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"l told you to turn the television off, Janie!" 
"Sally, ifyou don't stop whining, you won't be allowed to play 
with your friends today." 
"Timmy, l know that jumping on the bed is fun, but you are 
going to get hurt. Now, please stop!" 

Do these frustrated responses to your children's 
behavior sound familiar? You are not alone. Children are 
not born with the ability to curb their desires and im
pulses. Teaching self-control is an important responsibil 
ity that parents spend a great deal of time engaged in. A 
child without control over his/her body, feelings, 
thoughts, and actions, would have greater difficulty 
concentrating and learning, giving or receiving affection 
and love, or enjoying a life of fulfillment and accomplish
ment. 

So how does one teach self-control to children? When 
should a parent begin teaching self-control? Let's take a 
developmental look at your child's self-control, age by 
age. 

Birth to 4 Months 
Newborns need indulgence, as they cannot exercise 

self-control due to their undeveloped sense of "self". 
According to Ava 1. Siegler, Ph.D., a newborn's actions 
aren't the result of a conscious, independent will; rather, 
their actions are automatic, biological responses to internal 
cues (hunger or gas pains) and external stimulation (cold 
and loud noises). Therefore, expecting your baby to 
control their crying would be completely unreasonable. 
Your infant's cries are a natural and instinctive response to 
stress, which help him/her to survive by alerting you to 
their needs. 

4 to 18 Months 
At this developmental stage your baby is begirming to 

gain self-control and to learn when to wait. For example, 
when your 5 month-old cries in hunger and you call out to 
your baby before you reach him or her, your infant begins 
to realize that, "When I hear mommy talk to me, that 
means that she is coming to bring me milk." This reassur
ing thought helps them to develop enough self-control to 
stop crying for a minute until you arrive. 

During this age range, your child is also gaining 
greater mobility through crawling, cruising and walking. 
The thrill and excitement of this new found mobility is 
provoking uncontrolled behavior and impulses. You 
cannot expect behavior control to come with bodily 
control. Language, which also develops during this 
period, adds to your child's repertoire of being able to get 
their needs met. Your child is unable to comprehend 
appropriate and safe behavior and therefore understand

ing, guidance and a watchful eye is needed to promote 
learning and safety. 

18 months to 3 Years 
At this stage, your child is developing a mind of his/ 

her own driven by impulse and desire. Their eyes can be 
bigger than their stomach ("I want more ice-cream.") and 
their wishes may be greater than their abilities ("I want to 
climb the tree all by myself.") This combined with ever 
increasing physical abilities are a recipe for trouble. It is 
the parent's job to convince your toddler that it is in their 
best interest to control their behavior. It is extremely 
important that you provide your toddler with clear 
expectations and offer positive praise on their accomplish
ments. The following is Dr. Ava Siegler's 5-step plan for 
when your child loses it. 

1.	 Identify the behavior and intervene immediately:
 
"Stop kicking that door right now!"
 

2. Offer compassion for your child's overwhelming 
feelings: "I know you feel very angry at me, and I 
understand why ... " 

3.	 Communicate your expectations: " ... but screaming 
doesn't work." 

4.	 Provide a better way for your child to express herself 
that also encourages her to regain control: "We can 
talk about why you're disappointed Nina can't sleep 
over, but not until you have calmed down." 

5.	 Suggest a solution: "Daddy and I have an important 
dinner party that we have to go to tonight, so Nina 
can't sleep over. But why don't you invite her for an 
overnight this weekend instead?" 

3 to 6 Years 
Finally, your child is begirming to get many of his 

unruly impulses under control. However, as his thinking 
evolves and he forms his first social relationships, new 
and complex array of emotions (jealousy, envy and 
competitiveness) begin to challenge his budding self
control. Your preschooler needs your help to put these 
feelings into perspective. For example, "The important 
thing is that you did your puzzle really well; it doesn't 
matter how anyone else did". 

Your child needs your guidance and support when it 
comes to encouraging self-control throughout their 
development. And remember, a strong model of self
control is a powerful teacher. Expect your child to test the 
limits and provoke frustration within you. These behav
iors do not indicate that your child is inherently bad, nor 
are they signs of your failure as a parent. They are simply 
unpleasant. If you can make appropriate demands on 
your children and avoid being regularly bullied into 
changing your mind or losing your temper, than you've 
done all you need to bring up a child who will grow into a 
worthy, respectful adult. 


