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Single Parenting: Disciplining Children

Mariastaggersinthedoor with thelast bag of groceriesafter along day
at work. She startsthinking about what to makefor dinner. The phone
ringsjust asher 13-year-old daughter spillsher sodaadl over themail.

Raoberto, the4-year-old, startsyelling, running around the kitchen, and *
hitting hissister. What should Mariado? E o
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Wedl have dayswhen nothing seemsto go smoothly. It would be easy for a- i
Mariato get angry and yell at her children. Yet sheknowsthiswon't make g« =~ i
thesituation better.

Sometimesit’shard to know how to disciplinechildren. All parents

wonder if they’ retoo strict or not strict enough. You may not have disciplined your children beforeyour divorce.
Still itisnow possiblefor youto effectively disciplineyour children. Think about what you want to teach your
children and what they learn by watching your behavior.

Discipline and stress

Single parentsoften feel overwhelmed. They havealot of responsibility with the added stressof not havinga
partner to talk to. Studies show that single parents haveincreased stressesrel ated to budgeting their money,
meeting their children’sneeds, trying to do too many things, balancing asocia lifewith work and home
respons bilities, and maintaining rel ationshi pswith former spousesor partners.

When stresspilesup, it’shard to cope with discipline problems. There’ snot enough timein theday! How can
you possibly taketimeto think about positivewaysto disciplineyour children? Onthe other hand, your
children’smisbehavior just addsto your stress.

There are stepsyou can taketo disciplinewell under stress. You can:

* decidewhat behavior you'll expect fromyour children.

» taktothem about your expectations.

» satrulesfor your children, withtheir input.

* decide, dongwithyour children, what will happenif they break therules.

Discipline is teaching

How do you want your childrento relate to others? How do you want your childrento feel about themselves?
How do you want your childrento feel about responsibility? M ost parentswant their children to feel good about
themselves, to solve problems, to get a ong with others, to be responsible and to avoid risky negative behavior.



Clarify your expectations
Asaparent, it'snatural and beneficia to set rulesfor your children. But it’' salsoimportant to think: Aremy rules
fair? Aremy rulessuitablefor my children’sages?

What behavior do you expect from your childin each of thefollowing areas? Write down what isfair to expect.
Areyour children abletofollow through, based ontheir agesor developmental levels, persondities, and
schedules?

» personal care(dressing, grooming, etc.)
e choresat home

e schoolwork

* bedtimeandmedtime

» gettingaongwithothers

For example, your 6-year-old daughter can’t lace and tie her shoesor braid her hair, but she can dressherself
and comb her hair. She can set thetable, feed the dog and prepareasalad. Your 15-year-old son canwalk the
dog, wash thedinner dishesand mow thelawn. He can’t hel p prepare dinner because he plays sports after
school.

Helping childrenfed successful isoneof theimportant rolesof aparent. If your children areold enoughto help
decidewhat will be expected of them, includethemin making thedecisions. Talk about each areasoit’sclear
what isexpected. By involving theminrulesetting, they aremorelikely to be obedient and feel successful.

Set limits

Haveonly afew limits. Explainwhy aruleisimportant. “ If you don't go to an after school program, you're
likely to getinvolvedinrisky behavior. You need adult supervision and fun activitiesto dowhilel’ mworking.”

L et children know that rulesdon’t happen by chance. There’ sareason why they’ reimportant and should be
followed. Somereasonsfor having rulesmay beto keep your child and others safe, to show respect for others,
and to protect property.

If your child misbehaves, ask yourself why. Doesmy child know therule?1smy child having abad day?Ismy
child doing what othersare doing?What €l seisgoing on that might effect my child’ sactions?

When thinking about the results of misbehaving, ask yoursdlf, “What can my child learnright now?” If your child
colorson your papers, what would bealogical consequence or outcome?\Would you take her crayonsaway
for aday or send her to her room for an hour? Taking the crayonsaway and telling her you areangry isthe most
logical consequence. When agrade school child or teen breaksarule, ask him or her to statetheruleand the
conseguence.

Enforcelimitsfirmly and consistently. If you only enforcethe rulessometimes, your child won’t know if you
really meanwhat you say. A childwon't learnto put histoysaway if sometimeshe'syelled at, sometimes
nothing happens, and sometimesyou put them away for him.

Focusondo’s. Say thingsin apositiveway so your child knowswhat to do. Instead of saying, “Don’t put your
coat onthefloor,” say, “Put your coat inthecloset.” Celebrate your child’'ssuccesses. Giveyour child attention
when shefollowstherules, not just when she misbehaves. When your son carriesthe groceriesand your
daughter hel psclean the garage, let them know how happy you arefor their help. They’ll feel good about
themsdved



Re-evauatelimitsand expect childrentotest limits. It'scommon for children to see how far they can go beyond
alimit. Becalm and consistent.

Build your child’'s self-image

How you communicatewith and disciplineyour child areimportant in developing your child’' sself-esteem. When
achild misbehaves, separate the behavior from the child and ask questions. For example say, “I’mworried that
sodaisall over themail. | may not beabletoread it. What should we do about it?” rather than saying “Can’t
you do anything without messingit up!”

Use“1l” messagesto help describe how the child’'sbehavior makesyou fedl. Thishelpschildren seehow their
behavior affectsothers. For examplesay, “1 fee angry that my papersare colored blueand green,” rather than,
“You'reabad, bad girl. You ruined my papers.”

Sometimes children misbehave because they don’t know how to handletheir emotions. You can help your
children expresstheir feelingsby talking about what they’ refedling. Oneway to do thisisto model thebehavior.
For example, tell your children how you felt when acar cut infront of you on the highway. L et them know you
wereangry or scared, but you didn’t act on feelingsand speed to get in front of the car. Instead you took deep
breathes and counted to twenty until you calmed down.

Children need tofedl important, special, and loved. Although you may feel the need to respond to your child's
misbehavior, it'sjust asimportant to pay attention to behavior you approve of. Praiseyour children when they
follow directionsor clear their plateswithout reminders.

How will you let your child know they are specia and loved? Check ideasfromthe
falowinglid.

» Télyour childrenyoulovethem.

»  Thank your childrenfor hepingwithfamily tasks. . 4

» Usekindwords, bepolite.

* Redlylisentowhat your childrenaresaying.

» Talk cdmly and warmly to your children, look them in the eyeswhen you talk, and pay close
attention to what they are saying.

»  Spendtimewithyour children. ’E_ ﬂi

What to do when children’s behavior isdisruptive
Parentsand children sometimesbecomelocked in acycleof conflict. Thefollowing ideascan helpyou avoid
conflict or get you and your child out of aconflict cycle.

* Remancdm. Separateyourself from thesituation for afew minutes.

e Tak about specific ruleswhen you’ re both calm. Focus on one or two behaviorsthat are causing a
problem. Discussthemwith your children. If your children can read, post therulesin their room or on
therefrigerator door.

*  What will happenif...?Discussthe outcomeswhen your children don't follow therules. Explainthe
consequences or outcomesin acaring voice. Make surethe consequencesarefair for achild’' s stage of
development and temperament. The consequences should be rel ated to the misbehavior and carried out
immediatdy following themisbehavior.



»  Encouragebehavior you like. Children need to know what they’ vedonewell and why it's
important.

* Providepositivechoicesfor your child. For example, “You can't goto Aunt Mary’sfor dinner
tonight becausewe' rehaving afamily dinner. But after dinner you canvisit her or goto dinner at her
housetomorrow night.”

What about spanking?

Although spanking may seem to stop amisbehavior at thetime, it does more harm than good. Many parents
spank becausethey’ reangry, don’t know what elseto do or were hit as children themselves. They may
think it'sthe only thing that works. Other formsof disciplinework better.

Disciplineisabout teaching, and spanking doesn’ t teach children. It hurtschildren physically and
emotionally. Children don’t learntheright thingsto do, and will most likely do the samethingsagain when
you'renot around. Childrena solearnthat it’sokay to hit other people, that peoplewho loveyou hit you
and that violenceisaway to deal with problems. These arelessonsmost parentsdon’t want their children
tolearn.

Thingsto remember

* Findwaysto calm down - no one should react when he or shefeglsvery angry.

» Takeabreather —get away for afew minutes, talk to afriend, take deep breaths, takeawalk.

» Explainwhy you reupset or angry —use“|l” statements.

» Usereasoning, and camly enforce the consequencesfor breaking arule.

»  Think about what your child should learn, and remember, hitting your child only teacheshimor her
to hit others.

» Takeabreak —separatethe child or yourself from the situation for afew minutes.

»  Changetheenvironment soyour child avoidsmisbehaving.

» Ignorebehaviorsthat areirritating but not harmful.

» Pay atentionto good behavior and encourageyour child.

Keep a positive attitude

Don't blameyoursdf! Raising childrenisdifficult, especidly for asingle parent with many parenting roles.
Taketimeto seethewholepicture. Think about what you want to teach your children.

Build onfamily strengths. Everyone benefitswhen you identify and build the strengths of your childrenand
your family.

Find sources of support. Talk with afriend, another parent, asupport group, acounselor or amember of
theclergy. Join aparenting education class. You' renot alone. Find othersto talk to and sharethe challenges
and pleasuresof parenting.
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