Is It Dangerous, Destructive, or Rude?

By: Patti Ashley Ph.D.
Most parents no longer believe in the old adage: “Children should be seen and not heard.” Instead, children now have a voice, an opinion. Parents attempt to build self-esteem by providing a democratic approach to child rearing. Confusion in this approach can occur when setting limits. Knowing when and where to draw the line may be difficult.
Each age group presents new challenges to limit setting because children go through many developmental phases. The key to knowing what limits to set involves asking yourself, “Is this behavior dangerous, destructive or rude?” If the answer is “yes” then the behavior needs to be stopped immediately.
The best way to stop a behavior is to remove the child away from the situation. Look the child in the eye, then calmly but firmly say that the behavior not okay. In as few words as possible let the child know what behavior you would like to see. Be sure the child understands how to do the right thing.
Never shame, embarrass or humiliate a child. Use respectful words. Your message will more likely be heard if you are kind, but firm. 
Catch your child being good. Let him know you like what you see. Touch your child’s shoulder and say, “Thank you for sharing the blocks with Suzie.” When cleaning up let him know how helpful it is when the job gets done. 
If the behavior does not improve, a brief time-out may be used. Have your child sit in an area free from any stimulation for one minute per year of age. For example, a two year old would sit for a maximum of 2 minutes. A kitchen timer should be set when the child is sitting quietly in the time out area. When the bell rings ask the child why he or she had to sit in time out. Remind him of the behavior you would like to see. 
Ignore behavior that is not dangerous, destructive, or rude. Giving any type of attention to annoying behavior can cause it to increase. If a child wants to eat with a spoon instead of a fork, there is not need to argue. Children should be allowed some choices. Provide a safe place for running, climbing and exploration. Children need an environment that lets them be children. Make substitutions. Play-dough on the kitchen table, but not in the den. Running outside, but not in the house. Crayons on paper, not on the wall!
Tell your child the reason for the “no”. When the child tries to touch the stove say, “No, hot.” Instead of just “no”.
Save the word “no” for situations that are dangerous, destructive, or rude. The word will have more meaning if it is used sparingly. 
Back your “no” with action. Every time you say “no,” follow through with a removal from the situation or a time out.
Behavior may get worse before it gets better. Children test limits. They may try every possible angle before accepting the limit. Children need limits. Even in a dramatic world, there are limits to what is acceptable and what is not. Children feel more secure when limits are clear, consistent and followed through on.
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