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Discipline with
Toddlers &
Preschoolers
Wednesday 17 June
7:00 pm
Discipline is an omnipresent topic
for parents trying to guide young
minds and protect young bodies.
This presentation will consider
common approaches to discipline
from a psychological perspective.
We’ll discuss how to tailor tactics
and techniques to your child’s
particular
personality
and
temperament; how to balance
setting limits and sharing control;
and how to use discipline to lay a
foundation
for
self-esteem,
emotional regulation and healthy
communication.

Dealing with Food &
Eating Issues
Wednesday 22 July
7:00 pm
Getting kids to eat healthily, on
time, neatly, or at all can be a
challenge for a surprising number
of parents. Success depends on
having
developmentally
appropriate expectations, an
understanding of the way your
child’s temperament contributes
to his or her relationship to food
and a knack for avoiding power
struggles. In this discussion we
will present general guidelines for
handling food issues based on
age and temperament; and we
will address questions on a caseby-case basis.
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q&a
Our family has recently undergone a major transition: my husband and I have
separated and are in the process of becoming divorced. We have a 3-year-old son
and this has been hard for us all. As splits go, we have had a fairly easy one; we are
respectful of each other and both committed to co-parenting as well as we can.
Despite a few bumps, our son has dealt well with the adjustments over the last couple
of months since his father moved into an apartment about 20 minutes from our home.
However, as things have settled in, our challenges are beginning to extend beyond
helping him adjust into questions of long-term co-parenting strategies. In the last
week or so, our son has become increasingly defiant, especially with me. He spends
three overnight and two afternoon visits a week with his father and the past three
times he’s come home, he has been rude to me to the point of hitting or pushing me
away. His father does not encourage that behavior and I am confident that my exhusband is not saying anything negative about me to our son when they are alone.
However, I have become concerned that our different approaches to discipline may
be contributing to our son’s acting out. I have always been stricter in my discipline
because I believe our son responds well to clear limits. His father, on the other hand,
is often inclined to give into his protests. I am concerned that I am beginning to be the

bad cop. My ex-husband thinks our son needs extra support during this time, so we need to go easy on him. I certainly
don’t want to be too hard on him; he has been through a lot, so I am willing to lighten up if that’s the thing to do.
However, on the other hand, our son’s defiant behavior seems to get much better after a few hours of consistent limits. I
don’t think he truly prefers being with his father to being with me because he often says he doesn’t want to go to his
father’s before they get together, although he is always happy and excited to see his dad when the time comes. Is this
just a burst of normal defiance, or are the differences in our discipline styles leading us down a bad road? And if so, how
do we avoid things getting worse?
This is indeed a major transition. The process of separating a family is painful and difficult even in the best of
circumstances and you and your ex-husband both deserve a great deal of credit for your commitment to putting your
son’s welfare first. In terms of how to understand and address your son’s recent defiance, experience leads us to
suspect that you are dealing with two separate issues: one is related to your son’s ongoing process of adjusting to your
separation, the other concerns the effect of the differences in your and your ex-husband’s discipline strategies.
In cases of major transitions, whether it’s a divorce, the addition of a new sibling, or something less global like a move, or
starting preschool, it’s common for parents to feel as though their child has adjusted more quickly than they have. It’s
easy to assume that kids have completed an initial adjustment when they learn to move through a new routine and can
be enthusiastic about elements of it. However, especially for children that are slower adapting in general, the emotional
struggle of adjusting continues and sometimes intensifies as that newness wears off. Some of this has to do with a felt
sense of the permanence of the change; some it has to do with the depletion of short-term coping that are resources
used up in the effort to make it through the initial period of adjustment. Just like adults, children will often go through a
second emotional reckoning in the process of accepting loss and managing change. Unlike adults, young children lack
the introspective means needed to understand and express this process verbally, so it is conveyed in their behavior.
Often, the behavior in question has to be interpreted broadly rather than literally. So, for example, your son’s aggression
toward you upon reunion probably expresses much more about his feelings for comings and goings, transitions,
goodbyes and the fact that he has lost the possibility of coming home to both his parents, than it does about his feeling
toward you specifically. In the logic of a 3-year-old, when you can’t get what you want, it makes sense to protest with
appropriate vehemence to the person you perceive to be the most powerful and responsible for creating the structure of
life in general (which is why some toddlers will become furious with parents for the fact that it is raining outside or that
they have just hurt themselves). The combative attitude is intended to express frustration at the state of things and, if
possible, to spur you to magically correct that which needs adjusting. In this case, that would include the way your son
feels when it’s time to transition. Unfortunately it’s normal (but not universal) that the parent a child spends more time
with is the sole or primary recipient of such protests. So in this sense, both you and your son’s father are right: your son
has been through, and is still going through, a lot and he will continue to need extra support from you both. However,
support shouldn’t mean letting him get away with things that he would normal not be allowed – that will only lead to more
confusion and a feeling of less structure in a time when his world is already flexing to a difficult extent. Instead, you want
to be sure you keep talking to your son about his feelings, about how hard changes is, about how you can see that lately
it’s hard for him to behave when he first comes home. Let him know that it’s normal to feel agitated, disappointed and
angry. Let him know that it’s okay with you that he feels this way. However, it’s important that your supportive empathy
not translate to excusing unacceptable behavior, especially physical violence. Giving him extra support means lots of
empathic attunement to his feelings, it means taking special times to do something fun or going out of your way to be
sure he knows how much you both treasure him. It means continually finding ways to help him recognize and express his
own experience and giving him lots of room to feel his feelings. But it doesn’t mean letting him break the rules. Now more
than ever, you want your discipline tactics to be clear and consistent, which brings us to the second part of the issue:
consistency in discipline.
Your son’s life has a new structure as of late. Now that he has done some initial adjusting to the shape of it, he will need
to test all the boundaries anew to see which will hold as always and which may have shifted in the process of this
transition. If he gets inconsistent responses to his testing, it will only take him longer to move through the process. And
the longer this takes, the more likely he is to become increasingly anxious as a result of the confusion. As you have
pointed out, the challenge of maintaining consistency takes on an additional dimension when parents have different
approaches to establishing and upholding limits. This dilemma is not unique to separated families, many married couples
struggle daily over how to resolve differences into a coherent message for their children. Although it’s hard to do, it’s a
struggle worth taking on. When kids get conflicting messages over rules and consequences, they tend to try to resolve
the associated anxiety by relentlessly testing the boundaries in the effort to find a structure that can hold. This doesn’t
mean that you and your son’s father necessarily have to have all the same rules. At your son’s age, he can make sense
of guidelines that define different parameters around what furniture it’s okay to jump on or how much dinner he has to eat
to get dessert. The key to managing this is that these differences have to be made explicit, and it has to be clear that
everyone is aware of them. This will limit the likelihood that your son feels like he is getting away with anything –
something you don’t want him to have to manage in his already complicated mix of emotions. As in any family, you do

want to try to avoid falling into a global pattern in which one parent is the softy and one is the toughie. Over time, this
dynamic undermines everyone: the tough parent loses opportunities for the tender exchanges that come from
appropriate indulgences, the more lax parent loses a sense of authority and some measure of respect as children age,
and the child can feel cut-off from one parent or the other as he struggles to make peace between the competing desires
for gratification in the moment and the need to maintain parental approval. Avoiding such a pattern doesn’t require that
you and your ex-husband come to philosophical agreement on every issue, but the effort will be greatly aided by your
attempt to find some compromises, even if it means that in turns each of you are parenting a little distance from your own
natural inclination in an effort to maintain consistency. Doing this can take a great deal of resolve at times. It may be
helpful to keep in mind that establishing a sense of consistency is a higher priority than your specific response to a given
situation. We’d encourage you to be forgiving of yourselves and each other in the effort to create a healthy pattern. It’s a
formidable task to gain a clear view through two different lenses, one that can sometimes require the outside support of
an objective eye. To that end, agree together that if you either of you feel that you are losing traction you will reach out to
other like-minded parents, trusted confidents, professional therapists or some other form of support. It’s a good idea if
you can agree what to do if you come to such a point before you get there. In the end, the effort you spend on your
communication with your child’s other parent, be that your current partner or not, will be one of the most valuable
investments you make in your child’s welfare.
We’ve just celebrated our daughter’s third birthday and at seven months, our son has finally learned to sleep through the
night. I’m grateful to report that they are healthy and happy, and all in all, they are both easy children. I know we are
fortunate in all these respects, but some days, I still feel like I don’t know where my old life went. More specifically, I don’t
know where my husband went. It’s not that I don’t see him – he’s a very involved father – but I feel like I am living with
my children’s father rather than my partner. I know he feels the same, he has said so. We both work, our days are long
and busy and our energy has been focused on being sure we give our children the quality of attention that they deserve.
In the blur of long days I sometimes forget what it felt like to look forward to coming home to just each other. I love being
a parent and I would never want to do this with anyone else; I just worry that in the time that passes we will lose
something we can’t re-find. Everyone says that it gets easier once they are older; that feels like a long time to hold out.
We were married for two years before we were ready to have children; it took us another two and a half to get pregnant
for the first time. I wish I’d known during those long years of trying that we were about to spend the next three years
barely seeing each other. Maybe we would have enjoyed the waiting a little more.
We hear similar laments from many of our clients. In the midst the daily fray, it can be hard to even keep the longing for
connection alive. In this way your wistful moments over what you are missing is an important part of the key to re-finding
it. As it sounds like was the case for you and your husband, most of the parents we work with approached having
children as a choice, not a foregone conclusion. Most of you approached parenthood intentionally; you had plans, hopes
and goals for how to fashion a family and nurture children. During the early years of this great endeavor, it’s normal to
struggle to maintain and apply your vision of parenthood through sleepless nights, first steps, temper tantrums, and
preschool applications. Keeping pace with the rapid changes of the first five years requires an extraordinary level of
attention and energy; it’s virtually impossible for parents to avoid taking some of that out of their own relationship. In the
best of situations, you maintain intimacy by sharing the revelatory experience of becoming parents. You develop a new
bond as you are, together, changed by supporting a new life. In the course of the day-to-day, you rely on some sort of
implicit or explicit agreement that you will find each other in date nights, stolen moments and shared glances as you
more or less divide and (on good days) conquer.
But this process is not always seamless. Even the most solid of partnerships is tested by the magnitude of change
involved in the early years of family life. It’s normal to find yourself making sacrifices and compromises you would not
have anticipated. It’s easy for new parents to feel as though they have lost touch with themselves, not to mention their
partners. And even when a relationship is sound and healthy, it may not always feel so to one or both partners struggling
with sleep deprivation and overwhelm. It can be hard to know which disruptions and distances to view with concern and
which to chalk up to growing pains.
One of the most important things that you can do is to talk about “things being off.” Overwhelm can breed a sense of
hopelessness when it comes to attending to the needs of a partnership. This often leads, in turn, to silence – the ideal
growing environment for the emotional distance that takes its toll on so many relationships between partners who have
young children. Of course, doubling up on date night or a getaway weekend once a month (or even once, period) can do
a lot to help, but it’s not always possible to carve out the time. However, while it’s hard to avoid the overwhelm, there is
much you can do to combat hopelessness, and even more you can do to guard against communication breakdown.
Keeping the conversation alive is the biggest key to winning both battles. Starting or reviving a dialogue about the state
of your relationship can be challenging. And challenges are hard to face when you are running on reserves already.
However, you have already created some momentum in giving voice to your disconcert – it sounds as though your

husband has done the same. Try to capitalize on that to create some change. As you do so, here are a few thinking
points for you both to help guide your way:
•

Don’t make it a goal for couplehood to feel easy, or even easier than it does in the hardest of times. The early years
of parenthood (when your kids are ages 0 – 5) are the most stressful period in the lifecycle of most relationships.
Take the pressure off yourself and your partner by accepting that your relationship may not feel or look like you would
like it to during these years. Instead, have the goal be, as a couple, to do what is needed for you each to maintain an
overall sense of confidence that you will be able to increase your level of intimacy and satisfaction in time. Of course,
doing this means that you must have both a practice of considering your own level of confidence and a means of
communicating with your partner about where you each stand. A conversation about these questions is a great
jumping off point.

•

Complain together. We’ve found that some shared lamenting about the lack of intimate contact and non-kid related
experience together is one of the most connecting things partners can do when they are feeling swallowed by the
fray. A statement as basic as “I miss you, I feel like I haven’t seen you in a long time” can have a surprising impact on
both the person speaking and the person hearing. It’s a simple marker of the fact that, however much you adore your
children and your ever-deepening relationships with them, and however much you might prefer to spend 15 free
minutes sleeping than with your partner, your relationship with him or her has its own place. Just take care that the
complaints you offer in the middle of other things are complaints that you share with your partner, not complaints
about your partner. Those complaints deserve their own time.

•

When you have a complaint about your partner, schedule time to talk about it. Partners who fall into a pattern of
adding to their partner’s overwhelm by venting their own inadvertently contribute to a situation in which silence feels
better than communication. Work to modulate and prioritize expressions of dissatisfaction with your partner, and be
sure to give him or her warning and a chance to be ready to listen well before you begin.

•

Have shared goals. Talk together about what you want your relationship to look like in six months, one year, five
years. Research has shown that couples who share a vision of partnership over time experience higher levels of
satisfaction in relationship than couples who do not.

•

Have a plan for how to get help when you need it. Talk together about what you will do as a couple if either of you
ever feels stuck or despairing for a significant period of time. Don’t wait until things feel dire to make a plan for what
to do if that happens. That won’t be a creative or collaborative time. Think of this as creating an insurance policy in
case of emergency.

•

Surprise each other. Make a practice of randomly doing something fun, loving, sexy, or supportive for each other. In
order to maintain the practice, keep the scale of surprises within the range of what feels doable, and like something
you could repeat. Creating a pattern of random pleasure and surprise in a relationship increases hope and resilience.

Questions
If you have a question you’d like us to
answer here, email us at:
symbio@symbiosf.com.

Private Presentations
Presentations on any topic for groups
of eight or more can be arranged by
appointment. These presentations can
be done at your home or another space
of your choice, or at our San Francisco
or Marin locations. For more details,
contact us at: symbio@symbiosf.com.
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