


Chapter 1 

DARE TO BE COURAGEOUS 

Putting Reality Discipline into Action 

Reality discipline is an action-oriented way of holding kids 

accountable for their behavior. 

In a society that faces a myriad of problems such as school shootings, increased 
violence, teenage pregnancies and drug use, adults face many daily struggles in trying to 
raise and train children to one day become productive members of society. Reality
discipline is a key ingredient in the process. Whether you are a parent, teacher or 
administrator, you will find that reality discipline will be an invaluable tool for "making 
children mind without losing yours!" 

This manual will help you understand reality discipline and apply it to everyday 
situations. If you're a parent, you'll learn how to strengthen your relationship with your 
child while at the same time teaching the child discipline. If you're a teacher, counselor 
or administrator, you'll discover how to deal with practical aspects of daily classroom life 
by maintaining a healthy authoritative approach with your students. In fact, any 
relationship can benefit from the principles of reality discipline, including business and 
professional relationships. 

You will find this to be a realistic and practical study, presented by a teacher, former 
professor, clinical psychologist, and the father of five children from ages 9 to 29 (Just 
how smart could this man be?). We'll tackle hassles in the home and classroom and offer 
suggestions for dealing with the students who cause trouble and always seem to be 
pushing the proverbial envelope. You'll gain insight into why kids act the way they act 
and, more importantly, you'll learn what to do about it. You'll be prepared for parent­
teacher conferences with new insights you've gained from this study. 

As a parent, you are going to have a whole new set of tools for your parental toolbox. 
You'll be ready to face the daily hassles of being a parent, including getting schoolwork 
done on time, dealing with finicky eaters, sibling rivalry, not getting to bed or getting up 
in the morning on time, problems of adolescence years, and much more. As one parent 
said so well, "Dr. Leman, I can't wait for my kids to misbehave. I'm ready for them!" 

TWO PREREQUISITES OF REALITY DISCIPLINE 

1. The desire to love as unconditionally as possible

For parents, unconditional love is usually a concern. What about for teachers?
Coaches? Administrators? Extended family members? Unconditional love is not
easy to attain, but it is a necessary and appropriate goal. We'll find that all of our



relationships are stronger if we look for reasons to love others, rather than for reasons 
not to love others. 

Kids are perceptive. Ask them to name teachers whom they think really care about 
them and which ones they think don't care about them. Better yet, ask yourself which 
teachers made a real difference in your life. They were the ones you thought really 
cared about you, weren't they? You must have the foundation of truly caring for 
children as special individuals in order for reality discipline to be effective. 

2. The willingness to take the time and make the effort to enforce reality discipline

Reality discipline is no small undertaking. It takes time, energy, and self-discipline,
as well as a commitment and a desire to help children learn and grow. But as you
practice the principles, they will become more natural for you to apply over time.
Reality discipline is a big-picture, long-term solution that will help the children in
your life succeed in the world.

SEVEN PRINCIPLES OF REALITY DISCIPLINE 

1. Establish a healthy authority over children.

Your family or classroom is not a democracy. You are in charge, and the children in
your life must understand that they are not the center of the universe. Children may
even be shocked and unprepared when they enter the real world and discover that
they cannot manipulate and whine to get their way. We must place a supreme value
on children, to be sure, but we should not pamper them. For example, a child comes
to her mother and says, "Mom, I can't straighten out my closet." A wise parent
would respond with something like, "Honey, that's because it's a big job. It's going
to take more than a few seconds to get it done. I know you can do it, and when
you're all done, I'll come look at it, and then you'll be free to go next door and play
with Josh."

In the classroom, this scenario might play out a little differently. Nine-year old
Timmy complains that he can't do the math. The wise teacher responds, "Math can
be difficult, Timmy. What are you having difficulty with?" Hear the child out and
then after giving him a little direction, tell him that he still has time to finish his work
before lunch; then he can join the other kids outside at recess.

The principle is not to accept excuses, because accepting excuses tends only to make
the weak weaker. Encouraging words like, "I know you can do it, Timmy!" can
really make a difference in the child who tends to be good at enlisting other people
into his service. Kids will tend to test a teacher to see where the limits are in order to
find out just how much they can get the teacher to do on their behalf. Kids want to
know where the boundaries are. By setting limits and consistently enforcing them,
you will be establishing that you are not a "push-over teacher" who can be
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manipulated into "working for" the students instead of requiring the students to work 
for themselves. 

Children need their teachers and parents to behave like adults, not like their childhood 
peers. You must be the adult and maintain a firm, consistent authority in the 
relationship. Keep in mind that you are the parent. You are the teacher. Act like it. 

2. Hold children accountable for their actions.

Children must learn that their actions have consequences. We must teach them that
everything they do has a consequence, whether it is positive or negative. Holding
children accountable shows them that you respect their choices enough to allow them
to reap the consequences or the benefits of the decisions they make. Accepting
excuses really disables children and teaches them that irresponsible behavior has no
consequences. If we do not hold our children accountable, then we are letting them
control our homes and classrooms. So if you make a practice of accepting excuses,
you are undermining your own authority and hurting the children.

3. Let reality and life be the teachers.

Allow children to fail. "Oh, no!" you gasp, "I cannot let my child fail! It will
damage her self-esteem, and she won't feel good about herself! That would be
horrible!"

To be sure, failing is not the goal-succeeding is the goal. Failing, however, is a part
of life. It is reality. We all fail at some time or another. If a child never learns the
reality of making mistakes, then she will be in for a shock when she enters the real
world. Make your home or classroom a loving, supportive environment where
children feel the freedom to make mistakes-yes, to fail-from which they can learn
and grow.

Example: A teacher has the students write on the board the math problems that they
solved incorrectly. Benefits: This takes the pressure off the students and allows the
children with incorrect answers to have a chance at the board. Plus, this allows the
class and other students to see where the mistakes were made. Mistakes are not in
and of themselves bad. Instead, they become teaching/learning tools for finding right
solutions.

4. Use actions more than words. Words only go so far.

Kids often know what you are going to say before you say it. "Slow down!" "You'd
better behave!" "Ifl've told you once, I've told you a thousand times!" Kids have
heard this so many times they not only know what you're going to say, they've
stopped listening. Your words have lost their impact and, with that, so have you.
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Instead of speaking with words, speak with actions. Once you have stated your 
expectations and let the children know what they must do to meet their responsi­
bilities, follow through with reality discipline. If expectations are not met, allow the 
children to deal with the consequences of their behavior. This is the key to reality 
discipline. To make reality discipline work, you need to follow this plan. First, you 
state your expectations, and second, you ... 

5. Stick to your guns. Just don't shoot yourself in the foot.

Some kids will try every trick in the book in their attempts to wear you down. They 
have learned to use begging, whining, pouting, arguing, throwing temper tantrums 
and the like to manipulate adults into giving in to their demands. As a parent or 
teacher, you must remain firm in your commitment to reality discipline. If you give 
in, kids will learn that their behavior is stronger than your resolve. So remain firm, 
and they will learn that manipulative behavior does not work. 

This does not mean that adults are never wrong or unable to change their minds. 
There are exceptions to sticking to your guns. If you see the wisdom in changing 
your mind or in following another course of action, then by all means, make that 
change. Never endanger someone's safety, well being or education for the sake of an 
initial decision that might be flawed. Be malleable. An original assessment may or 
may not ultimately bring the most favorable conclusion. 

6. Relationships come before rules.

"Rules without relationships lead to rebellion. " John McDowell

Getting along with children involves more than following a set of concrete rules-it 
is an art! If your discipline at school or at home consists merely of rules and "what-I­
say-goes" authority, then the rules will not work. 

Take the time to understand and get to know the children in your life. If you are a 
teacher, take the time to make at least one appearance at your student's volleyball 
game, etc. Again, you are establishing a relationship. You are showing that you care. 
Discover children's interests, talents, and personalities. The same approach does not 
work for every child and, in the end, everyone will be healthier and happier if you 
treat children as who they are, rather than to try to bend them into what you want 
them to be. Be flexible with your rules and put your relationships with children ahead 
of your rulebook. 

Meet a child where he or she is. Not all children are mirrored reflections of 
ourselves, and we cannot force them to be. Enjoy a child for his special gifts and 
abilities and allow him not to be you. 

7. Live by your values. Model the behavior you want to see in your children.

Children learn by watching adults. They learn by watching YOU! We can and will 
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When children start expecting to be rewarded for what should be considered normal 
responsibilities, they are in danger of developing a "payoff addiction." They are also 
in danger of no longer seeing themselves as a contributing members of the greater 
whole, whether it be the family or the classroom. 

WHY PUNISHMENT DOESN'T "WORK" 

One of the key lessons children must learn is that unacceptable behavior brings 
unpleasant consequences-punishment-and that these consequences will be 
administered with fairness, certainty and swiftness. A danger associated with 
punishment, however, is that it can teach children that because adults are bigger, 
stronger, and in authority, they can push kids around and force their will upon them. 
In addition, because adults can get away with this, it reinforces the idea that it's all 
right for adults to push kids around and force their will upon them. In fact, 
punishment can sometimes reduce adult/child relationships to power struggles. 

Furthermore, punishment is often administered in anger, reflecting the adult's desire 
to impose some kind of judgment or harsh justice on a child. Instead of punishing 
simply for the sake of punishing, we must emphasize important lessons that must be 
learned, behavior that must be changed, attitudes that must be corrected and respect 
that must be shown. Herein is discipline-teaching and learning administered in love 
for the good of the child who must grow to respect and honor authority figures. 

The chart on the next page gives concrete examples that illustrate the healthy 
response vs. the punishing remarks. Notice also how the child's perception of self is 
greatly influenced by the response of the parent or teacher. 

ALTERNATIVES TO REWARD AND PUNISHMENT 

I. Emphasize encouragement instead of always focusing on rewards.

2. Don't reward children for tasks or achievements that fall within reasonable
expectations.

3. Encourage the child to build him up, instead of simply focusing on the child's
accomplishments.

4. Teach children that satisfaction and pride in their work are often their own
reward.

5. Help children see that they are not loved only when they perform correctly.
6. Like encouragement, true discipline involves teaching and learning, thus building

up the child.
7. Don't be afraid of relating discipline to behavior, but always emphasize lessons to

be learned by the child.
8. The goal of discipline is to help a child learn and grow, while the goal of

punishment should be to respond to unacceptable behavior with applying
unpleasant consequences.

9. Again, the danger of punishment in and of itself is that it is often applied in anger,
without explanation, and may be perceived by the child as an unfair, unwarranted
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act by an adult who simply wants to use his or her authority to "put me in my 
place." 

10. Discipline, on the other hand, may be more easily perceived as a loving act
designed to help the child learn, and practice appropriate behavior.

IN CONCLUSION 

Reality discipline takes courage, commitment, and the effort to love unconditionally in 
order to work. Whether you are a parent, a teacher, counselor, coach or administrator, 
you can make it work for you. 

FOR DISCUSSION 

1. Discuss your understanding of the concept of reality discipline. Ideally, what can it
help you accomplish in your life?

2. One of the seven principles of reality discipline is to establish a "healthy" authority.
How would you define "healthy" authority? What is an example of "unhealthy"
authority?

3. We are cautioned to beware of excuses. What are some common excuses that you
might have a tendency to accept from children? How might you better handle these
excuses in the future? Be specific.

4. What are some ways you can "meet a child where he or she is"?
5. Can you think of any ways to apply the principles of reality discipline to other

relationships in your life? In the office, service club organization, the staff you
supervise? Be specific.

6. What are some ways in which society promotes the idea that children should get
whatever they want? Why do you think people feel they should give children
whatever they want?

7. Discuss what you consider your strengths to be in "making children mind." How
would you like to improve in your ability to discipline children?

8. How would you define "discipline" versus "punishment"?
9. In your opinion, what is the true purpose of "reward"? What are some potential

pitfalls of "reward"?
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