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Discipline:
where do I start?

Effective discipline aims to give children the
guidance they need to grow up safe and
healthy and to develop behaviour that allows
them to take charge of their own lives - 
self-confidence, respect and a sense of right
and wrong.

Here are some basic principles that can help
you develop an effective, positive approach to
the thorny of issue of discipline.

Build your child’s self esteem
Help your child to identify their strengths and to
appreciate the things they do well. Give them positive
encouragement to build their self esteem. A child who
feels respected and worthwhile is less likely to
misbehave and will enjoy better relationships with
others.

Acknowledge good behaviour
Catch your children being good! Make a habit of
encouraging them when they are behaving well or
trying to follow your instructions. Get them to reflect on
their behaviour and how it affects the people around
them. This helps your child to understand the
importance of their actions and to take responsibility for
their behaviour.

Be clear and consistent
Negotiate rules that all family members contribute to
and agree on. Review them together and see if you still
need them or if they can be changed. Make sure that
any approach you take is sensitive and responsive to
the needs and abilities of your child. Don’t set them up
to fail.

Decide on a discipline plan ahead of time and:

◆ make sure that your child understands what the rule is
◆ explain why the rule is important, and
◆ be clear about the consequences of breaking the rule.

If you set rules, follow them. Be fair and consistent -
children lose respect and trust if they think discipline is
random, unfair or punitive.

‘Discipline’ comes from the 
ancient phrase ‘to disciple’,
which means ‘to make like’. It’s about 
much more than rules, punishment 
and controlling your child’s actions.

Some discipline is not ok
Hitting, punching or severely striking a child is never
acceptable. In NSW it is against the law to use
excessive physical punishment against a child. This
law applies to parents and to people acting in the
place of a parent.

The law says that it is unacceptable to use physical
force on:
• any part of your child’s head or neck (unless it is

insignificant), and
• any other part of your child’s body if the harm it 

causes lasts for more than a short time.

This law is about ensuring that children are kept safe
from serious physical violence. While it doesn’t stop a
parent from smacking a child, it’s important to note
that all Australian governments, along with the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child,
encourage parents to discipline children in ways that
don’t harm them physically or emotionally.

The Crimes Amendment (Child Protection - Physical
Mistreatment) Act is in force from December 2002.

Handle conflict calmly
It’s natural for children and young people to test the
limits at different times and see how you respond.
Having a negotiated discipline plan in place can help
take the heat out of a trying situation. Handle conflict
calmly and firmly. 

Teach by example
Children and young people model what they see. If you
want children to develop behaviour that is responsible
and respectful towards others, it’s crucial that you
demonstrate these qualities to your children. If they
make a mistake, don’t jump in with criticism - give them
the support and help they need to do things differently.
Corny but true, actions speak louder than words.

Show you care
How you respond to your child’s behaviour lies at the
centre of a positive approach to discipline.

◆ Try not to be so strict that your child can’t feel your    
love and good intentions.

◆ If you discipline your child, talk with them afterwards 
about how they feel and what they learnt.

◆ Share fun times together and enjoy each other
◆ Try to keep your sense of humour.




