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RETHINKING
PARENTING: AN
INTRODUCTION TO
POSITIVE
DISCIPLINE BY
JANE NELSEN

For  decades,  parents
have  grappled  with  a
fundamental  question:
H o w  d o  w e  r a i s e
c h i l d r e n  w h o  a r e
responsible, respectful,
a n d  r e s o u r c e f u l
without  resorting  to
p u n i s h m e n t  o r
permissiveness?  The
answer, for millions of
families  around  the
w o r l d ,  l i e s  i n  a

t r a n s f o r m a t i v e
philosophy  known  as
Positive  Discipline,
pioneered by  Dr.  Jane
N e l s e n .  U n l i k e
traditional  parenting
models  that  oscillate
between  strict  control
and  total  freedom,
Positive  Discipline
offers  a  middle  path
that  is  both  kind  and
firm.  It  is  not  merely  a
set  of  tr icks  to  get
children to behave; it is
a  comprehens ive
framework  built  on
m u t u a l  r e s p e c t ,
encouragement,  and
l o n g - t e r m  s k i l l
development.  This
article  explores  the
core principles of Jane
Nelsen’s  approach,
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offering  practical
insights  for  parents
and educators seeking
t o  b u i l d  d e e p e r
connect ions  whi le
fostering  essential  life
skills.
Jane Nelsen, a licensed
marriage  and  family
therapist  and  former
educator,  developed
the  Positive  Discipline
model  based  on  the
work  of  Alfred  Adler
and  Rudolf  Dreikurs.
The premise is  simple
yet  profound:  children
are  more  l ike ly  to
cooperate  and  thrive
when they feel a sense
o f  b e l o n g i n g  a n d
significance.
Punishment,  Nelsen
argues,  may  produce
short-term compliance,
but  it  damages  the
p a r e n t - c h i l d
r e l a t i o n s h i p  a n d
teaches  children  that
power and control  are
the  primary  tools  for
p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g .

Positive  Discipline,  by
contrast,  focuses  on
teaching,  guiding,  and
empowering  children
to make better choices
on their own.

THE CORE
PILLARS:
KINDNESS AND
FIRMNESS
SIMULTANEOUSLY

A t  t h e  h e a r t  o f
Positive  Discipline
Jane  Nelsen  is  the
idea that parents must
balance  kindness  with
firmness.  Kindness
alone  can  slide  into
permissiveness,  where
children rule the roost
and  lack  boundaries.
Firmness  alone  turns
into  authoritarianism,
where  children  obey
out of fear rather than
understanding.  The
magic  happens  when
parents  learn  to  be
both  kind  and  firm  at
the  same  time.  For
example,  a  parent
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might say, "I know you
are  angry  that  you
cannot  have  another
cookie. It is okay to be
upset. However, in our
family,  we  have  one
cookie  after  dinner."
T h i s  s t a t e m e n t
validates  the  child’s
f e e l i n g s  w h i l e
maintaining  a  clear
boundary .  I t  i s  an
approach that respects
the  child  as  a  whole
person  while  holding
them  accountable  for
their  actions  within  a
safe structure.

UNDERSTANDING
THE FOUR
CRITERIA FOR
EFFECTIVE
DISCIPLINE

Nelsen  chal lenges
parents  to  evaluate
t h e i r  d i s c i p l i n e
methods  against  four
essential  criteria.  Any
effective discipline, she
argues,  must  achieve
al l  of  these  goals .

Understanding  these
criteria  helps  parents
s h i f t  a w a y  f r o m
punitive  methods  and
t o w a r d s  m o r e
c o n s t r u c t i v e
interventions.

1. Is It
Respectfu
l and
Encouragi
ng?
The  first  criterion  asks
whether  the  discipline
method  respects  both
the child and the adult.
Yelling,  shaming,  or
spanking  often  fails
this test because they
disrespect  the  child’s
dignity.  Similar ly,
g iv ing  in  to  every
demand  disrespects
the parent’s own needs
a n d  t h e  f a m i l y ’ s
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structure.  Positive
Discipline  emphasizes
long-term  connection
o v e r  t e m p o r a r y
control.

2. Does It
Help the
Child Feel
a Sense
of
Belonging
and
Significan
ce?
Children are hardwired
to seek belonging and
significance.
Misbehavior,  Nelsen
explains,  is  often  a

mistaken  belief  about
how  to  achieve  these
needs.  A  child  acting
out  may  believe  that
negative  attention  is
b e t t e r  t h a n  n o
attention.  Effective
discipline  addresses
the  root  cause  by
providing opportunities
f o r  m e a n i n g f u l
con t r i bu t i on  and
connection.

3. Is It
Effective
Long-
Term?
Punishment  o f ten
works in  the moment,
but it fails in the long
r u n .  I t  b r e e d s
resentment,  rebellion,
or  sneaky  behavior.
Nelsen asks parents to
consider  what  lessons
they are teaching. Are
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they  teaching  self-
contro l ,  prob lem-
solving, and empathy?
Or  are  they  teaching
fear and power games?
Positive Discipline aims
for  lasting  character
development.

4. Does It
Teach
Valuable
Social
and Life
Skills?
The  ultimate  goal  of
d isc ip l ine  i s  se l f -
discipline.  Nelsen’s
mode l  p r io r i t i zes
teaching skills such as
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
c o o p e r a t i o n ,
responsibil ity,  and
decision-making. When

children are involved in
solving problems, they
internalize the lessons
far  more  effectively
than  when  they  are
simply told what to do.

KEY TOOLS AND
TECHNIQUES IN
POSITIVE
DISCIPLINE

Jane  Nelsen  offers  a
rich toolkit of practical
strategies that parents
c a n  i m p l e m e n t
immediately.  These
tools move away from
p u n i s h m e n t  a n d
towards  collaborative
problem-solving. Below
are some of the most
impactful  techniques
derived from her work.

Encourag
ement vs.
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Praise
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
nuanced distinctions in
Positive  Discipline  is
the difference between
encouragement  and
praise. Praise, such as
"You  are  so  smart!"
can create dependency
on external  validation.
Encouragement,  such
as  "You worked really
hard  on  that  puzzle.
How do you feel about
your  effort?"  builds
internal motivation and
resi l ience.  Nelsen
e m p h a s i z e s  t h a t
e n c o u r a g e m e n t
focuses  on  effort  and
improvement  rather
than  fixed  traits,
fostering  a  growth
mindset in children.

Natural

and
Logical
Conseque
nces
Instead  of  imposing
arbitrary  punishments,
p a r e n t s  a r e
encouraged  to  use
consequences that are
directly  related to  the
misbehavior. A natural
consequence  happens
w i t h o u t  a d u l t
intervention, such as a
child feeling cold after
refusing  to  wear  a
c o a t .  A  l o g i c a l
consequence  requires
adult  structuring:  "If
you  do  not  put  your
bike away, you choose
not  to  ride  it  for  the
rest  of  the  day."  The
k e y  i s  t h a t  t h e
consequence  must  be
respectful,  reasonable,
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and  re lated  to  the
behavior. It is delivered
with  empathy,  not
anger.

Family
Meetings
Nelsen  champions  the
family  meeting  as  a
cornerstone of Positive
Disc ip l ine .  These
regular,  structured
gatherings  give  every
family member a voice.
Ch i l d ren  l ea rn  to
express  appreciation,
brainstorm solutions to
problems, and plan fun
activities together. The
family meeting teaches
democratic  principles,
respect  for  differing
o p i n i o n s ,  a n d
collaborative  decision-
making. It is a powerful
tool for building family
c o h e s i o n  a n d
prevent ing  power
struggles.

Curiosity
Questions
Instead of lecturing or
commanding,  parents
can  ask  open-ended
questions  that  invite
ch i ldren  to  th ink .
Questions  like  "What
do  you  think  caused
th is  p rob lem?"  or
"What is your plan for
finishing  your
homework?"  sh i f t
responsibility  to  the
child.  This  technique
respects  the  child's
intelligence and fosters
problem-solving  skills.
I t  a l s o  r e d u c e s
resistance,  as children
are  more  l ike ly  to
follow through on ideas
t h e y  g e n e r a t e
themselves.

HOW POSITIVE
DISCIPLINE
ADDRESSES
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COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS

Many  people  initially
m i s u n d e r s t a n d
Positive  Discipline
Jane Nelsen as being
permissive  or  "soft."
This  is  a  significant
misconception.  Nelsen
i s  c l e a r  t h a t
permissiveness  is  not
kind;  i t  is  actual ly
neglectful  because  it
fails  to  provide  the
structure children need
to  feel  safe.  Positive
Discipline is not about
letting  children  do
whatever they want. It
is  about  setting  clear,
consistent  limits  in  a
respectful  manner.
Another common myth
i s  t h a t  p o s i t i v e
discipline means never
saying "no." In reality,
parents  can  say  "no"
firmly  while  still
empathizing  with  the
child's disappointment.
The  difference  lies  in

the delivery. Instead of
a harsh "No, because I
sa id  so ,"  a  parent
m i g h t  s a y ,  " N o ,  I
cannot let you hit your
sister.  It  is  not  safe.
Y o u  c a n  u s e  y o u r
words  to  tell  her  you
are angry."
Some critics argue that
the  approach  is  too
time-consuming.  It  is
true that implementing
Positive  Discipline
requires  patience  and
practice. However, the
upfront  investment  of
time  pays  enormous
dividends.  Solving
p r o b l e m s
collaboratively  may
take  longer  in  the
m o m e n t ,  b u t  i t
drastically reduces the
number  of  recurring
conflicts.  Over  time,
parents spend far less
time managing battles
and  far  more  t ime
enjoying their children.
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APPLYING
POSITIVE
DISCIPLINE
ACROSS

DIFFERENT AGES

Nelsen’s principles are
remarkably  adaptable,
working  for  toddlers,
teenagers, and even in
classroom settings. For
toddlers,  the  focus  is
on  creat ing  a  safe
environment,  offering
limited  choices,  and
using  redirection.  For
t e e n a g e r s ,  t h e
emphasis  shifts  to
negotiation,  active
listening,  and  shared
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g .
Parents of teens often
find  that  the  family
meeting becomes their
lifeline,  providing  a
structured  space  to
navigate  curfews,
s c r e e n  t i m e ,  a n d
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .
Throughout  all  stages,
the  core  elements
remain  the  same:

m u t u a l  r e s p e c t ,
encouragement,  and
problem-solving.

Positive
Discipline
in the
Classroo
m
J a n e  N e l s e n  a l s o
adapted  her  work  for
educators,  creating  a
c l a s s r o o m
management  model
that mirrors the family
approach.  Teachers
w h o  u s e  P o s i t i v e
Discipline report fewer
behavioral  issues  and
stronger  academic
engagement.  Class
meetings, for example,
teach students to solve
conflicts peacefully and
to  take  ownership  of
t h e i r  l e a r n i n g
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environment.  This
m o d e l  h a s  b e e n
adopted  in  thousands
of  schools  worldwide,
demonstrating that the
principles of belonging
and  significance  are
universal.

PRACTICAL STEPS
FOR GETTING
STARTED

I f  y o u  a r e  n e w  t o
Positive Discipline, the
prospect  of  changing
your  entire  parenting
approach  can  feel
overwhelming.  Nelsen
recommends  starting
small.  Pick  one  tool,
such  as  cu r i os i t y
q u e s t i o n s  o r
encouragement,  and
practice it for a week.
Observe how your child
responds.  Another
helpful  first  step  is  to
read  one  of  Nelsen’s
core  books,  such  as
Positive Discipline: The
C l a s s i c  G u i d e  t o
He lp ing  Ch i l d ren

Develop Self-Discipline,
R e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,
Cooperat ion ,  and
Problem-Solving  Skills.
Many  parents  also
benefit  from  joining  a
Positive  Discipline
parent ing  class  or
study  group,  where
t h e y  c a n  s h a r e
e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d
receive  support.
It  is  important  to  be
gentle  with  yourself.
No  parent  implements
these  tools  perfectly.
When  you  make  a
mistake,  you  can  use
the  opportunity  to
m o d e l  r e p a i r .
Apologizing  to  your
child  and  re-engaging
in  problem-solving
teaches far more than
getting  it  right  every
t i m e .  T h e  g o a l  i s
p r o g r e s s ,  n o t
perfection.

CONCLUSION:
BUILDING A
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FOUNDATION FOR
LIFE

Jane  Nelsen’s  Positive
Discipline  is  far  more
t h a n  a  b e h a v i o r
management  system.
It  is  a  philosophy  of
raising  children  that
honors  their  dignity
while  preparing  them
for  the  real  world.  By
focusing on connection
before  correction,
parents  can  transform
their homes into places
of mutual respect and
cooperation.  The  tools
may  require  practice,
but  the  rewards  are
profound: children who
are  confident,  capable,

and connected to their
families. In a world that
often  prioritizes  quick
fixes,  Positive
Discipline invites us to
take the longer,  more
meaningful  path.  It
reminds  us  that  the
goal of parenting is not
to control children, but
to  guide  them  into
becoming  the  best
versions of themselves.
For  anyone  seeking  a
respectful,  effective,
and  deeply  fulfilling
way  to  nurture  the
next  generation,  the
work  of  Jane  Nelsen
offers  a  timeless  and
empowering  blueprint.


