8 When Children
Refuse to Follow
Directions

Refusal is a normal part of childhood as
children test boundaries & assert
independence. What matters most is
how adults respond—with calm
leadership, consistent consequences, &
emotional stability.
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WHEN

you finish cleaning up,

THEN you may play
again.

Why Structure Matters

Children feel safest when expectations

are clear & routines are predictable.

Structure helps children:

¢+ Follow directions

¢+ Manage emotions

¢+ Build responsibility

¢+ Feel confident & secure

¢ Transition smoothly

¢ Succeed academically & socially

Children rise to expectations when

expectations are consistent.

Pierce Terrace Elementary School

Together, we build confident, respectful, &

responsible learners.

Children Thrive With Structure & Loving
Discipline: Guiding Children With Respect,
Boundaries, & Consistency

Effective Discipline Strategies for Refusal

|| Give a Clear, Simple Direction
Children need direct, calm language:

“It's time to line up now.”

“Put your shoes on, please.”

“Pick up the toy & place it in the bin.”
Do not give optional language like:
X “Do you want to put your shoes on?” if the task is not
optional.
|| Use the “One Direction, One Repeat” Method
Say the direction once. If needed, repeat calmly one time. Then
follow with a consequence if the behavior continues. Children
learn to listen the first time when adults stay consistent.
.| Narrate Choices With Natural Consequences
Offer controlled choices that allow independence without
negotiation.
“You may put your coat on by yourself, or | will help you. You
choose.”
“You can walk to the car, or | will hold your hand.”
If the child does not choose, you choose for them. This
prevents power struggles.
] Use “When-Then” Statements
“Whenyoudo ____,thenyoumay ____."
“When you finish cleaning up, then you may play again.”
“When you put your shoes on, then we can go outside.”
This teaches cause and effect without arguing.
|| Stay Calm and Confident
Refusal often escalates when adults: threaten, bribe, plead,
beg, argue, or raise their voice. Children regulate through your
regulation. Your calm is the strongest discipline tool you have.
.| Follow Through Every Time
Children learn quickest when expectations do not change
based on: mood, time of day, & their behavior. If a
consequence is stated, it must happen. Inconsistency
encourages more refusal.
] Use Logical Consequences
These consequences make sense for the behavior.
Refuse to clean up — toy is removed for the day
Refuse to put on shoes — leave 2 minutes later & lose a
privilege
Refuse to follow safety rules — activity stops
Logical consequences teach responsibility & predictability.
-] Practice “Do-Overs”
If a child refuses or speaks disrespectfully, teach a reset:
“Try that again with respectful words.”
“Let’s practice listening the first time.”
Repetition builds good habits.
.| Praise Positive Behavior Immediately
Catch the moment they follow directions—even small ones:
“Great job putting your backpack on the hook!”
“Thank you for listening quickly!”
“I noticed how you followed directions the first time today!”
Praise reinforces desirable behavior faster than punishment.
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