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Anyone can become angry, that is easy

but to be angry with the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right waythis is not easy.




Aristotle

If I am not for myself, who is for me?

If I am only for myself, what am I?

If not now, when?

Hillel




Illusions are the truths we live by until we know better.

Nancy Gibbs
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Preface




Welcome to the third edition of The Explosive Child. Much has happened since the first edition was published in 1998. To begin with, the approach described in these pages now has a name: Collaborative Problem Solving (CPS). And to make it easier for people to understand and implement, there have also been a variety of updates to the model, and these changes are presented in this edition. And theres now a nonprofit organizationthe Collaborative Problem Solving Institutethat has been established to help us reach out to more parents, teachers, and others who work with and care about explosive kids. And the Boston Red Sox won the World Series.

This revised edition is still about the same kids: the ones who often exhibit extreme behaviorsintense temper outbursts, noncompliance, verbal and physical aggressionthat make life extraordinarily challenging and frustrating for them, their parents, siblings, teachers, and others who interact with them. They have, of course, been described in many ways: difficult, challenging, willful, manipulative, attention-seeking, contrary, intransigent, unmotivated. They may carry any or many of various psychiatric diagnoses, such as oppositional-defiant disorder (ODD), attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), intermittent explosive disorder, Tourettes disorder, depression, bipolar disorder, nonverbal learning disability, Aspergers disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD). But their behavior has typically been very poorly understood.

For a long time the prevailing view of such behavior has been that it is the by-product of inept parenting practices. But research of the past two decades suggests that the difficulties of explosive children are a lot more complex than previously thought and may emanate from a variety of different factors. Weve learned a lot about childrens brains in the last twenty years; its time for what we do to help them to be a reflection of what we now know about them. By the way, while the title of this book suggests that the content is relevant only to children who explode, the CPS model is applicable equally to children who withdraw, cry, or implode.

In writing this and the first two editions of The Explosive Child, my goal has been to provide an enlightened understanding of the children and, flowing from this understanding, to describe a practical, comprehensive approach aimed at decreasing adversarial interactions between explosive children and their adult caretakers at home and in school.

The kids havent changed all that much since I worked with my first explosive child a long time ago, but my approach to helping them and their parents and teachers is a lot different. And it works a lot better.

As always, the only prerequisite is an open mind.
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The Waffle Episode




Jennifer, age eleven, wakes up, makes her bed, looks around her room to make sure everything is in its place, and heads into the kitchen to make herself breakfast. She peers into the freezer, removes the container of frozen waffles, and counts six waffles. Thinking to herself, Ill have three waffles this morning and three tomorrow morning, Jennifer toasts her three waffles and sits down to eat.

Moments later her mother and five-year-old brother, Adam, enter the kitchen, and the mother asks Adam what hed like to eat for breakfast. Adam responds, Waffles, and the mother reaches into the freezer for the waffles. Jennifer, who has been listening intently, explodes.

He cant have the frozen waffles! Jennifer screams, her face suddenly reddening.

Why not? asks the mother, her voice and pulse rising, at a loss for an explanation of Jennifers behavior.

I was going to have those waffles tomorrow morning! Jennifer screams, jumping out of her chair.

Im not telling your brother he cant have waffles! the mother yells back.

He cant have them! screams Jennifer, now face-to-face with her mother.

The mother, wary of the physical and verbal aggression of which her daughter is capable during these moments, desperately asks Adam if there might be something else he would consider eating.

I want waffles, Adam whimpers, cowering behind his mother.

Jennifer, her frustration and agitation at a peak, pushes her mother out of the way, seizes the container of frozen waffles, then slams the freezer door shut, pushes over a kitchen chair, grabs her plate of toasted waffles, and stalks to her room. Her brother and mother begin to cry.

Jennifers family members have endured thousands of such explosions. In many instances, the explosions are more prolonged and intense, involving more physical or verbal aggression than the one described above (when Jennifer was eight, she kicked out the front windshield of the family car). Mental health professionals have bestowed myriad diagnoses upon Jennifer: oppositional- defiant disorder, bipolar disorder, intermittent explosive disorder. For the parents, however, a simple label doesnt begin to explain the upheaval, turmoil, and trauma that Jennifers outbursts cause.

Her siblings and mother are scared of her. Her extreme volatility and inflexibility require constant vigilance and enormous energy from her mother and father, thereby detracting from the attention the parents wish they could devote to Jennifers brother and sister. Her parents frequently argue over the best way to handle her behavior, but they agree about the severe strains Jennifer places on their marriage. Although she is above average in intelligence, Jennifer has no close friends; children who initially befriend her eventually find her rigid personality difficult to tolerate.

Over the years Jennifers parents have sought help from countless mental health professionals, most of whom advised them to set firmer limits and be more consistent in managing Jennifers behavior, and instructed them on how to implement formal reward and punishment strategies, usually in the form of sticker charts and time-outs. When such strategies failed to work, Jennifer was medicated with innumerable combinations of drugs, without dramatic effect. After eight years of disparate advice, firmer limits, medicine, and motivational programs, Jennifer has changed little since her parents first noticed there was something different about her when she was a toddler.

Most people cant imagine how humiliating it is to be scared of your own daughter, Jennifers mother once said. People who dont have a child like Jennifer dont have a clue about what its like to live like this. Believe me, this is not what I envisioned when I dreamed of having children. This is a nightmare.

You cant imagine the embarrassment of having Jennifer lose it around people who dont know her, her mother continued. I feel like telling them, I have two kids at home who dont act like thisI really am a good parent!

I know people are thinking, What wimpy parents she must havewhat that kid really needs is a good thrashing. Believe me, weve tried everything with her. But nobodys been able to tell us how to help herno ones really been able to tell us whats the matter with her!

I hate what Ive become. I used to think of myself as a kind, patient, sympathetic person. But Jennifer has caused me to act in ways in which I never thought myself capable. Im emotionally spent. I cant keep living like this.

I know a lot of other parents who have pretty difficult childrenyou know, kids who are hyperactive or having trouble paying attention. I would give my left arm for a kid who was just hyperactive or having trouble paying attention! Jennifer is in a completely different league! It makes me feel very alone.

The truth is that Jennifers mother is not alone; there are a lot of Jennifers out there. Their parents often discover that strategies that are usually effective for shaping the behavior of other childrensuch as explaining, reasoning, reassuring, nurturing, redirecting, insisting, ignoring, rewarding, and punishingdont achieve the same success with their Jennifers. Even commonly prescribed medications often do not lead to satisfactory improvement. If you started reading this book because you have a Jennifer of your own, youre probably familiar with how frustrated, confused, angry, bitter, guilty, overwhelmed, worn-out, and hopeless Jennifers parents feel.

Besides the diagnoses mentioned above, children like Jennifer may be diagnosed with any of a variety of other psychiatric conditions and learning inefficiencies, including attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), depression, Tourettes disorder, anxiety disorders (including obsessive-compulsive disorder), language-processing impairments, sensory integration dysfunction, nonverbal learning disability (NLD), reactive attachment disorder, and Aspergers disorder. Such children may also be described as having difficult temperaments. Whatever the label, children like Jennifer are distinguished by a few characteristicsnamely, striking inflexibility and poor frustration tolerancethat make life significantly more difficult and challenging for them and for the people who interact with them. These children have enormous difficulty thinking things through when they become frustrated and often respond to even simple changes and requests with extreme rigidity and often verbal or physical aggression. For ease of exposition, throughout this book Ill refer to these children as explosive, but the approach described in this book is equally applicable to implosive kidsthose whose inflexibility and poor tolerance for frustration cause them to shut down and withdraw.

How are explosive children different from other kids? Lets take a look at how different children may respond to a fairly common family scenario. Imagine that Child 1Hubertis watching television and his mother asks him to set the table for dinner. Hubert has a pretty easy time shifting from his agendawatching televisionto his mothers agendasetting the table for dinner. Thus, in response to, Hubert, Id like you to turn off the television and come set the table for dinner, he would likely reply, OK, Mom, Im coming, and would set about the task of fulfilling his mothers request.

Child 2Jermaineis a little tougher. He has a harder time shifting from his agenda to his mothers agenda but is able to manage his frustration and shift gears (sometimes with the assistance of a threat hanging over his head). Thus, in response to Jermaine, Id like you to turn off the television and come set the table for dinner, Jermaine might initially shout, No way, I dont want to right now! or complain, You always ask me to do things right when Im in the middle of something I like! However, with some extra help (Mother: Jermaine, if you dont turn off the television and come set the dinner table right now, youre going to have to take a time-out), these somewhat tougher children do shift gears.

And then there is Jennifer, Child 3, the explosive child, for whom demands for shifting gearsfrom her agenda to her mothers agendaoften induce a fairly rapid, intense, debilitating level of frustration. In response to Jennifer, Id like you to turn off the television and come set the table for dinner, these children get stuck and often eventually explode (even with a threat hanging over their heads), at which point all bets are off on what they may say or do.

Explosive children come in all shapes and sizes. Some blow up dozens of times every day; others only a few times a week. Many lose it only at home, others only at school, some both at home and at school. Some scream when they become frustrated but do not swear or become physically or verbally aggressive. One such child, Richard, a spunky, charismatic fourteen-year-old who was diagnosed with ADHD, began to cry in our first session when I asked if he thought it might be a good idea for us to help him start managing his frustration so he could begin getting along better with his family members. Others scream and swear but do not lash out physically, including Jack, an engaging, smart, moody ten-year-old, diagnosed with ADHD and Tourettes disorder, who had a very reliable pattern of becoming inflexible and irrational over the most trivial matters and whose swearing and screaming in the midst of frustration tended to elicit similar behaviors from his parents. Still others combine the whole package, such as Marvin, a bright, active, impulsive, edgy, easily agitated eight-year-old diagnosed with Tourettes disorder, depression, and ADHD, who reacted to unexpected changes with unimaginable intensity (and occasional physical violence). On one occasion, Marvins father innocently turned off an unnecessary light in the room in which Marvin was playing a video game, prompting a massive one-hour blowup.

What should become quite clear as you read this book is that these children have wonderful qualities and tremendous potential. In most ways, their general cognitive skills have developed at a normal pace. Yet their inflexibility and poor tolerance for frustration often obscure their more positive traits and cause them and those around them enormous pain. There is no other group of children who are so misunderstood. Their parents are typically caring, well-intentioned people, who often feel guilty that they havent been able to help their children.

You know, Jennifers mother would say, each time I start to get my hopes upeach time I have a pleasant interaction with JenniferI let myself become a little optimistic and start to like her againand then it all comes crashing down with her next explosion. Im ashamed to say it, but a lot of the time I really dont like her and I definitely dont like what shes doing to our family. We are in a perpetual state of crisis.

Clearly, theres something different about the Jennifers of the world. This is a critical realization for their parents and other caretakers to come to. But there is hope, as long as their parents, teachers, relatives, and therapists are able to come to grips with a second realization: Explosive children often require a different approach to discipline and limit setting than do other children.

Dealing more effectively with explosive children requires, first and foremost, an understanding of why these children behave as they do. Once this understanding is achieved, strategies for helping things improve often become self-evident. In some instances, achieving a more accurate understanding of a childs difficulties can, by itself, lead to improvements in adult-child interactions, even before any formal strategies are tried. The first chapters of this book are devoted to helping you think about why these children adapt so poorly to changes and requests, are so easily frustrated, and explode so quickly and so often. Along the way, youll read about why popular strategies for dealing with difficult children are often less effective than expected. In later chapters, youll read about alternative strategies that have been helpful to many of the children, families, and teachers with whom Ive worked over the years.

If you are the parent of an explosive child, this book may restore some sanity and optimism to your family and help you feel that you can actually handle your childs difficulties confidently and competently. If you are a relative, friend, teacher, or therapist, this book should, at the least, help you understand. There is no panacea. But there is cause for optimism and hope.
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Children Do Well If They Can




One of the most amazing and gratifying things about being a parent is watching your child develop new skills and master increasingly complex tasks with each passing month and year. Crawling progresses to walking and then advances to running; babbling slowly develops into full-blown talking; smiling progresses to more sophisticated forms of socialization; learning the letters of the alphabet sets the stage for reading whole words and then sentences, paragraphs, and books.

It is also amazing how unevenly different childrens skills develop. Some children learn to read more readily than they learn to do math. Some children turn out to be excellent athletes, whereas others may be less athletically skilled. In some cases, skills may lag because of a childs lack of exposure to the material (for example, maybe Steve cant hit a baseball very well because no one ever showed him how to do it). More commonly, children have difficulty learning a particular skill even though they have the desire to master the skill and have been provided with the instruction typically needed to master it. Its not that they dont want to learn; its simply that they are not learning as readily as expected. When childrens skills in a particular area lag well behind their expected development, we often give them special help, as when Steves baseball coach provided batting instruction or Kens school gave him remedial assistance in reading.

Just as some children lag in acquiring reading or athletic skills, othersthe children this book is aboutdo not progress to the degree we would have hoped in the domains of flexibility and frustration tolerance. Mastery of these skills is crucial to a childs overall development because interacting adaptively with the world requires the continual ability to solve problems, work out disagreements, and control the emotions one experiences when frustrated. Indeed, its difficult to imagine many situations in a childs day that dont require flexibility, adaptability, and frustration tolerance. When two children disagree about which game to play, we hope both children possess the skills to resolve the dispute in a mutually satisfactory manner. When bad weather forces parents to cancel their childs much-anticipated trip to the amusement park, we hope the child has the ability to express his disappointment appropriately, shift gears, and settle on an alternative plan. When a child is engrossed in a video game and its time to come to dinner, we hope the child is able to interrupt his game, manage his understandable feelings of frustration, and think clearly enough to recognize that he can return to the game later. And when a child decides shell have three frozen waffles for breakfast today and three tomorrow and her younger brother decides he wants three frozen waffles today, too, we hope the child can move beyond black-and-white thinking (I am definitely going to have those three waffles for breakfast tomorrow so theres no way my brother can have them) and recognize the gray in the situation (I guess I dont have to eat those exact wafflesI can ask my mom to buy moreany way, I might not even feel like eating waffles tomorrow).

Some children are inflexible and easily frustrated from the moment they pop into the world. For example, infants with difficult temperaments may be colicky, have irregular sleep patterns, have difficulties with feeding, may be difficult to comfort or soothe, may overreact to noises, lights, and discomfort (hunger, cold, a wet diaper, etc.), and respond poorly to changes. Other children may not begin to have difficulty with flexibility and frustration tolerance until later, when demands increase for skills such as language, organization, impulse control, regulation of emotions, and social skills.

Heres the important point: The children about whom this book is written do not choose to be explosiveany more than a child would choose to have a reading disabilitybut they are delayed in the process of developing the skills essential for flexibility and frustration tolerance. It follows that conventional explanations as to why children explode or refuse to do as they are toldHes doing it for attention; He just wants his own way; Hes manipulating us; He could do better if he really wanted to; He does just fine when he chooses tomiss the mark. Theres a big difference between viewing explosive behavior as the result of the failure to progress developmentally and viewing it as learned, planned, intentional, goal-oriented, and purposeful. Thats because your interpretation of a childs explosive behavior will be closely linked to how you try to change this behavior. In other words, your explanation guides your intervention.

This theme is worth thinking about for a moment. If you interpret a childs behavior as planned, intentional, goal-oriented, and purposeful, then labels such as stubborn, willful, intransigent, manipulative, bratty, attention-seeking, controlling, resistant, unmotivated, out of control, and defiant will sound perfectly reasonable to you, and popular strategies aimed at motivating compliant behavior and teaching the child whos boss will make perfect sense. If this has been your explanation of your childs explosive behavior, youre not alone. Youre also not alone if this explanation and the interventions that flow from it havent led you to a productive outcome.

Throughout this book, I encourage you to put conventional wisdom on the shelf and give some consideration to the alternative explanation: that your child is already very motivated to do well and that his explosive behavior reflects a developmental delaya learning disability of sortsin the skills of flexibility and frustration tolerance. From this perspective, putting a lot of energy into motivating your child and teaching him whos boss may actually be counterproductive, since hes already motivated and already knows whos boss.

So is there a better way to understand these children? Are there more accurate ways of describing their difficulties? And are there alternative strategies that may better match the needs of explosive children and their families?

Yes, yes, and yes.

Lets start with the understanding part. The single most important theme of this book is as follows:

Children do well if they can.

In other words, if your child could do well, he would do well. If he could handle disagreements and adults setting limits and the demands being placed on him without exploding, hed do it. And now you know why he cant do it: He has a learning disability in the domains of flexibility and frustration tolerance. How did he get that way? It turns out that there are some specific skills hes probably lacking. More details on these skills in the next chapter. What can we do to help him? Ah, thats what the rest of the book is about.

The problem is that a very different philosophyChildren do well if they want tooften guides adults thinking in their interactions with explosive children. Adherents to this idea believe children are already capable of behaving more appropriately but simply dont want to. And why dont they want to? The knee-jerk explanationeven among many well-intentioned mental health professionalsis that their parents are poor disciplinarians. Of course this explanation doesnt help us understand why many of the siblings of explosive children are actually very well behaved. But, as youd expect, this philosophy and explanation lead to interventions aimed at making children want to do well and helping parents become more effective disciplinarians, typically through implementation of popular reward and punishment programs. More on why these programs often dont get the job done in chapter 5.

Lets move on to the describing part. Rule number one: Dont place a lot of faith in psychiatric diagnoses to help you understand your explosive child. Diagnoses dont help you identify the compromised thinking skills underlying your childs explosive outbursts. Saying that a child has ADHD or has bipolar disorder or has obsessive-compulsive disorder gives us no information whatever about the thinking skills a child is lacking that we adults need to help him develop.

Better than any diagnosis, heres a description that helps people understand whats happening when a child (or an adult, for that matter) explodes:



An explosive outburstlike other forms of maladaptive behavioroccurs when the cognitive demands being placed upon a person outstrip that persons capacity to respond adaptively.



You wont find this description in any diagnostic manual (I wouldnt worry about that too much). Its actually a good description of the vast majority of maladaptive behaviors human beings exhibit. Its why people have panic attacks. Its why a child might refuse to sleep in his own bedroom at night. Its why a child might crawl under a desk and curl up in a fetal position. But in the case of the kids this book is aboutthe explosive onesits why they explode. Now we just have to figure out which factors are hindering your childs capacity to respond adaptively to the demands for flexibility and frustration tolerance being placed upon him.

Nothing is more frustrating for a parent than having a child with a chronic problem that is not yet fully understood. If your child has chronic stomachaches, chronic headaches, a bad case of eczema, difficulty breathing, you want to know why! And if your child has chronic difficulties tolerating frustration and handling demands for flexibility, you want to know why! In their own incredible frustration and confusion over their childs explosions, parents frequently demand that the child provide a logical explanation for his actions. In general, your child would be the wrong person to ask. So the dialogue often goes something like this:


Parent: Weve talked about this a million timesWHY DONT YOU DO WHAT YOURE TOLD? WHAT ARE YOU SO ANGRY ABOUT?

Explosive child: I dont know.



The childs maddening response usually has the effect of further heightening his parents frustration. Its worth noting, of course, that the child is probably telling the truth.

In a perfect world the child would respond with something like, See, Mom and Dad, I have this little problem. You guysand lots of other peopleare constantly telling me what to do or demanding that I shift from how I was thinking to how youre thinking, and Im not very good at it. In fact, when you ask me to do these things, I start to get frustrated. And when I start getting frustrated, I have trouble thinking clearly and then I get even more frustrated. Then you guys get mad. Then I start doing things I wish I didnt do and saying things I wish I didnt say. Then you guys get even madder and punish me, and it gets really messy. After the dust settlesyou know, when I start thinking clearly againI end up being really sorry for the things I did and said. I know this isnt fun for you, but rest assured, Im not having any fun either.

Alas, we live in an imperfect world. Explosive children are rarely able to describe their difficulties with this kind of clarity. However, some kids and adults are pretty articulate about what happens in the midst of explosions. One child referred to how his brain got stuck in the midst of frustration as brain lock. He explained that he locked on to an idea and then had tremendous difficulty unlocking, regardless of how reasonable or rational the attempts of others to unlock him. Another computer-savvy child said he wished his brain had a Pentium processor so he could think faster and more efficiently when he became frustrated. Dr. Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence, referred to explosions as a neural hijacking. Its pretty clear that when a child is in the midst of an explosion, theres nobody home. Our goals, of course, are to make sure that your childs brain doesnt get locked up or his neurons hijacked; to help him think more clearly and efficiently in the midst of frustration; and to make sure theres somebody at home.



Youve just been given a lot of new ideas to digest. Heres a quick summary of the main points:


	Flexibility and frustration tolerance are critical developmental skills that some children fail to develop at an age-appropriate pace. Inadequate development of these skills can contribute to a variety of behaviorssudden outbursts, explosions, and physical and verbal aggression, often in response to what might seem the most benign or trivial of circumstancesthat have a traumatic, adverse impact on these childrens interactions and relationships with parents, teachers, siblings, and peers.

	How you explain your childs explosive behavior and the language you use to describe it will directly influence the strategies you use to help your child change this behavior.

	Putting conventional explanations on the shelf will also mean putting conventional parenting practices on the shelf. You need a new plan. But first youve got some figuring out to do.
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