
Supplement 4: Attuned discipline in practice 

1. Introduction  

This supplement presents everyday examples, to demonstrate attunement as it could apply to 

practice of discipline by caregivers and teachers. Three important areas will be discussed here: 

understanding when and where a child needs behavioral support; choosing tools that would best fit the 

situation and needs of the child; and understanding when to stop intervening or to fade the support.  

2. Understanding when and where a child needs behavioral support  

The concept now widely referred to as scaffolding [1] comes from the Vygotskian concept of 

the zone of proximal development (ZPD) [2] (figure 1). At any stage of development, there are things 

the child cannot do, things they can do, and things they can only do with some support. This last 

category is their ZPD [2].  

 

Figure 1: The zone of proximal development (ZPD) 

 

The role of the caregiver or teacher is to scaffold the child’s learning in the zone of proximal 

development, providing support when it is needed and fading that support as they begin to manage 



something on their own [3]. In this way, the caregiver or teacher supports the child to manage 

something just beyond what they would be able to manage unassisted, with the idea that, with that 

assistance, they will develop the competence to manage by themselves [2]. Our focus here, is on child 

self-regulation and appropriate behaviour as the specific areas of learning in the ZPD. 

From this perspective, discipline is conceptualized as support rather than punishment, and 

includes addressing misbehaviour and teaching appropriate behaviour as forms of scaffolding. 

Attunement in discipline would include noticing when and where a child needs support to behave 

better, appropriate fit between tools used and the kind of support the child needs, and accurate 

matching of the level of adult support to the child’s level of competence and emerging self-regulation, 

adding support when it is needed, and fading it when it is no longer needed. Another way of looking at 

this would be to say that attunement in discipline requires the adult to be both responsive and 

appropriately demanding of the child in the balance which best supports their eventual autonomy [4-6]. 

Misattunement in this context would include overinvolvement of the adult in the areas a child can 

manage on their own (such as overprotection, excessive direction, or rewarding a child who is already 

intrinsically motivated to do something), a lack of support in an area the child needs it (such as a lack 

of boundary, or not providing any extra support for a child with ADHD), or trying to scaffold the 

development of a competence the child would not be able to manage at that age or stage (such as trying 

to toilet train a child not developmentally ready for toilet training).  

 



Returning to the zone of proximal development (ZPD), the solid line in figure 2 and 3 indicates 

adult involvement using limits and discipline tools. The area inside the solid line is therefore the 

amount of freedom and responsibility the child is allowed. An important part of attuned discipline 

would be adjusting this line so that it falls in the zone of proximal development.  

Figure 2: Too much freedom & responsibility                   Figure 3: Too little freedom & responsibility  

If the child is given too much freedom (figure 2), in other words they are allowed or expected to 

manage without adult support in the outer circle, they will not be able to manage this freedom and 

responsibility and there will be negative effects. Examples would include a young child with 

unsupervised access to a cellular phone, who starts looking at pornographic material, or a young child 

left at home unsupervised, who injures themselves. In each of these situations it would be unfair for the 

caregiver to be angry with the child, because the problematic behavior was the outcome of the child 

being allowed freedom and responsibility that they were not developmentally ready to manage. When a 

child is in this situation, it is the responsibility of the adult to reduce the child’s freedom and 

responsibility until they are mature enough to manage more, moving the solid line back to the ZPD, to 

the edge of what the child can manage.  



In this outer zone, what is often needed from caregivers is protection. For example, if the child 

cannot yet swim, the adult should not leave them unsupervised near a swimming pool. Another 

example would be the important gatekeeping role caregivers have in limiting availability of things that 

would be bad for the child, such as excessive screen time or inappropriate media content [7], alcohol 

[8-10], or unhealthy food  [11-14]. Recognizing that appropriate self-regulation in these areas falls in 

the zone of things the child cannot yet manage, the parents take on the responsibility, protectively, to 

regulate and limit access to these things. These monitoring or restrictive actions are attuned to the 

developmental level of the child. Not offering protection where it is needed would be misattunement, 

and a form of neglect.  

If the solid line falls in the area the child can manage (figure 3), representing adult over-

involvement or overcontrol, the adult would need to adjust in the other direction, to back off, allowing 

the child the responsibility and freedom they are ready for. In this area the child needs opportunities to 

exercise autonomy and self-regulation. Adult over-involvement, such as directing the child 

unnecessarily, or over-involving themselves in the child’s schoolwork would be intrusive, and an act of 

misattunement.  

The solid line (adult involvement) should fall at the edge of what the child can manage, in the 

ZPD, where the child needs adult support, and therefore where it is helpful to scaffold using discipline 

tools. Examples would include using a daily report card for a child with ADHD to help them exercise 

more self-regulation in class or using a reward system to motivate children to do certain tasks at home.  

To understand when and where a child needs behavioral support, the adult could use tools that 

are likely to increase attunement, such as monitoring and listening. If the child is managing well, the 

adult would not need to scaffold further except perhaps with praise. If the child is not managing with 

something, the adult would need to attune further to whether the child cannot be expected to manage 

that thing developmentally, or whether they may be able to manage with support. In the former case, 



more limits and protection may be needed. In the latter case it would be appropriate to scaffold using 

discipline tools.  

3. Choosing tools that best fit the situation and needs of the child  

Not only do children need adult support in the ZPD, they need the right kind of support, to learn 

to manage on their own in future. Here the adult needs to use attunement in the form of choosing 

supportive interventions that fit best with the child’s needs and evaluating whether they are having the 

desired effect, or whether a different supportive skill should be used. Here are some real examples of 

scaffolding using discipline tools in the zone of proximal development. Names have been changed.  

3.1. A teacher is supervising a group of young children, 3 to 6 years old, in a play area. The fact 

that she is supervising them is already a form of scaffolding. They are too young to be expected to play 

safely on their own, but manage well with her there. The fact that there are rules is also a form of 

scaffolding. One of the rules is that the children may not go out of bounds. The teacher has shown them 

where they may or may not play. Occasionally the younger children seem to forget the boundaries and 

wander over into an out-of-bounds area. The teacher prompts them, verbally, to return to the play area. 

This reminder is enough scaffolding for most of the children and they return to play happily within 

bounds.  

Four-year-old Mila walks over the boundary. The teacher sees this and prompts her with a 

reminder of where she may and may not go. Since, in this case, Mila is being defiant and not forgetful, 

this first attempt at scaffolding better behavior fails. Mila turns to look at the teacher, then turns back 

and marches purposefully to a swing in another play area. The teacher uses another skill from her 

toolkit of possible interventions, a timeout. Since there is no aggression, Mila does not need an 

exclusionary timeout. She is managing being with other people, but she is not managing the outside 

rules, so the teacher gives her a brief timeout from the thing she is not managing, which is playing 

outside.  



The teacher leads her inside and says: “You are going to play inside now.” “But I want to play 

outside,” Mila says. “I know,” says the teacher in an understanding voice, “you love playing outside,” 

(here the teacher uses an active listening-type reflection to support Mila through the disciplinary 

process), “but we tried that, and it did not go well. You need to play inside.” Mila looks at the teacher: 

“I won’t go where I’m not supposed to go,” she says. “We tried playing outside, and you did go where 

you were not supposed to go,” says the teacher, “so now you must play inside. If you manage that 

nicely, then, in a little while, I will give you another chance to play outside.” Mila plays inside, 

interacting with other children who are playing there. After 5 minutes the teacher asks: “If I let you go 

outside now, do you think you will manage the outside rules? “Yes!” says Mila. “And you won’t go 

where you are not supposed to go?” “No!” “All right, let’s see how it goes: you may play outside.” 

Mila plays very nicely and does not go out of bounds that day or any other day thereafter.  

Note the attunement in the use of timeout: the teacher matches the kind of timeout given to 

what Mila is not managing. This is an example of a non-exclusionary time-out. Experiencing a sudden 

reduction of her freedom, and realizing that getting it back is conditional on her staying in bounds, 

provides the motivation needed for Mila to co-operate with the outside rules. The trial-and-error 

process in which the teacher first uses a prompt and then a timeout to address the child’s behavior is 

part of the process of attunement, rather than a misattunement. Checking whether the prompt works 

helps the teacher diagnose that the child is being defiant and needs a different intervention. Using a 

time-out immediately would have been unnecessary for the other children, who only needed prompts. 

A principle of minimum intervention makes sense in the ZPD, because the less the adult does, the more 

self-regulation the child has the opportunity to exercise.  

3.2. Jared, 5, is very angry because his parents have said no to something he wanted to do. He 

nags and nags for what he wants, but his parents stand firm. His mother tries to show understanding by 

using active listening and reflecting his disappointment at her answer. Sometimes this calms him, but 

this time Jared does not respond to active listening and does not allow her to comfort him. He screams 



and starts hitting her. Mom immediately puts him in his room for a 3-minute time-out. Jared knows 

about timeouts as his parents use them consistently for any kind of aggression. They have explained 

this to him, saying: “Sometimes we need to stop you, but one day you will be able to stop yourself.” 

After the timeout Jared is still upset, but no longer being aggressive. He apologizes and allows his 

mother to comfort him with a hug and help him to understand his feelings with active listening.  

As Jared gets older, he learns to take himself to timeout and runs to his room when he gets very 

angry, without hitting people first. After he does this, his parents praise him and tell him how proud 

they are of him for realizing by himself that he needed a timeout and for managing not to hit anyone. 

As Jared gets even older, he manages a lot of similar situations without losing his temper and without 

needing to go to timeout at all. Here we can see how, as Jared’s capacity for self-regulation increases, 

parental intervention appropriately decreases, from using timeout, to using praise, to not needing to do 

anything at all.  

3.3. On the weekend, Aiden, 16, spends a lot of time playing games and watching YouTube 

videos on his phone, leaving his household chores undone. His parents prompt him to do the dishes, 

and he promises to “do them in a minute.” Two hours go by, and he does not get around to the chore. 

His parents use a timeout. Sending him to his room would provide further escape from the dishes, so 

they adjust his freedom only in the area he is not managing, and give him a timeout from his phone. As 

his mother asks him to hand over the phone, she adds a contingency: he can have it back when the 

dishes are done. Aiden grumbles, but washes the dishes immediately, then asks for his phone. His 

mother thanks him for washing the dishes, and returns his phone.  

These three examples concern the attuned use of timeout, but there are many other behavioral 

skills that can be used to scaffold in the ZPD [15]. One of these is reward, which can be particularly 

useful when caregivers want a child to do something that the child is not at all motivated to do [16,17].  

3.4. Six-year-old Jade is capable of dressing herself in the morning, but keeps saying “I can’t,” 

or “I want you to help me.” If she would dress herself it would certainly make things easier for her 



parents, but where is the motivation for Jade? She enjoys the attention she receives when her mother 

helps her get dressed. If she dresses herself, she will be alone, while her mother helps her younger 

brother. Her mother recognizes that Jade’s helplessness is attention-motivated, and supports her by 

adding some motivation in the form of a reward involving attention. Jade dresses herself without 

complaint, knowing that each time she does this, she earns an extra story, read to her by her mother in 

the afternoon. Soon, dressing herself becomes a habit, and her mother fades out the use of the reward 

by shifting it to another area where Jade needs motivation.  

Here we can see that the support Jade needed was added motivation. Her mother could have 

rewarded her with an unrelated reward, such as a sticker, but instead matched the kind of reward to the 

function of Jade’s behavior (attention), increasing the likelihood of success and child satisfaction by 

using a more attuned intervention.  

The examples above focus mainly on attuned use of timeout and reward. These two skills were 

chosen because, aside from being commonly known, they are both somewhat controversial. Despite 

decades of studies showing positive outcomes associated with these tools [17-23], popular literature, 

internet advice and even academic articles have warned against dangers associated with their use 

[18,24-29]. These two controversies actually lend support to the argument for attunement in discipline.  

The main concern about timeout seems to be damage to the attachment bond by communicating 

to the child that the parent is not available to them in times of distress [19]. This is a legitimate concern, 

but not supported by evidence, and there are several reasons why this damage is not only unlikely, but 

that appropriate use of timeout could support secure attachment [19]. A further argument is added here: 

If we look at examples used in texts warning against the use of timeout [25,28,29], they describe 

children isolated at times when they are in distress, and need soothing and comfort. This would be an 

example of inappropriate or misattuned use of time-out. The authors of two of the above articles have 

since retracted some of what they said, and confirmed that they were referring to inappropriate use of 

timeout [30]. From the perspective of attunement, timeout is not good or bad in itself, but should be 



evaluated by its fit with the needs of the child. Attuned use of timeout, as described in the examples 

above, should not be problematic: after all, attachment security is built through attuned responses 

[31,32,33,34].  

The main concern about reward is the undermining of intrinsic motivation [26,27]. We argue 

that this is not an indication that reward should not be used, rather that reward should be used with 

attunement. Research has indeed shown that if a child is already intrinsically motivated to do 

something, rewards could undermine that motivation [35]; however if intrinsic motivation is low, 

reward enhances motivation and can thus be a constructive intervention [16,35]. Praise has been found 

to have different effects, enhancing intrinsic motivation and self-reported interest [16,35]. Does this 

indicate that praise is a better skill and should be used instead of reward? Further research shows that 

praise is not always enough to motivate compliance [23,36]. In the case of compliance, reward has 

been shown to be more effective [23]. The best option for caregivers is thus to use rewards or praise 

with attunement to the motivation level of the child. If there is no or very low motivation to do 

something, it is safe to use reward [16,35], and reward is likely to work better than praise to achieve 

compliance [23]. If motivation is high, however, it would be safer to use praise [16,35].  

If we relate this to the diagrams, praise would be safe to use in the area where a child can 

manage or in the ZPD. Reward would be unnecessary and unconstructive if the child is already 

motivated (the inner circle), but it may be very helpful in the ZPD. Neither reward nor praise would 

work in the outer circle, for things the child cannot manage developmentally.  

4. Understanding when to stop  

Knowing when to stop intervening can be very difficult for caregivers, many of whom may be 

used to judging the effectiveness of discipline by the amount of distress or suffering it causes the child 

[19]. Non-violent discipline tools are drawn from different fields and schools of thought [15]. Each of 

these offer different perspectives, from which we can draw guidance in this important aspect of 

attunement.  



From a behavioral perspective, discipline is effective when problem behavior has been reduced 

or eliminated [19] or an appropriate target behavior learned. An important part of behavioral 

interventions is to fade support gradually once the child is coping better [37]. One would thus consider 

the intervention complete when it is effective, when supports such as rewards and prompts have been 

removed, and the child is managing the target behavior by themselves.  

From a self-regulation perspective, one would look for signs that the child is able to exercise 

self-control, and fade adult control as this becomes apparent. More intervention than is needed would 

be misattuned and reduce opportunities for the child to exercise their emerging capacity for self-

regulation [38].  

From a collaborative problem-solving perspective [39,40], a discipline problem would be 

considered resolved when child and adult agree that the solution they had agreed on collaboratively, 

and implemented, was successful. If not, they would discuss further and try another solution until they 

found one that works.  

From an attachment perspective, misattunements and periodic disconnection are normal parts of 

attachment relationships. What is important is that when there is disconnection, which may happen 

around challenging behavior, there should, as soon as possible, be repair [41]. Thus, from an 

attachment perspective, a discipline problem would only be considered resolved when caregiver and 

child have reconnected.  

From a restorative justice perspective, one would look beyond the individual child to the others 

affected by the problem behavior. From this perspective, problem behavior occurs in the context of 

relationship, and incurs responsibility to repair or engage in restitution for any damage done. Discipline 

would be defined as an attempt to repair the harm a problem behavior has caused, rather than inflicting 

harm on the offender [42]. From this perspective one could stop intervening when appropriate 

reparation has been made to those affected by the problem behavior.  



With the guidance of these different perspectives, caregivers could ask themselves questions to 

aid their attunement at the end part of intervening, such as: Has the problem been solved, or problem 

behavior ceased? Is the child now engaging in the desired behavior? Is there any unfinished business 

such as fading supports, apologizing, reconnecting, or making amends?  

5. Conclusion  

In this supplement, real examples were used to illustrate the practice of attuned discipline. 

Three important areas were highlighted: understanding when and where a child needs behavioral 

support; choosing tools that would best fit the situation and needs of the child; and understanding when 

to stop intervening or to fade support. It is hoped that this will give practical guidance to readers 

wanting to use non-violent discipline tools with attunement. 
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