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Imagine your child is now  
25-years-old and has knocked on 
your door for a surprise visit. 
What kind of person do you 
hope to see in front of you? 
What characteristics and life skills 
do you hope he or she has? 

What Do You Want for Your Children?

Many parents don’t realize that the discipline methods they 
use do not help them accomplish what they really want for 
their children. The first step in learning to be the best (but 
not perfect) parent you can be is to create a roadmap to 
guide you to your destination. The activity on the next two 
pages will help you be clear about what you want for your 

All future lessons will help you arrive at your destination.
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Two Lists Activity

Now  
Challenges

Future
Characteristics and Life Skills 

Under the “Now” heading, list the behavior challenges you 
experience now. Under the “Future” heading, list the charac-
teristics and life skills you hope your child will develop.
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Two Lists, Continued

Now  
Challenges 

• Won’t listen 

• Back talk

• Lack of motivation

• Foul language

• Interrupting 

• Homework problems

• Morning hassles

• Bedtime hassles

• Lying

• Stealing

• Cheating

• Fighting

• Biting

• Whining


• Temper tantrums

• Texting (constantly)

• Media addiction

• Won’t do chores

• Defiance

• Strong willed

• Materialistic

• Entitled

Future 
Characteristics and Life Skills 

• Belief in personal capability

• Self-discipline 

• Responsibility (accountability)

• Self-confidence and courage  

(risk takers)

• Desire to cooperate and  

contribute

• Communication skills 

• Problem-solving skills

• Self motivation to learn

• Work ethic (employed) 

• Honesty 

• Sense of humor

• Happy

• Healthy self-esteem 

• Flexible 

• Resilient 

• Curious

• Respect for self  

& others 

• Compassion

• Social consciousness 


Following is a list of behavior challenges (Now) and life skills 
and characteristics (Future) brainstormed by parents in many 
classes. They are always very similar. How many of these 
challenges and goals were on your list? Are there some you 
would like to add to your list?
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For your first example of 
using a challenge as an 
opportunity for learning, 
turn the page for a discus-
sion of the challenge of 
“not listening.”

What You and Your Child Will Learn

This class will help you under-
stand that behavior challenges 
create wonderful opportunities 
to teach your children the valu-
able social and life skills you want 
for them. 

You will learn: 
• Why punishments and rewards 

don’t work (based on brain re-
search and your personal expe-
rience). 

• Many parenting tools that are 
empowering and encouraging 
to you and to your children. 

• How to get into your child’s 
world to understand what 
works and what doesn’t work
—long term. 

• How to be encouraging to your 
children AND to YOURSELF 
when you make mistakes. 

• MUCH MORE!

Copy and hang your list of Char-
acteristics and Life Skills (from 
page 3) where you will see it daily 
to keep your destination in mind.
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My Child Doesn’t Listen

When your child tells you something, do you lis-
ten, or do you explain, get defensive, or lecture? 
Do you try to talk your child out of his or her 
feelings? 
Do you try to “fix” your child’s feelings or solve 
the problem? 
Try listening. 
Try validating your child’s feelings. 
Try asking Conversational Curiosity Questions 
(on the next page), and the Motivational Curios-
ity Questions (in the Asking vs. Telling Activity 
on page 9).

When parents say their children don’t listen, what they mean is, 
“My child doesn’t obey.” Wouldn’t you rather have cooperation 
and motivation from within than obedience from fear, or from 
a child who is learning to be an approval junkie?

If 
you complain that 

your child doesn’t listen, 
could it be that you aren’t 
modeling what listening 

is all about?

When 
children don’t listen 

it could be that you are 
lecturing or making demands 

that create classic power strug-
gles. You say, “Do.” Your child 

says, “Won’t,” in words 
or by actions.

Children will listen to you  
AFTER they feel listened to.



Positive Discipline Workbook                      Jane Nelsen                                                  

	  Lesson One                           www.positivediscipline.com                                                                                  

The root of education is educaré, 
which means to draw forth.

Stop Telling
Parents “tell” their children 
  

• what happened 
• what caused it to happen 
• how they should feel about it 
• what they should do about it

Your lectures go in one ear and out the oth-
er.  Stop trying to “stuff in” and then won-
dering why your children “tune out.” 

Be sure your questions come from your heart and fit the situation, 
and that your are truly curious about what your child thinks and feels.

Instead of “telling,” try “asking:” 

• What were you trying to accomplish? 
• How do you feel about what happened? 
• What did you learn from it? 
• What ideas do you have to solve the problem 

or prevent it from happening again?

Ask Conversational Curiosity Questions
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Asking vs. Telling Activity

When you finish the role-play, share what you 
were thinking, feeling, and deciding (as the child) while 
hearing the “telling” statements and the motivational 

“asking” statements. Record what you learned.

 _____________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
 
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________

1. Find two people who will role-play with you. Family members 
(including children) can have fun learning with you. 

2. Prepare scripts for role-players. (See next page.) 

3. You be the child. Have the others play the parents. Walk back 
and forth between the Telling Parent and the Asking Parent. 
Listen to their statements without responding. Just notice what 
you are thinking, feeling, and deciding (while role-playing the 
child).
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Asking vs. Telling Activity, Continued

Telling 

1. Go brush your teeth. 

2. Don’t forget your coat. 

3. Do your homework. 

4. Stop fighting with your 
brother. 

5. Put your dishes in the 
dishwater. 

6. Hurry up 
and get 
dressed or 
you’ll miss 
the bus. 

7. Stop 
Whining. 

8. Pick up 
your toys.

Asking 

1. What do you need to do so your 
teeth will feel squeaky clean? 

2. What are you taking so you 
won’t be cold outside? 

3. What’s your plan for doing your 
homework?  

4. How can you and your brother 
solve this problem? 

5. What did we decide about what 
to do with our dishes when we 
have finished eating? 

6. What can you do 
so you will catch 
the bus on time? 

7. How can we com-
municate more re-
spectfully? 

8. What is your responsi-
bility when you are fin-
ished playing with your 
toys? 

It takes a few more words to 
ask curiosity questions that 
invite discussion, but doing 
so invites children to think 
and to feel more capable.
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What Were You Learning

Check your “Characteristics and Life 
Skills” list to see what you were learn-
ing (role-playing the child) while lis-
tening to the statements of the 
Telling Parent and the Asking Par-

Journaling about your experience will 
deepen your learning and help you  

prepare for the future.

Telling creates physiological ten-
sion in the body, and a message 
to the brain to resist. 

Asking creates physiological re-
laxation, and sends a message to 
the brain to search for an answer.
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Dr. Bob Bradbury, a Seattle Adlerian, interviewed 
a father who wanted help with his 4-year-old 
who often engaged in temper tantrums. Dr. 
Bradbury suggested that he ask his child for a 
hug. The father asked, “Wouldn’t that reward 
the behavior?” Dr. Bradbury assured the father 
that it wouldn’t, so the father agreed.

Connection Through Hugs

The following week the father described what happened the next time 
his son had a tantrum:
Father,  “I need a hug.”
Son, trying to contain his sobs,  “What?”
Father,  “I need a hug.”
Son, incredulous through his sobs,  “Now?”
Father,  “Yes, now.”
Son, with reluctance,  “Oh all right,” and stiffly gave his father a hug. 
After a few seconds, he relaxed in his fathers arms.
Father,  “Thanks, I needed that.”
Son, with little sobs,  “So did I.”

A misbehaving child is a discouraged child. 
Encouragement changes brain chemistry and behavior. 

By giving his father a hug, the little boy felt his innate desire to give 
(contribution, connection, and capability)—keys to behavior change.

Connection before Correction is an important theme of Positive 
Discipline. Children learn when they feel safe and can access 
their rational brains. They can’t learn when they feel threatened.
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There is not a parent-
ing tool that works every 

time for every child. That’s 
why you need many of 

Practice and Reading Assignments (if you are using 
the Positive Discipline book)

• Read chapters 1, (The Positive Approach) and 2, (Some Basic 
Concepts) in the Positive Discipline book to enhance your 
learning.  

• Notice how often you “tell” instead of “ask.” Put a dollar in a jar 
for every “telling” statement you make. At the end of a week, 
count the money and take the family for ice cream. 

• Think of how you could have asked, instead of telling, so you’ll 
be better prepared next time. 

• When your or your child is upset, try asking for a hug. If she 
says, “No,” respect that and let her know you would like one 
when she is ready. Then walk away. 

• Journal about what you are learning to deepen your experience. 

• Start a list of Positive Discipline Tools you are learning. 

• Journal about the tools you tried. How did they work? How did 
they help your child learn the characteristics and life skills you 
hope for him or her? 

• If they didn’t seem to work, journal about that and see if you 
can discover why as you keep learning. 
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