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I.  Biblical Foundation 

 

Teach your children to choose the right path, and when they are older, they will 

remain upon it (Prov. 22:6 ~ NLT). 

 

The LORD corrects those he loves, just as a father corrects a child in whom he 

delights (Prov 3:11-12 ~ NLT). 

 

To discipline and reprimand a child produces wisdom, but a mother is disgraced by 

an undisciplined child (Prov. 29:15 ~ NLT).  

 

Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and 

instruction of the Lord (Eph 6:4 ~ NLT).  

 

Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged (Col. 3:21 ~ 

NLT).  

 

Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines 

us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. 11 No discipline seems pleasant at 

the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and 

peace for those who have been trained by it (Heb. 12:10-11 ~ NLT).  

 

Fix your thoughts on what is true and honorable and right.  Think about things that 

are pure and lovely and admirable.  Think about things that are excellent and 

worthy of praise” (Phil. 4:8 ~ NLT) 

 

This chapter focuses less upon specific tools to get kids to stop fighting with one another, 

and more upon how to create a family system in which children are less likely to have 

frequent and ongoing conflict.  Keep in mind, all kids in all families have occasional tiffs, 

and there are always going to be issues of sibling rivalry, childish abuse of power, and so 

on.  This chapter will provide several very clear thoughts aimed at helping parents help 

their kids deal with conflict resolution. 

 

II.  Clear Guidance 
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In the previous chapter the issue being studied was systemic structure, and how that 

structure is altered when either Mom and Dad don’t maintain the structure, or when 

dysfunctional attitudes and behaviors are allowed to remain, unresolved.   

 

In this chapter we’ll apply some of these same principles to the issue of resolving conflict 

with one’s children.  It would be inappropriate to begin without a quick review of the 

child’s environment at home, because kids that are in conflict often reflect parents that 

aren’t teaching their kids how to not be in conflict.  It’s not enough for a Mom to say, 

“Don’t fight with your brother,” or for a Dad to say, “Don’t argue with your mother.”   

Kids in conflict need a few basic things in their lives.  So before studying conflict 

resolution, let’s take a moment and study how to create an environment in which conflict 

is less likely to erupt in the first place. 

 

A.  Clear Boundaries  

 

Kids need clear boundaries.  This doesn’t mean they won’t test them, and it doesn’t mean 

they will always like them.  But they need them.  As taught in the previous lesson, a 

boundary is a limitation, based upon some value.  For example, in the Garden of Eden, 

God gave Adam and Eve complete run of the place.  They could go wherever they wanted 

and do whatever they wanted.  There was only one boundary.  God had said, “'You must 

not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or 

you will die'" (Gen. 3:3 ~ NIV).   That’s a boundary.  It’s an authority saying, “Don’t do 

this.” 

 

Boundaries teach values.  Without them a child is likely to wander aimlessly with values 

and morals formation, and may develop problems with authority.  And the primary source 

of boundaries formation is mom and dad.  If mom and dad fail in this task, the next level 

in which the child will face the issue of boundaries is the educational system.  If a child is 

too difficult for the educational system to handle, the next level of boundary formation 

will be the police, followed by the court system, and finally the prison system.   

 

Boundaries formation begins at home.  If a parent doesn’t want their child to have 

problems in school, or with the law, then the process of boundaries formation must be a 

regular part of home life. 

 

B.  Clear Expectations 

 

Kids also need clear expectations.  If boundaries reflect guidelines, then expectations 

reflect goals or objectives.  When mom asks junior to take out the garbage, she doesn’t 

mean tomorrow, or when he feels like it.  When a young adult is given the keys to a car, 

the goal is that the child will drive the car within the laws of the land.  Kids need to 

clearly understand what’s expected of them.  Again, this doesn’t mean they won’t test the 

authority of the person establishing the expectations, but kids still need clear goals and 

objectives. 
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Yet parental expectations can sometimes become difficult hurdles for children.  That’s 

why scripture teaches parents (especially fathers) to not “exasperate” their kids.  

“Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and 

instruction of the Lord” (Eph 6:4 ~ NLT).  What does it mean to exasperate a child?  

Here’s an analogy.  Let’s say that mom and dad wish for the child to maintain a 3.0 g.p.a. 

(grade point average ~ or a “B” average).  Assuming the child has normal IQ (IQ of 100), 

such an expectation is reasonable if the parents value educational learning.  However, if a 

child has an IQ of 80 and the parents expect a 4.0 gpa, then the child is likely to become 

exasperated.    

 

All human beings have a little rebellion in them and it’s normal for kids to cry “foul” 

when parents require homework be done.  It often takes wisdom for a parent to determine 

what level of competence and achievement is reasonable for their child.  And those who 

have raised more than one child recognize that each child’s abilities and interests are 

different.   

 

The point, however, is that children need clear expectations.  If a parent expects a 3.0 gpa, 

then that must be discussed with the child.  If a parent expects a teen to call home if 

they’re going to be out later than 9:30 p.m., that must be discussed.  Clear expectations. 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

In your family-of-origin, were there clear boundaries and expectations?  Who made 

them? (Remember, keep your answers short so everyone can have a chance to 

participate.)   

 

In your own parenting, what’s the most challenging part of establishing and maintaining 

boundaries and expectations with your kids?   

 

 C.  Consistency of Application 

 

It’s difficult to be completely consistent in child rearing.  Kids are masters at providing 

reasons why boundaries and expectations don’t’ apply.  However, the more consistently 

mom and dad can apply the boundaries and expectations, the better it will be for the child. 

 

For a parent to tell a teen on Saturday, “Don’t speed while driving the car,” but on 

Monday say, “Drive a little faster than the speed limit ~ we’re late for the game,” is to 

teach situational ethics.  Kids need parental consistency.   It provides the foundation for 

values and morals formation. 

 

If Mom or Dad tell the child not to climb on the furniture, then it has to be enforced every 

time they catch him climbing on the furniture.  If a parent says, “Go to your brother’s 

room and help him read a book,” then it has to be enforced when the kid says, “But I 

don’t feel like doing that,” or, “I tried but he won’t let me….”   
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And here’s another area needing consistency.  When a child asks Mom if he can have a 

piece of cake before dinner, and Mom says “No,” then for the child to go to Dad and ask 

the same question is rebellious.  Here’s the rule:  Whatever one parent says, will be 

supported and enforced the other other parent ~ at least until Mom and Dad have a 

chance to pull away and discuss the matter.  But until that parental discussion occurs, if 

either Mom or Dad says “No,” then it’s “No.”  Kids are masters at going to the person 

who will give them the answer they want, and sometimes trick this causes strife between 

parents.  The wise parent will frequently ask, “What did your Mom/Dad say?” 

 

 D.  Regular Affirmation 

 

It’s easy to fall into the habit of only noticing what’s wrong, and failing to complement 

and praise good behavior.  One parent said, “I don’t give complements for good behavior 

because that’s what’s expected.”  That parent hadn’t learned the powerful effect of giving 

affirmation.   

 

This subject will be developed in greater detail later in the course, but it’s worth every 

parent’s effort to notice and affirm any behavior they wish to see repeated.  A basic 

principle of psychology is, “that behavior which is reinforced, will tend to be 

repeated.”  As crazy as it may sound, even if the child’s behavior is terribly bad, if the 

parent “reinforces” that behavior with time and attention, that terrible behavior is more 

likely to recur.  Even if the “time and attention” given are a lecture and grounding, that 

behavior is more likely to recur. 

 

Wise parents learn to give positive reinforcement every time they see something good 

happen.  For example:  a) “Jimmy, you look great today ~ hair combed ~ clean pants and 

shirt ~ you look like a million bucks.”  b) “Sally, I love it when you bring your homework 

home ~ it lets me see a little of what you’re learning in school.”  c) “Chris, I’m proud of 

you when I see you studying every night ~ you’re a real student and your efforts will pay 

off in the years ahead.”  d) “Nancy, I’m pleased when you play so well with your little 

sister ~ you’re maturing nicely and it makes me proud of you.”  Regular affirmation. 

 

Five Minute Small Group Discussion 

 

Consistency is a challenge for many parents.  How consistent were your own parents in 

maintaining boundaries and expectations, and what impact did that have on you when you 

were a kid? 

 

Tell one quick story about how one of your parents gave some sort of affirmation, and 

what impact it had on your life.  

 

E.  Parental Discipline  
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Parents often confuse discipline with punishment.  The two are substantially different.  

Punishment is negative reinforcement for intentionally bad behavior.  Discipline is a 

parent’s consistent “presence,” staying close enough to the child to help guide and direct 

on a regular basis.  There’s a picture of discipline in the book of Isaiah.  The verse says, 

“Whether you turn to the right or to the left, your ears will hear a voice behind you, 

saying, ‘This is the way; walk in it.’" (Isa. 30:21 ~ NIV). 

 

Imagine five-year-old Jimmy walking through a dark woods on a narrow trail, 

encountering two forks in the road.  As he walks, his dad walks right behind, whispering 

in his ear, “This is the way, son ~ to the left here ~ good job.”  At the second fork dad 

whispers, “Oops, wrong way ~ head to the right Jimmy ~ nope, to the right ~ Jimmy, I 

said to the right ~ a little more to the right ~ OK, now you’ve got it.”   As children mature 

they need less guidance.  Yet a child’s need for parental presence and guidance doesn’t 

end upon grade school, or high school, or even college graduation.  The guidance just 

changes form.  It becomes less about doing homework before playing outside, and more  

about character development and spiritual life. 

 

The primary source of discipline is in the parent, not in the child.  Discipline is all about 

parents staying close enough to guide and redirect on a consistent basis.  If this happens, 

parents seldom need to use punishment.  When parents don’t exert sufficient personal 

discipline, they often revert to using punishment.  Kids who repetitively get into trouble 

at school or in the community frequently reflect parents who are not disciplined in their 

parenting.   

 

This is not to imply that all punishment is wrong.  We’re all moral rebels in our own way, 

and we all need God’s guidance.  Sometimes that guidance happens through a swat on a 

child’s rear end, or an adult getting a speeding ticket (i.e., punishment).  Just remember 

that parents are the agents of God’s guidance in the lives of their children.  Scripture says, 

“To discipline and reprimand a child produces wisdom, but a mother is disgraced by 

an undisciplined child” (Prov. 29:15 ~ NLT).  Here’s an important correlation for 

parents to understand:  The more discipline provided, the less punishment usually needed; 

the less discipline provided, the more punishment often needed. 

 

F.  Mother and Father Playing From Same Page 

 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, there’s an axiom within Family Systems Therapy 

that says, “Any time a child is able to rebel against one parent, that child is 

probably ‘standing on the shoulders’ of the other parent.”  Kids are masters at 

the game of “divide and conquer.”  They learn quickly if mom is willing to undermine 

dad’s authority, or vice versa.   

 

For a child’s mental health, both mom and dad must play off the same page.  If they 

disagree about something involving child-rearing, they need to go to someplace where the 

children cannot be part of the conversation, and talk it through.  When they return, they 
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must give the same message to the child and they must support one another.  To do 

otherwise is to damage the child’s respect for authority.   

 

In dysfunctional families, parenting often becomes an area of power conflict, with one 

parent attempting to out-maneuver the other in order to have his or her way.  A complaint 

frequently heard in family therapy is the parent who says, “My (husband/wife) always 

undermines me.  I can’t seem to do a thing without (him/her) letting the kids do the 

opposite.”  When one sees this pattern, Mom and Dad need to work  through their 

differences, because in the end the children’s lives are usually most affected by this 

parental behavior.   

 

There can be legitimate differences in parenting styles.  Some of these differences come 

from the way we were raised by our parents ~ for good or for bad.  Other differences may 

come from personal preferences, books one has read on parenting, how a close friend 

parents their kids, etc.   

 

In the end, it often matters less which parent is right, but matters more whether Mom and 

Dad are willing to support each other.  There are moments in child-rearing when parents 

may have to simply agree to disagree, as they support each other.  The important thing for 

the child, is that parents support one another.    

 

Playing together off the same page can be particularly difficult in divorced families, 

where competing parental agendas, desire for a child’s affections, and unresolved parental 

conflicts are often played out through parenting roles.  As much as possible, divorced 

parents need to work at supporting one another’s parenting goals, for their children’s 

sake. 

 

Five Minute Reflection 

 

Describe the difference between discipline and punishment.  (1 min)  

 

A correlation was given: The more discipline provided, the less punishment usually 

needed; the less discipline provided, the more punishment often needed.  Discuss why 

this is so.  (2 min) 

 

What might you suspect to be the long-range impact upon a child’s self-esteem, of 

punishment rather than discipline?  (2 min) 

 

Here’s an axiom of family system functioning:  If a child is given clear boundaries and 

expectations that are consistently applied ~ regular affirmation when doing what is right 

and good ~ a strong sense of parental discipline and presence ~ and is consistently given 

the same message by both parents ~ then the child will very likely obey, fit in with 

siblings, mature properly, and achieve the objectives laid out by Mom and Dad.   
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Conversely, if a child is given unclear boundaries (or no boundaries) ~ unclear 

expectations (or no expectations), that are inconsistently applied ~ if there’s no parental 

discipline guiding the child ~ if there’s no affirmation for doing well ~ if Mom or Dad are 

willing to undermine each other ~ then the child will tend toward being  disobedient, 

conflicted with siblings and parents, and immature. 

 

 

III.  Tools For Conflict Resolution  

 
Special Note 

 

Much of the information in this next section comes from a course written by Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish (1980), 

titled, How to Talk so Kids Will Listen, and Listen so Kids Will Talk.  For further information about any of the skills 

taught in this lesson, refer to their book by the same title, and also their book titled, Liberated Parents, Liberated 

Children.  Both are excellent books and offer far more than will be presented in the following few pages. 

 

The remainder of this chapter will focus upon specific tools which parents may use when 

facing conflict with their children.  It must be stressed that all the tools in the world are 

rendered useless if the first principles of this chapter are ignored.  The following skills 

will enhance your ability to teach and model conflict resolution to your children, 

assuming that you are exercising the principles with which this chapter began. 

 

A. Accept and acknowledge feelings.   

 

Conflict and strong feelings tend to go together.  When conflict erupts, therefore, it can be 

helpful to express those feelings and to give them names.  By so doing, a parent 

acknowledges the feeling’s existence, and affirms the child's right to his/her feelings.  In 

dysfunctional families, feelings are often ignored or suppressed.  But in healthy families, 

the parents understand conflict isn’t just about what happened ~ it’s also about how 

people feel about what happened. 

 

Children are very "feeling driven."  Their young egos have not yet developed the adult 

mediating ability to allow them to overcome feelings with logic or cognitive skills.  

Hence, it can be very helpful for parents to communicate with kids on a "feeling level." 

 

Two-Person Exercises 

 

In this exercise we’re going to contrast helpful “feeling words,” with unhelpful words that 

tend to shut down feelings.  Here’s one example, and then three opportunities for you to 

experiment with using helpful words that enable a child to process his/her feelings.   

 

Example:   

 Your child drops an ice cream cone in sand, ruining it.  

 Name the likely feelings: 

      1.  Sadness   

      2.  Frustration  
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      3.  Disappointment  

 Unhelpful responses:   

     1. “Way to go, stupid ~ you dropped it in the sand.” 

      2. “If that’s all you care about the ice cream cone, to heck with you.”   

     3. “Oh, stop crying!!  It’s just an ice cream cone.  Grow up!!”   

 Helpful responses:   

     1. “Wow, I’m sad for you ~ it’s ruined.”   

     2) “Rats!  It’s frustrating to lose an ice cream cone to the ants.”   

     3. “That’s disappointing ~ I’ll bet you were really looking forward to eating it.” 

 

Three Practice Situations: 

A.  Your child comes home and complains, "My teacher yelled at me today, right  

      in front of everyone!"   

 Name the likely feelings: 

  1.         

  2.        

  3.        

 Unhelpful responses: 

  1.           

  2.           

  3.           

 Helpful responses: 

  1.           

  2.           

  3.           

 

B.  Your child says, " Billy invited me to his party, but, well, I don't know...." 

 Name the likely feelings: 

  1.         

  2.        

  3.        

 Unhelpful responses: 

  1.           

  2.           

  3.           

 Helpful responses: 

  1.           

  2.           

  3.           

 

 

 C.  Your child cries, "Carol's daddy is moving to Texas.  She's my best friend!" 

 Name the likely feelings: 

  1.         

  2.        



Conflict Resolution With Your Kids 
 

All rights reserved, Dr. John P. Splinter, www.familylegacyinstitute.com Page 9 
 

  3.        

 Unhelpful responses: 

  1.           

  2.           

  3.           

 Helpful responses: 

  1.           

  2.           

  3.           

   

Many times, parents make the mistake of saying, “Oh, you’ll get over it,” or “Stop acting 

like a baby,” or someting equally unhelpful.  If you want to help your child learn to 

resolve conflict, then you as parent need to lead the way and demonstrate skills that 

actually help the child work through problems.  This begins with naming the feelings that 

the child is having. 

 

Here are some specific tips regarding how to go about “accepting and acknowledging” 

your child’s feelings: 

 

 1.  Listen quietly and attentively.  (I.e., keep your mouth shut, and maintain eye  

  contact with your child.) 

 

2.  Acknowledge their feelings with a word.  (For example, you might say,  

          “Really,” or "Wow,” or “I see.") 

 

3. Give your child’s feeling a name.  ("That sounds frustrating!"  “That sounds  

      scary.”  “It sounds like you were sad.”  “It sounds like you were angry.”) 

 

4. Give your child their wish in a fantasy.  If the child is upset because  

        another child has a horse but your family can’t afford one, try saying,  

      "I wish I could buy you a horse!  We’d ride it every day ~ it’s so much  

       fun to gallop, wouldn’t it?" 

 

You might not be able to do a thing about their problem, and even if you could, you might 

not choose to do anything about it.  However, in the midst of their anxiety your child 

needs to know that someone else hears and understands.  They need to be validated.   

Their feelings need to be affirmed.   

 

If you dive in too quickly and try to solve your child’s problem, you may actually teach 

your child that he or she is incapable of solving problems, or that their feelings are not 

reliable sources of guidance.  Worse, your solutions might not do anything to help your 

child’s problem.   

 

B.  Seek to engage your child's cooperation. 
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When parenting situations become emotionally charged, parents are sometimes quick to 

resort to: 

1. Escalation of power (“You’d better stop that whining or else!!”). 

2. Scolding (“You shouldn’t feel that way.”). 

3. Nagging (“How many times do I have to tell you….”).  

4. Coaching (“When I was a kid one time my friend moved away and I’m still 

alive.”).   

 

But use of these techniques often results in the child's escalation and resistance.  Nobody 

likes being talked-down to, and nobody likes their deep feelings to be ignored or 

explained away.  It’s a lot more helpful for parents to learn how to engage their children’s  

cooperation.  Let’s say that your child has a repetitive habit of leaving a wet towel on 

your bed.  Here are some methods of engaging your child’s cooperation as you work at 

getting the child to hang the towel up: 

 

 1.  Describe the problem as you see it.  (“I see a wet towel on the bed.”) 

 

2. Give information about the issue, from your side.  (“Sleeping on a wet bed is 

yeuchy.  I’d be a happy Dad if you’d hang your towel up.”) 

       

 3.  Say it with a word rather than a sentence.  (“Towel.”) 

 

 4.  Describe what you feel.  (“It makes me frustrated when I see that wet towel on  

                 my bed.  And nobody likes having a frustrated dad, right?”) 

 

Five Minute Two-Person Role Play 

 

Here are three kid problems.  Choose one person in your group who will play the role of  

the “child,” and another who’ll be the “parent.”  The rest of the group are to listen and 

observe, making comments only after the role play is finished.    The child presents the 

following problem to the parent.  The parent is to use one or two skills from this section 

of the lesson to help resolve the problem. 

 

 1)  You discover your child has not been brushing his/her teeth lately. 

 

 2)   Your kid keeps leaving smelly tennis shoes in the kitchen. 

 

 3)   Your child is caught lying to cover up disobedience. 

 

 

C.  Seek alternatives to punishment 

 

Although some disagree with the thought, this author believes there is a place for 

punishment within child-rearing.  When a child clearly knows the boundaries and 

intentionally flops his hairy toe across the line, it’s time for some meaningful correction.  
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With small children there are times when some form of meaningful correction may be 

needed several times a day.  When such meaningful correction is needed Dr. James 

Dobson recommends that it be an “event to be remembered.”  Certainly we’re not talking 

about abusing a child, but in order to be effective, punishment needs to be significant to 

the child.  Whether it’s a well-placed swat or taking away a child’s use of a computer for 

a week, there are times when punishment is needed and appropriate. 

 

However, parents who too frequently resort to use of punishment may also exhibit other 

characteristics.  For example, they might not be as regularly involved in the necessary 

regular parental guidance to keep their child on track, so they might be using punishment 

to fill the gap provided by their lack of involvement.    Perhaps the parents’ boundaries 

are meaningless to the child.  Perhaps the child is getting covert support from the other 

parent.  Or perhaps parental follow-through is lacking when the child intentionally 

disobeys.  Without wishing to do so, parents sometimes create an environment in which 

their children have learned that they do not need to listen or obey.  In some situations 

parents may be emotionally out of control themselves as adults, and therefore resort to 

frequent use of power and punishment in order to create order in their own disordered 

world. 

 

So while punishment is sometimes necessary, it can helpful and sometimes more 

effective to seek alternatives to punishment.  Here are a few thoughts in this regard. 

 

1. Express your feelings strongly, without attacking your child's character.   

     “It makes me very angry when the wet towel is left on my bed.”  (Notice,  

      don’t attack the child’s character by saying something like, “Which are you, 

      stupid or lazy?”) 

 

 2.  State your expectations.  “I expect the towel to be hung where it belongs.” 

 

 3.  Show the child how to make amends.  “OK, let’s work together here and 

      put some new sheets on the bed so Mom and dad can sleep tonight.” 

 

 4.  Give the child a choice.  “Would you prefer to hang the towel up, or 

      remake our entire bed each time it’s laid on Mom and Dad’s bed?” 

 

5. Take action.  “OK, you’ve made a choice here.  Fresh sheets and blankets are  

      in the closet.  Yes, I know it’s hard to do, but I want you to strip the old sheets  

      and blankets, put them in the washing machine, remake the bed for us, and  

      then fold the old sheets and blankets when they’re dry.”  If the child is 10, 

      they can do this by themselves.  If the child is 5, they’ll need help.  Either way 

      the message is made clear, and tonight Mom and Dad will have fresh sheets. 

 

Ten Minute Two-Person Role Play 
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Here are three problems presented to you by your child.  Choose one person in your group 

who will play the role of  the “child,” and another who’ll be the “parent.”  The rest of the 

group are to listen and observe, making comments only after the role play is finished.    

The child presents the following problem to the parent.  The parent is to use skills from 

this section of the lesson to help solve the problem. 

 

 1)  Your child has stolen a sweater from Wal-Mart.  What are some alternatives to  

  punishment?   

 

 2)  Your child has taken the family car without permission, has been drinking with  

  friends, and now comes home at 3:00 a.m.  What are some alternatives to  

  punishment? 

 

 3)  Your child borrowed your golf clubs, and left them outside.  Now someone has  

  stolen them.  What are alternatives to punishment? 

 

D.  Encourage autonomy 

 

While it’s necessary for parents to guide and lead their kids, yet excessive parental 

criticism or coaching, parental over-involvement, and even excessive parental 

punishment of a child, can serve to keep the child "disempowered," weak, hesitant, afraid 

to trust his/her own judgment.  It can be a delicate balance to discern the line between 

helpful coaching vs. teaching a child they can’t think for themselves.   

 

A good guide for parents is to remember that one of the goals of good parenting is to 

work oneself out of a job ~ to produce the qualities of maturity within one's own children 

~ to free them to emotionally leave home.  A child’s autonomy (independence) and 

individuation (growing into a fully equipped adult) are objectives of healthy parenting. 

 

On this journey toward autonomy, parents can expect that there will be times when their 

guidance will be resisted and the parent/child relationship becomes a battleground.  Here 

are a few specific skills aimed at encouraging your child’s autonomy so that you may 

demonstrate to them how to solve problems without your having to constantly be the 

“heavy” or the “problem solver.” 

 

 1.  Strive to let the child make their own choices.  Ask yourself whether it’s 

     necessary to make this decision for your child.  Sometimes the best way to  

     learn, and to grow is to be given true authority to make real decisions.  Ask  

     your child to give you two solutions to a problem.  If you don’t like one or  

     both of the child’s solutions, you’re the parent – you get to say yes or no.  If 

     there are a couple of solutions on the table and your child makes a good  

     decision, praise him or her.  If the decision still needs some sharpening, tell the  

     child so.  There are two advantages:  1) It trains your child how to think well;  

     and 2) if the child’s chosen solution doesn’t work, then mom’s and dad’s  

     advice may have greater credibility. 
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 2.  Show respect for your child's struggle.  If a child is expressing strong emotions, 

      it’s probably not only because they’re upset about some issue, but also because  

      they’re a kid.  Yet their struggles are real.  It can be helpful for parents to say 

      things like, “I can see how hard you’re struggling with this,” or “It’s clear that 

      you’re angry (sad, frightened, confused, upset, etc.) about this.”   

 

 3.  Don't ask too many questions.  Parents sometimes turn into inquisitors 

      playing “20 questions” with their kids.  While it’s natural and appropriate for 

      parents to ask questions, it can be wise to avoid asking too many questions, 

      especially if the child’s emotions are high.  In fact, if a child’s emotions are 

      very high, perhaps taking a “time out” to cool down can be the best thing to  

      teach the child.  Either way, when emotions are high, pick your questions  

      wisely. 

 

 4.  Don't rush to answer questions.  Another thing to avoid is rushing to answer 

     a child’s questions, or throwing quick solutions at your kids.  The objective of 

     parenting is to help your kids learn how to solve problems and think for  

     themselves.  To let them struggle with their issues might just be the best thing 

     a parent can do in some situations.  Effective therapists know that a client’s 

     best work is done when thinking through their own issues and coming to their 

     own solutions.   

 

 5.  Encourage the child to use resources outside the home.  How might a trip to  

       the library help solve this problem?  How might a call to a favorite uncle or  

         aunt end up helping a child through a problem?  What resources outside the 

         home might be of help in this conflict? 

 

 6.  Don't take away hope.  Teach your child how to talk things through, without 

      taking away their hope.  When a parent says, “You’ll never amount to a thing!”  

      it takes away their child’s hope.  When a parent says, “You’re always the one  

      doing stupid things aren’t you?” it takes away a child’s hope.  Even if a child  

      has miserably failed, it is mom’s and dad’s place to provide the hope of a 

      better future ~ a goal leading toward competence ~ a task that might help the  

      child overcome some hurdle. 

 

 

Ten Minute Two-Person Role Play 

  

Here are three situations calling for autonomy.  Choose one person in your group who 

will play the role of  the “child,” and another who’ll be the “parent.”  The rest of the 

group are to listen and observe.  The child presents the following problem to the parent.  

The parent is to use skills from this section of the lesson to help solve the problem. 

 

 1.   Your child doesn't seem to be able to make decisions without lots of help 
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       from you.  Today your child can’t figure out which shoes to wear with 

        the outfit they chose for school. 

 

2. Your child expresses fear of learning how to drive a car.  They’re afraid they    

     might get get lost, and are sure they’ll have an accident. 

 

3.  Your child seems to be struggling within a dating relationship.  They can’t 

     decide whether they ought to keep dating someone.  They worry whether or 

     not this is the “right one” for them, and if they end the relationship, worry 

     they might close the door on the only person they should ever marry. 

 

E.  Offer input without damaging child’s character 

 

No parent starts out with the hope of damaging their child’s character.  Here are three 

parenting tools to practice in this regard. 

 

1. Avoid associating your love, with the child’s performance.  This association can 

be done from a well-meaning perspective, as when dad says, “You got all A’s on 

your report card!  Oh, I love you so much!”  It can also be done from a negative 

perspective, as when dad says, “You got all D’s and F’s ~ you’re going to have to 

work harder if you want our love.”  The message kids need from their parents is 

that regardless of their behavior, they are still loved. 

 

2. Avoid the expectation of perfection.  There are times when we all do well and it’s 

always appropriate for parents to give praise.  But we all make mistakes from time 

to time too, and when we do, we still need support and encouragement.  It’s one 

thing to have high expectations; it’s another to expect perfection.  Nobody’s 

perfect.     

 

3.   Separate problems from character.  In situations needing parental corrective  

      action, it’s more helpful to address the problem if you can avoid demeaning the  

      child’s character.  For example, it’s better to say, “You came home drunk so you  

      can’t have the car for a month,” than it is to say, “You came home drunk ~ you’re  

      such a loser.”  If character issues must be addressed, state them wisely and try to  

      provide an alternative.  For example, “You came home drunk again last night.   

      This is becoming a regular habit.  If you continue on this path, some hard things 

      are undoubtedly in store for you.  Is this what you want to become?  How can  

      Mom and I help you redirect your life?” 

 

     4.    Use words wisely as you describe your child.  How you define your child’s  

  character will have much to do with how your child’s character is formed. 

If your child does something wrong, address the fault: “You left that towel on my 

bed again.”  “You came home an hour later than you were supposed to.”  If your 

child does something right or well, address the deed but build upon the child’s 

character.  “You got all A’s on your report card ~ it’s obvious that you’re learning 
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what it takes to be a great student.”  “You came home on time last night ~ your  

mom and I appreciate your integrity.” 

 

5.   Use praise liberally.  This thought is presented frequently within this course, but it     

bears repeating.  Children are generally much more willing to obey parental  

 direction in negative situations, when parents have already given plenty of praise.   

 Offer praise as liberally as you may.  It doesn’t really matter why one praises a  

    child, because  if the child is doing something right or good, praising the behavior  

 is exactly the right thing to increase the probability of that behavior happening  

 again.  It also sets a more positive stage for those moments when correction is  

 needed. 

 

     6.   Use praise accurately.  The only restriction regarding giving praise to a child is to  

  be sure that what you’re saying is accurate ~ i.e., honest.  A four-year-old child  

 isn’t an “artist” yet ~ so don’t call them one.  A ten-year-old child probably isn’t a  

 virtuoso at anything.  Tie your praise to the truth, but give lots of praise.   

 

7. Use praise to build your child’s character.  In describing your child’s character it’s  

 always better to offer positive statements.  You want to inject a sense of your  

 child’s being honest, trustworthy, pure, gentle, fair, forgiving, etc.  So it’s OK to  

 say, “You are really a trustworthy kid,” if the child has proven to be trustworthy.   

 Avoid saying, “You’re an untrustworthy kid.”  Rather, point out what’s happening  

 in one situation, and if the child was untrustworthy, put it into the immediate  

 context.  “In this situation you demonstrated untrustworthy behavior.”  But then  

 add words of hope.  “But I know you’re better than this ~ I’d like to see the  

 trustworthy part of you take over.”   

 

Parental love needs to be a constant flow from parent to child, regardless of the child’s 

behavior.  Remember, scripture says, “It was while we were still sinners, that Christ died 

for us” (Rom. 5:8).  That’s not only the model of salvation ~ it’s a terrific parental model  

as well.  You want your kids to understand that mom and dad have feelings, and are 

pleased when their kids gets good grades, tell the truth, and are kind.  But you also want 

to make sure that your kids know that mom and dad don’t love them any less when grades 

drop, or when the child lies.  Here are some tools to help in this quest: 

 

1.  Describe what you see.  The object here it so offer helpful comment without  

     “evaluating” the child’s character.  For example, you might say, “I see a child  

     telling the truth even when it hurts,” or, “I see a child not telling the truth.”  

 

2. Describe what you feel.  E.g., “It makes me feel proud when you tell the 

        truth, because I know you could lie about this,” or, “It makes me feel sad and  

       a little angry when you lie.” 

 

 3.  Sum up the child's behavior with a word.  E.g., “Honesty!”  “Trustworthiness!”   

     “Forgiving!”  “Gentle!”  “Thoughtful!”  “Compassionate!”  “Kind!” 
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 4.  If you must make negative comment, try offering positive comment both  

     before and after you give negative feedback.  E.g., “In this situation you have  

     been forgiving and gentle.  However, you’re not telling the whole truth here,  

     and I know you’re better that that.”) 

 

Five Minute Small Group Discussion 

 

In this exercise you’ve only got 5 minutes for five questions, so read the questions 

quickly, and give “pop-corn” answers (four to six words maximum), with each person in 

the group participating, using skills from this section of the lesson. 

 

1.  Your child, who normally keeps a terribly messy room, has just put his/her sneakers 

under the bed where they should be.  How may you best handle this? 

 

2.  Your child, who normally gets average to poor grades in school, has just come home 

with a test paper on which he/she got a "B."  How might you best handle this? 

 

3.  Your child, who is normally self-centered, has just done something kind for his/her 

sibling.  How may you best handle this? 

 

4.  Your child has just gotten a speeding ticket ~ 30 miles over the speed limit.  How  

may you best handle this? 

 

5.  Your child, who has been caught shoplifting before, is now waiting for you at the 

police station, having been caught again.  How may you best handle this? 

 

F.  Helpful Mottoes 

 

When emotions are high and parenting is tough it can be helpful to carry “parenting 

mottoes” in your head.  These can provide guidance as you seek to move through and past 

conflict with your children.  Here are a few such “guiding mottoes” to memorize and 

apply.   

 

  Guiding Mottoes: 

 

i) What you "see" is what you get. ~ The behavior that you expect to see in a child, is  

    the behavior you will likely become primed to watch for in their lives.  If you expect 

    your child to lie, you’ll probably see it frequently.  If you expect your child to tell 

    the truth, that’s what you’ll prime yourself to watch for.  In the end, what parents 

    are primed to watch for in their kids’ lives, becomes “themes” in the parent-child 

    relationship.  An important question to ask yourself as a parent, is What do I want to  

    see in my child?”  Look for it.  It’s likely there.  Perhaps it’s not present as often as  

    you’d like, but it’s likely there.  When you see the behavior you wish, point it out. 

    Just remember, what you expect to see is very likely what you’ll end up seeing. 
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ii) That behavior which is rewarded is most likely to be repeated. ~ If you only pay  

     attention to your kids when they goof up, then expect them to goof up in order to get  

     your attention, even if the parental attention is a reprimand or a spanking.  If you want  

     your kids to repeat good or positive behavior, then give them attention and  

     encouragement when they do things right. 

 

iii) Catch ‘em doin’ it right. ~ This is a powerful tool.  Use it frequently.  The better you 

      are at this tool, the easier your overall parenting task will be.  Here’s the skill:  Look  

      for 10 or 15 things each day that you can affirm in your child.  It could be as simple  

      as “cute outfit” or as meaningful as “You really did a good thing when you gave your  

      toy to your sister.  I was really proud of you.”   

 

iv) Learn to discipline  your own mind.  The Bible teaches a summary of the previous  

     four points.  “Fix your thoughts on what is true and honorable and right.  Think about  

     things that are pure and lovely and admirable.  Think about things that are excellent  

     and worthy of praise” (Phil. 4:8 ~ NLT).  You can pour your parenting energy into 

     trying to correct each negative behavior your child does, or you can give your 

     energy to feeding and reinforcing things that are honorable, right, pure, etc.  How 

     do you wish to expend your energy?  This is actually one of the most powerful Bible  

     verses dealing with shaping the behavior of children (or adults).   

 

v)  Always play off the same page.  Any time a child is able to rebel against one parent,  

     that child is probably “standing on the shoulders” of the other parent.  Moms and  

     Dads often shoot themselves in the foot by undermining each other.  It’s an area of 

     parental power conflict.  And 99% of the time it doesn’t matter which parent is “right” 

     or “wrong.”  What really matters is that both parents support each other’s decisions. 

 

F.  Free your child from having to play roles 

 

Without even realizing it, some family systems create “roles” which their children are 

expected to fill.  In a family where dad travels each week, the oldest son may be covertly 

placed in the role of “fill-in dad,” or “fill-in best friend for mom.”  In a family where 

mom is an alcoholic, or is sick much of the time, a daughter may be covertly placed in the 

role of “fill-in mom,” or “keeper of the household.”  Those are two examples of what the 

clinical field calls “parentified children,” or kids placed in the role of a parent. 

 

Dysfunctional family systems often generate identifiable roles played out among the 

children.  A few of these roles include:  (a) the lost child; (b) the scapegoat or black 

sheep; (c) the hero, or super-overachiever; (d) the rebel; (e) the caretaker; (f) the family 

switchboard.  Children are quick to read their parents' expectations, and will usually do 

almost anything, including self-destruction, to gain their parents' love.  Here are some tips 

regarding freeing your children from becoming trapped within these kinds of roles. 

 

 1.  Look for opportunities to show the child a new picture of himself/herself.  If 
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      your child says things like, “I’m stupid,” or “I’m a failure,” look for situations 

      in which your child demonstrates intelligence or wisdom.  Look for times 

      when your child succeeds.  Point these times out to your child.  Show your 

      child a different picture than the one they may carry in their heads. 

 

 2.  Put children in situations where they can see themselves differently.   

     Sometimes parents need to create situations in which their child may 

     succeed, in order to demonstrate that their child can indeed succeed. 

     Part of the parenting task is to help kids learn how to be all they can be, 

     and  sometimes this means parental engineering of circumstances so that 

     the child can see themselves in a positive light. 

 

 3.  Let children overhear you say something positive about them.  E.g., a child 

         overhearing dad tell mom about how well the child can swim can be like 

      a tonic to the child’s desire to swim.  Kids love to know that their parents 

      think well of them.  So occasionally let your kids overhear you brag to 

      each other about how well they are doing. 

 

4.  Model the behavior you'd like them to see (but don't lecture while doing it).   

     Do you want your child to share more willingly ~ model it yourself.  Do  

     you want your child to speak more respectfully to others ~ model how it’s  

     supposed to be.  Don’t brag on yourself, or lecture as you do it.  Just let 

     your child see how things are supposed to happen. 

 

5. When the child acts according to the old label, state your feelings and/or your 

expectations.  E.g., Billy acts selfishly toward his sister.  Mom says, “It makes 

me feel frustrated and sad when I see you doing that, Billy.  You’re a better 

kid than that.  I’d like to see you improve.” 

 

6. Talk with your spouse about the role you’re seeing, and talk about how 

the relationship between Mom and Dad might be feeding that role.  Discuss 

ways the two of you might help your child operate outside that role, or  

overcome  the power of that role. 

 

Ten Minute Small Group Role Play 

 

Choose one person in your group who will play the role of  the “child,” and another 

who’ll be the “parent.”  The rest of the group are to listen and observe.  The child 

presents the following problem to the parent.  The parent is to use skills from this section 

of the lesson to help solve the problem. 

 

1.  Your child is almost always late, for everything.  Tonight they’re 45 minutes late in 

      coming home from a “study group” at their best friend’s home.  The agreement was 

      they’d be home by 9:30.  Now it’s 10:15 and they just walked in the door.  In the 

      past you’ve lectured, nagged and threatened.  Tonight you’re going to use two of 
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      the skills from this course.  Which two will you use?   

 

2.  Your oldest child constantly bosses his/her siblings.  You just walked in the room and 

     saw it happen again.  One of the younger kids is crying, another has run out of the  

     room in frustration.  In the past you’ve escalated your power by punishing your 

     oldest child.  Today you’re going to try a couple different skills.   

 

3.  Your child seems angry and rebellious much of the time.  If they speak to you at all, 

      it’s often with one-word sentences.  But to your surprise you just had a 10-minute  

      conversation with them regarding how things are going at school.   

 

Summary  

 

There are going to be days in any parent’s life in which they seem to do nothing but scold, 

correct, and punish.  However, it ought to be the objective of all parents to have those 

days as infrequently as possible.  Many parents who have frequent conflict with their 

kids, find they are putting most of their parenting efforts into putting out fires rather than 

building and reinforcing positive behavior.  This “negativity trap” can become infectious 

within an entire family system, as everyone looks at everyone else and points out each 

others weaknesses, failures, bad behavior, etc.  This lesson provides lots of tips about 

how to break through the negativity trap, and how to move beyond conflict with your 

children.   

 

Like learning any skills, the more one practices them, the better one becomes at using 

them.  If you’re having frequent conflicts with your kids, things are not likely to improve 

very much if you merely read this chapter and then put it on the shelf.  You might write 

specific skills onto paper and put them on the refrigerator.  You might construct “practice 

sessions” with yourself as you drive around town alone in your car.  Look for 

opportunities to use these skills in real situations. 

 

Part of overcoming repetitive conflict with your kids involves changing the 

communication loop between them and you.  Rather than nagging, threatening, yelling, 

scolding, intimidating, punishing, etc., try using some of the skills in this lesson.  Don’t 

give up if things don’t immediately improve.  It can take time to change entrenched 

behavioral patterns, but you can do it if you work at it, and in the end both your children 

and you will benefit from your hard work.  Indeed, as you master these skills you’ll likely 

find yourself using them effectively within your marriage as well.   

 

It’s worth the effort.  Go for it. 


