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Summary: Children thrive not by being punished, but by being guided into the 
right developmental frame. When a child struggles, it’s not a sign they need 
harsher “consequences”—it’s a signal that the adult misjudged their readiness for 
the world that the adult made available to them. By owning that mistake, 
adjusting the frame, and waiting for maturity to catch up, we set children on a 
trajectory of wholesome growth rooted in trust, not fear. 

Parenting, at its heart, is about helping young people step into more 
responsibility at a pace they can handle. Yet many of us fall into the trap of 
punishment when things don’t go smoothly. A child breaks a rule, we feel 
disrespected, and consequences rain down. Punishment, however, doesn’t teach 
maturity—it teaches compliance, fear, or defiance. 

What if, instead, we shifted the frame entirely? What if we stopped blaming 
children for failing to meet expectations they weren’t ready for—and started 
taking accountability ourselves? 

Setting the Frame for Growth 
Children do not mature in straight lines. They surge forward, stall, regress, and 
leap again. It’s a process, not a steady climb. As adults, our job is to set the 
frame—the boundaries, expectations, and freedoms—that make growth possible 
without setting kids up to fail. Giving children freedoms they aren’t ready for 
because we think they “should be” ready is a recipe for disaster. The same goes 
double to give a freedom just because other parents are giving it—consider the 
disaster of giving children smart phones and unlimited internet access. 

When a child struggles, it doesn’t mean they are “bad” or “defiant.” It means we 
gave them more freedom than they were ready for. Instead of punishing, the 
healthier response is to own our mistake: 

“I thought you were ready for this, but I see now I pushed too far. That’s my error. 
Let’s step back for a while, and when the time is right, we’ll move forward again.” 



This shift changes the entire atmosphere of discipline. Instead of the child 
internalizing shame, they feel the security of a caregiver who is steady, 
accountable, and paying attention. 

Accountability belongs first to the adult. By modeling it, we teach it. 

Traditional approaches lean heavily on “consequences.” Break a rule, lose your 
phone. Fail a test, lose your weekend. The logic is seductive—it feels like 
teaching responsibility. In reality, it often communicates: “When you stumble, you 
are bad, and I will hurt you until you get better.” 

That message erodes trust. Children learn to hide mistakes, manipulate 
situations, or comply out of fear. True accountability is not the child’s job at this 
stage—it’s ours. 

By saying, “I gave you too much too soon,” we model responsibility. We show 
them what accountability looks like in action. And we shift the focus from shame 
to growth. 

Maturity Before Freedom 

Freedom is not a gift; it is a responsibility. Responsibility must be matched with 
maturity. When we misjudge, it’s our job to recalibrate. That’s the step that leads 
to wholesome growth for children. 

That doesn’t mean lowering expectations forever. It means recognizing that 
developmental readiness drives success—not arbitrary age, not peer 
comparison, and not a parent’s wishful thinking. 

“We are not punishing you; we are preparing you.” This simple reframe can 
transform how children experience boundaries. Instead of experiencing 
restriction as rejection, they understand it as a form of investment in their future. 

Why This Works 

1. Trust over fear. Children who know their caregivers take responsibility are 
more likely to trust them—and therefore, more likely to listen. 

2. Safety over shame. Instead of absorbing “I am bad,” children hear, “I’m still 
learning, and the adults are guiding me.” 



3. Maturity as a process. It frames growth as something to be earned through 
readiness, not demanded through punishment. 

4. Long-term resilience. Children raised with accountability and structure learn 
to internalize these qualities, rather than just avoiding punishment. 

How to Put This Into Practice 

• Name your own mistake. When your child stumbles, say explicitly: “I see I 
gave too much freedom too soon. That’s on me.” 

• Step back the frame. Remove or limit freedoms, not as a punishment, but as a 
structural reset. 

• Link growth to readiness. Tell them: “When I see you can handle this, we’ll try 
again.” 

• Stay consistent. Avoid reacting out of frustration or whim—consistency is what 
builds security. 

• Celebrate progress. When maturity shows up, recognize it and expand the 
frame again. 

Closing Thoughts 

Punishment may feel satisfying in the moment—it restores order, asserts 
authority, and signals consequences. But in the long arc of development, 
punishment is a brittle tool. It cannot nurture maturity, only submission. 

What children need is not a fist but a frame. A frame that expands when they are 
ready, contracts when they struggle, and remains steady because the adult 
behind it is steady. 

By taking responsibility for missteps in granting freedom, we do more than save 
children from shame. We give them a model of real accountability. We teach 
them that growth is not about avoiding punishment but about becoming ready for 
freedom. 

And that lesson—rooted in patience, humility, and trust—lasts far longer than any 
consequence ever could. 



Author’s note: I welcome civil critique and will correct any factual errors. 
Philosophy is a team sport. 

I’m a psychoanalytic psychotherapist with over 35 years of practice experience. 
I’ll be sharing more reflections here about living more wholesomely — ways to 
see through what isn’t true, make choices rooted in reality, and build a life with 
long-term strength. Please note: reading this Substack is not a substitute for your 
own mental health treatment with a provider. 

  

 


