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1-2-3 Magic

Program by Thomas Phelan

1-2-3 Magic is a simple behavioral program.  Arguments between parents and children are very common.  They can go something like this:  
Pick your pajamas up off of the floor.
Why?

Because they’ll get all dirty.  You’re big – I shouldn’t have to do this for you.

I’m tired.

You can’t be tired!  You just got up!

Why do I always have to do everything?

Give me a break!  Who cleans the house?  Who made you breakfast this morning?  Who bought you your clothes?

Mom!  I’m too tired!

Scenes like this are very familiar to anyone who has been a parent.  They can be
· common and aggravating

· present parents with management decisions that are often confusing

· How they are handled, however, has a tremendous effect on the well being of both parent and child, and in many ways determines the nature of their relationship.

When it comes to handling things like temper tantrums, arguing, whining, and sibling rivalry, parents unfortunately have several strikes against them.

1. It is hard to act reasonable in an emotional situation

2. What we tend to do instinctively is often not the best thing to do.
Expectations:  Correct and Incorrect Thinking

What are false assumptions about kids?


Little Adult Syndrome


Many parents see their children as little adults, making them expect their children to be:

· sympathetic

· well meaning

· rational little people

· who are capable of controlling themselves when presented with sensible reasons for doing so.

Example:

Pick your pajamas up off of the floor

Why?

Because they will get all dirty.  You’re big and I shouldn’t have to do that for you.

Gee mom, I never looked at it that way before.  I’ll get them right now.

Thinking correctly:
Like it or not, the fact of the matter is that when children are born, they are actually

· irrational

· impulsive

· and often….

· They want what they want when they want it.

This is not because we have bad kids!  It is because it takes kids a long time to mature.  Even into young adulthood children can get very emotional over unrealistic expectations!  In fact, some experts have described childhood as a time of “transitory psychosis” meaning that kids are temporarily crazy : ) 
Who’s job is it to make them sane?  It’s our job!

So here is the point – If you think of your children as little adults you will expect words and reason to work in your attempts to control and manage their behavior.

Because they are not really little adults, words and reason will be rather ineffective, and you will get extremely frustrated trying to use them in argument situations.  

Many parents have experienced this frustration.  For many of them, words and reason have led to

· arguing

· yelling

· screaming matches

· physical punishment

· giving in

Mom and Dad may end up feeling a little crazy themselves, even though they are basically normal and very well-intentioned.

In order to change this, you need to change the way you think about kids.  This will sound funny at first, but, the next time you and your child get into an argument, instead of thinking of yourself as someone trying to persuade a little adult to cooperate with you, think of yourself as a 



Wild Animal Trainer

It doesn’t mean that your children are wild animals.  It means that words and reason are not effective tools for shaping children’s behaviors.
How does a wild animal trainer train his animals? 


He chooses an effective method and repeats it over and over until the trainee does what he wants.  His method should be gentle and reasonable, involving rewards and consequences, without involving words and reasoning.  This is what you will be learning with the 1-2-3 Magic parenting techniques.

Our anger is impacted by our expectations.

When we explain something to a “little adult” once, we expect it to make a difference.  Think of how frustrated we feel explaining it for the 10th time! 


How many times do I have to tell you!!!

When a wild animal is training, his expectations are more reasonable.  With this model, you will do it right the first time and expect to have to repeat it a number of times. 

You may be wondering at this point, is there any place for words, reason, and communication in dealing with your children?

The answer is yes!  

When children are young, the house is a dictatorship.  Rules are explained one time.  There is little room for negotiation.  Is there time for communication?  Yes!  Any time when your child is behaving and not testing limits is a great time for talking and communication!
As they grow and demonstrate that they can follow rules, they are expected to have more say in what rules are established for them in the household.  There should be more meetings and negotiations about rules.  BUT negotiations are usually not helpful in the moment that you are enforcing a rule!
So if you can’t talk or reason with your children when they are acting out, what can you do?  

First we must talk about WHAT NOT TO DO.

No Talk No Emotion

We have already discussed some of the reasons for not talking so much, so let’s start with the no emotion rule.  

When children are little, they feel inferior.  This is because they are inferior.  

· smaller

· less privileged

· less powerful

· less skilled

Children know this, and in fact are extremely sensitive about it.

A four year old wants to go to school, a 7 year old wants to be a teenager, and a teenager wants to be….You!

Have you ever seen a two year old drop a spoon over and over just to watch you pick it up?  How about a 5 year old throwing rocks in the calm surface of a lake?  He’ll stand there and watch for the splash, and then do it again over and over.  
This is something HE DID, it is a sign of his ability to have an impact on the world.

Children like to have an impact on their world.

When a child does something and an older and larger adult gets extremely upset, the same kind of thing happens.  Part of him feels some satisfaction for having some impact on the world around him.  

WHEN THE PARENT GETS UPSET, THIS IS THE BIG SPLASH!

Many parents have noticed that kids sometimes seem to argue for no reason, or will say “we get into power struggles” 

So, what this means is,

IF YOU WANT YOUR CHILD TO CONTINUE SOME KIND OF OBNOXIOUS BEHAVIOR, GET REAL UPSET ABOUT IT!

This lesson is not easy, because kids can do a lot of frustrating things over and over again, and often at the end of a day when you are already tired or upset about work or something else.  But the truth is that getting upset reinforces their negative behavior, and they’ll tend to repeat what they just did, creating a vicious cycle.

Perfection is not necessary – a little anger or annoyance is understandable, but too much on a regular basis is very destructive on your ability to teach your children and maintain a positive, loving relationship with them.  

Imagine a wild animal trainer who spent the day yelling a screaming and losing control!

The no talking rule

Let’s try a scene again.  By this time, you probably will have a better idea of what mistakes mom is making…

Can I have an Ice cream cone?

No, it’s too close to dinner.

Why not?

I just told you, you’ll ruin your dinner.

I’ll eat dinner, I promise.

We went through this yesterday, honey, remember?  You hardly touched anything.

I did so!  I ate half my chicken and three pieces of broccoli!  I’ll just have one scoop!

I SAID NO!  How many times do I have to repeat myself?

But I’m hungry!!!  And I will eat my dinner!!

That’s enough!  Do you hear me?  You know, I’m sick and tired of you asking for everything under the sun!  

I never get anything!  I don’t want my stupid dinner!

Don’t you threaten me young lady!!  You’ll eat what I tell you to eat!

Mom is getting too upset and talking too much.  When you talk too much in trying to enforce a rule or a policy, you make a fundamental shift in your philosophy and communicating this to your child.  You are switching from 

1. You must follow the rule because I am your parent and I know better than you what is good for you 
to:
2. You don’t really have to follow this rule unless I can convince you that it is reasonable.

As you know from your own experience, it will be very unlikely that a child who wants something right now is convinced that your rule is reasonable.

Although a little adult might be.

Start Behaviors and Stop Behaviors

When dealing with children’s behaviors, it is helpful to put problems into one of two categories.  The reason for this is that the general strategies for handling each category is different:
START Behaviors:

· Cleaning their room

· Doing chores

· Getting up and out in the morning

· Brushing their teeth

· Eating Dinner

· Going to Bed

STOP Behaviors

· Arguing

· Whining

· Demanding

· Temper Tantrums

· Screaming

· Pouting

· Lying

· Fighting

We give consequences for Stop behaviors, and reward Start behaviors.  Part one of this program focuses on STOP behaviors.  

We can also divide STOP behaviors into two categories as well, depending on how serioius the misbehavior is.
1-2-3 is for for relatively frequent, minor, misbehavior.  

The 1-2-3 
The 1-2-3 is a simple procedure.  It is so simple in fact, that you may believe you have tried it before.  Some of the elements are familiar, like counting to three, but there are also some important distinctions.    

Here’s how it goes:  Imagine your child is doing something you don’t want him/her to do, like whining or arguing:

1. You calmly give a warning that is both verbal and visual.  Holding up one finger, you say “That’s 1.”

2. If he stops, fine.  If he doesn’t, you give a second verbal and visual warning.  Holding up 2 fingers, you say “That’s 2.”

3. If he stops, great.  If he doesn’t, you hold up three fingers and say “That’s three, take 5.”  Or “That’s 3, it’s over.”  He then has to go to his room for 5 minutes (or one minute per the child’s age.)  For older kids, the parent may walk away instead.  For particular behaviors, a consequence may be incurred.  
4. When he comes out or the parent returns – now this is important – no lectures, no apologies.  When he is good, enjoy him!   When he acts out, start the procedure over again.

Sounds almost too simple.  But when it is done correctly, most kids respond not only well but fairly quickly.  

Many parents will say “We’ve tried this before, and it doesn’t do any good.”  That was probably true, and the reason it happened was that mom and dad weren’t aware of the No-Talking and No-Emotion rules.  

Most parents who have tried this before, almost without exception, have:

· Talked too much while doing it

· Gotten too upset while doing it

· Not kept it up for very long

· And gotten sidetracked by the child’s testing and manipulation

Remember the example with the ice cream cone?  Let’s try it again with 1-2-3 Magic.

Can I have an ice cream cone?

No, it’s too close to dinner.

Why not?

That’s one.

I want an ICE CREAM CONE!

That’s 2.

YOU NEVER GIVE ME ANYTHING!  THIS STINKS!

That’s 3.  Take 5.

Notice several important things about this example:

1. Mom gives one explanation and that’s all

2. The no-talking rule:  Once mom starts to give the warnings she says NOTHING ELSE in response to her daughter’s complaints.  This is critical!!
She does not say

· How many times do I have to tell you!

· You didn’t eat your dinner last time

· You can have a cone after dinner

· You don’t appreciate anything I give you

· Oh, alright, get the stupid cone – but you better eat your dinner!

3. The No-Emotion rule.  Mom doesn’t get upset about this.  She knows it is her daughter’s job as a child to test her, and her job as a parent to hold to the rules.  She knows that it is not personal, and her child is not a little adult.  She also knows that she can handle the problem quickly and effectively.

4. The punishment is short and sweet.  When the child comes out, you start from scratch.  If she begins the argument over, she is counted again.

After a few days of training with 1-2-3, scenes will go something like this:

Can I have an ice cream cone?

No, it’s too close to dinner

Just this once – I’ll eat dinner, I promise.

That’s one.

Oh, OK.

The important thing here is that the child does not need to sit in one space, quietly, thinking about what he did wrong and why he should feel guilty and come out and apologize.  That is little adult thinking.  If he chooses to play with toys, read a book, etc.  that is actually teaching him good coping skills.  As adults, we do not usually sit in one place and think when we are upset.  We take a walk, read a book, or go on facebook!  You are teaching your child to take a break and utilize coping skills.

When he comes out or the parent returns, there is no need to apologize in most cases.  If the child hurt their sibling, apologies should then be encouraged. 
What should I count?

In the beginning, it is good to choose one or two behaviors and start with those.  Once you see how well counting works, it can become very addictive!  But part of the power of counting is in picking and choosing your battles.

That being said, it is also good to know, when in doubt, count.

The six types of testing and manipulation 
About half of the parents who do this program have children who are instant cooperators.  Once they have been counted a few times, they go along with the program.  The other half have children who will raise the ante and make things worse for a 3-14 days before they begin to get better.  

The six types of testing and manipulation that you want to count and that may increase temporarily in response to this program are:

Badgering:  Repeated questions and arguing

Intimidation:  Child has a temper tantrum, yells, screams, bangs doors, throws things, for some children it may even involve damaged property.

Threats:  I won’t eat my dinner ever again, I’m not talking to you, etc.  

Martyrdom:  Crying, pouting, looking sad, sitting in the closet, designed to make you feel guilty

Sweetness and Light:  Suddenly giving you that cute smile, becoming affectionate, especially good for playing one parent against another

Physical:  The most drastic form of testing and fortunately the least frequent.  Involves physically attacking you or running away from you.
If you see the child using one technique primarily, it is probably because it is working!  When your child is switching techniques frequently, that is a good sign!

