
1. Children’s misbehaviour at all ages often arises from discomfort.
A young child can be frustrated by not being able to express
herself or have power. Sometimes she is blinded by immediate
needs, like finishing her Lego figure, or rescuing her ‘stolen’ pen
from her brother. An older child is sensitive to perceived
injustice and will play up if she feels unfairly treated. A teenage
boy who has not been taught how to express his feelings might
seem angry and wild when in fact he is sad, confused, hungry or
sleep-deprived. (See pamphlet on ‘Moodiness’.) A diet with too
much sugar or MSG can cause a child to be over-active and
uncontrolled. Conditions such as ADD, ADHD or diabetes can
be at the root of a child’s perceived misbehaviour. It is apparent
that we as parents need to look lovingly at the child before we
attack her behaviour. Sometimes we need to look inward, also:
have we modelled good behaviour for our child, and been loving
and consistent in our discipline?

2. In this age of visual over-stimulation (TV, Playstation, flashy
adverts), children are forgetting listening skills. We can strengthen
these by training our child to listen. Speak so that she hears:
look into her eyes, ask her to repeat what you have asked, and
check that she does it. If she does not do it first time, try to get
her to recall what was asked instead of just telling her again.

3. Some children seem better at tidying up than others, just as some
are better at greeting people than others. Usually it is because their
parents set a good example – or not! It helps to establish a routine,
which includes tidying up and checking.

4. Teaching responsibility is a life-long process. Children are young
and don’t wish to be burdened with too much responsibility.
Reminding a child to bring her blazer is a tedious repetition, but
it is an important lesson. It is probably more effective to say to
her: ‘Do you have all your things?’, thus training her to check
for herself. Again, some children are better at checking than
others. Responsibility in tidying up or doing homework also
requires children to learn how to defer gratification, to wait to
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Linda: Antonia, I’ve asked you twice to tidy up these toys and clothes. Please do it right now!
Antonia: Agh, mom, why must I do it now? I’ll do it later, I promise.
Linda: [shouts] Just do it now, Antonia, for heaven’s sake!
[Antonia throws down the toy she is holding. Linda smacks her.]
Linda: Antonia, you are not allowed to throw things. Now just tidy up this mess and don’t be cheeky! [Antonia wails.]
Linda: Oh, for goodness’ sake, Antonia, now what! What are you crying for?
Antonia: Because you hit me and shouted at me!
Linda: Yes, I did shout at you. Do you know why? Because I had asked you twice already and you hadn’t tidied up. And I smacked

you because you threw your toy, and that is dangerous!
Antonia: But I just want to finish playing!
Linda: Antonia, why can’t you just say, ‘OK, mom, you’re right – I should tidy up my things!’ Must you always answer back? I’ve

a good mind not to let you go to the party on Saturday!
[Antonia mutters angrily and puts the toys and clothes away in a huff.]
Other incidents of misbehaviour can happen. Your child might be unable to sit still
at a play or might refuse to help lay the table. She might have a temper tantrum
when you won’t buy sweets or say unkind words to a friend or sibling.
When you reprimand your child, she might show no remorse, or she might cry and
feel that she is no good.
You might struggle to find correct ways of disciplining your child when, for
instance, she leaves her blazer at school repeatedly, or takes hours to do her
homework. This is not strictly misbehaving, but it is unacceptable behaviour.
Your primary school child might roll her eyes when you ask her to tidy her room, or
might repeatedly disobey your house rules. Your high school child might speak rudely
to you or your friends, or ignore your curfew, or smoke behind your back.
.

?
1. Why does she misbehave?

2. Why do I have to say everything three
times?

3. Why can my child not see the mess she
makes?

4. Why doesn’t she take responsibility?

5. Is it OK to shout at my child? What else
could I do?

6. Is it OK to smack her?

7. How can I discipline her?

8. Are my expectations too high?

have fun. This is an important life skill: encourage them to tidy
up now and play immediately afterwards.

5.  Most of us shout at our children from time to time, and mostly
regret it. There are more effective, less dangerous, ways of disci-
plining which won’t leave us feeling guilty. Shouting can make a
child fearful or resentful, and can imply that aggression is an
acceptable reaction. It is better not to shout at our children, and it is
absolutely not OK when it is insulting or degrading. Sometimes we
want to show our child that we are irritated or upset by a certain
type of behaviour, but it is better to show a young child this by a
sad face or a frown, or to talk to an older child. Shouting usually
happens when we haven’t taken the time to reflect. This can also
lead to making threats we cannot carry through, which is ineffec-
tive. We also need to choose our
words: criticise the behaviour, not
the child. A deep breath, a moment’s
reflection, a second’s walk in their
shoes, a reminder to ourselves that
we are the adult – these can all help
with our discipline methods.

6. In some situations a smack is effective. If a wilful toddler is
determined to open the oven door, a smack will emphasise ‘No!’
There is no humiliation. Smacks should fade out as a child
reaches primary school. Remember that you can’t smack a child
if you are not his/her guardian. A smack and especially a beating
can be humiliating, or a power-play by the adult, and this
suggests that violence is a suitable reaction to displeasure. A
beating is often delayed, so there is not the effectiveness of
immediate consequences, and there is also no attempt to make
the punishment fit the crime. A fitting punishment or conse-
quence, preferably discussed or negotiated beforehand, serves
to reinforce the lesson by linking the consequence to the
misbehaviour: ‘You upset granny by shouting at the dinner
table, so please offer to carry her basket when she leaves.’
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Remember also that children, especially younger ones, need to
be allowed to ‘save face’. Try to find a win-win solution.

7.You could say that good discipline begins in the CRaDLe:

The generation gap has always made discipline
difficult. It can be even harder when a grand-
parent is the primary guardian, or when the family
culture changes from one generation to the next
(if a family has moved from a rural to a suburban
setting, from a traditional African culture to a
westernised culture, or to a different country, etc).
In all situations, but especially these, it is impor-
tant to listen to your child as well as talk. If you

talk (and listen) about life situations, about consequences,
morality and the reasons for certain ways of behaving, your child
should develop a sense of the underlying values that drive you,
and will be equipped to make decisions about her actions. Luke
Lamprecht of the Teddy Bear Clinic suggests the following ideas.

It is easier to talk when the pressure is off – a child’s mood
spikes at the time of misbehaviour, and then she is often de-
pressed in the aftermath. Once her mood levels out again, it is
time to review the misbehaviour. Choose your battles, and ignore
some smaller issues. If something is a concern to you, you might
not want to clamp down on it straight away, but might just want
to keep your eye on it. Does it continue? Is it serious? Also
remember to look out for good behaviour, and praise it!

8.It is good to have high expectations of our children, but we need
to remind ourselves again and again that school children are in
the process of learning. They learn academically, but they are
also learning social norms and behaviour. They will make
mistakes, but we as their primary educators need to show them
the behaviour we expect. They will experiment. They do not
necessarily know the right way
to behave in many situations,
and when they make the wrong
choice, they have to be taught
alternative, acceptable
behaviour.
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is appropriate, and/or because they don’t want to ‘spoil’ their
children. Some parents dislike the consumerist culture we live in or
believe that an abundance of games/toys stops creative play.

In all of these cases, the parents are using some kind of value
judgement. It is helpful for children if we name the values that we are
using when we make decisions.

One value that you may want your child to develop is that of
sharing. He could be encouraged to save a percentage of his pocket
money, or give a toy to an orphan at Christmas.

Another value is that of working for things. Younger kids could
earn some extra money by doing extra chores like washing the car,
while you could encourage older kids to get a job to pay for extras
that the pocket money does not cover. But remember: all family
members should do some basic chores that they don’t get paid for.)

Money, things and popularity
Many kids believe that if they only have the right gear, they will be
popular. Underlying this is a real anxiety about not fitting in and not
being liked. We need to find ways to help our children to realise that

how you look, what you wear and what you drive are not what
determine your friendships and success in the long run.

Get your child to think about why he likes his friends – is it
because they are friendly, loyal, and fun, or because they have a
funky cell phone? Some teenagers respond well to clichés: ‘Money
can’t buy you friendship’. Friendship is mostly about being on the
same wavelength and liking the same kinds of things. Good friends
are prepared to share and will not put you down because you don’t
have the latest gadget. A child who feels happy about who he is will
not need to worry too much about what he has.

Conclusion
Material possessions can sometimes take on too much importance.
Try to give your children the sense that you can have a lot of fun
without spending a lot of money. Remind them of the fun they have
playing with friends, or spending time with family. Making gifts or
decorations or fixing some of his gadgets are activities that are fun
and can save money. A game of soccer on the lawn can be more fun
than sitting alone with a play station. We can create a sense of
abundance in our homes by welcoming our children’s friends and
being generous with our time and our friendship. It does not all
depend on money.
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