
What Parents Really Need to Know
HERE’S A GREAT GUIDEBOOK for parents of children ages 6 to 16 facing 
a myriad of family challenges: a teen who’s defiant; siblings who constantly 
bicker; a child having trouble in school, or parents and kids who occupy the 
same house but don’t communicate or have fun together anymore. 

Common Sense Parenting provides parents with a menu of proven 
techniques that will aid you in building good family relationships, 
preventing and correcting misbehavior, using consequences to improve 
behavior, teaching self-control, and staying calm. The book shows you how 
to approach discipline as positive teaching rather than punishment of children. 
As each new parenting technique is introduced, the authors explain each step, 
provide many clear examples, and give you an action plan for implementing 
it in your home. 

Newly Revised, More Information
This updated book answers parents’ commonly asked 
questions and offers new chapters on setting reasonable 
expectations for children, creating predictable family 

routines that help children feel secure as well as 
improve their behavior, and putting together 

a PARENTING PLAN using all of the 
techniques explained in the book. Also 
addressed are topics of special interest 
– how to deal with school problems, 

computer misuse, and Internet dangers.

The authors have many years of 
professional experience in creating and 
delivering Girls and Boys Town’s parent 
training programs in the United States and 
other countries around the world. 
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Chapter 1

Discipline Through  
Positive Teaching

Discipline is often misunderstood and is 
usually thought of only as something negative. Many parents 
dread the times when they have to “discipline” their child be-
cause it more than likely means tears, tantrums, or stony silence. 
Some parents get so frustrated and angry over their children’s 
misbehavior that they react violently – either verbally or physi-
cally. For these parents, the goal of discipline is to “punish” 
children for misbehaving. In the short term, punishment may 
seem to work. In other words, it may stop the child’s problem 
behavior at that moment. But in the long run, slapping, hitting, 
screaming, ridiculing, belittling, or isolating children results in 
all sorts of problems for families, the worst being the damage 
it does to the relationship between parent and child. In addi-
tion, children learn nothing from inappropriate punishment, 
other than to fear and avoid the parent or to behave violently 
themselves when they are angry or frustrated.

There are other, much more effective ways to discipline 
children. We hope to show you in this chapter and through-
out this book that discipline can actually be positive, especially 
when you deal with misbehavior as an opportunity to teach 
your child. But first, let’s look at how you currently might be 
disciplining your children. 
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What Kind of Disciplinarian Are You?
Take a moment to review and evaluate your discipline 

style. Read through the following descriptions of discipline  
responses. Then choose the five responses that most closely  
describe the way you react when your children misbehave or 
you are trying to prevent negative behavior. Rank your five 
picks, starting with the one you use most frequently. Next to 
your ranked list, note whether you use those responses seldom, 
moderately, or frequently. Be honest with yourself so you can 
get an accurate idea of your discipline style.

When I discipline my child, . . .

 1.  I use instructions, such as, “You are talking back. 
Stop talking and listen to me.”

 2. I use negotiation, such as, “I’ll let you do what  
you want this time if you promise to….”

 3. I use explanations, such as, “I want you to do this 
because…” or “The reason why you should do 
what I ask is….”

 4. I use excuses, such as, “It’s not really your fault; 
you’ve got bad friends” or “You should be more 
responsible but I know it’s hard.”

 5. I use negative consequences, such as, “Because  
you didn’t do what I asked, you can’t watch  
television tonight.”

 6.  I use threats, such as, “If you do that one more 
time, I’m going to…” or “Don’t make me tell  
you again, or else.”

 7. I use limits, such as, “I know this is hard to  
accept, but no means no.”

 8.  I use judgments, such as, “You are such a brat!”  
or “Stop being so lazy.”

 9.  I use positive motivators, such as, “Because  
you came home from school on time every day  
this week, you’ve earned a later curfew on the 
weekend.” 

 10.  I use retaliation, such as, “You bit your sister.  
Now she can bite you.”
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 11.  I use reaction, such as, “I’m fed up! Now,  
you’re going to get it.”

 12.  I use preparation, such as, “Let’s practice a  
few things to help you stay in school when  
your friends pressure you to skip class.”

The three most common discipline styles of parenting 
are: 1) indulgent disciplinarian, 2) strict disciplinarian, and 3) 
responsive disciplinarian. Parents who are indulgent discipli-
narians tend to be extremely lenient in their expectations and 
boundaries for children.  Strict disciplinarians usually are not 
willing to be flexible or open to their children’s views on the 
rules or limits. Parents who are responsive disciplinarians are 
more willing to negotiate with their children on some rules, but 
are comfortable enforcing reasonable limits. 

How did your discipline assessment turn out? What were 
your top three discipline responses? If your top choices included 
2, 4, and 11, then you are more of an indulgent disciplinarian. 
If 6, 8, and 10 were your top choices, you may be more of a 
strict disciplinarian. If your top responses included 1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 
and 12, you are more of a responsive disciplinarian. Most par-
ents use a blend of all three approaches, but your top responses 
will let you know which style you tend to rely on most often.

Generally, parents who use the responsive approach are 
more likely to create a positive family environment and are 
more successful at getting their children to follow the rules 
and argue less about limits. Common Sense Parenting endorses 
the techniques of responsive discipline. The aim of this book 
is to teach you how to learn and incorporate those responsive 
discipline techniques into your parenting style. For example, if 
you are mostly indulgent (using excuses, negotiation, and reac-
tions), then we recommend that you firm up your approach by 
learning to use more instructions, limits, and consequences.  If 
you are a parent who is very strict (using judgments, retalia-
tions, and threats), then we hope you can become more respon-
sive by making consequences more contingent on behavior and 
explaining your instructions or rules. Finally, even a responsive 
approach can be weak or ineffective – for example, using too 
many instructions and endless explanations. If this is true for 

Discipline Through Positive Teaching
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you, you can add more written limits, follow through better on 
consequences, and react immediately when problems occur. 

Positive Teaching
We discipline our children so that they will learn how to 

live cooperatively within our families, in the community, and 
in the larger society. If you begin to think about discipline as a 
way to teach your children what they need to know, the situa-
tions in which you use discipline will seem less like chores and 
more like opportunities for your child to learn what he or she 
will need to know to succeed in the future. 

In Common Sense Parenting, we use what we call “posi-
tive teaching.” All of the skills outlined in this book provide 
the foundation for and enhance this positive and effective  
approach to discipline and parenting.

Positive teaching is:
• Caring – You let your children know that you love 

them and care about what happens to them.

• Specific – You let your children know exactly what 
they do right or wrong.

• Responsive – You help your children understand the 
relationship between what they do and what happens 
as a result of their actions.

• Concrete – You give your children clear examples of 
how to improve in the future.

• Effective – You help your children learn self-discipline 
(to be in control of their actions and expressions of 
emotions).

• Interactive – You give your children a chance to show 
what they have learned. You are an active part of 
the learning process. You and your children work 
together toward a common goal.

• Informative – You become the teacher and the coach 
as you give information that helps your children learn 
to solve problems.
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Positive teaching helps build self-confidence, teaches kids 
to get along well with others, and gives them the skills they 
need to make their own decisions and control their own behav-
ior. It also helps children learn self-discipline. 

We call it positive teaching because children are much 
more likely to learn when they are treated with affection and 
pleasantness rather than with anger and punishing behavior. 
Parents who use positive teaching tell their kids what they did 
right and why they should continue it, and what they did wrong 
and how to correct it. Having a good relationship with your 
child provides a positive framework for learning to take place. 
If you are pleasant, calm, firm, consistent, and able to give clear 
messages, your teaching will be effective.

Here are two examples of positive teaching:

Sally and her friend walk into the living room 
and talk about the new girl in school. Sally’s mom 
overhears Sally tell her friend that they shouldn’t 
play with the new girl anymore because she doesn’t 
wear name-brand clothes. Her mom asks the girls to 
sit down and they talk about how clothes shouldn’t 
determine how someone feels about another per-
son. Mom says that it is what’s inside a person that 
is important, not what’s on the outside. The girls 
agree to ask the new girl over after school.

Dad tells Vernon that he can’t go outside to 
shoot baskets because he has homework to finish. 
Vernon gets angry, stomps his feet, and complains 
that his dad is unfair. Dad tells Vernon that they 
need to talk about Vernon’s behavior. First, Dad 
asks Vernon to calm down and stop yelling. When 
Vernon is calm, Dad explains to him that he needs 
to learn to accept “No” for an answer, why it is im-
portant to do so, and the appropriate way to do it.

When you learn and practice the techniques of Common 
Sense Parenting, you’ll be able to respond to your children and 
their misbehavior like these parents did – calmly, lovingly, and 

Discipline Through Positive Teaching
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with the goal of helping children improve their behavior and 
become better people.

TIME with Your Children
We’ve already pointed out that in order to be an effective 

parent you must spend time with your children. Here’s another 
way to look at how you spend that time with them.

 T = Talk with your children.
 I =  Instruct your children.
 M =  Monitor your children.
 E =  Encourage your children.

Talking with your children includes clearly describing 
their behavior to them so they know what they’ve done right 
and what they need to change. Parents also need to discuss 
why some behavior is acceptable and why other behavior is 
inappropriate. In other words, give children reasons for why 
you want them to behave in certain ways. Instruct or teach 
your children social skills so they learn how to get along with 
you and others. Teaching and practicing appropriate behavior 
when children are facing new situations or situations that have 
given them trouble in the past helps prevent problem behavior. 
Monitor your children’s behavior so you can correct them and 
give them negative consequences when they make mistakes or 
reward them for behavior you want them to repeat. Finally, en-
courage children by praising what they do well and build loving 
relationships by establishing family communication, meetings, 
routines, and traditions. In the following chapters, we’ll look in 
greater detail at all the individual components of the TIME you 
spend with children.

Summary
Discipline and positive teaching go hand in hand when 

it comes to good parenting. When parents discipline their chil-
dren by using teaching that is positive, caring, and specific, they 
not only address problem behaviors but also build healthier  
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relationships. Teaching is the key to helping children under-
stand right from wrong and to helping them learn positive skills 
that they will use all their lives. 

No matter what is happening between parents and their 
children, parents are always teaching. Children are like sponges, 
soaking up their parents’ words and actions, even when parents 
think they aren’t being heard or watched. When parents take 
a positive approach to teaching and discipline, they make the 
most of their opportunities to use their experience and love to 
shape their children’s lives.  

Chapter Review

What is discipline? 
Discipline is the positive teaching and guidance you  
give children every day.

What does the acronym TIME stand for?

 T = Talk with your children.
 I =  Instruct your children.
 M =  Monitor your children.
 E =  Encourage your children.

How can positive discipline teach children to be  
self-disciplined?

Positive teaching helps build self-confidence, teaches kids 
to get along well with others, and gives them the skills 
they need to make their own decisions and control their 
own behavior. 

Action Plan

1.  Take some time to answer the following questions: 

• What is the most important thing you learned  
in this chapter? 

• What do you plan to do differently as a result  
of what you’ve learned?

Discipline Through Positive Teaching
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2.  As part of your action plan, spend some time this week 
doing something fun with your child. Let your child take 
the lead in planning the activity, but tell him or her that it 
shouldn’t cost any money and/or it should be something 
you both enjoy doing.
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FOR PARENTS
Q&A

Q I’m a single working 
parent. How can I do 

all this teaching? I hardly have 
time to think.

A There’s no question 
that parenting can be 

difficult when you have little or 
no support. Even though teach-
ing initially takes some time, it 
pays off in the long run as your 
child learns more about appro-
priate behavior. Look at it this 
way: Would you rather spend a 
few minutes telling and show-
ing your child what your expec-
tations are for his behavior or 
dealing with a tantrum, tears, 
or other out-of-control behav-
ior when your child doesn’t get 
his way? Over time, teaching 
should become second nature 
to you, and as your child’s be-
havior improves, it should take 
less and less time. 

Q What if I use positive teach-
ing but my child’s behavior just 
gets worse?
A If you feel you need more 
help, call a professional to as-
sist you. We all need guidance 
from others at times, especially 
with some parenting issues. If 
you don’t know how to find a 
professional, call your child’s 

school or pediatrician, or con-
tact your church. In addition, 
you can always call the Girls 
and Boys Town National Hotline 
for assistance (1-800-448-3000), 
anytime day or night.

Q Will the skills in this book 
help me parent my special-
needs child?
A They certainly won’t hurt and 
can only help you. We under-
stand that children with special 
needs may require specific 
kinds of treatment and support 
– medically and/or psychologi-
cally. If this is the case, then 
parents should seek out profes-
sional guidance. However, you 
can still utilize the skills learned 
in this book for “everyday” or 
“routine” concerns regarding 
your child’s behavior. 


