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By Dr. Bedingfield
THOUGHTS ON DISCIPLINE 
Perhaps no issue is as concerning to parents over the long run as how to "raise" their children. Yet as you know all too well, there's no shortage of advice available, not just from books, TV shows, and magazines, but also from family, friends, enemies, neighbors, and strangers on the street.
As your child's pediatrician, we may also be in a position to make some suggestions. However, our advice will have some extra validity supported by the training in child development and psychology. Yet we know that behavior is complex and a booklet like this may not be the format to prevent so much general information. A case-by-case discussion is probably most appropriate. But the following "rules" summarize some of our personal beliefs on child discipline and may (or may not) be of some help to you.

REMEMBER THAT DISCIPLNE MEANS TEACHING (NOT PUNISHMENT)
Too often, we think of discipline as meaning punishment for bad behavior, but it involves much more than that. Specifically it means training in proper conduct and action. It's our method of teaching children to learn self-control and to respect the rights of others. Its goal is to encourage the child to behave because he wants to, because he takes pride in his performance, and because he wants to each the approval of you, his parents. 

CHILDREN WANT AND NEED RELIABLE LIMITS
Children often feel lost if they're given no idea of what constitutes good or bad behavior. There seems to be comfort and reassurance for a child in knowing the parents will control his impulsive behavior. Unreasonable freedom, even under the guise of love, can be frustrating and frightening for a child trying to learn the rules be which the adult world lives.

ATTEND TO YOUR CHILD'S GOOD BEHAVIOR 
This is most important. Too often, we pay attention to our children's bad behavior, yet "let them be" when they're acting appropriately. But a child wants and need attention; even nagging, scolding, or punishing can reinforce unwanted behavior. Feel free to let your child know you don't approve of certain behavior, but be sure to give praise and encouragement when he's good.

BE CONSISTENT IN YOUR DISCIPLINE
To learn what's right and wrong, a child needs fairly consistent signals. What's bad behavior when your tired and cross can't be perfectly acceptable when you're feeling good. And if possible, mother and father should be in accord on what constitutes misbehavior.

LET "THE PUNISHMENT" FIT "THE CRIME"
Determining the appropriate response to certain misbehavior requires careful consideration. Losing ones' own temper is a poor way to teach a child self-control. Although spanking may be appropriate for some behavior, it certainly wouldn't make sense as a method to teach a child that "hitting is wrong."
"Time out" in a corner or a room without distractions may be best for a child who's wound up and destructive. 
Often the use of 'natural consequences' is the best approach toward unwanted behavior. Toys destroyed or carelessly lost don't get replaced. Clothes not put into hampers simply don't get washed. Food refusal naturally leads to hunger. The point is not to threaten beforehand, but to allow the child to experience the natural consequences of his acts (just like real life.)

DON'T CONFUSE A BAD ACTION WITH A BAD CHILD
Be sure to communicate to your child it's the action, not the child himself, that's "bad." Children need assurance that you believe in them and believe they're capable of good behavior. The eventual effect of discipline should be increased, not decreased, self-esteem.

BE A MODEL TO YOUR CHILDREN
It's self-evident, yet easy to forget, that children look to their parents' example as a constant guide on what constitutes proper behavior. All the lectures in the world carry little weight if they're not accompanied by corresponding performance. 

OUR LAST THOUGH ON DISCIPLNE
This, or anyone's list of "rules" is all well and good. But you can, and you will, make plenty of mistakes. Certainly no one is exactly the person they would like to be, and no parent lives up to all of their expectations. All you can do is your best. Through it all, try to keep a sense of humor-not just looking at your child's behavior but in looking at your efforts to deal with that behavior as well.
