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Disclaimer

This book is a general guide only and should never be a substitute for the skill, knowledge and experience of a qualified medical professional’s assessment of the facts, circumstances and symptoms of a particular child. The information presented in this book is based on the training and professional experiences of the authors, and is true and complete to the best of their knowledge. However, this book is intended only as an informative guide; it is not intended to replace or countermand the advice given by the qualified professionals supporting the readers. The authors, publishers and their distributors are not responsible for any adverse effects or consequences resulting from the use of information in this book. It is the responsibility of the reader to consult qualified professionals regarding the personal care of their children. The intent of the information provided is to be helpful; however, there is no guarantee of results associated with the information provided.


Dr Jenny Demark is a Child Clinical Psychologist whose goal is to improve the quality of life for children and their families by sharing the insights of Prepare. Teach. Motivate. She has decades of experience working with children, youth, parents and schools, and she is known for her warm and collaborative approach to skill building. Dr Demark enjoys outdoor activities, eating gourmet food and maintaining a net-zero energy home with her husband, two sons and rescue dog.

Conrad Leung is a Board Certified Behaviour Analyst who is passionate about helping people. He has worked with diverse families and a variety of professionals in homes, schools, clinical and group care settings. He strives to translate principles and research into solutions that produce meaningful changes in the lives of children, their families and those who support them. He also supports and supervises future Behaviour Analysts. In his spare time, Conrad enjoys learning from his young children, cooking from scratch and listening to good music.

Dr Linda Reinstein is a Child Clinical and School Psychologist with a broad range of experience in understanding, assessing and consulting about complex developmental, learning and behavioural issues. She strives to help parents and children make meaningful changes in their relationships and lives through collaboration, connection, skill development and compassion. When not working in her private practice, she enjoys spending time with her husband and two teenage children.
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Introduction

Simple does not mean easy.

Parenting is by far one of the most challenging and probably one of the most rewarding jobs that we are never, ever prepared for! Our babies do not come with manuals. Everyone has advice.

In today’s world, with its myriad information and misinformation available at the click of a button, it has never been more confusing to know how to raise children to be resilient, confident and likeable. Many people giving parenting advice today do not have backgrounds in child development, clinical psychology, nor in the science of learning and behaviour change. Nonetheless, they have built almost cult-like followings on social media and are doggedly devoted to ideas that may or may not be helpful for healthy child development.

So, what is a parent to do?

Complex Kids, Simple Solutions: How to raise resilient, confident, likeable kids is grounded in science and guided by what the research tells us would be good practice. It is not easy. But it is simple. And it’s based on three fundamental ideas: Prepare. Teach. Motivate.

Whether the child has a diagnosis of ADHD, Autism Spectrum Disorder, Oppositional Defiant Disorder or is just giving their parents a good run for their money, we are offering a unique and straightforward parenting perspective. Weaving together theories from the fields of developmental, cognitive and clinical psychology, with the practical, ‘roll-up your sleeves and get it done’ approach of Applied Behaviour Analysis (the science of behaviour), no other book has blended the expertise from these disciplines into one coherent parenting framework.

Complex Kids, Simple Solutions explains how three fundamental concepts apply to almost any situation parents may encounter, from the mundane to the meltdown. Once these fundamental concepts are understood and mastered, parents will be able to tackle with confidence, precision and consistency almost anything their child may throw at them. And yes, their child may actually throw things at them! We know from our collective clinical and lived experiences that the consistent implementation of these fundamentals will lead to resilient, confident and likeable kids.

The first parenting fundamental is to Prepare. Prepare yourself and prepare your child. Plan ahead and be strategic. Pick the right battles upfront. Set the stage for parenting success. Parents will learn how to validate their children’s perspectives, opinions and feelings without necessarily agreeing or ‘giving in’ before teaching and motivating them to behave in resilient, confident and likeable ways. One of the single best proactive strategies available to parents is to spend Quality Time building and maintaining a strong connection with their child, a topic so important that we devote an entire chapter to it. Our approach is warm, collaborative and kind, and it requires parents and kids to be well-connected.

The second fundamental is to directly Teach children the skills they are lacking. Shifting away from a ‘bad behaviour’ paradigm, our approach refocuses parents to understand misbehaviour in terms of missing skills. Many parenting challenges arise because a child does not have a specific skill, be it co-operation, accepting being told no or waiting their turn. Here the parenting task is two-fold. First, parents must be able to clearly identify and define the missing skill. Second, parents have to teach that skill. Our book guides parents through every step of this process.

Finally, the third fundamental is to Motivate. Our approach teaches parents how to motivate their children to be resilient, confident and likeable. Motivation can be used to improve skills such as using manners, sleeping through the night and co-operating with requests. It can also be used to decrease unwanted behaviours such as tantrums, whining and defiance. Complex Kids, Simple Solutions gives parents the confidence in their reactions, without waffling, ‘giving-in’ or second-guessing their every move. We show parents how to plan for their use of consequences, whether they be rewards or punishments. Spoiler alert: Complex Kids, Simple Solutions promotes the use of rewards over punishments to motivate children.

We have reviewed the research and we have applied it successfully in our work with thousands of families. Complex Kids, Simple Solutions is presented as a reader-friendly guide to raising resilient, confident and likeable kids. Key information is provided in easy-to-follow points, with a good dose of humour and humility. We’ve included meaningful examples to illustrate how Prepare. Teach. Motivate. strategies can be used. Several chapters provide parents and clinicians with guides and considerations for putting the material into practice. We strongly recommend you create a Parenting Journal for yourself to take notes, make plans and individualize the ideas from the practical ‘Putting it into Practice’ sections. And for those wanting to know more about the ‘geeky’ science behind Complex Kids, Simple Solutions, plenty of sidebars are provided throughout.

Time to roll up your sleeves.

Enjoy!
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1.

Setting the Stage

We have all heard that it is better to be proactive than reactive. We know that investing time upfront saves us hassles later on. A stitch in time saves nine … etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. But, as parents, we have very busy lives. We make cupcakes for the bake sale. We volunteer for school field trips. We carpool to soccer practices, hockey rinks and swim meets. We throw birthday parties. We drive to the mall and to the movies. We show up on time for language lessons, tutoring and a whole host of other activities. We do all these things not because we love every minute of them but because we want to ensure our kids have rich, healthy and fulfilling lives.

Put on top of that the daily responsibilities of cooking, cleaning, preparing lunches and going to your paid work. Now sprinkle in the complexities and realities of our actual children — our children who do not always behave the way we want and need them to, when we want them to or need them to.

This sometimes means there is not a lot of time to get ahead of things. We get it. We live it. Parenting is tough!

Parents simply do not have the time to be as prepared as they would like to be. We fall prey to marketing strategies aimed to guilt us into feeling disorganized, unprepared and wasteful of our precious family time. We do not need more suggestions on meal prep and sticky-note organizers to make ourselves more available to our families.

Let’s be clear. This is NOT our message.

Our message is simple. Taking a few moments ahead of time to Prepare for interactions with our kids will actually save time and frustration in the end. And much of this preparation is mental preparation — not time taken to buy, make or create things.

Can you relate?


Penelope argues with her mother about taking a bath. Her mum hears ‘I don’t want to’ for the umpteenth time and is already feeling tired from her hectic day at the office.

RESULT: Her mum decides to skip the bath altogether and is frustrated that she relented to her daughter’s strong will yet again.

Joseph’s father offers to help with homework. At first, things are going very well but when they move onto a new topic, Joseph immediately complains that it is ‘too hard’. Joseph hides under the table and refuses to keep working.

RESULT: Fed up, his father walks away from the table and the homework does not get finished. His dad is worried Joseph will fail his upcoming test.

Claude and his brother Philippe balk at the broccoli on their dinner plates. One of them goes so far as to throw his greens on the floor.

RESULT: His mother picks up the broccoli from the floor, ‘gives in’ and allows them to not eat their vegetables. She spends the rest of the evening upset with herself, feeling guilty and like a ‘bad parent’ for not being able to feed her children healthy foods.

Anjali is told she can watch one episode of her favourite show after dinner. After the show ends, she sits quietly, hoping her parents will not notice it is over. When her parents enter the room 10 minutes later, Anjali is happily engaged in the second episode.

RESULT: Parents are upset about her lack of honesty but they decide to ‘let it go’ and let her keep watching as she is already halfway through the episode. They feel guilty and discouraged about the amount of screen time they are allowing.

Remember these kiddos and their parents. We will re-visit them at the end of the chapter.



Maybe not all of these scenarios are familiar, but they all have a common thread. In each one, the parents are reactive in response to their children’s complaints, resistance or refusals. Each scenario illustrates parents’ attempts to avoid, limit or shorten conflicts. And, in each scenario, parents are left feeling guilty, worried and frustrated.

Don’t misunderstand. There is nothing wrong with trying to reduce the arguing and fighting in the household. That is our goal too. However, we suggest there are other ways to go about it. All the above situations could have ended on a more positive note. Had parents used Prepare strategies to ‘set the stage’ for success, all parties would feel more satisfied, competent and connected.

Being Proactive: It’s a MINDSET

Being proactive while parenting is fundamental. But we also know the word ‘proactive’ can strike fear and panic into many parents who feel they do not have the time to be more organized. So, before we get into what being proactive is and could look like, let’s talk about what we do not mean.

We are not talking about simplified notions of the right meal prep strategy or colour-coded scheduling systems as the cure-all for making parenting easier.

Being prepared is not about being able to predict and be ready for every situation like a model Boy Scout. We are also not advocating a parenting approach whose aim is to never let our children experience hardships, disappointments or anger toward us.

Being proactive does not mean being protective, helicoptering or lawnmowering, or walking on eggshells to avoid a tantrum.

We are talking about a parenting mindshift, a parenting mindset.

» Being proactive means preparing our children to accept and follow our suggestions, directions and corrections.

» Being proactive means buying yourself time, if only for a moment, before making your parenting decisions about how to deal with any given situation.

» Being proactive means putting some money in the bank of goodwill with compliments, attention and noticing the ‘good stuff’.

» Being proactive means being predictable for our kids when life does not stop throwing curveballs.

We are talking about preparing our kids to be the resilient, confident and likeable beings we want them to be.

Prepare

Let’s discuss some specific ways to Prepare your child for success. Based on our experience and the research on child development and learning, we have found the following strategies to be highly effective in supporting kids to do the next right thing:

Pare it Down: Be realistic and pick your battles.

Be Clear: Spell it out, offer choices and provide a ‘heads-up’.

Give like a Grandparent: Be nice about it, provide freebies and catch them being good.

Pare it Down: Be Realistic and Pick Your Battles

Be realistic

Although it may not seem like it, all children will demonstrate challenging behaviours from time to time. Even your child’s seemingly always well-behaved classmates, Perfect Pete and his sister Superb Sally, will have challenging behaviours at some point. Remember, you know your child the best. Accept them for where and who they are and keep guiding them forward. Avoid making comparisons to other children, particularly those who you think are more perfect than your own. Reflect on the progress your child has made. Compare them to their previous selves.

Preparing means being realistic about what your child can do, in any given situation, at any particular time.

Can you relate?


Juanita’s dad has spent an hour preparing a perfect family dinner. He has been looking forward to having the family sit together, eat, catch up and enjoy some conversation. Within fifteen minutes of calling everyone to the table, Juanita and her younger brother have finished their meals and are asking to be excused. Dad has barely started his own meal.

RESULT: Juanita’s dad feels frustrated that the family has already disbanded and he has not had the family meal he had envisioned or wanted.



Being realistic may require you to re-think your expectations. In the above example, it may be that the dad needs to re-think what it means to sit for a ‘full meal’. While he may have wished his children would sit at the table for an hour, they might not be able to do so … yet.

It is not reasonable to expect a young child, or a particularly energetic older child, to sit at the dinner table with family for an entire hour. However, it may be realistic for that child to sit at the table for fifteen minutes until they have eaten their food and told you about their day. Problem solved! You and your child are now feeling successful at dinner rather than frustrated, all because of a small shift in your expectations.

If you want everyone to wait until you start your meal, or if you want your children to be able to sit at the dinner table for a longer time, you will need to Teach them these specific skills. For strategies on how to do this, be patient and wait to read about Teach in the coming chapters.

Pick your battles

Can you relate?


Yusef usually cleans up his toys at the end of the day. However, today is a bit different. Today he had a playdate with his best friend. After a fun time playing and lots of sugary treats, Yusef is still wound up long after his friend has left. His room is littered with all his toys so his mother asks him to tidy up. Yusef refuses and has an epic meltdown.

RESULT: Yusef’s mother cleans up the toys and threatens that he will never be able to have another playdate.



In the example above, Yusef’s mother was reactive. She reacted to his refusal and tantrum. Her frustration led to threats she likely will not keep. Had she taken a moment to pick her battles, she may have realized this would not be a great day to ask Yusef to tidy his things by himself. Knowing this, she may have started cleaning up his toys for him and chatting with him about the fun he had with his friend while passing him toys to put away on the shelf.

Picking your battles means being mindful of the expectations, requests and instructions you give to your child. Think of when and where you give them, how often you give them and even what tone of voice you are using. Also keep in mind other factors such as fatigue, illness and hunger that can tip the balance of whether your child is likely to co-operate.

So, even when you know your child can do a particular task or chore, such as cleaning up the toys, there may be extenuating circumstances that make it harder for them to get the job done. Like Yusef in the above example, your child may be too ‘wired or tired’ to be able to co-operate at the end of a long day. You, the parent, may not have the energy or wherewithal to deal with an argument, stay calm and follow through with your request. It is perfectly okay to not ask Yusef to clean up after his fun-filled and exhausting day. You could simply clean it up for him or, better yet, leave the mess for tomorrow.

While we do not advocate tip-toeing around your children to avoid upsetting them, nor do we advocate removing all expectations, we do advise that you be realistic. Be realistic about how likely it is your child will listen, given unusual circumstances. Set them up for success. Pick your battles carefully. It is perfectly okay to not ask your child to do something you know they can do, but are unlikely to do because of extenuating circumstances.

Let’s walk through a few scenarios to see what picking your battles might look like in different situations.

Can you relate?


John’s mum is working from home. She has an important phone conference she must attend in fifteen minutes. She notices that John, her twelve-year-old son, is on his phone and not doing the homework in a subject he needs help with.



So now John’s mother has to decide how to handle this situation. Knowing she cannot be late for her phone conference, she has a few options:


» Does she shout downstairs for John to get off his phone and start his homework?

» Does she ignore that she noticed him on his phone when he is supposed to be ‘at school’?

» Could she implement a Prepare strategy or two ahead of time?



If she calls him to start his homework but she is not there to help him, it will not go well. He may begin a long diatribe about how unfair his teacher is. He may spiral into his worries about failing the course. He may tell his mother that he will start right away when in fact he probably will not because he cannot. If she pretends not to see him on his phone, she may be encouraging him to ‘sneak’ time on social media or technology when he is not supposed to be using it.

The prepared parent may have more success by letting John know she has a phone conference in fifteen minutes and she will be available in one hour to help him start his work. This way she acknowledges she knows what he is doing, she gives time-limited permission to stay on his phone until she is available, and she makes a plan with him to get his work done.

Can you relate?


The Smiths have a very strict ‘no screens’ rule on weekdays. Their four-year-old son, Thelonious, is home from school with the flu. Thelonious is very bored and he has run out of ideas to keep himself busy. His dad, who has volunteered to work from home today, also has a tight deadline to meet.



So what is Mr Smith to do?


» He could stand his ground and enforce the ‘no screens’ rule.

» He could abandon work altogether to entertain Thelonious.

» Could he implement a Prepare strategy or two?



If Dad enforces the ‘no screens’ rule, this will lead to a day full of battling with Thelonious to find things to do while attempting to get his work done. If he abandons his work altogether to entertain Thelonious, he will miss his deadline.

The prepared parent could allow Thelonious to watch a few of his favourite episodes in the afternoon while Dad finishes a report that is due by the end of the day.

Parents should have rules for their children, and these rules should be enforced. Yet there are times when the rules are meant to be broken. Parents (not the kids) can choose to Prepare for a successful day by letting go of certain rules in extenuating circumstances. Having a sick child at home is an appropriate time to let a battle go.

Can you relate?


Zena’s after dinner ‘job’ is to walk the dog for fifteen minutes. This evening, dinner was later than anticipated. Zena has a quickly approaching swim team practice.



Her parents have a choice here:


» They could force her to follow through with her job.

» They could argue with her about completing her chores and then ‘let her off the hook’ to get to the swim team practice on time.

» Are there Prepare strategies they could implement?



If they force her to follow through with her job, she will be late for her swim team and her coach may lecture her for letting down the team. If her parents let her off the hook after an argument, Zena may learn that she gets what she wants when she argues.

The prepared parent sees a third choice. They could choose to forgo this battle. Before asking Zena to do her chores, Dad could offer to do them for her, while Mum drives Zena to swim team practice. Offering to walk the dog as a favour sets Zena up for success. There is no arguing over chores. Zena is thankful to her parents and ready to resume her responsibilities the next day.

Be realistic. Pick your battles.

Be Clear: Spell it Out, Offer Choices and Provide a Heads-Up

Spell it out

We have just just explained why setting reasonable and achievable expectations for your child is important.

Now we want to emphasize that effective expectations are clear and concrete. Being clear and concrete means envisioning what your child would be doing if they were doing it right. If you were a fly on the wall, what would you see? Define and be clear about it. You may catch yourself having vague expectations such as ‘I want my daughter to be respectful’ or ‘My son has to be kind’. While these are reasonable ideals, what would it actually look like if your daughter was ‘being respectful’ and your son was ‘being kind’?

Science sidebar


In geeky behavioural-speak, ‘spelling it out’ is called an Operational Definition. It precisely describes what we do and do not want to see. Operational Definitions avoid abstract terms and stick to observable behaviours.



For example, a child may not fully understand what is meant by ‘respect’. The interpretation of respect may even be different between adults or between situations. This will require clarity of your expectations of ‘respect’ such as: taking off shoes when coming inside, speaking in sentences, not swearing, or doing what is asked by Mum and Dad. If your child does some of these things, recognize and celebrate the ways they are consistently respectful and Teach them the skills they need to be respectful in other situations.

Can you relate?


Sanfred’s parents place high value on table manners. They find themselves constantly nagging their children to ‘use their manners’. This inevitably leads to an unpleasant family mealtime that is the opposite of what his parents intended.



Proper table manners vary between households and cultures. Rather than saying Sanfred should ‘use his manners’, his parents need to spell it out by giving a clear description of what they would like to see. This might be chewing with his mouth closed, using his napkin rather than his trousers to wipe his hands, and using utensils to eat rather than using his fingers.

Offer choices

Think about your child’s typical day. They have to go to school. To do this, they have to get up on time, they have to eat breakfast, they have to catch the bus. At school, they have to sit in their seat, they have to raise their hand, they have to do their work. At home, they have to eat meals, they have to brush their teeth, they have to do their homework. From their perspective, their list of ‘have tos’ may feel endless.

Everyone appreciates having some control over their lives. Parents do. Children do. As the list above suggests, there are very few opportunities for children to have a say during their typical day.

Give choices when you can. Do it often. Do it consistently.

This will Prepare your child to be more co-operative. It sets the stage for making the ‘have tos’ more tolerable, more enjoyable and more manageable.

While it is not an option to skip breakfast, it is possible to offer choices such as which cereal they would like, or if they would like eggs or waffles. While taking a bath is not an option, you may be able to offer which bathroom they want to use, what type of shampoo they use and which bath toys they can bring. You can also have them choose if they want to do their homework before or after the bath. And where would they like to do their homework? You get the idea.

When giving choices, be sure each choice is actually available and acceptable in that particular situation at that particular time.

Can you relate?


How likely are you to spend time with a friend who lets you choose the restaurant or the movie?

How likely are you to spend time with a friend who never lets you choose the restaurant or the movie?

How likely are you to spend time with a friend who lets you choose the restaurant but then finds a reason why they don’t want to go to the several restaurants that you suggest?

Having choices matters.



Provide a heads-up

The Cambridge Dictionary defines the term ‘heads-up’ as giving advance warning of something to come, usually so that we can prepare for it. In baseball, this term alerts outfielders to prepare for incoming balls. As adults, we appreciate getting a heads-up to prepare for unexpected or unplanned events.

Can you relate?


You have worked for the last hour getting dinner ready for your family. Your partner calls to say they are going to be late. Then they arrive with an unexpected dinner guest — the boss.

RESULT: Your kids are starving and you are furious!



A simple heads-up from your partner could have averted the stressful dinner and the argument that ensued after the boss’s departure.

For kids, a heads-up is a powerful tool in the prepared parent’s toolkit. A heads-up can prepare children to transition from one activity to another, to accept changes in daily routines, to adjust to unexpected fun events and to deal with the disappointment of plans getting cancelled. The heads-up helps to mentally prepare for what is to come. Sometimes saying, ‘We’re leaving the park in five minutes’, ‘Swimming is cancelled for tomorrow’, ‘This is the last episode for tonight’ or ‘Don’t forget you have homework to finish after dinner’ can be the difference between a tantrum and success.

Spell it out. Offer choices. Provide a heads-up.

Give Like a Grandparent: Be Nice About It, Provide Freebies and Catch Them Being Good

Close your eyes and conjure up the Quintessential Grandparent, in all their forms.

Some of your fondest memories may be of the fun times eating your Nana’s baking, helping your Bubbie make chicken soup or watching a ball game with your Poppa. There is something magical about time spent with grandparents. They give so much of themselves and they ask for so little in return. When they do ask for something, grandchildren typically hop to it without question. This is what this section is all about — giving like that grandparent.
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