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“Time-out” can be a powerful parenting tool when used appropriately with young 

children. However, when time-out is over-used or used at inappropriate times, it tends to 

be ineffective. A time-out should be reserved for only two types of situations:  when 

children are using negative behaviors to get the parents’ attention, and when a child is so 

angry or destructive that he must be removed from a situation to calm himself. 

When children engage in these types of behaviors, parents are usually very angry and 

also need a chance to cool down before they address the behavior with the child. 

If you use time-out with your child, try implementing it in the following way: 

 

Step 1: When the challenging behavior occurs, provide a very brief explanation (such as, 

“You cannot hit me to get my attention, so you need to sit in time-out until you’re calm.”) 

and immediately guide the child to sit in a chair. Do not interact with the child, either 

positively or negatively, while the child is in time-out. 

Step 2: Time-out is brief, usually 3-4 minutes. Set a timer for your child or let her know 

you will watch the clock. Only end time-out if your child is calm. If she continues to be 

upset, state calmly that “when you are calm, you can leave the chair.” If your child gets 

up from the chair before the time-out is over, calmly guide the child back and tell her, 

“You must sit in time-out until you are calm and the time is up.” It is very important that 

you do this calmly and with a minimum of talking to your child. Time-out works because 

the child can’t get your attention by using the problem behavior.  

Step 3: Once the time-out is over, the child can return to an acceptable activity. You can 

calmly remind the child to behave appropriately by saying, “I’m glad you are calm, you 

can go play; remember to …(use your words, share your toys, etc.).” This statement 

should be brief and positive. As soon as possible, praise your child for appropriate 

behavior in that activity. 

Session 3 Why Do Children Do What They Do? 

Be careful about using this technique correctly. Some common mistakes parents and 

caregivers make in using time-out include: 

• Angrily threatening your child with “time-out” if he does not behave. Calmly state to 

the child the behavior you expect, and then state, “If you cannot ___, you will go to time–

out.” 

• Allowing other children to tease the child in time-out. 

• Applying time-out after the episode has occurred as a delayed punishment (for example, 

giving a time-out after arriving home from the store where your child has misbehaved 

will not be effective). 

• Using it as your only approach. Over-using this technique will render it ineffective.  

• Scolding or berating your child when putting her in time-out. The less attention given to 

the negative behavior the better.  

 

While time-out can give you and your child time to calm down, it does not teach your 

child a new skill. Children will continue to use negative behaviors to get attention only if 



it works for them.  Parents can help their children succeed by focusing attention and 

praise on positive behaviors, and teaching their children skills for communicating and 

expressing their needs and feelings. Just as adults must learn new skills when they begin 

a new job, children are preparing for the “job of life” and depend on parents and adult 

role models to teach and support positive behaviors.  A topic for another column!   

  

 

Information in this article was provided by Estes Valley investment in Childhood Success 
(EVICS) with permission from The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for 

Early Learning Vanderbilt University vanderbilt.edu/csefel. EVICS offers free childcare 

referrals, parent information and education, and support and training to childcare providers 

and early childhood teachers in the Estes Valley. For more information call 586-3055 or 

email office@evics.org . 
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