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Introduction

Your four-year-old's tantrums have become more frequent and intense; they have started to dominate the life of your household. He's not just yelling and screaming anymore—now he throws things, hits, and kicks, too. The bedtime tantrum is the most predictable one, and the one that disrupts home life the most, but he has also taken his show on the road. You've been late to work recently because he melts down in the morning when you leave him at daycare. After other spectacular public performances at the supermarket, restaurants, and family gatherings, none of which you handled very well, you are sure that others see you as an incompetent parent—and you are starting to wonder if they might be right. And, deeper than that, it frightens you to feel the situation slipping beyond your control. You're losing your confidence that you can govern your child, your household, and when you lose your temper, yourself. 

***

You want your nine-year-old to work with you, not against you. You're not asking for blind compliance, but more cooperation would be nice. Right now, she seems to fight you every step of the way, from getting up for school in the morning through homework and dinner and computer or TV time. Sometimes she insists on complete freedom and autonomy; sometimes she acts as if you have to do everything for her. She bickers incessantly with her sister, too. Is it asking too much for you to have a little peace around the house? You're tired of laying down the law, trying to understand her point of view, and using every other strategy that hasn't worked. Frankly, you are fed up with your own child. You find yourself wistfully wondering why you weren't one of the lucky ones who got a nice, easy kid to raise. 

***

Your thirteen-year-old gives you nothing but attitude. On a couple of occasions, he has stolen something or committed an act of vandalism, the most worrisome pieces of a larger pattern of defying authority. You tell yourself that he's going through a phase, that he's just a normal preadolescent, but you fear that he may be heading toward serious trouble. You have tried to talk to him in every way you can think of—punishing, explaining, begging, crying—but nothing works. Your spouse says you are exaggerating, but you feel it's time to face the seriousness of what's happening to your family. Your child has a good heart, but that doesn't keep you from feeling always a little on edge, not knowing when the next crisis will develop.

***

Should you be addressing these problems now, before they lead to more serious ones? Or should you wait to see if a particular problem resolves itself? Perhaps you've gone online, Googled "tantrum" or "defiant child," and found that your child's behavior fits a diresounding label. Perhaps you're more concerned than your spouse is, or vice versa, and it's becoming a bone of contention between you—two devoted parents who find themselves disagreeing about what's wrong, how serious it is, how to put it right, or whether to try to fix it at all.

The tangle of confusion, frustration, fear, and anger inside you turns spending time with your child into a wearisome, long-running confrontation, even a chore that you secretly dread, and that feels very wrong to you. You've become a character you don't really recognize, or recognize all too well as the kind of parent you never 
wanted to be: a frequently irate, sometimes out-of-control shouter who spends altogether too much time ineffectively nagging, threatening, punishing, and even hitting the very child you love as much as you have ever loved or could ever love anyone. You feel off-balance, strange to yourself. You need a better way to be a parent, but you haven't gotten much useful help from the models you may have turned to: the way your parents, bless their hearts, did it; the many ways the child-rearing manuals suggest you do it; the way Supernanny does it on TV. With professional experts of all kinds promising that their way works, with friends and friends of friends telling you stories about how so-and-so's kid was turned around by a new parental strategy or miracle diet or whatever, it's hard to figure out what actually will work for you and your child. 


The Method

There is a way to establish what actually does work. It's called science. To most people as they go about their daily lives, "science" means subjects such as the discovery of water on Mars, how birds spread influenza, and what trans fats do to our bodies. All of these are important and consistently newsworthy, without doubt, but science has also been quietly pressing forward in the effort to understand child development, child-rearing, parent-child interaction, and all sorts of other matters that affect your child's social, emotional, and behavioral adjustment.

Within the extensive research on human behavior in general, a great deal tells us specifically about the behavior of children. You may be surprised to hear that scientists have studied the most effective way to give a command to a child, or that they have rigorously compared the effectiveness of rewarding good behavior and punishing misbehavior. There are even studies that tell us very specific things like, for instance, the most effective way to speak to a child when asking her to do something she'd prefer not to do: brush her teeth, wear a jacket, get off the phone, or go to bed on time. Obviously, very few parents have the time or training to get up to speed on the latest research in psychology, not to mention child 
development and neurobiology and all the many related fields. But they can benefit profoundly from what researchers have discovered. 

In this book, I present a method for changing your child's behavior that is based on good science—on what we currently know about children's behavior from the results of sound, well-conducted studies. I do not offer impressionistic beliefs or unsupported opinions about childhood. I'll be telling you something about the research and basic principles that underlie this approach, so you get a sense of why it works, but my emphasis will be on what to do and how to do it.

One great virtue of the method is that the same principles and techniques apply to the full range of situations for children and adolescents. I'm talking about everything from the milestones of normal child development—eating, toilet training, sleeping in one's own bed, not having tantrums—all the way to potentially more serious behavior problems like fighting or stealing. The method has been demonstrated to be effective even in those more difficult situations in which there are other problems in the home, such as when parents have physical or mental health problems, or engage in drug use or domestic violence. As long as you are committed to systematically taking this approach to changing the behavior of your child, even an imperfect and partial application of the method produces results.

First, you must shift your own focus of attention. As parents we tend to be experts on what we want our kids not to do. For example, I want him to stop whining, talking back, and ignoring me. I will teach you to focus more positively on what you do want your kids to do— When it's bedtime, I want her to go directly, quickly, and quietly to bed —and give you the tools to methodically reinforce that behavior until it replaces the behavior you don't want.

You'll learn how to build up the behaviors you want: how often your child must practice the good behavior in order for it to "take," how to set up situations so that the behaviors you'd like to see are much more likely to occur, how to create more chances to practice, how to praise most effectively, how to set up and give rewards that work, how to get from the desired behavior never happening to seeing it happen a lot, how to troubleshoot and improve a program that's not working well enough. I will have much to tell you about the details, because they can make all the difference between success and failure. 

When you commit to positively reinforcing the behavior you want, you can be kinder to your child while being more systematic. We tend to fall into a trap of believing that getting serious about behavior problems means getting negative: more punishment, tougher standards, "zero tolerance." But positive reinforcement requires a very different kind of effectiveness from a parent: better praise, more purposeful rewards, greater attentiveness to a child. It draws you and your child closer together as it makes you a more effective parent.

Parents who use my method often find great relief in discovering that getting down to business doesn't have to mean bearing down even harder on their children. Being more effectively gentle and positive with your child doesn't mean being spineless. The reverse, in fact, may be true. Flying off the handle, perpetual anger, shouting, hitting—those are the truer signs of a defeated, ineffective parent. Positive reinforcement tends to calm a household because it offers clear, attainable objectives for parents and children alike to aim for in shaping behavior.

My method does not require a lifelong commitment. The program you'll set up for changing your child's behavior works like a frame you place around a growing plant to train it up straight and healthy. The plant is better behavior, and once it can stand on its own, you'll take down the frame. You will not be awarding points or keeping track of rewards forever. In fact, most parents find that such concentrated interventions take effect very quickly and can be largely discontinued after a relatively short time, like a month or two. The intention here is that you build the frame of this method around your child's changing behavior, but once the desired behavior takes deeper root and gains in vigor, you quickly scale down the frame and then take it down entirely.



Where the Method Comes From

I did not set out to specialize in helping parents improve their children's behavior. I started down the road that led to this method when 
somebody gave me a problem to solve and I turned to the research for help. 

That occurred back in the early 1970s, when I was a graduate student at Northwestern University. The director of a local clinic that treated children who had emotional problems asked whether I could help his clients. The one I remember best was Sharon, a fifteen-year-old girl who had terrible, destructive tantrums whenever anyone said no to her or there was even the slightest unexpected change in her routine. When told we would be breaking for lunch, for instance, Sharon would blow up. She threw things, swore with amazing virtuosity, and shouted at the top of her voice. The predictable pre-lunch tantrum could be controlled by announcing to her sixty and then thirty minutes before lunch that lunch was coming, but if the clinic's staff forgot to do this, the tantrum was inevitable.

After consulting with researchers around the country, I created a program for Sharon and other clients at the clinic by adapting techniques on learning and behavior that had proved effective in treating adults. The program did not produce overnight miracles, but it did bring about gradual transformations with clear, lasting effects. We could see and measure the changes and, more important, others working with our clients and their families saw the changes. In the case of Sharon, we entirely eliminated her tantrums in about three weeks, step by step, by instituting a system of rewards for small positive changes in her behavior. She reached the point where she would smile mischievously instead of blowing up when we interrupted her. And once we ended the programs, the improved behaviors continued. The programs were temporary; the changes endured.

The treatment did not make any attempt to get at a root cause of behavior—to determine, say, the ultimate cause of Sharon's rages. We proceeded upon the idea that if you can help the child in the short term to change her behavior, over time you will change the child. The research tells us that building up a better response to replace tantrums, if the new behavior is repeated often enough, will in effect rewire that child's brain so she doesn't jump to rage as the default coping strategy for difficult situations.

Sharon's was an extreme clinical case, but I also wanted to bring the research to bear on the more everyday behavior problems that all parents have to deal with. I was appalled by the unending stream of bad "expert" advice to often desperate parents, who understandably snatched at anything that looked like a tool and rarely had the training to tell what was based on good science and what was not. So I began conducting parenting classes in which we discussed and practiced techniques for changing behavior that parents could use at home. Often the behaviors we addressed were utterly normal ones, like getting a child to eat certain foods, using the toilet, getting ready for school, doing homework, practicing a musical instrument, playing nicely with a sibling, respecting property, and not teasing or hurting a pet. The programs did not always succeed, especially at first, but we constantly evaluated whether change was happening and whether it was happening fast enough. We would adjust the program, measure our progress, and adjust again. 

I also began working with schools, and when I moved from Chicago to take a job at Pennsylvania State University, I applied what I had learned to help children in local schools there. There were many challenges—such as a memorable five-year-old girl who would self-induce vomiting whenever she was mad, thoroughly disrupting the class every time she did it. (She actually turned out to be an easy case.) But as the research on behavior made the leap from the laboratory to meaningful application to the lives of real people, and as the body of that research built up, we had more equipment with which to face those challenges. The accumulating studies began to show conclusively that what many of us do as parents—from harsh punishment to endlessly explaining to a child why his behavior is wrong—may not work at all and can even make our children's behavior problems worse by giving attention to them.

We began teaching parents to "catch their children being good," instead of unwittingly reinforcing unwanted behaviors by shouting, hitting, explaining, or otherwise attending to them. And the developing body of scientific research began to show conclusively that small, temporary changes in what parents do at home have large, lasting effects in changing children's behavior at home and at school.

After a decade at Penn State, I moved to the University of Pittsburgh School of Medicine, where, in addition to continuing my research and directing an inpatient service, I continued training parents 
to change their children's behavior at home over the long term. My colleagues and I also used federal grants to study the techniques we taught, refining them and making them more effective. 

In 1989, I took a position at Yale University and moved my clinic there. It continues as the Yale Parenting Center and Child Conduct Clinic, which I direct. I am also the John M. Musser Professor of Psychology and Child Psychiatry, and for four years I directed a large research and clinical operation at the Child Study Center at the Yale Medical School. At the Yale Parenting Center and Child Conduct Clinic, the most hands-on of these responsibilities, my staff and I see families of children from ages two to sixteen and apply programs to change child behavior in the home and community. Five days a week, every week, we work with parents who need help with their children. Some families bring us children who are referred by the schools, other mental health services, or law enforcement agencies. These are children with severe problems. But at least half of the parents who come to us face less severe difficulties. They just want our help in stopping their children from arguing or teasing so much, or in getting their children to do homework, to take more responsibility, or to not melt down so often. And we know how to help them. We can help families break the cycle that pits defiant child against exhausted parent until one or both gives way.



Getting the Word Out

Discovery has been my job, and I love it. I've spent more than three decades refining my method—thirty-plus years of research, grants, scholarly conferences, clinical applications, follow-up studies, all the routines of scientific scholarship. I've written or coauthored forty-four books and almost six hundred articles, chapters, and papers. But they were addressed almost exclusively to other professionals in my field. Now it's time to get the word out as widely as possible to the people who need it most.

The scientific evidence that demonstrates what works best in changing children's behavior is overwhelming. That wasn't true when I first began working with children, but it is now. There's always more vital research to be done, but scientists have to think beyond research, too. How do we get this technology—because that's what a scientifically supported method that produces reliable results amounts to, a technology—into the hands of people so that they can put it to use? I'm both sobered and motivated by recalling that children are still being crippled and killed by polio half a century after researchers discovered a vaccine for it. Research  must go hand in hand with dissemination if it's going to help people. Misbehavior isn't as scary as polio, but it's far more pervasive than polio ever was. (And sometimes it's pretty scary in its own right. Children's misbehavior at its worst—conduct disorder, a psychiatric diagnosis for extreme aggressive and antisocial behaviors—is a fantastically expensive, widespread, persistent problem affecting millions of families.) Scientists, including me, have not worked hard enough to ensure that their relevant findings reach beleaguered parents. I wrote this book to distill that scientific expertise in the form of practical help you can use to address behavior problems in your own home.

My job is made more complicated by the sheer volume of advice and therapeutic approaches, much of it misguided, that's already out there. Parents who come to my clinic often have a mishmash of good and bad and irrelevant parenting lore already floating in their heads. Sometimes they have tried other treatments, including some that superficially resemble methods that actually work, and those treatments have not helped much.

I feel for these parents. They're looking for workable solutions in a field with insufficient quality control. There are over 550 therapies for children and adolescents. Over 90 percent of them haven't been tested with any scientific rigor. We simply don't know if they work or don't work. But there's no public outcry of What's the basis for this? There are no hoops through which a therapy must pass to get on the market, no equivalent of the Food and Drug Administration's approval process for a new drug. What's out there might work, but it's often being used in place of things that are known to work. And a few widely accepted treatments have actually been proven to make behavior worse.

This is the fault of the mental health professions, not of parents, who make what sense they can of the tsunami of seemingly authoritative information constantly coming at them. I'm doing what I can to 
effect change in my profession from within. As president of the American Psychological Association, which has over 150,000 members, one of my main goals is to encourage the recent turn in clinical work toward greater accountability to scientific standards. 

But there's still a lot of poor advice out there. For instance, one parenting book that's been in circulation for years says that if a brief time-out doesn't work, keep upping the ante and make it longer, even going to a so-called monster time-out lasting four hours or more. But the research shows us that more intense punishment does not lead to greater change in behavior. If you are giving more and longer timeuts, it means your strategy is failing. The answer is not to escalate—just the opposite, in fact. If you're giving more and longer time-outs, this should tell you that you need to do more to positively reinforce good behaviors to replace the unwanted behaviors.

Speaking of time-outs, plenty of experts explain that you give a child a time-out so that he can think about how he got into trouble. This is a complete misunderstanding of time-out, which is not about thinking at all. We know this because animal research proves that time-out works with all sorts of mammals that do not have our cognitive power. In a time-out, we simply withdraw attention for a brief period. Getting a child to think about things is really good for lots of reasons but not as a way to change the child's behavior. Getting the child to do things differently, on the other hand, will change behavior and the child's thoughts about it.

One widely read author assures readers that if children can tell us they are angry, they will not kick us or otherwise express their aggression in unacceptable ways. This is an outdated view not supported by evidence. A large body of scientific work tells us that talking about aggression will not reduce aggressive behavior. In fact, talking about aggression sometimes actually increases aggression. In any case, it will certainly not help a child develop nonaggressive solutions to behavior problems. The whole approach is based on misguided psychology derived from an old hydraulic model, which treated the human psyche like a steam engine that must release pressure in order to function smoothly.

But ideas discredited by science can continue to circulate for years, even decades. Some of the advice—about punishment, for instance —is actively harmful. Some of it is basically benign; it may not hurt, except to the extent that it gets in the way of finding and applying more effective solutions. Often, the advice offers fine general tools for living but not direct paths to addressing your concerns about your child's behavior. In addition to teaching practical skills, this book will equip you to read the parenting advice with an informed critical eye. 

Perhaps the greatest danger posed by bad advice is that it discourages parents from pursuing solutions that really do work. Some of the bad advice out there looks superficially like the good, evidence-based advice. All kinds of experts tell you to praise your child, or set up a point chart, or use time-outs instead of harsher punishments. But most of them don't pay any attention to the good research on how to make these strategies effective. Nor do they systematically connect the strategies to the real reason why they work, which is that they encourage reinforced practice (of which I'll have more to say in chapters i and 2) to occur. Success and failure are determined in the details, and scientists have studied those details with an exactitude that I want you to be able to take advantage of. If you happen across mediocre, impressionistic advice that's not based on good science, and you try it, and it fails to change your child's behavior, you may decide that praise or point charts or time-outs don't work at all. And that would be a tragedy, because when done right, they work very well indeed.

This book is all about doing it right. My main goal is to put the science at your disposal in a practical, efficient way that you can use to improve your child's behavior.



So, Relax

Before we get started, I think it's important to establish some perspective. Your child is most likely perfectly normal, which is to say that she is wonderful in many ways but occasionally misbehaves (and the research shows that even the very best-behaved kid listens only about 80 percent of the time).

Kids are people, and people respond to the method of positive reinforcement this book teaches; it works. Our research shows that about 80 percent of even the most serious cases of child conduct dis
order respond well to my method, and chances are good that even the very worst moments you confront with your child fall far short of the threshold that all of these serious cases exceed. 

And take heart, too, in the knowledge that kids aren't as fragile as we sometimes make them out to be. Stop worrying that you have somehow inflicted permanent "psychological scars" on your child with less-than-perfect parenting—which is, of course, the only kind there is. Think, instead, of your child's behavior as a complicated bundle of habits and routines. It's never too late to change those habits and routines by reinforcing different ones, and when you improve your child's behavior, you give both your child and yourself a chance to feel better about everyone involved. Change the behaviors; the feelings will follow.

I intend this book as a resource you can use to build a better family life. It explores how both parents and children see the world and themselves, and how both children and parents often come to express that self-conception in troublesome behavior. Such behavior can drift into a self-perpetuating destructive pattern, but the cycle can be interrupted and the troublesome behavior changed, bringing greater harmony to the family. I have distilled the science into practical guidance—sample dialogues between parents and child, for instance, and explanations for why one dialogue has been shown to be effective while another has not. I keep foremost in mind the necessity of answering practical questions like, If I want to start applying these methods today, what exactly do I do? or What exactly should I say?

The scientific research has clear and often surprising things to say about even the most common and typically unquestioned practices we all employ, from explaining to nagging to punishing. So keep an open mind. Help is here, and it's the best help science can offer.




1. Seven Myths of Effective Parenting

My first daughter was supposed to be going to sleep in her crib. But I was standing there at cribside, enthralled, marveling joyfully at this little creature. She was squirming, making sounds, and looking at me, in no way moving toward sleep. My wife entered the room and fired off two questions: "What are you doing?" and "Is this the way to get her to sleep?" She was pointing out, in nonscientific marital shorthand, that by standing there I was attending to our daughter's behaviors—squirming, making sounds, looking around, being awake—and thus reinforcing them. As a clinical child psychologist, a scientist who studies human behavior, I supposedly knew not to do this. After all, I devote my days to teaching parents how to shape the behaviors they want in their children and how to stop reinforcing the behaviors they don't want. But what came most naturally to me was to stand there gawking at my wonderful baby daughter, even though this was rewarding her for not going to sleep. 

Sometimes what comes most naturally is what works best in child-rearing. Parents feel a natural urge to be affectionate toward their children, and it's a good thing they do. Every hug or kiss, every warm word, does important work in helping to build a child's confidence, sense of security, and self-esteem. Parental affection strengthens both 
the child-parent bond and the child's ability to bond with others. In fact, holding and cuddling can enrich development of the brain, one of the concrete biological benefits of warm physical contact between parent and child. There's much more to raising a child than managing behavior. Heed the natural urge to hug your kid, and heed it often: it's one of the best things you can do as a parent. 

But when it comes to shaping and changing a child's behavior, what comes most easily and naturally to parents is often the opposite of what works best. In the normal course of family life, parents are frustrated not just by their children's misbehavior but also by a sense that their own ineffectiveness has much to do with shaping that misbehavior. It's not that we're bad parents; rather, when it comes to behavior, most of us share some basic instincts and assumptions as parents that don't do us or our children much good. We turn instinctively to punishment as option one for changing behavior. We nag. We clutter the airwaves with ineffective talk. We endlessly explain to our children why they should behave better. We concentrate so intensely on the behavior we want to eliminate that we forget to praise and reinforce the behavior we do want. We say, I know you know how to use the toilet/dress yourself/clean your room/do your homework! You've done it before! We say, or think, Your brother/sister/cousin/friend, who's younger than you are, has no problem using the toilet/dressing herself/cleaning his room/doing her homework. What's wrong with you? We believe that our misbehaving child is "just being manipulative."

The assumptions behind each of these common habits are wrong.

I'm going to teach you a new set of basic assumptions, a new and more effective set of parental instincts distilled from what thirty-plus years of scientific research and working with families have taught me about how to improve a child's behavior. These revised basics are simple, there aren't many of them, and they're not hard to grasp, but they may feel counterintuitive at first. As you learn new habits, you can break unhelpful old ones. So, in this chapter, I want to start by addressing some common myths of parenting, assumptions that come easily to us and can steer us down the wrong path in raising our children. Let's think a little about the beliefs behind what you do now—what any parent does—and why the parental strategies they lead to might not be working as well as you'd like. 





Myth 1. Punishment will change bad behavior. Parents typically assume that punishing a child will teach a lesson by "sending a message." So punishment is often a parent's first and last option when it comes to changing a child's behavior. Depending on your style of parenting and your mood at any given moment, you decree time-outs, take away a privilege, shout Stop that!, or use nonverbal displays of exasperation like eye-rolling and sighing. Maybe you hit a little, or even a lot. If you're like most parents, you start out with milder punishments and escalate to more severe ones. Whether you do it mildly or severely, calmly or angrily, systematically or randomly, you probably find yourself punishing your child a great deal, and when you're not punishing, you're threatening to punish. The whole process can be difficult and distasteful, but, you tell yourself, it's what you have to do to stop kids from doing the wrong things and teach them to do the right things.

That's not really true. Punishment can have its uses, as we'll discuss in later chapters, but study after study has proven that punishment all by itself, as it is usually practiced in the home, is relatively ineffective in changing behavior. Why? Because it does not teach a child what to do, nor does it reward the desired behavior—which is the only effective way to get the child to do it. Punishment also has bad side effects that can make it harder for you to work with your child to improve his behavior: it increases his aggressiveness, drives him to avoid and escape you, and prompts him to adapt quickly to punishments in ways that make them useless.

Beginning when their children are very young, parents tend to fall into the punishment trap. It goes like this. Your child does something genuinely annoying or bad: hits his sister, breaks a lamp, or just screams and whines. You punish him for it, and he stops instantly. The experience of the punishment making the behavior go away has a profound effect on you. Next time this misbehavior occurs, you're more likely to respond with punishment. And there will be a next time. A great deal of scientific evidence shows that the unwanted 
behavior temporarily stopped by punishment usually returns at the same rate in the hours or days to come. All the punishment did was stop the behavior for a moment—which isn't bad, but you probably felt you had accomplished something more than that. As a child adapts to the punishment, the unwanted behavior tends to return faster. If the instantaneous stopping effect lasted for two hours, soon it's ninety minutes, then an hour, and so on. 

So you step up the scale of punishment. After all, if a little punishment worked pretty well, more punishment will work better, right? If you were giving time-outs, you make them longer. If you were taking away a toy or a privilege, you take it away for a longer period. If you shouted, you shout louder, longer, and with a meaner expression on your face. Maybe you escalate to a smack on the behind. Or you grab the child by the shoulders and shake. Maybe you roughly shove her away so that she falls, or you smack her face. You wouldn't be alone. More than 90 percent of American parents report spanking their young children.

Each time, punishing your child stops the behavior for a moment. Maybe your child cries, too, and shows remorse. In our studies, parents often mistakenly interpret such crying and wails of I'm sorry! as signs that punishment has worked. It hasn't. Your child's resistance to punishment escalates as fast as the severity of the punishment does, or even faster. So you penalize more and more to get the same result: a brief stop, then the unwanted behavior returns, often worse than before.

Punishment doesn't work very well to eliminate a particular unwanted behavior, but it does produce all kinds of changes in behavior—only they're usually not the kind you want. The apparent positive effect of punishment is instantaneous but fleeting, while the negative effects take a little longer to reveal themselves, but in the long run prove far more significant.

For one thing, punishing a child can dramatically change the behavior of parents. Falling into the punishment trap tends to escalate the frequency and severity of punishments. Bear in mind that about 35 percent of parents who start out with relatively mild punishments end up crossing the line drawn by the state to define child abuse: hitting with an object, harsh and cruel hitting, and so on. The surprisingly high percentage of line-crossers, and their general failure to improve their children's behavior, points to a larger truth: punishing changes parents' behavior for the worse more effectively than it changes children's behavior for the better. And, as anyone knows who has physically punished a child more harshly than they meant to—and that would include most of us—it feels just terrible. 

Parents who use relatively harsh punishments should also bear in mind that they're modeling unwanted behavior for the child they punish. Hitting teaches hitting as the way to respond to the problems raised by life; yelling teaches yelling; becoming visibly angry teaches anger, and so on. Modeling is a very strong way to teach behavior, stronger than punishment, which helps explain why the harm you do with harsh punishments can multiply and last a long time. You hit your daughter, your daughter hits her little brother, and then you spank her for it and yell, We don't hit people in this house! In fact, you've effectively modeled hitting for your daughter, who's not dumb, and she's learned her lesson well. This is why children whose parents hit them a lot will hit their peers when they are mad or trying to resolve problems, and why children whose parents shout at them will shout at their peers when they are trying to change their peers' behavior. The research finds consistently that children "discipline" other children in the way their parents discipline them.

Bear in mind, too, that punishing a behavior is still a form of paying attention to it, and any kind of attention can encourage your child to do it again. You're actually perpetuating the behavior when you descend on your child and punish her for it, especially if you accompany that punishment with lengthy explanations of why what she did was wrong and how the punishment is good for her. The lesson is When you hit your brother, I pay a lot of attention to you; so next time you want attention, try hitting your brother. I may shout, I may rage, I may lecture you and take away privileges, and I may even hit you, but I won't ignore you.

Finally, punishment tends to increase your child's aggression and desire to get away from the parent who punishes her—which makes for more unwanted behavior, which gives you more opportunities to punish, which tends to encourage more punishment, and so on, as you sink ever deeper into the punishment trap.


I'm not saying that there's no place for punishment. As I'll show you in later chapters, punishment can be a small but effective part of a program that also features lots of positive reinforcement of the behaviors you desire. The kind of punishment that helps eliminate the behaviors you don't want is mild, brief, sparingly used, and, if possible, occurs early on in the behavior, so that it short-circuits an unwanted sequence of actions before that sequence can get fully under way. Sometimes, a well-timed look or word can stop misbehavior. Technically, that look or word is punishment, or the threat of punishment, and it can be very effective. But parents typically wait until the misbehavior has run its course, then punish severely, frequently, and often angrily, and that usually doesn't work. I'm going to show you how you can punish less and be more effective as a parent; in fact, one leads directly to the other. 





Myth 2. More reminders lead to better behavior. Because sometimes our kids actually do what we want when we ask or tell them to do something, we cling to the faith that if we just keep reminding them to do it, they'll do it eventually. When they don't, we're baffled and angry. We shout, I've told you fifty times! as if having said it fifty times increases the chances of our child doing what we want. In fact, studies show clearly that saying it fifty times is usually less effective than saying it once or twice. Nagging makes the desired behavior less likely to occur. Like punishment, excessive reminders become aversive, encouraging a child to escape physically or mentally from the person who gives them.

The technical term for asking or telling your child to do something is an "antecedent." An antecedent is an action that comes before a behavior and sets the stage for it. "Will you please clean up your room?" is an antecedent, and it sets the stage for the child cleaning up the room, the "behavior." The third piece of the sequence is called the "consequence." You ask the child to clean up the room; the child cleans up the room; you give the child praise or some other reward. (Punishment is a consequence, too, a negative one, but it doesn't work nearly as well as a positive consequence.) The sequence is clear: antecedent (please clean your room) leads to behavior (cleaning the room) leads to consequence (reward for cleaning the room). It's easy to remember: ABC. 


• A for antecedent

• B for behavior

• C for consequence



But what happens if your request (the antecedent) doesn't cause room cleaning (the behavior) to happen? What happens if your child isn't listening or just doesn't do it? Well, repeating, Will you please clean up your room? fifty times does not make it fifty times more likely that the child will do what you're asking him to do. In fact, the likelihood goes down. Why?

First, it's because every time the antecedent doesn't lead to the intended behavior and consequences, the effectiveness of that antecedent to produce that behavior diminishes. Requests or instructions lose their effect if they don't lead directly to the rest of the sequence. In fact, nagging also reduces the chances that your child will do what you ask next time as well.

Second, repeating the request usually affects the parent's behavior for the worse, which in turn makes it more likely that your child will not behave as desired. As stress goes up in your voice and manner— I've told you fifty times to clean up your room and you're still not doing it! —you almost guarantee failure. Strong statements made with lots of intensity (and anybody who's been after a kid to do something knows what I'm talking about) can become aversive, like punishment. Your child just wants to get away from this crazy-angry person who's hounding him. You're guaranteeing failure, because nagging your child will lead to his wanting to escape before it will be effective in producing the behavior you want. Nagging is like a medicine that just gives you side effects without curing the disease, and the side effects of a bad antecedent (nagging, or any other form of ineffective request on your part) can be similar to those of punishment.

I'm going to teach you to give fewer but more effective commands. The insights gleaned from research on child conduct can help you improve the quality of your communication with your kids by reducing 
the  quantity of extraneous reminders—instructions, threats, reprimands, updates, warnings, much of which a child hears as mere white noise—that add up to nagging. I'll show you how you can get better results by being more specific, clearer, calmer, and more gentle in asking or telling your kids what to do.





Myth 3. Explaining to your child why a behavior is wrong will lead him or her to stop that behavior. Exasperated parents often find themselves repeating things like, You know better or I have told you time and again why you should not do this. While there are many sound reasons to rationally explain good behavior to a child, doing so is very unlikely to change your child's behavior. This statement applies not only to children. Sexually active adults who know about sexually transmitted diseases still do not use protection. Most adult smokers, overeaters, and kleptomaniacs know that they are doing wrong and hurting themselves or others but continue the destructive behavior. Kids are no different. In children and adults, recognition that one is doing wrong does not automatically trigger a process that will alter the improper behavior. You can say, Don't be a racist! It's morally wrong! or Save your money! You'll regret it if you don't! to people all day long, and they may know that you're right, yet it won't change their behavior in any significant way.

Let me be clear that explanation has an important place in raising kids. Explanation is wonderful for building IQ, for developing a child's powers of rational reasoning, and for teaching the difference between right and wrong. But while explanation improves understanding, it's rarely an effective tool for changing behavior. The most effective way to teach a general principle like "It's not right to take from others" is not just to preach it in the abstract but also to reinforce your child's good behavior in specific situations in which he chooses not to take from others.

Adults typically grasp the weakness of the link between understanding and behavior when it comes to themselves (I know I shouldn't eat these chips and that trans fats are bad for me, but I'm going to eat them anyway), but not when it comes to their kids. They insist on explaining and explaining why a behavior is wrong, even though verbal instructions have proven to be one of the weakest interventions in changing behavior. Explaining, when used all by itself, is an antecedent with no consequences. (Remember, an antecedent is anything you do to set the stage for a behavior, to prompt it to occur, and consequences are what happens after the behavior—reward, praise, punishment—that teaches a child to do it again or not to do it.) An antecedent without consequences doesn't do much to change behavior. 

Explaining what was right or wrong about a behavior once the behavior is over is a relatively weak tool, too. It can work to change the behavior of unusually motivated, competent people—if you tell a competitive ice skater that she's not performing a jump properly because her arms are in the wrong position, she's likely to adjust her behavior at once—but that's a small and exceptional subset of human beings. For most people, the understanding that comes from feedback after the fact does not work wonders.

That said, the research does tell us how to explain more effectively if you're trying to change behavior. I'll teach you not only how to be specific and helpful when you talk with your child about good behavior, but also how to give him opportunities to practice that good behavior so that you can reward and reinforce it. That's the key—pairing explanation with actually practicing the behavior—and we'll work on it.





Myth 4. Lots of praise just spoils your child. Praise is one of the strongest ways to influence your child's actions. It can be the essential ingredient in improving behavior, or it can make behavior worse. The result depends on the quality of the praise and upon how and when it's delivered. Parents often offer plenty of positive comments to their kids but deliver those comments in ways that undermine or even reverse their potential good effect on a child's behavior. So while there may sometimes be a sufficient quantity of parental praise out there—to the point where it feels like a trip to the park is just an opportunity to hear Good job! repeated hundreds of times in a dozen different voices until the words have no meaning—the quality of its delivery is very uneven, causing much of it to miss its target.

You don't necessarily have to speak to encourage your child toward particular behaviors. Giving her a hug, a kiss, or simply your undivided attention can all serve to reinforce a behavior. They can all 
be very effective—think about how you used them all to encourage your child when she was just starting to walk—but they can be misused, too. For example, your being on the phone is often a cue for your child to make all sorts of requests:  Can I have a snack? Can I go outside? Can I have a pony when I'm twelve? Finally, you cover the phone with one hand and hiss, Yes! Yes! Whatever! Can't you see I'm on the phone? Attending to the requests and giving in to them just serves to reinforce the habit of interrupting you on the phone. Your child, noting that asking for things while you're on the phone tends to get attention and positive answers, will probably do it again next time. The solution? Tell her, When I'm on the phone, please don't ask me for things. It can wait until I'm off the phone. If you ask when I'm on the phone, the answer will always be no. If you wait until I'm off, the answer may be yes or may be no, depending on what you're asking for. Then, of course, you have to follow through and really ignore your child while you're on the phone.

Misguided or poorly delivered praise can make it effective in exactly the wrong way, or make it ineffective. One good example is the practice of praising the child's general qualities— You're so smart, What a good girl you are, You're the greatest —and not the specific behavior you want the child to do more of: I'm so impressed that you sat right down and practiced the piano for twenty minutes, like a big girl. Another example of ineffective praise is "caboosing," in which the parent adds a negative comment to positive praise, thereby diluting its useful effect. Parents will often say something like, It's good you cleaned up your room, and then caboose it with a zinger, like, Why can't you do this every day? The implicit reprimand for past bad behavior tacked on to praise for good behavior actually weakens the reinforcement of the lesson that cleaning up is desirable.

Most parents do not, in fact, praise their children's behavior too much, even if they think they do. There seems to be a hardwired Eeyore in us all that accentuates the negative. The human brain is set up to be super-responsive to negative stimuli, far more responsive than to positive stimuli. Parents, therefore, respond much more to misbehavior than to good behavior, and when they're under stress, that's even more the case. We tell our clients at the clinic to "catch your child being good"—to look for chances to notice good behavior and praise it. 

A lot of very good research tells us that praise, properly used, is one of your most reliable tools in changing your child's behavior. I will teach you the nuts and bolts of how to praise most effectively. It's not complicated, but praising your child the right way is more precise and purposeful than simply filling the air with cries of Good job!





Myth 5. Doing it once or twice means your child can do it regularly. We mistakenly assume that because a child has performed a behavior correctly, he now knows how to do it every time. Studies show that performing a behavior once, or a few times, does not mean that it can or will be performed consistently. Consistency of performance—doing the behavior regularly—often has to be trained. Just as, say, training a runner for long distances is not the same as training her to sprint, training your child for consistency is somewhat different from teaching him to do it right on one occasion. This is nothing strange or unique to children. Do you exercise regularly? Do you eat healthy meals every day? You might mean to, but it doesn't always work out that way, does it? It's no big deal to go to the gym once or to pass up fries in favor of salad once, but doing it consistently is another matter entirely.

As a parent, you'll find yourself thinking, or saying, I know you can clean up your room; you've done it before, or I know you can do your homework on your own; you've done it before. And because the child has done it before, parents tend to assume that not doing it now must be intentional and malicious, an act of defiance aimed at them. In that sense, parents have unrealistically high expectations of their children. If you dressed yourself once, you can do it again right now. And that expectation leads directly to conflict when parents assume If you're not doing it now, it's because you're defying me, or you're lazy, or you just don't listen.

It might help to think about the consistency of your child's behavior as a matter of establishing actions in her repertoire, a set of moves your child can make without special effort on your part or hers. You don't help to establish a behavior in your child's repertoire by berat
ing or punishing her when she doesn't do it; you establish the behavior by praising and otherwise rewarding her when she does it. So it's not very helpful to say,  Can't you be with your brother for two minutes without fighting? You sat and watched this show yesterday with no problem! Why can't you do it now? Better to prompt the children with something like, Remember how well you watched TV together yesterday? and then, when they're watching the show without bickering, look in and praise them for it.

The term for this kind of purposeful repetition of behavior and reward is "positive reinforcement." Nothing is more crucial to helping a child master a behavior and perform it reliably over time. The best way to make a behavior come naturally to your child is an intensive (but, thankfully, relatively brief) period of reinforcement, a stretch of days or weeks in which you create repeated opportunities for your child to do the behavior and be rewarded for it. Repetition is crucial.

If you're a regular reader of parenting advice, I know what you're thinking at this point: I know that. He's talking about sticker charts, point charts. And maybe you're thinking, too, I've tried charts and things like that, and they didn't work so well. Maybe you did try a point chart, and maybe it didn't work. But that's almost certainly because you got bad or incomplete advice on how to use one. I say this with confidence, because I have spent altogether too much time in my career repairing badly flawed reward programs in homes, schools, and institutions. Like many of the strategies I'm going to teach you, positive reinforcement sounds familiar and simple, but that doesn't mean that everybody automatically knows how to do it right. And you can't just proceed intuitively, winging it as you go along, because some aspects of successful positive reinforcement go against the instincts that most parents bring to child-rearing. Reliable research and a great deal of clinical experience shows us the right and wrong ways to use positive reinforcement, and success lies in getting the details right.

So I will teach you how to set up a system of rewards, how to pick rewards, how to reward properly, how to add small but telling wrinkles to a reward program to improve results, and even more important, how to practice a behavior with your child, how to combine praise and more tangible rewards, and how to fade your participation most effectively so that your child takes on more and more responsibility for a behavior until she can do it on her own. 





Myth 6. My other child did not need special training or a program, so this child shouldn't need them, either. If my other child learned to use the toilet or eat with utensils or do homework without any special training, why does this child need special training? No one knows the answer to this very frustrating question. Nor does anyone know why some of us are better than others at painting, math, showing empathy, or sumo wrestling. That there are great individual differences in all human abilities, aptitudes, and behaviors is a scientifically demonstrable fact. Your different children may well require different kinds of training, as do we all.

Studies of parents' attitudes toward their children show that they typically do not appreciate just how great the differences can be between siblings or between children of the same age—even between identical twins. For instance, the rate and level of learning varies wildly from individual to individual. All kinds of genetic and environmental factors go into this variation. Even pairs of identical twins can have very different brains, and thus learn at different rates, just as they have different fingerprints. People tend to be misled by the physical similarity of twins, a principle that applies more generally. People are fooled by similarity in age, for instance. My other child was toilet trained when she was three, we tend to think, so therefore all kids should be capable of toilet training at the age of three.

Let's think for a moment about the developmental average, the age at which a child "should" be able to do something. First, boys will often be slower than girls, developmentally speaking. Second, if the developmental average is, say, four, that means some kids might be able to do it when they're two, and others not until they're six. However, if the behavior under discussion is toilet training, you (and the kindergarten teachers) are unlikely to be patient with a six-year-old who's still not toilet trained.

But calendar age is not a very good measure of what a person can do. The process of developing is really a sequence of processes, and 
they proceed at different rates in different people. In some children, the eyes develop faster; in others, bowel control comes sooner. Two children conceived on the same day and born on the same day nine months later can have very different bone ages—bone age being a measure of how the bones have formed, how the processes of calcification and ossification have proceeded in the body, at any given moment. Such differences become very clear, of course, in old age. Stand two sixty-five-year-olds next to each other. One looks like she's fifty; the other looks like he's eighty. We think nothing of seeing such differences in sixty-five-year-olds; we expect them. We don't expect them to occur across the range of four-year-olds, or across the range of babies, but those differences do exist. 

The development of behavior is much the same. Instead of thinking of it as a series of benchmarks that have to be met by such and such a calendar date, think of it as the process of your child achieving a level of mastery of behaviors you want. That process will require different amounts of effort on your part at each stage for each kid—not different principles or techniques, but different applications of technique and effort. Don't burden your child or yourself with the requirement that he be statistically average; think instead about how to help him master behaviors according to his own particular strengths, weaknesses, and sequence of development.





Myth 7. My child is just being manipulative. When a child goes against our wishes, we often explain away the misconduct by saying that she's just being manipulative. But research shows that children are no more manipulative than the rest of us—and actually probably much less so, since coming up with a strategy for getting one's way by anticipating and managing the behavior of others is beyond most children's abilities. What parents interpret as manipulative behavior by a child is often just a tendency toward irritable actions, which the parents themselves may have unwittingly reinforced and turned into a pattern. Your child screams; to stop the screaming, you give him your undivided attention and perhaps submit to his demands; this trains him to turn to this behavior to get more attention from you. Calling a child manipulative often substitutes for recognizing that we may have reinforced the wrong behaviors in that child.


Parents are right, in a sense, to see their child's behavior as designed to get their attention. But the "manipulation" is rarely conscious on the child's part. He's not thinking, I think I'll get some attention from my mom by driving her crazy, although he might be thinking, I get attention when I do this, and I like attention. If you ask a difficult five-year-old how he gets his mother's attention, he usually won't say, I misbehave. His response to his parents' cues occurs well below that conscious level. Mostly, the child is just responding to the consequences of his previous behavior. If screaming has proven before to be a reliable way to get attention, he'll go to screaming as a first option in his repertoire. We've done studies in which we had parents change their responses to behavior, and it's amazing how fast the child adjusts to the change. If we have parents ignore screaming and pay a lot of attention to asking nicely, the child will switch to asking nicely as the better, more reliable way to get attention. Now, who's "manipulating" whom? 

Another study tried to isolate the effect of praising good behavior by setting up a mini-training program in a schoolroom. We had a child engage in free play, and we had teachers come in one by one to interact with the child. We instructed one group of teachers to notice and praise good behavior 100 percent of the time (when a child played nicely and put the toys away properly, the teacher was to always notice and praise that behavior), one group to notice and praise 50 percent of the time, and one group zero percent of the time (no matter how often the child played nicely and put toys away, the teacher was instructed to never notice or praise that behavior). Thus, during the training period of the study, a child would be in the room participating in free play, and different teachers would come in and praise good behavior all, some, or none of the time, depending on which group each teacher was in. After a while we would stop this training, return the child to a normal classroom situation with other kids, and send in the different teachers who had interacted with her during the training period. When the teacher who praised good behavior 100 percent of the time came in, the child behaved well in class. When the teacher who praised good behavior 50 percent of the time came in, the child's behavior was uneven but acceptable. When the teacher who praised good behavior zero percent of the time came 
in, the child, to use a nontechnical term, bugged out. What is this telling us? Adults shape the behavior of children in their responses to it. Our kids are not manipulating us; in part, they're expressing what we train them to do. 

***

The training of children is never over. It's never too late. Parents are right to be amazed at how their children appear to be born with temperaments and personality types already seemingly built in, but they don't always appreciate just how malleable a child's behavior really is. And the decisive factor in shaping a child's behavior is what parents and other adult caregivers do.

I realize that being a parent is challenging even on a good day. There are normal stressors on a child: a four-year-old's fears, a twelve-year-old's sensitivity to peer pressure—there's always something. Parents are under stress, too. Time and money are usually in short supply, and new demands and problems seem to spring from out of nowhere. Braces? Kung fu lessons? You broke what? Beyond merely coping with what comes up, though, you're also trying to teach your child how to be a good person, how to make his way in the world. It can seem hard or impossible to do everything at once, and sometimes it seems as if you can't do even the simplest thing—sit down to a family dinner, for instance—without a crisis.

And now, on top of all that, I come along and tell you that some or much of what you assumed about parenting is wrong. But that's just step one; in the chapters that follow, I'll show you what you can do right to be a more effective parent.

I regard the debunking of myths as a necessary preamble to my nuts-and-bolts work, which is to help in the practical day-to-day business of child-rearing. I will show you how to develop behaviors in your child that ease daily life but also build the long-term habits and values that you want for your child. When you manage the day-today issues better, you will be much more effective in helping your child for the long term as well. My method focuses on behavior, but behavior affects how the child copes, interacts with others, and develops as a thinking and feeling person. Changing behavior has broad effects on how well a child, a parent, and a family function—and fortunately, we know a great deal about how to change behavior. 

Parenting is a craft. It can be done better or worse. It's time to move on to the next chapter, in which we establish the principles for doing it better.
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