WHO’S THE BOSS?
“Matt, before your shower, go and make your bed and sort out your school bag please,” I said (instructed!?) one Sunday. “Only if I can have an extra 10 minutes of Wii,” he countered cheekily, seeing if he could push me a bit. This, after we had just chatted about how he had almost used up his time allocation for playing with Wii that day. My response: “Matthew this is not a negotiation or a trade, so make a move.”

Children are always testing the boundaries - it’s a natural part of childhood. It’s how they work out what is, and what is not okay.  “How far can I push until someone pushes back and shows me where the line is?”

Modern parenting is characterised by giving many choices from a very young age.  I hear parents of two year olds asking them what they would like to eat instead of expecting their child to eat what is put in front of him/her. And we wonder why children are fussy eaters. Parents asking their kids if they want to eat at the table or in front of the TV.  And we wonder why we have connection problems. Parents of three year olds giving their children carte blanche in a clothing store where the number of choices just boggle the mind. And we wonder why our kids throw tantrums when we don’t accept their choices. Parents of 7 – 12 years olds who allow their children unlimited screen time (TV, computer games, cellphone etc) and unmanaged exposure to content of their choice.  And we wonder why they have become antisocial and are so hard to discipline.

I think we have fallen in to a trap!  The concept of giving choices is not a bad one, when driven by you and not your child.  It can be hugely empowering if children are taught to live by their choices.  The art of using this technique with children, however, is that we, the parents, must do the pre-selection because children get overwhelmed when there is too much to choose from. So, create a short-list of TV programmes, clothing or food that your child can choose from.  You determine the type of content and amount of time/exposure your child will have to technology before putting choices on the table. 
The trick is to play the choice game to your advantage – everything on the shortlist must be okay by you (you don’t have to tell them that!).  Then, whatever they choose is fine.  As they get older you can make the shortlist together. And the final point is, don’t make everything a choice, or a negotiation. Some things just have to be done, or be done in a certain way.  Hold the line when necessary, even if it results in a sulk or a tantrum.  Remember that children won’t stay mad forever.  You are the boss so you have to act like the boss.   
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