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Put the essential 3 step “TAG” or Toddler ABC Guide© on your fridge, by going to http://www.LifeWithToddlers.com and clicking on the refrigerator icon to get a printable version.
For my sweet baby girls: Poppy, Mimi, and Wee.
For nearly a decade of toddler adventures…and for growing up so beautiful inside and out.
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To my Poker Mommies – especially Amy (for listening to me rant for the last 8 years) – for your fabulous stories, tons of laughter, and lack of sympathy. You keep me grounded!
Most of all, for my husband. Chris, words just can’t do it, honey. Every single day, you show me and the kids what true love is. I love you and will never be able to thank you enough for your love, support of this 8 year project, and help pushing it through. It wouldn’t be out there without you.
Okay. I’ve read them all. The how-to’s, the why’s, the try-it-this-way’s. You know what I’m talking about. You pick up a book on toddlers or discipline, bound and determined to do as the experts say and end up with what they promise; a happy, loving, respectable little angel.
Well. While there seems to be plenty of letters behind the authors’ names and a plethora of suggestions on what to do, let me tell you what’s missing in all these books; a bona fide, certified Mommy who’s actually going through toddlerhood and following the well-intentioned stranger around saying, “But…” and “What if…?” and “How come…?”
That’s where this book comes in. As a Mommy on the brink of daily collapse and living through toddlerhood with each and every word typed (hold on a sec while I take a child off my leg), I’m not about to blow smoke your way and tell you that raising a toddler is easy and life should be full of cherry-scented farts. So here’s the deal. I’ve actually teamed up with a nationally certified expert on behavior, and we’ve come up with a new and exciting application of a scientifically supported method of behavior analysis. You’ll get all the innovative, professional inside secrets and the skinny on the realities involved in implementing the strategies. No more tossing how-to books across the room yelling, “Yeah, right! Hello? Real world? What about the days when one kid is throwing up all over the house, the other is squeezing toothpaste all over the curtains, and the dog has been outside barking at the fence for five straight hours? What the heck do I do then?”
Who Should Read This Book?
Parents, daycare workers, teachers, therapists, grandparents, aunts, uncles – anyone who deals with one, two, or three-year-olds can benefit from this book. But no two ways about it, main caregivers are the ones who will profit the most. The book is addressed to “Mommies”, so forgive me if you’re not a Mommy and feel a bit irked. Not my intention. Any “Mommy” role, as well as fathers, is enormously important!
If you’ve ever been motivated by a book on toddlers, yet quickly disappointed in the effort it takes and the lack of freaking reality the author’s plan seems to possess, this book’s for you, honey. Dr. Chandler is a highly sought after behavioral specialist (yeah, and I snagged her!) whose method for behavior analysis has been proven over and over again. And as a speech therapist and mother of three, my own background in behavior management allows me to understand the technical part, yet empathize with the very real emotions associated with toddler discipline: guilt, anger, fear, love – not to mention the physical and mental state of exhaustion we caregivers perpetually carry with us. Every bit affects our ability to raise happy children.
Toddlers sock you with a fat punch of reality, and all the ‘specialists’ with their stupid examples of perfect parenting are too damn depressing for a Mommy in the thick of it. The nonstop duties of feeding, diapering, playing, entertaining, refereeing, cleaning, and being nurse, lifeguard, and potty guidance counselor leave you too weary to muster up the energy to be a perfect Mommy. Where’s the motivation to drag our sorry butts into the kitchen to fix our kids gourmet meals? We just love those fancy toddler cookbooks, but I’ll be a flying monkey if they don’t end up tossed into the pantry next to the stash of Cheetos® as we run to save a terrified child stuck behind the fridge.
If you’re constantly being commanded by a very short person to do some oddball thing like help them remove the potty training seat from their neck or make a square block fit into a round hole, then you too are living the toddler-moment. You too are chasing roadrunners, dodging bites, fending off headaches, and loving the slobbery kisses in between. So when it comes to exhausting and feral behavior, feel certain I’m not about to let some ‘expert’ spout off confusing and unrealistic mumbo-jumbo. My Mommy duty is to be straight up with you about the rather stupefying aspects of raising a toddler. Are they supposed to flip out and act like fiends sometimes? Yep. Are we shirking our Mommy-duty if we occasionally (okay, frequently) feel like gulping down some Motrin and running straight to the nearest spa? Please. My friend, we’ve all been there – even if no one else is brave enough to admit it.
What’s in it For Me?
What, specifically, will you gain by reading this book? Well honestly, if you just read it, you’ll get nada. Sorry, dear. You can’t make cookies without sticking them in the oven; they aren’t going to bake themselves just because you mix up the dough and stare at it. However, if you change your thinking, implement the strategies, and stay committed to the process, you can change your life. Literally. You can turn around a world of tantrums, fighting, crying, whining, nagging, yelling, and misery.
You will gain time. You and your child will gain a mutual respect. You will gain a happy child, replacing the one you think is unhappy more than you’d like, or out of control more than you can handle. You will also gain relief, days of endless joy with your toddler (okay, maybe that’s a stretch), sleep (now there’s a miracle!), and an incredible knowledge base on what to do when things get rough. You will know why your little angel seems to be sprouting horns and exactly what you can do about it.
Most importantly, you will gain realistic options to eliminate problem behavior and make your child happy. That is key. Any old ape can dish out opinions, but if this person doesn’t currently have a toddler, isn’t (or has never been) the main caregiver of their kids, or isn’t surrounded by their own little sweeties day in and day out…well. I’d caution you to be wary of any peachy advice, especially by someone lacking real-time emotional shock. When’s the last time they dealt with their child fitfully rolling on the ground, screeching as if attacked by a swarm of invisible bees? Too long? Never? Mmm hmm. As I said, they can bite me.
The Toddler ABC Guide© or “TAG”
This book is based on our method for learning to understand your toddler and communicate effectively to increase desired behaviors. It’s called “TAG” - the Toddler ABC Guide - and it will literally rock your world in a fabulous way. Here’s the gist: First of all, think of a blank slate. In fact, don’t think of your own child. Think of a stranger’s child - someone in whom you have no expectations, no frustration, and no association of behavior nightmares. This helps you be objective. Now, here’s the breakdown (And hey, don’t get scared. I’m with you and we’ll make it easy):
“A” stands for “Antecedent” = the event before the desired or undesired behavior.
“B” stands for “Behavior” = clearly defined in measurable and observable terms.
“C” stands for “Consequence” = what happens immediately after the behavior.
Antecedent: “A” is the event that happens right before the behavior. When you think of behavior, you’ve got two outcomes: desired or undesired. Good or bad. So you can look at the antecedent as the action or thing that ‘causes’ the good or bad behavior. Most often it is requests, actions, or commands from us such as, “clean your room, turn that off, it’s time to go, you can’t have this”, etc. However, for some highly sensitive children, the antecedent can also be uncontrolled factors such as a telephone ringing, a stoplight, a harsh sound, a funky smell, or a scary sight. Dr. Chandler works with autistic children and the antecedents with these kids are often the uncontrolled factors. But that doesn’t make the resulting undesired behavior okay. Autistic kids, as well as your everyday toddlers, must learn how to deal with the antecedents in an appropriate way.
For the purpose of our guide, antecedents are used to provide preventive support (one of Dr. Chandler’s mumbo-jumbo terms). Put simply, this means it’s our job to make sure the child knows and understands every single word we say and give crystal clear directions, examples, and expectations in order to set up a successful outcome. A child cannot do what you want or ask if he doesn’t understand what you want or ask. Many times a toddler will react to your request or command in whatever way they do understand or think you want. Let’s say you ask them to “be careful with the baby”. What you really have in mind is, “stop pushing the baby”. But what they interpret coming out of your mouth is, “don’t run around the baby.” So they don’t run, but continue to push. You mistake it for defiance. The fact of the matter is, the request was not clear. They really are trying to comply, but they just don’t get what you want. Confusing defiance with lack of understanding is a huge issue with toddler behavior and a common mistake among caregivers. The next time you feel like barking, “Why won’t you listen to me?!” think about it first. Consider that it’s not a matter of listening, but comprehension. Ask yourself, are you using clear, concise, and specific words and requests they understand?
Under “A” you also examine external factors such as lack of sleep, distractions, hunger/thirst, etc. Use this information to help set up success and avoid conflict or misunderstandings. For example, Joe toddler is tired. You ask him to put on his pajamas and he continues to play, ignoring your request. Rather than get mad at him for (again) not listening, you know he’s just exhausted and needs physical help to get going with the request. The expectation doesn’t change – he is still going to change clothes – but knowing that he’s tired, you offer hands-on help. An outsider could immediately walk in and call this defiance, but you know why he’s ignoring the request and you factor that in. Set up the situation for success by providing the physical and verbal cues to get the desired outcome with the least amount of resistance. This avoids the immediate conflict of yelling (or other unconstructive reactions) because you understand the external factors and give him the needed help.
Behavior: “B” clearly defines the behavior and is more action-oriented. Look at this in terms that can be observed and measured. (Oh, this jargon is killing me. Truly.) You can’t ‘observe and measure’ aggression. But you can break it down into parts. How is he being aggressive? Throwing objects, screaming, hitting, biting? How many times a day, for how long, and how intense is it? Those are measurable. When you look at it this way, you get a better sense of improvement, or indication of the behavior getting worse. Being vague or abstract about the exact behavior and intensity leaves you open to miscommunication and failure. If you can’t get your child to understand exactly what you want changed and how you want him to behave, then your approach won’t work and the behavior will continue or become worse.
And here’s a biggie: make sure the child not only understands but can actually do what is asked. Don’t use isolated abstract terms: ‘be good’, ‘stop that’, ‘bad behavior’, ‘be nice’. They don’t understand these things at one and two years old, nor can some kids be expected to physically perform them. Instead, pair the terms with specific actions. For example, “be good” can mean ‘nice walking’, ‘soft touch’, ‘say please’, ‘say thank you’, ‘use your words’, ‘follow me’, ‘walk beside me’, ‘hands to yourself’. “Be good” is too vague. By using more specific words, you can teach your child exactly what behavior you want to see. Just make sure the actual action is age appropriate. A 15-month-old can’t (on any consistent basis) ‘touch softly’; it’s not physically doable given their gross and fine motor skills. So asking her to ‘touch the cat softly’ will be a work in progress for a long while. If there’s any chance the cat could scratch or bite if hurt, then it’s probably better to teach your child that the cat is a no-no – for a few months anyway. They do know and can physically refrain from touching something at 15 months, but allowing them to touch something only if it’s done softly is just an agonizing battle.
Consequence: “C” is the consequence. What happens after the behavior? (Remember, keep your slate blank.) The event should be clearly defined; exactly what did you do after the behavior? Here’s an example:
A = Antecedent: You ask Junior to pick up his toys.
B = Behavior: Junior screams.
C = Consequence: You can:
1. Ask what is wrong/talk to him/give in (give the behavior attention),
OR
2. Ignore the screams and provide physical prompts to pick up the toys.
Consequences serve to either reinforce or punish the behavior. In the above example, the consequence of #1 reinforces the screaming, which is an undesired behavior. Bad! When you reinforce, toddlers will continue the behavior because it works. The screaming will be reinforced if you give it attention by asking the child what’s wrong, yell at him for the tantrum, or get all mushy because he’s crying and you can’t stand it. If you give in at all and don’t make him clean up, you reinforce the screaming. It works, and by golly, he’ll do it again. So go the other route. The consequence of #2 punishes the behavior (even though you didn’t react to it) and decreases the likelihood of recurrence because the child gets nothing out of it. No attention for the undesired behavior means it doesn’t work for him. He still has to clean up the toys. This is a new way to look at what we parents think of ‘punishment’. In this case, punishment is not aversive, harsh, demeaning, or disrespectful. It is simply a term to define a calm and peaceful reaction that decreases undesired behavior. Consider it written in stone:
Reinforcement (R) = Increases behavior
Punishment (P) = Decreases behavior
How to Read This Book
Obviously, Dr. Chandler and I advise reading this top to bottom because you’ll get the ‘why’ behind development, tantrums, unwanted behavior, and strategies to resolve it. I can tell you all day long how to minimize bath time struggles, but if you don’t understand why your little ducky throws a fit just as soon as you pull the drain – every single time – and you don’t get why I tell you to do A, B, and C, then you can’t very well apply the same strategies when the poop hits the fan because Jr. doesn’t want to wear socks.
Big however: As a Mommy with absolutely no time, and understanding that everyone learns differently, this book is organized in such a way that you can read straight through and really study the program, or flip around to the parts you need during the one free minute you have each day (which would be…on the toilet?). The Toddler ABC Guide (TAG)© is used throughout, so at the very least, soak that in before heading off to page 80. The point of this book is to lay out the technical in a practical way, so at minimum, absorb the ‘technical’ TAG© into your noggin, and you should be good to start flipping to the practical stuff. Here’s the breakdown on what’s where:
Part I: Prevention: This section outlines our plan for preventing problem behavior, why terminology is so important, and basic foundations to skirt disaster before it pops up. Knowing the lingo (or some semblance thereof) is important, but sometimes intimidating. But this is me you’re talking to, and I’ve made that dreaded technical stuff not-so-dreaded. Once you understand it, you’ll realize how straight forward toddler discipline really is (although exhausting - I’m not a liar, here) and why it’s been so easy to miss the forest for all the trees.
Part II: Application: This section outlines specific strategies to implement on a daily basis to increase cooperation and create an environment of trust, security, and control. We’ll talk about how to change your actions in order to get the desired changes in your little love bug. Knowing how to manage behavior is like taking a happy pill. This section also details the importance of praise and patience, rewarding good behavior, sharing (ooooh, that word!), and how to deal with other children (and their Mommies, thank you very much) who are consistently aggressive, making you nuts.
Part III: Implementation: This section goes over specific toddler-related problems such as tantrums, biting, and bedtime struggles. To help with this, we provide a list of specific developmental stages of motor, language, and self-care skills as they relate to one, two, and three-year-olds. Remember, a child can’t do what you ask if he isn’t physically or cognitively able. This list gives you a heads up on what children can and can’t do at specific ages.
The last chapter deals with how to be your best and give the best to your children. Thinking of yourself (what a novel concept!) and putting your own needs on a front burner is key to staying sane and putting your best discipline foot forward.
As a Mommy who understands the daily stresses and difficulties dealing with these little people, I know how hard it is to pick battles and do what the experts say. You love this child with every ounce of your being, but you’re working…stressed…tired. I’m there. Right now, in fact! I’ve been going through toddlerhood for five straight years, and as I type this very sentence, my youngest just turned one, so there’s another three ahead (dear God). The worry, guilt, and exhaustion never go away, but it does get better. But no matter what your toddler’s age, you can learn to enjoy and cherish what little time they’ll spend in this fabulous stage. (And okay, so it’s not fabulous now, but maybe in five years you’ll think so!)
Introduction Review: What Did We Learn?
Who should read this book and knowledge you’ll gain.
TAG = Toddler ABC Guide and definitions of:
A = Antecedent: event before the behavior (the trigger), preventive support, and external factors such as hunger, etc.
B = Behavior: specifically defined. Give clear, positive instructions on what you WANT, not what you don’t.
C = Consequence: your reaction will (R) reinforce or (P) punish. Figure out why the child is acting out. Customize your response. Do NOT reinforce the behavior by giving in to the demand or giving him the attention he is shooting for.
How to turn negatives into positives: tell our kids what we WANT instead of what we don’t.
Stop reinforcing negative behavior.
Start reinforcing what you WANT to see.
Punish negative behavior – remember, (P) is not harsh!
Tell and Show your child exactly what you want to see and how you want them to act – otherwise, they won’t know!
Avoid fuzzy words (stop that, no, cut it out, be nice, be good, that’s bad). Spell out what you want, keep it positive, and be specific!
Break down of part I (Prevention), II (Application), and III (Implementation).
Being a frank and simple gal, I’m going to give it to you straight: As the Mommy of three, I have no time to pee. If I offend, get over it, because there’s also no time to eat, think, or breathe, so there’s no time left to soften the blow. Sure, given the fact that I’m writing a book on toddler discipline, you would think I could control my kids long enough to carve out fifteen whole seconds and make a dash to the “little room” to relieve my bursting bladder. Not so.
The awful truth is that there really are days when there’s no time. Please, you know what I mean. Our own bodily demands get pushed right off the priority list. We’re too busy meeting all the catastrophic needs of the tiny people dashing through the house. Toddler needs being an endless abyss, it means a zenith eventually slams us in the bladder, forcing a decision. And what do we Mommies do? Leave our three-year-old at the dinner table to finger-paint with the peas she’s mashed? Let our one-year-old bawl her eyes out (over who knows what) in the middle of the living room floor? Or just leave it all to fate and wet ourselves because we can’t seem to tear away from our demanding little brood?
The Five Basics Are Essential!
Go ahead and be adult. Tee-tee in that big girl potty. While you’re butt is planted (and okay, you’re rushed and it’s only 4 seconds), think about the foundation to establish so these wrenching decisions on whether to pee or not to pee are minimized. Here it is, plain and simple: All children need The Five Basics: Structure, Communication, Limits, Consistency, and Guidance.
1. Structure is a schedule or predictable routine. Most kids thrive on knowing what will come next and what to expect. Structure gives toddlers security. When you do the same things every day, at the same time, they feel a sense of order and control. Think about the routine at preschool: same activities, same time, every day. The kids know what to expect, and they cooperate. You cannot give them a nap at 1 p.m. one day, then 3 p.m. the next, then no nap at all the day after that. You must have structure. I know life gets in the way sometimes, but you have to try your best.
If you don’t give your child a consistent routine, don’t expect them to act well behaved. Some kids are more agreeable than others, but for the love of Pete, don’t drag them all over creation, then get confused and angry when they act like a tyrant. RESPECT a routine.
2. Communication: Mind blowing important! You have to communicate effectively to your toddler using words they understand, and your toddler must be able to communicate needs to you (and you must listen!) Without communication, you’re hosed. Just do something –anything–to get a mode of communication going. Toddlers MUST be able to communicate or they’ll go into overload and throw a holy fit.
3. Limits are restricted choices and boundaries (to spoil or not to spoil…that is the question, Shakespeare). By giving toddlers limited choices, you’re still giving them the freedom to make decisions, but sparing the overload of having too much to choose from. All children need limits to feel secure, in control, and safe.
4. Consistency builds trust and shapes behavior by continually letting toddlers know what’s acceptable and not. When children trust you, they do what’s asked, because they know consequences are consistent. When you’re not consistent, you just confuse the poor baby. They don’t know what you want or how to act.
5. Guidance provides alternatives to undesirable behavior. Listen to me here!! Rather than say, “No!” all the time, tell kids what they CAN do. Giving proper guidance teaches kids how to approach getting what they want in a positive way, which eliminates the cycle of negative attention. Oooooh, we Mommies give too much negative attention!
A Sign of Peace for Honest Mommies: I used to be one of those people who’d see a screaming toddler in a department store and snottily hiss, “My children will never act like that!” Ten years and two kids later, guess who’s vigorously juggling baby bottles, boxed juice, and tearing open packages of peanut butter crackers, all in the attempt to console her two irrationally hungry, cranky, and LOUD children? Oh, the pain of it all. Someone give me an aspirin! Boxed fruit drinks do nothing but shoot liquid sugar out of the straw and caramelize our kids, thus cranking up the crying. Dish me up a cup of stupid for passing the damn things out. Like I don’t have enough ear-splitting racket to contend with.
The maddening commotion made me stop short, sucking in a breath of horror-struck realization. And so came the epiphany, right there on aisle five of the local grocery store. I had been thrust into the group of harried Mommies and bratty kids that other people either glare at or sympathize with. Bewildering!
So when I share these moments of madness (and historically pathetic parenting skills), it’s only as a sign of peace; a gesture of sympathy to all caregivers of toddlers. We put on a good front, but deep down we just want to know if there are others out there, sharing our frustration and simultaneous love and commitment to our babies. As caregivers of toddlers, we’re all the same. Our hearts have been stolen and we’re helplessly devoted. (And tired. Yes, very tired!)
We Mommies are in this together, and if you think you’ve got it bad because you don’t have time to shower, take my admission of no time to eat, pee, or breathe, and run with it. You are not alone in this toddler race, so exhale a deep sigh of relief, baby. The rest of us are out there huffing and puffing just like you. As Mommies, we’re united and share the most difficult of jobs. We must not break down when our babies suffer from colic. We must not faint when our toddler throws up all over Santa Claus (Great balls of fire!). We must band together to keep our sanity! Just because I’ve written a book on toddler discipline doesn’t mean I’m perfect and my children don’t have a meltdown every time they drop their beloved cookies. If they acted ideal, what kind of inspiration would that be?
Conceding to having strong opinions on discipline is easy. But I’m also not arrogant enough to believe it’s all so cut and dried. I have great plans for “what to do if”, but in reality, I don’t always have the answers. Nobody does. As a matter of fact, as I write this very sentence, my daughter is trying to tear her crib apart in a raging, violent, scrkeaming fit after being banished to her room. The offense? God, I’ve already forgotten. I’m too caught up in the shrieks – can’t even think straight and remember. And as a thoroughly confused Mommy, I can only sit here and debate whether to laugh, cry, leave her alone, hug her, or call up a girlfriend and have my own hysterical fit. So, ha! How’s that for being an expert?!
The Recipe
When it comes to discipline, you will get out what you put in. Your toddler is a direct reflection of what you give him or her. The problem is, how and what you give is as important as how much you give. It’s like a good recipe. Giving all you’ve got is not the key. You can put everything in your pantry into a boiling pot and it’ll come out a stinky mess. What you put in and how you do it makes all the difference. For a good stew, you need vegetables, not fruit. And the vegetables need to be cut up. You can’t put whole carrots and celery into the pot and expect it to fit, much less soak up the good juices.
It’s the same with your toddler. You have to figure out his recipe. He’s individual and unique, having his own set of rules for what will work. To figure out what ingredients make him tick, you need to look at what he’s telling you. If you don’t look at the behavior and what it conveys, you’re continuing to put fruit in your stew. It just won’t work and will never come out as you expect.
Whenever you feel like pulling out every strand of your expensively colored hair, stop and reset. Your child is trying to tell you something. Stop and listen. Example: Little Collin howls in protest when refused ten more Teddy Trooper accessories. Instead of getting a headache just thinking about the battle ahead (which, by the way, ends in your darling getting what he wants), step back and look at what the behavior conveys. Take the time to assess the reason behind the tantrum. What does he want? Why does he use that method? Are you reinforcing the behavior? Do you always give in? Put the effort into changing your approach so you get the desired change in him.
You will only get out what you put in. Girly, if you don’t change your attitude and approach, there is no way on Earth your child will change what’s working so favorably. Put simply, if you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get the same results.
Discipline Must Be Delicate and Consistent
Talk may be tough at times, but my belief is resolute: when it comes to discipline, you must be delicate and consistent. In my work as a speech therapist and Mommy, the observation is always the same - being delicate and consistent works. Even if the kid is acting so horrible that you feel like selling her to the highest bidder, there’s no benefit to being anything other than calm and kind. Yes, you need to be firm, but that doesn’t equal being mean or using any form of verbal abuse or physical retribution such as swatting, slapping, or spanking. Once in a great while a small pop on the hiney might snap a kid out of hysteria, but truly, it’s not often. It really depends on personality and circumstance. Personally, I’d avoid it. There are better ways.
Firm kindness is easy as long as you’re consistent with your follow through and throw the guilt monster out the window. And I do mean throw it out! Realistically, no, we won’t always be unswerving, delicate, and calm every minute of the day. We’ve all got hot buttons. The witching hours between dinner and bedtime are just crap. Good gravy, the fatigue! (The only thing I generally care about is a bed, and not in a sexy way, little girlfriend!) But even when tired, stressed, sick, or we just need a break, effective discipline depends on our attitude and interpretation of the problem. We need to be objective, stay firm, and keep our emotions in check if at all possible. Maintaining your cool is no walk in the park. When your toddler is about thirty seconds from choking the life out of a younger sibling, we’re spitting flames. But tempering that fury is important.
Meeting Needs to Make Kids Happy
Discipline, in a true sense, is about giving kids what they need to make them happy. You might have a hotheaded old uncle who suggests the kid “needs” a good whack on the fanny, but Uncle Crankpot is probably way off base. To meet the needs of children, it’s essential to look at the “why” behind undesired behaviors. Reading and meeting needs is proactive, and gets your child’s recipe right. It works. Yelling, threatening, arguing, or otherwise reinforcing the behavior does not. When needs are met, your child is secure and happy and will have no reason to drop to the ground acting like a screaming banshee twelve times a day.
Here’s another example of TAG in action:
Set up: You’re getting ready to step into the shower and your toddler brings you a book to read to her.
A = You say, “I can’t read to you now; I have to take a shower.”
B = Child falls to the floor and starts crying
C = You can:
P = Ignore the behavior and get into the shower
OR
R = say, “Oh, okay, I’ll read just one book.”
What’s the ‘need’ here? Easy. It’s guidance. She needs guidance on how to act appropriately to get what she wants. By choosing P (= punish) you eliminate the behavior because it won’t work for the child. In contrast, R (= reinforce) only reinforces the idea that falling to the floor and crying achieves her goal. She’ll do it again because it works. So not only do you delay your shower by sitting down naked and smelly to read to your child, you’ve just given her very clear instructions that it’s perfectly okay to cry and throw a fit to get what she wants. This doesn’t meet her need, my dear!
Now for a reality check. As the Mommy of a toddler, you’re doomed to suffer through an occasional poltergeist tantrum – not matter what you do. Toddlers will be toddlers and go ballistic sometimes. They’re untamed, completely void of emotional restraint, and often lack the simple language to express frustration and anger. It takes time for them to learn how to communicate effectively and realize they aren’t the center of the universe. That’s okay. One or two monthly episodes of foaming at the mouth and rolling on the floor in a raging fit wouldn’t even phase me, much less have me worried about neglecting needs.
However, daily kicking, screaming, hitting, beating up siblings, throwing food, and giving you migraines…THAT is not okay. And it means you are the one that needs to change. This doesn’t mean you blame yourself when your children act out, but you must accept a better way to discipline.
When children act out, it should tell you they’re not happy and lacking something that’s your responsibility to give. Now, when referring to “acting out”, we’re talking aggressive behavior. The nutso stuff. You can’t expect your kids to neatly clean their plate, keep peanut butter out of their ears and hair, pick up all their toys, not eat books, stay out of the cat food, and act like perfect little angels. If you don’t let them discover what happens when they dump grape juice on their head (and by the way, why are you giving them dark purple sure-to-stain juice?) or let them express a little anger, it can hold back their cognitive, physical, and emotional development.
Defining ‘Needs’: Why Children Act Out
Here are some basic needs kids have and reasons for acting out:
They want attention OR want to be left alone.
1. They are unable to communicate what they want (verbal or gestures).
2. They want a particular object, action, person, or activity.
3. They don’t want a particular object, action, person, or activity.
4. They are tired, hungry or overstimulated.
5. To gain sensory stimulation (a particular action feels good – i.e. biting).
6. Big change in life (new house, new baby, family death, no bottle, etc.).
7. They feel insecure or out of control (emotional needs).
8. They are uncomfortable, sick, or hurting.
9. They have difficulty with transitions from one activity to the next.
Once you figure out why a behavior is present, make the effort to change your approach to the problem. Really think about what your toddler is trying to express. Other than the above examples, it will likely be one of The Five Basics of structure, communication, limits, consistency, or guidance. Emotional needs must also be met. Children need to feel loved and cared for. You must give them your time and attention!
Translate Please! Looking at the list above, let’s translate into daily wants/needs.
1. Attention – the #1 biggie: Listen up! Toddlers MUST feel loved! They have to know you’re paying attention and care. We do absolutely no good for a child when we sit them in front of a T.V. so they’ll leave us alone. Pay attention to them. Play with them. Talk to them. Give hugs and kisses. Forget about “stuff” or buying them gifts. They could care less. They want your eye contact, love, time, and genuine affection. Give it to them.
2. Wants to be Left Alone: Now, on the other side, hello! Sometimes they want to be left alone. The poor kid could be desperate for slumber, but nooooo! We still feel the need to pass Jr. around the family reunion like he’s a pet kitten. Or, he’s playing quite nicely with a stuffed dog, yet we keep shoving a new toy truck in his face – because by golly, Grandma just bought it! She’ll be crushed if he doesn’t like it. Heavens alive, girlfriend, cut that out! Leave him alone!
3. Communication: Toddlers need to share what they’re thinking. They have to be able to communicate pain (emotional and physical), hunger, sadness, questions, joys, etc. This doesn’t have to be with words. They communicate with facial expressions, pointing, grunts, vocalizations, simple eye contact, and behavior. They communicate what they want with their actions.
4. Want Object/Action/Person/Activity: They do this daily and nonstop. And again, if they cannot communicate these wants, you’re up a creek.
5. Don’t Want Object/Action/Person/Activity: They’ll express this quite obviously by turning away, swatting the object away, crying, pitching a fit, or ignoring. LISTEN to them. Do not keep shoving a bottle, binky, or sandwich in their mouth if they clearly don’t want it!
6. Tired, Hungry, Over-stimulated: Toddlers are cranky when tired or hungry. So keep a ROUTINE of meals, snacks, and sleep. Same time, everyday! And as far as stimulation…honey, we need a heart to heart between us gals. Toddlers cannot handle malls, state fairs, concerts, trips out of town, weddings, etc. – at least not on a consistent basis. It’s no big deal to adults, but to toddlers, it’s way too much. People talking, loud music, visual bombardment, a wrecked routine (most of the time we’re skipping a nap to attend these functions)…it’s simply overwhelming to little brains.
Give the kid a break!! Keep a schedule, and do not drag the poor child all over creation. They’ll act like a monkey and you’ll wonder why. Keep stimulation (visual and verbal) to a minimum at all times!!! That means no loud T.V., blaring music, motorcycles, tons of kids, parties, dogs barking, family fights, and whatever else.
7. Sensory Stimulation: Toddlers get a sense of texture by biting and chewing. It’s actually part of their brain development. So it’s not always vicious when they bite your arm – they just like the squishy aspect!
8. Big Changes in Life: Consistency - remember that one? Change rocks their world. They like simple and same. Routine, routine, routine! Changes, especially big ones, make them feel very insecure.
9. Insecure/Out of Control (Emotional Needs): Emotional needs are huge!! Children need to feel loved and cared for. You must give them your time and attention. They get a sense of security with structure, routine, limits, and consistency. The world is too big to process, so narrow it down for them. Give them security.
10. Uncomfortable, Sick, Hurting: You know this one. Don’t feel good = cranky. Sometimes, though, we don’t know pain is the problem. Teeth don’t always advertise, and stomach viruses sneak up on you. Pay attention and make sure they’re not in physical pain.
11. Transitions: Another biggie. Some kids do better than others, but for the most part, it’s difficult to leave one activity for another unless they’re ready. More on this later…
Let’s look at another example: Little Emma has a melt down every time you ask her to get out of the bathtub. Think about what the behavior tells you. Is bath time consistent every night? If not, she may be feeling insecure and needs more consistency. Or, could it be a problem transitioning from one task to another (playing in the tub to getting dressed)? If that’s the case, she needs more guidance on transitions. Could it be she’s exceedingly tired? Or wants to continue playing in the tub and you generally give in when the howling starts? Maybe she’s asking for firm limits; bath is over and it’s time for bed. Limits are especially tough for us wimpy parents to enforce. It’s easy to think restricting playtime and choices or saying “no” to requests will make us the bad guy. The opposite is true. Kids feel very secure when their boundaries are clear and they’re not forced to make constant mind-boggling decisions.
Look for the red flags and flares. It’s your toddler’s attempt at communication. Needs are not being met. Sometimes we can figure out what they want, and sometimes we can’t. But don’t get caught up in quick reactions to the behavior. Step back and give yourself a few seconds to assess the real problem. Once you figure it out, FIX IT. Do your part and change the way you react to the behavior. If what you’re doing isn’t working, then holy cow, CHANGE it!
The Learning Curve
As much as I preach about meeting needs and reading the clues kids give, any conscious Mommy would assume I’ve got this detective business down pat. Not so. It’s a continual learning process. Each day brings new challenges and insights. For example, one day Poppy (my oldest daughter) wanted to get on the computer to play a game, and I wanted to take a shower. I told her several times, “It’s not time to play on the computer. Please come with Mommy and let’s take a shower.” Wanting no part of my cleaning ritual, she immediately went limp and started howling. Five minutes of time-out had her sniffling, but recovered and in control. Later in the day, thinking about what went wrong, it dawned on me that we didn’t actually have a specific time of day designated to let her play on the computer. So when I told her it wasn’t time to play, she didn’t have a frame of reference as to when it was time. Prior to this incident, I’d been randomly letting her work on the computer whenever she wanted to.
My daughter was simply going along with what I had established as a pattern and was upset because I said no. Resolving the matter was as easy as setting up two specific times during the day when she could play her computer games. The increase in cooperation was immediate. I set up the times, repeated the new rule every time she asked to play her games, and consistently let her play during the designated periods. If it wasn’t possible for her to play during her designated time, I promised she could get on the computer after we completed the conflicting task. Come hell or high water, I kept that promise. All it takes is stepping back and looking at a situation, then changing your approach to produce a positive outcome.
Stop Being Such a TOOT!!! At the risk of sounding harsh, I’ll make this point loud and clear because it’s too important to miss. If your child consistently acts like a toot, it means the negative behavior is consistently being rewarded. Oh yes, baby doll. You are the one responsible. As a consequence to the undesired behavior, time and again you’re choosing R in the Toddler ABC Guide and reinforcing the unwanted behavior.
If little Emily unfailingly gets a piece of candy to quiet her down every time she howls in church or when you’re on the phone, you’re rewarding the behavior and teaching her that she gets what she wants when she howls. If Emily gets your undivided (albeit angry) attention when she throws a tantrum, then she’s being rewarded with your presence. When fits of defiance are the only way she’ll get your interest, that’s what she’ll do. Angry Mommy attention is better than no Mommy attention.
Analyze and Customize with TAG
You have to analyze “WHY” your toddler is acting unfavorably and customize the consequence. Here’s an example: You unfailingly give a time-out for any and all hitting, yet the time-out only works sporadically. Confusing? Not really. Look at the motivating factors. If your child stops hitting when you give a time-out, you’re pinning the tail on the donkey because you’ve tuned into what your child wants and you deny it. The time-out acts as a true deterrent (P) because it encourages cooperation and stops the behavior. However, if the hitting continues, your consequence of a time-out may not deny your child what he wants, and could actually be reinforcing the hitting. Even though the behavior (hitting) is the same, the time-out will fail if your child’s motivating factors have changed.
Let’s do a TAG:
Scenario #1
A = Little Tony wants Homer’s toy car
B = Tony hits Homer and takes the car
C = You can:
P = Take the car and put Tony in time-out
OR
R = scold Tony for hitting, then let him continue playing
Now let’s change the motivating factors:
Scenario #2
A = You say to Tony, “It’s time to go home.”
B = Tony cries and hits you twice
C = You can:
P = Take his arm and say, “No hitting,” then leave; take Tony home as you said
OR
R = Stay at Homer’s house; put Tony in time-out
Do you see how the consequence of time-out will work in scenario #1 and not in #2? In Scenario #2, putting Tony in time-out at Homer’s house achieves Tony’s goal. He gets to stay. Chances are, you’ll start yammering with Homer’s mom and bingo! He’s gotten another thirty minutes of play out of you.
Looking at the ‘why’ behind behavior tells you how to proceed with your punishment (P) and stop reinforcing the unwanted behavior. Sometimes putting your boxing champ in a time-out does not solve the entire problem and pins the tail on the donkey’s ear. If little Tony is hitting out of frustration rather than attention, separation is still appropriate, but it’s not the entire answer to the problem.
He may also have a NEED that should be addressed. It’s possible he needs more modeling and guidance on how to act appropriately in that particular situation in addition to a short time-out to diffuse the anger and aggravation. Sticking him in a time-out and expecting that alone to nix the problem is like cooking only one side of a pancake and expecting it to taste good.
More examples:
Dean: My friend Jennifer gave me a great example with her son Dean. At daycare, he consistently acted up during snack time. The consequence – taking away his snack – only worked half the time. He would always stand or dance on his chair and be uncooperative when his caregivers attempted to get him seated for snack. When they took the snack away, sometimes he’d cooperate and sit down, and sometimes he wouldn’t.
If Dean is actually hungry, taking the snack away is a good behavioral deterrent. He straightens up so he can eat.
If he’s not hungry, taking away the snack makes no difference he could care less!
So the consequence of taking away the snack doesn’t always work even though the behavior is the same. Denying him food until he straightens up will only be successful if he’s hungry.
If his caregivers want him to stop acting inappropriately when he’s not hungry, they need to look at why he’s standing on the chair. If attention is the goal, they need to put him in a time-out, giving him absolutely no attention. Then his caregivers need to work with him on a more appropriate way of getting what he wants, such as verbally asking someone to read a story or play with him.
Greg: Greg acted completely out of character at preschool and got into trouble by refusing to sit in the song circle and sing, “Frosty the Snowman.” Very loudly demonstrating the words to other songs, he was getting up, dancing around, and would not cooperate with his teacher’s requests to stop. Feeling like she had no other option, his teacher put him in a time-out. Upon hearing this at the end of the day, his mom took him aside and said, “Greg, you look upset. What’s wrong honey?” He sadly replied, “Mom, I can’t remember the words to Frosty the Snowman.”
Haley: Dr. Chandler had another heart-wrenching story about the need to analyze and customize. She’d been working with a child who just wasn’t responding to any technique she tried. Despite several different approaches, Haley wasn’t making a shred of progress. Dr. Chandler decided to step back and look at the big picture. She knew she wasn’t approaching the situation correctly because Haley wasn’t reacting positively to any method she attempted. She determined further testing was needed, and it turned out Haley had a massive ear infection and hearing loss. It was no wonder she wasn’t cooperating - she couldn’t hear a word Dr. Chandler said! She covered up any symptoms of ear pain, so her caregiver didn’t even realize the infection existed, let alone how much damage it caused. Haley was treated, fitted for hearing aids, and made immediate progress with Dr. Chandler’s techniques.
Take the time to think about why your child is acting out. Customize each response. Think before you react and listen to what your child is communicating.
Bribes, Rewards, Reinforcers, and Consequences
So I call Dr. Chandler all the time. Yep. My personal, on-call therapist (yipee!) always there for me as soon as my toddlers hit the floor in a heaping tantrum. (By the way, did I mention this wonderful resource happens to be my very generous older sissy? Ha!) In the noble attempt to educate me, and rattling off a bunch of headache-yielding technical gibberish, my sister Rita (excuse me, Doctor Chandler) will generally have me snapping, “Slow down and speak English!” You know girlfriend, your brain gets crispy fried having so many kids. It really does freaking hurt to concentrate so hard. To that she always replied, “But Michelle, you need to understand the difference between blah-blah-blah and yak-yak-yak.” (Okay. Are you weeping with me yet, people?) Pul-eze, give me the bottom line on what to do! Now! Of course she’d just singsong reply, “If you knew the difference, you could figure it ooout!”
Uh! Sweet mother of mercy! But all right, maybe she has a valid point. (And really, she is nice enough to lend me her services for free.) To approach discipline with our best foot forward, we need to have our little duckies in a row. So let’s define bribe and reward, and tie it in with consequence and reinforcer. Most everyone knows how to reinforce good behavior, but we’re darn clueless when reinforcing the unwanted stuff as well. Time to stop! Now, some of the terminology can get a bit confusing, so stick with me. We’ll interpret my sister’s technical jargon into Mommy-ese and get groovin’, okey dokey?
Bribes: When you bribe, you reinforce undesirable behavior. Example: Sweet pea howls for candy in the grocery store, and you pop a piece in her mouth to keep her quiet and refrain from embarrassing you. That’s a bribe. You’re bribing her to keep quiet, and reinforcing the behavior. This action clearly tells your child that she gets her way when she howls, which is an undesirable behavior.
Rewards: To promote good behavior, try something else; set up a reward system. Have it in place ahead of time. Before you step foot in the store, inform your little darling that if she cooperates by doing x, y, and z (remember, they need specific behaviors you want to see: “use a quiet voice, stay close to Mommy, walk slowly”, etc.), she may get a reward when you get back home. It sounds like a bribe, but actually promotes and rewards good behavior. Bribes promote and reward undesirable behavior.
A good way to distinguish whether or not you’re bribing is to look at when and what you offer as a peace saver. A bribe offers exactly what your little dictator demands after the howling and tantrums start. This “rewards” negative behavior. Bad! Conversely, a GOOD reward gives your child an incentive to cooperate before any yells fire up. This promotes desired behavior.
To take the reward route:
1. Clearly state the expectations before hand, concentrating on what you want to see.
2. The reward must be something your child desires. The more he wants it, the more powerful it is for you.
3. Before you hit the store, let Jr. know that we use a quiet mouth while inside. If he cooperates, he will get “X”.
4. Do NOT tell him things like “no yelling”, “don’t be loud”, “no running”, “don’t talk like that”, or “stop arguing.” First of all, those are things you don’t want. Second, they are not specific. “Quiet mouth, slow feet, nice words” – that’s what you want. It specifically states the behavior you want to see in terms your child can understand.
If you get in trouble and find yourself offering a bribe, turn it around.
1. Tell Jr. he can have ‘Y’ when he has ‘a quiet mouth’. Do NOT say, “when you stop crying”, “when you hush up”, or “when you don’t do that.”
2. Do not offer the original “want” that started the crying. We do NOT reward throwing fits!
If he starts howling because he wants chips, offer some raisins or a bite of bagel instead. I know this sounds lame, but if it’s in a cool package, he won’t care. This is okay because it gets you out of the technicality of a bribe. Just don’t make it your norm or you’ll teach Jr. that crying still ultimately earns him a reward.
When your child cooperates, give the reward you promised. As far as what to give, the sky’s the limit. Here are some examples of rewards. Pick a category in which your child responds best.
1. Sensory: brush hair, play makeup, scratch back, pleasant sounds, smells, or food
2. Tangible: stickers, books, non-food
3. Privilege: T.V. for 30 minutes (when otherwise off limits)
4. Generalized: Token system; money, marbles in a jar
5. Social: get to play at a friend’s house or invite a friend over to make cookies
You can set up a chart of stickers, marbles in a jar, or whatever your little precious desires. The theory behind the sticker and jar (token) system is this: each time your toddler cooperates with your requests, they get one sticker on their chart or one marble in a jar. When the chart or jar is full, your child gets some big prize such as a trip to the toy store, zoo, or favorite hamburger joint. The only down side is that you have to be consistent, and even then, the novelty could wear off and the kid could end up being about as motivated for the reward as you are for a colonoscopy. To avoid this, make the ultimate reward quick at first. Three marbles or stickers and they get a prize. Then start making them accumulate more tokens before cashing in for a reward.
When a chart or jar of anything other than acetaminophen sounds like too much trouble, promise an extra book and cuddle (tangible and sensory), a movie with your undivided attention (privilege and social), or whatever motivates. This technique really works. Kids get very excited at the promise of, say, popcorn and a favorite movie if they’re cooperative in the store. (This does, of course, go under the assumption they’re not in front of the darn tube all day anyway. That’s a “bad”, my friend!) While you shop, keep her motivated with reminders of the reward and praise for good behavior.
If by chance, your dumpling decides to ignore your generous offer and howl because it’s always worked before, DO NOT give in. You can pack up and leave right away, or take her outside, let her finish the tantrum, then go back in and continue your shopping. Whatever happens, do not give her the piece of candy or whatever started the howling. Be brave and consistent. Hold your ground. You will have to deal with this at some point or another, and if you give in, you’ve lost the battle. DO NOT WIMP OUT!
As a lovely coincidence and example, one of my own children once threw a MONSTROUS fit, which I unknowingly set up. Poppy asked to ride in a special cart at the grocery store. I said, “Sure!” She was jazzed and happy until I realized I couldn’t get her in it – I had two smaller kids with me and they couldn’t walk. They had to go in the cart, and she had to toddle along behind. Trying to appease her was futile; she wanted to ride in the car-cart like I promised. Holy Moly Gazoly, I caught hell. Screaming, screeching, scratching, kicking, knocking things over kind-of-hell. I’m frankly surprised a bomb squad wasn’t called in, so awful was the entire scene.
Two lessons here:
1. I crushed her expectations. This could’ve been avoided had I thought ahead. Instead, I told her one thing, got her excited, then changed plans. We can’t do that, girlfriend.
2. Even though it was my screw-up, I held my ground and didn’t give her what she wanted. By the end of the horrendous ordeal, she was exhausted, I was thoroughly embarrassed and scarred for life, but she was cooperative.
The less experience your toddler has with yelling to get what she wants, the less time it’ll take her to realize you mean business. If the behavior is chronic, it’ll take more effort and endurance on your part. Stick to your guns and don’t give in to the tantrums and demands. Remember girl, I feel your pain. If I can do it, you can do it.
Don’t worry if the behavior gets worse before it gets better. In fact, expect it if your child is used to getting her way. When you suddenly change the rules, your determined toddler will persuade you to admit defeat by pumping up the volume and getting in a few more karate chops. If it has always worked before, she’ll have no reason to believe cranking it up a notch won’t work now. It may take some time, but once she realizes you aren’t kidding, life will be a whole lot easier.
Consequence: As we learned in TAG, a consequence is the event that happens after a behavior. It can be yelling, a time-out, loss of a privilege, or as simple as the reaction of a caregiver. Consequences serve to either reinforce (R) or punish (P) behavior. For example, if little Jessica spits, her Mommy can react in any number of ways. Mommy just has to look at whether or not her response works in stopping the behavior. Then she can decide if the consequence is a reinforcer or a punishment.
When the response works and the spitting stops, the consequence is P. If the spitting does not stop, the consequence is R. If Jessica’s goal in spitting is simply to get Mommy’s attention, then any attention is R. In order to curb the behavior, Mommy would do well to just ignore the spitting. But, if Jessica spits only because she saw another child do it, Mommy’s negative reaction (consequence), is not Jessica’s goal. Here, Mommy could deter the behavior by simply telling Jessica, “We do not spit.”
Review of Reinforcers:
Remember: If an undesired behavior increases or remains consistent, your reaction is a reinforcer (R).
Here’s another example:
A = child is eating lunch in highchair
B = child stands up in highchair
C = you can:
P = make her sit back down
OR
R = yell at her to sit down
By yelling or giving attention to the behavior, you are reinforcing. Little Joanna toddler will quickly demise how cool it is to get you all keyed up, and continue to stand for attention. Communication could be another motivator here. Standing in the chair could be her signal that she’s finished. Instead of yelling and reinforcing, simply make her sit back down. Instruct her how to use gestures or words to tell you she’s finished.
Reinforcing negative behavior is tough to avoid. There is something called differential reinforcement, and it’s extremely important because we can unknowingly reinforce an undesired behavior when we think we’re actually teaching a positive. Example: A child screams to get a cookie and you want to teach him how to ask appropriately. You instruct him to say ‘cookie’ (or show you a picture of a cookie), and he gets the cookie when he acts out the desired behavior.
Here’s the clincher: Even if he shows you the picture just as you instructed, he has to stop yelling before you give him the cookie. Otherwise, you’re reinforcing a paired unwanted behavior – the screaming. Technically, you have to wait until he stops screaming AND performs the desired/appropriate request before he gets the cookie. I know, it seems terribly unfair! The best thing to do is wait for the moment he catches his breath. If he stops screaming long enough to scratch his nose, as long as he’s doing some part of the desired behavior, give him that cookie!
Chapter One Review: What Did We Learn?
The Five Basics to promote positive behavior:
1. Structure
2. Communication
3. Limits
4. Consistency
5. Guidance
How to figure out your child’s recipe.
Discipline must be delicate, firm, and consistent.
How to assess Needs.
11 basic Needs and why toddlers act out.
How to customize our responses and stop reinforcing negative behavior.
Bribes, rewards, reinforcers, and consequences.
Five examples of rewards.
The no-no’s of differential reinforcement.
I have this theory that everything revolves around the behavior of your children. Think about it. Say your day starts off okay. Breakfast, dishes, laundry… you’re rockin’ and getting it done. Then, the gods of ill fortune conspiring against you, things go downhill. You walk into the living room to discover that the cat, who wasn’t supposed to be inside in the first place, has thrown up all over the cream colored carpet. Your curious toddler is about two inches from maximum inspection. Luckily your screams of “NOOOO!” divert the little one’s attention and you get to the scene of the crime before those chubby fingers squish the goo, giving him the bright idea to feed it to baby sister.
No sooner do you get the mess cleaned up then you’re off to the next spill zone. You find your future artist making a magnificent masterpiece on your white bathroom cabinets with your favorite magenta lipstick and forty-dollars-a-bottle liquid foundation. Eight hours later, you still haven’t showered, you’re out of milk, the baby’s got an ugly rash, and your toddler’s normal two-hour nap was shortened by half after waking up with a poopy diaper. Heaven forbid he actually go back to sleep after you change him. Noooo, no. No can do.
By six p.m., Junior’s wailing his head off, fighting the fourth time-out of the day for attempting to flush the very-much-alive-goldfish down the toilet. Now, one scenario is that you’re all alone. Your spouse could be working, traveling, golfing, or off with his new wife and new freaking kids. The other scenario is that he IS home but uninterested, or he’s about to arrive home and get a wild-eyed, over-tired, and downright frightening stare-of-a-greeting. Do you think he’ll sympathetically rush to your side, offer an immediate comforting hug and ask you to tell him all about it? Ha! Not in this lifetime. He’s got his own problems, and besides – who the hell wants to walk home to that?! So it’s bad-mood-ville for everyone involved. I’m telling you, the kids rule the roost when it comes to setting the mood for the evening, morning, and whole course of the day.
You’re Not the Boss of Me!
So, do we just throw in the towel and accept our destiny? Do we let our kids determine the mood for the day until they decide to move out and (please God) go to college? Do we hold our collective breath and hope to heaven our kids don’t wear us flat by pouring bleach all over the couch and kick us every time we’re in range? Good gracious, NO!
Okay Mommy, brace yourself because this is where I get callous and tell it like it is. Here’s the bottom line:
YOU ARE THE BOSS!
Yep, that’s it in a nutshell. You alone have the power to turn undesired behavior around. The discipline ball is in your court. You are the one who sets the stage for the entire day, ensuring your kids are happy, in control, and pleasant to be around. When the mood heads down the tubes, it’s your job to assess what to do differently.
Ever hear a parent say, “Jr. just wouldn’t let me take a shower or eat this morning”? Well, forget that. Wimp! Kids don’t “let” you do (or not do) anything. We let our kids. We let them order us around, make us feel guilty, and tell us when we can bathe. This is not okay! For you rather lenient Mommies, this means (I will be very politically incorrect and give it to you straight) stop being a pansy! Get tough and consistent!
Now wait a second! Don’t light this book on fire just yet. I’m not here to be judgmental of your parenting skills. Spineless parental inaction affects us all – even me. This does NOT mean you have to become some heavy-handed monster. Rather, you must simply take the initiative, be firm, and turn things around. Not so easy for some of us.
Isn’t it second nature to look into the doey eyes of our greatest accomplishment on Earth and excuse every tiny thing that secretly drives us to exhaustion? How can we Mommies not give in when our little patootie asks for a third helping of chocolate pudding? “He looks so darling with chocolate all over his face” you say, “and he posed so nicely for the thirty pictures I took. Sure, he’s starting to throw pudding on the floor and wall, but you know what? It’s been a tough day. He got into a scuffle at Mothers-Day-Out. Some little heathen decided to hit him over the head for a toy, and that’s the only reason my little trooper bit that awful monster. He’s also been very upset that Grandma hasn’t been by to see him today…” and on it goes.
We’ve all done the excuse thing too many times to count, having every justification in the world as to why our children would never act like “that” under normal circumstances. But guess what Mommy? LIFE is normal circumstances. It consists of glitches, hiccups, adversity, and hurdles. Schedules continually change, kids get sick and stay sick for what seems like half their toddlerhood, and Grandma misses a few visits here and there.
So let’s stop being mushy about behavior. Our kids aren’t always as well behaved as we would like. Big deal. Stop assuming you’re a crappy parent if you admit your child’s behavior drives you batty. Quit making excuses for being a punching bag! Behavior that drives you crazy is just that, and we’ve all been there. It doesn’t mean you love your child any less. You’re a great Mommy, so get over it.
What Exactly Are “Undesirable” Behaviors?
The subjective nature can be complicated. A good rule of thumb is that undesirable behavior is that which puts too much strain on you, your family, or your relationships. And you have to pay attention here, because other people see things Mommies do not. We tend to wear rose-colored glasses, getting very defensive where our offspring are concerned.
None of us live in a box, and we all know a child we’d describe as spoiled rotten or hateful. The parents, be they good by our standards or not, may acknowledge a particular behavior is present, but if it doesn’t put enough of a burden on them, the child’s behavior is acceptable – at least to them. This is a topic of curious debate in my monthly Poker Group. (We don’t actually play poker, but it started out that way, so the name stuck.) My “Poker Mommies” as I call them, are a lovely group of ladies who share my fondness for toddlers. Presently we have a combined total of twelve kids under the age of six – and heaven help us, they just keep coming. My Poker friend Carey is perplexed as to how much behavior you can let go before you become a brat-maker. For instance, do you let your one-year-old throw a crayon across the room in frustration or do you nip that throwing business quickly?
Here are the general guidelines for unacceptable behavior:
1. The behavior wears your nerves
2. It disrupts or strains interaction with others
3. It causes emotional or physical harm to any person or animal
4. It causes destruction of property or objects
Keep in mind that behavior you think is okay may not really be okay. It’s not okay for a child to endlessly scream in a public place. Even if your ears are numb and you no longer hear the wailing, it’s disruptive to others. You may be too much of a pushover (I know, I’m harsh) to address the behavior, but other people and kids won’t let you get away with it for long. You need to be considerate of others and pay attention. Otherwise, Aunt Muffy will stop coming by, former best friend Ashley will avoid you at all costs, and your little angel (unbelievable as it sounds) will be labeled a downright unpleasant child at preschool. Yikes!
Why We Give In and When to Stop
At the expense of being a squealer, let me enlighten you on a secret that no toddler or child would dare reveal for fear of being a traitor. When it comes to saying “no” or denying kids a ‘want’, they don’t care nearly as much as they let on. Sure, it’s a true sting to the soul to be denied chocolate, high heels, and a life-sized jeep, but toddlers have a short attention span. They’ll forget all about it once you let them stir cake batter or spread jelly on bread. Don’t believe a word of the moaning, groaning, griping, and growling when they don’t get what they want. I promise they’ll get over it.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/16553 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!