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This book is dedicated to my two wonderful sons, Scott and Ian, who have helped me understand and appreciate the uniqueness of our individual temperaments and the importance of clear, firm, respectful limit setting.
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INTRODUCTION

If you want to discover what doesn’t work for you in this life, do one or all of the following three things: get married, start your own business, or raise a strong-willed child. I’ve done all three, but raising a strong-willed child has taught me more about myself, about others, and about the importance of setting clear, firm limits than any other experience.

I’m a proud parent of two wonderful sons. My oldest son has a temperament much like my own. He’s cooperative, sensitive, and eager to please. He does what he’s asked most of the time, and I’ve learned to depend on his cooperation. Parenting is easy! I said to myself for the first three years. Then, my second son was born, and everything changed. Nothing in my lifetime had prepared me for this experience.

He dawdled at mealtimes and getting dressed, resisted picking up his toys and messes, and always seemed to be the last one out the door. His schedule never seemed to match up with other family members. He had many strong traits, but the one that stuck out most prominently was his stubborn determination.

He understood what I wanted when I asked him to cooperate. He just didn’t want to do it much of the time. The simple, polite requests that worked so well with his brother didn’t work with him. He was very determined to have things work out on his terms. I did my best to get him to cooperate. I repeated, reminded, warned, cajoled, gave second chances, pleaded, bribed, and bargained for his cooperation. It was exhausting, and it didn’t work!

After a while, I’d lose my patience and become angry. I’d raise my voice and threaten to take away all his favorite toys and privileges for long periods of time. Sometimes, this worked. Other times, it didn’t. But even when it worked, I felt awful, because I had promised myself I would never treat my children this way. Then I’d soften and revert back to the old repeating, reminding, and persuading routine that didn’t work the first time. It was crazy!

I thought I was supposed to know what to do. I had a master’s degree in psychology, a solid background in child development, and I was working on a doctoral degree in counseling psychology at the time. Somehow, none of this made any difference when it came to getting my youngest son to cooperate. I was doing the best I could with the guidance tools I had, but my tools weren’t working, and I didn’t know what else to do. I was beginning to wonder if there was something wrong with me or with him.

Fortunately, I was able to acquire the tools I needed from the real pros. In 1979, I participated in a research study on teacher effectiveness at the University of California, Davis. My job was to observe effective teachers in their classrooms and record the specific things they said and did that contributed to cooperation and achievement.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but the teachers I observed were masters at setting limits. They didn’t give in to students who were uncooperative or disrespectful, and they didn’t try to overpower them with threats, shaming, or long, drawn-out consequences. Instead, these teachers held their ground, maintained a respectful tone, gave clear messages with their words, and supported their words with effective action. They got a high level of cooperation and respect, and they made it look easy.

Best of all, their guidance methods worked with all students, not with just the compliant ones, but also strong-willed students and those in between. These teachers were prepared to teach their rules the easy way or the hard way. It didn’t matter, because they had the tools to get the job done.

The importance of this discovery didn’t hit home until I started using these tools with my own sons. Even my youngest son cooperated! He tested and resisted less and started making better choices to cooperate just like his brother. The daily power struggles began to disappear. For the first time in years, I began to feel like an effective parent again. All I had lacked were the right tools to get the job done.

I believed if I could get these results, others could too. In 1985, I piloted a workshop for teachers. The response was overwhelmingly positive. The methods were clear, easy to learn, and best of all, they worked with all students, not just the compliant ones. The workshop became a book, Setting Limits in the Classroom, which has been tested and used successfully by thousands of teachers throughout the United States, Canada, and Europe.

In 1987, I began giving the same workshop for parents and got the same response. Once again, the workshop became a book, Setting Limits, which has gained increasing popularity throughout the United States, Canada, and Europe.

Looking back, I realize that I’m no different than most of the parents and teachers who attend my workshops. They don’t come in search of solutions to the problems they’re having with their compliant children. They come because they’re wearing down from the challenges they face with their strong-willed children. Like me, these teachers and parents already have guidance tools. They just don’t have the right ones. Their tools are poorly matched to the temperament and learning style of their strong-willed child.

This book will help you improve the match. Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Child provides you with the information and tools you need to understand your strong-willed child, stop misbehavior and power struggles, and teach your rules in the clearest and most understandable way. You can say good-bye to all the ineffective methods that wear you down and get you nowhere. No more repeating, reminding, reasoning, explaining, arguing, debating, lecturing, threatening, punishing, or coercing. Your child will understand what you mean when you learn how to give clear, firm messages with your words and support your words with logical consequences. This book will show you how to do that. The methods should be a refreshing alternative to the ineffective extremes of punishment and permissiveness.

This book is divided into two parts to help you answer two basic questions: (1) What’s going on? and (2) What do you do about it? Chapters 1 through 5 are devoted to helping you recognize the dynamics that are operating between you and your child and the things you’re doing that aren’t working for you. Without this awareness, it will be difficult, if not impossible, to avoid repeating your old mistakes because most of them are made unconsciously.

Chapter 1 will help you discover your child’s temperament, as well as your own, and learn how temperament affects behavior. In Chapter 2, you’ll discover how your strong-willed child learns your rules and why the teaching-and-learning process often breaks down. In Chapters 3 and 4, you’ll identify your approach to limit setting and determine whether your limits are firm or soft.

Chapter 5 will help you recognize your family dance. Nearly every family that operates with unclear or ineffective limits has its own special dance that it performs over and over again in conflict situations. Helping you break free from your family dance is a major goal of this book.

With an understanding of what has not worked for you, you’ll be ready to learn new skills. Chapters 6 through 12 form the core of the skill-training program. In these chapters, you’ll learn how to give clear messages with your words, how to stop power struggles before they begin, how to support your rules with effective action, how to manage the resistance you’ll likely encounter, and how to develop support systems to keep you on track.

Stopping misbehavior is an important skill, but clear messages and consequences alone do not always motivate children or teach them the skills they need to behave acceptably. Chapters 10 and 11 will show you how to do that. In Chapter 10, you’ll learn how to motivate your strong-willed child to cooperate without threats, bribes, or coercion. In Chapter 11, you’ll learn a variety of simple, but effective, strategies for teaching problem-solving skills when children lack the skills to behave acceptably.

Changing behavior can be a stressful and confusing process for many parents, even when the changes are for the better. Chapters 12 and 13 provide much needed support for parents. In Chapter 12, you’ll learn how to use patience as you go through the ups and downs of the change process. Chapter 13 will help you make sense of the changes as they unfold and help you see things from a broader perspective.

Learning the methods in this book will be relatively easy. Most are clear and fairly straightforward. The hardest part, for most of you, will be overcoming your compelling desire to revert back to your old bad habits and do things the way you always have. You may recognize intellectually that the methods will lead to the type of change you desire, but the new methods and the changes they bring may not feel comfortable to you or your child in the beginning. You’ll likely encounter pressure and resistance, not only from your child, but also from within yourself. Chapter 9 will help you understand and cope with the resistance you’ll likely encounter and prepare you for the changes that lie ahead.

You’ll probably be tempted to try out your new skills as you go, but I encourage you to read the entire book before practicing your new skills with your children. Why? Because the guidance tools all fit together and complement one another. Your total skills will not be complete until you learn how to use your words and actions together.

When you complete the book, refer to the suggestions for getting started immediately following Chapter 13. These tips will help you start off at a comfortable pace and provide a schedule for adding new tools to your toolbox.

Expect to make mistakes when you begin practicing your new skills. That’s okay. Mistakes are part of learning. Your goal should be improvement, not perfection, and you will improve the more you practice. Strive for consistency, but don’t be too hard on yourself when you slip up. If you encounter unexpected problems, refer to the pertinent chapters for assistance. Note the specific language used to carry out the skill.

The more consistency you achieve between your guidance methods and those used by other important people in your child’s life, the faster your child’s behavior will improve. Share your methods with your child’s teacher at school, day-care provider, relatives, friends, or others who help out with child care. Their support will pay off.

Finally, most of the examples in this book reflect actual cases from my family-counseling work. The names have been changed in all these examples to protect the privacy of those involved. The methods in this book have helped thousands of parents and teachers enjoy more satisfying and cooperative relationships with strong-willed children. If you’re willing to invest the time and energy needed to learn the skills, you too can share the rewards. Enjoy Setting Limits with Your Strong-Willed Child.


1

Understanding Your Strong-Willed Child

Four-year-old Corey is a challenge. He begins his typical day by refusing to wear the clothes his mother picks out, then dawdles for the next twenty minutes while she prods and pleads with him to put them on. When he arrives at the breakfast table, he turns up his nose and complains that he doesn’t like what’s offered. This is not a battle I want to fight, his mother says to herself as she prepares Corey his own special meal. She tells her husband that she worries about Corey’s nutrition, but what she really worries about is the tantrum Corey will throw if he doesn’t get what he wants. Her husband thinks she’s too soft on Corey and so do her two daughters. “It’s not fair!” they complain. “He always gets his own way.” By the time Corey makes it out the door in the morning, his mother is ready for a nap. But this is only the beginning. Round two begins in the afternoon when Corey returns from preschool. Sometimes Corey’s mother wonders how long she can take it.

Six-year-old Kristal is sweet and cooperative one moment, angry and defiant the next. Little things set her off—unexpected changes, departures from routine, or simply things not working out her way. Tantrums are not uncommon. “Living with Kristal is like riding on a roller coaster,” says her mother. “It’s exhausting!” Kristal’s parents alternate between punishing and giving in, depending upon how worn down they feel; but nothing seems to make any difference. They wonder if Kristal’s behavior is normal and question whether they did something to cause her to behave this way.

Nine-year-old Alex has a short fuse and often acts before he thinks. When things don’t go his way at school or in the neighborhood, Alex gets loud, calls names, threatens, and sometimes hits other kids. Alex has been suspended from school three times this year for being disrespectful to teachers and fighting on the playground. It’s only December. “It’s too bad they don’t spank kids at school anymore,” Alex’s father laments. “When Alex acts like a brat at home, we give him an earful, then we paddle him. He has to learn. We’ve threatened to take away his TV privileges for the rest of the year if he gets suspended again.”

Lynn, age twelve, is destined to be a great trial lawyer. She’s bright, intense, and very persistent. Lynn will argue with anyone if she thinks there’s a chance of getting things to work out her way, and she’s willing to use drama, rudeness, and disrespect when she believes it will help her win her case. “I never would have imagined talking to adults the way she talks to us,” Lynn’s father complains. “We reason with her every way we know, but everything turns into an argument.”

Do any of these children sound familiar? If your child resembles one of these, you’re not alone. I see more than a hundred children each year whom parents and teachers describe as challenging, difficult, spirited, stubborn, hell-raising, a pistol, or just plain impossible. Although no single term adequately describes all, or even most, of the children I see, the one that comes closest is “strong-willed.” These are normal children with extreme behavior who are hard to raise and difficult to discipline.

Strong-willed children are not part of some conspiracy to make life difficult for others. They just do what strong-willed children do. They test harder and more often, resist longer, protest louder, use more drama, and carry things further than most of us would ever imagine. They’re movers and shakers, powerful kids who bring out strong reactions in others.

Teachers and principals know them as the 10 to 15 percent who cause 90 percent of school discipline problems. Parents know them as their big challenge. I know them affectionately as “my kids” because I spend a lot of my time with them, both at work and at home. Yes, I’m the proud parent of a strong-willed son. My youngest son is a delight, but he’s also a workout, and he’s not the least bit impressed by the fact that I write books on this subject or that I’m supposed to know what to do. At home, I get no breaks or professional immunity. He pushes hard against my rules and authority. At times, I’ve wondered whether his behavior is normal.


Strong-willed children are not part of some conspiracy to make life difficult for others. They just do what strong-willed children do. They test.



Do you sometimes question whether your child’s behavior is normal? Perhaps you worry that you’ve done something to cause your child to behave this way. If so, you’ll be relieved to know that the problem, in most cases, is not parents. Most are doing the best they can with the discipline tools they have. The problem is not the child, either. Most strong-willed children are just being themselves. The real problem is a bad match between the child’s temperament and the parents’ discipline methods. The parents’ tools are not well suited for the job. The predictable result—conflict and power struggles.

When parents arrive at my office looking for help in dealing with their strong-willed child, one of my first tasks is to assist them in understanding their child’s temperament. Then we examine how their discipline tools match up with their child’s temperament and discuss the predictable conflicts and friction points that develop around a bad match. That’s what we’re going to do in this chapter. A new perspective awaits you. You’re not the problem, but you are a big part of the solution. Improving the match is well within your control.

WHO IS THIS STRONG-WILLED CHILD?

My youngest son, Ian, is a great force in our family and a great source of pride and joy. He’s bright, creative, sensitive, and very determined. Sometimes, I think he’s more determined to train his parents than we are to train him. He keeps us on our toes. If we are unclear, inconsistent, or indecisive when we ask him to do something, Ian lets us know. He holds out for a clearer signal.

Like most strong-willed children, Ian understands the “bottom line,” and he knows how to get there. He just pushes hard until he finds it, and when he does, he pushes a little more to see whether it holds up. If it does, he stops pushing, at least for a while, and accepts the boundary. But Ian pushes a lot before he gets there. It’s wearing! My older son, Scott, usually cooperates for the asking without all the pushing.

How would you react if you asked two children to cooperate in the same respectful manner and got two consistently different responses? Would you become upset? Would you question whether something is wrong?

The persistent testing that is so characteristic of strong-willed children is also what drives most parents crazy. Why would anyone do this? I’d ask myself. Is this normal? I would never push anyone as hard as Ian pushes me.

Does your child push hard against your rules and authority? Has he or she done so from an early age? Do you react in extreme ways and question whether your child is normal? Join the club. Now it’s time to get better acquainted with your child. Following are some basic facts about strong-willed children that will help you better understand your child and your reactions to his or her behavior.


The persistent testing that is so characteristic of strong-willed children is also what drives most parents crazy.




   • Strong-willed children are normal. You’ve probably worried about whether your child is normal when his teacher or a well-intended relative pointed out that his behavior seems extreme. They’re right, but extreme does not mean abnormal. Most strong-willed children are normal with well-defined temperament traits. They’re not brain damaged, emotionally disturbed, or defective. Most have no diagnosable problems at all, though some do. In addition, no rule says you can only have one thing going on in your life at a time. Some strong-willed children also have learning disabilities, hyperactivity, and other special needs, but a strong will does not mean they are abnormal.

   • Strong-willed children are not all alike. Each strong-willed child is a special individual with his or her own unique temperament. No two behave in exactly the same way. Sure, they all test parents and behave in extreme ways, but they don’t all test in the same way or to the same degree. Some are easier. Others are more difficult. Some are almost impossible.

   • Strong-willed children are hard to understand. Our individual temperament shapes the way we think, learn, and behave. When others think and behave as we do, we can readily identify with them and understand their experience. When others think, learn, and behave very differently from us, however, it is not easy to understand them or to identify with their behavior. Why would anyone do that? we ask ourselves. The behavior makes no sense from our perspective. Strong-willed children are hard to understand for exactly this reason. As you learn about your child’s temperament and how that temperament shapes the way your child behaves, behavior that once seemed confusing should begin to make sense.




When others think, learn, and behave very differently from us, it is not easy to understand them or to identify with their behavior.




   • Strong-willed children require a lot of guidance and discipline. Of course, this statement sounds obvious: Children who test frequently require frequent discipline. Yet when you accept this statement as a fact of life rather than a source of annoyance, your attitude and perspective changes. Mine did. I stopped feeling so angry and resentful when my son tested me and developed patience I didn’t believe was possible. I realized that his job was to test, and my job was to guide him in the right direction. Those are the hands each of us were dealt. My new perspective didn’t change his behavior, but it sure made my life a lot easier. I stopped taking it personally.

   • Strong-willed children do not respond to discipline methods that seem to work with other children. Why do children respond so differently to the same request? One cooperates, the other resists. Is the problem the resistant child? Or the request? Most parents feel confused when their best guidance efforts work with one child but not with another. The issue is less confusing when we consider the individual temperaments involved. Compliant children will cooperate with most discipline approaches, even ineffective ones, because their underlying desire is to cooperate. They have a different learning style than their strong-willed counterparts. Compliant children permit parents a wide margin for ineffectiveness. Strong-willed children, on the other hand, do not respond to ineffective discipline. They require clear, firm, and consistent guidance. Ineffective discipline is a fast lane to power struggles with a strong-willed child.




Ineffective discipline is a fast lane to power struggles with a strong-willed child.




   • Strong-willed children learn differently than their peers. Strong-willed children do much of their learning “the hard way.” That is, they often need to experience the consequences of their own choices and behavior before they can learn the lesson we’re trying to teach. It’s not enough just to announce that kicking the soccer ball in the house is not okay. Strong-willed children need to experience having the ball taken away for a while each time they decide to test the rule and kick the ball anyway. They may need to repeat this drill many times before they accept the rule as mandatory. Their behavior is not malicious, but can be very frustrating and confusing because it is so unlike that of compliant children who cooperate the first time they’re asked. Parents must learn to accept that “hard-way learning” is good learning for strong-willed children.

   • Strong-willed children bring out extreme reactions in others. How do you feel when your child challenges your rules and authority? Angry? Frustrated? Confused? Threatened? Intimidated? Embarrassed? Guilty? Inadequate? Discouraged? Exhausted? All of the above? These are all normal reactions to extreme behavior. Strong-willed children often place strain on a marriage, cause sibling conflicts, and create other problems within the family.




The traits of strong-willed children that drive many of us crazy can actually become strengths when we give our kids the understanding and guidance they need to choose the right path.




   • With proper guidance, strong-willed children can develop into dynamic, cooperative, and responsible individuals. Once you discover that your child has a strong will, the next question is: How are you going to deal with it? Your options are clear. You can fight with it and try to control it. You can give in to it and let it control you. You can try some of both. Or you can accept your child’s strong will as a fact of life, make peace with it, and learn better ways to guide him or her down a healthy path. The choice is yours. The traits of strong-willed children that drive many of us crazy can actually become strengths when we give our kids the understanding and guidance they need to head down the right path.



DISCOVERING YOUR CHILD’S TEMPERAMENT

When my son was born, there was no tag attached to his heel that said: Caution! Strong-willed child. Handle with Care. There were no warnings at all. I discovered his temperament the way most parents do. I watched it emerge as he grew up.

I had clues about his temperament from the beginning. He was colicky and screamed a lot during his first few months. He was picky and finicky when we introduced solid foods. Mornings were the hardest. He was slow to get going and cranky. For some reason, his schedule never seemed to match up with the rest of ours.

But Ian didn’t put his cards out on the table until he was eight and a half months old. One Saturday morning, while I was sitting on the couch reading the newspaper, I saw Ian pull himself up to a standing position. Watch out! I thought to myself. We’re entering the furniture-walking phase. His older brother went through this phase about the same age, and I thought I knew what was ahead. But to my amazement, Ian let go of the furniture and walked all the way across the living room! When he got to the end, he plunked down, then pulled himself up and did it again. Wow!

I called my wife in the other room to come see Ian walk. When she arrived, I tried my best to get him to do it again. I pleaded, begged, coaxed, and cajoled, but Ian wouldn’t budge. He just sat there with this look on his face that said, Watch out. I’m Ian. Nearly two weeks went by before he walked again; but when he did, he did it the way he prefers to do most things—on his terms. Looking back, I realize this was one of those defining moments.

Ian revealed a characteristic part of his temperament well before I had an opportunity to influence him with my limit-setting or guidance methods. He has been this way ever since. This is part of his unique style of behaving. I didn’t cause it. It was already there. I just discovered it.

All children have their own unique temperaments or inborn styles of behaving. This preferred style of behavior is innate. The parents’ actions, lifestyle, values, or beliefs did not cause their child to behave this way. Temperament is not caused by environmental factors, but it does interact and interplay with these factors.

Does this mean your child’s behavior is set and unchangeable? No. Temperament is not rigid in the sense that it’s fixed in cement. It can be shaped and molded with the proper guidance, but the underlying tendency to behave in certain ways remains the same. For example, consider the preschooler who digs in his heels and refuses to cooperate when asked to pick up his messes. By the time he becomes an adult, he will have learned not to do this, but he’s more likely to take a strong stand on issues that affect him, both at work and at home. He will always be temperamentally persistent, but he will learn to express his persistence in more appropriate ways.

Much of what we know about temperament is credited to the pioneering research by Drs. Alexander Thomas, Stella Chess, and Herbert Birch of New York University. Their study, which began in 1956 and continues to the present, followed 133 individuals from infancy to adulthood and examined individual differences in the way they responded to the world around them. These differences, or characteristic ways of responding, revealed the unique temperament of each child. Thomas, Chess, and Birch identified nine characteristic temperament traits that are present, in varying degrees, in all children. These nine traits that are present at birth and continue to influence a child’s development throughout his or her life proved to be relatively stable predictors of how a given child responds at different times and in different situations. Let’s look at each of these traits and see if you can identify your child’s temperament. These traits include:


   1. Persistence. Children show individual differences in how long they persist with tasks or resist the limits they confront. The positive side of persistence is reflected in that strong determination to stay with a task even when the task is difficult or challenging. The negative side of persistence is reflected in stubborn resistance to rules or authority. How long does your child stay with a task? A long time? A short time? How stubborn is your child when he or she wants something? How resistant is your child when he or she confronts limits? Nearly all strong-willed children are high in the trait of negative persistence.

   2. Intensity. Some children react in mild and quiet ways when they are happy or upset, while others react very intensely. How does your child respond when happy or frustrated? Does he smile and cry softly? Laugh and cry with animation? Or shout with glee and wail with frustration? Strong-willed children can be quite dramatic. Many are high in intensity.




Nearly all strong-willed children are high in the trait of negative persistence.




   3. Regularity. Some children settle into routines quickly and maintain regular patterns whereas others show more variability and irregularity. How regular is your child in his or her eating, sleeping, toileting, and other daily habits? Does your child adjust well to schedules and routines?

   4. Distractibility. Some children can sustain the focus of their attention for long periods of time. Others have very brief attention spans and are easily distracted. How long can your child stay focused on a task? Is his or her attention easily diverted? Does your child shift from one uncompleted task to another?

   5. Energy and Activity Level. General energy and activity level varies from child to child. Some are energetic and highly active. Others are passive and subdued. Most fall somewhere between the two extremes. How active is your child? How energetic? Does the motor always seem to be in high gear? Can your child downshift into lower gears when the task requires it?

   6. Sensitivity. Children show differences in the way they respond to sensory stimulation. Some are highly sensitive and reactive. Others are less affected by the sensory stimuli around them. How does your child respond to sensory stimulation? Is he or she highly sensitive to odors, tastes of certain foods, changes in temperature, texture of clothing, sounds, bright lights, or sudden movements?

   7. Adaptability. Some children adapt easily to changes and new situations while others find change stressful and upsetting. Transitions in the day, such as leaving home for school or entering the classroom after recess, are difficult for some children, whereas others seem unaffected. How does your child handle change? Are transitions in the day easy or stressful?

   8. Reactivity. Some children move into new situations without hesitation or reluctance, while others stand on the sidelines, take time to get their bearings, and join in gradually. How does your child respond to new situations or people? Does he or she join in willingly or with reluctance? Does your child tend to withdraw and avoid new situations?

   9. Mood. Mood or general disposition also varies from child to child. Some tend to be positive and cheerful. Some tend to be serious and analytical. Others tend to be cranky and negative. How would you describe your child’s basic disposition?



How is this information useful? These nine traits are the puzzle pieces that form your child’s temperament. When you put them together you begin to get a picture of your child’s temperament. Remember, all children show these traits in varying degrees. Some show only a few traits to an extreme degree and are easier to manage. Others show many traits to an extreme degree and are quite difficult to manage.

The research of Thomas, Chess, and Birch revealed that approximately 65 percent of all children fit one of three basic temperament types or profiles: easy or flexible, difficult or feisty, and cautious or slow-to-warm-up. Approximately 40 percent fall into the category of easy or flexible, 15 percent as cautious or slow-to-warm-up, and 10 percent as difficult or feisty. The remaining 35 percent show a combination of the three basic temperament types.

As an educational consultant, I repeatedly observe these distinct temperament types among students when I assist teachers and principals in developing effective classroom management programs and schoolwide discipline plans. Most teachers report that 10 percent of their students cause 90 percent of classroom discipline problems. These students clearly fit the profile of “difficult or feisty.” In the Setting Limits Program, we refer to them as “strong-willed.” They don’t respond to discipline methods that work with the majority of their classmates.

The remaining 90 percent of students in most classrooms fall into two distinct groups that generally correspond to the temperament research. The 40 percent of easy students and the 15 percent of cautious students make up the 55 percent we refer to as “compliant students.” They don’t do a lot of testing. Their underlying desire is to please and cooperate.

The 35 percent that show a combination of temperament traits we refer to as “fence-sitters.” As the name implies, fence-sitters can go either way depending upon what the market will bear. If they observe their strong-willed classmates getting away with misbehavior, fence-sitters often will join in the fun. Winning over the fence-sitters can make or break a teacher’s classroom management experience.

[image: ]

With an understanding of the basic temperament types, let’s see where your child falls on the continuum of temperament traits and begin to identify your child’s unique temperament. Rate your child’s behavior on the scale in Table 1, which is a modified version of the rating scale designed by Stanley Turecki in his excellent book, The Difficult Child. Circle the ratings that best describe your child’s characteristic ways of behaving.

What does your child’s temperament profile look like? How many difficult-to-manage traits does your child show? Does he or she show a high rating in the area of negative persistence? If so, your child shows the defining characteristic of a strong-willed child, but let’s see what else is going on. How many other ratings does your child have under the “Difficult to Manage” column? One? Several? Many? The more your child has, the harder your job. Are you beginning to understand why you feel so worn out?

[image: ]

If you’re curious, rate the behavior of other children in your family and note the comparisons. Do you think you have a compliant child? Or a fence-sitter? Or perhaps you have more than one strong-willed child in your family? Every family is unique.

Now, the good news. Your life just got a little easier. Once you understand your child’s temperament, you can predict your child’s behavior. You are a step closer to matching your child’s temperament to more effective guidance tools.

HOW DID MY CHILD BECOME THIS WAY?

The nature-nurture debate over causes for differences in personality and temperament has raged for years. The answer is still unclear. We do know that genetic and environmental factors play important roles in the development of temperament, but the relative contributing influences of these factors is not known. The debate continues, but we can chart the thinking and research that takes us to the present.

In the 1950s, the nurture view dominated the thinking. Researchers believed that environmental influences such as parenting accounted for most of the differences in temperament among children. When children showed extreme or difficult behaviors, parents were suspected to be the cause. Parents shouldered a heavy load of responsibility for their child’s behavior.

But the nurture view proved confusing to parents and researchers alike. Parents correctly pointed out that children respond differently to the same parenting methods. Some cooperate. Others don’t. Why? If the problem is parenting, shouldn’t all children respond the same? Researchers recognized that environmental influences alone could not adequately explain the differences they observed among children. The search continued for a better explanation.

We do know that genetic and environmental factors play important roles in the development of temperament, but the relative contributing influences of these factors is not known.

The nature view became the next focus of investigation. According to this view, differences in temperament were due largely to hereditary or inborn influences. The nature view explained why children respond differently to the same parenting and environmental influences, but it did not explain why some children with extreme traits adapt and adjust better than others.

Neither point of view, nurture or nature, could adequately account for observed differences in temperament. One overemphasized the role of parenting and left parents feeling guilty and responsible. The other underemphasized the role of parenting and left parents feeling helpless and resigned. Was there a better explanation? Yes.

Another group of researchers proposed an interactive model that incorporated the influences of both nature and nurture. According to this model, nature and nurture were two parts of the same picture. Both contributed, in varying degrees, to the development of temperament. Temperament was seen as the result of the continuous interaction between biological factors (inborn traits) and environmental factors (parenting). In other words, the child brings his or her nature into the arena, and parents provide the nurture. The interaction between these factors shapes the outcome. Parenting plays an important role, but parents have to work with the plan nature provides.

How Temperament Affects Behavior

Temperament is like a blueprint for behavior. Nature provides the blueprint when your child is born, but the plan is not fixed. It’s waiting for the architect to guide it and shape it and help it take form. Parents are the architects. It’s our job to work with the plan nature gives us.

Once you identify your child’s temperament, you can begin to understand the blueprint. Behavior that once seemed confusing begins to make sense. The question no longer is: Why does he do that? The new question becomes: What will I do to guide him when he does what he does? Based on what you know about your child’s temperament, you can predict your child’s behavior and develop more effective strategies for guiding it.

For example, if I ask my son Ian to clean up his mess at the counter, I can predict, from experience, that he will test and resist my request. He’ll probably say “I will” but make no effort toward getting started. What Ian really means is, I will if I have to, but he’s not convinced he has to, so he holds out for a clearer signal. He’ll dawdle and try to wait me out.

If I take the bait and ask him when he plans to pick up his mess, once again I can predict his response. He’ll likely say “soon,” but continue to dawdle. To Ian, soon can mean hours or possibly never if he thinks there’s a chance he can avoid the job. So I have to stay in the area long enough for him to be convinced he can’t avoid the job. When he’s convinced, he cleans up his mess.

Does this
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TABLE 1. Your Child’s Temperament Profile

Temperament Easyto Difficult to
Characteristic Manage Manage
Negative

Persistence Low Moderate High
Intensity Low Moderate High
Regularity Regular Variable Irregular
Distractibility Low Moderate High
Energy/

Activity Level Low Moderate High
Sensitivity Mild Moderate Extreme
Adaptability Low Moderate High
Reactivity Low Moderate High
Mood Mild Moderate Extreme
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