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Good morning. This is Dr. Greenspan welcoming to you to our web-based radio 

show.  Thank you for joining us today. We’ll be joined in a few minutes by our colleague, 

Serena Weider.   

For those who listened last week, you’ll know that we’re talking about the ten 

traits or characteristics that most parents want for all their children – children with 

special needs and children without any challenges.  Last time we talked about how 

parents and other caregivers can promote these important traits.  The ones we talked 

about last week – and those who weren’t with us, please check last week’s show 

because it’s archived in both verbal and written forms – we talked about relating to 

others, learning to read and relate to a whole range of people, making friends, having 

warm friendships and relationships, etc. We talked about developing the capacity for 

caring and empathy – relating sincerely and warmly with others, being aware of other 

people’s feelings, nurturing and caring for others. We talked about curiosity – how to 

wonder about the world and take in new information and want to be a learner, want to 

figure things out, want to find out things.   

Today we’re going to talk about additional characteristics and we’ll see how far 

we can get up the ladder of our 10 traits. We may even finish today, and there may be 

other traits that you all will be interested in.  Again, those of you who have questions or 

suggestions, please email them or call in, and we’ll be happy to try to deal with them. 

Today we’re going to talk about communication, emotional range and balance, 

self-awareness and self-acceptance and self-esteem, discipline, vision and creativity, 

logical thinking, and ethical and moral integrity.   



 

 

4938 Hampden Lane • Suite 800 • Bethesda, Maryland  20814 • 301 656-2667 

www.icdl.com 

 

Let’s begin with communication.  How do we help a child learn to be a good 

listener and also a good expresser of his own ideas, to articulate his ideas clearly, richly, 

and well?  Again, in these discussions we’re going to highlight the important 

characteristics; we’re not going to try to take you through every stage of development 

because we’ve covered those in prior shows, but we’ll really talk about the overriding 

characteristics that should be part of each age and each stage of development, and how 

to help the child master this particular capacity. 

So, in terms of communication, what are the main principles? To help a child be 

a communicator, the first and foremost principle is we have to communicate with that 

child.  So communication, remember, at its first and foremost, is a two-way street and it 

starts and continues with preverbal and nonverbal communication.  A little baby, as you 

know and as we’ve talked about before, is communicating with smiles and frowns and 

making sounds and moving his body and pointing and showing a lot of nonverbal 

communication.  We continue that in adulthood – we’re always gesturing and pointing 

and grimacing and smiling, frowning, and looking surprised and looking pensive.  We’re 

always communicating without words.  So communication begins as a two-way street, 

that’s the first principle.   

Two, it involves preverbal, as well as verbal elements.  To facilitate 

communication in a child, engage the child in two-way communication using verbal, but 

also preverbal, levels.  So, be animated, be interactive, and be responsive.  Be a good 

communicative partner.  You stimulate communication, as principle number two, by 

being a good listener, but also by being a good responder and doing it at nonverbal and 

verbal levels. 

Principle three of communication is to encourage the child’s ideas.  So, always, in 

addition to being a good listener, be a good commentator – show you understand what 

the child is saying – by empathizing with the child and rephrasing what the child has 

said.  Then, also challenge the child to respond to what you’re saying.  So, be a good 

listener and empathize and show you understand.  Follow the child’s natural interests.   

The next principle is also to challenge the child to respond to what you’re saying.  

So, for example, if the child says, “I want to go outside,” and you say, “Well, why do you 

want to go outside,” and the child responds with “There’s a good show on television,” 

which is unrelated to his wanting to go outside, help the child close that circle and 

respond to your communication, too, because communication involves being a two-way 

communicator.  So, asks the child, “Well, I know there’s a good show on television, but 
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you didn’t answer my question!” and emphasize the word “my.”  “Why do you want to 

go outside?” or “Why would you rather watch television now than go outside?  Did you 

change your mind?”  In other words, emphasize your part of the communication. 

The fourth principle is don’t be afraid to play dumb or to be dumb if the child is 

not clear on the communication.  Ask for clarity; don’t assume you know.  And the fifth 

principle, which is really a derivative of the fourth principle, is don’t think or talk for the 

child.  The biggest mistake that parents make is they say, “Well, I know what he means,” 

so they actually think for the child and put the ideas in the child’s mind.  

The last principle in talking about communication is always try to help the child 

communicate more complex ideas.  Get interested in what the child is saying and help 

the child move to higher and higher levels of complexity in terms of exploring ideas 

more fully.  For a child who’s interested in a picture or a book or a movie, find out more 

about what they like or don’t like, or why they like part A better than part B.  Share your 

ideas.  Let them compare their perspective with your perspective or with other people’s 

perspectives.   

So, really, these principles produce a good communicator.  In summary, they are: 

 

1. Communication is a two-way street. 
 

2. It operates at preverbal and verbal levels, so always communicate with 
both at the same time with your verbal child, and with your preverbal child, just use 
gestures alone.  

 

3. Be a good listener. 
 

4. Also be a good responder and challenger. 
 

5. Make sure the child responds to what you’re saying, not just to what 
they’re saying. 

 

6. Always help the child get to higher levels of complexity. Always help the 
child explore their ideas more fully, compare them – for example – to your ideas, 
compare them to the way they used to think about things. Show not only that you’re 
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interested, but demonstrate to the child that they’re actually a better communicator 
than they thought they were as they get to new heights of communication based on 
more complex thinking. 

 

Now, we’ll be joined by Serena Weider.  Serena, do you want to add a few 

thoughts?  

 

Serena Weider: 

I’m sorry, I just joined you. 

 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Okay, well we were just talking about communication and some thoughts about 

the principles of how children can learn to become good communicators and be good 

listeners, but good expressers, too, of their ideas.  So is there anything you want to add 

to that, even though you just joined us?   

 

Serena Weider: 

I’m not sure what you said, but I would just like to emphasize the early 

foundation of back-and-forth interaction and that this communication really begins 

when you and the baby are looking at each other and he’s cooing or you’re showing him 

something or getting him something or he’s reaching for you.  You really need to think 

of communication at the very, very early start of the first year of life through more of 

this preverbal gesturing kinds of interactions and that by thinking that that’s 

communication, too, not waiting just for the words for communication, but get 

communication going early. Even for children who have language, you’ll often have to 

go back to some of this earlier gestural kind of interaction where you can maintain the 

back-and-forth, and it could be showing, it could be doing mime or charades, but to get 

that flow going to support the verbal communication where you’re aiming to thicken 

the plot, to get the reasons, to have the debate, to have the disagreement or to work 

out a compromise, to negotiate.  Often when children don’t respond or don’t answer 

the question, the missing piece is just having that longer flow pre-verbally and not to 
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hesitate playing or interacting in that way to then be able to move back up again and 

deepen the plot of the conversation. 

 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Okay, well thank you, Serena.  Now we’re going to move on to the next topic, 

which is emotional range and balance. How do we help children experience the full 

range of their feelings and express the full range of their feelings? How do we help them 

be well regulated and balanced so they can have an inner calm at times of adversity, and 

they can control their impulses and recover quickly from upsets while still being 

emotionally vibrant, expressive people who experience and express the full range of 

feelings?  Here, too, like with communication, there are a number of summary principles 

we can articulate that will help parents help children achieve this important goal.  In 

some respects this goal may be one of the most important goals because without it it’s 

hard to achieve our other goals, like curiosity or caring and empathy.  If you’re under 

distress or disregulated all the time, it’s hard to take an interest in others or 

communicate, for that matter.   

So what are the principles for emotional range and balance?  Principle one is get 

to know your child and figure out what helps that child be calm and regulated – what 

types of sounds and sights and movement?  What sort of emotional range can they 

handle from you? Do they like high intensity because they tend to be self-absorbed, or 

do they like for you to be very calm and soothing because they tend to get over aroused 

easily?  So figuring out how to help your child be calm and regulated is principle one. 

Principle two is when interacting with your child – baby, toddler, or preschooler 

– always counter regulate. Counter regulate means that if the child is getting too 

excited, we become extra soothing.  If the child is becoming self-absorbed and acting 

like a coach potato, you become more activating.  So you’re interacting in a back-and-

forth way, what we call reciprocal interaction, but always counter regulated. So instead 

of doing the same as the child, you’re balancing the child.  When you balance the child, 

your child learns to balance him or herself. That’s the key priority that should be 

underlined here.  Always counter regulate. 

Number three is gradually, slowly, in a regulated way, increase the range of your 

own emotions as you interact with your child.  You can show your own emotions 

through your facial expressions, through your gestures, showing more joy, more 
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happiness, being more animated when you’re showing sadness or caution or concern or 

worry. Be assertive in a robust way. But do this very gradually.  Just think of all the 

different emotions that there are, from closeness and warmth, to assertiveness, even to 

anger and sadness and disappointment, etc. In each area, gradually become more 

animated as you interact with your child at the appropriate time.  It could be in pretend 

play, for example, or in a conversation where your child is talking about a sad event or 

where your child needs discipline and you have to show a little bit of annoyance and a 

little bit of firmness. But do it very gradually and expand your range.  What this does is it 

helps the child expand his or her range. 

The next principle is help your child expand their range initially by interacting 

with the child in a way that challenges the child.  So, for example, a child who’s passive, 

challenge the child to be assertive. Put that toy they want just out of reach so they have 

to climb over something.  Or make up a game where they have to sit on Daddy’s tummy 

and jump on him three times before they get the toy because Daddy’s got the toy in his 

lap and they have to jump over Daddy to get the toy. So they have to assert themselves 

or they have to get your help assertively to get on a chair to reach for the toy that’s up 

on the shelf.  For the child who isn’t terribly joyful, create fun and joyful experiences to 

see if you can get more gleam in the child’s eye.  So challenge the child for more 

happiness, more assertiveness.  There will be plenty of opportunities, naturally, for 

disappointment or annoyance.  You usually don’t have to create those, but help the 

child express it with their gestures.   

Then when the child is verbal, the next principle is, help the child be a poet of his 

feelings, describe all their feelings, either during pretend play through characters or in 

the real world, talking about friends at school, the good and the bad.   

The next principle is you can play a game when the child’s older entitled 

“Thinking About Tomorrow” where he anticipates good and bad situations and he 

anticipates the feelings he’s going to have and the other person’s going to have. That 

expands the child’s ability to express and be aware and experience the full range of 

emotions.   

The last principle is no feelings are taboo – not at the level of gesturing or 

talking.  Feelings are taboo at the point of acting out the feeling.  You’re not allowed to 

hit or break things or hurt yourself, but you are allowed to gesture or to talk about all 

these feelings, particularly in a calm and regulated way. 
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So, in summary, the principles are: 

 

1. Create regulation and balance by always counter regulating with your 
child and that’s particularly important during meltdowns. 

 

2.  Expand the range of your own feelings and your child’s feelings very, 
very gradually, both pre-verbally and verbally, through play, through interactions and 
conversations. 

 

3. Use the Thinking About Tomorrow game or other similar games to help 
your child become a poet of his or her feelings and be equally curious about each 
feeling. 

 

4. No feelings are taboo. 
 

Serena, do you want to add any thoughts to that? 

 

Serena Weider: 

I just want to highlight the developmental aspects of these feelings emerging so 

that even the baby can be very assertive, but as they grow older their abilities to 

understand and articulate and express feelings around jealousy or competition or what 

they would like better is going to come as they develop these capacities for emotional 

range.  So it doesn’t happen all at once.  But I think your point is important about adult 

feeling really safe and comfortable talking about these feelings and all feelings have to 

be treated equally. One of the things we often see is that we may be reluctant to talk 

about things that are seen as negative feelings.  So whether it’s the anger, whether it’s 

the competition, whether it’s the jealousy, whether it’s wanting to be powerful – things 

that some other adults may not be comfortable with – just double check and ask 

yourself, “Why can’t we talk about all of these aspects of our experience?”  Children 

need the place to practice – whether it’s in play or in these conversations – so that they 

know it’s a secure thing – there’s no taboo on feelings.  There’s a taboo on hurting or 

acting destructively in some way – breaking things or hurting someone – but these 
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feelings will emerge as your child grows and you’ll see it in the themes of the ideas they 

want to play with.   

Very often you’ll see that children will not be able to address things that relate to 

symbols of power or aggression – they never want to be the bad guy, they never want 

to deal with pirates or tyrants or witches or wizards – you will see that they will often 

back away from the imaginative kinds of symbols for the range of feelings.  They may be 

very comfortable with the teddy bears or the Sesame Street characters and earlier 

symbols or reality-based kinds of ideas, like pretending to have tea parties.  But when 

you see a child not moving into emotional themes that use different kinds of play toys, 

then you want to say, “How come we’re always playing the same? How come we’re 

always doing the same thing” or “How come we keep crashing but we never find out 

why we’re crashing?  What’s the reason for it?”  We want to really start and meet the 

child with the emotional themes that he can present.  By deepening the plot, getting 

those long conversations, solving the problems, we all have a chance of moving on to 

that wider range of feelings that we aren’t always as comfortable with until we can do 

this kind of work and really practice and feel safe and know that feelings can be 

understood, feelings are not to be judged, and feelings can be communicated and 

understood and empathized with so we can have that depth that we’re looking for. 

 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Okay, thank you, Serena. Next we’re going to talk about self-awareness, self-

acceptance, and self-esteem. First let’s just briefly define what we mean by self-esteem 

and self-acceptance and self-awareness. We’re talking here about – in plain English – 

the ability to like yourself, to be proud of yourself.  But that also means you have to be 

aware of who you are, so accepting yourself, liking yourself, being proud of yourself 

means feeling good, but also being aware of what you are and who you are as a person.  

Now, obviously, this grows gradually – you don’t have self-awareness as babies or 

preschoolers or even early school-aged children, but it’s a gradual, growing ability.  The 

ability to like yourself really begins early, too, but we don’t think of it as liking ourselves. 

We think of it as just feeling good about what we’re doing. Now, let’s look at the 

principles involved in this – how does this start? 

Well, the first principle is to recognize that self-esteem is related to the feedback 

you get from what you do, but it’s based not on what the other person says, but how 

the person responds emotionally to what you’re doing or emanating emotionally.  So, 
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for example, a preschooler who’s playing nicely with his toy and doing something 

imaginative and has a parent who says, “very good” but is preoccupied and has a flat 

facial expression and no gleam or enthusiasm in his eyes is not experienced by that 

preschooler in a very positive way. That doesn’t provide a gleam in the preschooler’s 

eyes and a sense of pride in what he’s doing.  On the other hand, a parent who doesn’t 

say a word, but who lights up with a bright facial expression and beams with pride and 

takes an interest in what the child is doing by doing something in response to it – 

moving the dolly or the car – with a gleam in her eye in response to what the child did, 

that child feels terrific inside, that child is feeling full of gleam. 

So, principle one is that self-esteem comes from the emotional response of the 

other person whom you love or care about in relationship to something real that you’re 

generating or doing, not something arbitrary.  So, again, saying a hundred times, “I love 

you and you’re wonderful” doesn’t do anything for the child’s self-esteem, but the child 

who’s just taking his first step or who just fed the dolly in his first act of pretend play; 

who just kicked a soccer ball or just who’s taken that first spin as a junior ballerina; 

who’s just taken a spoon to her mouth to feed herself; or who’s just made a cute little 

smile or a funny face or told her first joke and just gets a gleam back vis-à-vis the other 

person, that makes the child feel good inside.  So, principle one is respond to your child 

emotionally for real things that they’re doing or saying or gesturing with real gleam and 

real pride, and don’t phony it up.  So if it’s not something you really feel good about, 

you can’t phony it up.  Look for opportunities for things that you can really resonate 

with.  If there are no things you can resonate with, you have to go back to the drawing 

board and have discussions with a close friend or a spouse and figure out why it is 

there’s nothing about your child that you can take pride in.  That might suggest the 

caregiver is feeling depressed and needs to do some homework. So, again, the first 

principle is respond with pride. That produces self-esteem, but don’t phony it up. 

The second principle is to help the child expand the range of things he can do or 

say or gesture or emote emotionally that will bring forth this prideful gleam in your eye, 

this response.  So, as the child’s repertoire of things he can do to get a glow from 

someone else increases, her sense of pride in herself will increase. The child who can tell 

a funny joke or make a funny face, who can do an interesting pretend play sequence, 

make a funny gurgle, twinkle her eyes, twist her nose and her face in a special way – any 

of these things – the more of these the child can do, the broader his range, the better 

his self-esteem is going to be because the more he’ll be able to elicit your responses. 
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Principle three is for certain socially conventional, expectable things that kids do 

that they become aware of pretty quickly, like being able to write their name or do 

something in school.  Here it’s proportional to where they were before in expectations. 

So a child with special needs, it may be a great feat just to take the first step. For a child 

who’s a gifted in their motor skills, it may be balancing on a balance beam on one leg 

with their eyes closed.  It could be very different activities for different children, but 

expanding the confidence of your child in all his areas of functioning increases the ways 

in which they can feel good about themselves because it increases the ways in which 

they’ll get a positive response, initially, from you and eventually from their teachers and 

later on from themselves.  

The fourth principle is to recognize that initially the response that the child gets 

from his world, from his interactions, is what becomes the child’s inner voice, the way 

the child comes to think about himself.  So, the child who sees the gleam in your eye 

eventually develops a mirror in his own mind where he can give that big smile that you 

gave him to himself for a job well done. So, recognize that and then come back to the 

prior principle, which is the more things children can do that bring that gleam from 

others – proportional to where they are and what their challenges are and what’s 

realistic for them – the more they’ll have a inner glow in themselves.  And it’s not 

against an arbitrary standard; not everyone has to be a professional ballerina, or a 

professional basketball player or a great lawyer or professor of languages.  It’s really 

quite proportional to what the person’s interests are, what his prior skill level was, and 

what the next step is for him. Whether the person is never good enough or never doing 

enough or feeling good about himself depends on how the caregivers initially set up 

their standards – if it’s never good enough and you’re always comparing yourself to the 

Joneses, nothing you do will ever get that gleam in your own eye or get the gleam in 

that significant other’s eye.  On the other hand, if caregivers make each step a prideful 

accomplishment and it’s always proportional to where you were before, then your 

standard is not the outer world; your standard is not some arbitrary standard. Your 

standard is, “Did I do a little more today than I did yesterday? Did I expand something, 

do something a little more interesting?”  If the answer to that is “yes,” you feel good 

about yourself and this is the way caregivers can set up that kind of experience. 

The next principle is that self-awareness and self-acceptance grow from these 

same kinds of experiences.  Self-acceptance is really very similar to self-esteem, because 

we not only like what we’re doing and have pride in what we’re doing, but we accept 

who we are and we accept even the more negative sides of ourselves.  We may not be 
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as proud of the negative, but by being prideful of the good things we do, we can begin 

accepting some of the transgressions and try to improve those, because we have a 

positive base and feel good about certain things so we can compare those things we feel 

good about to things we feel less good about and try to bring them up to standard.  So 

even though we disappoint ourselves at times, it’s not overwhelming or horrendous.  

We have overall broad self-acceptance.  So, that principle is the prideful response of the 

caregiver leads also to self-acceptance, even for negative things.   

For the prideful response of the more negative things, and for self-acceptance, 

you also have to have firm limits and discipline so the child feels secure that he can 

control things that he’s not proud of. The self-awareness part grows out of being 

responded to and interacted with. Self-awareness means having a sense of who you are 

as a person, having boundaries, having a sense of definition.  That only comes from 

interactions with others.  Now, how we define ourselves and the range of our self-

awareness – what we’re aware of – depends on what was responded to. If our happy 

moments get responded to, but our mischievous moments don’t, we don’t have self-

awareness of our mischievous side and we don’t have any self-awareness of our “good” 

side.  As for the mischievous side, well, that was the “devil” who made me do it, or that 

was Johnny who made me do it – it wasn’t me!  There’s no awareness or self-

acceptance or self-responsibility.  On the other hand, the parent who can interact with 

her child around his mischievous side, who can look the child in the eye and be serious 

and help the child talk about why he were mischievous and set an appropriate limit 

when needed, that child can then own that side of himself, in a sense, and the child then 

becomes aware of that side of himself, too. 

 

So what we’re talking about here, then, in a series of summary principles is: 

 

1. Interact with your child.   
 

2. Be prideful, emotionally, of the small things he does.   
 

3. Expand the things that she can do.  
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4. Interact with your children even when they’re not doing “good things” 
and set appropriate limits so they can accept all sides of themselves and be responded 
to in terms of all sides of themselves.   

 

5. As they get older, help them describe the things they’re proud of and the 
things they’re less proud of so their self-awareness and their pride become an inner 
standard that they understand and can articulate.   

 

Serena, do you want to add some thoughts? 

 

Serena Weider: 

Well, I want to pick up on just perhaps one point – I think you’ve said it all very 

well.  When we’re talking about self-awareness, one of the things that’s very helpful is – 

we say, “Oh, I’m so proud of you,” or “Oh, that was great; you did this wonderful job,” 

but also let the child know why you think that. If something was great, was it because 

the child was imaginative, did he have a good idea, did he solve a hard problem?  Did he 

figure out all the things he needed and get it organized? I was just thinking of the 

different ways we can enhance the self-awareness or the self-concept so when we 

praise children and we show the gleam – it could be this great, big beaming smile and 

the gleam and we don’t need any words at all, and at other times it’s helpful to use a 

word to elaborate on what you’re so proud of, and let the child know that, “Wow, this is 

just such a great idea,” or “You really solved this problem,” or “Boy, you knew how to 

find everything you needed,” or “You put everything away neatly,” or “You were patient 

and you gave someone a chance to do something even though you had to give up a 

turn.” You’re letting the child understand here are the things she does well, so she’s 

building the concept of, “Well, I’m someone who has good ideas” or “I’m someone 

who’s willing to help someone else first” or “I’m someone who knows how to do this, 

this, and this.”  So the times that you’re praising your child and the times you’re so 

proud of him, with all the genuineness that you were describing earlier, is also the 

opportunity to begin to shape the way the child conceptualizes what makes him so 

good, or maybe not so good. That can help them get into the conversation you were 

ending with at that sixth point which is that the child can become more reflective and be 

able to really tease out the different elements of their awareness. 
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Dr. Greenspan: 

Okay, well thank you, Serena. 

The next subject we’re going to talk about is discipline, but not just discipline in 

terms of curbing limits, but the discipline to stay the path and remain focused on your 

goals, remain true to your principles.  So, as you get older, this is going to have many, 

many meanings. It starts off with curbing impulses, but then it means being a goal-

directed person who’s true to himself.  But how do we help children create this inner 

sense of discipline, so important for successful functioning in adults and in all children, 

regardless of the childhood that they have?  

Here the principles are straightforward.  The first principle is that to have 

discipline, a child has to be purposeful, has to understand his own intentions and what 

his goals are.  The first principle is to be very purposefully interactive with your infants 

and toddlers and preschoolers and children because this helps them become causal 

people.  If you interact with them and respond to them in a purposeful way, they learn 

that their smile begets a smile; their sound gets a sound.  They learn that the world and 

the universe is organized purposefully – that’s the first step.   

Step number two is to let them see that purposeful action can occur in many 

steps.  So, be problem solvers with your child and challenge them to solve the problems 

as part of what we call shared social problem solving, purposeful two-way 

communication.  This can be even with a toddler in helping him help you get him the toy 

he wants up on the shelf, by taking you, finding the chair, getting you to pick him up on 

the chair, etc., etc.  So, principle two is facilitate many-stepped purposeful interactions 

that increase the ability to problem solve. 

Principle three is to be firm, but gentle and persistent on your limits because 

every child is distracted by the need of the moment, by the impulse of the moment, 

whether that’s to steal the cookie or take the other child’s toy or to give into their anger 

and bite or scratch.  Children want to give into the impulse of the moment, but they also 

have the capacity to learn to be disciplined and not do that. That occurs, initially, 

through the firm, but gentle persistent limits of the caregiver who’s also the person 

who’s giving them a lot of pleasure and joy and security.  So when the person who the 

child experiences as the person who’s feeding them and playing with them and making 

them happy is also the person who sets a limit and says, “no, no,” that has a special 

meaning for the child, even a baby. And the baby will often limit his impulsivity – 

whether it’s fighting or hitting or grabbing the cookie, and with the child who needs a 
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little more help with that, you’ve got to be more persistent and do it more frequently 

and, again, set the limits.  It may mean time outs added in to keep the child from 

grabbing someone else’s toy.  These go together – the limit setting and the internal 

sense of discipline and internal sense of staying on task. 

Now, the next principle is to help the child take more and more initiative and be 

more and more of a complex problem solver, increasing the steps of the problems in 

keeping with the age of the child. For a child who’s in school, for example, the 

homework can gradually be done more independently, so he’s coming to you for help 

and asking you the question, as opposed to your hovering over the child and making 

sure he does it right.  Let the child be the initiator.  Be helpful, be there, but teach the 

child to think through where they have the question so he’s a problem solver and he’s 

disciplined enough to get your help.  He’s solving the problem, even though you’re a 

helper in solving the problem.  Eventually as the child gets older he may seek help by 

using Google on the computer, or from a teacher, or from looking it up in an 

encyclopedia, or by calling Uncle Tom, who’s an expert on archaeology, and getting the 

answer from him. This helps the child become disciplined in their pursuit of solving 

problems.   

The next principle, as children get older, is that you can add on to the internal 

sense of discipline in terms of curbing impulses and understanding of why they’re doing 

what they’re doing, why they break the rules sometimes.  In addition to setting firm 

limits and being persistent, and having proportionate sanctions – whether it’s time outs 

or missing favorite activities or losing TV time – you help the child try to explore the 

“why” of it by having long discussions about it.  “Well, how come you did that?  How 

come you stole Johnny’s toy or didn’t do your homework tonight?” etc.  

As the child gets even older, we add on one more principle: anticipating the 

discipline that will be needed tomorrow.  So by the time children are nine or 10 they can 

do the Thinking About Tomorrow game, but not just to identify feelings and become a 

poet of their feelings, but also to anticipate what challenges they’re going to have, what 

problems they’re going to want to solve, what is their game plan?  For the child who 

tends to be disorganized, who tends not to plan, who forgets to hand in their 

homework, who forgets to study for the test, it’s very useful to create anticipatory 

problem-solving where the child comes up with what’s going to happen next.  If they 

can’t come up with them on their own, you can play Socrates and ask them leading 

questions and wonder about how they can figure out what’s going to happen.  They may 
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need to talk to their teacher. They may need to call a friend.  But then you can actually 

have the child do something that’s very helpful, often, which is draw pictures or make 

an outline on a big blackboard in words, whichever is better for the child, of what they 

have to address, what their game plan is – whether it’s studying for exams, writing a 

paper, preparing for a birthday party or making play dates for themselves for the week. 

What is their game plan?  Then they can check it off as they do it.  Children learn to do 

that with the external support and your hovering over them a little bit in a supportive 

way, but not doing it for them, as they write on the blackboard or put up pictures of 

their game plan on the blackboard.  Then they check things off as they accomplish them 

and eventually they can do this inside their own minds and then they become a 

disciplined person.  

So, the last thing principle is the more forgetful the person is, the more easily 

distractible the person is, the more the person’s been diagnosed by teachers or by 

doctors with ADHD, the more important it is to do this anticipatory problem solving, 

where the child learns little tricks about how to become a disciplined person. I don’t 

know any child who couldn’t become disciplined, however distracted or impulsive or 

immediate they are in their fundamental approach to life, if we’re patient and 

disciplined with them. 

So, I suppose the last principle is to be very patient and disciplined in how you 

instill this sense of discipline.  The very, very last principle is to remember there are two 

sides to discipline in the way we’re talking about it.  One side is the discipline of curbing 

your impulses and adapting to the rules of the school and your family and society.  The 

second part is being disciplined in the sense of pursuing your own goals, pursuing your 

own wishes, pursuing your own aims, and that requires having a game plan and step-

wise progression toward that game plan. There you have to know what it is, you have to 

pre-think it, you have to outline it, and then reward yourself along the way.  This is a 

gradual process that parents can help children learn how to do, again, through the 

anticipatory problem-solving and it always starts best – I guess this is the very last 

principle – it always starts best when you teach these long-term problem-solving 

strategies – such as internal discipline – when you teach that through things the child is 

sincerely interested in, whether it’s music or sports or dance or a particular subject at 

school, or a particular friend that they want to have.  If you start out with things they’re 

interested in, then they can change and use it for things that don’t have an immediate 

interest for them, but are necessary for the school subject that they’re not great at.  So 

this is the road to discipline, including curbing impulses and following a game plan and 
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making it work. This produces a great business executive, as well as a good parent.  For 

children with special needs who may have more distractibility or more processing 

problems, these same steps work but have to be done sometimes more slowly and 

more gradually. 

Serena? 

Serena Weider: 

Well, let me just pick up on that last point. You know, very often when children 

aren’t disciplined you’ll hear adults say, “Oh, they don’t want to do it,” or “They’re doing 

it on purpose,” kind of criticizing or blaming the child, as if the difficulty he’s having is 

being purposeful. I think we understand enough, especially the things you were just 

describing, which are often called “executive functions” – getting organized, having a 

plan, figuring out what strategy’s going to work for you, Do you want a list or do you 

want to draw?  These are really related to those individual differences we’ve talked 

about so often.  Children vary a great deal in their capacities to organize, stay focused, 

and carry through on the things they want to be or do in terms of purposeful or 

disciplined behavior.  We do have to appreciate what the child’s differences are here to 

give them that extra patient support, whether we’re giving them a compensatory 

strategy or whether we’re just starting practice early on where the child will learn to 

sequence things.  I might suggest with a child who’s having difficulty getting dressed in 

the morning and you’re rushing and in the end you just dress the child anyway to try 

another way, which would be to get the clothes ready the night before. Turn it into a 

game; lay the things out, step-by-step.  “What will you put on first?  What else do you 

need?” But many children do need the extra help.  Being purposeful is really a function 

of being able to sequence the step-by-step actions that you need and you can become 

more disciplined when – even if this is not an automatic thing for you – you learn and 

you practice the different steps to help you do what you want to do and feel confident 

and feel you know how to do it and feel you’ve accomplished something that not only 

Mom or Dad will be proud of, or your teacher, but that you will be begin to be proud of 

yourself and know that you can do it. 

 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Thank you, Serena. Now we’re going to go on to our next subject, which is vision 

and creativity.  Almost all parents, when you ask them what they want for their children, 
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they want their children to be creative and have vision, to be expansive.  Sometimes 

parents believe that children with special needs can’t be creative, or can’t have a vision.  

I think Serena and I have both proven that, quite to the contrary, all children can be 

creative, even children with severe language problems or motor planning problems.  In 

that sense, all children can have vision because creativity and vision are very much 

closely linked together as abilities. The visionary is a very creative person, and most 

creative people have a picture – not necessarily a visual picture, but a visionary sense – 

of how the world can be more than it appears to be, or more than it seems to be.  

So, how do we instill this capacity?  How do we stir up this capacity in our 

infants, young children, older children and even adults, and have adults who are not 

only disciplined but visionary and creative? 

Principle one is that creativity begins with generating something of your own 

from your own idea, from your own initiative, from your own body.  So, the first 

principle is caregivers – regardless of the age of the child – have to pay attention to the 

child’s natural interests.  That’s the beginning of creativity – the sense that what comes 

from me is valuable, is important, is worthwhile and gets a response from someone.  So 

I shouldn’t just be a “Johnny-follow-everyone-else.”  I should be a Johnny, the initiator 

the creator.  So, whether it’s – again – that little smiley face game with the baby or a 

new twist on a creative plot where the dolly isn’t eating the food but instead is putting 

the food on the head of the dolly, making a funny face for the dolly – these are the 

beginning steps of creativity where whatever the child does – as long as it’s not 

destructive or hurting someone or breaking something – is valued and responded to.  

That’s step one of creativity and having vision for the future. 

Step two is to help the child expand their creative range.  In pretend play, always 

try to thicken the plot and make the drama more creative for the school-aged child 

who’s creating a story or writing the first pages of his novel – take an interest, ask 

questions, help the child make it more complex. 

Three, help the child use more of his physical equipment – his sense of sight, his 

ability to take in sounds, his ability to plan actions, his ability to be emotional and social 

– to use each of these areas in more and more creative ways, don’t just stick to one.  For 

the child who’s good at drawing, help her make up a story about what she drew.  For 

the child who’s good at telling stories, help him draw a picture of the story he’s telling. 

The child who’s good socially, ask him to invent new social games to teach children who 

aren’t so good socially, and in doing so we’re helping them verbally articulate their 
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ideas.  You can even ask them to draw a picture of these games.  So, use all the physical 

equipment, both individually and together, in creative endeavors. 

The fifth principle is – in addition to expanding all the equipment used and the 

complexity of the creative endeavors – to keep going up the ladder with a child or adult 

to expand the skill areas.  The better you are at more things, the more you know the 

fundamentals, the more you can be creative in that field.  So tell teenagers or young 

adults if they want to be creative athletes, they better have mastered the fundamentals 

of tennis or baseball or basketball, and then they can start creating.  If they want to be a 

creative artists or musicians, they’ve got to be able to the basics, they’ve got to be able 

to play the notes and read the music and know a little bit about music theory, and then 

they can be creative in music.  So, to get to advanced levels of creativity help your child 

or young adult or adult master the basics of a particular field, but help them master it in 

a fun way so they enjoy it.  The key thing is to master the fundamentals without 

becoming rigid or compulsive or insisting on sticking only to the fundamentals. The 

person who only plays scales in music or only draws what they see or only does the 

sport exactly as the coach prescribes it, or only draws the way their art teacher shows 

them, is not going to be creative in any of these fields, is not going to be creative.  So, 

what you want to do is master the fundamentals, but always help the child or adult 

master it with the twist of their own uniqueness.  In other words, no one should master 

the fundamentals the same way.  Once they’ve mastered it, help them always master 

the fundamentals better, but at the same time begin the process of creating off the 

fundamentals, putting their own unique stamp, their own unique signature on it.  Don’t 

delay that until the person’s already “great” at what they do!  A lot of mentors or 

parents or teachers have delayed creativity, saying, “Well, you’ve got to learn the basics 

first.”  You can’t delay being creative until you know everything there is to know.  By 

that time the person is 70 years old and it’s a little late in the game to start being 

creative, although some people do with their artistry or with their writing or with their 

other endeavors.  But, it’s better if it starts earlier. So, yes, you can’t be creative in music 

or sports or writing until you know some of the fundamentals, but even at the beginning 

stages you can do a little bit of your own signature, your own creativity. 

So, the next principle is master the fundamentals of a field so you can get to the 

point where you can be creative.  But you’ve got to master the fundamentals, not in a 

memory-based way, but to truly understand it.  To be a great mathematician you have 

to really understand math.  To be a creative writer, you’ve really got to understand 

language and how it works. So that’s the key principle. 
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In terms of vision, which works off creativity, once a child is older or you have a 

young adult or a late teenager, look to the future. Always challenge the person to 

anticipate how they see the world now, but how would like they to see it, particularly in 

the areas that they want to be creative in and where they have some aptitude, whether 

it’s music or math or writing or fixing cars – engage them in fantasies about their visions 

for the future.  There’s nothing that produces the visionary more than being respected 

for being a visionary.  We’ll find in the history of most visionaries – maybe not their 

parents, maybe even not a lot of their teachers – someone who they thought had faith 

in their visions, in their ideas, whether it was an aunt or an uncle, or a close friend – 

someone with whom they could share their insights about the world.  

 

Serena: 

Well, I know we’re almost out of time, but the image that was coming to me as 

you were talking was how proud we all feel when we put those first pictures up on the 

refrigerator and we really show, “Look at what my child can do,” and everyone comes in 

and says, “Who did that? What is that about?” and you engage your child in the 

conversation.  We always just need to have a picture on the refrigerator – the picture of 

the child you want to have, the sense of pride in what he can do, the flexibility in the 

form it takes.  As you talked about, you can be an artist even if you have cerebral palsy 

because you can have a sense of color and movement and texture.  There are many, 

many different ways to express creativity and we want those pictures up on the 

refrigerator for every child, whatever they’re doing, as they develop stronger and 

stronger abilities to express themselves and build our vision. 

 

Dr. Greenspan: 

Absolutely, Serena, and thank you very much.  Next week we have two more 

traits to finish our ten:  logical thinking – the ability to keep objective facts separate 

from fantasies, yet mesh them together in a way that makes sense; and ethical and 

moral integrity – knowing right from wrong and taking responsibility for one’s actions.  

We’ll get into other traits, as well, particularly ones that you’ve identified that you want 

to get into, and take some of your questions next week.  So, next week we’ll finish our 

ten traits of the things parents want most for their children and we’ll take some of your 

questions that have been mounting up over the weeks. 
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So thank you for joining us and we’ll speak to you again and hopefully share 

some information next week.  Bye bye. 

 

 


