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educational insight

Parenting with Love
An Introduction to “Positive Discipline,” with 14 Proven
Strategies for Raising Children without Blame, Shame or Pain
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like to change their ways, but don’t know how. Dealing with misbehavior without inflicting punishment,
blame and shame sounds good, but how do you do it in
the face of a screaming child in the middle of a supermarket? Is there a system that can be learned and followed? Are there teachers who provide such training?
Thankfully, Gurudeva discovered the work of Dr.
Jane Nelsen, founder of a tremendously successful
system called Positive Discipline. Jane teaches that
children should be raised with encouragement, love
and respect rather than blame, shame and pain. Here,
he discovered, was a person who had made nonviolent child-rearing her life’s mission. And, she had developed a system with a proven track record. After
meeting Jane at his monastery, Gurudeva established
a new pattern in his congregation: having parents not
only study her books but also teach Positive Discipline
classes in their local communities to other parents and
teachers who struggle with the same issues.
We are deeply grateful to Dr. Nelsen for giving her
wholehearted support to the use of her materials in
this Educational Insight. The following pages provide
a humble introduction to her thoroughgoing series,
which includes Positive Discipline, Positive Discipline
for Preschoolers, Positive Discipline for Teenagers and
Positive Discipline A-Z. Visit www.positivediscipline.
com for the full array of her resources. Yes, parenting is an adventure,
with constant learning all along the way. Jane says that her considerable formal education is secondary to the education and experience
she achieved from her successes and failures as a mother of seven
children and grandmother to 20.
We hope this Insight will inspire readers to delve into a full study
and adoption of Positive Discipline to help children in your family
and community to develop self-discipline, responsibility, cooperation
and problem-solving skills.
Gurudeva spoke of the spiritual dimension of child rearing: “The
whole world is reevaluating how we treat women, children, the aged
and infirm. Ways of behaving toward our fellow human beings that
were normal and acceptable one hundred years ago are no longer acceptable. We now comprehend, as never before, the tragedy of a battered wife or an abused or neglected infant. Shamefully, we do not
always live up to the Hindu ideal in these areas.
“What is that ideal? It is this: Never injure others. Hindu children
are always treated with great respect and awe, for one does not always know who they are. They may be incarnations of a grandmother,
grandfather, aunt or uncle, dearly beloved mother, sister, brother, respected father, a yogi or rishi returned to flesh to help humankind
spiritually. As parents and teachers, we must ask, ‘Who are these
souls? What is their destiny to fulfill in this life? How can I help?’
Parents love their children, or at least they should, and the principles
of ahimsa—nonviolence and nonhurtfulness, physically, mentally or
emotionally—do apply in the parent-child relationship.”

My Guru’s Quest for a Cruelty
Free System of Raising Children

I

n the mid-1990s, my gurudeva, satguru sivaya subramuniyaswami (1927-2001), founder of Hinduism Today, had
a startling and discouraging revelation. He learned from several
youth among his international Hindu congregation that many
of his family devotees were using corporal punishment to correct
their children. Shocked that parents supposedly on the spiritual path
would follow this common, worldly pattern, he immediately set about
to catalyze a change.
He devoted the July, 1998, edition of Hinduism Today to disclosing
the devastating, global phenomenon of corporal punishment of children. Corporal punishment in this context means slapping, spanking, pinching or hitting a child as a means of discipline at home or
in school, either with the hand, a cane, a belt or a hard object. Such
punishment-based discipline also includes other forms of physical
distress, as well as emotional battering.
Julie Rajan, the primary author of that issue’s feature story, “Sparing
the Child, Should Corporal Punishment End?” noted, “Though they
don’t say much about it, young Hindu adults today feel deep resentment and anger at having been beaten as children. We struggle with
feelings of low self-esteem and failure. Many of us will continue the
cycle of violence by beating our own children or our spouses simply because we are unable to resolve those feelings. We don’t blame
our parents, who genuinely loved us and sacrificed for us, for they
are themselves just the previous round in this same cycle. We don’t
blame our Hindu faith either, for corporal punishment of children is
present in every culture. But as advocates of nonviolence, we do claim
a special role in solving this problem.”
Gurudeva was eager to find a way to help Hindu families break the
vicious cycle and learn to raise their children without harming them.
He realized that many parents who do mistreat their children would
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Positive Discipline
On the following pages, one of the world’s foremost experts on child-rearing presents a practical and compassionate system of guiding children, complete with situational techniques and secrets that society should teach
every parent. Drawn from Dr. Nelsen’s books, the upper
portion of these pages presents some key ideas of her
system, and the lower portion presents fourteen strategies. Many of the stories, captions and photos in this Insight were contributed by Kavita Mardemootoo of Mauritius, a parent and avid teacher of Positive Discipline.
By Dr. Jane Nelsen
here did we ever get the crazy idea that children
will do better if we first make them feel worse? Please absorb that statement. It doesn’t make any sense at all—yet it
is the basis for punishment.
Think of the last time someone put you down, humiliated you
and made you feel bad. Did you feel motivated to do better? Did you
think, “This is so helpful. I can hardly wait to bring all my problems
to this person. She is so encouraging?” Or, did you feel like rebelling,
getting even or giving up? One of the latter is what most children do.
I call this the Three R’s of Punishment: 1) Rebellion, 2) Revenge, 3)
Retreat, which comes in two forms: a) Low self-esteem: “I really am
a bad person and need to please others to get love.” b) Sneaky: “I just

W

won’t get caught next time.”
Most parents don’t think about the long-term effects of punishment. They don’t realize that punishment may stop bad behavior for the moment but may
result in future rebellion, revenge or sneakiness. Even
when a child becomes obedient, it may be because
she has decided (at a subconscious level), “I’m not
good enough. Maybe if I obey I will be loved.” This
can have disastrous results in the future when this
same child decides to do whatever her peers want
her to do so she will be accepted. When all their
intelligence and energy is directed toward proving
themselves to others, rebelling or giving up, children
do not develop the perceptions and skills needed to
become fully competent and capable people.
Punishment is designed to make children pay for what they have
done. Positive Discipline is designed to help children learn from what
they have done in a safe and encouraging environment. We follow
the Five Criteria for Effective Discipline: 1) Does it help children feel
a sense of connection (belonging and significance)? 2) Is it respectful
and encouraging (kind and firm at the same time)? 3) Is it effective
long-term? (Punishment works in the short term, but has negative
long-term results.) 4) Does it teach valuable social and life skills for
good character (respect, concern for others, problem-solving and cooperation)? 5) Does it help children develop the belief that they are
capable?
It is important to emphasize that eliminating punishment does

14 strategies parents need to know

1. Parents: Look for Improvement, Not Perfection

L

et’s face it, perfection is an unrealistic expectation, and children would rather not
try at all than experience constant discouragement because they don’t live up to an
adult’s expectation of perfection—or their own.
Recognition of improvement is encouraging
and inspires children to continue their efforts.
A Story from Jane Nelsen: Mrs. Goel’s son
Arjuna was getting into trouble at school. His
teacher was punishing him by having him
write fifty sentences every time he misbehaved by talking or being disruptive. Arjuna
would refuse to do the sentences—so his
teacher would double the number. Mrs. Goel
started lecturing and scolding him. Arjuna
rebelled further by acting like he didn’t care,
and that he hated school.
Finally, during a parent-teacher conference,
Mrs. Goel asked what percentage of Arjuna’s
behavior was “bad.” The teacher answered,
“About fifteen percent.” She was amazed to realize the negative reputation Arjuna was getting (and living up to) because more attention
was being paid to his 15 percent misbehavior
than to his 85 percent good behavior.
During another conference, with Arjuna
present, they all agreed that every time he
was disruptive or disrespectful in class, he
would make up for it by doing something to
contribute, such as doing tasks for the teacher,

k av i ta m a r d e m o o t o o

By listening we give children a sense of belonging
and acceptance, as this little girl found out while
sharing her business plan with Gurudeva

Guided by Positive Discipline, these children of Mauritius are developing healthy selfesteem, competence, significance, self-control, inner security and problem-solving skills that
will be the foundation for fulfilling their dharma and facing their karma all through life
or tutoring another student who needed help.
Arjuna’s misbehavior was thus redirected
into contributing behavior, and he had very
few classroom problems after that.
Working for improvement, instead of
expecting perfection, this teacher began

having class meetings, so problems that did
occur were solved by the class as a whole.
He learned that it is encouraging to children
and to parents when we focus our attention
on the positive rather than the negative and
redirect misbehavior into productive efforts.
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not mean children should be allowed to do whatever they want. We Children Are Social Beings
need to provide opportunities for them to experience responsibility Children make decisions about themselves and how to behave based
in direct relationship to the privileges they enjoy. Most parents are on how they see themselves in relationship to others and how they
afraid that if they stop punishing, permissiveness is the only alterna- think others feel about them. Children are constantly making decitive. Permissiveness doesn’t meet any of the five criteria. Permissive- sions and forming beliefs about themselves, about the world, and
ness teaches children to believe that love means giving in, and that about what they need to do to survive or thrive. When they are in
the world should bow to their every wish. The Positive Discipline their “survival” mode (trying to figure out how to feel a sense of bebooks offer hundreds of alternatives for discipline that are nonpuni- longing and significance), adults often interpret this as misbehavior.
tive and not permissive—and that meet all of the Five Criteria for Ef- Does misbehavior seem different to you when you think of it as “surfective Discipline. This Insight presents many of those alternatives.
vival mode” behavior? When they are “thriving,” they are developing
SWAMI BRAHMAVIDYANANDA: “Hindu culture is kindness. It strength in the Significant Seven Perceptions and Skills. These are:
teaches ahimsa, noninjury, physically, mentally and emotionally. It 1. Strong perceptions of personal capabilities: “I am capable.”
preaches against himsa, hurtfulness. My experience taught me that. 2. Strong perceptions of significance in primary relationships: “I
contribute in meaningful ways and I am genuinely needed.”
I grew up in a simple, humble family in India. My father followed
Hindu principles strictly. He was closely associated with Mahatma 3. Strong perceptions of personal power or influence
over life: “I can influence what happens to me.”
Gandhi, who always taught against violence. My parents never used
harsh words or corporal punishment with me or my brothers, not 4. Strong intrapersonal skills: the ability to understand
personal emotions and to use that understanding
even when we made mistakes. Rather, they guided us by communito develop self-discipline and self-control.
cating verbally.”
5. Strong interpersonal skills: the ability to work with
others and develop friendships through communicating,
Love and Joy in Homes and Classrooms
cooperating, negotiating, sharing, empathizing and listening.
The primary goal of Positive Discipline is to enable both adults and
children to experience more joy, harmony, cooperation, shared re- 6. Strong systemic skills: the ability to respond to
the limits and consequences of everyday life with
sponsibility, mutual respect and love in their life and relationships—
responsibility, adaptability, flexibility and integrity.
in other words, more connection. We often act as though we have
forgotten that sharing love and joy is the whole point of living and 7. Strong judgmental skills: the ability to use wisdom and
to evaluate situations according to appropriate values.
working with children, and find ourselves acting out of fear, judgment, expectations, blame, disappointment and anger. Then we wonder why we feel so miserable. The following are some basic concepts The extended family has its own challenges and built-in
that show us how to avoid the detours that keep us from experienc- strengths for producing relationships of trust and cooperation.
ing love and joy and satisfaction in our relationships with children.
Teaching children respect for their grandparents is essential.

14 strategies parents need to know

2. Use the Three Rs for Mistakes

3. Spend Time with Your Children

A

ne important way to help children time with them. You may already spend
feel encouraged is to spend special lots of time with your children. However
time being with them. Have fun! there is a difference between “have to” time,
One primary opportunity for cultivating “casual time,” and “scheduled special time.”
There are several reasons why special
closeness: when tucking children into bed,
ask them to share with you their saddest time is so encouraging:
1) Children feel a sense of connection
time during the day and their happiest time
during the day. Then you share with them. when they can count on special time with
you. They feel that they are important to
You will be surprised what you learn.
A Story from Amala Katir: Sita didn’t re- you. This decreases their need to misbehave
alize how important one positive discipline as a mistaken way to find belonging and
tool had become until one night when she significance.
2) Scheduled special sharing is a reminder
tucked her two girls into bed and walked
out. One daughter, Ravindra, shouted, to you about why you had children in the
“Mom! You forgot to ask what was the sad- first place—to enjoy them.
3) When you are busy and your children
dest thing that happened today and what
was the happiest thing.” Not only had their want your attention, it is easier for them to
previous endless crying and getting out of accept that you don’t have time when you
bed repeatedly stopped, but these questions say, “Honey, I can’t right now, but I sure am
asked every night as a remedy had opened looking forward to our special time at 4:30.”
Plan the special time with your children.
a wonderful new world of communication
Up to age 6, it can be daily. From 6 to 12 it
and bonding.
Scheduled Time: One of the most encour- can be more occasional, even weekly. Brainaging things parents can do for their chil- storm ahead of time a list of things you
dren is to spend regular, scheduled special would like to do together then.
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Puja, above, realizes that when she told her
mother a lie this morning to save herself
from getting in trouble, she was actually
creating more trouble than the incident
itself caused. After her parents guided
her through the three Rs for recovering
from her falsehood, Puja is confident that
she will not make that mistake again!
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great way to teach children that “Well, don’t tell me later that you are
mistakes are wonderful opportuni- sorry.” In total reaction, I said, “You
ties to learn is to model this your- don’t have to worry, because I’m
self by using the Three Rs of Recovery after not.” Mary ran to her bedroom and
you have made a mistake: 1) Recognize your slammed the door.
I soon reverted back to my rational
mistake. 2) Reconcile. Be willing to say, “I’m
sorry, I don’t like the way I handled that.” brain, realized what I had done, and
3) Resolve. Focus on solutions rather than went to her room to apologize. She
blame. It is much easier to take responsibil- was still angry, and was not ready for
ity for a mistake when it is seen as a learning an apology. She had a copy of Positive
Discipline and was busy scribbling
opportunity rather than something bad.
If we see mistakes as bad we tend to feel “phony” in the column.
I left the room. I knew I had made
inadequate and discouraged and may become defensive, evasive, judgmental or crit- a huge mistake. In about five minutes
ical—of ourselves or others. On the other Mary came to me, timidly put her
hand, when mistakes are seen as opportuni- arms around me and said, “I’m sorry,
ties to learn, recognizing them will seem like Mama.” I said, “Honey, I’m sorry, too.
an exciting venture. “I wonder what I will In fact, when I called you a spoiled brat, I
learn from this one.” Self-forgiveness is an was being one. I was upset at you for losimportant element of the first R of Recovery. ing control of your behavior, but I had lost
A Story from Jane Nelsen: My signa- control of my own behavior. I am so sorry.”
ture example is the time I said to my then Mary said, “That’s okay, I was acting like a
eight-year-old daughter, “Mary, you are brat.” I said, “Well, I can see what I did to
a spoiled brat.” Mary, who is very famil- provoke you to act that way.” Mary said,
iar with the Three Rs of Recovery, retorted, “Well, I can see what I did.”

Four Steps for Winning Cooperation
Children feel encouraged when they think
you understand their point of view. Once
they feel understood, they are more willing to listen and to work on a solution to
the problem. Using the following Four Steps
for Winning Cooperation is a great way to
create a connection before seeking to solve a
behavioral problem.
1. Express understanding for the
child’s feelings. Be sure to check
with him to see if you are right.
2. Show empathy without condoning
his behavior. A nice touch here
is to share times when you
have felt or acted similarly.
3. Share your feelings and perceptions.
4. Invite the child to focus on a solution.
Ask if he has any ideas on what
to do in the future to avoid the
problem. If he doesn’t, offer some
suggestions and seek his agreement.
An attitude of friendliness, caring and respect is essential to these steps. Your decision to create a connection will be enough
to create positive feelings in you. After the
first two steps, the child will be won over.
He will now be ready to hear you when you
use the third step (even if you may have
expressed your feelings many times before
without being heard). The fourth step is

A father in Mumbai creates a rangoli
design with his daughter on Dipavali. By
having fun with her, he builds a relationship
of trust, affection and cooperation.
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Want kids to behave? Nothing works
like sharing. Even the simple task of
making sandwiches together creates
close ties and gives young ones a sense of
importance and belonging. This prevents
misbehavior caused by discouragement.

likely to be effective now that you have created an atmosphere
of respect.
SWAMI TEJOMAYANANDA: “In a home I once visited, the
host had two sons. He told them, ‘Swamiji is here. Ask him
whatever you want to ask or know.’ The boys replied, ‘We don’t
have any questions.’ After breakfast I went to them and asked,
‘What is your hobby?’ ‘We like to play baseball,’ was the reply. I
said, ‘Please teach me about baseball.’ Immediately they became
enthusiastic about educating me on the game. They showed me
some pictures and a video. Gradually they began asking me all
about religion and culture.” This shows that if you take an interest in a child’s interests, slowly a rapport will build.

dinodia

raising children

T

I

I-6

h i n d u i s m t o day

ja n ua ry/f e brua ry/m a r c h , 2 0 0 9

dinodia

5. Give a Hug

means being specific about your terms and
expectations.
Even when you do provide training, remember that children will seldom do
things as well as you would like. Improvement is a life-long process. Remember too,
the things you want them to do may not be
a high priority for them until they become
adults with children of their own to guide.
We all do better at things that have a high
priority in our lives. Even though cleanliness and manners may not be important for
children, they still need to learn these qualities. Adults do, however, need to remember
that kids are kids.
A Story from Jane: A father of eight
children complained that his son slammed
the door every time he left the house. He
admitted he was ready to slap the boy. The
group suggested that he take his son over
to the door and show him how to close it
carefully—run through it a couple of times,
actually train him how to close a door without slamming it. He came back to class the
next week amazed—“It worked!”

This adorable child had a habit of drawing
on walls with crayons and pens! Mom
and Dad tried everything, from time-outs
to yelling, but nothing worked. Then Dad
realized it might be a simple training
problem, so they began asking her the same
question every day, “What do we all write
on?” and together they replied, “Paper!”
Soon she learned that drawings are ONLY
to be done on paper, NOT on walls.

CORRESPONDING
ERRONEOUS BELIEF

Undue Attention

“I belong only when I have
your attention.”

Misguided Power

“I belong only when I’m the boss, or at least
when I don’t let you boss me.”

Revenge

“I don’t belong, but at least
I can hurt back.”

Assumed Inadequacy

“It is impossible to belong.
I give up.”

Undue Attention: Everyone wants attention There is nothing
wrong with that. The problem occurs when a child wants excessive attention. In other words, she seeks belonging in annoying ways
rather than useful ways. The behavior is annoying because it comes
from the child’s mistaken belief of the moment: “I belong only when
I am the center of attention.” This belief adds a sense of urgency and
persistence to the behavior that others find annoying. It can be very
encouraging to children seeking undue attention to redirect them to
get attention in contributing ways, such as helping you with a task.
Misguided Power: Everyone wants power. Power is not a bad thing;
it depends on how it is used. When children have the mistaken belief

14 strategies parents need to know

4. Take Time for Training
he idea of setting aside time for training children is not as obvious as it
may sound. Too often, adults expect
children to accomplish tasks for which
there has not been adequate training. This
is more typical in homes than in schools.
Parents may expect children to clean their
rooms, without having ever shown them
how. Children go into their messy rooms
and feel overwhelmed. It would help if
a parent said, “Put your clean clothes in
your drawers and your dirty clothes in the
hamper and then I’ll let you know what is
next.” Next they could put their toys on the
shelves or in toy boxes. To make it more fun,
suggest all toys with wheels first, then toys
with body parts, then toys that are animals,
etc. Before long, the child has internalized
the idea and learns what is expected.
There is often a great communication
gap. When Dad tells his daughter to clean
up the garage, each may have very different ideas of what this means. Taking time
for specific training can eliminate the misunderstanding. Taking time for training

A CHILD’S
MISTAKEN GOAL

The next time his son started a tantrum,
n many cases adults can help children
change their behavior when they stop the father got down on one knee and shoutdealing with the misbehavior and deal ed above the racket, “I need a hug.” His son
paused and asked through his sobs, “What?”
with the underlying cause: discouragement.
Encouragement is providing opportunities The father shouted again, “I need a hug.” His
for a child to develop the perceptions, “I’m son stopped sobbing long enough to ask incapable, I can contribute, and I can influ- credulously, “Now?!?” The father said, “Yes,
ence what happens to me or how I respond.” now.” The son seemed totally bewildered,
Encouragement is teaching children the life but he stopped his temper tantrum and said
skills and social responsibility they need to somewhat begrudgingly, “Okay.” Then he
be successful in life and relationships. Such stiffly gave his father a hug. Soon the stiffsupport can be as simple as giving them a hug ness disappeared and they melted into each
to help them feel better and thus do better. other’s arms. After a few moments the father
A Story from Jane: A young father was said, “Thanks, I needed that.” His son said,
frustrated and perplexed about the frequent with a small tremor on his lips, “So did I.”
Remember timing. Sometimes hugs don’t
temper tantrums of his four-year-old son.
Scolding or punishing only increased the work because the child is too upset to give or
tantrums. The father learned in his parent- receive a hug or any kind of encouragement.
ing class that a misbehaving child is a dis- You can still try. If the child is unwilling,
couraged child, and that encouragement is you can say, “I sure would like a hug whenthe best way to deal with misbehavior. The ever you are ready,” and then leave the area.
idea seemed backward to him—sort of like Parents report that when they try this, the
rewarding unruliness. Still, he was intrigued child usually comes after them right away
with the idea that children do better when wanting a hug.
they feel better. He decided to test the theory.
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A Misbehaving Child Is a Discouraged Child
Sometimes it is difficult for us to remember that misbehaving
children are speaking to us in code—that they are trying to tell
us they want to belong when their behavior inspires frustration rather than love and caring. Some experts believe we will
reinforce the behavior if we respond positively to a child who
is misbehaving. If, however, we understand that a misbehaving
child is a discouraged child, it is obvious that the best way to remove the motivation for misbehavior is to find a positive way to
help the child feel belonging and significance.
Accepting this concept intellectually is one thing, but it is
quite another to put it into practice for three reasons: 1) Most
adults do not feel like being positive when a child is misbehaving. 2) Most adults don’t fully understand how their own misbehavior can invite misbehavior from children and therefore
are reluctant to accept responsibility for their part of the show.
Awareness without blame can create a huge step in resolving
conflict. 3) The rare adult who is able to respond to misbehavior

with positive encouragement will often
be rejected by the child. This is because
children (like most of us) are not always
receptive to encouragement when they
need it the most. They are too emotionally upset to accept it. The solution: wait
for a cooling-off period and try again with
encouragement.
The child who needs love the most is
often the child who acts the most unlovable. Understanding the four mistaken
goals of behavior helps adults remember
what children are really saying with their
misbehavior: “I just want to belong.” It
also helps us know what to do to resolve
the problem in ways that are encouraging
while teaching children life skills.
Think of the misbehavior as a code and
ask yourself, “What is she really trying
to tell me?” The child is not consciously
aware of her coded message, but will feel
deeply understood when you deal with
her hidden belief instead of reacting to the
behavior. You will feel differently if you

remember that behind the misbehavior is a child who just wants to
belong and is confused or unskilled about how to accomplish this
goal in a socially useful way. Look closely to see if your words and
actions are causing the child to believe she doesn’t belong or have
significance.
The following chart shows the four mistaken goals and corresponding beliefs that motivate misbehavior.

Ashwin was playing in the rain and ignored
his mother’s call to come inside. He was
peeved, and Mom was growing impatient
and went out to fetch him. She surprised
her son by saying she was really hot and
needed a wet hug. They both laughed as
he tried to smother her in hugs and kisses.
Next time he will want to please Mom.
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yourself, “How can I possibly reach and inspire this child?”
Practice observing your feelings and you will catch on to
how this works. Many parents and teachers have reported
that they keep a copy of the Positive Discipline Mistaken
Goal Chart on their desk or refrigerator as a useful resource.
It helps them remember the basis for most misbehavior, and
to be more effective in helping their children during times
of stress.
Clue number two is to observe the child’s response when
you use conventional methods to cope with the behavior.
Here is a guide: Undue Attention: The child stops for a
while, but soon resumes the same (or some other) behavior
to get your attention. Misguided Power: The child continues
misbehaving and may verbally defy or passively resist your
request to stop. This can easily escalate to a power struggle
between you and the child. Revenge: The child retaliates
by doing something destructive or saying something hurtful. This may escalate to a revenge cycle between you and
the child. Assumed Inadequacy: The child usually is passive,
hoping you will soon give up and leave him alone. Sometimes
It’s natural for siblings to compete, and even to fight. One
way to defuse battles is to restrain your own emotions,
and not put down one child in front of the other or
blame either of them. Instead, end the activity they
were involved in before the conflict and send each to a
favorite place for some alone time. Soon they will get
the idea that fighting in this family is not appropriate.

Effective Intervention
Once you know the mistaken goal (and the belief behind it), you can choose an effective strategy to create a connection with children and
help them achieve their true goal of belonging
and significance. Here are some basic remedies.
WHEN THE GOAL IS UNDUE ATTENTION

1) Redirect the child into contributing behavior. 2) Do the unexpected. A big hug is often
effective. 3) Set up a schedule for special time
with the child on a regular basis. 4) Smile in
a knowing way that communicates you are

positive discipline

14 strategies parents need to know

6. Give Encouragement Freely

7. Establish Routine Charts

U

T
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she would lose everything if she
didn’t come out with the perfect
score. If she didn’t, would her parents
still beam when they looked at her?
Probably not. She had to earn their
love or she would lose it, she said
again to herself as she re-opened her
English book.
Hours later she was awakened with
a soft touch. She found herself face
down on her book. She must have
fallen asleep. Confused, she looked up
to see both her parents standing by
her side. Her father gathered her into
his arms as if she were five again and
sat on her bed, her mother following. She felt
so safe, and in gentle voices her parents reassured her that they would always be her refuge. She was trying her best, and no matter
what the outcome of the exam, they would
support and help her. Tears rolled down Priya’s eyes and she felt more determined than
ever, feeling a new strength surging through
her. Even young adults need encouragement
to face life’s challenges.
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se encouragement to help children
develop a sense of belonging, security, love and acceptance. They misbehave because they don’t feel this belonging. Celebrate each step in the direction of
improvement (rather than focusing on mistakes). Give positive feedback at every opportunity. Communication is important. Don’t
assume the child knows you love and care
about him or that you are pleased when he
does something right. You need to express
these feelings.
A Story from Kavita: Priya was working
hard one night studying for her exams. Actually, she had been working hard every day
and night for the last year and she was completely exhausted. It seemed as though her
mind couldn’t retain one more word! At the
age of seventeen she knew that her parents
loved her—well, at least until the exam, she
thought to herself. Mom and Dad wanted
her to be in the top ten in her class, so she
would get into the best university. They told
her it was for her own good, for her future,
but the pressure of it all made her feel that

Basanti had the habit of putting her school
work off until the last minute. One day her
parents took her out for a milkshake, and had
her look around at the people and consider
their many walks of life. They explained that,
through her schooling, she has the power to
open many doors for her future. Since then,
with the strong support of her family, she
spends long hours studying—knowing that
failure is okay, but not trying is unacceptable.

he more children do for themselves,
the more capable and encouraged they
feel. One of the best ways to avoid
bedtime hassles and morning hassles is to
get children involved in creating routine
charts. Start by having your child make a list
of all the things she needs to do before going
to bed. The list might include: pick up toys,
snack, bath, jammies, brush teeth, choose
clothes for the next morning, bedtime story
and hugs. Copy (or when children are old
enough let them copy) all the items onto a
chart. Then hang the chart on a wall where
she can reach it. Let the routine chart be the
boss. Instead of telling your child what to do,
ask, “What is next on your routine chart?”
Often, she will tell you without your asking.
Remember, the goal is to help children feel
capable and encouraged. A nice fringe benefit is that you will be able to stop nagging
and will experience more peaceful bedtimes
and mornings.
A Story from Kavita: Aruna, an only
child, was always around grown-ups, so she
thought she was all grown up, too. When it

was time to get ready for bed, she always insisted on staying up like Mom and Dad. The
six-year-old would hold on to the sofa and
scream until she got her way. As a result, she
had difficulty waking up in the morning for
school and sometimes even fell asleep at her
desk. All this left her moody and irritable.
One day Mom read about routine charts,
and their wonderful potential to make children happier and healthier. When Aruna
came home from school the next day, Mom
had big white paper with color pens, glitter
and cut outs all over the kitchen table. Of
course, Aruna wanted to help! Before long, to
her own amazement, she had created a funlooking bedtime chart! She couldn’t wait to
start putting the gold stars in the squares.
Mom told her that when the small hand
on the clock reached the 8, she could start
following the chart. It was so much fun that
she actually looked forward to getting ready
for bed. By the time the newness wore out
and she was no longer impressed by the
chart, she had developed a strong routine
and bedtime was no longer a hassle.

k av i ta m a r d e m o o t o o

Clues for Identifying Mistaken Goals
There are two clues adults can use to help identify the goal. Clue
number one is to examine your emotional reaction. Ask yourself,
“Underneath my anger or frustration, am I feeling annoyed, threatened, disappointed or inadequate?” If the child’s mistaken goal is undue attention, you will feel irritation, worry, guilt or annoyance. If
it is misguided power, you will feel threatened, challenged, provoked
or defeated. If revenge is the goal, you will feel hurt, disappointed,

this child will act out (such as being the class
clown to cover up feelings of inadequacy in
academics, sports, etc.).
These two clues help parents and teachers
break the code of what children are really saying with their behavior. Even when we understand the motive, it may not be easy to respond
wisely. When we encounter a child who is
misbehaving, it is much easier (and normal)
to react from our secondary feelings of anger
and frustration than it is to stop and wonder:
“What is this child trying to tell me?” In my
book, we also explain a technique of asking
strategic questions of the child to determine
the hidden motives of her behavior. One further complexity is that a child may be motivated by more than one mistaken goal at time!

disbelieving or disgusted. When the goal is assumed inadequacy, you will feel inadequate, hopeless or helpless, asking

dinodia

that they belong only when they are the boss, their use of power
looks like misbehavior. When they operate from the mistaken goal of
misguided power, they are not using their power in useful ways and
need redirection to use it in socially useful ways. A power-hungry
child can be shown how to lead others instead of dominating them.
Revenge: It seems to be human nature to strike back when we
feel hurt. This is why revenge cycles are so common. It is ironic that
adults want children to control their behavior when adults have difficulty controlling their own behavior. Controlling your own behavior
is very important to break the revenge cycle. When you are feeling
hurt, you can avoid striking back. Instead, validate the child’s feelings.
Assumed Inadequacy: The child who operates from the mistaken
goal of assumed inadequacy (because of a mistaken belief about her
capabilities) may not cause you many problems during the day, but
may haunt you at night when you have time to think about how she
seems to have given up. Unlike the child who says, “I can’t,” just to
get you to pay attention, the child operating from assumed inadequacy really believes she can’t. You need to take time to show her
a small step. Don’t do all the steps. Having too much done for her
could be what gave her the impression that she is inadequate. “I’ll
show you how to tie one shoe, and then you can show me what you
have learned and let me know if you need more help.”

Like Aruna in the story, Jayendra loves his
routine chart. Completing it each day makes
him feel competent and independent.
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not “going to get hooked into this,” and then say, “I’m looking forward to our special time at six o’clock.” 5) Set up nonverbal signals
with your child in advance: a hand over your heart to signal, “I love
you,” or a hand cupped to your ear to signal you are ready to listen
when the whining stops. 6) Give reassurance and show faith. “I love
you, and I know you can handle this yourself.” 7) Ignore the behavior
(but not the child) by placing your hand on his shoulder in a caring manner while continuing your activity. 8) During pleasant moments, take time for training and role play other ways to behave,
such as using words instead of whining. 9) Verbalize love and caring.
WHEN THE GOAL IS MISGUIDED POWER

for your own contribution to the problem. The
best way to teach these attitudes to children is
by modeling them yourself.
TARA KATIR: “We cannot teach Positive Discipline without establishing rapport. Developing rapport means spending time doing things
together and talking with your children at their
level about things they want to talk about. Often this can be achieved by just being together
silently, or simply feeling the good bond of parent and child while enjoying an activity. Rapport can easily be broken. Speaking sharply can
break it. Then it needs to be repaired.”

control. Effective remedies include the following: 1) Withdraw from
the revenge cycle by avoiding retaliation. 2) Make a guess about
what has hurt the child and show empathy. Validate the hurt feelings. 3) Use reflective listening. Get into the child’s world by reflecting back what you are hearing, “You sound very hurt.” Reflective listening can include curiosity questions, “Can you tell me more? Then
what happened? How did that make you feel?” The goal is to avoid
sharing your point of view and to understand the child’s point of
view. 4) Use the Three Rs of Recovery if you caused the hurt. 5) Use
the four steps for winning cooperation. 6) After a cooling-off period,
engage the child in one-to-one problem solving. 7) Show you care
and give encouragement. 8) Set up a schedule for special time with
the child. 9) Verbalize love and caring.

Withdraw from the power struggle to allow for a cooling-off period;
then do one of the following: 1) Admit you can’t make the child do
anything and ask her for help in finding a solution that works for WHEN THE GOAL IS ASSUMED INADEQUACY
both of you. 2) Use the four steps for winning cooperation. 3) Fol- Remember that the child is not inadequate, but will continue to act
low up with a one-to-one problem-solving session. 4) Redirect the inadequate until she gives up her belief that she is. Here are some
child to use power constructively. 5) Get the child involved in finding remedies. 1) Take time for training, making the steps as basic as necsolutions. 6) Decide what you will do, not what you will try to make essary for the child to experience success. Demonstrate a small step
the child do. Example: “I will pull over to the side of the road until that the child can duplicate. “I will draw half the circle, and you draw
you two stop fighting.” It is important that such actions be done with the other half.” 2) Arrange for small successes. Find out anything the
kindness as well as firmness. It is especially effective to keep quiet child can do well, and give her many opportunities to share her exwhile following through—avoid reminders, threats and lectures. pertise. 3) Acknowledge any positive attempt, no matter how small.
7) Set up a schedule for spending special time with the child. 8) Get 4) Eliminate all expectations of perfection. 5) Focus on the child’s aschildren involved in creating routines and then let the routines be sets. 6) Do not give up. 7) Spend regular, special time with the child.
the boss. 9) Offer limited choices. 10) Invite the child to put the prob- 8) Verbalize love and caring.
lem on the family meeting agenda. 11) Verbalize love and caring.
Teach and Model Mutual Respect
WHEN THE GOAL IS REVENGE
Mutual respect incorporates attitudes of: 1) faith in the abilities of
Remember that children cover up hurt feelings, which make them yourself and others; 2) interest in the point of view of others as well
feel powerless, by seeking revenge, which gives them a sense of as your own and; 3) willingness to take responsibility and ownership
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What We Do Is Never as
Important as How We Do It
The feeling and attitude behind what we do will
determine the “how.” The feeling behind words
is often most evident in our tone of voice.
One day I came home from a trip and was
welcomed by a sink full of dirty dishes. I felt
discouraged and angry and started scolding and
criticizing, “We have agreed that everyone will
put their dishes in the dishwasher. How come

14 strategies parents need to know

9. Cool Off Before Solving a Problem
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After finding a way for Anjali to participate
in the daily puja, the Gowda family was
amazed to witness an immediate change in
her demeanor. Being the middle child, she
needs a little extra responsibility to feel that
she is an important member of the family.
children from vandalizing. He had successfully used three Positive Discipline tools:
1) focusing on solutions, 2) creating a connection before correction and 3) redirecting
the misbehavior.

n coping with tough situations, proper some help from the whole family later?”
Have your children help you design a
timing will improve your effectiveness
tenfold. It does not work to deal with a pleasant area (with cushions, books, music,
problem at the time of conflict. Emotions get stuffed animals) where they can go to calm
in the way. Thus, it is important to under- down when they are upset. Remember that
stand and to teach children that, in most cases, children do better when they feel better.
a cooling off period is necessary before seekA Story from Kavita: “I can’t believe what
ing a solution. Since it is difficult to focus on just happened!” Roshan’s father stammered.
solutions when we are upset and responding “I can’t even think straight, I’m so mad! You
from our irrational brain, where the options need to go upstairs. I need to calm down.”
are fight or flight, it is helpful to wait until Roshan, age 6, ran to his favorite time-out
we have calmed down and can access our spot and hurled his body on the cushions.
rational brains. I call this positive time out. His father, fraught with anger, went into his
How do you teach children about cooling- study and shut the door, struggling to regain
off periods? By example and repetition. You his composure. Both gradually felt better as,
(or the children) can go to a separate room in their own worlds, they were able to calm
and do something to make yourself feel bet- their breaths and maybe punch a couple of
ter, and then work on the problem with mu- cushions. After 15 minutes, young Roshan
tual respect. “I think we are both too upset to was quietly playing with his favorite toy car.
discuss this now, but I would like to get to- Downstairs his father had turned his attengether with you when we have had time to tion to today’s newspaper and was reading Little Deepa has been overcome with
cool off.” Another approach might be, “What an article. When he saw the time, he walked emotion. Mom knows this is not the time
would help you the most right now—to take up the stairs, tussled Roshan’s hair and sat on to sort out the problems that caused the
some positive time out, or to put this prob- the floor next to him, eye level. Now the time upset, and arranges for her daughter to
lem on the meeting agenda so we can get was right for solving the problem.
cool off in their agreed-upon place.
dinodia

a baseball through the garage
window and together you decide that the solution is to fix the
window (with materials purchased with her allowance), you
have arrived at a solution that
is related, respectful, reasonable
and helpful. So long as you stay
out of a blaming mode and see
the mistake as an opportunity to
learn, you have practiced problem-solving skills and respect
with your child, and you have
enjoyed some quality time together. When
focusing on solutions, one life skill that is often needed is calling for a cooling off period
(see strategy 9).
A Story from Jane: Ravindra, the custodian in an elementary school, caught five
students defacing classroom doors. He spoke
to them respectfully and together they decided they would make amends by helping
him repaint the doors. He was so understanding that he inspired the boys to take
pride in their work and to discourage other
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8. Focus on Solutions
et children involved in finding solutions to the cause of their misbehavior or mistake that are 1) related,
2) respectful, 3) reasonable and 4) helpful
(the “three Rs and an H”).
Making amends is a solution that is encouraging when used in a non-punitive
manner, because children experience the
opportunity to learn from their mistakes
and correct any resulting problems. Making amends is encouraging because children
learn they can be responsible and accountable for their behavior without fear of blame,
shame and pain.
It is sad that some adults think it is more
important for children to feel blame, shame
and pain for what they have done than to
make amends and experience encouragement that will motivate them to stop misbehaving. It is important to note that children
do not get away with misbehavior when
they are encouraged to make amends. They
learn to be accountable, while keeping their
dignity and respect intact.
For example, when your daughter bops

The values of Positive Discipline only work when
a strong rapport has been created. There is
no better way to build that foundation of trust
than to be with your children. Knowing this, the
Patels have taken their children to the beach for
the day, to fly kites but mostly just to have fun.
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no one keeps their agreements when I’m not around?”
belonging and significance. When we remember this, we will give
I looked for someone to blame, but everyone claimed, “I didn’t do it.” misbehaving children the benefit of the doubt. Instead of assuming
From a negative feeling I said, “Okay, we have to have a family meet- they want to be difficult, we will assume they want positive results
ing and decide what to do about this.” Can you imagine the outcome and are simply confused about how to achieve them. They don’t have
if we had tried to have a meeting based on my feelings of blame and the knowledge, the skills or the maturity to find belonging and sigcriticism? We would not have found the kind of effective solution nificance in useful ways. It is our job to help them develop what they
that comes from an atmosphere of love and respect. My attacking at- need. To be effective, our approach must be based on an attitude of, “I
titude would have inspired defensiveness and counterattacks instead know you want to succeed. How can I help?”
of harmony and solutions. I realized what I was doing and immediDR. KRISHNA D. BHAT: “Parents should know the needs, aspiraately changed directions. I could see that my negative attitude would tions, strengths and limitations of every child. Paramahansa Nirannot produce the results I wanted—to say nothing of how miserable it janananda calls it the SWAN theory: Strengths, Weaknesses, Aspimade me feel at the time. As soon as I changed my attitude, my feel- rations and Needs. Children should be properly molded by parents.
ings changed and I had immediate inspiration about how to get posi- They are highly suggestible, like malleable metal. They are very imitive results. I said, “Let’s go out for pizza. Later we will have a family tative and will copy our behavior, which is one of the greatest risks of
meeting to look for solutions instead of blame.”
using corporal punishment.”
Based on those feelings, we had a successful meeting. We laughingly agreed that it must have been a phantom who left the dishes in Freely Express Unconditional Love
the sink. When we stopped looking for blame and concentrated on Children need to know they are more important to us than anything
solutions, Mark and Mary proposed that we all be assigned two days they do. They need to know they are more important than their
a week to take care of the phantom’s dirty dishes. As you might guess, grades. They need to know they are more important than the mafewer dishes were left in the sink after this friendly discussion.
terial possessions in our lives. Jiva’s mom made some mistakes before she remembered this vital point. When Jiva broke one of her
BODHINATHA VEYLANSWAMI: Kids can learn from parents
that it is through taking a humble attitude, rather than a dominant prize antique vases, she was so heartbroken over it that she sat down
position, that conflicts are resolved smoothly and easily. Mastery of and cried. Jiva felt awful about what he had done, but finally asked,
resolving differences keeps our young one’s lives sublime and their “Mother, would you feel that bad if something happened to me?”
Children often don’t know how important and loved they are.
subconscious minds free of the disturbances caused by memories of
Sometimes parents and teachers focus so much on misbehavior that
unresolved disagreements.
they lose sight of the child—and the child loses sight of himself. One
mother asked her three-year-old, “Do you know I really love you?”
Give Children the Benefit of the Doubt
Every child wants to succeed. Every child wants to have good rela- The reply was, “Yes, I know you love me when I am good.” A teenager
tionships with others. Every child wants to feel a sense of connection, replied to the same question, “I know you love me if I get good grades.”
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from conventional correction. Positive
Discipline correction respectfully involves
children—whenever possible, doing things
with them.
A Story from Kavita: Davishan, age 16,
was a natural athlete. His parents enjoyed
his enthusiasm and encouraged him to
channel his energies into sports. The only
problem was the level of competition. Davishan was starting to lose the enjoyment
of striving by channeling all of his thoughts
toward winning. He became distraught for
days on end if he did not win.
Calling for a quiet time one afternoon, the
father looked his son straight in the eyes
with such love and respect that Davishan
turned away. After some time, he asked the
boy questions about competing and listened
to every word the boy had to say. Davishan
was afraid his father would stop him from
competing. So, he was taken completely
by surprise when he asked what Davishan
thought they should do to improve his frame
of the mind when he lost a game. Davishan
offered that he could work more on excelling
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10. Connection Before Correction
aking a connection means creating
a feeling of closeness and trust before using any of the many respectful and encouraging corrective methods
suggested in the Positive Discipline books.
Whenever possible, correction includes involving children in focusing on solutions instead of punishing them for mistakes. Effective connections are made when both child
and adult feel belonging and significance–
even though it is the adult who takes the
first steps. Some of these steps to connection are: 1) Listen. Really listen. Stop doing
whatever you are doing and give your child
your full attention. 2) Validate your child’s
feelings. Don’t we all feel connected when
we feel understood? 3) Share your feelings
when appropriate. Remember that children
will listen to you AFTER they feel listened to.
Children feel special when you respectfully
share something about yourself. (Respectfully means no stories about “walking miles
in the snow.”)
It is important to understand that correction the Positive Discipline way is different

Kavita has a correction to make, but is wise
enough to first give Dipanjali her full love
and attention, and to listen to her daughter’s
side before warning her about the dangers
of being alone. Dipanjali, feeling very grown
up at age 10, had walked back from her
girlfriend’s house unaccompanied in the dark.
and helping his teammates than on winning.
Dad liked that, and added that they could
work through it together. Only if that did
not resolve the behavior problems would
they need to consider alternatives.

When children reach their teens, they naturally
go through a major individuation process. They
are exploring who they are, separate from their
parents. This often translates into rebellion as
they test parental values.
Peer pressure is extremely important to
teenagers. Younger children are influenced by
peer pressure, but adult approval is even more
important to them. To teenagers, peer approval
trumps adult approval.
Many parents and teenagers have drawn
battle lines, which is intensified when parents
are intent on controlling their teenagers. We are
saddened by this, because we know it is absolutely
impossible to control teenagers; it is too late. The
more you try to control them, the more defiant
and/or devious they get.
The best way to win the cooperation of
teenagers is through mutual respect and equality
in problem solving. Family meetings and class
meetings teach social responsibility and get them
involved in the decision-making process.
When treated with kindness, firmness, dignity,
respect and lots of joint problem-solving,
teenagers usually fall back on parental values in
their twenties—and they will have learned more of
the important life skills they need when they are
no longer under the authority of adults.

oo often adults tell children what hap- A Story from Jane: One of my favorite
pened, what caused it to happen, how examples is the time my daughter shared
the child should feel about it, what the with me her intention to get drunk at a
child should learn from it, and what the child party. I gulped and said, “Tell me more.
should do about it. It is much more respectful Why are you thinking of doing that?” She
and encouraging when we ask what happened, said, “Lots of kids do it and it looks like
what the child thinks caused it, how the child they are having fun.” I stifled my temptafeels about it, what the child has learned, what tion to lecture and asked, “What do your
ideas the child has to solve the problem, or how friends say about you now, knowing you
the child can use what she has learned in the don’t drink?” She thought about this and
future. This is the true meaning of education, said, “They are always telling me how
which comes from the Latin word educare, much they admire me and how proud
which means “to draw forth.” Too often, adults they are of me.” I continued, “What will
try to “stuff in,” instead of draw forth, and then they think after you get drunk?” I could
wonder why children don’t learn.
see her think before she offered, “I’ll bet
One way to get the child engaged is to ask they’ll be disappointed.” I followed with,
questions that arouse their curiosity. A few typ- “How do you think you’ll feel about yourical curiosity questions are:
self.” I could tell this question made her
• What were you trying to accomplish?
think a little deeper. She paused a little
• How do you feel about what happened?
longer before saying, “I will probably feel
• What did you learn from this?
like a loser.” This was soon followed by,
• How can you use what you
“You know, Mom, I don’t need to get drunk.
learned in the future?
Thank you for taking the time to help me
• What ideas do you have for solutions now?
with this.”
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The Teen Years

Asking the right questions about a
sensitive issue can bring mother and
daughter closer together. It is good to
remember that a child’s relationship
with the parents can profoundly affect
his or her decision-making patterns.

ja n ua ry/f e brua ry/m a r c h , 2 0 0 9

h i n d u i s m t o d ay

I-13

Put Positive Discipline to Work in Your Life
If you like the concepts presented in this brief introduction, I strongly urge you to read my Positive Discipline book, and then read it
again. I guarantee that you will get at least ten times more from it in
the second reading. You will see things you totally missed the first
time. Once you understand the principles, your common sense and

raising children
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Help Children Develop a Sense of Capability
All the concepts taught in Positive Discipline help children develop
their sense of capability. Children will not acquire a sense of competence and responsibility if adults keep doing for them what they can
and should do for themselves.

A family has their new car blessed.
There are many such opportunities
in our religion to reinforce the
presence of the Gods and guru in
the lives of our children. Guiding
them to follow a daily religious
routine is a vital part of upbringing.

intuition will enable you to apply them in your own life. I know from
personal experience, and from reports from hundreds of parents and
teachers, that these concepts really work when used correctly.
Adults have a leadership responsibility to help children develop
characteristics that will enable them to live happy, productive lives.
It is our job to provide them with a good foundation that they can
build upon. Teaching them self-discipline, responsibility, cooperation and problem-solving skills helps them establish an excellent
foundation. When children exhibit these characteristics and skills,
they feel a greater sense of belonging and significance, which gives
rise to positive behavior.
Here is an inspiring testimony that Marianne McGinnis sent me
after attending my two-day workshop “Teaching Parenting the Positive Discipline Way.” “Your philosophy on living and parenting gives
me more hope than anything else I have ever come across. I am truly
inspired, and am already incorporating many of the tools—family
meetings, remembering that mistakes are opportunities to learn, asking ‘what’ and ‘how’ curiosity questions, looking for solutions instead
of blame, sharing encouraging messages (‘I have faith in you’ is my
favorite) and always getting the message of love across. Not only are
my boys responding with more love and helpful behavior, I can see
how encouraged and inspired they are! I’m not shutting them down
anymore.” I called Marianne and asked her to share her success stories for a podcast. To hear her story, go to www.PositiveDiscipline.
com and scroll down to podcast episode 49.
If you find that Positive Discipline isn’t working for you, check to
see if something is missing or out of balance. For example, problem
solving may not be effective if adults or children do not understand
that mistakes are opportunities to learn. Family or class meetings
may not be effective until people have learned mutual respect and
social responsibility. Too much kindness without firmness may
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they have the children write down
a list of things they could do during
the puja that would help them to sit
quietly. One Sunday, Purna decided
to bring her favorite doll to hold, and
Siven brought his favorite toy car. He
learned in advance that he could not
push the car on the floor but he could
hold it in his lap and play with the
tires. Because it was Chaturthi, Siven
and Purna also decided to each make
five drawings for Ganesha as a gift to
Him on His special day.
The family agreed on certain hand
signals (not threatening looks) to let
the children know without words if
their actions were appropriate or not.
There were signals of encouragement
that made their faces light up! And
there was a gesture that warned them
that if unacceptable behavior persisted there would be consequences. That
was also agreed upon at the family
meeting.
text & story by kavita mardemootoo
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12. Prepare Kids for Success
f you plan to bring your child to the store,
a movie, or on any outing, be sure to have
a conversation beforehand about the
needful behavior of the day. If children know
beforehand, it gives you more freedom later
to explain consequences and respect. Otherwise, they can simply and truthfully tell you
they didn’t know any better. Respecting our
children creates respect in all aspects. For
example, let them know that they can choose
only one treat at the store and if they ask for
a second treat, the first treat will be put back
on the shelf. This limits argument in public
places, which often creates frustration in the
parent, leading to incidents that are embarassing and hurtful to all involved.
Story: Every Sunday the Ramdoo family
go to the temple for Ganesha puja. Mr. and
Mrs. Ramdoo always take a little time to
tell Siven, (age 7) and Purna (age 5) that the
temple is a special place and to remind them
of the expected behaviors inside the temple
walls. During their family meeting, they let
the children write out a list of things that are
OK to do and things that are not OK. Then

The twins in the photo are showing the famous
thumbs up sign of encouragement that many
parents use when children are following the
ground rules. Hand signals empower you, the
parent, to privately guide behavior in public
situations. Be careful not to point fingers at
each other, for that is a threatening gesture
that is counter to Positive Discipline.

become permissiveness, and too much
firmness without kindness may become excessive strictness.
Sometimes we have to stop dealing
with the misbehavior and heal the
relationship first. Often the healing
involves encouragement that removes
the motivation for misbehavior without dealing directly with the misbehavior. Encouragement may not seem
to work until adults understand the
belief behind the child’s behavior by
recognizing the mistaken goals.
There is never just one way to solve
a behavior challenge. In parent and
teacher study groups, participants can
brainstorm several possible suggestions based on the principles in the
books. The parent or teacher seeking
help can then choose the most acceptable suggestion. You can also send
questions to my blog, where I post

ne of the easiest and yet most power- “Would you prefer a glass of water or a glass of
ful tools of Positive Discipline is “Lim- juice?” Avoid asking, “What would you like to
ited Choices.” You can actually guide wear?” “What would you like to drink?” Such
your children through their younger years questions invite conflict because the child may
by letting them make choices for themselves, say something that you do not agree with.
so that they build character and individualStory: Before each family dinner or outity, while still retaining parental control of the ing, Anuradha chose the appropriate outfit for
situation.
her son and daughter. She would set out the
Try putting two children in a candy store clothes on the children’s bed and inevitably
and asking them to choose just one treat! They face a storm of protest. One of them almost alare overwhelmed by the options. Each watches ways ended up crying. One day Anuradha was
to see who got the best or bigger treat, and it choosing her own outfit for an important dinends up being a competition, instead of a sim- ner. She asked her husband what he liked. He
ple candy treat.
surprised her by picking out two outfits, then
Now try it with “Limited Choices.” Tell the saying that she should make the final decision.
children that each may choose two pieces each She quickly picked her favorite and saw how
of two types of candy, one piece for themself easy he had made it for her. She realized in that
and the other for the sibling. You have let them moment that she was frustrating her children
choose their own, but you have reduced the by not respecting them enough to let them
choices from 50 to two, and you have avoided have a say in their choice of clothes. Soon after,
the competition—all in one sentence. They each while preparing to go to their cousin’s house,
end up with four pieces of the same candies. she laid out three good choices for each child
This strategy can work for just about every- and left the room. No arguing, no tears!
thing: “Would you like to ring the bell or decotext and story by kavita mardemootoo
rate with the flowers for this morning’s puja?”

k av i ta m a r d e m o o t o o

We often nag at our children to do better. We want them to be
better because we love them and think they will be happier if they
do what we think is good for them. They usually do not hear that we
want them to do better for their sake. What they interpret is, “I can
never do anything well enough. I can’t live up to your expectations.
You want me to be better for you, not for me.”
Remember that children do better when they feel better. Nothing
feels better than unconditional love. Most parents are not aware that
they are being unloving when they use punishment. In fact, most
parents use punishment in the name of love!
KAVITA: “When talking to children, it can help to get on the same
eye level with the child. I found that this simple practice changed
my communication with my young son. The hardest part is trying
not to break into a smile when I ask him to look into my eyes and
he looks left and right trying to avoid my gaze. Once he makes eye
contact, I have his full attention. Looking into your child’s eyes brings
the two of you closer and tunes you into how he or she is feeling in
that moment.”

Kovishan couldn’t make up his mind
which film to watch one evening. When
mom asked him to choose between just
two films, he was able to decide!
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my answers and advice on a vast array of issues. On-line classes in
Positive Discipline are available, and I offer telephone consultation
as well.
Positive Discipline is not about perfection. It is helpful to have patience with ourselves and with our children as we work to change
old habits. As our understanding of the underlying principles deepens, practical application becomes easier. Patience, humor and forgiveness enhance our learning process. Remember to see mistakes as
opportunities to learn when you fall back into old habits. We have
found that no matter how many times we react and forget to use the
principles of Positive Discipline, we can always go back to the principles and clean up the messes we made while reacting. It is true, over
and over again, that mistakes are wonderful opportunities to learn.
Have compassion for yourself when you make mistakes—and learn

from them. I have been learning from mistakes for almost 30 years
since I first wrote Positive Discipline. I love these principles because
they are wonderful guidelines to help me get back on track every
time I get lost.
I have presented many new concepts and skills here that will take
practice for you to successfully apply to the special circumstances of
your family. It can be confusing and discouraging to expect too much
of yourself. Apply one method at a time and move ahead slowly, remembering to see mistakes as opportunities to learn. Many parents
and teachers have found that even though their children don’t become perfect, they enjoy them much more after applying these concepts and attitudes. That is my wish for you.

Dr. Jane Nelsen

14 strategies parents need to know

k av i ta m a r d e m o o t o o

Young Kishore and Chandi both look
forward to family meetings as a time to
be heard, to create new rules that improve
life, enjoy the family and talk about any
problems that occurred the previous week

14. Hold Weekly Family Meetings

H

aving weekly family meetings is an
important key to creating a loving,
respectful atmosphere in the home
while helping children develop self-discipline, responsibility, cooperation and problem-solving skills.
One of the activities is solving problems
with cooperation and mutual respect. Solutions must be agreed upon by consensus. A
majority vote in a family meeting would accentuate a family division. Convey an attitude
of faith in your family that you can work together to find unanimous solutions that are
related, respectful, reasonable and helpful.
Planning weekly family fun activities and
other events is an important part of family
meetings. Family members are more willing
to cooperate when they have participated
equally in planning events they will all enjoy.
Also discuss chores at a family meeting so
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that children can help solve the problems of
getting them done. They are more cooperative when they can voice their feelings and
be part of the planning and choosing.
Choose a chairperson. Children love to be
the chairperson and can do a very good job
after they reach the age of four or five. This
job should rotate. The chairperson calls the
meeting to order, starts the group sharing
of compliments, begins the problem-solving
sessions, and sends the “talking stick” around
the circle, which gives everyone a turn to
voice an opinion or make a suggestion.
The job of secretary should also rotate
among members of the family who are able
to write. The secretary keeps notes of problems discussed and decisions made. Family
meetings should include a review of the next
week’s activities. This is especially important as the children grow older and become
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involved in many activities, such as babysitting, sports, dates, lessons and so on. Coordinating the calendar for car use and mutual
convenience can be essential. Family meetings should not end without planning a family fun activity during the coming week.
End the meeting by doing something together as a family. You might want to play a
game together, popcorn or take turns making
and serving desserts. Do not watch TV unless there is a program that the whole family
looks forward to. If you do watch a program,
be sure to end by turning off the TV and
having a family discussion about what values (or lack thereof) were portrayed, and how
this might apply in your lives.
A Story from Kavita: The Peruman family
had four children, ages 2, 4, 10 and 12. Family
meetings were always getting interrupted by
two-year-old Vijay. He would scream at the
top of his lungs and throw toys at the table.
The other siblings rolled their eyes as Mother
spent most of the meeting time coping with
him. Finally, Father asked them for ideas on
what to do about Vijay. “Put him in his room!”
“Let him cry,” “Don’t give him any dinner!”
came the responses. Mr. Peruman asked
them to calm down and think about why
Vijay was acting up. Little Anjali (age four)
surprised them all by saying, “He just wants
to be like us.” At that, the others sprang from
their chairs, grabbed their little brother with
hugs and kisses, put cushions on a big kitchen chair, and placed him there, with everyone,
at the table. Enjoying his beaming smile, they
gave him a pen and paper, like they each had,
and told him to choose the next person to
share, while he could take notes (scribbles).
As the official co-chairperson at all family
meetings, Vijay fit in perfectly.
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