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About the Author

After countless attempts to sabotage his own education, Paul Dix miraculously went on to train at Homerton College, Cambridge, before going on to work as a teacher at some of Britain’s most challenging urban schools.

Over the next three decades, Paul would develop a unique approach to behaviour change – one rooted in the calm consistency of the adults. After outlining his method in the bestselling When the Adults Change, Everything Changes, it became a word-of-mouth phenomenon among teachers and has now been drawn upon in over 150,000 classrooms worldwide.

When, in 2002, Paul became a dad, he began to wonder whether his behaviour change method might just work for parents too. Now, for the first time, Paul introduces his findings to the most important audience of all: parents.
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To Ellie, Alfie and Bertie, for reminding me that I still have a great deal to learn about my own behaviour.




INTRODUCTION

Change Starts at Home

Your behaviour is the only behaviour over which you have absolute control. To change your children’s behaviour, you first need to change your own.

In the most difficult moments, your behaviour is the difference between chaos and calm. It is the gap between strategies failing or succeeding. It sets the climate for the entire home. Your behaviour is so important that it puts every other factor into a firm second place.

When the Parents Change, Everything Changes is not just a groovy title. It is the central principle you need to save your child’s sanity and your own. Without it, nothing else will matter.

That doesn’t mean you need to become a different human being overnight. This isn’t a magic behaviour solution. But there are deliberate, strategic tweaks you can make in your behaviour towards your child that will in turn transform theirs towards you.

When the parents change, everything changes. That change can start today.

THE BEGINNING

Before I was a parent, I was a teacher. A primary school teacher first, working on short-term contracts in East London. The children were lovely but the schools were under-resourced and struggling. Every Friday I would scour the jobs section in the education press, looking for something more permanent.

Of course, I was a dreamer and enjoyed thinking of what might be if I could escape from the portacabins of 90s Newham and launch myself out into the world. I would start by going straight to jobs that were furthest afield. Every distant land was there: Jamaica, Bermuda, Canada … Wigan. Soon, I moved on to the more realistic sections of the classifieds. Until one day I saw a job that looked perfect – if only I was a little more experienced.

It was a head of department role in a secondary school in the West Midlands. I was desperately underqualified. Naturally, I immediately resolved to apply. Fighting through the discouraging cries of my colleagues – ‘You aren’t qualified for that’; ‘It’s a job in a secondary school, what do you know about that?’ etc. – I fired off my CV.

Seventy-two hours later, the headteacher called me at home. ‘You must come to interview!’ he said. Basking in the soft glow of his enthusiasm – and of refuting my naysaying colleagues – I got in my car and drove north. Proper north, beyond Harrow, and even the distant lights of Wembley. The job was in a small town near Birmingham. A Londoner born and bred, I had no idea what to expect. But when I arrived in the school car park, it looked innocent enough: pebbledash outhouses, Brutalist concrete – all as Grange Hill as you get.

I was met in the reception by the headteacher. As he shook my hand warmly, he seemed inexplicably pleased to see me. He told me that the six other candidates had withdrawn from the interview process that morning. ‘YES!’ I thought. The doors of fate were finally opening. I was ushered briskly into a bare interview room without being shown around the school. They asked me three questions and within ten minutes had offered me the job. I was a head of department. In a secondary school. I didn’t have a clue what I was doing.

Feeling the warmth of unexpected triumph, I decided that, before returning to London, I should drive around the estate that the school served; this was my new turf, after all. It was at this point that I realised why the other six candidates had withdrawn. They had had the foresight to take this drive before arriving at the school. And must have driven straight home afterwards. I had landed myself in one of the worst-performing schools in England (11 per cent pass rate at GCSE), on the doorstep of one of the most notorious housing estates in the United Kingdom, in a pocket of raw poverty that ran generations deep.

Two weeks later the school failed an inspection, the head who’d appointed me was unceremoniously sacked, and every excluded student from the special school up the road returned. The chaos ramped up a notch.

My first few weeks were disastrous. I made all the mistakes a young teacher must. I spent long days trying to shout and punish my way to good behaviour, denouncing every mild misdemeanour within 100 yards, enlisting every bull-terrier deputy head I could find, and trying to scare my way to success. It didn’t work: ‘You’re a bit of a prick, aren’t you, sir?’ became my life’s refrain. And I was. The children couldn’t have been less bothered about my penchant for issuing detentions and shouting until the walls shook.

These were children who didn’t follow rules. But they did follow people. Some people. There were, I realised, teachers who had what I didn’t: respect, borne of proper relationships with the pupils. I needed to learn from them, and quickly.

In the weeks that followed, I began to understand more about the children, their families and their community. Poverty had stripped them of resources, but not their pride, passion and sense of place. These were children who would put you through the ringer for months, before declaring that you were their favourite teacher of all time.

In this school, shouting didn’t work. The children were hardened to it. They either simply refused, or accepted it as part of the normal rhythm of their day. What did work was a sense of connection and mutual trust. I learned to meet them where they were, not to try and impose my expectations on them or to treat them as if they had no voice. I told them every day, ‘I am not leaving, I care about you, I am here for you,’ until they believed me. It didn’t work for a few months. And then, suddenly, it did.

It was the worst-behaved children who taught me the most. Those for whom no punishment had any impact, as their home lives were already punishing them enough. I was dealing with children who would tell you to ‘fuck off’ if you asked them to do something they didn’t fancy. Children who would come to school without having washed or eaten in twenty-four hours. Those suffering neglect, witnessing daily domestic abuse and drug addiction. Children who would attack adults, threaten, and swear like a bricky in a flat-roofed boozer. I can play Top Trumps of crazy school stories and win every time.

In those first havoc-filled months I learned as much as the children did. The school taught me how to handle other people’s children, often in their worst moments. It taught me how to respond to children who were seemingly out of control, how to get better behaviour by noticing the positive things, how to structure consequences so that they were proportionate and fair. It taught me how to control myself and how to use that self-control to manage the behaviour of others.

It was just one step in a thirty-plus-year career in education – from teaching assistant, to teacher, advisor and trainer – but it changed me as a teacher. Eventually, it would change me as a parent.

CLASSROOM TO PRAM

I remember carrying my first child, Alfie, around the maternity unit, cooing to him gently and promising to be the best parent in the world. Of course, I am not. I am as capable as anyone else of being a great parent one minute and an absolute failure the next. While writing this introduction I have accidentally called my eldest’s new girlfriend Charlotte, twice.fn1

What I do have, however, is a plan and a set of principles which mean that such inconsistencies are ironed out. The highs of parenting are still magnificent. But the lows don’t feel so low. It is possible to fail better, for your bad days not to affect others, and for your child’s bad days not to ruin yours.

My experience in the classroom taught me skills and techniques that were easily transported into the home. The two aren’t the same, obviously. But teaching and parenting have more in common than divides them. Particularly when it comes to behaviour.

The most important difference is emotion. When you are telling other people’s children what to do and how to behave, there is less emotional connection and guilt. It is easier to stay rational and to not allow personal feelings about the child to cloud your judgement. As a parent, every interaction feels loaded with anxieties about your abilities/your relationship with your child/that time when you shouted really unfairly, etc. I get it. It is tricky to avoid those thoughts.

But this is where a teacher’s outlook is most handy. Think back to your favourite teacher at school. Think about how they dealt with behaviour. The best teachers are consistent, fair and calm. In the face of a screaming wall of thirty children – whether six- or sixteen-year-olds – they glide like swans, preventing the wobbliest behaviour, reassuring the most vulnerable, putting out fires without blinking. You know this because you will have been taught by a few. Hopefully more than a few.

Your child is not your pupil. But in dealing with their most difficult behaviours, it can help to draw on the best teachers’ practice. Step beyond the emotional confusion of it being your own child, and the principles, skills and techniques that work in the classroom become perfectly transferable to the home.

I know this because I’ve done it myself. Over the years, I began to develop the tools I’d come up with for changing my own behaviour as a teacher into a method designed to dramatically improve behaviour in schools. I called it ‘When the Adults Change, Everything Changes’. To my surprise and delight, this has become a standard method for dealing with the most difficult behaviour in the trickiest schools around the world (as well as in some of the best). It has been tried, tested and celebrated in over 100,000 classrooms. I’ve talked about the approach in Parliament and worked with the Department of Justice on how it might be used in youth custody, and personally helped thousands of headteachers transform behaviour in their schools.

Over the years I’ve received hundreds of messages from another group who have used the method to their advantage: parents. They have found that there, too, it works. Not just in theory but in practice. This isn’t just a nice story to give you false hope. It changes you. And it changes your child.

So I admit it: the ideas in this book aren’t freshly invented. Their foundations lie in decades of teaching your children – or, at least, those who have the same behaviours as yours. I have seen them at their best and walked alongside them at their worst. Being a teacher taught me how to teach behaviour. To your children and to mine.

CALM, CONSISTENT, RELATIONAL PARENTING

The ideas in this book are diverse. But they always come back to a handful of simple, straightforward principles.

Everything starts with your emotions. Focus on the atmosphere you create in your home. With your behaviour you can create an aura of calm. Not a pretend calm or a side order of calm. You need to become so good at calm that it becomes the pervading mood in every interaction.

That calmness will in turn create a pattern of consistent, persistent parenting. But consistency takes a plan. A plan for the everyday and for the small shifts that will make a big impact. This is a plan that doesn’t ask you to choose between strict discipline and having a great relationship with your child; between having a successful career and being a brilliant parent. And you don’t have to spend any money to achieve it.

This consistency will reach its zenith in a positive, relational approach to parenting. It will give you the chance to be the parent you really want to be: caring and loving, while holding boundaries and successfully teaching behaviour. Through all the ups and downs, what is most important is your relationship with your child. Relational parenting respects that. It ensures that even in the trickiest moments, your relationship is never in question.

Calm parenting. Consistent parenting. Relational parenting. These principles form a concrete base for your parenting regardless of the age of the child. From these foundations, we will develop a completely new way for you to behave and for your child to behave.

We are going to look at why shouting is useless and why ‘positive noticing’ is a super-fuel for improving behaviour. We will look at how to teach new behaviours, structure routines and embed clear and simple rules. We will look at the small behaviours and work out how to deal with the bigger ones. I will show you how to plan for those tricky moments and how to celebrate the best ones.

We will look at scripts to use in response to poor behaviour and examine how best to respond to an angry child. There is advice on consequences and punishment, with an emphasis on protecting relationships. We’ll cover restorative conversations to help you to repair things when trust is broken, and I will walk you through a plan for getting started on your own protégé today. And we are going to do all of that without blame on the parent or shame on the child.

All of these tools can be used by any parent of any stripe. When I talk about ‘family’ in this book, I don’t mean anything exclusive. The focus is almost always one child working with one adult, be they mum, dad, foster carer, family member or friend. Whatever the family type – gay or straight or co-parented or single-parent or anything else – that basic building block remains the same: one adult, one child, how they communicate.

This approach is not just more inclusive. It is also more effective. Even if you have six children, it is always better to deal with their behaviour using the one adult, one child principle. Trying to manage children as a group – or too many adults dealing with a child’s behaviour – complicates things unnecessarily.

I have also deliberately used a mixture of pronouns and ages throughout the book. The gender or age of your child does not affect the principles outlined here. The focus is on your behaviour, not the stage of development of your child. Change yourself to change your child, be they four or fourteen.

Along the way, there will be moments when you recognise yourself in some of the examples, and feel the cold shudder of ‘That’s me, I do that.’ This is not intended to embarrass you – it is to show just how common some of the most common mistakes are. You aren’t the first to make them. Although I would love you to be the last.

AN APOLOGY

And so it is that I find myself writing a parenting book. For which I must apologise. After all, this is not a situation with which I am entirely comfortable. I would ordinarily rail against being given parenting advice. I certainly haven’t presumed to give any to my friends (I wouldn’t dare).

This is not driven by my own ego or some obsessional desire to be invited to go on Lorraine.fn2 I have learned from making all the mistakes, ignoring all the advice, and then finding the humility to listen and understand. I was not born with magic parenting skills. I learned from brilliant teachers, parents, social workers and mentors. I am as fallible as you and often more so. I am here to help.

While I’m at it, I would also like to apologise to my wife and children, who frankly don’t need the grief of having a husband/dad who writes parenting books. Should this book take off, I am of course ready and willing to change their names, fly them to Panama and put them in witness protection when the Daily Mail comes for me.

But first, there are changes that you need to make. There is much that will need adjusting in your home. All of it completely doable. Starting with the most important step of all: a pledge to stop shouting.




CHAPTER 1

The Last Shout

Emotionally regulated adults and how to become one

Let me give you the opportunity to have your last shout. One more for the Gipper.

It needs to be a good one. Don’t hold back. Open the window and shout at the world/moon/irritating neighbour mowing their lawn at 7 am. Put your head under the water in the bath and scream. Pop into the car, turn up the radio and give it all you’ve got.

Good. Make that the last time you waste so much energy on something so utterly redundant.

Anger is not an effective way to relate to your children – or, for that matter, to yourself. Raised voices tempt confrontation and trigger angry responses. They erode the self-esteem of your child, cause anxiety, and even promote poor future behaviour. I would like them to be as socially unacceptable as pushing into the queue at the Post Office.

You need to be the person who is the calmest, the most rational, the most restrained. Even with teenagers who appear to be on the edge of your control. Even with young children who don’t seem to understand reason. Even in your weakest moments.

Shouting is not part and parcel of being a parent. It is a decision. If you want to change your parental behaviour, the first step is to find a way to keep your emotions in check. It is learning how to be an emotionally regulated adult.

FALLING OFF THE WAGON

Most parents know all this already. They know that shouting doesn’t help. They know that the dream is to be a Zen-like monk, nodding silently and sagely as chaos erupts all around.

Everyone with children has experienced this struggle. When my youngest was two, we drove from our home in London up to Oxford. It was not a particularly long journey, and one that in ordinary circumstances would be delightful. Alas, my youngest was going through a phase of crying and screaming for long periods. It was difficult to work out why. It is possible that he simply liked chaos.

That morning, he didn’t want to be in the car or in his car seat. The moment we pulled out of the drive he turned into a wailing banshee. For an hour we did everything we could to calm him down – distraction/Pom Bears/offers of cold hard cash-money – but none of it had any positive effect. In fact, we probably made things worse.

I am usually reasonably good at ignoring such outbursts. But this time was different: the noise was incessant and loud and penetrating. In the end, we were only two streets away from our destination when I snapped. I pulled the car over on a side street, climbed out, and with as much drama as I could muster, shouted at full volume, ‘I AM NOT GETTING IN A CAR WITH THAT CHILD EVER AGAIN!’

There was a pause. My partner gently pointed out that it was going to be difficult to accommodate that request if we ever wanted to travel anywhere
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THE HABITS OF EMOTIONALLY REGULATED ADULTS








REHEARSING FOR THE BIG NIGHT










Five ways to stay in control


	Before you intervene, stop. Take a moment to read the situation and think about how you can reach the outcome that is best for everyone.

	Don’t judge the situation immediately. It is easy to judge first and ask questions later. But instant judgement encourages a defensive response from the child and gets in the way of the real lesson. You can’t teach properly if you rush to conclusions.

	Postpone decisions. Particularly when it comes to consequences. Get used to saying, ‘I need to think about what happens next’ or ‘Let’s come back to this later’ (more on this in Chapter 8).

	See difficult moments for what they really are. Nothing more than a test of your own behaviour, your own control and your own ability to regulate yourself.

	Reward your successes. Every time you successfully manage a situation that you would previously have laced with emotion, give yourself a pat on the back. There is a real sense of pleasure and accomplishment when you find that there is another way, and it is better for everyone.
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KNOW WHEN TO WALK AWAY, KNOW WHEN TO RUN








TESTING


	Challenge yourself to go a week without shouting. Just a week. No 0–100 mph, no loudly issued rebukes, no disproportionate oral explosions. If you can do a week, you can do two. Maybe more.



WHAT TO WATCH OUT FOR


	Falling off the wagon. You might shout once or twice in the beginning. Don’t let a bad day sour your resolve. Climb back on and walk yourself through how you might react differently next time.

	Linking not shouting with not intervening. You must still address poor behaviour, but in a different way. Don’t step back from your usual standards. Just enforce them with no hint of annoyance, frustration or panic.

	Thinking that you have cracked your own emotional regulation in a few days. Like anything, it needs practice and a commitment to calm every day. Your emotions can unexpectedly hijack your rational approach at any time. Emotional regulation is a daily challenge.



NUGGETS


	Create a calm space where you can keep your emotions in check. For many that place is the bathroom, but I hope there are better options too. Use your calm place when behaviour is wobbly and emotions are high. Keep a note there of why you have chosen to take control of your emotional responses, and remind yourself each time you are on the edge.

	Try looking at yourself in a mirror after an emotionally intense moment. See if you can spot any physical cues that might give away your response. Then practise: adopt a poker face for correcting behaviour and check your body language.

	Sleep and emotional regulation are old friends. The more rested you are, the calmer you are. I realise that if you are currently co-sleeping with a three-year-old, an unwell ten-year-old and the dog, that you may not be able to solve the lack of sleep problem, and frankly having it pointed out to you over and over is not helping … ok, ok I’m backing away … but if you can get more sleep, grab it and increase your peace.
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