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Joe and Patty have three rules for their 11- -

and 13-year-old sons. The boys “must” do
their homework before watching television.
They “must” practice piano for half an hour
_every day. And they “must”-cut the grass
every week. What actually happens at Joe
and Patty's house is this: When the boys
watch TV before they do their homework,
sometimes they get away with it and some-
times they get yelled at. If the boys miss a

day of piano practice, they had better have a’

good excise. If they miss a iot of days, they
get yelled at. Their father nags them con-
stantly to cut the grass. When he gets tired
of nagging—you guessed it, he yells. This is
not a system of rules; it's a system of nagging
and yelling. _ .
Ineffectual rules are the same as no rules at
‘all. When there are no rules, children are
dree 10 make more and ‘more demands on

- their parents. Yet despite what these chil-
- . dren seem 10 be “getting away with,” they
- are in fact being deprived of something essen-
" “tial: the’sense of security and acceptance that

all children need. Such children grow up to
be at best unpleasant, at worst seriously dis-
turbed. This is certainly not what Joe and

" . Patty intend. :

FROM THE BOOK “FAMILY RULES: RAISING HAPRY, RESPOMNSI-
BLE CHILDREN WITHOUT SPANKING, YELUNG OR NAGGING,”
BY KENNETH KAYE, PH.D., TO BE PUBLISHED BY WALKER AND
COMPANY. © 1984 BY KENNETH KAYE, PH.D.
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_How do parents get into such trouble over
the simple job of enforcing family rules?
They either become too authoritarian—ex-
pecting their children to jump when they say

jump—or.too permissive. Permissive par-

ents may have all the best motives: They
don’t want to be tyrants; they do want to re-

- spect the child’s independent judgment and

make his opinion count. They want a de-
mocracy, which works fine for certain family
decisions—what restaurant or movie to go
to, for instance—but does not work in mat-
ters of health, safety, education and the way
children are allowed to treat others.

The family should be organized as 2 hier-
archy, with the more competent members,
the parents, at the top. The structure has to
be Aexible enough, however, to advance the
fundamental goal of parents: not to control
children’s lives but to help develop young

" people who can control their own. Children

need rules because they need the security of

-knowing- that someone competent .is in -

charge. They need to know that someoné
cares. (Parents who act as if their children's
behavior does not matter imply that the chil-
dren themselves don’t matter.) And most
important, children need a structure that de-

fines what it means to “be good.™ Clear rules -

give them a way to build their own self-es-
teem, to say to themselves: “If I work hard
at meeting these demands, I can succsed.”

very fime

is how to start.

If you have never before been able to set
appropriate limits for your children, if your -
children won’t listen, if you want to stop nag-
ging, complaining, yelling and spanking, this

TEN STEPS TO MAKING °
‘FAMILY RULES .

]Understand'yoilr purpose. Family:rules
are not a way of getting your children to
fulfill all your hopes for them—that they be-
come straight- 4 students or star athletes and
never bother you with problems. The pur-
pose of making rules is to ensure your chil-
dren’s safety and welfare, to bepefit the
family and to promote harmony.

? A rule is something you insist oﬂ;';You .-
don’t need to insjst on things your chil- -

" dren are already doing. Rules, therefore, will.. =
" apply to behavior you want-t6 see changed.”

Write your rules down.and make sure they - =
are clear and specific. “Take erough vita- =
mins” is clear but not specific. “Swallow one_
vitamin tablet every moming” is both.

Start with as few rules as possible.” You °

can always add to them later on.’ You =~ -
need write down only the standing rules.
One-time spoken rules, such as “We're not

N




Each rule must include an appropriate
consequence for disobedience. “If San-
dra doesn't wash the dishes every night be-
fore getting on the phone with her friends,
she loses phone privileges for 24 hours.” A
consequence is a specific punishment the
child knows about in advance, one that re-
stricts his or her freedont. Sometimes the
consequence will flow naturally from the
child’s acuon, as in: “Misuse the phone, lose
the phone.” But if there is no such “natur.
consequence, you can substitute any reason-
able withdrawal of freedom. A seven-year-
old might be sent to his room for 15 minutes,
a 12-year-old grounded for the niglit, a 17-
year-old denied use of the family car.

; Formally present the list to your chil-

dren. Each will receive a different list
of rules, of course, in keeping with his age
and abilities. One child may be given the
rule “You must take the parbage out each

night or you won’t be allowed to watch TV.”

Another will be told *“You must be in bed at
8:30 each night with the lights out or your
bedtime will be moved up 15 minutes the
next night.” What do you say when the first
child complains, “Why do [ have to take out
the garbage? Why doesn’t Ae have to?” You

" explain: “These are your rules and you are

expected to follow them. Your brother has
his own rules to follow.”

Expect your childreri to test the rules.
Show them you are serious by foilowing

through with the promised consequences.
This means you must list only punishments
you are willing and able to perform. A par-
ent who says, “If you ever take money from

my purse again, I'll break your arm” will end-

up breaking the rule and not the arm. Notice
I use the word “break™ for what parents do
to a rule, not for what children do. Only par-
ents have the ability to break a rule, by not
following through with the consequences.

Amend your rules as necessary. For ex-
ample, suppose you've given your daugh-
ter the following rule: “Keep your room
neat or I won't vacuum it.” She continues to
leave the place a mess because she really
doesn’t care if you never vacuum it again.
You have two choices here. You can tell her,
“Since you don’t care what your room locks
like, I 'don't either,” and eliminate the rule.

. Or you can try to make her want to obey by
. .changing the consequences.. From now on
" you will dock her allowance or restrict her to
. - the house on weekends until her room is
- picked up end vacuumed—by her.

Escalate the consequences as necessary,

starting with the smallest increase you
think might get the message across. Rather
than double the time your child is grounded;
add half an hour. That way the child has a
chance to conform to the rule before you
reach an impossible consequence. If the be-
havior then impraoves, remember to reward

' N

Don’t get caught playing “Whodunit?" .

and “Who started it?” How do you
know who threw the first punch? What do
you do when it is clear that someone let the
dog out but you don’t know who? There is
an easy and effective way to deal with both
problems: State your rules:in such a way
that if the real culprit isn’t obvious, everyone
who might have been involved will be pun-
ished. This saves you from having to play
detective. It also accomplishes something
more impartant: It forces the kids to work
things out as much as possible among them-
selves.

]O If your children catch you nagging
at them or complaining about some-
thing that is not part of your written rules,
admit your error. Then either drop the sub-

ject or make a new rule. And apologize to
your kids.

If parents sit down together and thrash out
their written rules—no matter how long it
takes—so that they finally come up with an
explicit list that they both agree to enforce,
and if they stick to this plan without under-
mining each other later, the children will al-
most always shape up. (For reasons why
they may nat, see box at right)

Let’s go back now to Joe and Paity, the
couple who had three “rules.””; " How did they
reformulate- the rules to make them work?
They decided that the boys would not be al-
lowed to watch TV until after they had
shown their homework to one of the parents.
If either boy tried to watch TV before show-
ing his homework, he had to go to bed. If the
boys did not mow the grass by noon on Sat-
urday, they wouldn’t get their allowances
that week. Dad, by the way, was no longer
responsible for reminding them of this chore.
(Note that it is a joint chore; if the grass is
not cut, both boys lose their allowanos_.)

Joe and Patty felt they could not insist that
the boys take piano lessons (see Step Number
One: Family rules are not a way of getting
your children to fulfill all your hopes for
them). But for the sake of family peace and
harmony, Joe and Paity did make a rule
about practicing: If the boys did not prac-
tice, the lessons would stop. Of course the

parents preferred that the lessons continue,

but not at the price of continued nagging and
yelling.

A PREFERENCE IS NOT A RULE

Preferences do not have to be consistent;
rules do. A preference can be conveniently
vapue, whereas a rule must be perfectly clear.

To a child who is going cutside to play you -

may say, “Don’t gotoo far.” This is a prefer-
ence because it leaves the meaning of “too
far” to the child’s own judgment.

If you want to turn a preference into a
rule, you have to say, “Don’t leave the yard,”
or, “Don't cross the street,” and then state a
consequence. This means that the first time

What if your system of family rules isn't
working? You've escalated the punish-
ments and it’s still.no good What now?
There are four possible reasons why*the
child cannot do what you expect of, hlm _-

® The child may b¢ physnca]ly i,
which case he should be given a tcmporary
set of rules until he is well enough (o return
to full participation in the family.

® The child may be emotionally dis-
turbed or have & leamning disability or some
chronic organic impairment. In this case
he needs therapy or remedial help. .

® You are giving confusing or inconsis-
tent messages because you have not really
resolved to control your child’s behavior.
He has found that the payoff for continuing
his ebnoxious behavior is greater than the
cost of abandoning it. In this case the
whole family may need therapy. _

® “The remaining possibility is that the
child does not believe you are really taking
charge. Children do not want weak par-
enis who will back down in the face of re-
sistance; they want strong parents who will
stand firm on imporiant matters. Your
child may continue to test you'in the hopes
that if he pushes you far enough you will
stand up to him. Do it K.

your two-year-old draws crayon pictures on

the wall, you may weep, you may faint or
you may look very unhappy but you should
not punish her—because until then there was
no rule against wall art. Instead you should
tell her not to do it again and then explain
that now you are writing down a, new rule:
“No drawing, painting or marking on any-
thing except drawing paper, or crayons wﬂl

bk confiscated for a week.”

Don't worry that she can’t read the Tules.
She will remember what you teli her they are.

REWARDS ALONE DON'T WORK
Trying to control your child’s behavior sim-
ply through a system of rewards is a bad idea.
For one thing, many so-called rewards are in
fact harmful. T am not talking about sincere
praise, but about the more tangible kinds of
rewards—toys, candy, money—which create
worse problems than they solve.. For exam-
ple, once a child has more toys than he has

time to enjoy, you have run out of effective - =

bribes with which to.puréhase his coopera- .~

“'tion. This leads to the use of consumable-re-
" wards such as ice cream or candy.- When

that kind of reward is used ona regular basis,
children learn to associate junk food with -
love or appreciation. When they. get older,
food will become a source of emational rath-
er than physical nousishment. :
“Paying” children to obey basic rules
makes as much sense as society paying adults
to obey the law. Imagine being given a dollar
every time you {continued on page 169}
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“WHY WON'T MY KIDS
LISTEN TO ME"

" continued Srom page 113’

wént <o the ‘bank without robbing it, a candy

does h1m

bar every time you went to the supermarket

without shoplifting. It may work in the short

run, but most likely would not engender any
sense of responS|b1]|ty

SPANKINGS DON'T WORK EITHER

Most of us have resorted to an open-handed:

swat on the backside now and then. In cer-
tain circumstances—if a two-year-old makes
a practice of running out into the street, for
instance—a spanking may be the appropriate
response. Nonetheless, sparing the rod does
not spoil the child. Spankings and other
physical punishments are less effective than
natural consequences, restrictions and penal-
ties. If you never hit your kid—period—
then youw’]l never have to worry about where
to draw the line. Severe spankings hurt. The
angrier you are, the harder you hit. There is
no clear boundary between severe corporal
punishment and physical abuse.

..On the other hand, if you spank with the

intention of not hurting the child—with a lit- -

tle “pat on the butt”—you teach the child
that you are not serious. Remember, you are
serious. And for a punishment to be effec-
tive, a parent must have the option of escalat-
ing it in the future. Once you have hit as
hard as you can, you have no further options
except longer or more brutal spankings.

In addition to the practical problems of
spanking-as-discipline, there are philosophi-
cal problems as well. Since it is easier to take
a two-year-old over your knee than it is a 14-
year-old, you have to admit that spanking a

- young child is- taking unfair advantage of
your size. 'And corporal punishment not

only demeans the child, by implying he is not
worthy of respect, it alsa demeans the parent.
Winning your child’s respect means convinc-

. ing him to behave like a civilized humar be-

" ing without behaving like a brute yourself.

The more you try to rationalize spankings
to your child, the more credibility you lose.
No child believes a spanking is for his own
good, or thiat it hurts the parent more than it

T,

: WI-IAT TO DO IF

“NOTHING WORKS” .
“We've taken away her phone privileges for a
year—there’s nothing else we can do.” “The
only thing he understands is my belt.”

I hear these cries of helplessness from par-
ents who are otherwise intelligent, imagina-
tive and effective people. Something happens
to their cffectiveness when they try to cope
with their children. The question is: Are
they helpless because their children are so
troublesome or are the children troublesome
because their parents are so helpless?

Get out of the “nothing works” syndrome.
Make a list of everything you do for your
children. Include every cent spent on them
in the last month, every time you helped any
of them with anything, every minute you de-
voted to their needs and desires at the ex-
pense of your own.

Now cross out the following items: food,
essential clothing, shelter, health care and
praise. Everything else you provide for your
children you can stop providing if they mis-
behave or are inconsiderate or abusive. Dif-
ferent parents will have to choose for
themselves, from their own lists, which ser-
vices they are prepared to withdraw and in
what order. You can easily refuse to vacuum
yaour child’s room if he is leaving it a mess. It
would probably take more serious misbehav-

ior before you would refuse to drive him any-

where or before you would make him cook
his own meals.

Surely you can list a dozen or more ser-
vices you now perform routinely for your
children. Think about the help you give
them with schoolwork (typing, preparing
posters, special excursions), parties you help
them arrange, expensive clothing and acces-
sories you lend them, lessons you pay for. I

“am not insisting that you stop doing those

particular things. My experience indicates,
however, that once you have made a com
plete list and ranked all thenems- ou wﬂl
longer feel so helpless. :

Something works; you have to ﬁnd 1t. oo

TEACH YOUR CHILD TO
HANDLE FREEDOM
Children should be allowed independence
when they show that they are ready to han-
dle it responsibly. Don't be afraid to test
them out in safe situations. If children do
not respect the rules, they can be pulled back
to a more restrictive way of living. They are
grounded, for example, whenever they’
choose to get themselves grounded. They do
without TV when they choose to postpone
their chores. They either conform to the
rules or take the conscqucncm It is their

choice.

You need not harp on that message; chil-
dren learn it every time they suffer a conse-
quence that reduces their freedom. All you
need are rules that are as explicitly stated and
as consistently enforced as the most impor-
tant traffic laws. The fewer rules, the better.
The more reliably you detect violations and
the more swiftly and decisively you punish
them, the better.

And the less preaching, nagging and com-
plaining from parents, the better. Family
rules aren’t meant to turn parents into au-
thoritarians. They’re meant to help children
mature by offering them choices and letting
them choose the consequences, just as adilts
must do. In the structure of family rules,
children can grow up to be happy, successful
people: self-controlled, self-motivated and
self-respecting, ®

Kenneth Kaye is associate professor of psychi-
atry at Northwestern University Medical
School in Chicago, Where fie ices famify
therapy. His earlier book “The Mental and
Social Life of Babies” has just appeared in
paperback {(University of Chicago Press).
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