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Using Behaviour Therapy to Promote Discipline and Focus	

How to change your child’s behaviour for the better with a few 
adjustments to your parenting approach.	

Behaviour therapy is a structured discipline strategy based on rewards and consequences — 
such as increased or decreased TV privileges — that aims to incrementally teach children 
preferred ways of behaving. The desired behaviour — waking up on time, reducing 
interruptions — varies widely from child to child.	

The benefit of using behaviour therapy first is that, if a child also needs medication, he can 
often get by with a smaller dose. Also, parents who see that medication is working are less 
motivated to follow through with behaviour therapy. That would be fine if the data showed 
that medication alone helped the long-term trajectory of ADHD kids. It doesn’t.	

How do you implement a course of behavioural therapy at home? Have you ever given your 
child a time-out for talking back —  
or a “heads-up” before taking him to the supermarket or another setting that is likely to 
challenge his self-control? Then you already have a sense of how behaviour therapy works.	

A lot of behaviour modification is just common-sense parenting, the problem is that none of 
us were trained how to be good parents, and none of us expected to have children who 
needed parents with great parenting skills and patience. The basic idea is to set specific rules 
governing your child’s behaviour (nothing vague or too broad), and to enforce your rules 
consistently, with positive consequences for following them and negative consequences for 
infractions. Try the following four-step plan:	

Step One	

Name a single goal for which you can easily measure progress. If your goals are too diverse 
(going to bed at a certain time, being dressed by 8 AM, doing homework immediately after 
school), you likely won’t be able to observe and keep track of your child’s 
accomplishments. You may also overwhelm your child and set him up for disappointment if 
he slips on one or more goals.	

Step Two	

Create a chart or other visual reminder that outlines exactly what is expected of your child, 
and how their behaviour will be assessed. Post the chart or checklist where your child will 
see it — this serves as a reminder and cuts down on dreaded parental nagging.	
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Step Three	

Reward your child quickly and effusively each time she achieves the desired behaviour. 
Place stars on the child’s reminder chart, and extend a special privilege like 15 minutes of 
additional playtime after dinner. The rewards need not be expensive, but they should be 
meaningful to your child — and worth working for.	

Experts often advise parents to discourage negative behaviour by ignoring it because 
children may act up to get attention. If the negative behaviour is too serious to ignore, take 
away a privilege — for example, 15 minutes of television time lost. At the same time, 
parents should keep an eye out for the negative triggers that encourage this bad behaviour 
and do their best to alleviate them.	

Step Four	

Speak to your child’s teacher about the behaviour therapy tactics you’re using at home, and 
work with her to devise a way for her to keep track of and reward desired behaviour at 
school as well. You might employ a daily report card or regular journal entries to keep track.	

How Behaviour Therapy Works	

Follow these guidelines to achieve the best results from a behaviour therapy program.	

	 •	 Focus narrowly on a clear, realistic expectation for your child 	         

	 •	 Establish benchmarks and document daily achievements 	         

	 •	 Note and reward improvement when it occurs 	         

	 •	 Expand your program by working with the school 	         
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Steer Clear of These Common Mistakes:	

• Murky rules: State your expectations clearly and post them around the house	

• Unclear commands: Spell out your desires in detail, not generalities	

• Dwelling on the negative: Praise your child for doing something well at least five times as 
often as you criticise bad behaviour	

• Little patience: Keep in mind that children with ADHD often struggle to transfer what 
they’ve learned from setting to setting, so be prepared to maintain a role as your child’s 
advocate for a long time.	


