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About the Book

Do your kids ever make you feel as if your head might explode?

Have you ever yelled until you were hoarse?

Do you have days when you feel like making a run for the airport?

Why is it so hard to be the parent you’d like to be?

Nigel Latta, bestselling parenting author, clinical psychologist and father of two, takes the guilt out of being a parent with his 10 simple rules. Loved internationally for his clear and down-to-earth parenting advice, he will help you tackle all the common areas that frequently become family battlegrounds, including sleep, eating, potty training and discipline. This is essential reading for anyone who wishes their family life were easier or more enjoyable.


About the Author

Respected clinical psychologist, bestselling author and father of two boys of his own, Nigel Latta specialises in working with children with behavioural problems, from simple to severe, and is New Zealand’s no.1 bestselling parenting author. In addition to having worked with thousands of families over the past 17 years, Nigel also consults with a range of private and public organisations, including social services agencies, prisons and Child Youth and Family Services.

Nigel lives in New Zealand with his family. For more information visit http://goldfishwisdom.org/.


[image: title]


What the …?

Right now out there in Parentland normal mums and dads like you and me are being pelted with all kinds of mad stuff. Here are just three completely barking examples:


1 Not only are there books telling you how to teach your baby sign language, but there are parents who are doing just that very thing, right at this very moment.

2 You can buy special foam crash helmets for toddlers learning to walk so they don’t bump their heads.

3 There is new evidence that global warming isn’t caused by rising CO2 levels at all, but rather by rising parental guilt/anxiety levels as we’re constantly assailed with new ‘information’ about all the stuff we’re doing wrong and all the stuff that could go wrong.



My response to all this nonsense is threefold:


1 Are you kidding me? Sign language for babies? What on earth could a small incontinent person who’s never been anywhere, or done anything of consequence, have to say that could be of any possible interest?

2 If your kid needs a crash helmet to learn to walk, then walking is the least of their problems.

3 In an effort to stave off parental guilt/anxiety-fuelled global warming, and thereby save the planet, I wrote this book.



I hope you enjoy it.


Preface

Never mind the kids … save yourself!

One could be forgiven for thinking that, somewhere between about 1982 and 1992, they started making kids from different stuff to all the previous generations of kids that had ever gone before. Up until then, kids were kids. They fell over, got dirty, played with their friends, and did all kinds of things that kids had always done. They rode in cars without triple-certified child carseats, walked to school by themselves, played in playgrounds with concrete paths, lived in houses without those little plastic plug point-guards, and ate stuff with shedloads of food colouring in it with a mad abandon.

It’s a wonder the human race made it through those reckless decades at all.

Somewhere along the way, however, we all started to lose our way a bit. Life got busier and more complicated. Soon we got mobile phones, desktops, and DVDs. The people who sell shampoo and the like decided that there was a thing called Generation X, who in their turn decided they didn’t want to decide about anything. Now I think we’re up to Generation Z, and the people selling shampoo are still trying to make soap sound like rocket science.

Soap is soap, people, let’s not forget that. It isn’t really honey extracts and aloe: it’s soap.

In amongst all that, kids seem to have been getting steadily more complicated, and apparently more delicate as well. You could be forgiven for thinking that the poor wee lambs were made of glass the way some people talk. Somewhere along the way some sandal-wearing hippy started calling kids ‘young people’, and it’s all been pretty much downhill from there.

In addition, every time you turn on the television some reporter is telling you about some new research from the University of Poomfahfah which clearly demonstrates that we’re all basically completely crap and our children are doomed because we’re so crap.

Of course there’s a 98% chance that the reporter is wrong, because in my experience journalists do an appalling job of covering social science research. In fact be wary whenever anyone is telling you what science has ‘discovered’ about children. I am constantly amazed — and often actually appalled — at how woefully, and sometimes wilfully, inaccurate many so-called ‘experts’ can be.

Beware experts.

Particularly experts who write parenting books.

As an example of how mad the world has become, let me tell you briefly about one of my own experiences as a parent. When my elder son started school he had a few speed wobbles to begin with.

He’s a great wee man and I love him to bits, but he’s also as stubborn as a mule that has been genetically altered and had a super-stubborn gene welded onto the toughest chromosome in the bunch. (After extensive and very complex psychological testing I have concluded he gets this from his mother.) He’d been having a few settling-in issues — testing the limits and the like — which is simply how he does business. My boy is a fence-rattler.

His teacher at the time was great — very experienced — and was on to him from the start. My wife and I breathed a sigh of relief when we first met her, because we knew she was the best first teacher we could have had for our guy. However, halfway through this meeting I suddenly tumbled to the fact that she was diplomatically asking our permission to discipline him in class when he pushed too far.

I told her that she had our full confidence and she should do whatever she thought was right. ‘Put him in a box in the cupboard if you think it’ll help get the message through,’ I said, hoping that she knew I was joking and didn’t think we actually did that at home. I also told her that, if he came home saying his teacher had been mean to him, we wouldn’t be ringing her up whining about how she’d upset our little angel. We’d ask him what he’d done in the first place.

It’s absolutely barking mad that teachers feel they need to ask parents’ permission to discipline children at school. They do, of course, because the whiney brigade will ring the school as soon as their dear little ones get home, anxious that poor wee Tarquin’s self-esteem may have been irreparably damaged.

Teachers needing to ask if they can discipline kids? We’ve really lost our way.

Sometimes Tarquin might actually need a metaphorical boot up the bum, so to speak.

Everything has become so bloody complicated. Many of the simple pleasures are being eroded away because we’re so frightened, anxious, and self-doubting as parents. We’re all desperately worried about screwing it up and making our children emotional cripples for life.

Here’s the thing, though: we all screw it up in one way or another. We’re parents — that’s our job. Just like we have to survive them, our kids have to survive us. If they can make it past us, then they’ll probably be fine. Think of it as a form of social ‘natural selection’. Raising kids is the greatest form of reality television there is, just without the television. The other downside is that you can’t vote people off, which is a bit of a shame. You also don’t get a million pounds at the other end. You do, though — if you’re half-decent and a bit lucky — get some pretty nice memories to grow old with.

Keeping pace with all this complication and preciousness has been a host of books and documentaries telling you all about how you should raise kids to minimize the chances of turning them into emotional cripples. You can buy books about how to raise the smartest kids, the most confident kids, the most creative kids, the most free-spirited kids, and every other kind of kid you could ever think of.

Bollocks to all that. This is not one of those books.

And yes, I fully get the irony of me saying this when I’m the guy who made The Politically Incorrect Parenting Show, and who has now also published a number of books on raising kids that (in my mum’s opinion) are the best ever written. So, yes, there are buckets of irony to go around here. The problem is that if you want to get a message out to people, then books and television shows are pretty much the only way to do that. I suppose I could have gone for carrier pigeons, but I don’t think our cat would have coped with the stress of the endless cooing. There’s no way around the fact that if you want to get a message out, then telly and books are pretty much the most cat-friendly way to do that.

However, this book is not going to be full of stuff that will just make you feel even more stressed and burdened. Raising kids is hard enough without adding more to the pile. Instead, this book is about how you can get through the first 10 years of your kid’s life without going nuts. It’s not easy to raise kids and stay sane, but it can be done. It is possible, hard as that might seem to believe. If, however, you only want to know how to raise little Tarquin and Portia so they can play Mozart on the piano-accordion at age four, then this book is probably not for you.

If, on the other hand, you want to find a way to get through the first decade without going completely mad, then this book is for you.

Although here’s the weird thing: even though this book is about you and not how to raise a baby Mozart, you’re actually more likely to raise a balanced, happy, smart kid if you’re not crazy.

The crazier you are, the less well they tend to do.

The happier you are, the happier they will be.

It’s a simple rule, but it’s an important one. In fact, I think it’s the most important rule of the whole damn lot. You must stay sane at all costs.


Introduction

Tricks of the trade

My job is fixing kids.

Simple, really.

I work with all kinds of kids, but I especially enjoy working with the kids who end up in the too-hard basket. I like those kids — I like them a lot — and I like that basket. The little people who end up in that basket have an ability to knock the wind out of the world in a way you just can’t help but admire. If you’ve got a 10-year-old who’s defeated every expert that’s ever been put in front of him, then that’s a boy I’d like to meet. The kid who can make a room full of shrinks shake their heads in dismay is a kid I’d like to get to know.

As a result I’ve spent the last 20 years working with all kinds of kids with all kinds of problems from all over the world. I’ve seen them all: the rudest, the meanest, the scariest, the angriest, the saddest, and also the nicest.

There are worse jobs.

A while back I was driving home after visiting one of my families. Things with this particular family had been pretty dire at the beginning. When I first met them the eldest daughter, aged 10, had been in an in-patient ward for young people with extremely disturbed behaviour. She was admitted after she’d tried to kill herself. It wasn’t a serious attempt on the face of it, but then how serious does a 10-year-old have to be? Her younger brother, still at home, was off the wall as well, throwing tantrums that were very loud, and very aggressive. Mum was a good soul but at the end of her tether. Things were falling apart.

I’d sat in a meeting some months ago whilst all the people who’d seen the girl during her stay in hospital had their say about what they thought was wrong. There were a lot of labels being thrown around — some of them pretty impressive, some less so. Truth be told, I kind of tuned out in the middle for a bit because all that stuff starts to sound the same after a while. The collective view was that it would be at least 18 months before the girl would be able to go home, possibly as long as two years.

At the end of it I waited for the plan that I was sure would follow, the way forward, the fix. There was a whole bunch of degrees in the room, and a bunch of postgraduate diplomas as well. Someone would surely come up with a plan that would fix this little girl and her family. Unfortunately that’s when everyone looked at me.

Bugger.

‘Hopeless cases’ seem to have become my specialty. I’d like to think this is because I’m much smarter than everyone else, but sadly I know this isn’t true. There are far cleverer people than me in the world; I know this because I meet them all the time. In truth I think it’s because my major strength is maintaining optimism in the face of certain defeat.

I’ve developed an ability to look at hopelessly twisted situations and somehow figure a way out. More often than not this comes down to two crucial factors: first, having the unshakeable belief that a way out does indeed exist (especially when all the available evidence and all good common sense would suggest that it does not), and secondly, the unshakeable ability to ignore all the complicated stuff and focus on very simple things. Over the years I’ve met more desperate parents than I could begin to count, and more ‘out-of-control’ kids than you could fit in a very large and very well-fenced area. The nice thing about working a lot at this end of the scale is that you soon discover that the same principles apply across the board. You fix a 10-year-old who wants to stab his mother the same way that you fix a five-year-old who won’t sit still at the table.

So this particular day, I was driving home; it was four months down the track, and things were a heap better. The girl wasn’t home yet, but she was having visits at the weekends that had been going very well. In addition, her little brother’s extreme behaviours had all but disappeared. They were happy again. Generally the future was looking bright; certainly a world away from that highly technical, label-heavy meeting where I’d first met the family. I hoped to have them all back together again quite soon.

All I’d done was give Mum a simple yet effective behaviour management tool (a cool little thing I call The Ladder of Certain Doom, which is far more benign then the name might suggest, something I talk about later in Chapter 17), and helped them figure out some ways to get on better with each other. Relationship is everything — once you get that, you’re over halfway there.

I remember driving home that day thinking about all the other families out there struggling with their own stuff. I have two kids of my own and so know first-hand that struggling with stuff really sucks. I’d seen the huge difference a few simple tools had made for this family, and thought what a shame it was there wasn’t some way to work with more families, so that more people could get this simple information, not just the ones I see as part of my practice.

Then it occurred to me that there was.
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In the end I wrote this book as much for me as I did for you. I have two boys, and there are many times when, despite what I do for a day job, I feel just as lost as the next parent. As an example, a few years ago one of my sons, a toddler at the time, was going through his ‘Drunken Viking’ stage. This was primarily evidenced by the fact that at the end of each meal he would throw his half-finished dinner plate over his shoulder and laugh as one might laugh at the end of a long night celebrating the sacking of a small island nation. He would bellow mightily as pasta and broccoli dripped from the walls.

Try as we might, nothing seemed to stop this behaviour. Each night we ended up sitting amidst the ruins of yet another heathen feast. It was actually quite damaging for my professional self-esteem because — despite the fact I spent my days telling other people how to stop their kids from running away, robbing banks, and lighting fires — I couldn’t stop my own kid from throwing his plate.

How crap was I?

In the end, the only way I could figure out what to do was to stop thinking like a parent and to treat my own family like a case I was working on, a technique I use to this very day. When I’m in ‘dad mode’, I find the ground regularly disappears from beneath my feet. When I’m in my clinical psychologist ‘fix-it mode’, the way is always clear.

Love blinds us. That and fatigue.

As a result we won the battle of the dinner plate … only to be outsmarted when our boy promptly moved on from the ‘Drunken Viking’ phase to the ‘Evil Criminal Genius’ phase. This stage was marked by a disturbing tendency to stand halfway up the stairs and laugh maniacally, much as an evil criminal genius might do after blasting Paris with a death ray. Just as you get a handle on one stage, they move on to the next. We’re always a step behind.

Which is why this book is as much for me as it is for you. I wrote the kind of book that I want to read. When I’m in parent mode I need something that will tell me what to do, but in a way that makes sense in the real world. It’s all very well to say ‘Be consistent’, but have you ever actually tried to be consistent?

Give me a break.

As a parent I feel the craziest when I don’t know what to do. These are the moments where I feel like running for the airport, grabbing the tickets and fake identity I have stashed in a locker there, and boarding the first flight to a non-extradition treaty country.

When I know what to do, everything’s fine. I’m in control and life is good. When I’m lost, all I want to do is run as far and as fast as my legs, a credit card, and a Boeing 747-400 will carry me.

In the pages that follow I’m going to take you on a whistle-stop tour through some of the cases I’ve worked on over the past 20 years so I can show you the tricks I’ve learned over that time. I’m going to talk about some common problems (like sleep, toilet-training, and temper tantrums), and some less common ones as well (like baby hippos, little girls who will only eat mushy peas ice cream, and nine-year-old fascist dictators).

As well as that I’m going to take you on a visit to Harry and Sally Humdinger’s house. When this Harry met that Sally, the forces of chaos rejoiced. Harry and Sally have some of the most out-of-control, over-the-top kids you could ever hope to meet. The reason I’m going to take you to meet the Humdingers is so that you can see how the same principles apply even at the far end of the scale. Actually, I’m going to let you fix the Humdingers all by yourself, but we’ll save them for last, once you’ve got all the stuff you’ll need to get the job done.

All the cases in this book are real families, just by the bye, including the Humdingers, although obviously names and certain key details have been changed to protect the actual families involved. You probably won’t find Harry and Sally Humdinger in the phone book under ‘H’, and if you do then they aren’t these Humdingers.

You should always remember, too, that all parenting books — including this one — are just someone’s opinion. I struggle with ‘experts’ who tell parents that unless you bring your kids up their way then your children will suffer some terrible consequence. There are few if any issues in Parentland that are anything like that cut-and-dried. My advice when listening to advice is to always keep in mind that you know your kids best, and so you need to be the one who makes the final decision about what’s best for them. I’ve got a few tricks and things in here I hope you’ll find helpful, but the final call about what’s best for your kids is down to you.

Now, that said, the good news about all the tricks I’m going to show you here is that they’re very simple. You can do them first time out of the box without any practice at all.

Girls and boys, you most definitely should try this at home.


The rules

These are the rules; this stuff underpins everything I say when I’m sitting in rooms with desperate parents.

You can jump ahead and read a few of the cases first if you really must (and let’s face it, just about everyone will), but once you’ve had a look at one — two at the most — then come back and read this stuff. It’s important. Seriously.

You need all this to get the most out of the rest of the book. The things I talk about with the kids and families in the cases that follow will make a lot more sense if you understand the principles that run the whole thing.


1

Ten simple rules for raising kids

EVERY TIME I sit down with a new family, there are a number of simple principles I follow to keep me on track. The way can get a little confusing sometimes — most times in fact — so you need a few signposts to keep you headed in the right direction.

As a parent, you need to have rules as well, not just for the little people, but for the big ones too. If you don’t have some broad principles to follow, then chances are you’re going to get lost somewhere along the way. Principles are good. Principles are the things you hang on to when the fog rolls in. Principles will get you through any situation you come across because they tell you which way is up.

After working with thousands of kids, and raising two of my own, these are the ones I think are most important. There are 10 of them in all, and while there isn’t going to be a test on this stuff at the end, you might want to keep them handy at least for the next 15 to 20 years till your kids leave home. The good thing is that they’ll never become obsolete or need upgrading.

All you need to do is keep them somewhere handy in your head and you’ll get through just about anything.

1

Remember the three Rs

Relationship, relationship, relationship.

This is the most important one of them all. If you remember nothing else, you have to get this one cemented firmly in your head. Relationship is all you ever have. People who forget this are heading for a pile of hurt. It’s easy to control kids — fear will do that pretty adequately. The problem is that they get bigger, and eventually they stop being afraid. At that point the tables are usually turned fairly rapidly.

If fear is all you have, then you are in big trouble. Take it from me, because I’ve seen the families where parents thought that simply frightening kids into being good was the best way to do things, and they are not happy people. In fact, these are some of the unhappiest families I ever see.

Discipline is all about relationship.

Everything I talk about in this book is underpinned by the belief that the relationship you build with your kids determines both how they will behave and who they will become. The most important job you have as a parent is to build strong relationships with your kids. If you just focus on that alone, then you’ll probably be OK 98.6% of the time.

2

Loving is easy, liking is hard

Most kids feel loved by their parents, even the ones whose parents beat and abandon them. Kids pretty much assume love. The same cannot be said for feeling liked. The great majority of kids I see don’t feel liked very much at all. In fact, most of them are convinced their parents don’t like them at all. The reason for this is that the great majority of parents I see really are struggling to like their kids. By the time they get to me, stress and frustration are piled up layer on layer till they can hardly feel the ground any more. ‘I love him, but I don’t like him very much anymore’ is something I hear a lot.

Kids need to feel liked. Loving is almost automatic, but there’s a clear choice in liking. Liking is something you do because you want to, not because you have to. Loving is about duty. Liking is about fun, about play, about the best stuff.

The expression of the quality of the relationships which contain the family can most easily be seen in the extent to which playfulness is present in the house. Playfulness is the grease of family life — it is the stuff which keeps the wheels turning. Without it, things inevitably grind to a painful halt. Whenever I sit with families and see an absence of playfulness, I start to worry.

If discipline is all about relationship, then it is equally true that relationship cannot exist in the absence of playfulness. One can love amidst the blackest of emotions, but playfulness requires a little light. Don’t worry, though. I’ll show you some ways to get there if that seems a little daunting at this point.

3

Children are piranhas

Children are attention-piranhas. They are ravenous. They can devour a cow-load of attention in one sitting. They are so hungry for this stuff that they go into a feeding frenzy whenever there’s some to be had. They are so hungry for it that they’ll do anything to get it, even if this means doing things that ultimately are self-destructive. Your average child-piranha will swim right out of the river and up on to the bank chasing a cow-sized dose of attention, even though this means certain destruction. You have to understand this, because if you don’t, you won’t feed them enough. This is not a good strategy, because if you don’t feed them enough, then they’ll turn on you. Children, like piranhas, are hungry for attention, and they live only to feed.

Hungry piranhas are naughty piranhas, and you definitely do not want hungry, naughty piranhas in your home. Keep them well-fed and they’ll stay in the river where they belong.

4

Feed the good, starve the bad

Following on from the whole piranha-thing is this one: You have to be careful about what you’re feeding. This is all very simple and obvious, but kids can make you so crazy, you neglect the simple and obvious things because you’re so busy trying not to go insane. You have to remember to feed the good stuff and starve the bad.

If you feed something, it will grow. If you starve it, then it will fade away. This is very simple, but most people having problems with their kids have lost sight of this, or they haven’t stopped and had a good long look at what they’re feeding.

Good behaviours should be fed lavish dollops of attention and praise. Bad behaviours should get the coldest of shoulders.

If you feed the bad behaviours with your attention, you will grow monsters.

As we go on, I’ll show you more about what this means in a practical day-to-day sense, but just for now implant this one firmly in your brain: feed the good stuff, starve the bad.

5

Kids need fences

If you don’t build fences for your kids, you’re an idiot. This might seem a bit harsh, but how does one kindly point out to an idiot that they’re an idiot? As with anything, though, there are subclasses of idiocy.

Hippies, for instance, don’t build fences. Hippies think kids should be free to roam the world. Groovy, baby. Lazy People don’t build fences either. Lazy People think it’s easier to do nothing. Uh-huh.

Anxious Parents also don’t build fences. Anxious Parents don’t want to restrict poor wee Tarquin and risk damaging his fragile little self-esteem. If you’re a rolling-of-the-eyes kind of person, this would be the time to do it.

Misguided Parents don’t build fences either, because they want to be friends with their children. Misguided Parents want to be pals, not parents.

All of these people end up in my room: the Hippies, the Lazy People, the Anxious Parents, and the Misguided Parents. All of them unhappy, and all of them wondering why their child is such a horror.

Kids need fences. Make rules, set limits, and stick to them as hard as you can. It is in the nature of children to move forward until they come up against a fence. Some kids need only to know that the fence is there, others need to bang into it several times, but all of them need it.

A world without fences is a dangerous and frightening place for a little person. Fences say, ‘You can go this far, but no further.’ Fences keep you safe and secure. Fences help you figure out where your place is. Fences keep out the bad stuff as well.

Let me say it again: kids need fences.

6

Be consistent-ish

When I was first starting out as an idealistic young clinical psychology student, things seemed so much clearer and easier. I’d sit in rooms with tired, desperate parents, and wonder how they couldn’t see the problem. It just seemed so blindingly obvious to me.

‘The secret,’ I would tell those poor people with all the Zen-wisdom that a 20-something, childless, trainee-shrink can muster, ‘is that you have to be consistent.’

I would say it just like that, labouring the last word as Moses might have done when he brought his load of wisdom down from the Mount. Sometimes you need a bit of careful emphasis to ensure the masses grasp the profundity of what you’re saying. Moses and I both understood that.

Be consistent. So obvious.

What a complete bloody idiot I was. Well-intentioned for sure, good-hearted I would hope, but an idiot just the same.

Somewhere along the way I had children of my own — two boys — and then everything changed. Now my definition of consistency is that if I can consistently avoid the all-too-frequent impulse to throw the kids out the window, it is a good day.

Everything else is up for grabs. Everything. Even consistency. Especially consistency.

When you’re a parent, many of your decisions are made on the basis of whatever is going to make you feel the least crazy. If I went for help with my kids and ended up seeing the 20-something version of me, I’d slap him silly. Absolutely ear-ringingly silly.

‘Consistency?’ I’d shriek in a high-pitched, slightly hysterical voice as I merrily slapped away at him while he tried to crawl under a chair, squealing like a baby. ‘That’s brilliant,’ I’d say, reinforcing the point with another backhand. ‘Why didn’t I think of that, you clever, clever man.’ I’d slap him till my hand was stinging, and feel extraordinarily good about it.

So be as consistent as you can.

Strive for absolute consistency if you must, but just don’t be too hard on yourself when some days you come up a little short on the consistency stakes.

7

Don’t take any crap

I am constantly amazed at the amount of crap some people will tolerate from their children. I’ve watched seven-year-old boys say the most utterly disrespectful things to their parents and I’m the only one in the room who seems bothered by it. Some wee madam mouths off at her mother and her parents sit there as if nothing has happened.

Hello?

That stuff is not going to happen in my room. If that wee madam or wee man says disrespectful things to their mum or dad in my room, then the first thing that happens is I jump on it. Then once the kids are out of the room, I jump on all the big people sitting around ignoring what just happened.

You can’t always stop kids from dishing out the odd bit of crap. That is the nature of all children from time to time, but you don’t have to take it. You don’t sit there and let it go. If you do, then you’re headed for trouble.

You don’t have to be a cruel dictator who squashes any signs of dissent.

Dissent is a natural part of the process. Disrespect, on the other hand, is a whole other thing. Dissent and debate are good. They’re signs that you’re doing your job — signs that your kids are growing up and developing minds of their own. You want them to have a mind of their own because, by the time they’re ready to leave home, yours will be worn out and in need of a rest. They’re going to need minds of their own — trust me — so dissent is a good thing.

Disrespect is not a good thing. It is, in technical terms, a crappy thing.

And you must not take it.

8

You must, must, must have a plan

The only things that happen by accident are accidents. You don’t want to parent by accident. I’ve seen parenting by accident and it isn’t pretty. You want to parent by design, which means you must, must, must have a plan.

Now, by this I don’t mean that you have to sit down and do some kind of nauseating new-age business-plan-type exercise. You don’t need to write a 12-page document setting out your achievable goals and measurable outcomes. You don’t need to go on a retreat once a year and engage in an evaluation of the previous year’s plan (unless of course you want to use that as an excuse to ditch the kids on the grandparents for the weekend while you take off somewhere nice for a couple of days).

So relax. I’m not advocating any of that silly nonsense. However, you do need a plan.

What I mean by this is that, from time to time, you need to sit down and figure out what the hell you’re going to do before it happens. If you’re having problems, then you have to take a bit of time to work out exactly what the problem is, what your options are, and then decide what you’re going to do to fix it. You don’t need to take a long time to do this. Sometimes a single ad break might be enough; sometimes it might take a little longer. Whatever the case, you do need to take the time to stop, and think, and plan.

Throughout the rest of the book I’m going to show you exactly what I mean by this, because we’ll look at lots of different plans that I made with lots of different families struggling with lots of different problems. For now, though, just at the general level, remember that you must always have a plan.

Look before you leap, baby — that’s all I’m saying.

9

All behaviour is communication

This one is simple, but incredibly important.

When I look at the behaviour of any kid, regardless of who they are, or what they’re doing, I always start from the premise that the behaviour is the little person’s way of saying something they either can’t or won’t say in words.

Behaviour is simply another form of communication. Climbing out a window and running off into the night is simply a way of telling people stuff. Children are far more likely to use behaviour to communicate than they are to use words. Usually this is because they don’t have that many words. They do have a lot of feelings, but they usually aren’t very good at using words to convey those feelings.

As a result they tend to say how they feel by doing.

Bad behaviour is not just bad behaviour — it is the little person’s way of having a conversation. Usually it means that one of the previous eight rules are being neglected in some way. Bad behaviour is usually the little piranhas’ way of getting attention. They are hungry, and so they feed as best they can.

My job with the kids I work with, and your job with your own kids, is to figure out what their behaviour is saying. What do they really want? Most times if you can work out what the behaviour really means, then you’re 75% of the way to fixing it.

10

Embrace chaos

Recently I was talking with a friend about how much our lives had changed since we’d had kids. He made the comment that he loved hearing busy professional types talk about having children — doctors and lawyers and the like — and the way a lot of them believed it was possible to have kids and still get everything done. It’s easy, they say, you just have to schedule your way through. You just have to get organized.

My, how we laughed.

When you have kids, you invite the forces of chaos into your life. You can no more schedule your way through the madness of raising kids than you can schedule your way through a tornado. When the wind blows, you go.

Understanding and accepting this is important. If you don’t, then you’ll fight the chaos. You’ll rail against the injustice of it all. You will think that it should be easier, and this will make you feel resentful, bitter even.

Embrace the chaos with a cool Zen-like calm because it is mad for us all.

Some nights in our house, for no apparent reason, things just go completely barking mad. The planets simply align in the wrong way and all hell breaks loose. This very night, for instance, only three hours earlier, we were in the middle of several minor eruptions. The little people were grumpy, then naughty, then resistant, then it all just plain imploded. It was like a scene from one of those end-of-the-world mini-series. People were running and screaming everywhere.

At such times, all you can do is go to your quiet place, and ride the storm all the way through to the end. There’s no point fighting it, because there is no way to escape the madness of such moments. All you can do is keep your hands on the wheel, keep your eyes on the compass, and ride the storm till the seas calm.

As I write, a warm cup of coffee wafts at me from the desk, the boys are tucked up in bed sleeping like recently fallen angels, and their mother is snoozing in front of the telly. All is right with the world. In eight hours they’ll all wake up again and we’ll set sail once more, but just for now life is sweet.

Embrace chaos, Grasshopper. What choice do you have?



The rules

1 Remember the three
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