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he first edition of Dare to Discipline was written in the

early 1970s when I was a professor of pediatrics at the

University of Southern California School of Medicine.

Our own children, Danae and Ryan, were still preschoolers,

which made it risky to offer advice about parenting
techniques. That's like a coach bragging in the first quarter about
how he expects to win the game.

Nevertheless, T had seen enough academically and profes-
sionally to have developed some firm convictions about how
children should be raised and what they needed from their parents.

The passage of time has broadened my horizon and, hopefully,
sharpened my vision. T've worked with thousands of families, and
I've considered the child-rearing views of many authorities and
colleagues. My kids have paddled through adolescence and have
established homes of their own. Thus, it is a special privilege for
me to roll back the clock now and revisit the themes with which
1 first grappled so many years ago.

One might expect my views of child development and
parenting to have evolved significantly within the intervening
years. Such is not the case. Admittedly, the social backdrop for the
original Dare to Discipline has changed dramatically, which is
why the book needed to be revised and expanded. The student
revolution that raged through the late ‘60s and early 70s has
subsided. Woodstock and the Vietnam War are distant memories,
and university campuses are again quieter and less rebellious.

But children haven't changed, nor will they ever. I'm even
more convinced now that the principles of good parenting are
eternal, having originated with the Creator of families. The inspired
concepts in Scripture have been handed down generation after
generation and are just as valid for the 21st century as they were
for our ancestors.
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A Defiant 3-Year-Old

Unfortunately, many of today’s parents have never heard those
time-honored ideas and have no clue about what they’re trying to
accomplish at home.

I'll never forget a mother who asked for my help in
handling her defiant 3-year-old daughter, Sandy. She
realized that her tiny little girl had hopelessly beaten
her in a contest of wills, and the child had become a
tyrant. One afternoon, the mother (I'll call her Mrs.
Nichols) put the youngster down for a nap, but she
knew it was unlikely she would stay in bed. Sandy
was not accustomed to doing anything she didn't
fancy, and nap time was not on her list of fun things.
On this occasion, however, the child was more
interested in antagonizing her mom than in merely
having her own way. Sandy began to scream. She
yelled loudly enough to upset the whole neighborhood,
fraying Mrs. Nichols’ jangled nerves. Then she tearfully
demanded various things, including a glass of water.

At first Mrs. Nichols refused to comply with
the orders, but she surrendered when Sandy’s
screaming again reached a peak of intensity.

As the glass of water was delivered,
the mischievous child pushed it aside,
refusing to drink because her mother
had not brought it soon enough. Mrs.
Nichols said she would take it back to
the kitchen if Sandy did not drink by
the time she counted to five.

Sandy set her jaw and waited
through the count: “three . ... four ... .
five!” As Mrs. Nichols walked toward
the kitchen, the child screamed for the
water. Sandy dangled her harassed §
mom back and forth like a yo-yo until
she tired of the sport.

Mrs. Nichols and her little daughter
are among the many casualties of an
unworkable, illogical philosophy of child
management that has long dominated the
literature on this subject. This mother had
read that a child will eventually respond to
reason and forbearance, ruling out the need
for firm leadership. She had been told to
encourage the child’s rebellion because it
offered a valuable release of hostility.

Unfortunately, Mrs. Nichols and her
advisors were wrong! She and her child
were involved in no simple difference of
opinion: She was being challenged,
mocked and defied by her daughter.

No heart-to-heart talk would resolve this
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[image: image2.png]nose-to-nose confrontation, because the real issue was totally
unrelated to water or the nap.

The actual meaning behind this conflict and a hundred others
was simply this: Sandy was brazenly rejecting the authority of her
mother. The way Mrs. Nichols handled these confrontations would
determine the nature of their future relationship, especially during
the adolescent years.

Where Are the Boundaries?

Much has been written about the dangers of harsh, oppressive,
unloving discipline; these warnings are valid and should be heeded.
However, the consequences of oppressive discipline have been cited
as justification for the abdication of leadership. That is foolish.

There are times when a strong-willed child will clench his
little fists and dare his parents to accept his challenges. He is not
motivated by frustration or inner hostility, as is often supposed.
He merely wants to know where the boundaries lie and who's
available to enforce them.

Mrs. Nichols and all her contemporaries need to know how
to set limits and what to do when defiant behavior occurs. This
disciplinary activity must take place within the framework of love
and affection, which is often difficult for parents who view these
roles as contradictory.

When properly applied, loving discipline works! It stimulates
tender affection, made possible by mutual respect between a parent
and a child. It bridges the gap that otherwise separates family
members who should love and trust each other. It allows the God
of our ancestors to be introduced to our beloved children. It
permits teachers to do the kind of job in classrooms for which they
are commissioned. It encourages a child to respect other people
and live as a responsible, constructive citizen.

The Ability to Lead
As might be expected, there is a price
tag on these benefits: They require courage,
consistency, conviction, diligence and
enthusiastic effort. In short, one must
dare to discipline in an environment of
unmitigated love.
Many of the writers offering
opinions on this subject in recent
years have confused parents,
stripping them of the ability to lead
in their own homes. They have
failed to acknowledge the desire of
most youngsters to rule their own
lives and prevail in the contest of
wills occurring between generations.
A parenting text entitled Your
Child from Two to Five, published
during the permissive 1950s,
included this bit of advice
paraphrased from the writings
of a Dr. Luther Woodward:

“What do you do when your
preschooler calls you a ‘big stinker’
or threatens to flush you down the
toilet? Do you scold . ... punish. ...
or sensibly take it in stride? Dr.

Woodward recommends a positive

policy of understanding as the best
and fastest way to help a child outgrow
this verbal violence. When parents fully

realize that all little tots feel angry and
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destructive at times,
they are better able
to minimize these outbursts.

“Once the preschooler gets rid of his hostility, the desire to
destroy is gone and instinctive feelings of love and affection have
a chance to sprout and grow. Once the child is 6 or 7, parents can
rightly let the child know that he is expected to be outgrowing
sassing his parents.”

Having offered that sage advice, with which I disagree strongly,
Dr. Woodward then told parents to brace themselves for unjust
criticism. He wrote, “But this policy [of letting children engage
in defiance] takes a broad perspective and a lot of composure,
especially when friends and relatives voice disapproval and warn
that you are bringing up a brat.”

In this case, your friends and relatives will probably be right.
Dr. Woodward's recommendation is typical of the advice given to
parents in the mid-20th century. It encouraged them to stand
passively through the formative years when respect for authority
can so easily be taught. I responded to that counsel this way in my
book The Strong-Willed Child:

“Dr. Woodward's suggestion is based on the simplistic notion
that children will develop sweet and loving attitudes if we adults
will permit and encourage their temper tantrums during childhood.
According to the optimistic Dr. Woodward, the tot who has been
calling his mother a ‘big stinker” for six or seven years can be
expected to embrace her suddenly in love and dignity.

“That outcome is most improbable. Dr. Woodward’s creative
‘policy of understanding’(which means stand and do nothing) offers
a one-way ticket to adolescent rebellion in many cases.

“I believe that if it is desirable for children to be kind, apprecia-
tive and pleasant, those qualities should be taught—not hoped for.
If we want to see honesty, truthfulness and unselfishness in our
offspring, then these characteristics should be the conscious
objectives of our early instructional process. The point is obvious:
Heredity does not equip a child with proper attitudes; children learn what
they are taught. We cannot expect the coveted behavior to appear
magically if we have not done our early homework.”

The advice Dr. Woodward and others have offered to parents
through the years has led to a type of paralysis in dealing with their
kids. In the absence of “permission” to step in and lead, mothers
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and fathers were left
with only their anger
and frustration in
response to defiant
behavior.
The best source of
guidance for parents
can be found in the
wisdom of the
Judeo-Christian
ethic, which
originated with
the Creator and
was then handed
down generation
by generation.
God has
given us the
assignment of
representing
Him during the
-~ formative years of parenting.
) That's why it is so critically
important for us to acquaint our
kids with God’s two predominant natures:
His unfathomable love and His justice. If we love our children but
permit them to treat us disrespectfully and with disdain, we have
distorted their understanding of the Father.
On the other hand, if we are rigid disciplinarians who show
1o love, we have tipped the scales in the other direction. What we
teach our children about the Lord is a function, to some degree,
of how we model love and discipline in our relationship with
them. Scary, huh?

G

Challenges to Authority

The issue of respect is also useful in guiding parents’
interpretation of given behavior. First, they should decide whether
an undesirable act represents a direct challenge to their authority.
The form of disciplinary action they should take depends on the
result of that evaluation.

For example, suppose little Chris is acting silly in the living
room and falls into a table, breaking several expensive china cups
and other trinkets. Or suppose Wendy loses her bicycle or leaves
her mother’s coffeepot out in the rain. These are acts of childish
irresponsibility and should be handled as such. Perhaps the
parent will ignore the event or maybe have the child work to pay
for the losses—depending on his age and maturity, of course.

However, these examples do not constitute direct challenges

to authority. They do not emanate from willful disobedience and,
therefore, should not result in serious discipline. In my opinion,
spankings should be reserved for the moment a child (between
the age of 18 months to 10 years old) expresses to parents a defiant
“T will not!” or “You shut up!” When youngsters convey this kind
of stiff-necked rebellion, you must be willing to respond to the
challenge immediately. When nose-to-nose confrontation occurs
between you and your child, it is not the time to discuss the virtues
of obedience. It is not the occasion to send him to his room to pout.
Nor is it appropriate to postpone disciplinary measures until your
tired spouse plods home from work.

You have drawn a line in the dirt, and the child has deliberately
flopped his little pink toe across it. Who is going to win? Who has
the most courage? Who is in charge here? If you do not conclusively
answer these questions for your strong-willed children, they will
precipitate other battles designed to ask them again and again. Itis
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the ultimate paradox of childhood that youngsters want to beled,
but insist that their parents earn the right to lead them.

When mothers and fathers fail to take charge in moments of
challenge, they create for themselves and their families a potential
lifetime of heartache. That's what happened in the case of the
Holloways, who were the parents of a teen named Becky (not their
real names). Mr. Holloway came to see me in desperation one
afternoon. Becky had never been required to obey or respect her
parents, and her early years were a strain on the entire family. Mrs.
Holloway thought Becky would eventually become manageable,
but that never happened. She held her parents in contempt and was
disrespectful and uncooperative. Mr. and Mrs. Holloway did not
feel they had the right to make demands on their daughter, so they
smiled politely and pretended not to notice her horrid behavior.

Their magnanimous attitude became more difficult to maintain
as Becky streamrolled into puberty and adolescence. Mr. and Mrs.
Holloway were afraid to antagonize her because she would throw
violent tantrums. They were victims of emotional blackmail. Once,,
they installed a telephone in her room. She accepted it without
gratitude and accumulated a staggering bill during the first month
of usage.

They thought a party might make her happy, and Mrs.
Holloway worked hard to decorate the house and prepare refresh-
ments. On the appointed evening, a mob of dirty, profane teens
swarmed into the house, destroying the furnishings. During the
evening, Mrs. Holloway said something that angered Becky.

The girl struck her mother and left her lying in a pool of blood.

Mr. Holloway found his wife helpless on the floor and located
his daughter dancing with friends. As Te described for me the
details of their recent nightmare, he spoke with tears in his eyes.
Parents like the Holloways often fail to understand how love and
discipline interact to influence the attitudes of a child. These two
aspects of a relationship are not opposites working against each
other. One demands the other. Disciplinary action is notan assault
on parental love; it is a function of it. Appropriate punishment is
not something parents do fo a beloved child; it is something done
for him or her. That simple
understanding when Becky
was younger could have
spared the Holloways an
adolescent nightmare.

To repeat, the
objective of disciplin-
ing a child is to gain
and maintain his
respect. If the parents
fail in this task,
life becomes
uncomfortable
indeed. O





