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Introduction

Why are they screaming at me?

Young children seem programmed to drive us precariously close to the cliff. Impulsive, stubborn, and a tad psychotic, these little people have the ability to transform us into tricksters, fast-food waiters, goofballs, and pushovers. Our passion for them is matched by the level of exasperation they induce. We parents carry the universal balance scales on our shoulders: equal parts love and Ugh!


I think it’s accurate to say that small children sometimes behave as if they are, in fact, crazy. If adults ever acted like a two-and-a-half-year-old, they would be arrested. (Some adults do, and they are.) As parents, we often feel our toddlers’ insanity rubbing off on us. On the other hand, children are the only members of our society who can undress in public, pee on a tree at the park, and mutter to themselves feverishly without attracting much attention. And let’s admit it; deep down we really envy their lack of inhibition. When we embrace the loveable wackiness of our little psychiatric patients, then we start to have fun—and forbearance.

It seems that cracking the nut of parenting young children involves two elusive skills: knowing when to be control freaks—or  not—and being able to see the humor (or absurdity) in the situations that are momentarily out of our control. Understanding the differences among these subtleties is a process a parent never stops learning.

Today’s parents have benefited enormously from the child development research of the past four decades. Our generation understands so much more about children’s emotional lives than past generations. Gone are the days when a child was forced to stay at the table until he finished eating. No longer do we see a child getting spanked over his mother’s thighs. By now, you probably have internalized all the “corrections” that need to be made from your own childhood. Never spank. Don’t dismiss your child. Acknowledge and talk about feelings. Don’t break a child’s spirit. Talk to children. Respect them. Be affectionate! We know that children need love, guidance, boundaries, autonomy, and strong bonds with their parents to form healthy selves. That’s light years away from what my mother’s generation knew about children.

But here’s the rub: psychologists and educators report that many parents today are so afraid of damaging their kids’ delicate psyches that they sometimes forget what they are supposed to be doing as parents. They get confused about what boundaries to set, and worry about harming their child’s self-esteem when in fact they need to be firm. Who can blame them? Parenting is a confounding job. But somehow, we parents have to find a way to nurture our kids, let them explore, take risks, and “be themselves,” while at the same time consistently upholding healthy, reasonable boundaries.

This book will help you figure out when and how to draw those boundaries. It will help you scrutinize which battles are worth fighting and identify the many things you can just let go of. Use the Contents or Index to look up the behaviors that really get your goat. (You know what they are.) We give suggestions for what to say to your child, interventions you may or may not have considered,  and ways to think about the situation if nothing seems to work. Because children have different temperaments, our suggestions will work for some and not others. We give you a variety of ideas for managing each tricky behavior so you can try out what feels right for you and your child. For example, one child who stubbornly refuses to put on her shoes might respond to silliness or a game to get her started. Another child might get motivated by a ticking timer. Each parent has his own strengths and vulnerabilities, too, when it comes to dealing with young behaviors. Then again, one child’s struggle may not even be an issue for another. And so it goes.

We don’t propose a new way of parenting or a novel “method” that you can apply to all your perplexing issues. Rather, what we do is share all the tricks we know about managing two- to five-year-old children in an effective, respectful way based on the behavior that is driving you bonkers!

The language we suggest you use with your little one is just that—a suggestion. You should freely adapt it to your own style or diction. We sometimes offer two different versions of a response, one example for younger and one for slightly older children, but youngsters can vary greatly in their level of comprehension. You should use whichever example feels right. Some phrases you won’t see are: “good job,” “big girl/boy,” and “use your words.” We find these to be devoid of meaning and more trouble than they’re worth. (“But you said I was a big boy, so why can’t I have gum?”) Instead you’ll see: “Thank you for helping me.” “You finished that puzzle by yourself!” “You are really growing up.” “Whoa, hold on. What do you want to tell me?”

This guide was inspired by my children’s preschool, Arlington Children’s Center in Arlington, Massachusetts, where Educational Director Barbara O’Neal takes phone calls every day from parents who are stuck. They have tried everything and need some quick advice. One child has come home from school with a stolen item, and  her mom is not sure how to handle the situation. Another dad wonders why his son is having meltdowns right after school and what he can do about it. Still another is worried that her daughter is not making friends. Barbara sees her job as not only directing the school’s curriculum and training teachers, but also being a family partner. She gives advice. That’s her job. And she always knows what to say to kids. She’s been doing this for thirty years.

I, on the other hand, have learned about kids in a trial-by-fire kind of way. Our children came to us fast and furious: five children in four years, with triplets in the middle. On the domestic front, my life can best be described as a military operation (and with luck, it will bring lifelong rewards). Five children with very different temperaments propelled my husband and me to try different approaches constantly, to weed out strategies that weren’t working only to introduce them again at later stages in development. While our son is so easygoing he can be talked into just about anything, one of our daughters is so intense that when she was small, we often watched helplessly as she kicked and scratched out her anger on the floor. Talking with Barbara, I saw that the approaches we use with our children at home are well aligned with the methods and spirit she brings to preschool.

Together we have put our strategies into this book as a tool for others who are managing the challenging toddler-and-beyond years. While we don’t espouse a particular philosophy, our suggestions are in tune with the theory that children learn from the logical and natural consequences of their actions. Psychologist Rudolph Dreikurs first popularized this theory in the 1960s. The best way to understand how this learning works is to take the example of a child who refuses to put on his coat to go outside in the middle of winter. A parent can prod, coerce, and cajole, or offer logical explanations for why he ought to put on his coat. She can also threaten or bribe him. But the most effective way of handling the conflict is not to have an argument at all, but to let him go outside without a coat. He will soon learn that it’s cold outside and ask for a coat, which the parent has brought along. Obviously, this approach is not practical in all circumstances—like when your daughter insists on driving the car—but it can be applied to a lot of mini-battles that spring up during the day.

Talking to other parents of young children, I discovered that they generally do not turn to parenting books for help. They do, however, turn to other parents. We see this book as a place to turn, to commiserate with two moms who have been in the trenches, and still are. We also see this book as an opportunity to remind parents that they have rights too, and that setting healthy limits is essential for the growth and security of the whole family.

As a conscientious parent, you’ve learned how to appreciate the joys of childhood, celebrate the highs, and comfort the woes. The suggestions on the following pages are designed to help get you through the other, teeth-clenching moments of parenting. Good luck!

 



—M.N.






CHAPTER 1

Meltdowns, Tantrums, and Screaming Fits

Every child has them. Every parent dreads them. Small children get frustrated because they can’t easily solve their own problems. Many can’t even articulate them. So they collapse into anger and tears. Sometimes there’s not much we can do but wait it out, since hollering at them to stop hollering will only make them more angry and inexpressive.

One key strategy that parents often don’t consider is to talk in advance with their kids about what it means to “calm down.” It’s useful to show your child some specific ways to calm down. Try taking three deep breaths, or stretching and taking breaths. You can be creative. Perhaps hugging herself will be calming for one child, and humming to herself works for another. Practice these calming techniques with your child when he is in a good mood. Then later, when he’s coming down from a tantrum, you can coach him to use these methods. Teaching him calming techniques in advance is like an insurance policy that works over time. You  can’t stop tantrums, but you can sometimes help your child come out of them.




Public Meltdowns 

The fear of your child losing control in public is enough to make you want to stay home, order takeout, and shop online. When my child is in the middle of a loud, thrashing tantrum, and folks nearby are starting to stare, I imagine there are two groups of people watching: those with children, and those without. Parents, I imagine, are looking at me with sympathetic smiles and sending me positive thoughts: “I’ve been there and I feel your pain.” The other group contains nonparents who have absolutely no idea how baffling it can be to raise a small child. This is the kind of person who would leer at you accusingly even if you tried to explain how it’s not your fault this time, because you did everything in your power to prepare your child for this trip, and so on. Any self-respecting parent should ignore these onlookers because they are manifestly clueless in the child-raising department. So now that you have summed up all the people around you—those on your side and those who don’t matter at all—you should feel safe to let the tantrum happen, and get ready to take action.

There’s another important thing to keep in mind when your child is losing it in public. Most people are staring at you, the parent, not the child. They are watching to see if you will keep your cool. Think about the last time you saw a child freaking out in a store; weren’t you secretly hoping the parent didn’t lose control too? It must be a subconscious record we replay from childhood, when we wanted our parents to love us even when we were horrid. This is the time to put on a knowing grin, and adopt a mellow “children will be children” attitude. Even if you have to fake it.


Shopping 

By now, you are likely aware of the two critical rules of shopping with a child: he must be well rested and fairly well fed. Success is mostly about timing. Don’t take your child to the store if it’s too close to naptime or lunchtime. (You might get away with it if you stave off his hunger with a snack, but you’ll have to shop fast.) Bring your arsenal to the store:• A drink and snack

• A book or toy

• Review the rules with your child before you go inside, for example:We’re going shopping today, and you’re going to have a big job: you get to pick out one cereal and one fruit (or two cereals, etc.). But that’s all. Mommy will pick out all the other foods. Are you ready?






 



What if he picks out an unacceptable cereal? Redirect: 



We don’t eat this kind of cereal because it has a lot of sugar, and that can hurt your teeth. You can pick a cereal from this side over here.




 



Or offer two or three cereals and let your child choose one.

It’s hard for a child not to want everything when he goes inside a store. If a meltdown happens in the grocery store, park your cart out of the way, and try taking your tot outside to your car or to a bench to see if you can calm her down, or until she calms herself. Inside a mall, you can retreat to a bench.

After the shrieking stops, you can say: 






We can’t go shopping together until you calm down.

Do you think you’re ready to go back inside?



 



Review your plan again for who chooses which items.

But how can you leave the store when the ice cream is melting in your carriage? And what if you have another child with you? If your youngster takes a long time to calm down, you can ask a clerk to restock the cold items in your cart, or even make a list of them so you can re-shop. But the multiple-child scenario is more challenging.• If grocery shopping with two children, take them both outside to a bench or to the car, and give the non-crier a pad of paper and a pen or crayon (or another diversionary toy stashed in your car or bag).

• Let the non-crier pretend to drive the car while you sit with the crier in the backseat. Make sure the emergency brake is on!

• When the crier has calmed down, and you’ve offered a drink or snack, return to the store and try playing a game if you have the energy. For example, search for the letters of the alphabet on products or signs. The children can take turns calling out the ones they find. Do the same with numbers, colors, or animals. This is commonly known as the “I Spy” game.

• If your child wants to hold something unbreakable from the shelf, like a box of cake mix or pasta, but you don’t want to buy it, you can say:
 



We don’t need that food at home, but you can hold it while we are shopping, and I’ll put it back when we’re done.








 



Depending on the child, you might ask her to give the borrowed item to the cashier when you are about to leave. But don’t give merchandise to your two- or three-year-old if you think it will end up in her mouth.• If the source of conflict is that your child wants candy or some other forbidden object, stick to your policy of no candy, but tell her she can have a snack when you are back in the car. This might result in a big protest, but don’t give in. Distract your child by asking her to help place some of your groceries on the belt at checkout. Or start a “Where’s the Rice Chex?” hunt as you check out. (Also see “How Much Should You Negotiate?” on page 269 in the Ongoing Adventures section.)



 



If your child will not calm down outside the store, or if the meltdown reoccurs, it’s time to shelve the whole shopping plan and go home. Some children are high-strung by nature and have a hard time controlling their impulses, especially in a stimulating store environment. If you can, avoid taking a high-energy child shopping. Try again in a few months, and be sure to review the rules in advance.

What about those pesky onlookers who try to intervene? If you’re the kind of person who just cannot ignore them, you can say: 





We’re fine, thanks.


 



Or you can put on the smile of an experienced parent and say: 





Benny is very frustrated because he wants a bag of sweets, but Mommy said we are having a snack in the car instead.


This should reassure the concerned bystanders that you are torturing your kids for a very good reason. (Hey, weren’t they three years old once?)


Restaurants 

You might ask yourself, “When will I be able to have a civil meal with my whole family?” Little diners are tricky customers to please, but, mercifully, the whole restaurant experience gets better as they approach age five and exhibit more self-control. Meltdowns in restaurants are especially frustrating for parents, who are hungry and really deserve the chance to let someone else cook for a change. When ordering for children at a restaurant, remember a few things:• Give your child a choice of two items you think he might like from the menu.

• Children have no concept of seasonings or sauces. As a rule, order all toppings on the side. Even foods that you think are served plain sometimes arrive with parsley, basil, pepper, or butter on them. If you know this is a showstopper for your child, tell the waiter you don’t want any condiments sprinkled on top.

• Bring sippy cups for younger children.

• Bring special small toys that you reserve just for restaurants.

• Bring emergency snacks, like cheese and crackers, and serve them as an appetizer if your food is taking too long to arrive. If it ruins your children’s appetite, don’t sweat it. They will have eaten a fairly nutritious snack in place of a big meal. Not a bad trade. Try to enjoy your own meal, because you deserve this break from making dinner!





Been there. . .

Your child’s pasta arrives with red sauce. It doesn’t matter that she ordered it that way, because now it seems offensive to her. She starts whining and bucking in her chair. What do you do? Do you order something new? Do you ask the waiter to wash off the pasta? Do you go into the bathroom and try to do it yourself?



 



 



Although you’re feeling keenly exasperated in the situation above, try to act indifferent. Don’t scold your child. Just tell yourself that small kids act like this about 50 percent of the time, so you are just playing the odds when you go out to eat anyway. You might say: 





Oh, gee, that’s what we ordered tonight.


 



Start eating your own meal and don’t fuss over the pouting diner. If your child strongly insists she does not want it, you might ask: 





Does anyone else want to eat this pasta?


 



Don’t try talking her into eating over and over again. This is too much work for you, and it will just stress everybody out. Don’t reorder at your child’s whim either, or you’ll be going down the slippery slope of having to accommodate more mind-changing in the future. There are practical reasons for establishing such boundaries at mealtime, like wanting to avoid waste and added expense. And it’s a good chance for your child to see the consequences of what happens when he rejects the food that he chooses. Never scold in this situation, because your child is still learning. Shrug your shoulders and stay coolheaded.

If your youngster suddenly wants someone else’s food, you can try to arrange some food sharing, with permission from the other person. Or ask the waiter for some bread for your toddler to nibble on.


What if. . .

After rejecting his order, your child sits civilly in his chair but eats only bread and juice?

Call it a meal (or at least sustenance). That’s what he ate, and there’s nothing you can do about it. He’ll get his nutrients from all the other things he eats that day. Next time, you can order something you know he will enjoy.




What if. . .

Your little one’s behavior in a restaurant is getting out of control?

You or your spouse should pick her up and take her outside or to another part of the room until she calms down. Be prepared to spend a few minutes with a thrashing child. You can say: 





I’m going to wait with you until you calm down. When you are feeling calm, you can join us at the dinner table.


 



If she will not calm down within, say, ten to fifteen minutes, pack up the food and go home, even if you have more than one child with you.

Next time try to start your dinner before your child gets out of her mind with hunger or fatigue. If the source of conflict is a meal that is unappealing, next time order food that is more pleasing to her taste or with more eye appeal, such as squiggles, shapes, or colors. You can also try cutting a sandwich, for example, into triangles, squares, or sticks.





Role-Play

If eating at restaurants is a particularly difficult time, try role-playing at home. Pretend you’re at a restaurant with the table already set. One parent can be the child, and the other parent can be the waiter. Go through all the potential issues with the child (getting out of her chair, trying to stand up on her chair, playing with her drink, rejecting food). Do it the wrong way, and then model the correct behavior. Then it’s your child’s turn to show good manners at the table. Children will be fascinated by this playacting and will even remember some of it. Note that role-play is not as effective for kids under three, but there are always exceptions.

If nothing seems to improve your restaurant experience, then take a break from eating out for a while, and try it again in a month or so. A restaurant hiatus falls in the category of “Things we have to give up for our kids.” You won’t have to say good-bye to dining out forever. As your child matures, you’ll have better experiences eating out.




Visiting Others 

What are the odds that when you take your child to visit a friend you see only once or twice a year, the snapshot that you leave behind is that of a petulant little tiger in the throes of a tantrum? You can bet the odds are fairly high. Here are some ways to make your visit successful:• You wouldn’t leave the house without activities for the kids, right? Keep markers or crayons and paper in your car so you can grab them in a pinch. Buy some new stickers or tiny notebooks to use during your visit. Interactive gadgets like  containers with lids that come off will hold the interest of two- and three-year-olds longer than static toys.

• Never schedule a visit during naptime. Unless your child easily falls asleep anywhere, there’s no way to salvage a visit with a cranky, exhausted child.

• Anticipate your visit by describing what your child can expect to see and do. Will there be other children there for her to play with? Or particular activities or people to look forward to seeing?

• Luckily, houses have rooms you can visit with your child to calm down and talk. If she throws a tantrum, chances are she just wants you to hold her until she feels comfortable. Is there anything you can do to remedy her distress? Does she have to go to the bathroom but is afraid to go in a new place? Is she freaked out by the dog?

• Get the stroller, if needed, and go for a walk in the neighborhood to reboot your toddler.

• Give your child some activities to do in a place removed from all the strangers; you’ll have to participate for a while until he is comfortable. Then, if needed, move somewhere you can talk to your friend while he plays on your lap.

• If you are visiting with two or more children and a meltdown occurs, depending on the ages of your children, they might all follow you into a separate room because they don’t want to be left behind. If the non-criers start getting bored, ask your spouse or a friend to set up crayons, cars, or books to lure them out of the room.

• If your friends are easygoing, another good distraction is putting on music and having a ten-minute dance party. Anything with a good beat will do. Wooden spoons and bowls make decent drums.

• Guaranteed to work is water play outside or on the kitchen floor. Use plastic cups, bowls, measuring spoons, and a tub or pitcher of water. Line the floor with towels. Water is your friend and better than any toy. It entertains young children for minutes on end, and virtually cleans itself up. (Water play also gives you a good excuse to use the bag of extra clothes you stashed in your trunk. Or, if you’re like me, just smile at your child’s blotchy shirt and say, “Hey, that will dry by itself, no problem.”)

• Remember, if things are not working out, you can always pack up and graciously offer to reschedule the visit. A true friend will understand.

• If your child is shy and demands a lot of your attention in a new social situation, see “Clingy Behavior” on page 57.






Private Meltdowns 


Inside a Car 

If you have one child in the car who is coming unraveled, pull over and listen to him. See if you can fix the problem quickly. When you have covered all the bases, drive on and you probably won’t have to stop again. If your child simply wants out because she hasn’t had enough time running around outside, try to work a pit stop into your schedule if you have the time. She’ll be a much more contented traveler when she’s expended a little energy. A park, a store, or even walking down a sidewalk can be helpful. But sometimes we don’t have the option to stop, and our child might pitch a fit in his car seat. Turn on your music, sing, and accept that the little screaming banshee whom you love will calm down in her own time.

The checklist for car trouble: • Try to solve a problem (snacks, drink, diaper, temperature, toy, music).

• Distract by starting a search out the window for dogs, bikes, or diggers, for example, or playing a version of “I Spy.” If that works, keep asking questions. “What color was that dog?” “Was that lady wearing a helmet?” “Was that digger working or parked?” And so on.

• Start singing a song your child knows.

• Go for a walk or take a pit stop if you have time.

• If you can’t stop, and you’ve tried everything else, turn on relaxing music and have faith that your child will calm down in her own time. Occasionally reassure her that you’ll soon be at your destination.




Been there. . .

It happens nearly every day on the way home from day care. Your two children get into a screaming fight over . . . who knows? Does it matter? It does not. Do you urge them to work it out? Do you interrogate them about who said what? Can’t you just ignore them? Unfortunately, none of these gentle approaches is working, and you feel like climbing out of your skin.



 



 



If one or more of your children are having a scream fest in the car, just pull over to the side of the road. When the yelling subsides, calmly explain that you cannot concentrate on driving when it’s so loud in the car. Explain that when everyone calms down and keeps their hands in their laps, you can continue home. When they urge you to drive again, tell them that you can only continue when they  have stopped yelling—because the yelling makes it hard to drive. Be prepared to wait calmly without talking to them; read a magazine; take several deep breaths. Thank them when they quiet down, and drive on.


What if. . .

Only one of your children is the instigator and won’t stop provoking the others? In fact, she is acting in an unrelentingly horrid way. You are finding it hard to ignore her continuous loud ranting, and it’s starting to distract you from driving.

Try this: the Sidewalk Time-Out. Pull over to the curb and park (preferably in a residential area). Explain to your passengers that Betty needs a time-away on the sidewalk. You are going to sit with her on the sidewalk until she calms down. The other children will be able to look out the windows and see that you are still close by. Put on some nice music for the ones who are waiting inside the car, or get out your stash of books or toys. Put on the emergency brake.

You’ll have to sit on the sidewalk, or on a nearby step, and wait with the howling one. And you’ll have to act as if you don’t mind waiting, which you could do for an hour if you had to. Take a deep lungful of air, and wait. Remind yourself that what you are doing is a safety measure for everyone. You’re not a distracted driver anymore, just a parent taking a much-needed break. I have used this tactic very effectively with my children, who each on average get one or two sidewalk time-outs per year. The beauty of this tactic is that your child will be so surprised to find herself sitting in the middle of nowhere that she will calm down fairly soon. When she begins to settle down, you can say:

It looks like you are trying hard to calm down. I can’t drive the car when there is loud yelling, because I can’t concentrate. Is the yelling out of your system? (Is your yelling all done now?) Do you think you’re ready to go back inside?





What if. . .

You do exactly the wrong thing and you scream at your kids?

It’s not so much wrong as it is useless. Everyone does it sometimes. In our constant effort to control our own tempers, we parents harbor a lot of tension. It feels good to yell in the moment, but it almost never solves the problem. In almost every case, yelling will make the situation worse by getting your child more entrenched in his behavior. There are a few exceptions when you might have to yell as a reflex, like when your child runs into the street. But other than emergencies, screaming back just makes everyone angrier. For strategies to stay in control, and suggestions on what to do when you don’t, see “Losing Your Temper; Keeping Your Cool” on page 278 in the Ongoing Adventures section.




At Home 

If only our children came with a reboot switch for those times when even our calmest, most compassionate language is swallowed up by rants and protests.

What can you do to help a child who’s stuck in a frustrated tantrum?a. Solve the problem or redirect.

b. Take your child to another room or time-away area if he is being disruptive.

c. When nothing else works, give your child a safe space to kick and scream it out.



 




A. Solve the problem or redirect. It probably feels as if you’re trying to solve your child’s problems and complaints all day long. If the problem is solvable, you have already figured out what to do: help zip a coat, help point out what a child wants if he can’t say it, and so forth.

But some problems cannot be “solved.” Most tantrums erupt when a child is denied something she wants; for instance, when she wants to play with something really off-limits, like your car keys or wallet. Don’t give in to these requests, but do explain why she cannot have it; then try to get her interested in something else and move to another room. 





It sounds like you really want to hold my keys. I can’t let you have them because I need them to drive the car, and I don’t want them to get lost. Let’s go play with the fish puzzle instead.


 



Try to counter negative language with positive: 






I know you want to hold the whole bag of crackers, but we don’t eat our snacks from the big bag.

Would you like a bowl or a snack bag? How many pieces, three or four?



 



Don’t cave in because you can’t bear the hounding and harping. This will erode your credibility with your child. If the whining gets really bad, then either try to ignore it, or explain that you will take her to the time-away area for a while until she calms down or stops asking for what she cannot have (see part B).


Reality Check

If you find yourself hopping around like a nutcase, filling all of your child’s requests, however wacky or sensible, it may be time to ask if your child is starting to take advantage of your willingness to do everything for her. There are two things you can do to remedy this. The first is to foster independence by encouraging her to fill her own needs, suitable to the age of your child. It’s OK if you need to give assistance, like holding the cereal box while she shakes some out. The second is to stop fulfilling every single request. Without yelling, tell her no, you have already gone upstairs twice and you are tired and don’t want to do it again. She can go up and get her own shoes, or in five minutes, after you set a timer, you can do it together. If the tantrum escalates, see part B below.

 




B. Take your child to another room or time-away area. If the tantrum escalates to the point where your youngster is really disturbing others (e.g., provokes another sibling repeatedly, won’t stop whining at the dinner table, keeps repeating her demand), then say you’ll have to take her to a different room if she does not stop. If the behavior continues, count to five out loud. If nothing improves, take her to a designated time-away or quiet area in your house.

Once you are in the time-away place, here’s some language you can use if your child is not screaming at the top of her lungs: 





I’m here to help. I love you and can hold you until you are more comfortable or until you calm yourself down.


 



With children older than two, you can choose to give yourself a time-away during the tantrum. Briefly explain why you are taking a break; for example, you can’t concentrate when there’s so much noise and protesting.





THE TIME-AWAY PLACE

Think of a time-away as a last resort to check unacceptable behavior. A first-time offense should be an opportunity to teach and learn. (We don’t hit other people; hitting hurts.) Your first choice is to check behavior include:

• Re-instruct and redirect. (You cannot tear up Julia’s painting. Let’s go and find a game or toy.)

• Keep your child by your side. (It looks like you are having a hard time taking turns. I want you to stand by me/play next to me for five minutes.)

• Take him away from the other person or activity, and talk to him briefly and simply about your expectations.

 



When your child knows the rules, but continues the unacceptable behavior, then a time-away is an appropriate consequence. Remember, you can always give him a final chance to check his behavior by counting to three or five before removing him to the time-away area. (You can choose to count to three each time, as the author Thomas Phelan instructs in his book 1-2-3 Magic, or you can pick another number that feels right for the situation.)

A separate room or enclosed porch is ideal. Make sure there are no breakable, pointy, or sharp objects in the room—like scissors or pencils. For more easygoing children, a bottom stair or small chair in the hallway may be enough. Ideally, this room should not be the child’s bedroom or playroom, but rather a boring place with no toys so the child doesn’t look forward to being there. A guest room or other unstimulating room can work well, too.

I’ve never liked the phrase “time-out” because it’s not very descriptive. You can make up your own name for the time-away place. Some examples include: The Quieting Down Room, The Calming Down Chair, The Quiet Space, and The Yelling Room (where a child can go to scream as loud as he wants without hurting other people’s ears).





What if. . .

Your child runs out of the room? Of course your child will run out of the room. How do you keep the little buggers in the time-away spot?• Pick him up or take his hand every time and return to the designated spot without talking or scolding.



 



If he keeps coming out, stay inside the room and be the human barrier in front of the door. Many times I have closed the door behind me and sat down in front of it. I sit there calmly, resting my arms on my bent knees, until my thrashing child calms down and I can talk to her. Don’t argue; don’t engage much; just wait calmly. It can take a while. It’s understandable if you feel like screaming. But don’t. Close your eyes for a few seconds and regroup.

Arriving at the time-away place, you might say: 






You have to stay here until you calm down, and I can help you.


You must stay here until you calm yourself down. I will be back to check on you in two minutes. (You can try leaving for brief periods with a child older than three.)



 



When your child calms down a little: 







I see you’ve stopped kicking and thrashing and you’re ready to go back to play. That’s great. Let’s take a deep breath together.  (Take a couple of deep breaths together before allowing him to leave.)


You calmed yourself down. I bet that feels better. (Give a brief hug of support.)




Acknowledge your child’s feelings by empathizing with him: 





It seems like you were really angry. . . It seems like you really wanted to scream out there. . . I noticed you got really angry and decided to hit your sister.


 



Show him what he can do the next time he gets angry, instead of hitting or biting. Stomp your feet and say I am really angry! Ask him to try it. If he doesn’t want to engage, just end the time-away.

Later down the road you can say: 





You got angry and decided to hit your sister. But hitting really hurts her. What can you do the next time you get angry?


 



By the time a child is four or five, less explanation is needed. They already know that they shouldn’t be hitting, and that hitting hurts. Nevertheless, they must have a consequence if the behavior continues, and a time-away serves that purpose well.

 



Keep in mind that when small children are lost in a tantrum, they usually don’t recall why it escalated. It could be a combination of daylong issues, like lack of sleep or overstimulation. Back off on the “Why did you do that?” interrogations.




What if. . .

You can’t stay in or near the time-away room?

Let’s be honest: you can’t always stay with your melting-down child because you might be the only one at home and have other children to monitor. You may have to leave your child alone in the time-away area for a few moments. Here are some ways to do this: • For kids who can’t climb out, put a locking gate inside the doorway of the room and keep the door open. It’s best if a small child can see you from a distance. Tell her you will return in two minutes (or one minute for each year). Set a timer because you’ll never remember when you started.

• A four- or five-year-old may order you out of the time-away room. That’s OK. Just come back after the designated time, and hopefully your child will be calm enough to return to an activity.

• If your child readily climbs over the gate and gets out, you will have to keep returning her to the gated area until the timer rings. It might also be helpful to place the timer somewhere she can see but not touch it, to give an indication of an ending point. If she spends the whole time climbing out, then redo the time-away with her (and reset the timer), as soon as you are free.



 




C. When nothing else works, give your child a safe space to kick and scream it out. If your child is too wound up to hear you, talk, or be reasoned with, or if she screams when you come near, then let her have the tantrum she needs, in a safe place and with supervision if possible. Hold back; she’s probably too tired for any interventions or discussions. It can take quite a while before she settles. When she finally calms a little, be available for a brief hug. Then say something along the lines of: 





You calmed yourself down. I bet that feels better.


 



Another approach is to sit nearby as she is winding down and start to read one of her books to yourself. Don’t urge her to join you. She may get interested and climb in your lap. If your child did not get her usual nap, give her one now if you can. (If your child gets  very aggressive with you when you are setting limits, see Chapter 7: Getting Really, Really Angry, and see “Using Physical Force on Your Child” in Ongoing Adventures if you feel your youngster is a danger to herself or others during a tantrum.)




Reality Check

Tantrums are a part of life for two- to five-year-olds. The good news is that they become less frequent as your child gets close to age five. Most tantrums occur when a young one is tired or hungry and can’t get what he wants. Painful as it is, think of a meltdown as a thunderstorm. Long or short, it will pass. And sometimes the most you can do is make sure your child doesn’t hurt herself while it’s rolling by. It’s fine to give your child support at the end of a storm, so she knows she is not a bad person. (However, don’t go overboard with the affection. It could have unintended consequences. You may think you are giving her positive reinforcement for calming down, but what you may be doing is teaching her that acting out is the way to get lots of your attention.) When your child has calmed, you can have a discussion about the different things she can do the next time she gets angry.

If your child is having frequent or prolonged outbursts in specific, recurring situations, it may be time to step back and look at what else is going on in her life. If you sense that your child is struggling for more attention or acting out because she feels bad about herself, then you may have to make some changes. You might need to give her one-on-one special time with a parent every day—even if that means spending just fifteen minutes doing what she chooses. You may need to make your schedules and routines more consistent, or break a negative feedback cycle that you may be in. (For example, do you get into the same battle with your child every day that ends  with both of you feeling horrible?) Your first step should be to discuss the tantrum problem with a valued preschool teacher, your pediatrician, or another experienced parent. If the situation is very complex, the advice might be to see a child psychologist to talk over some of the issues or routines in your family life that may play a role in your child’s difficulty. Even one or two meetings with a recommended child psychologist can be very illuminating.







CHAPTER 2

Social Graces, or the Lack Thereof

Up until toddlerhood, we pretty much give our kids a free pass on using good manners. We’ve all been told that the best thing we can do to teach our children is to model good manners ourselves. (We’ve been doing this all along, right? Even when talking to our spouse?) Modeling is critical, but not necessarily enough. There comes a point, usually after age two, when a child is more aware of people and social interactions, when it’s time to teach her directly about manners. As they begin to learn manners, kids can get some pretty confusing messages when it comes to interacting with “strangers.” On the one hand, they’re instructed not to talk to strangers, but on the other, they’re nudged to say hello to the person you bump into at the store. The earlier you start modeling and practicing good manners, the better the results. For a two-year-old, simply saying “bye-bye,” “please,” and “thank you” is a wonderful start; you can add more as your child catches on.  Modeling, practicing, and praising good manners (even when you’re not feeling particularly polite yourself) are all ways to help put your child on the path to civilized behavior.




Won’t Say Hello to Greeters 

Often toddlers need prompts to learn how to say hello politely. Don’t assume that it comes naturally. When someone greets your child, you might say, for instance: 






In our family when somebody says hello, we like to say “Hi” back. It’s the polite thing to do.

It’s OK to have shy feelings. If you don’t want to say “Hi,” you can just give a little wave. Or a nod.

It’s always polite to say hi when you’re with Mommy or Daddy (or whoever is taking care of you).
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