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Emotionally Intelligent Discipline
In order for discipline to be truly eﬀective,
it has to help a child learn how to
regulate and appropriate express
emotions as well as control behavior.
Because of the goal of discipline is for a
child to internalize a sense of appropriate
versus inappropriate behavior and
ultimately moral action, discipline has to
be relationally relevant. We will discuss
eﬀective ways to set limits, deliver
emotionally supportive guidance and
foster the development of a healthy
sense of self in your child in the toddler
and preschool years.
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Monday 17 March
6:30-8:00pm
@ GetzWell Pediatrics
1701 Church Street
San Francisco CA

!
!
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$49/person or $69/couple
rsvp: reception@getzwell.com
Tuesday 18 March
7:30-9:00

!

@ Recess Urban Recreation
470 Carolina Street
San Francisco CA

In the Heat of the Moment: When Talking is Too Much!

Recess members:
$35/person or $55/couple
non-members:
$40/person or $60/couple

Q: Talking to my daughter is getting harder to do - and yelling at her is getting

!
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click here to rsvp

!

easier. When she was born four plus years ago, her father and I promised her that
we would raise her in a peaceful and respectful home. We both grew up in homes
that wouldn’t really fit that description and we were actually looking forward to
taking on the hard times and doing them well.

!

The thing is, my daughter has a temper. It’s harder than I ever imagined to keep a
calm demeanor when I have a small person screaming terrible things at me and
going out of her way to defy me. As she gets older and smarter, it gets harder. I
thought it was supposed to be the opposite - shouldn’t love and logic work better
as she gets older?

!

Here’s how it goes: My daughter gets upset about something, it can be anything not getting her way, attention that I give to her 18-month-old brother, my husband
coming into the house through the “wrong” door - and she begins to fuss and
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whine, then yell. She will stand with her body in my way
and insist that I listen only to her and that I do as she
wishes. This doesn’t happen all the time, but maybe half. I
try to empathize and help her name her feelings. I’ve read
and re-read the books about how to do this. So has my
husband. We have doggedly tried to emulate the parents
in the examples. We are not perfect at it, but up until about
6 months ago, I was pretty good. Not that it helped. More
and more I feel like I am in an abusive relationship with a
tiny bully.

!

I finally lost my patience and yelled a few times. I am
ashamed to admit that yelling actually feels good for a few
minutes. Then I feel just terrible for a long time afterwards.
What breaks my heart is that yelling seems to work better
than all the supportive, empathic talking I do. I know I am
sending the wrong messages about how to deal with
conflict and how to treat those you love, but I am not sure
what else to do. My husband is calmer than I am, but he’s
lost it with her a few times too. It seems the more we yell,
the harder it is not to yell; but I need some other approach
that works. How do I keep my cool without being run over
by my 4-year-old? I’m guilty and angry and tired.
Suggestions, please.

!

P.S. I should say that most of the time she is a joy, and the
light of our lives. She can be so sweet and caring and
funny, but things can turn on dime.

!

A: Thank you for painting such an honest picture of
your struggles with your forceful daughter. We get many
questions like this and we often wish that the parents who
contact us with such concerns could know how many
others share the same struggle. We find that the parents
who are the most deeply committed to creating a
conscious, intentional culture in their families often
struggle the most emotionally when their best eﬀorts don’t
meet expectations.

!

Those expectations may be a good place to start in
thinking about how to head forward. There are many
books - many good books - out right now describing
approaches and techniques for fostering peaceful,
respectful communication between parents and children.
There are even more classes, lectures and videos that
present similar content. It’s wonderful for us as
practitioners to have these resources for ourselves and
our clients. However, many (but not all) of those sources
present the information in a manner that suggest that if
you, as a parent, do a good enough job of embodying
calm and respect when your child is angry or upset, you
will reliably be able to instill calm and respect in your child
in the moment.

!

In truth (and in research) that’s not accurate in some case.
A peaceful, respectful interaction between a parent and a
child requires that both parties be capable of peaceful and
respectful behavior in the moment the interaction is
occurring. Setting realistic expectation requires being able
to accurately gauge the level of emotional resources
available to both your child and yourself and in the moment
of the interaction. Often this is less than the resources
available to the fictional characters in the exemplary
passages you read and see. !
Your daughter sounds like she’s got an intense
temperament emotionally. This comes with a whole lot of
good stuff. Emotional intensity can support passionate
engagement in life, rich relationships, meaningful
experiences and tenaciously held values. It will also make it
harder for her to calm down, or to stay calm, when she’s
having an emotional experience. It’s important to note here
that when we are considering temperament, we are
considering biological predispositions - hardwiring; nature,
rather than nurture. Some folks are literally wired with
systems that are prone to more intense feelings than
others. !
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People with high emotional intensity will experience
emotional events more profoundly on a physiological level.
Think of what happens to your body when you feel angry:
muscular tension (caused by electrical impulses from the
brain and supplied at a level that is determined, in part, by a
personal biological norm); a tight stomach (produced by
changes in hormone and enzyme profiles as instructed by
the brain based on a personal “norm” for emotional
responses); an increase in breath rate (also dictated by a
unique, personal neurological response pattern). !
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These are just a few of the physical experiences that come
with the emotion we call anger. If you can imagine that
some people have more pronounced physical experiences
than others, it’s easy to see why learning to calm anger
would be a bigger job for some than for others. That’s why a
one-size fits all approach to peaceful moments won’t work.!

!

Parents often deal with this by simply trying to a apply
more, or “better” calming to a child that is more intense.
This would seem to make sense, right?: A system that is
harder to calm needs more calming help. So being more
patient, empathizing more, talking calmly about feelings for
longer should eventually help. But, as you have pointed
out, it often doesn’t. Here’s why: !

!

Think of anger (or fear or intense disappointment) as an
alarm bell that signals something is amiss in the system.
When the cause of a child’s anger is feeling unseen or
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invalidated, providing empathy can be very reassuring. It
tells the system to shut oﬀ the alarm, the problem is being
addressed. Below a certain threshold, this also works
when the alarm is signaling disappointment or worry.
Providing empathy reassures a child that powerful people
are taking his/her concerns seriously. In those moments
you are like the ultimate customer service representative
oﬀering the message “you are being listened to and, even
if you don’t get the outcome you want most, you are going
to be taken care of here.”

have become a bigger threat than the metaphorical
Grizzly.

!

So, what do you do to encourage peace and respect?
You start by recognizing that life in your peaceful home
will have to include some moments that do not feel
peaceful. A peaceful life as (and with) an intense child
has to be measured in total, not moment by moment. If
your expectations dictate otherwise, you will be stuck
trying to eradicate your daughter’s responses - and that
won’t feel peaceful.

!
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However, if the alarm bell is signaling overwhelm meaning emotional or sensory input is too great for a
child’s system to keep up with in the moment - empathy
can backfire. One reason for this is that your empathic
expressions are more input to a system that is already
backlogged. Another is that empathy increases emotional
resonance; it emphasizes an emotion that has already
become overwhelming. Children (and the adults they grow
up to be) who are more intense have alarms that are more
sensitive. Not only will they go oﬀ more easily, they will
signal a more dire state of aﬀairs more often (fewer “code
yellow”s more “code red!”s). When the alarm signals a
suﬃciently severe threat level, a “code red,” the body will
move into emergency mode where the options are
narrowed down to fight, flight or freeze. !

If you can respect that it’s in her nature to hit the red
zone, it will be easier for you to remain calm when she
does. In those moments, your job is not to keep her from
yelling - it’s to teach her slowly, over time, how to calm
herself down and to respond to her alarm bells based on
a pattern of behavior that you help her lay down step by
step, incident by incident, rather than on the emergency
messages coming from her body. If you can do this she
may still feel like assaulting her future partner for eating
the last chocolate chip cookie, but she will know how to
refrain from acting on those feelings.
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Laying down patterns requires repetition - in that lies the
opportunity for you to reset your expectations. When
your daughter red-lines, think of the moment as one
potential step in a multi-step process. Don’t try to
suppress her reaction, don’t panic over the yelling.
Focus on not catching the emergency yourself and on
reassuring yourself that this moment will pass. No one’s
future hangs in the balance.
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Never mind that the issue at hand may be as minor as
what entrance should be used. If your daughter’s body
is telling her, “code red!” gently reminding her that she
should try to use her words will make as much sense to
her as a caution regarding the dwindling Grizzly
population in North American would be to a person
under attack by Grizzly bear but in possession of a
deadly weapon. She’s in survival mode, not logic mode,
not compassion mode. Survival mode is designed to
allow us to act without wasting time on thinking and to
make choices that we would not make in normal
circumstances.
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In other words, use your focus to regulate your own
physiology. Leave the explaining and empathizing for
later. Give your daughter clear directives, follow through
on what you say you are going to do and be a parent of
few words. You can use eye-contact, body language or
even the rate of your own breath to convey caring and
calm - this is the language your daughter can hear in
those moments, the language of the body. None of these
things are likely to sudden resolve the situation - if they
do, she was not fully in the red-zone. But over time, they
will model a pattern of behavior that she will learn to
associate with a response to her emergency signals.
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When your daughter hits this point, by design, her brain
will not respond to logic. It is not programed for logic in
that moment. The more you try to reason with her when
she’s in that mode, the more flooded and desperate
she’s likely to become. What redirects behavior in
survival mode is strong, clear information relevant to the
outcome. This is why yelling often works in these
moments. Over time, it will lose its eﬀectiveness as the
shock and novelty wears oﬀ, but in the short term it
works because it creates an impact that is strong
enough to register on a survival level. The problem is,
yelling works because, for the moment, by yelling you

!
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Finally, don’t throw out all of the wisdom from those
books. Stick with your best presentation of the spirit of
the examples they give. But oﬀer it outside of the heat of
the moment. Oﬀer it to your daughter when she is calm,
when her logical brain is back on line. In most cases,
children will be eager to discuss “how terrible you felt
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when Daddy used the wrong door last night” so long
as they are not anticipating a lecture on their own
behavior.

!
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In some cases, residual anxiety makes these
conversations unpleasant and children resist them. If
you find this to be the case, don’t give up - just use a
light, gentle touch. You can talk about the experience
as a story about another character rather than your
daughter, you can share similar experiences of your
own, but find a way to get the empathy across. Do this
in moments when you feel connected already, when it
feels good to look back and think about how you make
it through a the hard times. And as you do this, pay
attention, record the good feelings, store them in an
emotional bank - over time they will become the
resources that you draw on when you have to face the
Grizzlies.
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