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The Heart of Discipline in the Preschool Years 

“No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. 
Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness  
and peace for those who have been trained by it.”  Hebrews 12:11 
 
Information is from: 
Shepherding a Child’s Heart by Tedd Tripp 
Parenting is Heart Work by Dr. Scott Turansky and Joanna Miller 
Toddlers on the Move by Dr. Scott Turansky and Joanna Miller 
Preschool Explorers by Dr. Scott Turansky and Joanna Miller 
 
What to expect from Little Ones 
Toddlers & 2s 

• Developing the foundational life skill of independence. 
• Give them achievable task 
• It will be messy  
• A little frustration is a good motivator BUT too much can be discouraging.  Be 

available to help BUT don’t step in too quickly. 
• Working independently with perseverance & getting help are two opposite ways 

of solving a problem but both are solutions children need to work on. 
• They will begin to test boundaries 
• They are learning: 

• Others set the schedule  
• How to share time & resources 
• Routines of correction 
• How to following instructions 
• Accepting ‘no’ 

Three Year Olds 
• Finding more balance between self-control & the need to be controlled   
• They are learning problem solving, they like to negotiate.  Negotiation is 

sometimes OK but they need to know when it is time to simply obey.  
• They can verbalize feelings, talk about them and empathize with their emotions 
• They understand life is complex so fears may surface.  Helpful to talk about 

things that are coming up and imagine positive outcomes.  
• Imagination increases.  Imaginary details get mixed with reality.  Sometimes 

imaginary friends show up.  Play along, don’t ignore. It is usually short lived. 
• They respond well to praise and compliments 
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Four Year Olds 
• Excitable, inquisitive and tend to be very social. 
• Silly one moment and deep questions the next 
• Express emotions intensely. They might exaggerate statements as they learn 

how to appropriately express themselves. 
o Teachable moments – Emotions aren’t wrong but what we say or do with 

them is important.  We control emotions, they do not control us. 
• Begins to see the perspective of others, learns to wait without interrupting.  
• They love to please but may begin to question your authority. 
• Reasoning and self help improve dramatically  

Five Year Olds 
• Rules make more sense and they can be sticklers for following the rules and 

want others to as well. Tattling and bossiness can become an issue. 
• They like to do the right thing BUT it’s sometimes hard to admit when they are 

wrong.  Their creativity is developing but it can also lead to creative lies. 
• They have a thousand questions.   

o When you answer, it teaches them asking questions are good. It gives 
them confidence to ask. It develops a love for learning 

o When you stifle them, it hampers their curiosity. 
o Sometimes “Why?” is just a request for you to keep talking. 
o When answering, remember they are literal  
o Give them as much info as they ask for on topics of interest but don’t give 

more info than they are ready for, leave out confusing details, give them 
small bits of info to digest.  

o Let them know you are curious and that you ask questions as well.  
• Give them positive feedback when they are making wise choices. They don’t 

always see their own progress. 
• Do not correct them publicly but in private. 
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Train Up a Child – Guidelines for teaching your preschooler   
Heart qualities to teach in the preschool years are self-control, responsiveness to 
authority & empathy towards others. 
 

• Routine is helpful & provides security.  Consistent elements are more important 
than consistent times. 

o Example: morning and bedtime routines 
o Children have little control over their day and that can be frustrating 
o Children don’t always understand why some days they get up and are 

rushed to get ready to go somewhere and other mornings are laid back 
with no plans. From their perspective, they have no control of what their 
day will look like and they are subject to the plans of others. 

o Try to explain the plans for the day.  For a child that finds security in 
“knowing the plan” it is comforting to know what will be happening. 

o This will also provide plenty of teachable moments when plans change or 
don’t work out like you expected.  

• Good patterns for giving instructions: 
o Firmness should NOT equal harshness.  
o Keep it simple. Do not over explain instructions or correction. 
o Use words and phrases they will understand. Ask if they have questions. 
o If you aren’t committed to this value, don’t set the rule. Don’t expect 

what you are not willing to inspect or follow through on. 
o Discuss rules/expectations ahead of time and stay consistent. It is 

confusing and can make the child feel insecure when rules and 
consequences change. 

o Teach them what you are expecting them to do.  
o Instructions should sound different, cue words (not raising your voice).  

§ Do not use a voice or a tone that sounds like you are asking a 
question i.e., “Are you ready to clean up your toys?” If they are asked, 
it is logical that they would answer with what they want to do.  

§ Consistently use cue words so that the child knows this is not a 
request. i.e., “It is time to…” “I need you to…” 

o Be physically close to the child and redirecting your child if necessary 
o Have them report back to you when they finish a task you have given 
o You lead & they follow - Remember who the parent is 

• If whining, arguing and badgering work, they will continue to use those. 
• Affirm them when you observe them doing the right thing or demonstrating a 

right heart attitude.  
• Think LONG TERM!  A toddler’s misbehavior might be cute, harmless, or so 
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entrenched that you determine to wait until the child is older “when disciplining 
will be easier”. It’s confusing to the child when misbehavior is tolerated or even 
laughed at but eventually becomes a behavior they are corrected for.   

• Teach your child how to cooperate with others. This doesn’t come naturally.  
They have to give up their desires and agenda. Guard against your child 
becoming demanding and self-centered.  

• Bribes vs. Blessings 
o Blessings are the natural results of obedience and should be routine 

§ encouraging words, time spent on children’s interests, and out-of-the 
ordinary recognitions 

o Bribery attempts to induce obedience with external motivation that may not 
stimulate internal motivation and should be limited. 

o Use incentives primarily with something new or to get over a hump. i.e. potty 
training, taking on a new responsibility.  

o Rewards overdone destroy true obedience.  
o Obedience isn’t something you buy from children. 

 
• Choices Decrease Tension & Increase Learning   

o Making decisions on small matters lays a foundation for bigger ones later.  
o Offering choices can provide the child with a sense of control while still 

moving things in a positive direction. 
o Choice teaches problem-solving skills - evaluating the benefits of two 

options, he enters into an intelligence-building process.  
o In all these situations, be ready to make & enforce the choice if your child 

refuses to cooperate. This teaches that they have the opportunity to 
influence the situation but cannot use choices to break the rules. 

o One of the biggest lessons learned from decisions is how to live with the 
consequence of choices made. 

o When you need to change plans, explain your thought process to the child 
so they can learn from it.   

o Sometimes they will have the opportunity to make a choice and other times 
they will need to obey.  

o You gain insight into how your child’s mind works and what they value. 
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Getting to the Heart Issue 
• Avoid behavior modification. 
• When you start to see a pattern, figure out the heart issue and make a plan to 

work on that.  Do not assume they will outgrow it.  
• Taking a heart-based approach to discipline is hard work.   

o It requires getting to the root of the issue. 
o Help the child to understand the heart issue  
o Give the child the tools they need to choose the correct behavior 
o The child is motivated by a desire to please God and not the parent. 

• 4 things to avoid 
• Reverse Psychology – It encourages children to oppose your instructions 
• Bribes – What’s in it for me? 
• Threats – Appeals to fears 
• Yelling – It takes a toll on the relationship, builds distance, feel inadequate 

• Help your child practice doing what is right not just stopping wrong behavior 
• Apologize when you get it wrong – yelling, overreaction, etc.  
• Don’t be drawn into the drama 
• Follow through on your words 
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Consequences 
• Remain calm & firm. Your calm response removes the power of the emotion of the 

moment.   
• Parents often move too quickly to consequences and they lose their effectiveness 

over time. 
• Remember, your goal is heart change, not simply changing the behavior. 

 
From twelve to eighteen months: 
• Generally, the focus is on firmly requiring children to do what you direct such as 

come when you call and stop when you say to stop. 
• It must be immediate because their attention span is so short. Waiting even a 

couple of minutes often results in a loss of connection.  
• Consequences need to be concrete. The consequence must be in the moment and 

tangible.  
• Consequences should make an impression. For compliant, eager-to-please 

children, a firm reproof or a stern or disappointed look is often all that’s needed. 
• A great tool to use with toddlers is a “Break” followed by a “Redo”. Don’t miss the 

important part of discipline in teaching/training your child to do the correct 
behavior or action, not just stopping the wrong behavior or action. 

• Consistency is KEY when you allow them to get away with disobedience, they 
catch a glimmer of hope that they can sometimes get their way, and that becomes 
a huge incentive to keep trying. 

• Focus on what you want your child to do instead of focusing on what you want 
your child to stop doing. 
o When parents focus on positive speech, they empower their children to think of 

solutions instead of simply focusing on the problems. 
o Instead of saying no when a child starts to do something wrong, say, "you need 

to obey".  
• “Good Job” instead of “Good Boy” Admire their effort, not their personality 
• Anything done out of anger or intended to humiliate, bully, shame, or intimidate 

your children is abusive. This includes yelling, belittling, threatening to leave your 
child behind in a public place, hitting, and anything else initiated to physically or 
emotionally hurt rather than teach. 
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Preschoolers – 2-5 years old 
Natural consequences can sometimes be the best life lesson.   

• Our instinct is to rescue or prevent but this interrupts the process of learning 
• The challenge is to know when to step in 
• Respond to a natural consequence as a counselor or a coach.   
o Be empathetic.  Explain without being critical.   
o No room for anger 
o Help them come up with a solution but don’t fix it for them. 
o This will build confidence and teaches them not to fear problems or mistakes 

• Obviously if they or someone else is in harm’s way, step in. 
 
Consequences as a result of disobedience  

• The purpose for consequences is to raise the motivation for repentance 
• A Break is usually a powerful motivator 

o It slows down the emotional intensity 
o It teaches the child the ability to pull back instead of push forward 
o Separation from the activity or group motivates change 
o The focus is the heart attitude 
o Let the child determine the length of time by coming back to you when they 

are calmer and can talk about what went wrong. This transfers the 
responsibility for repentance to the child. The length of time spent there isn’t 
as important as the work done there. 

o Don’t get drawn into the chaos of tantrums or fits. At times it can be used to 
gain control. For some kids, this is part of wrestling with repentance.  

o When they return, take time to talk about the issue & discuss how to handle it 
better. 

o Restoration and forgiveness are the goal. 
o Discipline involves teaching, training, correction and rebuke.    

• Having a plan/routine you and your child understand is helpful. 
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Specific Challenges 
 

Dealing with a Toddler’s Temper 
 
What is going on: 
• At about age 20-24 months several developmental issues come together.  

o The child is more mobile, finally able to reach things without parental help.  
o The toddler is gaining a greater sense of control, the ability to do things for 

himself such as eating and drinking.  
o Both large and small muscle development is improving, giving kids the ability to 

try new toys, push buttons, stack blocks, and move things around.  
o All of these new developments are met with limitations either physical limitations 

or boundaries which is frustrating 
• Most toddlers don’t know what to do with the new feelings of being out of control, 

and the emotion overrules whatever thinking might otherwise be helpful.  
• One of the tasks of toddlerhood is to learn how to deal with frustration and 

emotion.  
• Children eventually learn how to talk about it, get help, or slow down and 

persevere. Your job is to begin the process now. 
 
 
What you can do: 
• Your anger doesn’t help 
• Young children learn best through experience. Take a break & redo 
• Sometimes temper tantrums alone in the hall is actually heart work. The child is 

wrestling with emotions and learning how to settle down. It takes time for some kids 
to come to the understanding that settling down and keeping calm are the best 
response for continued play. 

• If a child has a problem with biting or other forms of violence, you will need to 
monitor that child more carefully. When you see the signs of frustration developing 
be quick to intervene. That early intervention and quick action provides a coaching 
approach for your child. Concentrated work in this area is often required for a child 
to develop new patterns but your persistence pays off. As soon as your child is able 
to speak, you’ll want to give exact words to say. Ideally, saying “I don’t like that” 
provides your child with words to use instead of becoming violent when your child 
feels mistreated.  
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Dealing with Lying 
 
If the lying is a result of imagination:  

• Don’t treat their imagination as dishonesty 
• Talk about imagination and how to properly phrase imaginary things 

o There is a lion in our basement vs. Wouldn’t it be crazy if there was a lion 
in our basement?  

o Talking animals are a part of many children’s books so they might employ 
that in their imagination 

 
If it is knowingly lying, a firm approach is best.   
Goals: 

• Clarify that sin has consequences 
• God has created a standard 
• What this means for them 

o Define lying and that it is wrong 
o Require a confession 
o Taking a time-out break if refusing to confess. 

 
Lying is often a shortcut instead of doing hard work of being honest so take time to 
focus on hard work and the feeling of doing a job well. 

• Focus on perseverance and thoroughness in chores 
• Require completion of a tough task 
• Affirm them for a job well done 
• Talk about being strong on the inside as well as the outside 
• Inner strength is demonstrated by being honest under pressure 
• A strong and clear conscience feels good and peaceful 

 
Bible Stories/verses 

• Adam & Eve disobeyed and felt shame. 
• Noah obeyed even though he hadn’t seen rain before. 
• Daniel refusing to eat the king’s food.   
• Moses did not feel adequate but obeyed. 
• David trusting God would protect him against Goliath. 

 
Give personal stories/examples 

• There are many opportunities to teach through real life situations 
• “Children learn about honesty by watching their parents handle ethical 

dilemmas or situations where lying would be the easy way out”  
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Dealing with Anger 
 

• Major life lessons find their foundation during these important years as kids learn 
how to handle their hands, feet, mouths, and emotions.  

• Preschooler imitate the words, actions, attitudes and personality traits of the 
adults in their life.  

• It is critical to deal with anger early. It becomes more difficult as years progress. 
 
What is going on: 

• They are often overwhelmed by their emotions and need skills to manage them. 
• Two main emotions:  

o Disappointment  
§ Disappointment is usually related to being told “no” 
§ Often happens in public 
§ Practice in private to avoid public challenges 

o Frustration 
§ Happens when their goal is blocked or their right is violated 
§ Therefore, it often happens when interacting with other children 
§ Venting may sound good but not productive, it doesn’t use self-control 

 
What you can do: 

• Look for patterns. What are the triggers? 
• Talk to your child in calm moments 
• Come up with a plan  

o Let them take part in the plan so they understand it and have ownership. 
o What can they look for as triggers? 
o What can they say to themselves? 
o Help them understand that they may not want to follow the plan in the 

moment but they can get better at it.  
• Make them take a break when you see things escalating. 
• As a parent, remain calm.  When you refuse to enter into the anger, it makes it 

clear it is the child’s issue, not yours. 
• Debrief later without scolding or guilt, what could you have done better? 
• They are usually just as frustrated with themselves as you are. 
• Talk about emotions as “physical energy” that sends a message they need to 

pull back instead of push forward. 
• Point out when they exercise self-control. Praise them when they get it right! 
• Your calm, firm and balanced approach will help your child grow in emotional 

development.  
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Dealing with Fear 
 

By age 3, preschoolers are capable of understanding life in a more complex level. 
Therefore, fears can begin to surface.  

• Fear comes from uncertainty and a feeling of not being in control, or the 
perception of danger.   

• Some fears are helpful, other are not. Preschoolers need to learn the difference. 
 
Some suggestions: 

• Your reaction to your child’s fear is important.  Kids look to their parents for 
clues about how they should handle the emotional challenge they are facing.  

• Help them understand upcoming situations, be honest and talk about positive 
outcomes i.e., doctors’ visits, a friends pet 

• Role play 
• It is important to explain fear in situations where danger is involved but don’t 

instill so much fear that they are too terrified to venture out. 
• For overly fearful children, fears are overcome with small steps of risk over time.   
• Give them some control i.e., picking out a night light 
• Change in thinking if they obsess on it 
• Your own anger, fear or anxiety effects your child. Nervous parents = nervous 

children 
• Model how to trust in the Lord and be at peace 

 
Bible stories/verses 

• Noah & the ark 
• Gideon 
• David & Goliath 
• David & Saul 
• Ruth 
• Esther 
• Elijah & Jezebel 
• Jonah 
• Nehemiah & the rebuilding of the wall 
• Daniel & the lion’s den. 
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Stages  
1 Nurturing Little Ones (Birth – Toddlers) 
2 Laying a Foundation (2 years through Pre-K) 
3 Building on the Foundation (Kindergarten – 2nd Grade) 
4 Preparing Them for Adolescence (3rd – 5th Grade) 
5 Leading Them to Live as Young Adults (6th – 10th Grade) 
6 Guiding the Passage to Adulthood (16 – 18 yrs. old) 
7 Launching Them into Adulthood  
 
Books 

• 30 Days: Turning the Hearts of Parents and Teenagers Towards Each Other Richard Ross 
(5 - 7) 

• Accelerate: Parenting Teenagers Toward Adulthood Richard Ross (6 & 7) 
• Age of Opportunity: A Biblical Guide to Parenting Teens Paul David Tripp (4 - 6) 
• Are My Kids on Track? Goff, Thomas & Trevathan(2-5) 
• Ball/Steak/ Man Stephen James & David Thomas (4 - 6) 
• Big Truths for Young Hearts Bruce Ware (2, 3) 
• Dad Tired and Loving It: Stumbling Your Way Through Spiritual Leadership Lopes 
• Every Young Man’s Battle Stephen Arterburn & Fred Stoeker (5 - 7) 
• Every Young Woman’s Battle Stephen Arterburn & Shannon Ethridge (5 - 7) 
• Everyday Talk Yount (2, 3) 
• Everything a Child Should Know About God Kenneth N. Taylor (2, 3) 
• Family Worship Donald Whitney (2, 3) 
• Good and Angry Turansky & Miller (2 - 4) 
• Grace Based Parenting Kimmel 
• Habits of the Household Earley 
• How to Stay a Christian in College J. Budziszewski (7) 
• I Don’t have enough Faith to be an Athiest Norman Geisler & Frank Turek (7) 
• Intentional Parenting Goff & Thomas 
• Mama Bear Apologetics Guide to Sexuality Ferrer & Davison (3-7) 
• My ABC Bible Verses Susan Hunt (2 - 4) 
• New City Catechism The Gospel Coalition 
• Parenting: 14 Gospel Principles That Can Radically Change Your Family Tripp 
• Parenting in the Pew Robbie Castleman (2 - 4) 
• Parenting is Heart Work Turansky & Miller (1 - 3) 
• Passion & Purity Elisabeth Elliot (5 - 7) 
• Pray for Me Tony Souder 
• Preparing Your Daughter For Every Woman’s Battle  Ethridge  (4 -6) 
• Preparing Your Son for Every Man’s Battle Arteburn & Stoeker (4 - 6) 
• Raising Emotionally Strong Boys Thomas  
• Raising a Modern Day Knight Robert Lewis (4 - 6) 
• Raising Boys & Girls, The Art of Understanding Their Differences Goff, Thomas  & 

Trevathan (2 - 6) 
• Raising Girls Goff & Trevathan (1 -6) 
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• Raising Worry Free Girls Goff (2-4)  
• Shepherding a Child’s Heart Ted Tripp (1 - 3) 
• Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life Donald S. Whitney (5 - 7) 
• Sticky Faith & Sticky Faith Guide for Your Family Powell & Clark 
• Talking with Your Kids about God Natasha Crain (2 - 6)  
• The Biggest Story: How the Snake Crusher Brings Us Back to the Garden Kevin DeYoung (2 

- 4) 
• The Christian Parenting Handbook Turansky & Miller (2 - 4) 
• The Jesus Storybook Bible: Every Story Whispers His Name Sally Lloyd-Jones (2 - 4) 
• The Ology: Ancient Truths Ever New Marty Machowski (3 - 5) 
• The Parenting Shifts Series Turansky & Miller 

• Parenting Shifts 
• The Baby Adventure 
• Toddlers on the Move 
• Preschool Explorers 
• Elementary Foundations 
• Cultivating Responsibility 
• Launching into Independence 

• The Tech-Wise Family Andy Crouch (2 - 6) 
• The Universe Next Door James W. Sire (5-7) 
• Visionary Parenting Rob Rienow  
• Wholly Kids LifeWay (2 - 5) 
• Why They Stay Parr & Crites (2 - 6) 
• Wild Things James & Thomas (2 – 7) 
• Wise Words for Mothers Ginger Plowman (2, 3) 

 
Podcast 
Risen Motherhood 
Dad Tired 
Raising Boys & Girls 
 
Websites  
National Center for Biblical Parenting www.biblicalparenting.org 
Mama Bear Apologetics www.mamabearapologetics.com 
 
Apps 
Wise Words for Moms 
LifeWay Kids – for Levels of Biblical Learning and Bible Skills 
 
Resources 
Conversation cards – www.thedailygraceco.com 
Devotional Dippers – store.thegospelcoalition.org 
 
 


