
Parents Influence Baby’s Bio-chemistry 

• Parent has a major influence over whether child will grow up to 

live a fulfilling life or one spoilt by persistent states of anger, 

anxiety or depression. 

• God’s influence & own responsibility must also be taken into 

account 

• Hormones & brain chemicals powerfully influence our feelings, 

perception and behavior. 

• Baby’s perceptions & desires also powerfully influence his  

behavior, chemistry and emotions. 

Sunderland, 2007:85 

 



        Hormonal Heaven 

• Neuroscientist Candice Pert:  “Each one of us has his or her own  
    … finest drugstore available at the cheapest cost –  to produce all  
    the drugs we ever need to run our body and mind”   
    (1997: Molecules of Emotion, p. 271).  
• Bible: The mind (controlled by God or idol) runs the drugs in our bodies. 
• Opioids are released in hypothalamus  Endorphin: Relieves  pain; makes us feel well. 

Oxytocin: released by the pituitary gland: makes us feel comfortable and safe. These 
chemicals can only be activated through warm, human physical connection: cuddles, 
hugs, affectionate squeezes, massaging, falling asleep in your arms, and lying next to your 
calm body. 

• When opioids and oxytocin dominate the brain, the world is perceived as a warm, inviting 
place. We feel calm & content and handle stressors well. Proper parental care will provide 
lots of good drugs. Child will build up resilience to deal with painful stressors in late life. 

• When the world (God, parents, other people) is perceived correctly, lots of good feeling 
drugs will be released. 

Sunderland, 2007:86-89 

 



             Hormonal Hell 

• Bad parenting provides too much cortisol, adrenaline and noradrenaline. Those 
will determine our thoughts, perceptions and feelings: “Everything is too hard”  

• When child perceives/ registers/ experiences the world as unsafe, everything is 
too hard,  too much cortisol is released, leading to emotions like fear. 

• Adrenaline & noradrenaline tell the heart to pump faster, the liver to release 
glucose, the fat stores to release fat and the muscles to mobilize energy stores.  
Optimal levels of these hormones make us feel alert with clear thinking.  

• Too much make us feel anxious or angry or both. Body moves into a state of 
hyper-arousal activating lower brain fight or flight impulses (withdrawal and 
avoidance).  A persistent state of hyper-arousal is hell.  The result is chronic 
mistrust and leads to behavior like shrinking from life or battling with life. 

Sunderland, 2007 87-88 



Joy Juice 

• Positive parenting may repeatedly activate intense positive brain chemical 
and bodily arousal states. In later life these kids may become flyers who 
want to live life positively to the full. 

• The unfolding of the genetic joy system depends on the type of social 
experiences. To experience intense joy that surpasses mere pleasure, high 
levels of adrenaline is needed and optimal levels of dopamine in 
combination with  opioids – feel alert, alive, awake en very energetic.  

• Parenting affects how the child’s arousal system is set up. Will experience 
hope and optimism throughout life  What is true hope?  

• Parents can have wonderful conversations with their babies from about 
three months using sounds, word, facial expressions and movements.  
Babies need lots of breaks.  

Sunderland, 2007:90-92 



           Life’s Satisfactions 

• Short term pleasures: eating, drinking , playing, socializing 

• Long term pleasures:  planning, dreaming, pursuing a goal,  
    impacting the world.  

• Looking for physical energy within yourself to pursue these pleasures: the drive to get up 
and do something  

• First pursue kingdom: love God and people by energy of Holy Spirit  – blessings will follow 

• Lower brain contains a seeking system: appetite for life, curiosity, exploration, drive to put 
ideas into reality. This requires a synchrony between lower and upper brain. 

Dopamine is the “light switch”  

• Dopamine works in the frontal lobes: enables person to have an idea and realizing it. The 
more you use the seeking system, the more it will work for you.  

• Low levels of dopamine can lead to procrastination, uncreative thinking  and few new 
ideas.  Hard for adults to activate a drive for life if it has not been awakened in childhood. 

Sunderland, 2007: 94-97 



The Importance of Play 

• Parents need to activate the child’s seeking system by offering interesting 
experiences. Play should be stimulating, imaginative and explorative. 

• Enrich child’s environment with places, creative toys & friends to interact with.  No 
need for expensive, manufactured toys. 

• Provide child with new stimuli: 
   +  Build a house with chairs & blankets 
   +  Play with leaves, flowers, sand, water & snow 
   +  Build a fantasy world: use bowl for lake; watering can to make rain 
   +  Take child on a trip into the countryside that gives access to earth,    
       water, grass 
   +  Build a dam in a brook 

• Parent = springboard, a trigger – stimulate,  
   but don’t take over. Lead a little bit, then stand back 
   and follow. 

                                        Sunderland, 2007:96-98 



Play  (Continued) 

Choose the right toys  

• Choose a landscape which child can develop imaginatively: zoo, circus, doll’s 

house, castle – add miniature animals and people 

• Art & modeling activities – stimulate spontaneous drawing & molding. 

 TV & Computer games 

• High rates of television-viewing is not good 

• Bad programs traumatize a child 

• Best: play, fun & laughter with another 

   human being 

                Sunderland, 2007:99-100 

 

 



Blighting Child’s Seeking System 

 Being critical of noise and running around 

 Allowing child to spend long periods bored & under-

stimulated 

 Expecting children to keep quiet during journeys, meals 

 Providing little parent-child one-to-one adventure time 

 Allowing TV to become main source of recreation 

 Over-timetabling child’s life with structured activities: all sorts 

of lessons – without free-play time 

 Shaming or discouraging child’s creativity 

Sunderland, 2007: 101 



What Schools Need To Do 

Teachers should: 

 Be passionate about their subject and be hungry and learning all 

the time  

 Speak from the gut, emotionally involved, with good levels of bodily 

arousal 

 Not be confined by the curriculum 

 Inspire children to develop their own ideas, to explore, to seek 

 Give enough time for explorative learning 

     through play. 

This applies to primary and secondary schools. 

                           Sunderland, 2007: 102-103 

 

 



Rough and Tumble 

• The play system of the child resides in the mammalian part of the human 

brain.  

• Physical interactive play enhance  the emotion-regulating functions in the 

frontal lobes . This type of play releases opioids and has anti-stress effects.  

• Rough and tumble or gentle and tumble play is boisterous play that is very 

delightful. It can include: 

    +  face-to-face contact  

        +  being spontaneous, unpredictable and  

                    humorous 

 +  rolling on the floor 

 +  toppling over each other  

 +  play-fighting. 

Sunderland, 2007: 104 

 



Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD) 
Children deprived of playtime at school may develop ADHD  

Characteristics:  

  hyperactivity 

  impulsiveness; 

  poor attention / concentration on tasks 

  struggle  to follow instructions 

  struggle to organize 

  struggle to listen  

  run around and climb inappropriately 

  get easily bored 

  very frustrated when she can’t  manage a learning task 

  fidget and squirm about 

  lash out at other children 

  talk excessively  

  can’t wait his turn: interrupts, intrudes, disrupts 

  finds it hard to make friends. 

Diagnosis of ADHD: 75% of these symptoms must be present for at least 6 months in more than one setting. 

Sunderland, 2007: 105-106 

 



ADHD 

• Causes: 
    + neurological (maternal stress during pregnancy) 
    + prenatal exposure to cigarettes, alcohol, drugs, birth problems, premature  birth,   
       malnutrition, environmental toxins 
• 5-7% of child populations has been diagnosed with ADHD. Many misdiagnosed. 
• Frontal lobes are not yet “on line” but they can be developed by play so that the  

primitive motoric impulses are naturally inhibited 
• Interactive play can develop the regulating functions of the frontal lobes.  
• Ideas for playing with child under five: sit on floor with child; blow bubbles; throw 

bag of feathers in air & try to catch them; mutual face painting session – see 
suggestions on p182. Keep voice light and fun. Children need at least 1 hour of social 
play a day. 

• Ritalin (methylphenidate) =  an amphetamine (like cocaine). Side effects: headache; 
nausea; insomnia; loss of appetite, fun, sparkle; agitation; depression; exhaustion. 
Reduction in brain dopamine activity.  

• Remedy: Interactive play; fish oil (-> serotonin).  
Sunderland, 2007: 105-106 

 

 



Children Behaving Badly 

NB to look at causes of child’s behaviour. Talk to child to find out. 
Six reasons for bad behaviour: 

1 Physical disruptions/desires 
2 An undeveloped emotional brain  
3 Desires of the heart 
4 Child’s stress 
5 Handling parental stress badly 

 
Sunderland, 2007:111-119 

 
 

 



Physical Immaturity/Brokenness/Desires 

1.   Sleep deprivation (fatigue) 
• Upsets the autonomic nervous system: arousal branch of system is in the driving seat -> child 

experiences over-arousal 
• Causes imbalances in blood sugar levels -> aggression, anxiety & depression 

 
2.  Food deprivation (hunger) 
• Disrupts hormones 
• Too low blood sugar levels -> release stress hormones (e.g. cortisol & adrenalin) 
• Stress hormones cause anxiety, agitation, aggression, panic, confusion – temper tantrum 
• Low levels of glucose in brain disrupts behaviour (as if under influence of alcohol) 
• Sugar & sweets on empty stomach send sugar levels sky high (energy boost for 10-15 min); then 

insulin kicks in to drop the levels back to normal. After 30 min the blood sugar levels drop below the 
normal level -> aggression, anxiety, rushing around, climbing up things 

• A proper meal & proper snacks will not drop sugar levels & boosts release of serotonin -> child plays 
well  

• Food additives can impact the child’s immature brain. List on p 114 & 115 
• Sweeteners in soft drinks and soft foods reduce the levels of tryptophan which is vital for the brain to 

make serotonin  
Sunderland, 2007: 113-115 



An Undeveloped Emotional Brain 

• Children under  the age of 1 are not responsible for bad behaviour because 
their emotional and higher brains are too immature. They can’t naturally 
inhibit their primitive impulses to lash out, run about and climb up things.  

• Some parents think it is ok to smack a toddler for throwing a tantrum or for 
refusing to get into a buggy. Many parents shout at their children     

• Parents spank their toddlers because they think the child is deliberately 
naughty. A toddler can’t manipulate an adult.  

• The chemical system in the frontal lobes of the brain - called the glutamate 
system – enables a human being to have clearly defined thoughts an 
intentions. The glutamate system starts to develop during the first year of 
life. Babies and toddlers lack the sophistication to be deliberately naughty 
or manipulative, rude or defiant. 

• Babies are born with a natural inclination & ability to sin. 

• Babies need to be guided by the Holy Spirit. 
Sunderland, 2007: 116-117 

 



Desires of the Heart 
1.    Stimulation hunger 

•  “If a child is not experiencing enough incidents, he will make his own” 

• The brain registers under-stimulation as stress.  

• To relieve the pain, babies will do something to  increase the chemical arousal state of the brain. 

•  E.g. adults will turn on the radio; infants may start banging their heads; children might start running 
around and screaming.  

• The stimulation children choose are often aggressive, noisy or destructive: hitting a sibling, or pouring 
juice over the table, or throwing a temper tantrum. 

2.  Recognition hunger   

• The human need for attention is genetically programmed. 

•  I get attention when I make an impact on the world.  

• If his good behaviour doesn’t impact on parent, child will try bad behaviour.  

• Desire: “Please don’t ignore me”. 

3. Structure hunger 

• Can also lead to bad behaviour.   

• Children need the structure of clear house rules and routines. 

  

Sunderland, 2007:117-118 



Bad Stress 

1.   Baby handling own stress badly 

• Big painful emotion (anger, sorrow) activates stress chemicals in brain and 

body. An outburst (a scream or shout) may be a way to relieve the stress. 

• Parent should help in a loving way to regulate it. Then higher brain may be 

wired to handle emotions in future. 

2.   Baby handling parental stress badly 

• Child’s brain pick up emotional atmospheres in milliseconds.  

• Child may learn to scream and rage to discharge parent’s emotions. 

3.   Parent activates wrong part of child’s brain  119 

• Shouting at child can activate the rage and fear systems in the lower brain.  

• Lots of play, laughter and cuddles may activate the brain’s play & care 

system, which release calming opioids.  

Sunderland, 2007: 118-119 



       Temper Tantrums (TT) 
 

• TT are intense storms of feeling.   
• Higher brain is not sufficiently developed to deal with  
    powerful feelings in a socially acceptable way.  
• TT is a strategy resulting from the desire to relieve the pain of impotence, 

frustration, loss, disappointment, feeling misunderstood; sometimes a desire to 
have control over a parent. 

• Toddler tantrums: 
    +  Conflict with parents over food and eating = 17% 
    +  Strapped in car seat or high seat = 11 % 
    +  Getting dressed  = 11 % 
• TT provide opportunities to establish essential brain pathways for managing stress 

and being assertive in later life. When the parent reacts to a tantrum in a way that 
frightens the child, the child may react  by being too good: by total compliance. He 
doesn’t express his dramatic feelings and misses out on the brain sculpting provided 
by the parent. In later life he may react with outbursts of anger. 
 

Sunderland, 2007:120-121 
•   

 



Distress Tantrums (DT) 

• DT is the result of the very strong activation of one of three systems in 
lower brain: rage, fear and separation. Arousal system out of balance due to 
high levels of stress chemicals. 

• Toddler can’t handle big emotions because pathways between lower and 
higher brain have not been developed properly.  

• When child experience in his brain  or body, the parent should sooth the 
child ‘s huge hormonal storms. Otherwise the  levels of stress hormones will 
remain toxically high. 

• Distressed children can’t think or listen well. Trying to have a  
conversation at this point and time is a waste of time.  
Important for parent too acknowledge the child’s distress and  
meet it with sympathy. This will develop the stress-regulating  
and inhibiting systems in the child’s higher brain (p 27,29). 
 
                                     Sunderland, 2007: 122-123 



Handling Distress Tantrums 

• Don’t get angry or walk away from child 

• Give child safety, comfort and reassurance 

• Use simple, calm actions 

• Use distraction: curiosity stimulates dopamine which reduces stress 

• Hold child tenderly: will release calming oxytocin and opioids  

• Sit down next to child and speak gently & softly: child should feel save then 

• Don’t use time-out technique 

• Don’t put distressed child in a room on his own: vocal crying may stop but not 
internal crying;  baby feels abandoned: “Parent will not help me” 

• Take child’s distress seriously, e.g.:  loss of toy is serious; if not, child experiences: 
“Parent doesn’t understand my grief and can’t handle it”; he may start to cut off 
from feelings of hurt because it is unsafe to have them 

 

 

Sunderland, 2007: 124-127 

 

Throwing a tantrum is not always naughty, but is often a result of immaturity - VC 



            Nero Tantrums (NT) 
 

• Root: Desire to get what he wants: attention, toy, food.  

• Fruit: Control, manipulation, bullying parents into submission 

• Distress tantrum:  upper brain is hijacked by emotional brain. 

• Nero tantrum: upper brain enables calculated and deliberate behaviour. 

 

The problem of giving in   

• Giving in may set up the rage system in child’s brain and may become 

part of his personality: power seeking, bullying adults.  

• They are developmentally trapped: become two year old Nero’s in an 

adult body. 

 Sunderland, 2007:128-130 

 



Handling Nero Tantrums 

• Walk out of the room – don’t give child an audience, it must be a solo performance 

• Don’t try to reason, argue with or persuade child 

• Don’t “kiss it better” – child will then use rage to get kisses 

• Don’t negotiate 

• Give clear, firm no’s about unacceptable commands 

• Refuse to speak with child unless he lowers his voice and say: “Please”  

• Tell child that his style will not work 

• Playfully mirror child back to himself: “You want to boss me. Let’s together boss the 
broom: “Broom get me that biscuit immediately”  

• Punish child with “Time out” as a last resort 

• Be aware that Distress Tantrums and Nero Tantrums can alternate easily 

• Tell child:  “I don’t respond to commands because God gave me authority over you 
but I will help you when you are in pain” 

 
Sunderland, 2007:130-132 

 



Trying Times 
• Sinful nature & Infirmity/immaturity 
• What happens in the brains of the under 5’s when they are behaving badly:  

Bouncing on beds; rioting in restaurants;  “I want” scenes in toy shops; 
fighting with siblings.  

• These young children’s brain systems are not mature enough to take 
control. People with mature brains don’t want to jump up and down on 
beds or run around in shops. The mature brain inhibits “motoric impulses”: 
urges to run, jump and climb. Children’s dopamine &  noradrenaline 
systems develop slowly – therefore they are easily distracted, impulsive, 
unable to focus, unable to filter out distraction, prone to manic behavior, 
and simply say :”Won’t”.  

• A child must have clear boundaries & rules. But to be totally complaint at 
the toddler stage to the needs and feelings of others is unhealthy. It may 
happen with too strict parenting or parents who threaten their children to 
withdraw their love. 
 

Sunderland, 2007:135-136 



Trying Times 

Trying times when they bounce about  

• Due to underdeveloped dopamine & noradrenaline systems in the higher brain, under-fives 

can’t sit still. Pathways from higher to lower brain has not yet been formed.  

• In a sense all children – especially boys - have ADHD = impulsive behavior & poor 

concentration.  

• Provide an alternative for a mattress , like a trampoline.  

Trying times in public places   

• Choose places you want to visit carefully - children & five-star restaurants is a bad mix. 

    Find a space to run around 

• Boredom in cafés and restaurants breeds bad behavior.  Boredom = state of low arousal 

activating stress chemicals in her brain. Child acts out in order to satisfy her stimulation hunger.  

• Give child an interesting toy or activity to release dopamine & opioid and calm down her 

motoric impulses.  

• Turn the shopping trip from hell into an exciting treasure hunt. 

Sunderland, 2007:137-140 

 



Trying Times 
Trying times on train & car journeys  
• Give child interesting activities to engage her frontal 
   lobes & activate her seeking system, e.g. a guessing  
   game; provide paper & crayons; fondle child 
• Take a break from the road on a play ground. 
Trying times with meals 
• Our bodies have no interest in eating whilst in a state of high 

excitement, anxiety, agitation  or fear.   
• Parents should be relaxed at meal times. Calm down the child.  
• Play and fun at the table brings positive associations with food.  
• Involve child in preparing the food.  
• Don’t punish bad eating, but rather reward  good eating.  
• Child should not be grazing snacks all day long. 

Sunderland, 2007: 141-144 

 



Trying Times 
Trying times with making a mess   

• Don’t react in rage. Channel energy in a positive direction.  

     Lay down rules. 

• Make tidying up into a game. Make putting away toys a game.  

• Rule: Whoever makes a mess, clears it up.  Give child a choice:  

     Every toy you have to put away, will be taken away from the child.  

 

Trying times and toy wars   

• A child can become heated about a specific toy. Reasons:   

    (1) Emotional attachment releases opioids; taking it away brings about withdrawal & subsequent pain 

    (2) When child’s territory is invaded, the chemical vasopressin is released in the reptilian brain and  

           can lead to aggression & fighting. 

• Who gets the toy?  Help immature child to share by taking turns. Or: “I’m taking away the toy until we 
have found  a way to share. Praise them if there is a good solution. 

• What if child cries or throw a tantrum when losing a game?  Is painful for child. Don’t punish her  or 
accuse her of being a bad loser. The desire to win / thought of winning, the arousal chemical, 
dopamine, is released. Losing can bring about a low mood state. If child is too immature, choose co-
operative games.  
 

Sunderland, 2007:144-148 



Trying Times 
Trying times and wanting something   
• Seeking system in lower brain - curiosity, exploration, will, drive, expectancy and desire - activates 

optimal levels of dopamine and glutamate, making child extremely aroused and focused.  
• If she doesn’t get the toy, the rage and separation distress system kicks in -> tears and rage.   
• Managing under fives in a toy shop: Be firm; tell her there’s no money; walk out; distract her 

attention.   
• Over-fives: More rational: How can you own money to buy it? 

 
• When she won’t listen to a word you say  
• Sometimes child won’t listen immediately because attention is fixed on one thing and can’t shift 

easily – key chemical systems are not properly developed.  
• Give child some slack: 
     +  In 5 min time I’m going to ask you to pack up toys and brush your teeth 
     +  After 5 min say: I’ll now count from 5 to 1 
• If she is obedient, praise her.  
• If she doesn’t listen, discipline her 
• Don’t keep on nagging – she will desensitize to nagging. 

 

Sunderland, 2007: 148-150 
 
 



Trying Times 

When you want your child to stop immediately  
• Explain the rule in a situation where you want your child to stop 

immediately and come to you.   
• If she is disobedient, tell her: “I can see that you are not ready to run 

around, because you don’t listen when I call you back.” Put her back in her 
buggy. Practice this.  

• Each time she comes back, praise her. Praise will produce lots of dopamine 
& opioids 
 

Trying times with selfishness   
• Doesn’t want to share toy. Capacity for concern is a higher brain function.  
• Will develop when you over time show your concern for the child.   
• Love is a fruit of the Spirit: Pray for child 

 

Sunderland, 2007:150-151 



Trying Times 

Telling tales 
• When child is slandering, respond: “I’m not interested in what 

Sally is doing now, but I’d love to talk about you”. 
 
Name-calling   
• To the perpetrator:  “If you have a problem with your sister, tell 

her what it is” 
• To the hurt child: “It was mean of Sally to call you that. It must 

have hurt you badly. It’s  not true, so ignore her”.  
 

Sunderland, 2007: 152  

 



Trying Times: Children At War 

 

Children at war 

• Children can learn to negotiate instead of fighting 

• Siblings fighting each other is common: Cain > Abel; brothers > Joseph   

• Reptilian brain in the driving seat. 

 

Why do fights happen?  

Psychological hungers = desires are not met   

• Hunger for stimulation 

• Hunger for food 

• Hyperarousal – relieved by biting, kicking, hitting 

• Sinful anger results in fighting – not words to speak 

 
Sunderland, 2007:151-153 

 



Parents Handling Fighting 

How should parent respond to fighting?  
• Activate the higher brain 
• Don’t scream, shout or smack the child who fights – you model 

rage to child 
• Regulate high levels of bodily arousal; calm child down 
• Own voice: Calm and firm  
• Don’t take sides, unless you are a witness  
• Don’t reward tale-telling 
• Time-out may help child to calm down – follow up by time-in to 

guide child  
Sunderland, 2007:153-155 

 



Children Fighting 

Keeping children safe   

Protect children against bullying or abuse – they are not “only playing” any 

more. Give children freedom to resolve their differences only if they can.  

Suggestions 

• Separate two parties 

• Pay attention to hurt party 

• Tell aggressor: “Bad choice for hitting your brother. Stay here. Think if you 

can show anger to you brother in a better way”. Explain God’s love & how 

we should love others 

• Tell children rather to express anger by words: “It hurts me real bad when 

you knock over my castle”  

• Bullied kids often bully other kids.  

Sunderland, 2007:155-156 

 



Children Fighting 

                  Call a family meeting about fighting 
• Create a formal situation where children can put their feelings in words.  
• Circle time: Only person who holds the Teddy may speak – others pay 

attention and listen. If children are too young, parents should provide 
solutions. 

• Lay down clear rules: 
   +  Zero tolerance on fighting that hurts 
   +  Play-fighting must be agreed by both and be enjoyable 
   +  Fighting over toy: Toy will be taken away until children agree a way of  
       sharing 
    + Ask help of parent if you want to show your anger by hitting 
    + No name-calling 
    + Ask parent for words to tell sibling what you would like him to do  
       differently 

Sunderland, 2007:156 



Discipline 

• Wrong discipline: Child may react from emotional brain with  fear or anger (Eph 
6:4; Col 3:21).  

• Discipline should activate the child’s higher brain. Create time to listen to your 
child’s emotional pain. 

• Traditional belief: Harsh punishment -> sense of morality.   
• Disciplining through criticism and commands may activate the stress-response 

systems in child’s lower brain: rage & fear systems may become over-reactive.  
• Child can copy the dominance-submission dynamics and start to bully others, 

especially when child is smacked as a form of discipline. More than 90% of 
parents in the UK smack their 1 year olds. In UK 17,000 pupils are yearly 
expelled from schools for violence towards other pupils & teachers.  

• Smacking teaches your child that it is OK to hit.  
• Not so if spanking is done biblically. Child must learn to know that parental 

authority is God’s gift of grace to a child – it protects child from God’s anger. 

Sunderland, 2007:159-160 

 



Parental Power & Control 

Relationships can’t be built on power and control  
• Relationships  should be based on warmth, kindness and cooperation.  
• A child living daily with  a parent’s repeated shouting and angry explosions will react with 

distress. Child commonly uses shouting, screaming, biting, hitting or breaking something to 
discharge distress. Such children like war games or violent computer games. The stress-
response & rage systems in the brain becomes hard-wired. “These children then live their lives 
on a very short fuse”.   

• People in general don’t like children who are ruled by their fight or flight systems. The negative 
reactions of people reinforces their negative view of the world. 

Discipline affects child & society  
• Society reaps what it sows in the way it nurtures its children 
• Antisocial behaviors, violence and abuse pass from generation to generation and form society 

to society   Ex 20:5   
• Continuous distress can permanently wire the child’s brain. 
• Distinguish between God-ordained authority & discipline and human abuse of power. 

Brain scans of impulsive murderers  

• Under stress there are lots of activity in downstairs brain and little in upper stairs brain: 
incompetence to consider, reflect, think about.  

• Small setbacks can trigger domestic violence. 

 Sunderland, 2007: 161-162 



Boundaries 

• Parents sometimes fail to say “no” for fear of rejection by child, 
and out of fear of being a bossy, controlling parent (like their 
own).   

• Child then begins to feel more powerful than parent and more 
disrespectful. Thinks parent is not in charge. Child gets wrong 
message: It is OK to disrespect parent. Child becomes bossy 
and controlling.  

•  Challenge:  Set clear boundaries by engaging the higher brain 
and not the primitive systems of fear or rage.  

• Neuroscientists found that the mere experience of emotion 
without reflection can result in it becoming an ingrained 
personality trait.   

Sunderland, 2007:164-165 

 



Parental Discipline 

 Assertiveness carries conviction without being angry and shaming.  

 There must be an immediate consequence if a boundary has been overstepped. 
Children are not born socialized and considerate of others (Ps 51:7).  

 Show positive emotion when child behaves well.   

 Be matter-of-fact with bad behavior. God shows emotions  that accompany his 
righteousness and compassion  

 Ignore minor attention-seeking behavior – child may start manipulating you for 
attention.  

 Think how to satisfy the child’s desire for stimulation and recognition in a creative way.  

 Have a clear set of family rules: It will satisfy the child’s hunger for structure and will 
engage the higher brain. Provides safety.  

 Clear rules, e.g. no hitting, swearing, damage to property, disrespect to people. Positive 
rules? 

  Ask for help if you hurt inside.  

Sunderland, 2007: 165-167 



Parental Discipline 

 Define clear consequences for breaking a rule: time out, confiscation, imposing a 
household chore (Children must be involved in the latter anyway). 

 As the higher brain of under-fives haven’t developed properly, give simple instruction. 
More elaborate explanation can be given to older children. 

 Use choices and consequences. Consequence of deliberately breaking younger sister’s 
doll: Give a choice (1) Do chores for money to buy a new doll;  (2)  Give own doll to 
sister. Take time to consider consequences and choices carefully. Consequences should 
happen on the same day. Spanking 

 Reward good behavior in ways that will develop child’s thinking brain by considering the 
pros and cons of their behavior. Examples: Stickers, points, privileges, praise, pocket 
money  

 Children should learn not to obey in order to  fulfill their desires for acceptance, but 
because God wants children to obey parents.  

 The child should be taught values like service, thankfulness, unselfish love.  

 Use thinking words instead of fighting with the child 
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Use Thinking Words 

• Thinking Words: Parent helps child by linking her feelings to words. 
This will help child to form pathways from higher to lower brain, vital 
for managing intense states of emotional arousal (distress) in later 
life.  

• Fighting Words: Bad because they use fear to demand blind 
obedience. Rage system is activated 

• In stead of time out, use time in to find out why child is behaving 
badly, to understand emotions & desires. Don’t withdraw from a 
child the very moment he needs your help with his feelings. 

• The thinking chair: Provide a place where child can calm  
   down and think why what he has done is not OK. Isolation,  
   turn chair towards wall. Set a time limit: 1 minute for each  
   year: e.g. 8 minutes for 8 year old. 
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Time Out 

Sometimes use Time Out 
• Technique:  Put child in a room on her own when she was naughty. Parent should stay on the other 

side of the door – child must know parent is still there.  
• One minute of time out for every year of her life – to prevent fear of abandonment.  
• Time Out activates the separation distress system in lower brain & pain centers. The child associates 

the naughty behavior with pain.  
• Time out good for acts of defiance, or hurting others, or damaging property.  
• Time Out should be used as a last resort.  
• Aim of Time Out is to engage child’s higher brain: Child should learn to think twice before choosing to 

be naughty.  
 

• Don’t over-use Time Out   
• Don’t use Time Out indiscriminately. Not to be used: 
    +   For minor non-compliance 
    +   When child is over-aroused 
    +   When child is naughty due to being bored 
• Satisfy child’s hunger for stimulation, structure and recognition, rather than  
    punishing child for our own shortcomings in this area 
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Time Out 

Follow the rules when you use Time Out  
• Sometime it’s good to warn; in case of hurting someone else, use Time Out immediately 
• Tell child why and for how long you are putting her there   
• Never lock the door and let the child know you are on the other side to avoid fear of 

abandonment 
• Don’t talk to child: Give zero attention 
• If child comes out and swears, kicks or hits, put her back for another session 
  
When Time Out is never appropriate  
Never punish child when it has big painful feelings. Cruel to put a child in distress in Time Out – 
natural to feel pain and loss. Child receives bad messages: 
• Passionate and painful feelings are not acceptable 
• Parents may get cross when I ask them for help when I am in distress – Bad behavior should 

stop but we should not try to forbid passionate emotions  when in Time Out child may stop 
crying and remain silent, but levels of cortisol may remain shy high – rather regulate child’s 
emotions 
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The Holding Technique 

 Holding is not restraint, but provides a safe, calm place for child to be. 
Message: Someone who loves me is helping me with my out-of-control 
hyper-aroused state.  

 Only use holding when you are calm yourself 
 Only use holding when child is smaller than you – shouldn’t be able to 

break away 
 Find a place against a wall or sofa. Sit on floor. Remove shoes & jewelry. 

Put cushion between you and child if necessary to prevent child from 
biting or scratching you 

 Visualize yourself as a warm, calm blanket   
 Tell child: “I’m going to hold you until you are calm again” 
 Let child go if she has a legitimate reason to be released:  
      thirsty, want to pie – if proven false, pull child back again 
 Give child enough time to calm down. 
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Step By Step Discipline 

• Don’t try to discipline when you are enraged. Begin with a low-level boundary and move 
to a stronger one 

• Boundary 1: “Gemma keep the paint brush on the paper” 
• Boundary 2: “Gemma, I really mean this. Do what I told you”. Put hands firmly on her 

shoulders  
• Boundary 3: She starts painting the wall. “Gemma, go and sit in the thinking chair. After 8 

minutes I will ask if you are ready to clean up and be obedient” 
• Or: “Clean up the wall and then help me to clean the cupboards in the kitchen” 
• If Gemma flies into a rage and throw paint everywhere: “Gemma, you seem intend to 

disobey me. I will hold you until you calm down and tell me how you will make amends” 
 
Why are some children pushing the boundaries?  
• One reason: No proper boundaries set at 2 or 3 years of age.  
• Rebels against God-ordained authority 
• Bad to be without boundaries: child feels unsafe. 
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