student with the necessity to figure out 
right from wrong for himself. And at a time when the child does 
not have the knowledge to make a valid decision. 

Explanations of discipline should come only after Anita has 
long since mastered the fact that when mother calls her for 
dinner it is correct behavior for her to go. 

Explanations can be a method by which a teacher evades the 
responsibility of herself deciding what is true and what is false, 
and by which she shares with the student the burden of perhaps 
being wrong. To be a teacher you must be right or wrong; but 
be it. It doesn't hurt the child if you are wrong. It docs hurt him 
to force him to help you decide whether you are right or wrong. 
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In this connection we should consider rewards and bribery. 
"Bob, you behaved well in front of Great-aunt Agatha today." 
You have just rewarded Bob. "Bob, if you behave well in front 
of Great-aunt Agatha this afternoon you will make me proud of 
you." You have just offered Bob a bribe. The first is lcgitimate, 
the latter destructive. 

A reward is a prize presented after an accomplishrnent, with 
no certain commitment made b efore the act. A bribe is a prize 
offered before the accomplishment, and implies a choice of be
havior on the part of the recipient. In other words, a bribe, like 
an explanation, thrusts upon the student the necessity of choos
ing between right and wrong, supposedly after carefully weigh
ing the facts and the consequences. 

"If you pass French this semester I will let you watch tele
vision," is a bribe. It says that 1 demand that you decide whether 
it is better for you to do something other than studying French 
and pay the price of forgoing television or better for you to 
devote your time to French and be compensated by television." 
Such disciplinary efforts harm the child by burdening him with 
a decision he knows he is ill-equipped to make and at the same 
time relieve the parent of seeking out and helping to remedy 
the cause of the French problem. 

Of course, there are "negative bribes" too. "If you don't pick 
up your room, I'll thrash you" is as much of a bribe as "lf you pick 
up your room, I'll huy you a pony." 

How about ''Please behave when Aunt Agatha comes to visit 
this afternoon?" Bribe? No. No value is placed in advance upon 
the good behavior. No weighing of the pros and cons is required 
of the child. Only instructions or advice has been issued in 
advance, no payment promised. 

But doesn't the knowledge gained by repeated experiences 
of being rewarded allow a child to anticípate in advance what 
the prize will be for good behavior, so that in effect this an
ticipated prize becomes analogous to a bribe? Of course. This 
is the way all mature life decisions are made. At this point it is 
no longer a bribe. The decision is now made on the basis of facts 
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and experience, and there is no stated commitment, only 
anticipation. 

Another aspect of discipline is shown in the following con
sideration. When before a party your slip is showing or your tie 
has tomato soup on it, it's nice to have someone who !oves you 
point out to you that something is wrong. lt's not so nice to have 
that same someone remind you hour after hour thereafter of 
what a slob you have been. When you have disciplined Barbara 
for something she's done wrong, forget it. There's nothing to be 
gained by bringing it up later in the day or during the following 
week. That's nagging and belittling, not teaching. 

Can anyone look back over his own childhood and recall with 
fondness and respect a teacher whose method of teaching was 
based upon reminding and rereminding the student, as the days 
and weeks went by, of an error he had committed in the past? 
This process of repetitively correcting a past mistake rather easily 
evolves into a system of nagging belittlement, which is a far 
cry from successful teaching. You cannot expect successfully to 
train a puppy by slapping him with a newspaper day after day 
for weeks following his transgression. 

lt is for this reason that 1 would consider the popular method 
of withholding from a child a prized possession or privilege as 
a means of disciplining him a somewhat dubious procedure, 
rather more apt to boomerang than to teach. 1 have in mind the 
discipline that goes: "Because you were rude to Aunt Sadie 
today, there'll be no television for a week," "Since there are two 
D's on your report card, you may not ride your bicycle for a 
month," or "Because you were fresh to your mother today, you'll 
get no allowance for the next three weeks." 

While such methods occasionally seem to have the desired 
effect, one may suspect that any beneficia! results will be only 
temporary and that in the long run the teaching value may be 
nil. These are merely elaborate ways of nagging a child over 
the days and weeks that he has done something wrong in the 
past. Surely you can find something in the present to criticize 
and let the past be gone. 

Let's face it, if you have judged your child old enough to 
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spend a certain amount of time before the TV set, or to have 
a bicycle, or to profit from an allowance, and you honestly come 
to fecl that your judgment was in error and that your child is 
not old enough for these privileges, then rectify your error and 
take away the privileges. But not as a form of discipline. Prop
erly teaching a child that what he has done is wrong consists 
of letting him know now that it is wrong and then dropping the 
subject until he makes the mistake again. 

A magnificent rule in disciplining a child is never to com
pare him with someone else. 1 wish all parents would train them
selves from the birth of a child never to mention one child to 
another. Would you enjoy learning to speak Spanish if every 
time you erred the teacher pointed out to you that Helen would 
never have made such a mistake, and especially if Helen hap
pened to be your own sister? lt is really not fair fighting to tell 
your husband how much better a provider Mr. Jones is as a 
method of teaching your husband that he should try harder. So 
it is not very appropriate to wish out loud in front of Sandy 
that he could be as well behaved or as smart as his brother ( or 
sister, or cousin, or friend, or imaginary playmate). The best 
way to avoid such errors is to cultivate the habit of not men
tioning one child in any context while addressing another child. 

1 have tried to put proper stress on the fact that, in dealing 
as parents or teachers with children, the method uscd to disci
pline is of minor and, indeed, of almost insigni6cant importance. 
This subject, though, is often a source of considerable concern 
to parents and a basis of many of their doubts and questions. 

"How can I get Johnny to mind me?" "How can 1 get him 
to behave better?" "Which is the best method to make him 
understand that he has to do as 1 say?" "What punishment is best 
to teach him not to líe?" 'Tve tried spanking him, and he only 
laughs at me; l've confined him to his room, and he defies me 
the minute he's allowed out; l've tried reasoning with him, l've 
threatened him, I've taken away his privileges; no matter how 
1 try to correct him, he seems to delight in displeasing me." 

Generally the honest answer is that Johnny's misbehavior has 
nothing whatsoever to do with the method being used to disci-
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pline him. The fact probably is that no change in mcthod is 
going to make much impression on Johnny. 

If Johnny is not performing up to your expectations and if 
your expcctations are realistic, then agonizing over what method 
of discipline you are using is of little use. Better inquire into the 
likely reasons behind Johnny's confused behavior. From his point 
of view, is he seriously doubting your love and acceptance of 
him? Are you squashing bis evolving need for independence, or 
are you trying to push him toward independence? Are you disci
plining him too often? Are you disciplining him too seldom? 
Are you consistent when you try to discipline him? Are there 
severa! people in bis life who are teaching him dillerent stand
ards of behavior at the same time? Is he confused and frightened 
at never having learned that there is a comforting and protective 
authority who is willing and able to guide him in bis learning? 

In understanding the cause of Johnny's confused and confus
ing behavior, the method of meting out discipline is small potatoes 
compared with these important aspects influencing bis devel
oping personality. Johnny just wül not, because he cannot, Iearn 
if bis personality needs are not being met. 

When S hall I Discipline M y Child? 

No one ever knows the precise answer to this question, but there 
are certain valuable guidelines. Only a few of them will be mean
ingful to any set of parents. 

However painful it may be to the ego of the parent-teacher, 
it is well to recognize in advance that most of what we teach 
our children is done with no deliberate effort on our part. The 
great bulk of the disciplining of children is accomplished through 
their natural instinct to copy and to imitate the actions and the 
attitudes of the older persons who are close to them. This, plus 
their tendency to be influenced more by conversation they over
hear than by conversation directed at them. 

This willy-nilly influencc parents have in teaching their chil
dren is of course a double-edged sword. They equally well learn 
the good and the bad. But in any event, many families would be 

When S hall 1 Discipline M y Child? [ 49 ] 

bappier groups if the parents would depend upon emulation to 
teach the children rather than make issues over lessons that they 
could hardly prevent the children from learning. 

Assuming a moderately normal parent-child relationship and 
assuming a normal personality development in the child, how 
many teenage girls and boys with slovenly rooms are influenced 
to become neat adult housekeepers by their parents' tirades, and 
how many on the other band become neat adults because their 
parents kept a neat borne? How many normal young people are 
influenced away from promiscuity by parental admonitions as 
compared with the number who are influenced by fifteen years 
of observation of their parents' deportment? 

One guideline concerning when to teach a child is to teach 
him what he needs to know by the time he needs to know it. 
For instance, teach an infant to conform to a schedule that fits 
into tbe family routine by the time he is six months of age and 
before the family ostracizes him. Teach a child to have sorne 
respect for authority ( to ha ve confidence in the tcacher ) by tbe 
time he is two or three, starting perbaps at six to nine months, 
and before he tastes the scorn of bis society. Tcach a child the 
impropriety of biting and kicking by the time be is two or three 
and beforc he loses bis companions, starting the lessons when 
he starts the activity. Teach a child to tolerate bis neer group 
before he enters kindergarten, and to appreciate authority to a 
large degrce by the same age. Teach him to respcct the value 
of education before he is far along in school. Teach him the 
appropriate attitudes of a teenager long before he is a teenager. 

Another guideline is to remember that at any age, even up 
to higb school or college leve!, only a few new subjects can be 
mastered at one time by even tbe most brilliant student. Too 
much discipline, too much to learn at one time, results only in 
confusion and predictable failure, which then leads to with
drawal from a willingness to leam. Teach only four or five things 
at a time, continue to teach them till they are mastercd, let the 
child pause to enjoy the fruits of his success, and then move on 
to other lessons in discipline, a few at a time. It is clearly too 
much to expect a child who is occupied with learning to get 



[ 50 ] CHILD SENSE: DISCIPLINE 

along with the kids in the neighborhood and learning to dress 
himself and learning not to pull the cat's tail, to take on the 
further load of learning table manners and not to leave his bike 
clown the block and not to run across the street. 

Still another guideline is to list mentally and realistically the 
important attributes you would like your child to have at six
teen years of age and to space out the time available, teaching a 
few things at a time until those are mastered before passing on 
to the next. Sixteen years is a long time from this point of view. 
Don't sprint at the beginning of a long race. 

A most sophisticated guide is to watch the child himself. If he 
is being offered too many new lessons at one time he will learn 
none of them well; if too much is being expected of him, he will 
act unhappy, confused, rebellious, ornery, sleepless, stubborn, 
lazy, overly sensitive, aggressive. Unfortunately, he will also act 
this way if too little is being expected of him, or if his disciplining 
is contradictory or threatens his self-image. One art that sorne 
parents ( usually those with severa! children) develop is to offer 
a lesson in discipline to a child and then, if he is slow to accept 
it, to conclude that the time is not propitious and the lesson 
should be postponed to a later date. 

One natural guideline which is an outright trap is to expect 
your child to be able to do things at about the same age as you 
did, or, worse, at the age at which your mother remembers that 
you did them. N ever expect your children to be as capable as 
you, the parent, were at a given age. The only safe way to use 
this rule is to employ the factor of two-that is, multiply the 
age at which you became proficient by two in order to estímate 
the age at which your offspring may be expected to master the 
same skill. Blame the factor on your wife's side. 

Each child enters life with certain hereditary gifts, talents, 
skills, and perhaps personality tendencies. It follows, then, that 
a particular child will be able to accept discipline more quickly 
along the lines in which he is natively talented. And, conversely, 
will only be able to learn more slowly in areas in which he is 
less gifted than another child. This does not mean that he cannot 
learn. It simply suggests that one child may need to be taught 
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a given fact thirty times before he can learn it, whereas his col
league may grasp the same fact after five tellings. Yet at the 
end of the thirty tellings and of the five tellings each child will 
have accepted the same lesson equally well. 

The majority of the succeeding pages of this book concem 
themselves with details of disciplining children. No book, how
ever, could hold enough words to cover all the particulars of 
this subject. Nevertheless, parents can be helped by broad sug
gestions and by a few examples to understand meaningful disci
pline, and then they should judge what teaching they prefer to 
choose for their own children. 

Parental discipline strives to teach, not to punish. The basic 
lesson for the child, upon which all the others stand, is to believe 
the teacher, to regard the authority as dependable. 

It is wasteful to discipline in matters that will be learned 
automatically or that will have no later importance. 

Effective disciplining requires the establishment of the reli
ability of the teacher through action-proved words and through 
avoidance of unenforceable lessons; consistent presentation of the 
facts without nagging, bribing, or explanation; avoidance of de
claring the child to be at fault instead of indicating that it is 
the behavior which is wrong. 

Teach a child of any age a few things at a time and teach 
until they are learned before adding new problems. Judge from 
the student's reactions whether you are going too fast or too slow. 

Periodic Review of Plans for Disciplining 

No matter what plan for raising and disciplining a child may in 
the beginning be adopted by parents, it should be subject to 
frequent review and revision. It is an excellent idea for a mother 
and a father to sit clown together in the quiet of the evening 
to ask themselves, "How are we doing?" Perhaps once a month, 
perhaps twice a year will serve the purpose. 

Three questions should always be raised: "Have we been 
disciplining too much?" "Have we been disciplining too little?" 
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"Have we been too inconsistent in our discipline?" Often the 
answers will be all too obvious. %en the correct answer seems 
seriously in doubt, it is certainly to be suggested that the ques
tion be discussed with the family physician or the pediatrician 
who has had the opportunity to become familiar with the child. 

It is generally true, however, that a given set of parents will 
repeatedly tend, year after year, either to be too strict or to be 
too permissive. It is often apparent to the trained observer, long 
before a child is a year old, whether the parents are going to 
have to guard against being too demanding or against being too 
lax in their teaching of the child. With this in mind, it is gen
erally only necessary for the too strict parents to ask themselves 
occasionally, "Have we been pushing too hard recently?" and 
for the too permissive parents to ask themselves, "Have we been 
trying to teach too little in the past few months?" 

M ilestones of Learning 

Admitting that children differ markedly from one another 
in their ability to learn at a given age, and recognizing that 
within any one child there will be variations from month to 
month in his willingness to learn, are there still rough guide
lines to learning that one might tentatively lay out? Probably. 
But they must be susceptible of alteration as one evaluates the 
child's response to them. 

Most of us believe that for the first three or four months a 
child is sort of a non-malicious vegetable with a poor memory 
who needs mostly to be duped into believing that the world is 
not such an awful place after all. For this reason we believe in 
demand feeding, and we feel that the parents should feel free 
to love and to cuddle the baby whenever he is not asleep and 
whenever they themselves feel inclined to do so, and that they 
should comfort him freely when he críes. 

By three to four months the baby apparently has sorne vague 
memories, and can begin to learn, on the one hand, that food and 
comfort will come in a short time after he needs them whether 
be screams or not and that, on the other hand, whcn he does 
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cry out the world does not necessarily immediately rush to bis 
assistance. He is ready to learn a bit of patience. It is reason
able to quit demand feedíng and to put the baby on a rough 
schedule if he has not already put himself on one by this time. 

By five to seven months the baby can learn that bis mother 
does not always appear at his whim, and can start to learn that 
she sometimes immediately comes to him when he críes and 
sometimes does not. 

By seven to nine months the baby can and should learn that 
when placed in his high chair for short intervals it is forbidden 
to climb out, and that while he is being dressed and undressed 
struggling and protesting is of little avail and he might just as 
welllie back and enjoy it. His first lessons concerning authoríty. 

By the time he can toddle around, the child is able to begin 
to learn that there are a few things that he is not permitted to 
touch-for example, electríc light cords. He is not able to learn 
that there are 720 valuable and reachable objects in the room 
which he is not permitted to explore. These should at first simply 
be placed out of his reach so that the issue does not present 
itself. Later, when he has learned sorne control, they should be 
replaced for further teaching. 

By one or one-and-a-half he can learn to accustom himself 
to being handled and cared for by persons other than bis parents, 
preferably at first for short intervals. 

By two or two-and-a-half he should be learning to obey the 
command "No," unaccompanied by physical restraint. At least 
he should occasionally and momentarily obey the command, still 
reinforced often by physical enforcement. 

By three or four he should have learned to leave alone most 
of the valuable breakables in the room most of the time. By this 
time he should be able to be separated from his parents for 
part of a day, though you could hardly expect him to wave a 
joyous good-bye to them as they leave. 

By five he should have learned to obey simple orders, with
out explanation, and to stay, however unwillingly, more or less 
in one spot for a reasonable number of minutes. He should by 
this time also have learned that the world sometimcs goes its 
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merry way despite his protests. How delighted all kindergarten 
teachers would be if all children had been brought to this 
level of learning by the time they entered schooll 

By two or three he can begin to learn to share bis possessions, 
if he is clever enough to have observed that when he gives away 
a small toy he is promptly presented with a Iarger one in return. 
By five or six he can learn to share bis possessions with a scowl 
and with a bitten lip, as long as he sees that there is an adult 
observer nearby. By tenor twelve he can learn the deception of 
cheerfully giving away bis possessions because he recognizes 
the value of the greater gift he receives in return, admiration and 
approbation by adults. By sixteen he may even have learned to 
give away things anonymously, in return for the greater value 
of being able to pat himself on the shoulder. 

Keep in mind that most cbildren are in large measure emo
tionally and intellectually babies until they are about five years 
of age. If this were not so, and if children under five were 
capable of prolonged concentration or of unfailing obedience, 
our school systems would undertake their formal education at 
an earlier age. Let us suppose that your own child is brilliant
say, one and a half times as smart as the average child. This 
would qualify him as a genius. Nevertheless, by age five he 
would be capable of learning readily only that which, say, the 
average seven-year-old could learn. If you are saddled with a 
genius, let him and expect him to learn faster, but not twice as 
fast as the average child. 

By five or six a child can learn to tolerate bis peers most of 
the time. He can sit reasonably still and out of the way for per
haps a half-hour at a stretch-but not if the temptation of a 
butterfly goes by. By seven or eight or nine he can begin to 
catch and throw a hall for periods of ten or fifteen minutes with 
enough interest and accuracy so that a strong-willed father with 
gritted teeth can put up with it. By ten or eleven or twelve he 
can begin to demonstrate sportsmansbip. That is, he can begin 
to líe when he loses instead of crying, and can see the advantage 
of mumbling the absurdity, 'Tm glad you won." 

Beyond these few milestones I know of no expertise to pre-
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dict safely the rate at which a given child may be capable and 
willing to learn. 

If your child is not learning as fast as you think he should be, 
consider at your periodic review sessions with your mate, "Are 
we expecting too much? Are we expecting too little?'' If you are 
in serious doubt, ask your family doctor or pediatrician. 


