
 

 

Guidance and Discipline for Skill 
Building Summary 

Why Discipline? 

When your three-year-old is crying angrily in frustration and envy over their sister’s new toys or 

your four-year-old is refusing to go to bed, these situations are opportunities to provide guidance 

and discipline for skill building.   

Tip These steps are done best when you and your child are not upset, too tired, or in a rush.  

 

Tip Intentional communication and a healthy parenting relationship support these steps. 

Step 1. Get Your Child Thinking by Getting Their Input 

● Before you can get input from your child to understand (and help them understand) what 

they are feeling, you both need to be calm. 

○ Ask yourself if your child is hungry or tired. You could offer a snack or transition 

to a nap. 

○ Check on how you are feeling. If you are angry, frustrated, or overwhelmed, take 

a “parenting time out” and take several deep breaths (it really does help) or sit 

quietly for a few minutes.  

○ If basic needs like hunger or tiredness are not issues for your child, then take 

additional steps to help them calm down. This might involve offering a hug, 

helping them take deep breaths, or holding a blanket or stuffed animal.  

● Three- and four-year-olds are learning to understand their feelings. They are also just 

beginning to understand other people’s feelings and how their own actions affect others. 

They will need your support in figuring all this out.  

○ “Does my child have an unmet need?” They might need someone to listen or 

give them attention, some alone time, or some help so they can be successful at 

something they are trying to do.  

○ “I noticed your face got really red and your forehead got all scrunched up. So, 

when you threw the toy, were you feeling frustrated?”  

○ “I saw you dropped your popsicle on the ground. I wonder if you are feeling sad?” 



 

○ At bedtime, they seem to be stalling by asking for another drink or a snack, you 

could ask, “Are you feeling scared?” 

● You can also ask them about how they think others might be feeling. 

○ “Your sister cried when you took the toy. How might she be feeling?” 

○ “When your friend didn’t get to take their turn, how do you think they were 

feeling?” 

○ “When you said that to me, how do you think that made me feel?” 

Trap Avoid letting the question turn into an accusation. Remember to stay calm and that the 

goal of the question is to help the child uncover feelings. 

Step 2. Teach New Skills by Interactive Modeling 

● Teaching is different than just telling. Teaching builds basic skills, grows problem-solving 

abilities, and sets your child up for success. 

Trap It can be easy for parents or those in a parenting role to immediately address the 

underlying feelings with a simple “No” or other short answer. For example, 

        When a child is excited, instead of saying, “Calm down,” shift to “Let’s go outside and  

           run.” 

        When a child is angry, instead of saying, “You shouldn’t be mad,” shift to “I see you are  

          angry; let’s try taking deep breaths.” 

        When a child is frustrated, instead of saying, “Here, let me do it,” shift to “This can be  

          hard. Do you want some help?” 

 

● Teach your child positive behaviors.  

● Play the “feel better” game. At a calm time, ask “What helps you feel better when you're 

sad, mad, or hurt?” Share ideas like taking deep breaths, getting a drink of water, taking 

a walk, or asking for a hug.  

● Teach positive ways to ask for attention. Would you like your child to say a polite 

“Excuse me” when they need you and you’re engaged in a conversation? If so, practice 

as a family. 

● Model assertive communication through I-messages such as “I feel (insert feeling word) 

when you (name the words or actions that upset you) because (state the impact).”  

● Begin to teach your child to repair harm. A critical step in teaching children about 

managing anger is learning how to repair harm (physical or emotional) when they’ve 

caused it.  

● End the day with love. Be sure that you spend one-on-one time with your child if they 

have had rough patches that day. This teaches them that they are loved no matter what 

choices they make.  

● Work on your family feelings vocabulary. Ask, don’t tell. “Dad, you look sad. Is that 

right?”  

● Create a calm down space. During playtime or time without pressure, design a “safe 

base” or place where your child decides they would like to go when they are upset to feel 

better. 



 

Tip Create a ritual of sharing words of love and care at bedtime. Consider that ending the day 

reflecting on how much you appreciate one another could just be the best way to send your 

child off to sleep. 

 

Tip Play feelings guessing games with the family. At a meal, share facial expressions showing a 

range of emotions and guess what they are. 

Step 3. Practice to Grow Skills, Confidence, and Develop Habits 

● Practice can take the form of pretend play, cooperatively completing the task together, or 

trying out a task with you as a coach and ready support.  

● Accept feelings (even ones you don’t like!): “Are you upset? Would your blanket help you 

feel better? What can you do to help yourself feel better?”  

● Use “Show me…” statements like “Show me how you can ask for attention” or “Show me 

how you can share your toys with your friend.”  

● Offer two real choices. Offering them a choice, even if small like “Do you want to play 

outside or inside?” or “Do you want an apple or a banana for a snack?” can return a 

sense of control to their lives. 

● As your child is exerting effort to seek independence, ask them for help. For example, 

they could help you fold some laundry or dust.  

● Practice deep breathing. 

○ Blowing Out Birthday Candles Breathing. You can pretend you are blowing out 

candles on a birthday cake. Just the image in your head of a birthday cake brings 

about happy thoughts. And in order to blow out a number of small flames, you 

have to take in deep breaths.  

○ Teddy Bear Belly Breathing. Balance a teddy bear on your child’s tummy and 

give it a ride with the rising and falling of their breath. This would be ideal to 

practice during your bedtime routine when you are lying down and wanting to 

calm down for the evening. 

● Follow through on repairing harm. When your child has caused harm, they need your 

guidance, encouragement, and support in following through to repair it.  

● Include reflections on the day in your bedtime routine. You might ask, “What did you like 

about today?” or “What were you most proud of?” or “What are you looking forward to 

tomorrow?” 

Step 4. Support Your Child’s Development and Success 

● Ask key questions to support their skills: “You are going to preschool today. Do you 

remember what you can do if you feel angry or sad?” 

● Learn about development. Each new age and stage will present new opportunities and 

challenges and along with them, stress, frustrations, and anger. 

● Encourage friendships. 

● Stay engaged.  

● Follow through on logical consequences to repair harm when needed.  



 

Tip Use reminders and choices. Give your child a five-minute reminder before an activity will 

end. “In five minutes, it is time to clean up.” Use choices to increase their sense of 

independence. “You can clean up your toys now, or I can put them away for the rest of the day. 

Which do you want?” If your child doesn’t choose, you choose. Think about your tone of voice 

and be aware of how you can soften it when you speak to your child. A logical consequence 

should not be a threat or a punishment.  

Step 5. Recognize Effort and Quality to Foster Motivation 

● Recognize and call out when it is going well: “I noticed when you got angry, you told me 

about it, and we took some deep breaths together. Yes! Excellent.” 

● Recognize small steps along the way. 

● Build celebrations into your routine. Promote joy and happiness by laughing, singing, 

dancing, hugging, and snuggling to appreciate one another. 

 

Recommended Citation: Center for Health and Safety Culture. (2020). Guidance and Discipline 

for Skill Building Summary. Ages 3-4. Retrieved from https://www.ParentingMontana.org. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


