
Definition and Goal
It’s common to hear an adult say in exaspera-
tion, “What that child needs is some discipline!”
It’s true that a young child’s behavior might
frustrate us. It’s also true that every adult, par-
ent and teacher has expectations of how a child
should act. But it is very important that we un-
derstand first what discipline is.

One meaning of “discipline” is “training that cor-
rects, molds and makes complete or perfect.”
Let’s look to Jesus for a definition of “discipline.”
What did Jesus do to correct and mold adults
(who often did not live up to His expectations)
and bring them to a place of maturity? Jesus
chose disciples who would be disciplined, or
trained, by Him. His goal for their training was
for them to become mature in Him, ready to take
His Word all over the world. How did He train
them? By giving out punishment? By making
rules? No. He did it by living with them! Jesus
gave them a walking, talking, breathing, listen-
ing example of what He wanted them to become.
He taught more often by action and attitude
than even by word. Most of the disciples’ time
with Jesus was spent observing and then doing.

What is our goal, then, for the discipline of our
children? Good discipline is not what we do to a
child but what we do with and for him or her. We
guide a child to help him or her grow toward self-
control in knowing and doing what is good. We
give loving guidance to establish a positive at-
mosphere for learning!

Methods
“Love me and accept me as I am.” Such love
gives a child what he or she needs to grow and de-
velop. Children long to feel that someone cares

about them and that they are people of worth and
value. When a child enters the room, put yourself
at his or her eye level. Listen attentively to what a
child has to tell. When a child’s behavior is out of
bounds, kindly redirect the child. Phrase your di-
rections positively: tell the child what he or she
may do, instead of what he or she may not do.
Rather than scold or shame a child, focus on the
child’s behavior. “Chris, we keep the dough on the
table. You may pick up what is on the floor. Then
you may choose what kind of animal you’d like to
make. I see Kelly is making a snake.”

Telling Chris he is a bad boy or giving him a list
of reasons why we don’t throw dough will not
help him refocus and choose ways to change.
Kindness, clear directions and choices within
limits will help any child learn good discipline!

“If you do it, I will do it, too.” Children watch
constantly. If they hear you talk about how im-
portant it is to pick up trash but see you drop 
paper on the ground, expect that they will drop
paper, too. The actions you do teach far more
than the words you say.

“Let me know what is coming next.” Young
children thrive on the security that comes from
knowing the routine. The time spent in each les-
son segment is flexible to meet the needs and ac-
tivity level of children, but keeping the same
order during every class session helps make
young children feel calm and secure. Variety is
the spice of life, but it is best used sparingly with
young children. One surprise a day is plenty!

“Give me choices to make.” Provide a variety 
of interesting things for children to do. When
children have a choice of activities, they are much
more likely to be interested in the activity and are
far less likely to create discipline problems; too
many choices can have the same detrimental 
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effect. “Aiden, you may make a picture or build
with blocks.”

“Give me a place to work.” If you expect chil-
dren to work and move without bumping into
each other, be sure your room provides enough
space to work. Can the room be rearranged so
that children can move more easily? What can be
cleaned up or discarded so that the room has ad-
equate space for each child?

Responses to 
Unacceptable Behavior
With all of our best work and most loving inten-
tions, there will still be those moments when a
child misbehaves in a way that requires immedi-
ate verbal intervention. For young children, we
have only about 10 seconds to correct the behav-
ior in any way that will have meaning for them.

Hitting or Kicking: “Austin, kicking hurts. I
cannot let you hurt Dylan. Use words to tell Dy-
lan what you want.” Separate the children. Com-
fort Dylan briefly, and then help Austin move to
another activity if need be. Stay with him until
he is involved.

Biting: Biting may be motivated by curiosity
with very young preschoolers or by frustration
and anger as children get older. (Most children
know biting is not OK by the time they are
around three.) “Biting hurts. We don’t hurt other
people. We use our teeth for chewing food.” Com-
fort the one bitten and let an adult helper clean
the wound and fill out a report. Separate the chil-
dren. NEVER encourage the one bitten to bite
back. It won’t help the biter and will create many
more problems!

Using Offensive Words: “In our class, we use
kind words. That is not a kind word. Alexis is
building a good tower. You’re building a good
tower, too.” When you say kind words to the 

verbal offender, you let that child know that you
care about him or her regardless of the behavior.
That teaches kindness very effectively!

Having a Tantrum: If there is no response to
words, hold the child firmly but gently until he or
she calms down. Holding the child offers protec-
tion as well as control. If other children are fright-
ened by the tantrum, let an adult helper gently
take the tantrum-thrower to another room while
you briefly explain what is happening. “Cade is
having a hard time. He will be okay soon.”

Distracting Others: We all like attention. Most
of what human beings do is designed to get at-
tention from another person! When a child is
distracting others who are trying to listen, ask a
helper to sit beside the child. Sometimes just a
touch or an arm around the shoulders will refo-
cus the child. Always make behavior the child’s
choice. “Josh, if you want to stay in the circle by
Ella, you will need to stop kicking your feet. You
can sit pretzel style or sit with your legs in front
of you.” Now there is a choice to be made. The
decision is up to Josh. Give a child time to adjust.
If Josh continues to kick, say, “Josh, I see you are
still kicking. You need to move away from Ella
now. You need to sit by Teacher Sarah.” Signal
your helper to move the child next to her. When
you have simply and positively stated what needs
to happen, follow through with the consequences
you stated if the child doesn’t change behavior.

If more than one child is showing signs of rest-
lessness, recognize that it is time for a change 
of pace! Stand up, stretch or sing a song. Young
children’s muscles quickly grow tired in one posi-
tion. Everyone will be better able to sit still if sit-
ting times are not too long!

When we remember the goals of discipline, the
methods of discipline and the power of our own
example, discipline becomes the positive tool it
is designed to be.
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