
Dear Parents,

Over the last few weeks a number of parents at the
Preschool Enrichment Center have asked for advice about
a problem that I think all parents of young children have
had to deal with at one time or another. The problem is
two fold: "Why do children always seem to interrupt par-
ents when they are on the phone, and what can parents do
about it?"

First let's look at the whys. There are two principles
that will make it easier for you to understand your child.
Think of all the behaviors that your child does as pur-
poseful and goal directed i.e., When your child behaves
a certain way, it usually means he is trying to get a basic
need met. Your child may be whining, bringing toys over
to show you, or deliberately doing some things he knows
not to do when you are on the phone to get a need met.
That need is to get your attention. She is saying; "Spend
time with me." The second principle involves the idea that
your child learns what behaviors work to get his needs met.
i.e., whining, bringing you toys, or doing something delib-
erately to get your attention, will get you off the phone.

So what do you do? Do you give up your phone life
until your child is a teenager? Then you may become the
whiner to get him off the phone.

To solve this problem I would like to suggest that you
call a family meeting to discuss your thoughts and feelings
surrounding phone use. Solutions will vary as do family
values regarding phone use vary. Let your child know
how you feel when your phone calls are interrupted. Let
your child talk about her feelings when her time with you
is interrupted by the phone. Together as a family you can
come up with phone manners that are fair to you both.

Additional Strategies: (1) If you have an answering
machine or caller I.D., here's an easy solution; you can
screen your calls, and take only those of importance when
your child is present. If you don't have an answering
machine, you may want to save lengthy calls for after your
child goes to bed. (2) Discuss a time limit for phone use
based on your child's development for sanity and safety
reasons. Toddlers have a much harder time waiting then
a five-year-old. (3) Using a timer will make time more
concrete. "When the timer dings in five minutes, I will be
off the phone." (4) Let your child know what your expecta-
tions are when you're on the phone; "You can play with
your toys, or color, but you can't talk with me until I'm fin-
ished." (5) Role model phone manners. When your child
is on the phone, show him how you can wait. (6) Have
quiet activities close by the phone so that your child has
something to do while she waits. (7) Reinforce your child
practicing good phone manners. (8) Let your child know
how disappointed you are if he could not wait.

At the Preschool Enrichment Center the children know
that when the phone rings in the classroom it's an impor-
tant call. They have learned to switch to whispering voices
until the phone is hung up. We respect them by making
the phone call quick or we take the conversation to my of-
fice. After all it's their space and the phone call is
interrupting their play. If you have devised a strategy for
dealing with the phone dilemma, please let me know. I'd
love to have your ideas printed in the next Chronicle.
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