
Discipline
With an Adoption Twist
By Deborah Moore, 
based on the work of Doris Landry, MS with permission.

While waiting for our f irst referral, I read all the latest parenting books and thoroughly
researched the most popular disciplinary techniques. I felt well prepared and ready to par-
ent, and assumed I would know exactly what to do with my oldest daughter when she came
home at f ifteen months old. I would know how to feed her when she was hungry, change
her when she was wet, rock her to sleep when she was tired, and comfort her when she was
hurt or sad.  And for the most part, that was true. What I didn’t expect, and didn’t know
how to deal with, was her intense need to be in control at all times.  My baby wanted to be
the boss!

How could such a tiny, beautiful, child cause such havoc with her demands?   Out came
all the parenting books, and as our daughter grew older, we tried all of the discipline tech-
niques we had read about: time-out, taking away toys and privileges, scolding, and even
spanking. 

But our daughter didn’t respond to the discipline methods at all like the ‘experts’ said she
would. When we placed her in time-outs, she became terrif ied and clung to me as if I were
her life line; when we scolded her, her eyes became empty and she hung her head in heart
wrenching shame. Our loving disciplinary methods were not producing the results we had
been ‘promised’ in all the books! Our methods only seemed to exacerbate our daughter’s feel-
ings of shame and loss, without correcting any of the bad behaviors that had prompted the
correction in the f irst place. It was then that we realized that our daughter, like many
adopted, post-institutionalized children, had some unique needs when it came to discipline.

Doris A. Landry, MS, LLP, a child psychologist who specializes in adoption issues
in internationally adopted children, recognized the ineffectiveness of mainstream
parenting books on post-institutionalized children. Doris created a new modality for
adoptive parents, and called it Discipline with an Adoption Twist. There are many
different types of disciplinary techniques, but all methods can be tweaked or ‘twisted’
to be most helpful for the adopted child.  

Landry believes that the word discipline often brings to mind punishment for
some offense or misbehavior.  But what discipline is really about is socialization and
behavior regulation. Correct discipline, lovingly applied will build a life-long alliance
between the parent and the child. Parents sometimes mistakenly view spanking or
isolation of the child as appropriate discipline techniques, yet these methods fuel a
child’s feeling of anger toward the parents, and leaves the adopted child feeling
tremendous shame.  

Shame is not feeling that what I did was bad, instead that I am bad.
Shame is a significant issue with adopted children. Shame/guilt is recognized as one
of the seven core (lifelong) issues of adoption for all members of the triad: the
adoptee, the birthmother and the adoptive parent. For the adopted child, shame is
the sense that they deserve rejection, because there must be something wrong with
them or what they did, for the loss of birth parents to occur. Deborah N. Silverstein
and Sharon Kaplan Roszia, state in their article Lifelong Issues in Adoption that,
“Adoptees suggest that something about their very being caused the adoption”.   

A child’s sense of shame can inhibit attunement (the feeling of being ‘at one’)
with his adoptive parents. If a child feels as though there is something intrinsically
wrong with him–the ‘real’ reason why his birth parents left him–then why would his
adoptive parents feel or do any differently?  
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Daniel A. Hughes PhD, author of the acclaimed book,
Building the Bonds of Attachment, Awakening Love in Deeply
Troubled Children states, “When infants have experienced a lack
of attunement and pervasive shame through neglect…they can-
not be reassured that they have worth.  For these poorly attached
children, discipline is experienced as rejection and contempt.”

One evening the behavior of my youngest daughter (adopted from
China at ten months of age) prompted me to give her a ‘time-out’ on
my bed, while I was folding laundry.  At age f ive, she was fully aware
of why she was being disciplined, yet she was wailing loudly and let-
ting me know that she did not like being confined or corrected. After
five minutes, I stopped folding laundry, sat on the bed and took her
into my arms.  Before I could utter a word, she laid her head on my
shoulder, and cried “Mom, I must have done something really bad for
her to leave me.”  

Where did that come from?  We hadn’t been talking about her birth
parents, her adoption, or anything even closely related.  But there it
was, from her heart and thoughts, into words, shame coloring her
countenance.  We sat for long time that evening, discussing her birth
parents and the feelings she has about them and the reasons why they
left her.  Had I spanked her or isolated her in her bedroom for a time-
out, I can only imagine what thoughts her sense of shame would have
heaped on her small shoulders.  Instead, because I was close by and
stayed in tune with her during her ‘time-out’, I was privileged to be
allowed inside her pain and confusion so I could help her understand
the feeling for what it was.  Being totally accepting of her and the feel-
ings that she holds, binds us together in attunement where our feelings,
thoughts and behaviors are in harmony.  That evening, I know my
daughter felt total acceptance from me, and felt intrinsically that she
was loved.

Doris Landry states that appropriate adoption-discipline tools
allow parents to:
• state behavior expectations 
• stop a child’s bad behavior
• correct a child without shame
• re-attune with a child

Our children are acutely aware of our non-verbal cues when we are disciplining them. They not only hear our words,
they experience our facial expressions, the tone of our voice, and the hand gestures that we use.  We mustn’t forget that
our children are more tuned into what we do and how we present ourselves, than by what we say. They need to sense our
total commitment and empathy towards them during each episode of discipline, in order to obtain attunement.

There are times that our children need us to match their emotional experience.  They need to see us involved with
their feelings and the pain, anger or disappointment that they are feeling. One way we can do this, is to match the inten-
sity of their expressions. One day, when my daughter was screaming and out of control, I raised my voice, took on her
feeling of frustration and yelled,  “I know you are so angry with mom right now. I feel your anger!”  

The pitch of my voice and the intensity I was exhibiting took her totally by surprise.  She stopped screaming, and
started talking with me instead. My sense was that she felt understood by me; that I felt the extent of her anger. This, of
course, is not going to be appropriate every time you discipline your child. But it is helpful to keep this in your ‘toolbox’
of discipline techniques.

The Extra Layer
On top of whatever method of discipline you choose, Landry suggests adding these three basic tools to dramatically

Dealing With Control
Living with a child-sized control freak can be
frustrating. Battling a child’s tenacious will over
endless inconsequential interactions is wearying
work. Giving the child many choices over his or
her daily life doesn’t seem to end the ongoing
problem, either. How can a parent help a child
deal with a need for control that has invaded
home, school, and the child’s friendships?

Remove Yourself. It’s not about the parent
finding a way to eradicate the problem, it’s about
the child. A child’s continued need for control is
indicative of his feeling intrinsically out-of-con-
trol, and has nothing to do with what you might
have attempted to do to help your child change.

Ask Your Child. Create a dialog with your
child to really find out what is fueling the unde-
sirable control-behavior.  How does the child feel
inside when he has the need to take control?
What is going on within the child that needs to
be addressed? A child who is helped to recognize
the fear or anger his need for control is masking,
can take steps toward awareness and consciously
work at letting go the need for control. A securely
attached child cares about what his parents think
and feel, and wants to please them. Parents who
understand the true issue of control can deal with
the issue at its core, and not waste time and effort
on the resulting symptoms. Needing control is a
tough behavior to break, but a child who knows
that his present negative behavior is based on
feelings and experiences in his past, will be able
to work on a new pattern with the guidance of
his family.

~ Doris Landry, MS, LLP



increase its effectiveness. Successfully disciplining an adopted child takes the extra layer of adoption into consideration:
Understand. It is important for us parents to help our children understand the meaning of their actions. For

instance, children who were hit, slapped, kicked or restrained may replicate those behaviors under duress, without under-
standing why. When a child misbehaves, and you can recognize where the behavior comes from, it can be helpful to
explain the relationship between his actions and his past. 

Express empathy. With your empathy you can help a child see that while his behavior is bad, he is not bad. When
you take him into your arms and engage in meaningful dialog about the ‘why’ of what happened, you are not condoning
his misbehavior, but rather helping him understand the origin and the meaning of his behavior.  

Re-attune. The child’s understanding and the parent’s empathy together lead to a re-attunement between parent and
child, allowing for the child to express sorrow for hurting the other person. He is then able to learn and change and to
openly accept your guidance and correction.  

Our children will try our patience and push us to our limits. They need to be corrected and disciplined like all other children.
But because they were adopted, our children have needs and issues unique to them. The added layer of adoption, along with per-
haps the added layer of being a post-institutionalized adoptee, adds some complexity to our discipline models. Before my daughters
came home, I had planned to discipline straight from the book, with a one-size-fits-all approach. But once my kids arrived, I
quickly realized that that was not going to work.  Their need for correction and discipline was the same as every other child’s, but
the way I handled it needed to be different.  

Their past experiences necessitated that I consider different 
models. Some of the best advice I ever received about disciplining my children, was to have a ‘toolbox’ of techniques. Landry, in
her “Discipline with an Adoption Twist” workshop, outlines seven 
different discipline ‘tools’. These are all basic, well-known methods, but with an explanatory adoption ‘twist’ for our children’s
extra layers.

The Toolbox...
1-2-3 Magic. This book, written by Thomas W. Phelan, PhD, asserts that parents often treat children as little adults,
and often spend way too much time trying to persuade our children that we are right.  Parents talk too much and with
too much emotion, which actually provokes the child. This can lead to yelling and even eventually to hitting. The 1-2-3
Magic 
philosophy:

1) A parent gives one explanation only.
2) A parent’s authority is not negotiable. 
After giving the one explanation, the parent then begins to count. If the misbehavior doesn’t stop as a result of the

explanation, the parent warns, “That’s one”. If the misbehavior continues, the parent says “That’s two.” If the child is still
misbehaving the parent says, “That’s three” and gives the child a time-out. The parent is not to argue with the child, or
lecture the child. After the time-out, the child re-joins the family.   

How to Talk So Kids Will Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk. This popular book written by Adele Faber and
Elaine Mazlish give parents four techniques for successful listening (a key piece of communication and attunement):

Listen with full attention. When you only half listen, children just give up even trying to talk with their parents. But
when you give them your full attention, they feel special and want to talk with you even more. 

Show a caring attitude. Children don’t always want you to fix their problems.  They may just need to know that you
care about them and what they’re feeling.  You can often communicate your caring with just a word, such as “Oh” or “I
see”, or “Mmmm...” The child will know he was heard.  

Deal with feelings, both the parents’ and child’s. How often do we as parents try to deny what our children are feel-
ing? Our child will try to express emotion, and we quickly jump in telling him not to feel that way.  Instead we need to
help them deal with their feelings by naming those feelings. Statements such as “you are sad”, “what a shock that was for

The Adoption Twist: Parents should not send the child off to another room as suggested in 1-2-3. Rather, by keeping
them close and modeling calm, controlled behavior you help the child regulate by not allowing him to escalate. This
method takes the emotion out of the discipline, which will help the child re-attune with the parent.



you”, or “you really cared about your friend” will help your child feel that you understand him.  
You don’t need to fix it. Don’t try to solve the problem. Parents often try to explain things with adult reasoning.

Telling a 2-year-old that you don’t have any Toastie Crunchies in the house doesn’t mean anything to him. All he knows
is that he wants them now!  Instead, give into the child’s wishes and fantasy. How much easier it is for a child to go
along with you when you fantasize right along with him about how wonderful a box of Toastie Crunchies would be.
When mom wants it as much as he does, how can he argue?

Faber and Mazlish also offer help in gaining cooperation from our children.  Parents can talk to their kids in such a
way that the kids will naturally listen.  

Describe the problem. Simply stating the problem as you see it is much better than blaming, yelling, or coercing.The
point is made without blame and without emotion. It does not put the child on the defensive. Instead of  “You haven’t
taken the dog out all day.  You don’t deserve to have a pet.”, try “I see Rover pacing up and down near the door.”  

Use one word. Instead of yelling at your child again for walking out without her lunch, simply say ‘lunch’. Again, you
don’t express blame or accusation toward your child.   

Talk about your feelings. Instead of yelling at your child for pulling on your sleeve, tell him calmly, “I don’t like hav-
ing my sleeve pulled”. It is more difficult for a child to argue with how his behavior makes you feel.  

Behavior Modification. This relies on rewarding positive behavior in order to increase the frequency of such behav-
ior. Any behavior will increase if followed by something pleasant. The reward can be either material, verbal or time spent
together. Parents need to be careful when using this approach, and consider whether not reaching a reward will wrongly
affect their child’s self-esteem, and if the system is reinforcing the correct behavior.  

One way to use the behavior modification technique is with the use of a reward chart. Once the problem behavior has
been identified and agreed upon by the parents, it then needs to be discussed and agreed upon by the child. Allowing
your children to help select the rewards and help in designing the chart is usually greeted with great enthusiasm. It’s
important to set a start date, and commit to a consistent time of filling out the chart. For some kids, behavior modifica-
tion doesn’t work. If, after implementing this technique, you see that it is not working for your child, then you need to
question why. Perhaps it is because your child has significant control issues, or doesn’t truly trust his parents to know
what’s best for him, both of which are not uncommon in adopted children. Parents may need to seek professional help.

Time-Out. Time-out is a common discipline technique that often needs modification in order to be appropriate for
a

child who:
• has been recently adopted
• has not fully attached to his parents
• struggles with anxiety related to separation from his parents

The Adoption Twist: The goal of the Faber/Mazlish method is to help children change unacceptable behavior with-
out making them feel threatened, attacked or rejected, and also to help parents learn to listen so our children feel gen-
uinely heard. This is particularly important for the adopted child, who may have a heightened sensitivity to not being
heard or understood. The parents need to be mindful of not falling into the adoptive parent discipline trap, and
should avoid:

• Giving in to the child’s demands out of fear that the child won’t love them.
• Being overly dismissive of the feelings that an adoptive child is trying to express (not really listening).

The Adoption Twist: An important thing to remember about this discipline technique is that the rewards should
be only positive, such as more time spent together, or choosing dessert for that night, or playing a favorite game
together. Behavior Modification is really just a helpful indicator to measure if your child can be amenable to
change…or if the problems run deeper. If a simple additional story at bedtime is motivation for a reward you are
well on your way to a healthy relationship. If nothing motivates the child, then there is cause for concern; children
normally are motivated by positive incentives. 



Time-out involves separation of the child and parent by sending the child to a designated room away from the family.
But a child who has attachment issues, or who is just learning to trust his new family, should never be forced away from
the parents. Using time-out, but with the adoption “twist”, the parent still disciplines the child, but places them in a
location close by.  

Another adaptation of Time-Out takes place with the child sitting in the parent’s lap to calm down and “think”. A
tantruming child can be kept safe in a parent’s arms and lap while mom or dad is sitting on the floor. An out of control
child may scream to get away, but desperately needs the calm, safe physical security of his parent.

Time-In. Time-in is a variation of the time-out technique mentioned above. According to Landry, the goal of
time-in is for a chronically misbehaving child to experience a successful day. When a child repeatedly misbehaves and

does not respond to other disciplinary methods, a time-in may be appropriate. The parent explains to the child that she
is going to help him have a good day by keeping him near by, and helping him make good decisions throughout their
time together. The child is kept physically close to the parent, usually within arms length, for as long as the parent
thinks necessary. As the parent goes about her day with her child beside her, they are able to talk together about his
misbehavior and the feelings that caused it. The parent is also able to correct any subsequent misbehavior or bad atti-
tude, because she can address the issues immediately, as they surface. The key to the success of this technique is for the
parent to be very loving and empathetic toward the child, as the parent helps the child make good choices.  

Love and Logic. Love and logic parenting, created by Foster Cline and Jim Fay, is an approach to raising children
that puts parents in control and teaches responsibility to children. This is accomplished by parents setting firm limits in
a loving way, and making sure the child knows in advance exactly what is expected of him. The child then experiences
natural consequences for his actions, both good and bad, and is held accountable for his actions and for solving his own
problems. The parent expresses empathy toward the child for making a bad choice, but does not bail the child out of
the problem or try to solve it for him. The Love and Logic approach is normally a very positive technique, yet for the
post-institutionalized child, or the child that has been neglected, abused, or shuffled from family to family, the “natural
consequence” may not be known to him. Time is needed for the parent to teach and train the child, and to establish a
basis of trust. If trust has not been established, then natural consequences can be shaming rather than instructive.  

60-Second Scolding. A 60-second scolding is another highly effective discipline technique. When the child misbe-
haves, the parent comes close to the child and makes eye contact, even gently holding his face if necessary. The parent
tells the child, firmly but without shouting, how the child’s actions affected the parent.  The parent then softens her
voice, hugs the child and tells him how much he is loved and assures him it is the parent’s job to take care of the child,
and together they will work through the problem.

The Adoption Twist: Time out minimizes the shame response that adopted children are so easily prone to. This type
of time-out is a positive example of disciplining a bad behavior, while always helping the child feel emotionally and
physically secure.

The Adoption Twist: Coaching the child may be a necessary adjunct to implementing Love and Logic, as some of
life’s lessons may have been missed (especially if the child was adopted from an orphanage or from foster care).
Coaching focuses on teaching the child appropriate behavior. Instead of just telling a child to stop a behavior, the par-
ent teaches the child societal expectations, and what appropriate behavior looks like. This builds an alliance between
the child and his parent.

The Adoption Twist: The 60-second scolding is intense and honest, provides immediate intervention and ends on a
nurturing note, affirming the parents love and commitment toward the child. Most parents scold, walk away and pro-
ceed with life as though nothing has happened. The adopted child is profoundly affected by disciplinary action, so the
re-attunement “twist” is vital. This technique is powerful in its simplicity and works well for the adopted child, as it
fosters a quick re-attunement between parent and child.



A wonderful word to remember, because we often forget to do this, is praise!  We must never forget
to praise our children. Sometimes a well-timed word of praise and encouragement can head off bad
behavior before it even begins. Our kids covet our praise for hard-earned accomplishments, for
behavior that is pleasing and appropriate, and for behavior that was not as bad as it could have
been. No matter which tool we use from our adoption-parenting toolbox, our children who were
adopted need our loving discipline. We must convey that nothing the child does will ever push us
away, and that we love them enough to correct their behavior when it is wrong, with no strings
attached. And even if they fail, they need to know our love stands strong.

~ By Deborah Moore, adoptive mom of two daughters from China.  Based on the work of Doris
Landry, MS, LLP    This article was originally published in Adoption Parenting: Creating a
Toolbox, Building Connections published by EMK Press.  This 520 page parenting book is a tap-
estry of contributions from over 100 adoptive parents, adoption experts, birth parents, and par-
ents who have become experts to parent the children who have come to them.   It is available
from EMK Press.

EMK Press  •  16 Mt. Bethel Road, #219  •  Warren, NJ  •  07059  
732-469-7544  •  732-469-7861 fax  •  www.emkpress.com

Some Resources from Patty Wipfler
http://www.parentleaders.org/ (Patty Wipfler is Director here)
Parenting by Connection, Patty Wipfler
http://www.handinhandparenting.org/about/parenting-by-connection.html
A Cry for Connection: A new approach to tantrums by Patty Wipfler
http://www.mothering.com/articles/growing_child/discipline/tantrums.html
Handling Children’s Feelings in Public Places
http://www.handinhandparenting.org/csArticles/articles/000000/000040.htm

Anger Management by Lynne Namka
This is a fabulous site with tons of great resources
http://www.angriesout.com/

Silverstein and Kaplan on the Seven Core Issues
Lifelong Issues in Adoption by Silverstein & Kaplan
http://www.fairfamilies.org/newsfromfair/1999/99LifelongIssues.htm

The Nurtured Heart Approach: Learning to Transform the Difficult Child
Howard Glasser, MA and Tina Feigal, MS, Ed. strategies for children with
ADD, ADHD, ODD  www.difficultchild.com

Re-attunement 
It’s the emotional
reconnection with 
your child after you’ve
disciplined. This is 
really important in our
family because our
daughter can easily get
mixed up between bad
behavior and bad girl.
She needs me to pull
her close emotionally
and remind her that
she’s never a bad girl,
that I’ll always love her
no matter what she’s
done. 

Re-attunement is
not an optional thing; 
it must happen at the
end of the discipline
cycle. It helps keep
children from spiraling
into shame and emo-
tional disconnect.

~Debbie Carr-Taylor,
adoptive mom

Different Children, Different Tools
I need different toolboxes for each of my children. Both of them spent an extensive part of their first year
in an orphanage and that’s about where the similarities of their needs end. A non-adoptive parent said to
me a few months ago that she re-parents every single day.  She has a 13 year-old and said what worked yes-
terday doesn’t mean it will work today. A very simple statement, but one very comforting to me.  Keeping
up with my ever-changing six year-old has put more than a few gray hairs on this head.  It seems as if I am
constantly refilling my toolbox with new and different things to meet her needs.  My second child is offi-
cially special needs (hearing impaired) but I don’t need nearly so many techniques with her as with my first
child.  No one thing works for us every single time.  

~ Mary, mom of two from Eastern Europe


