
Buying a child the candy bar for which he has been throwing a tantrum is but one 
obvious way in which parents may accelerate the acquisition of deviant child behavior.

– Russell A. Barkley, Defiant Children

Studies over more than half a century show that when adults use disciplinary 
approaches variously described as “highly controlling,” “power –assertive,” 
or just plain punitive, children become more disruptive, aggressive, and hostile.

– Alfie Kohn, Punished by Rewards

When we talk about defiant behavior we think of children being very noncompliant and openly disobe-
diant.  It is almost as if they are misbehaving on purpose.  Parents often look at the terrible twos as their
children’s first attempt to challenge authority. Most children, and parents, survive this stage, but later
comes the difficult “adolescent rebellion,” where even the best of kids can be very challenging and 
defiant at times. When children hit the teen years they begin to strive for independence and are more 
apt to challenge authority. How we handle their defiant behaviors is crucial to their “becoming” success-
ful young adults.

Most child development experts believe that children are more likely to become defiant in households
where parents are inconsistent with discipline. Teachers and parents can lessen defiant behaviors by role
modeling proper behavior, having a clear set of rules and expectations, being fair, firm (when needed), and
consistent. Other factors that can lead a child to become defiant include having a difficult temperament,
associating with negative peers, having learning problems at school and stressful home environments
(e.g., divorce, abuse/neglect, parents too strict and punitive).

Even the best of parents are going to have to deal with defiance at times. Just because Lucinda talks 
back once in a while doesn’t mean it was caused by poor parenting. Following are two quotes to ponder
occasionally when your children get a bit disobedient.

We sometimes mistakenly judge parents based on the actions of their children. 
Parents should be judged for what they do, not for what their kids do.  

– Stanton Samenow

Parents should take less blame when things go wrong with a child, and claim less credit when things go well.  
– David C. Rowe

Quotes

Notes
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Recommended Resources

• Defying the Defiance: How to Reach Defiant, 
Resistant, Disrespectful Kids 

                  



1. Be consistent and follow through! If you tell little Lindy that if she doesn’t have her room cleaned up 
by five o’clock, there will be no television and she doesn’t comply, keep your word.

2. Try to identify triggers that lead to the child’s defiance.
3. Don’t play “volleyball” with the child. What I mean by this, don’t argue back and forth with the child. 

This only makes things get more heated. State your concerns and, if necessary, remove yourself. With 
older children, you might be better off walking away than trying to get them to leave.

4. Timing is very important when confronting a defiant child. When is the best time to talk to Robert 
about his homework? Could a good time be when you and he are playing basketball? Would a bad 
time be as soon as he walks in the door after a stressful day school? Learn good timing.

5. With young children I suggest Thomas Phelan’s “1,2,3 Magic.” When the child becomes defiant, start 
counting to three. If she fails to comply by “3,” then follow through with the stated consequence.

6. Practice self-talk. When you are up against a challenging child say things like, “Stay calm. Don’t give 
in. She’s not a bad kid. This too shall pass.”

7. Keep a stop watch handy. If Luke continues to argue and not do what he was asked, start the watch. 
He knows that the watch will keep ticking until he cooperates. Once he does, stop the watch. The 
number of minutes in which the watch was ticking determines the numbers of minutes he has to go 
to bed early.

8. Avoid using the word ‘why’ when confronting a defiant child. If you saw Sara smack her sister, don’t 
ask, “Why?” When you ask her this question, you are giving her a chance to come up with an excuse 
for her actions. She’ll probably reply by saying something like, “Well, she hit me first!” Don’t let kids 
get by with excuses or alibis for their misbehaviors. There is an old Sufi saying that goes, “Self-
justification is worse than the original offense.”

9. I strongly believe in the statement that notes, “A child’s temperament determines his peer group.” If 
you have a child with a negative, defiant type of personality, do your best to get him around children 
with positive attitudes. Get him in scouts, sports, church activities, or in clubs at school.

10. With young children, make your expectations very clear before going to places like the grocery store. 
Before you leave the car you can say, “Amy, we are getting a few groceries and you can not get any 
candy today. Do you understand?” If she gets in the store and has a tantrum because you wouldn’t let 
her get a candy bar, remove her from the store and implement a consequence when you get home.

11. Allow children to have input in to home/school rules. They are more apt to comply if they have a say.
12. Teachers can purchase a roll of tickets. Call them your “transition tickets.” Every time the child moves 

from one activity to another or from one room to another without complaining, give her a ticket. 
Earning tickets can earn her extra privileges.

13. Make sure the child is getting enough sleep and eating well. Poor nutrition and lack of sleep can make 
children moody and irritable.

14. Parents are encouraged to keep in close touch with their defiant child’s teachers. Many children have 
learning problems that can lead to noncompliance. Does Joey need extended testing time? Because of 
his learning disability does he need to do only ten math problems instead of twenty? If Brandon is 
hyperactive, does he need more movement and exercise during the school day?

Strategies
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