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The Importance of Impulse Control
I read an interesting article this week from USA today titled “The Secret of School Success.”  Every parent wants their child to succeed in school, so I was instantly intrigued by what the author Laura Vanderkam felt was the key. The main focus  talked about how a child’s ability to stop, think, make a plan, and control their impulses were major contributors to the child’s success in school and later in life. For example:  a game of Head-Toes-Knees-Shoulders was played with a couple of kindergartners, but with a twist. When the teacher told the kindergartners to touch their head, she explained she actually wanted them to touch their toes, and vice versa. One of the children kept touching her head despite the instructions, but the other child nailed it by overriding the spoken commands and followed the instructions she had memorized.  According to a recent study in Developmental Psychology the child who excelled at the game will have zoomed 3.4 months ahead of the other child in math and two months ahead in vocabulary.
 Unfortunately, "children are getting less and less practice in self-regulation," says Deborah Leong, a psychology professor at Metropolitan State College of Denver. Young children spend little time playing elaborate games with older children in which they learn to follow complex rules. They don't spend much time observing adults beyond their caregivers as they go about their work and their daily lives. They also watch a lot of TV and play passive video games, neither of which promotes impulse control.
Here are few ways you can incorporate impulse control with your child: 
1.   Constantly reinforce the method by using the words “stop, think, act” at every opportunity to do so. The method can be further enhanced by making up large posters that look like traffic lights to place around the home to serve as a graphic reminder to the child. When the child allows you to walk them through the method, be sure to give strong verbal praise for their work. When they use the method spontaneously, shout your praise from the rooftop!
2.  Problem solving training and exercises to increase impulse control are less well known and used, but can be effective. Activities such as puzzles, mazes, and manipulative challenges (“tavern puzzles”) can be effective tools to teach problem solving. Again, the key is to find opportunities to present and use the challenges: puzzles make great gift ideas, and can be used in “floor time play” with the child.
3.    Give your child a chance to think through situations. Adults, busy and distracted, often simply solve problems for children instead of making them think through the situation. Instead of simply telling a child what to do and how to do something, take a few moments to lead them through a problem solving thought process. For example, instead of just telling the child to “stop interrupting and go sit down”, you could say: “tell me what you see me doing right now…(child answers)…”do you think this is a good time or a bad time to ask me your question?”…(child answers)…”what should you do, then?”  Remember, don’t just give solutions, make the child problem solve their own solutions.
4.   By using small, tangible rewards (single M&M’s are an example), you can reward the child each time that they cooperate with your external control of impulsivity: “Sit down, and fold your hands.”  A larger reward can be provided if the child complies within fewer prompts. You can also fabricate situations where the child is able to get an immediate, small reward, or a larger reward for waiting. For example: “You can have an M&M right now, or you can wait until I finish this chore and have five M&M’s.” The idea is to slowly and gradually increase the time the child is able to maintain impulse control. Be ready to do this very slowly, as if you try to go too fast, it will not increase impulse control. 

If you would like more about impulse control, contact Smart Start at 838-0977.

