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To frustrated parents everywhere. 
Thank you for inviting me into your home.






INTRODUCTION


Listen to some parenting advice from one of the smartest people of the modern era: “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.” That quote is attributed to Albert Einstein, by the way.

Here’s what else the good Herr Doktor might have told you: “If you’ve given your child the same old time-out and taken away the same old toys and restricted him from the same old video games and still he continues to drive you nuts, maybe it’s you who needs to change, not him.”

I vividly remember the event that changed everything for me, both as a parent and a child psychologist. It occurred some fifteen years ago when my wife, two young sons, and I were on our way home from Washington, D.C., where we had spent an enjoyable but exhausting day at the Smithsonian. It wasn’t long before traffic on the infamous beltway turned to stop-and-go. Inch by inch we crept for over an  hour, and then I noticed that the light had come on to indicate we were low on gas. Against my better judgment I had decided not to look for gas in the city, but to wait until we got farther south on the freeway. Bad decision. Now, with no exit in sight and only miles and miles of cars stretching into the distance, traffic finally came to a complete halt. Just stopped. It was clear that we were going nowhere for a very long time. Taking a deep breath, I turned off the ignition and there we sat in silence. “I have to go to the bathroom,” volunteered Sam, our youngest. “And pretty bad, too.”

Born with a perfect sense of timing, our older son, Collin, eight years old at the time, decided to make what became known in our family’s folklore as “The Noise.” “Oooiiiiinnnkkkkk . . .”

The sound was something between a bleat and a groan and a screech. Understand that Collin had a history of coming up with obnoxious noises. We had heard him make plenty of them before—but this noise! It was enough to make every cell in your body recoil. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw the pleased look on his face. “Oooooooiiiinnkkkk,” he groaned again.

“Stop it!” we all said in unison. “Please stop it right now!” Collin waited a few moments, just enough to get our hopes up, and then out it came, this time even more drawn out and exaggerated than before: “Oooooooooiiiiiiiiinnnnkkkkk . . .”

“Collin!” we all said again, turning to face him—precisely the reaction he was hoping for. His eyes were glazed with mischief and his smile was positively sly. “But I can’t stop,”  he said, shrugging his shoulders. “No matter how hard I try, it just keeps coming out. It just keeps—”

“One more time, and you’re going straight to bed when we get home,” I threatened. “No computer. No snacks . . .”

“That’s OK, Dad, because I actually want to go to bed,” he said, smirking—pushing the limits even further. “Maybe then I can stop saying oiiiiinnnnnnnkkkkkkkk.”

Like any parent pushed to the breaking point by a child, my blood pressure began to rise and the desire to reach back and give him a smack was undeniable—very much not in keeping with the way a child psychologist should think during such moments.

It was obvious that ignoring this particular noise wasn’t about to work, because he made it with such gusto and obvious enjoyment. We’d tried the ignoring technique many times. Along with time-out and no computer usage and no snacks and on and on and on. And we had tried yelling too, but as every parent knows, yelling is never pleasant and often takes parents to a level they regret. Nevertheless, I could feel that urge to yell coming. Then Sam began to cry from the backseat, “Mom, does this mean that Collin is never going to be able to stop saying that stupid word?”

And that’s when the lights turned on for me. After a few moments of thought I said, “Well, Sam, I guess none of us realized the severity of the situation—you know, Collin’s inability to stop saying irritating words. It must be awful for him. So look, when we get home, I’ll have him stand in front of his mirror and say that word for fifteen minutes straight,  without a break. We obviously need to help him drain all those oinks out of his system, and that’s the only way to do it.”

Collin looked at me rather coyly and smiled. “That’ll be fun!” he said. “I like making that noise.”

“Fifteen minutes!” I said back.

“Oiiiiiiiinnnnnnnnkkkkkk,” he bleated in response. “Oiiiiiiinnnnnnnnnkkkkkkk oooooiiiinnnnnkkkkkkk oooiiiinnnnkkkkkk . . .”

“Poor little guy can’t stop,” I said to my wife. “He really needs our help.”

 



By the time we got home that night (yes, we did find a gas station in the nick of time), Collin and Sam were blessedly asleep in the backseat. I resisted the temptation to put Collin to bed, and instead took him to the full-length mirror that hung over his door. I instructed him to stand in front of the mirror. “OK, let’s begin the draining process,” I said. “I believe you know what to do.”

Collin grinned sheepishly, took a deep breath, and began. “Oooiiinnkkkk,” he bleated.

“Again, please.”

“Oooooiiiiiiiinnnnnnnkkkkkkk.”

I nodded for him to continue, knowing clearly that I was on to something. He made The Noise with gusto for the first three minutes or so. But after that he began to peter out, saying he was getting tired, that the sound was hurting his throat, that he had learned his lesson, and so on. I assured him the draining process was necessary, and it was my experience  that it would not be complete until the last second of the fifteen minutes was over. Only then would his system be fully drained of the oinks.

The last time Collin Riley uttered “Ooooooiiiiinnnnnnnkkkkk,” standing there in front of the mirror, was the last time we ever heard that particular sound again. Period. Nada. Over and done. Or so I thought.

The next weekend he decided to give it another go, mainly out of that irresistible desire to bug his brother. I found myself at a crossroads, thinking my draining intervention had failed. Then I had another epiphany about draining: I apologized to him profusely. “I am so sorry,” I said. “I thought I’d be able to drain all of that noise out of your system last week by having you do it for fifteen minutes, but it looks like I failed. There are definitely still plenty of oinks left in you. This time we’ll just have to try harder. Today I’ll let you stand in front of your mirror and make The Noise for thirty minutes. If thirty minutes doesn’t drain it all out of your system, I’ll be forced to admit I failed again, so then we will have to go to forty-five minutes. And then after that to sixty minutes, and so on.”

I truly can say now that we have never heard The Noise again, and for years afterward, if either of my sons did something repetitive to bug the other (making other noises, making faces, saying words or phrases repeatedly, making gestures, etc.), all I’d have to say was “Would you like me to help you drain that out of your system?”

“No, Dad,” they would say emphatically. “We’ll stop.”

So now I’m on a rescue mission. My target? Moms and dads who are so worn down by the everyday battles of parenting that all of life’s joy has left the building, so to speak. And you know the battles I’m talking about. It’s not just obnoxious noises. It’s heated arguments with little attorneys one-fourth your age or one-half your size over why bedtime should be midnight instead of nine; it’s plates of chips and cheese under the sofa spawning mold colonies that resemble alien life forms; it’s your six-year-old screaming that her brother is looking at her or that he’s breathing too loud; it’s your teenage son’s inability to lift the toilet seat. It’s when your home gets turned into a war zone over which child controls the TV channel changer or the video game controller, when in actuality both of them ought to be hitting the books because their grades stink. But when you ask them what they learned at school, the only answer you get is “I don’t know” or “Stuff.” If this quagmire sounds familiar, like most parents you need some methods that actually work. What you need is a Box of Tricks.

This book is for busy parents who don’t have the time or the emotional energy to think up new strategies to grab the attention of basically good children whose behavior has gotten out of hand. (However, if you discover along the way that you are talented in coming up with new methods of your own to get your child’s attention, I’d like to hear about them so they can be included in future editions of this book. More about that in the last chapter.) Getting their attention is, after all, the biggest trick a parent needs to master. Until that is accomplished, there will be no change.

Ultimately, it goes like this: you can lecture Junior repeatedly about how kitty doesn’t like it when he bothers her. However, he is not likely to really learn his lesson in any sort of deep, meaningful way until kitty does something dramatic. As Mark Twain is claimed to have said, “A man who carries a cat by the tail learns something he can learn in no other way.”

My methods provide children with a gentler version of this real-world lesson, using humorous talk combined with painless but unforgettable consequences. You’ll learn about the boy who was “grounded from his mouth” because of his excessive arguing. You’ll learn about the girl whose room was used as the family laundry hamper until she finally agreed to stop throwing her clothes all over the floor. You’ll learn that it’s OK to charge kids for asking them more than twice to pick up their coat or book bag and put it away. You’ll learn surprisingly effective ways to deal with kids who yell at you, kids who lie, kids who wreck trips with their backseat combat, and more.

So, what should you expect if you decide to go ahead and open the Box of Tricks? Expect your kids, at first, to be wide-eyed and shocked that you would even think about using such methods on them. Then, as you discuss the tricks, you’ll find that most children have trouble hiding their smiles or their laughter. That’s because everything in this book is unconventional, always contains a good dose of humor or irony, and is thoroughly unexpected.

Be ready to encounter your own smiles and laughter too, because the tricks will remind you clearly that most of the  things you’re fighting about with your child are behaviors that can be described as “painfully normal.” Sure, it bugs the dickens out of you to struggle with your child about not remembering to make up his bed before he leaves for school, or feed his pets, or turn in his homework. But what parent doesn’t go through these arguments? My tricks not only help parents find rapid solutions to these problems, they get parents into the frame of mind that everything will turn out just fine in the long run.

And last but not least . . . once your child discovers that you still have a sense of humor buried in there under all the layers of frustration and fighting and high-volume arguing that comes with parenting, his or her viewpoint of you changes. Your child will experience you as much more approachable and a lot more enjoyable to interact with. And, in its own odd way, your willingness to use the tricks in this book will help you arrive at that point you had hoped to arrive at to begin with, the point where you can talk and they will listen.
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A WHOLE NEW STRATEGY

“Change in all things is sweet.”

—Aristotle




The Five Rules of Parent Reprogramming 

If you want to learn to use the types of techniques that worked so well with my son and that appear in this book, you may need some reprogramming. There are five simple rules you must accept:1. Stay calm. Rid your mind of the thought that turning up the volume will enhance communication with your child. At some point little children become frightened of you, and older ones simply turn up the volume on their iPods, reducing you to background noise.

2. Stop arguing! Arguing with kids deludes them into believing they are your equal. The more you argue, the more they will too. Stand in front of a mirror and practice saying this: “Sorry. It’s not my job to argue with people your age.”

3. Don’t continue to try to reason with a child who is obviously not listening. Get over the fact that you can’t rely on the same type of reason and logic that makes you so successful in all the other areas of your life when dealing with him. You can employ a line of logic powerful enough to raise the dead or suspend gravity, and still he will look at you like you’re the village idiot.

4. Make it fun. Get back to the business of having some serious fun with your child. Having fun together always leads to fewer problems and better relationships. And last but not least . . .

5. Keep it light. If you don’t have a sense of humor about all the things your kids have done and will continue to do to drive you nuts, go rent one, buy one, or get yourself into humor restoration therapy.






 A Basic Primer in Using Tricks 

As you read through the various tricks, you’ll get the hang of how to use them in your home. In many cases, all you’ll have to do is simply describe the trick you’re thinking about using to your child. You’ll be surprised at how often he or  she will promise to change rather than have you go through with it. In other cases you might decide to just read the trick right from the book to your child and then talk about it. If you actually have to go ahead and use the trick, chances are you won’t have to use it more than once or twice before your child promises to change. And sometimes there are those situations in which no advance warning is necessary. Just go ahead and put the trick into operation.

Be careful not to overwhelm your child by using too many tricks at a time. Choose your battles wisely, and use no more than one trick a day. By keeping your other tricks in reserve, you give your child the impression that you have an endless supply.

Any trick you use will contain three steps. First, you’ll have to get your child’s attention by making him or her aware of the possible consequence that can happen unless a particular behavior is changed. (It is the fact that the consequence is so new and unexpected that will rivet your child’s attention to what you are saying.) Second, you’ll need to let your child know in the friendliest possible way that you are not bluffing. Third, you will always, always, always offer a “soft landing.” This is when you give your child an out, an option of voluntarily changing his or her behavior in order to completely avoid the consequences you’re warning him or her about.

Let me give you an example: Kevin was a nine-year-old boy who was driving his mother batty with his arguing. After  I got to know him, I looked at him one day and said, “Since we’re not making too much headway with all this arguing you’re doing with your mother, I suppose we’ll have to try grounding you from your mouth.” I wish you could have seen the look of disbelief on his face.

I explained in detail that his mother was to use this intervention for one hour at a time, once per day, until his excessive arguing ceased. For the entire hour he would not be allowed to talk, drink, or eat. Any meals or snacks planned for that time would have to be delayed. If he had to communicate with his mom about anything, he would have to write it down on a piece of paper. If he broke the silence before his time was up, he’d have to start all over.

Then I said, “You need to look at your mom and ask if she really would use a technique like Grounded from Your Mouth.” He looked at her and sheepishly asked, and she nodded emphatically that she would. Then she started to laugh and smile herself, because the technique also struck her as unexpected and funny.

After that, I offered him the soft landing we talked about above. I told him if he began to change his arguing, his mother would not have to use silly methods like Grounded from Your Mouth.

The meeting ended well. I congratulated Kevin for working hard during our talk and told him how proud I was that he paid attention so well, maintained his eye contact, and never attempted to escape off into arguing or silence or answering “I don’t know” whenever I asked him a question.  Kevin and his mother left the office on better footing with each other, and she told me later that just the thought that his mother would use such unusual techniques seemed to keep his arguing in check.




 An Advanced Primer in Using Tricks 

You’ll notice that the tricks employ different types of logic, depending on the situation. Let’s look at these quickly.

 




Draining. We’ll use this when kids are doing things that they know for sure are bothering others. One boy bugged everyone in his class by insisting he had the “right” to hum quite loudly while working at his desk. He adamantly refused to stop, even though everyone seated close to him had begged him to knock it off. I told him that in order to help him correct this bad habit, we would need to have him hum for fifteen minutes straight in his bedroom to drain all the humming out. When this didn’t work, his parents moved him to thirty minutes, with the promise that forty-five was just around the corner if he kept bothering the other children.

 




Apology and Repetition. Zero in on a behavior that needs to be changed but is not necessarily being done to purposefully bother others. If you have a child who slams the door, go to her with an apology. Tell her it was your job to teach her how to close doors, and you’ve obviously failed. Now you intend to help her learn to do it correctly, and the only way to learn  is through lots of repetitions—in this case, opening and closing the door repeatedly until she gets it right.

Techniques based on apology and repetition are particularly useful when children claim they’re “not able to help it.” Rather than yell at your child that he can control himself but just doesn’t want to, explain that all the repetitions will finally help him gain control. It will be a whole lot easier on your nerves and will drive the point home to him in a way he can’t ignore.

 




A Taste of Your Own Medicine. This is a concept you’re no doubt familiar with from your own childhood. Some kids are simply so unable to see the impact of their behavior on others that all the talk in the world gets parents exactly nowhere. We’ll use tricks like making your pokey kid wait, or bugging the kid who loves to bug everyone else.




 What You Can Expect 

In particular, after you begin to mention these tricks, expect some pushback. Your children aren’t going to easily believe you’ve abandoned traditional parenting tools like time-out and grounding in favor of more exotic techniques. Expect them to say or do things in an attempt to make you believe your tricks won’t work on them, or that they won’t go along with anything you come up with. All of this is fine, and nothing to get upset about. Most children have to test how far they can push the limits.

If your child refuses to go along with a trick, your next step is to move on to the types of tricks that don’t require his or her direct participation. Say, for example, your daughter will not go along with practicing how to close her bedroom door properly. Rather than blowing your top, you can always explain that because of all the damage she’s doing to her doorjamb, you will simply have to remove the door from its hinges. At some point in the process, your child will tell you she’s finally gotten the point. As usual, if her promises seem genuine, give her a soft landing.




 When Not to Use Tricks 

I want you to mentally repeat after me: any trick I use will be physically and psychologically harmless to my children, regardless of how angry I happen to be. In fact, tricks are never to be used when you’re angry. They must be reserved for when you’re clear-headed and still in touch with that sense of humor I talked about earlier. If your child has managed to push all your buttons and you are about to explode, take a deep breath, walk into the other room, down a glass of cold water, take a quick walk, watch some mindless television, etc. Only after you are calm should you even think about implementing a trick.

There are also other points I’m quite serious about, things you must pay attention to:
• Don’t use tricks on mean, snarly, juvenile-delinquent-type kids. I am speaking specifically about the type of  child who likes to hurt and bully others, or the angry type of child who clearly has no respect for the adult world and is ready, willing, and able to demonstrate it at the drop of a hat. They will experience the tricks in this book as personal attacks. Instead, these children should be in counseling with a well-seasoned therapist who specializes in children with behavior disorders.

• Do not use tricks on any child who is developmentally challenged or on the autistic spectrum or not intellectually capable of analyzing the impact of his or her behavior on others. These children will not be able to get the point you are trying to make with them. Instead, they will be confused by your behavior. If they need to change particular behaviors, turn instead to a therapist with expertise in developmental disabilities and behavior modification.

• Do not use tricks on children who are clearly depressed, especially those who have thoughts of harming themselves or those who have been diagnosed with bipolar disorder. Depressed children almost always suffer from a negative self-image and are locked in a struggle to feel good about themselves. They experience the world as a hostile place. First and foremost, they need your kindness, understanding, and patience. They may also benefit from cognitive behavior therapy, or a consult with a good child psychiatrist.

• Do not use the Box of Tricks on highly anxious children, especially children who display obsessive compulsive  symptoms or who are extremely explosive. Highly anxious children are always worried about the bad things they’re convinced are going to happen sooner or later. Because all of their emotional energies are tied up in trying to solve problems from the future, they may fail to see the humor in what you’re trying to do in the present. It will be much better to talk to them gently about their worries and their fears. You may be surprised at how this will lead to better behavior from them in general. As with their depressed counterparts, it will be best to seek professional help.
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