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Raising Self-Disciplined and Confident Kids with
Robert Brooks, Ph.D.

Can your disciplinary style have a direct and lasting impact on your relationship with your child? Dr.
Robert Brooks, an eminent psychiatrist with over forty years of experience, explored the topic of
disciplining children in his Common Ground talks. Through the use of anecdotes, Dr. Brooks
outlined various discipline styles and their effectiveness in dealing with differing temperaments in
children. First and foremost, Dr. Brooks is a father, and as such he admitted that he was fallible. He
recounted a story in which his oldest son at age ten, on live television, commented that the way Dr.
Brooks behaved in public and at home were two very different things. Dr. Brooks emphasized that as
parents, we must bear responsibility for the discipline choices we make, and attempt to do what is best
for our child. The ultimate goal of a parent should be to use techniques which result in a self-
disciplined and confident child.

Disciplinary styles can be broadly categorized into three approaches, although in reality we may revert
to different approaches at various points in time.

o Thefirst is an “Authoritarian” style in which a child is often told “you have to do this
because Mommy or Daddy told you to do it”. These parents are more likely to yell and
scream, or use corporal punishment. They provide less positive feedback to their child and
are more often critical.

o The second style is the “Permissive” one in which the adult is in effect seeking the child’s
approval. Permissive parents often give in because
they are afraid that their children will not love them
unless they do their bidding. They do not realize
that children intuitively understand that their parents
are setting rules and boundaries out of their concern
for them. Dr. Brooks recounted the story of a
fourteen-year-old girl whose mother never imposed a curfew — the girl got pregnant and had an
abortion at thirteen. He asked the girl what she would have done had her mother imposed a
curfew, and the girl replied that she would have fought her kicking and screaming. After some
time, the tear-struck girl admitted that at least she would have known that her mother cared.

o The third parenting style is the “Authoritative” one, in which parents set firm limits and give
a lot of positive feedback. The authoritative parent’s primary goal is to promote self-
discipline in the child. Dr. Brooks strongly advocated an authoritative parenting style
because it fosters confidence and problem solving abilities in a child. He emphasized that
parenting styles are often inherited — whatever approach the parents were subjected to, they
often impose on their own children. Furthermore, research shows that children of
authoritarian parents many times grow up to have poor marriages, and do not know how to
problem solve. Children and teens of a permissive parents often have a sense of entitlement
and are selfish. Children of authoritative parents, on the other hand have healthier
relationships and marriages and are better able to problem solve.

Disciplinary styles can be broadly
categorized into three approaches,
authoritarian, permissive and
authoritative.

Dr. Brooks described some basic characteristics of authoritative parents. Authoritative parents are
capable of “changing negative scripts”. They alter their discipline technique when it is not working.
One mother who had self-diagnosed her child as having “oppositional defiance disorder” told of how
she and her daughter constantly argued and she invariably sent her daughter to her room at the end of
the disagreement. She changed the script after her discussions
with Dr. Brooks, and instead told her daughter that she felt that
their argument was not productive, and she gave herself a “time
out”. To the mother’s astonishment, her daughter followed

her to her bedroom and they began talking after some quiet time!

One of the hallmarks of an
authoritative parent is their
abilitv to be empathetic.

Authoritative parents always ask themselves how they come across to their children. As an exercise to
find out the answer to this question, Dr. Brooks suggests the following: in separate columns write
down all the words you hope your child will use to describe you, and all the words you think they
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WILL use to describe you. Then go ahead and ask your child to describe you in their words. The
results might surprise you! One four-year-old girl described her mother as “rushing”, an adjective
which might apply to all of us.

Dr. Brooks described his own experiences with his eldest child Rich, whom for four years he asked as
the first question when he saw him, “Did you do your homework?” He showed a lack of empathy
because he did not try to understand how Rich felt when this was the first question which awaited him
day after day. Another exercise that Dr. Brooks suggested is to write down two or three of the most
wonderful experiences you had as a parent, and what made them that way, and two or three of your
worst moments as a parent, and what made them that way. A lack of empathy is probably a factor in
the worst moments. Authoritative parents know the nature
of their child and are in tune with it. Authoritative parents
are empathetic, even when they are upset, angry or
disappointed with their child. They figure out ways

to discipline their children such that the child hears them.

Children are born with
temperaments and traits, and
authoritative parents understand
how to tailor their discipline style to
meet the needs of the child.

Dr. Brooks cited seminal research by Thomas and Chess, who studied the basic temperament of
children and characterized their temperaments on a nine-point scale. Most children can be classified as
having one of three temperaments: “Easy”, “Slow to warm, cautious” or “Difficult” child.

o An “easy” child is happy most of the time, and has an easier time with self-discipline and
school.

o A “cautious” child does not like change or new situations, and is shy towards unfamiliar
people. He gave an example of a mother whose first question to her daughter when she came
home from school was “Who did you speak to today?” The daughter felt that the mother
was punishing her for being shy, and asked “Doesn’t she know that if I could, I would?”
Research in neuroscience reveals that cautious children are “wired” to view every unfamiliar
situation with a “fight or flight” response which others reserve for more dangerous or serious
circumstances. An authoritative parent would not discipline a child simply for behaving in a
manner consistent with her temperament.

o A “difficult” child is insatiable, thinks every rule is unfair, and is not self-disciplined. They
feel that the parent is always on their back. Disciplining this type of child involves choosing
your battles carefully and building in choices in your approach. Authoritative parents use their
discipline technique to turn problems into problem solving opportunities. A difficult child
often feels that he or she is unloved, and benefits most from time alone with one parent. As
an example, Dr. Brooks cited a father who had a very rebellious daughter, and in trying to
improve their relationship, he arranged a weekly time alone with her. In her attempts to be
difficult, the girl made him take her to the town dump for eight weeks, and then finally
succumbed and asked him to take her out for breakfast. Their relationship subsequently
improved.

Authoritative parents offer realistic hope. It is well established that positive feedback and
encouragement work better with children than punishment. An authoritative parent will find realistic
ways to offer positive feedback. Many adults suffer from a “praise deficit” which is very harmful in all
their relationships, and especially so in those with their children. Every child has “islands of
competence” and it is important to make them aware of their own
strengths. Children are attuned to our perceptions and if they feel that
they may not meet our expectations, the relationship deteriorates and
discipline becomes increasingly difficult.

Discipline is most effective
in the context of a good
relationship.

Authoritative parents realize that children inherently benefit from helping others. Many adults say that
their most memorable moments in school were when they were asked to help in the classroom. By
saying to your child “I need your help”, and utilizing their services, you fulfill the need of the child to
make a positive contribution. Participating in charitable events as a family is a great way to enhance
parent child relationships.

Dr. Brooks had a very special relationship with his father, and one of his fondest memories is that his
father kept a “file” of all his children’s accomplishments. Make your child aware that they are special
and have their own unique “islands of competence”. Finally, as Dr. Brooks father advised him, “If
you have something nice to say to someone, don’t hold back and say it to them”. This is even more
crucial if that someone is your child!



