Campaign aims to teach kids self-discipline
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The dishes aren’t done, the dog is howling with hunger, and your child’s backpack is bulging with untouched homework. Meanwhile, your child is chatting online with friends, oblivious to responsibilities. 

Your child may be suffering from what David Walsh calls Discipline Deficit Disorder. Symptoms include a lack of respect, a need for instant gratification, selfishness and a sense of entitlement, Walsh said.

Discipline Deficit Disorder afflicts kids who get caught up in a culture of “more, easy, fast and fun,” according to Walsh, who is president of the Twin Cities-based National Institute on Media and the Family. Walsh wants to help parents instill self-discipline in their children because he believes it’s a key component for kids to succeed in school and in life. [image: image1.png]



His latest book, “No: Why Kids — of All Ages — Need to Hear It and Ways Parents Can Say It,” has sparked a statewide self-discipline campaign led by a coalition of 15 parent, educator and health organizations. The campaign, which started this month, is called Say Yes to No. 

“This is my ninth book and I’ve never had a book that struck a nerve like this,” Walsh said in a phone interview.

The goal of the Say Yes to No campaign is to give parents and educators the tools they need to instill self-discipline in children and to get people across the state talking about the topic.

THE NEW STORYTELLER
Walsh said he has studied the effect of media on children’s health and development for a long time, and often the conversation about the topic focuses on media violence or the obesity epidemic.

In talking with parents and teachers over the past 20 years, he noticed a concern over the growing impatience of kids, he said. “When they want something, they’ve got to have it now,” he said.

It occurred to him a couple of years ago that people need to broaden their understanding of how media affects us, he said. Media has become a powerful new storyteller, he said. “Whoever tells the stories defines the culture,” he said.

Stories always have been an important part of human culture, but the business model of the new storyteller is to sell things, he said.

Kids spend an average of 44.5 hours a week in front of electronic screens, more time than any other activity except sleeping, according to a news release from the Say Yes to No campaign.

That means children are exposed to more than 1 million “yes” messages each year and a culture of “more, easy, fast and fun” that nurtures an epidemic of Discipline Deficit Disorder, the release said.

The idea is not to throw out the TV, but to do what’s right for our kids and restore balance, Walsh said.

PARENTS ARE KEY
Since the report “A Nation At Risk” came out in 1983 and pointed out that children in the United States were falling behind children in other countries in academics, one initiative after another to improve achievement has come out. They have put the responsibility on teachers and schools, he said.

“It’s not fair and it’s not working,” he said. “Our position compared to other industrialized nations has not changed.”

Walsh said he believes that’s because kids are lacking the critical success factor — self-discipline.

“Parents need to have that as our primary responsibility,” he said. “We can’t let schools do all the heavy lifting.”

Walsh wrote his latest book to offer practical help for parents, and the Say Yes to No campaign is spreading the book’s message and looking for ways to get parents involved at a grass-roots level.

Parents need to understand that short-term payoff — such as caving into kids’ demands — can have a long-term negative effect, Walsh said.

If you empty the dishwasher or clean the bathroom because it seems easier than fighting with your 13-year-old who was supposed to do it, or if you try to be a nonstop entertainment committee for your kids, they can develop an allergic reaction to unhappiness, he said.

“Part of growing up means dealing with boredom and disappointment,” he said. “Children need to learn to deal with it.”

In his book, Walsh covers the development stages of children and offers practical advice for parents for each stage.

For example, when a child is younger than 18 months, a parent’s job is to establish security and a connection with the child, he said. That connection becomes a basis for discipline, he said. If the child has a strong connection with mom or dad, the child wants the parent’s approval and doesn’t want to break the connection, he said.

When children reach 18 months old and realize what they want and what their parents want are sometimes different, they start to flex their muscles of self-will, he said. “The idea is not to squelch them, but to set limits and make sure they have consequences and follow through,” he said.

He also lists overall things that parents should do, including setting clear limits ahead of time and enforcing them; getting kids what they need, but not all of what they want; and supporting children’s teachers in school.

“We should support our kids, but not coddle them and not do for them what they should be doing for themselves,” he said.

 
