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“Positive Time-Out gives a fresh new perspective on time-out. Jane Nelsen gives parents and teachers the encouragement and tools they need to help children handle their own behavior. Parents who practice these principles are pleasantly surprised at their effectiveness and enjoy less conflict and more cooperation in the home.”

—Sheryl Hausinger, M.D., Texas Children’s Pediatric Associates and mother of three




“In Positive Time-Out, Jane Nelsen reminds us that children ‘do better’ when they feel better. Don’t we all? The key is using kindness and firmness at the same time. The book offers more than 50 ways that parents can set limits while still encouraging their kids. It should be in every doctor’s waiting room.”

—Jody McVittie, M.D., family physician




“Teaching children and adults the value of positive time-out is a gift that can serve them throughout their lives. Getting rid of rewards and punishment is essential for time-out to be helpful to children. This book is a must have for both teachers and parents.”

—Kay Rogers, retired elementary teacher and Positive Discipline associate




“As I read Positive Time-Out I kept saying ‘Yes!’ Finally, it’s ‘time-in’ for time-out as one of the many useful positive discipline tools introduced here. Adults will welcome this tool for their own use, as well as for the children! Children today need adults who are encouraging and respectful teachers and this book is written for them. Move over punishment and reward! It’s high time for Positive Time-Out.”

—Mary L. Hughes, Family Life Field Specialist, Iowa State University Extension
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INTRODUCTION
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ALTHOUGH TIME-OUT is one of the most popular disciplinary methods used in homes and schools, it is usually a humiliating and discouraging experience for children. This book explains how time-out can be a positive experience that empowers children to learn self-control and self-discipline while enhancing their self-confidence, courage, and self-reliance.

An Important Life Skill

KNOWING WHEN TO take time to calm down and cool off to gain access to inner wisdom and common sense is an important life skill. Instead of using time-out as punishment, adults can use it to teach children this important life skill.

Abuses and Effective Uses

WHEN I LEARNED that a school using isolation booths quoted Positive Discipline (Nelsen, 1996) as advocating timeout, I knew it was time for clarification. Although I do advocate time-out, I do so only when it is implemented in positive, encouraging, empowering ways, never as punishment.

This book aims to clarify the differences between the abuses and the effective uses of time-out. It is a book that explains to both parents and teachers the difference between positive uses of time-out that help children and humiliating uses of time-out. Although the humiliating time-outs may stop the behavior, they also hurt children.

The Long-Range Effects

ADULTS USE PUNITIVE time-out because they believe it will improve behavior. This is very shortsighted thinking. Parents and teachers will not be effective until they realize that punitive time-out increases the very behavior they are trying to eliminate—or results in another misbehavior motivated by discouragement. Punitive time-out may stop the behavior for the moment, but it often creates further rebellion at best or loss of self-esteem at worst.

I wonder if anyone who uses time-out in a forceful, humiliating way ever thinks about the long-range effects on children. Parents and teachers who claim time-out is effective are defining effective only in terms of controlling the child and stopping the behavior for the moment. In this book, effective is defined only in terms of the long-range positive effects on the child. In other words, does the child feel encouraged and empowered? Will the child’s behavior improve over the long run? Has the child learned an important life skill?

Positive Time-Out Is Only One Way to Encourage

POSITIVE TIME-OUT is not the only way to encourage and empower children. This book includes many other ways to avoid power struggles with children, all of which are designed to invite cooperation rather than foster resentment and rebellion. They all have a foundation in dignity and respect. They all teach children important life skills that will help them be successful, happy, contributing members of society. All of the methods discussed in this book achieve these important long-range results because of two criteria:


1. Children are involved respectfully whenever possible.

2. All methods incorporate kindness and firmness at the same time.



Please join me in the dream to eliminate punitive, humiliating time-out so we can empower children through the implementation of positive time-out and other methods of positive discipline.


1
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Time-Out

Encouragement or Discouragement?

DURING MY LECTURES, I often ask audiences, “What is the most popular discipline method used today, besides spanking, yelling, threatening, bribery, and guilt?” The answers are always the same: time-out and the withdrawal of privileges. (We’ll discuss withdrawal of privileges later in this chapter.)

[image: ]

These days time-out is a familiar concept to almost every parent and teacher: “I put my son in time-out until he can behave,” one mother says. “I can’t get my daughter to stay in time-out,” wails another. A father laments, “It doesn’t do any good to send my son to time-out; he enjoys it.” A teacher complains that when he asks a student to step outside the classroom door until he can behave better, the student makes funny faces through the window. Other teachers complain that suspension (simply another form of punitive time-out) seems more like a reward for students than a punishment. (A whole book could be written about the implications of that statement! What does it say about the school environment or the discouragement of students when they see suspension as a reward?)

Defining Time-Out

WHAT EXACTLY is time-out? To one frazzled mom, time-out means strapping her rebellious toddler in his high chair and setting an egg timer, one minute for each year of his age. In some schools, time-out means a segregated desk, a trip to the principal, isolation in a small room or booth, or suspension. For one terrified boy, time-out means standing for half an hour trying to press his nose against a circle drawn high on the wall by his frustrated father. And for some parents and teachers, time-out means time away from the group to “think about what you did!” Other popular terms for time-out include grounding and detention.

Can time-out really be all these things? Why is it such a popular discipline method? What should it be? First, let’s discuss why time-out, in all its incarnations, is so popular. The rest of this book is dedicated to what time-out can be when used in a positive, rather than a negative, manner.

Beware of What Works!

PUNITIVE TIME-OUT is popular because it seems to work. I say “seems to work” because it does work if all you care about is stopping the behavior for the moment. However, it does not work if you are concerned about long-term results. For example, the isolation booth may work in that it stops misbehavior (after all, what can children do while locked up in a four-foot-square box?), but what are the long-range results for the children? What are they thinking, feeling, and deciding about themselves and about what to do in the future? Most adults are so enamored with the immediate, short-term results that they don’t consider the long-term results. Isolation and humiliation may work, but they don’t help children feel better so they can do better in the future.



FOUR Rs OF PUNISHMENT


1. Resentment: “This is unfair. I can’t trust adults.”

2. Revenge: “They’re winning now, but I’ll get even.”

3. Rebellion: “I’ll do just the opposite to prove that I don’t have to do it their way.”

4. Retreat into:




    a. Sneakiness: “I won’t get caught next time.”

    b. Reduced self-esteem: “I’m a bad person.”







Many adults have been brainwashed with the idea that children have to suffer to learn. Children may learn while suffering punishment, but what exactly do they learn? The long-range results of punishment, as described in Positive Discipline (Nelsen, 1996, 87–88), are that children may feel one or all of the Four Rs of Punishment (see box on this page).

Short-range thinking related to misbehavior frequently incorporates punishment. Therefore, we need to look at longterm outcomes instead of short-term quick fixes that provide the illusion of effectiveness. Long-term parenting (and teaching) focuses on what children will learn that will help them long after the immediate crisis has passed. Discipline that teaches children helps them learn for the future. Punishment makes children pay for the past.



Discipline that teaches children helps them learn for the future. Punishment makes children pay for the past.





Punitive Time-Out: How Widespread? To What End?

WHEN I HEARD about the isolation booths used in some schools, I was outraged and sad. I tried to imagine the feelings of a child locked in a four-foot square booth with a window too high to see through. I thought, “Surely this practice must be limited to only a few schools.” (I already knew time-out was overused and misused in too many homes.) Then I read an article that told of a boy confined all day for six weeks in a ten-foot by thirteen-foot isolation room in a Texas school. His crime? He had refused to cut his seven-inch ponytail. The article went on to report that this child now has nightmares about the walls of the classroom closing in and crushing him.

“But that’s appalling,” parents cry. “We would never do that to our children!” But is forcibly restraining a child in some time-out spot really all that different? What is our goal: to punish, to give ourselves a break from irritating behavior, or to help our children feel better because children who feel better, do better? Only positive time-out (discussed later in this chapter) accomplishes the latter.

Discipline and Punishment Are Not the Same

MANY PEOPLE BELIEVE that discipline and punishment are synonymous. They are not. Discipline comes from the Latin words discipulus, which means “pupil,” and disciplina, which means “teaching” or “learning”—all very positive ideas. Punishment is not positive; it does not have long-range positive results for any human being. Adults use punitive time-out when they mistakenly believe that punishment is the best way to inspire improved behavior. But punitive time-out can be a nightmare for a child locked in a booth or other small space, powerless to get out or to change the situation until the amount of time determined by an adult has been served. Adults who value basic human rights (especially for children) share this nightmare and believe tactics that humiliate and deprive a child of dignity and respect are means that do not justify the end.



Tactics that humiliate and deprive a child of dignity and respect are means that do not justify the end.





The discipline of positive time-out can be used to teach. Children learn the value of taking time to cool off until they regain enough objectivity and perspective to use their wisdom and self-discipline. These life skills can serve them throughout their lives.

What or Who Is an Extremely Difficult Child?

ADVOCATES OF THE isolation booth say it is used only for extremely difficult children. But who defines “extremely difficult,” and how does that label affect the child? Some teachers may define the slightest irritation as extremely difficult, while other teachers would not consider locking a child in an isolation booth no matter how severe the misbehavior. Some teachers have used the isolation booth for children who displayed the “extremely difficult” behavior of chewing gum or talking out of turn. Such ambiguous definitions are grounds for great concern.

Some teachers justify use of the isolation booth by saying children are given other options first, such as sitting at their desks with their heads down. If that doesn’t work, they are asked to sit in a time-out area facing a three-sided box. If that doesn’t work, they are locked in the isolation booth. The option they are not given is one that might help them feel encouraged and that might eliminate the misbehavior. This option is to calm down in a positive environment until they can rationally explore the consequences of their choices with a friendly adult who believes that mistakes are wonderful opportunities from which to learn.

Physical Abuse Isn’t the Only Kind of Abuse

MANY ADULTS WHO don’t believe in corporal punishment think it is okay to use time-out in a punitive, shaming way for their “difficult” or “defiant” child. They act as though punitive time-out will not be as damaging as physical abuse; however, a damaged ego (emotional abuse) can be just as harmful and difficult for children to deal with as physical abuse is.

It can be tremendously frustrating to deal with misbehaving children, whether at home or in school. The incidence of violence in our schools is rising almost daily. We hear more and more about the difficult or the defiant child. But where does defiance begin? Could it be that parents and teachers have the cart before the horse? Could it be that any kind of punishment helps create “difficult” or “defiant” children? Is it possible that “difficult” or “defiant” children are very intelligent with a low tolerance for being overly controlled and disrespectfully treated? Whatever the case, confining children to small spaces is a disturbing practice, and it increases the discouragement that is at the root of all misbehavior. Adults who send children to punitive time-out perpetuate a vicious cycle.



Adults who send children to punitive time-out perpetuate a vicious cycle.





Be Rational

MANY PARENTS AND teachers say ridiculous things, such as “Go to your room (or to the corner) and think about what you did.” I’m amazed that many adults don’t know the answer when I ask, “Do you know why that is a ridiculous statement?” They come up with all kinds of responses such as, “The child might be too angry to think about it.” “He might fall asleep.” “She might not understand what she did wrong.” All of these statements are true, but what is ridiculous is the assumption that adults can control what a child thinks. Parents and teachers look chagrined when I ask, “Do you really think you can control what a child thinks?”

I go on to ask, “What do you think the child is really thinking about?” The answers range from “She is probably thinking about how angry at me she is,” to “She is thinking about how to avoid getting caught next time,” to “She may be thinking about how to get even with me,” to, worst of all, “She may be thinking she is a bad person.” Although all of these answers are probably true of the child, none helps a child do better in the future.



Punitive time-out is based on the silly thought that to get children to do better, we first have to make them feel worse. Positive time-out is based on the understanding that children do better when they feel better.





Most adults do not realize that children are constantly making decisions about themselves, about their world, and, based on those decisions, about what to do to survive or to thrive. (The four categories of decisions that children make are covered in Chapter 5.)

Punitive time-out is based on the silly thought that to get children to do better, we first have to make them feel worse. Positive time-out is based on the understanding that children do better when they feel better. Think about these ideas in terms of yourself. Do you do better when you feel worse, or when you feel better? Punitive time-out is certainly not effective if it perpetuates children’s discouraging beliefs about themselves and their environment. Nor is it effective if those beliefs increase the need for revenge or rebellion in whatever form it takes.

What Does Effective Mean?

ANOTHER TERM THAT needs closer examination is effective. Some teachers and psychologists believe that the isolation booth is effective. But effective for what and for whom? Effective for the parent or teacher or for the child?

During Positive Discipline workshops, we do many experimental activities designed to help people “get into the child’s world” to understand the long-range effects of our discipline methods. At these workshops, we have people imagine, or role-play, that they are young children of any age confined to a small space, strapped in a high chair, or otherwise humiliated or isolated. Most people said they felt scared, abandoned, powerless, shamed, and insecure about their basic worth as people. When we did the same exercise with adults role-playing older children in the same situation, the adults felt humiliated, angry, and revengeful; they thought about dropping out of school or about how to get even with those who had shamed them. Even worse were those who felt (while role-playing children in punitive time-out), “I’m not a very good person. I’m nothing but a disappointment to my parents or teachers. I’ll never be good enough.”

Imagine that you are a child of any age. Imagine now what you would feel being sent to punitive time-out. Would the experience encourage you to do better? Or would it crush your self-esteem, make you feel bad and inferior, or give you incentive for revenge? The healthiest response we have received from adults who have tried this exercise is, “It would give me something to brag about … that the only way they could control me is to lock me up.” Not one adult has ever said, “I really felt this was good for me and provided me with an inner motivation to do better.” Some have said, “I might do better out of total fear and at great cost to my self-esteem.”

You may be thinking, “Surely making my child stay in his room for five minutes isn’t that bad.” The answer depends on the belief behind the act: Are you giving your child a chance to feel better and behave more constructively? Or are you simply interested in controlling your child’s behavior? What is really going on in the mind of your child? Is your use of time-out effective in terms of long-range results?

The Effectiveness of Positive Time-Out

POSITIVE TIME-OUT can help children learn many important life skills, such as the importance of taking time to calm down until they can think more clearly and act more thoughtfully. When human beings are upset, they function from their primitive brain (the brain stem) where the only options are fight or flight. When adults send children to time-out, the adults are often functioning from their primitive brain, and resentment puts children in their primitive brain—perpetuating the vicious cycle of fight or flight.

Positive time-out allows children (and adults) to calm down until they are again functioning from their rational brain (their cortex)—so they can solve problems and learn. Positive time-out encourages children to form positive beliefs about themselves, their world, and their behavior. In this state of mind, they can learn from their mistakes and/or determine how to make amends for any hurt or damage their behavior might have caused.

[image: ]

Be Aware of What Really Works

IF A METHOD has really worked with children, then it should make the children feel empowered and motivated to improve from an inner locus of control and desire to change (as opposed to control from others). Children should develop skills that will help them solve problems and improve behavior.

“Where did we ever get the crazy idea that to make children do better, we must first make them feel worse?” Let it be stated again: Children do better when they feel better, not when they are discouraged about themselves. Therefore, the number one criterion for positive time-out is that it be used to help children feel better, not to make them feel worse.

By understanding a few basic principles of human behavior, adults can empower children (see box on this page).

Summary

POSITIVE TIME-OUT gives misbehaving, discouraged children, and adults, time to cool off, feel better, and change disruptive behavior to constructive behavior. It can be an affirming, loving action that demonstrates faith in a child’s ability to gain control and solve problems. Taking time to calm down until inner wisdom can be accessed is an important life skill—one that would benefit many adults as well as children. Positive time-out can be very effective because children do better when they feel better—an idea that is repeated many times throughout this book.

Our motives and goals in dealing with the children entrusted to our care need to be examined. The goal of positive time-out, as with everything we do as parents and teachers, should be to help our children grow into capable, respectful, cooperative people with many social and life skills. The criteria for reaching this goal are covered in Chapter 2.



BASIC PRINCIPLES OF HUMAN BEHAVIOR


1. All people (including children) deserve dignity and respect. This is a basic principle of Adlerian psychology—the philosophy of maintaining dignity and respect for all human beings. The idea must be incorporated before time-out can be used as an effective, encouraging experience that helps children, instead of an experience that creates humiliation and loss of dignity and respect.

2. Misbehaving children are discouraged children. Misbehaving children need encouragement so they won’t feel the need to misbehave. Shame and humiliation will only make them feel more discouraged and more motivated to misbehave. (Chapter 5 provides further details on this principle as well as the Four Mistaken Goals of Behavior and how they relate to time-out.)

3. Humiliation and shame are not effective motivators. During the past decade, a number of professionals concerned with children (pediatricians, psychiatrists, social workers, and so on) have formally adopted positions in opposition to spanking, paddling, or humiliating children in any way. These specialists have paid attention to the research demonstrating that the long-range damage to children far outweighs the immediate advantage of controlling behavior through punishment.
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