If I Yell At My Kids One More Time I’m Going To Scream!
On the afternoon of Saturday, January 23, 2010 my nerves were raw.  I had been working feverishly all day to clean and organize the house.  I had recently started a new diet and was very hungry.  My hormones were out of whack and I felt “on edge.”  At 4:30 that afternoon I realized that we only had two hours before we needed to leave for a Young Ambassadors concert. We had nine o’clock church the next morning and I needed to quickly fix something for dinner, cornbread for breakfast the next morning, and a four-course meal for Sunday dinner.  I also needed to bathe the children and prepare a primary lesson that I hadn’t started.  I felt completely overwhelmed and began to panic. 

After dinner, I told my seven-year-old son that we would be going to a concert shortly.  As I scurried to get everything done, he kept insisting I help him learn the piano piece “On Top of Spaghetti.”  I promised to help him later, but he would not give up.  He interrupted me every five minutes, asking me what note to play, how many counts each note got, etc.  After a half hour of this, I realized that he thought he had to play at the concert and was panicking because his song was not prepared.  When I informed him that we were watching a concert, a wave of relief washed over him and he nearly cried.  I felt so badly and tried to comfort him, but he walked away.  I followed him into the den and again told him to stop so that I could give him a hug.  He just kept walking away.  

In frustration, not wanting to take my anger out on my children, I kicked the wall.  Much to my disbelief and horror, I actually kicked a hole in the wall!  I thought walls were strong.  Never in a million years would I think that I was even capable of kicking a hole in the wall.  I was more embarrassed and mortified than I have ever been. I wanted to dig a hole and bury myself.  

When my children arrived on the scene I heard one of them exclaim, “Hey, Mom just kicked a hole in the wall!”  I just simply said, “Please, don’t ever grow up to be like me.” Then it dawned on me that I would have to tell my husband what I had done when he got home.  I’ve never dreaded anything so much in my life.  When my husband arrived, he was incredibly understanding and didn’t even get angry. (He later told me that the reason he didn’t say anything was that he was so shocked, he didn’t know what to say!)

Since it was Saturday, I knew I would have to wait several days before I could call a repairman to come fix the hole.  It seemed like an eternity, because each time I saw the hole, it reminded me of just how stupid I had been.  I wanted it fixed immediately, but had to settle for putting a plant in front of it until it could be repaired.

I don’t want to give the impression that I put my children in harm’s way or physically abuse them in any way, because I don’t.  In fact, I’m a great mom – taking my children to library story time, kissing them goodbye each day with an “I love you,” tucking them in at night, volunteering in their classrooms, etc.  But I will be the first one to admit that I sometimes have a temper.

Often times at a funeral you’ll hear people say, “I never once heard my mother raise her voice.”  My children are going to have to come up with something else for my eulogy. In fact, they’ll probably inscribe on my tombstone, “Here lies old yeller.”

If you struggle with a temper, I want you to know I understand. We all have different triggers – some people lose their temper with their children, others with their spouse.  Perhaps you have difficulty with an extended family member. Think of your situation as I share my journey in the hopes that it might help you find solutions.

Why is it important not to lose our tempers with our children?  I had the opportunity to serve as a missionary in South America.  Stepping off the plane in a foreign country where I couldn’t understand a single word was overwhelming.  How grateful I was for Hermana Stevens, my trainer.  She spoke English and understood Chilean customs and the Spanish language.  Without her, I would not have survived.  If she had been mean or cruel to me, I don’t know what I would have done since she was my only link to the world.  You are that same link to the world for your children.  Can you imagine how scary it must be for them when you turn on them?

While dropping my children off at school one day, I saw a bus driver standing next to her bus berating a little boy for misbehaving. She was wagging her finger in his face and I could tell by the look on her face that she was very angry.  She had raked me over the coals years before and I remember how violated I had felt - even as an adult. I sat there looking at this poor little kid half her size and knew that any self esteem he may have had prior to the encounter had been annihilated.    It was all I could do to stay in my car and not intervene.  I felt tempted to call the district office and complain.  I thought, “This woman should not be allowed to work with children.”

A few hours later I was home with my own children.  I was stressed out because we were being flooded badly.  There was lake in back yard; a river in the front yard and the crawl space was filling up quickly. It was extremely stressful.  The kids had uncharacteristically decided to misbehave that day.  When I asked one to clean her room she threw a major tantrum with flailing arms and legs.  Another was somewhat disrespectful, rude, and disobedient - I was so mad!  I found myself sitting them down on the bed with a scowl, wagging my finger in their faces. Suddenly I saw the image of the bus driver in my mind and realized I was just as bad a she was.  

We as adults need to realize that we are much bigger and much more intimidating than we realize.  There are better ways to handle things.  We obviously must enforce consequences, but we need to do it without emotion while remaining calm. Otherwise, we may damage them for life.

I once heard anger described as “emotional intoxication.”  People who are drunk dance on the table with lampshades on their heads.  They do things they would never otherwise say or do.  The same is true when we are emotionally intoxicated.  We can’t think rationally or make reasonable decisions.

I decided one day to actually be a good mom.  I had all five kids in the kitchen happily making cookies with me.  After removing the hot pans from the oven, I told the kids repeatedly not to touch the pans because they were hot and they would get burned.  Two seconds later, my son walked over to where the hot pans were and immediately began screaming bloody murder.  Boy was I mad!  In fact I was furious.  I grabbed him, put his hand under the cold running water in the sink and held it there to lessen the burn.  He was fighting me tooth and nail, but I knew I had to do it.  The whole time I was holding it under the water I kept saying, over and over again, “Why doesn’t anyone listen to me?  Just once I’d love for someone to actually listen to what I say and do it!  Why doesn’t anyone listen to me?”  After everything calmed down, he looked up and said softly, “Mom, I smashed my finger in the drawer.”  That my friends, is emotional intoxication.

Steven Covey once said, “You get caught up in the moment.  You say things you don’t mean.  You do things you later regret.  And you think, ‘Oh, if only I had stopped to think about it, I never would have reacted that way!”  “What we all need is a ‘pause button’ - something that enables us to stop between what happens to us and our response to it, and to choose our own response.”  This gives us the ability to act based on principles and values rather than reacting based on emotion or circumstance.

If you saw a video camera recording of a bad babysitter in your home, what would you do? Now consider this: Would you hire yourself as a babysitter for your children? 

There are three things I have learned about anger.

a. All actions have consequences.  Sometimes when we’re frustrated, getting angry gives us a “hit of relief.”  But we need to remember that children pay for it with their very existence and self worth.

b. Getting angry doesn’t work. It does absolutely no good and it has a lot of negative side effects. If I were a drug representative and asked “Do you want this medication?  It won’t do you any good, won’t cure your disease, but it does cause nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, increased risk of a heart attack and stroke.” Would you buy it?  Of course not.  Anger is the worst strategy to use as a parent because it doesn’t solve the problem and it does a great deal of collateral damage. 

c. When we show love and patience towards our children, it helps them feel the love of the Savior.

The goal of anger management is to 1) increase your ability to cope and 2) decrease the triggers that cause you to lose your temper.
In order to increase your ability to cope, you must identify the factors that predispose you to anger and learn how to manage them.  Here are a few things that weaken my resolve and make me vulnerable.

1. Inadequate sleep. None of us are at our best when we are running on fumes.  Sleep deprivation alone can turn a Jekyll into a Hyde. Do whatever it takes to get adequate rest.

2. Too much sugar.  When I eat too much sugar, it acts like a drug and changes my personality.  Eating a healthy diet automatically give me more reserves.

3. Stress.  Make your schedule manageable.  Too often we over-schedule ourselves and then take it out on our husbands or kids when life gets stressful.  That is not fair.

4. Hormones.  Have you heard the joke, “What do they call it PMS?”  “Because mad cow disease was already taken.”  Be aware of moments of irritability and take steps to minimize it.

5. Understand your innate personality.  I realized years ago that I have a need to control other people.  When they don’t do what I say, I get frustrated. I’ve learned to apply the Serenity Prayer – God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can change and the wisdom to know the difference.

The second step to anger management is to identify triggers and minimize them. Often our anger arises for the same reasons over and over again.  Here are a few of my triggers:

1. Being late – As you’ve noticed, kids are usually not in a hurry to do anything. I got a kick out of the following story told by Ellen Hester of Washington:
My two-year-old daughter, Kendra and I were standing in line at the grocery store when Kendra struck up a conversation with the woman behind us.  The lady asked, “How old are you?”  When Kendra said she was two, the woman asked when she would be three.  Kendra replied, “When I’m done being two!” I’ve learned that when I get behind schedule and feel hurried, I am much more likely to lose my temper. I’ve learned to make adjustments to my schedule to prevent that from happening.

2. Fighting, complaining, and loud noises.  I think this one drives us all crazy.  There are a few things you can do to eliminate or minimize this trigger.  You can say to your children “I charge 25 cents to listen to fighting” and follow through.  You can simply say, “Feel free to fight outside” and usher them out.  You may also need to walk away and be alone for a little while.

3. Messy house.  I think this one is a recurring theme in most homes.  Teaching your children to pick up after them selves takes years.  Two things that we have found to be successful that you may want to try:
a. If kids throw anything on the floor, put it in a “bin” and charge them 25 cents to get it back

b. Insist that beds are made and rooms cleaned before breakfast.  Mealtimes make wonderful deadlines because everyone loves to eat!

Let’s talk about some short-term solutions to help control your temper

1. Recognize that losing your temper is a choice

We’ve all had the experience of yelling at our children when suddenly the phone rings.  We pick up the phone and immediately start speaking in a calm pleasant voice.  This only proves that we can turn it off if we really want to.

We as mothers put out fires all day long.  When a fire erupts, we can choose to pour water on it or we can pour gasoline on it.  We all know the outcome of each.  I have pictured this analogy many times as I measure my reaction to a stressful situation.  I ask myself, “Am I pouring water or gasoline on this fire?”

Three days after turning 2 years old, my daughter did all of the following in a 24-hour period.  While I was visiting a friend, she took off her diaper.  I found her covered with mascara on her head, clothes and arm. She later dumped two gallons of wheat out in the pantry and poured syrup on the new tablecloth, place mats and napkins we had just purchased that day.  She then got my hair gel and put it all over her hair and smeared liquid soap all over the bathroom mirror.  Fortunately for her, this was also the first day I decided not to lose my temper as a mother, and I made it!  It is clearly a choice.

2. Pay attention to facial expressions and tone of voice.  

There is a woman in my ward named Deon Hillman.  She is honestly one of the most pleasant people I know.   She has a soft, kind, soothing voice.  My daughter was in her first grade class and I will never forget visiting her classroom.  Mrs. Hillman had complete control of her students without ever raising her voice.  I have tried to emulate her over the years.

3.  Establish Accountability 

Often we lose our temper with our children simply because we can.  No one sees what goes on behind closed doors.  Choose another adult that you can be accountable to.  Tell them at the end of the week how many times you lost your temper.  You will find that 90% of your temper will be eliminated in the first week.  

4.   Find a Replacement

I know someone who had surgery years ago and developed an abscess.  After the doctor drained the pocket of infection he filled the open space with gauze, explaining that if he left the area empty, it would fill in again with infection.  It is the same with our bad habits.  Once we’ve decided not to yell, we have to figure out what we’re going to do instead.  

There are wonderful resources that can teach us what to do instead.  One of my favorite books on parenting is called Parenting with Love and Logic.  It changed my life. There are also wonderful books on marriage, communication, and dealing with difficult family members.  These are all excellent resources that give us alternatives to getting angry.

5. Frequent breaks

I love to can beans and I have learned a lot from the pressure canner I use to prepare them.  Pressure canners have a pepcock that that can be released when the steam builds up and the pressure rises.  We all need an “emotional pepcock” in our lives to allow us to blow off steam.

Early in our marriage, we lived in a little white house with a detached garage out in the middle of a farm field. With three young children, I would often feel the pressure rising.  To release it, I would go out to the carport, get in my car, and scream at the top of my lungs.  This worked well until one day when I did exactly that and then discovered that the window on my car was rolled down.  I began to pray that no one was working in the field behind the garage when all of a sudden my father-in-law’s farm hand Lucino came around the side of the carport to see who had been brutally murdered.  I just walked past him back into the house and didn’t say a word. Now I just schedule a massage when I’m feeling overwhelmed.

6. Physically shut your mouth.  If all else fails, I have learned to just literally shut my mouth by whatever means possible.  None of us can yell, swear, or call names when our mouths are physically closed.  

7. Just get to neutral – When you are feeling negative and angry, don’t try to get to Pollyanna happy land.  Just focus on getting to neutral instead, and then gradually move toward feeling positive.

“I like to compare this to shifting gears in a car.  If you try to shift straight from reverse to first gear, you strip the gears.  Likewise, it is next to impossible to change directly from a negative emotional to a positive one.  Emotions are too strong.  But if instead, we just concentrate on moving the negative emotions to “neutral” or in other words, stop the negative actions and feelings until we have control enough to think and reason, then we can follow the promptings within us and move to the positive emotion.” (Sherri Johnson, Spiritually Centered Motherhood, pg. 93)

Everything I’ve mentioned so far has helped me a great deal as I’ve tried to overcome my temper.  However, these are only short-term solutions.  There is only one long-term solution that works.  

After King Benjamin finished his sermon, the scriptures say that the people had no more desire to do evil but to do good continually.  Can you imagine never losing your temper again, not because you’re physically closing your mouth or counting to 10, but simply because you’ve completely lost the desire to do evil?  Can you imagine feeling in your heart peace and unconditional love?  It’s possible.

The only long-term solution to overcoming a bad temper is to get the spirit in your life and apply the enabling power of the Atonement.  Do something first thing in the morning to get the spirit (read scriptures, pray, listen to good music, etc.)  Then don’t do anything that would cause you to lose the spirit.  If you do, pray and start over again.  There have been times in our family when we’ve had two or three family prayers in a day because we needed a “reset.”

I bear you my testimony that the Lord can literally make our weaknesses become strengths.  We can overcome a bad temper or any other bad habit we may be dealing with.  We simply have to strive to have the constant companionship of the Holy Ghost and access the enabling power of the Atonement in our lives.

I am happy to report that after years of struggling, my temper is definitely under control.  It is rare for me to yell at my children.  I have learned what works and what doesn’t.  I feel peace in my heart. Like it says in Ether 12:27, my weakness has become my strength.  I never thought that would happen.  If you find yourself struggling with anger issues, I would strongly recommend reading Colleen Harrison’s book He Did Deliver Me From Bondage.  I always knew that the Book of Mormon and the Atonement of Jesus Christ were the answers to my problems, but I never knew quite how to make that connection.  That book taught me how. I testify that we can overcome any weakness with the help of the Savior and feel the peace he intended for us to have.  In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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