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First Principle:  Whatever you pay attention to, you reinforce.

“…and Tippy had his legos, and we made a airplane, and Tippy flied his airplane over the playground…”
My eyes are on Landen as he careens his story about his (imaginary) brother around the room, arms waving, sound effects and facial expressions.  Then I hear behind me, “TEACHER”.  My eyes are fixed on Landen.  This time, more urgently, “TEACHER!  Look at me, Teacher”, comes a voice from across the room.  Again, my eyes remain fixed on Landen as his story veers off down a sidestreet of his imagination.  I show him my continued interest in his tale.  Finally, the voice behind me is stilled.  A patter of feet approach from behind.  A gentle tap on the shoulder – more silence.

Landen pauses in his story, takes a breath and winds up to venture off in another exciting direction of his tale, when his eyes break from mine and glance behind me.  This is my chance – at last.  I break my eye contact with Landen to look behind me also.  I see Hailey, standing still, watching me, waiting for me to look at her.  When I do, she says “Teacher, look at me on the slide.”  I smile at her and say “OK, just a minute please.”  Then I turn to Landen to ask him to excuse me for a moment while I watch Hailey show me something.  He’s amenable so I give my attention to Hailey.  Moments later, I may be back listening to Landen, playing a card game to which I was invited by Zachary or, preferably, standing at the side watching the children and letting my gaze lay softly and lovingly upon each one whose eyes meet mine.
This is a frequent scene from the early weeks of any group of children with whom I am working.  One of my first objectives in the class has to do with the mechanics of working together.  Shouting for my attention from across the room is not conducive to a harmonious group.  If I answer the shouting child, even to indicate to them to wait a moment, then I cheat the child who has my attention – by denigrating the value of what he has to say.  I cheat myself by acting like an impulsive bundle of reactivity rather than a deliberate and thoughtful agent in the environment, and I cheat the interrupting child by denying her a lesson in delay of gratification – one of the most important lessons for children of our culture today.

It takes the consistent practice of only a couple of weeks for the children to learn that if they want my attention, then they must tap my shoulder gently and wait for my eyes to meet theirs.  Coaching and loving reminders are part of this process.  The skill being taught is no different than learning to ride a bicycle or swing a baseball bat effectively – repetition, demonstrations of the technique several times, practice, modeling and reminders are used to help an athlete perfect a skill.  Putting an athlete in time-out when they forget to place their feet properly or speaking blamefully or negatively does not build confidence in one’s ability either.  We say “Nice swing, now bring the right food a little more forward and try again.  Terrific job!”

I constantly look for what the children are doing well, rather than pointing out what they are doing wrong.  For instance, Landen, Mommy and I needed to walk along a bit of sidewalk back to the classroom door.  The sidewalk bordered a busy street. Since we had already constantly practiced that Miss Ale’ always goes first (because she’s talent and the cars can see her better), I asked Landen “Who goes first?”  Landen points to me, but he is pushing his mom and whining to her to go in front of him.  She wants him to go first and he is becoming more and more frustrated.  Finally, I understand what he’s trying to make Mommy do.  Mommy’s becoming more frustrated too, because she wants Landen to go in front of her.  I call this tension between Mommy and child “Mama Drama”.
I have to find something positive to say but it’s a confusing and tense moment.  Finally, I say, “Wow, look how trustworthy Landen is.  He’s walking right behind you, Mom.  Isn’t he trustworthy?  Look, he’s walking right into the classroom.”  The mother mentions that he’s being so rude and nasty, so I say “But look!  He’s being very trustworthy.  He didn’t run away.  He went straight into the classroom.  It could’ve been much worse.”  She acknowledges that this indeed could be true, yet she feels helpless, perhaps embarrassed, to get Landen to do what she wants him to do.

Her language is filled with one of the most mis-used words when giving directions to young children – “Don’t”.  Don’t talk so loud.  Don’t open the door.  Don’t touch…Don’t take…Don’t say…

Any words that point out what not to do reinforces attention to the undesirable behavior.  Instead, tell them what you want to see more of, instead of what you want to see less of.  “I like how you’re walking right behind Mommy.  You’re very trustworthy.  You know how to walk safely on the sidewalk.”

Feel the difference?  Makes you want to do even better, doesn’t it?  This leads us to another essential principle of successful communication with young children.

Second Principle:  Name the virtue when you see it.

The previous scenario reinforced the desired behavior by naming the virtue of “trustworthiness”, then describing the trustworthy behavior.  This two-step process expands the child’s conception of the virtue, helping him to understand what trustworthiness really means (to do what you say you will do) and to apply it to new situations.  The more examples of trustworthiness that can be pointed out, the stronger will be the child’s internalization of this virtue.  “Look at Jason.  He’s trustworthy because he’s washing his hands like he said he would before snack.”  “Erin is putting away all the pieces of that puzzle she was working with.  Isn’t she trustworthy?”

The first scene, where we witnessed Hailey standing still and waiting, was a perfect opportunity to acknowledge her desirable behavior.  “Wow, Hailey.  You’ve been very patient waiting for Landen to finish telling his story.  Thank you.”  At this moment, I have often introduced another technique for reinforce the positive behavior.  I set up a Virtues Table in the classroom.

The Virtues Table
A small table, spread with a lovely, flowered cloth.  On it, sits a clear dish in the shape of a heart.  Next to the dish is a pretty little tin bucket painted pink with flowers.  Laying, spread out before these two items are cards, decorated with glitter and gems, with words written on them:
Trustworthy

Patient

Generous

Thrifty

Thankful

Merciful

Independent

Courteous

Imagine it’s time for show-and-tell, but instead of holding up a physical object, the children hold up themselves and share a situation in which they exhibited generosity, trustworthiness or patience.  Imagine the children nearly competing with one another to do good.  “I shared my ball with my little brother.”  “My mommy made me cookies and I told her thank you.”  “I waited until Zachary was done with the puzzle, so I was patient.”

After each tender report, the child takes a gem from the bucket and drops it in the heart-shaped jar.  After about a week the jar is filled to the top and we celebrate the  moment by emptying the jar and gazing at all the gems that represent all of our kindnesses.  Then we begin again.
Now it often happens that when the parent comes to pick up the child at the end of class, the child exhibits behavior that the parent deems inappropriate or chaotic.  This elicits a comment from the parent to the effect, “Did she act like this all day?”  Or “Is he this way for you?”  Then I get a chance to boast about all the times the child exhibited a particular virtue, all the times he was patient, courteous, etc.  This, in turn, triggers the child to also begin to list the virtues they’ve shown.  My favorite moments are when the parent shares with me an anecdote about the child at home telling the parent that he is courteous or trustworthy.  How precious it must sound to hear your little child tell you “I’m generous and trustworthy and thankful and patient.  I’m very patient.”

The virtues table is merely a focus for our attention.  Recounting our moments when we showed virtues is not enough.  The most important part of virtues education is when we incorporate the language of virtues into our daily interactions with the children:

“Look at Victoria’s hands.  They’re resting in her lap.  She’s waiting patiently for her turn.”  (This is said when several of the children are attempting to grab the material so they can use it.)

“Erin is sitting quietly so she can take a turn now.”  (This draws attention to desirable behavior rather than letting the child jumping up and down shouting “I want a turn” to be given any attention for the undesirable behavior.)

“Thank you for standing quietly and tapping my shoulder.  Can I help you with something?”  (Instead of giving attention to someone shouting “Teacher” across the room.  Likewise, I tap a child’s shoulder, wait for eye contact, then state my request, rather than shout across the room “Time to clean up!”)

Third Principle:  Maintain a Bank Account of Good Will.

My first task on the first days of class is to establish a relationship of trust and good will between me and the children.  I make a personal commitment to win each heart to me with kindness, generosity, humor, accepting the children where they are at that moment in terms of social and emotional development.  I make my personality to be as attractive as possible – smiling, gentle touch, slow movements, jokes (all my best material), self-deprecating (“I’m so SILLY sometimes” when I make a mistake).  My firm conviction is (and it has never failed) that children are eager to love you and please you, respect you and follow your directions when they feel loved and respected, their interests honored and their needs met by you in return.
Obedience is a gift.  Let me repeat that:

Obedience is a gift.

How different do those words feel compared to saying: 

“The children must learn to respect me because I am the adult.”

“I am entitled to their respect and obedience.”

“I must be treated with respect at all times.”

This raises the question:  What kind of obedience or respect do you want?  The kind that requires threats, punishments, “consequences”, time-out, loss of privilege, etc., to obtain?  Or the kind that is given spontaneously, generously because they love and trust you.  They love and trust you because you acted in a loving and trustworthy way from the beginning.

You respected Landen when he wanted to listen to a story on tape, rather than wash his hands and sit for snack when the rest of the children were at the table.  You trusted Landen to eventually come to the snack table and you were happy to invite him to wash his hands with you.  You were interested in what Landen was listening to when he finally joined you for snack.  You thanked Landen for joining the group and snack because he is important to each member of the group and you missed him.  You assure him that if he’s interested in listening to a tape later, there will be time right after snack and before the class goes outside.

You are building rapport – a relationship with Landen that will pay its dividends later, when Landen feels a stronger connection to the group and will conform more willingly to the schedule.  This relationship-building process is presented in an approach called “Conscious Discipline”.  

Conscious Discipline
The traditional approach to discipline asserts that rules govern behaviors, that you can change others, conflicts are avoided by use of bribes, threats, manipulation and rewards, and blame is the focus.

Conscious Discipline, on the other hand, focuses on the following principles:

1.
Relationships govern behavior and create willingness.

2.
The only person you can make change is yourself.

3.
Conflict is an opportunity to teach and connect.

4.
The primary outcome is to understand the problem and seek the 



solution.

The goal of Conscious Discipline is to build relationships with children (connection) and help them to feel safe.  This goal is achieved by understanding how the brain works.  There are three main centers in the brain that are involved when a child acts.  The first center is called the brain stem.  This is the most primitive center of the brain and operates when a child feels threatened or unsafe.  The second section of the brain is called the limbic system.  The limbic system is triggered because children’s feelings are engaged.  The third center is called the cortex.  This is the rational center of the brain where problem-solving takes place. 

The purpose of Conscious Discipline is to recognize that a child’s behavior is a brain state and that we can help children to shift from one state to another.  We must also recognize that we cannot teach a brain stem state or a limbic state.  Teaching can only take place in the cortex state.   So our work is to provide the necessary safety and connection the child needs to trigger the cortex state.  We do this by building those relationships with the children right away – start building that bank account of good will.  The payoff will be greater willingness on the part of the children to work with you.  
For more information about Conscious Discipline, visit www.consciousdiscipline.com.  

Fourth Principle:  Build a Community of Children.

A community is a group of people coming together who have diverse talents and interests, who brings those talents and interests to the group in order to serve the group so that it functions best.  If the community is functioning well, then the individuals in the group can also function well.  One of the most important qualities or virtues needed to create a healthy community is independence of the children from the adult in the environment.  This independence from the adult can be achieved by directing the children to help one another solve their problems.  How many times do we hear the following:
“Hold this.”

“I can’t put on my shoes.”

“I can’t get down.  Can you help me?”

What action invariably follows these statements?  A little hand holding some object (a coat, a shoe, a box) reaches up towards the adult.  My responses are:

“I’m not a coat rack, silly! (sense of humor)

“Hang your coat over the rail.”  (specific direction)

“Ask Johnny to help you put your shoes on.  He knows how.” (another child)

“Yes, I can help you.  Put your hand over here then set your foot there…”
(help that enables a child to do it independently – what I like to call “real

 help”)

I see way too much “help” given to children by adults.  It takes a “tough love” approach to wean a child off of this dependence.  Things take longer to get done.  Things may not be exactly right.  More accidents may happen.  More messes may be made.  More frustration may be experienced by the adult and the children.  But look at the payoff.
