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How to Keep Kids from Holiday Meltdown

by Sandra Kallio—Wisconsin State Journal

The 4-year-old tore open a Christmas gift from his
Grandma. Realizing it was a pair of pajamas, he
screamed "No! | don't want any stupid clothes!" and
threw the PJs onto the floor. The problem? Grandma was
sitting in the room.

"I can still remember this scene when it happened," says
Thomas Phelan, a psychologist and author of several
parenting books, including 1-2-3 Magic: Effective
Discipline for Children 2-12. The gift giver was Phelan's
mother and the rude recipient was his son, now 36. "The
incident shocked me, and it probably almost killed her."

The family all survived that Christmas, but the episode may have something to do with Phelan's
attitude to this day. "Big Christmas get-togethers are a bit of a chore," he says.

Chore or not, they are often unavoidable, so Phelan offers parents advice in minimizing
children's meltdowns.

“First, try to keep the kids on their regular sleeping and eating schedules," he says. If, for
example, your children usually eat lunch at noon, feed them something then—even if a meal
with company isn't until 2 or 3 p.m.

"Second, keep your discipline the same," he adds. His 1-2-3-Magic discipline program for
misbehavior involves two warnings followed by a time-out or rest period if the warnings don’t
do the trick.

You Probably Can’t Avoid All Meltdowns

"One of the things people have to realize is you probably can't avoid all meltdowns," he says.
"There's nothing wrong with a time-out or rest period." It can be just a 5- or 10-minute break,
calmly announced. "It doesn't have to be a horribly punitive thing" he says.

"Third, don't get into stupid conversations with kids," he warns, explaining that his system calls
for parents to calmly say "1" for the first warning and "2" for the second. "The key to it is the No-
Talking, No-Emotion rules." If, instead, parents start yapping about what the child is doing and
how annoying it is, he says, "You've taken the focus off what the child is supposed to do, which
is behaving. And you've irritated the youngster with your mini-lecture." Continued on page 2
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learn, step-by- step guidance.

Discipline is Harder with an Audience
The counting system works well with children from about ages 2 to 12, but Phelan admits, "It's
harder with an audience. When others are around, many parents become discipline wimps."

And children pick up on their parents' fear of embarrassment. "When the embarrassment factor
is part of the equation, everything gets twice as hard. We all want to look like the perfect
parents, so we may do what we think looks good (talk more) instead of what is effective (simply
counting)."

If children complain about their parents disciplining them in front of relatives and family friends,
Phelan suggests this response: "If you don't want to be embarrassed, you can behave."

The holidays will soon be here, and the time is not always pleasant. Be ready!

The ParentMagic team wishes
you a very Happy Holiday, a

wonderful New Year and a
huge Thank You for your
continued support!

Quick Tip: Temper Tantrums

Temper tantrums are one of the Six Kinds of Testing and
Manipulation tactics discussed in 1-2-3 Magic. Displays of temper are
obvious aggressive attacks. Younger children who aren't so adept
with words yet, may throw themselves on the floor, bang their
heads, holler at the top of their lungs and kick ferociously. Older kids,
whose language skills are more developed, may come up with
arguments that accuse you of being unjust, illogical or simply a bad
parent.

Tantrums are often prolonged (1) if the child has an audience, (2) if

the adults involved continue talking, arguing or pleading, (3) if the adults don't know what to do.
As kids get older and more powerful, tantrums get more worrisome and just plain scarier. That's
why we like to see them well controlled by the time a child is five or six.
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