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EXERCISE 28.C 

USING REINFORCEMENT PRINCIPLES IN PARENTING 

Rules are best kept when there are as few as possible; they are stated clearly and in a positive 

direction; obedience is recognized by reward; and disobedience is either ignored (if a minor 

violation) or met with a consequence that is swiftly administered, brief, not harsh, focuses on 

the offensive behavior and not on the child, and is somehow related to the broken rule. This 

exercise helps you think about what your rules are for your child and what the consequences 

are for his/her obedience and disobedience. 

Think about, discuss, and then write out the four most important rules of the household for 
your child. Write them concisely and clearly so there is no misunderstanding as to what is 

expected from the child. Also, be sure to write them in observable terms and in a positive 

direction. For example: 

EXAMPLE A 

Bad Rule: Johnny must stop causing so much trouble with his sister. 

Better Rule: Johnny must keep his hands off his sister, talk to her softly and politely, and 

allow her to finish her TV program before asking to change the channel to his 
preference. 

EXAMPLE B 

Bad Rule: Johnny must take his schoolwork more seriously and be more responsible 

about homework assignments. 

Better Rule: Johnny must attend all his classes promptly and regularly, complete and 

hand in each assignment on time, keep the rules of the classroom, reserve at 

least 1 hour per night for quiet study, and obtain no grade below C–. 

EXAMPLE C 

Bad Rule: Johnny must not explode in anger whenever he is told he may not do some 

activity or must stop some activity he is doing. 

Better Rule: When Johnny is told what he may or may not do, he must accept the parental 

or teacher limits calmly and respectfully, carrying out the request within 30 

seconds or less. 
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Four Most Important Rules 

1.    

  

2.    

  

3.    

  

4.    

  

 

When rules are kept or reasonably obeyed, it is easy to take this behavior for granted and 
not acknowledge it. But when the goal is to build self-esteem, increase compliance, and reduce 

conflict with authority, then it is advisable to focus positive attention on obedience or 

compliance. Find ways to reward obedient behavior whenever and wherever it occurs. 

Rewards do not have to be elaborate, expensive, or even concrete. The reward can be as simple 

as “Thanks, I appreciate that” or an affectionate pat on the back. At times, it may be appropriate 

to stop and talk about how pleasant it is for everyone when rules are kept, respect is shown, 
and conflict is at a minimum. Finally, some rewards may be more concrete such as a small gift, a 

favorite meal, a special outing, a privilege granted, or an appreciative note left on his/her 

pillow. 

Now list five ways that you could show positive recognition to your child for keeping the 

rules. 

 
1.   

  

2.    

  

3.    

  

4.    

  

5.   
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Obviously, rules are not going to be kept 100 percent of the time by any child. The difficult 

task for a parent is to decide how to respond to disobedience most effectively and reasonably. 

Two cardinal rules for punishment: First, do not react when and if your anger is not well 

controlled; postpone action but make it known that you are doing so. Second, keep your focus 

on the child’s behavior that is out of bounds and do not disparage, name-call, swear at, or 

belittle the child; give consequences with an attitude of respect. 

Consequences should be given as soon as reasonably possible after the disobedience—long 

delays before consequences reduce effectiveness significantly. Consequences should be brief and 

tied to the offensive behavior, if possible. Long and extended consequences breed resentment, 

cause hardship for the enforcers of the consequences, and are not any more effective than 

something more pointed and brief. Finally, be sure to be consistent in giving consequences; both 

parents have to work together. Misbehavior should not be overlooked one time and addressed 

the next nor should it be overlooked by one parent and punished by the other. 
Now list two possible consequences for disobeying each of the Four Most Important Rules 

that you listed previously. 

1a.    

  

1b.   

  
2a.    

  

2b.   

  

3a.    

  
3b.    

  

4a.    

  

4b.    

  


