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“Doing Time” vs. 

Development of Skills 
 

I have spent a significant part of my 28-year career 

working with correctional populations. Very few 
correctional programs are truly beneficial, and jail/ 

prisons have recidivism rates that are appalling. Why 

is this? Because most of them are simply about 
punishment or doing time instead of teaching new 

skills. There is a tendency as a parent to provide 

punishments that are akin to doing time instead of 

reinforcing or working on the behaviors we hope to 
see out of our children. Too often when our child 

breaks a rule/expectation we place a time dependent 

punishment onto them. For example, a child hits a 
sibling and we take away electronics for a week as 

punishment. A more effective strategy can be one in 

which you make return of the preferred activity/item 
(e.g. electronics) dependent on the child displaying 

the expected behavior for a period of time. In the 

above example, you may tell your child that he/she 

may have electronics again once they are able to 
demonstrate three consecutive days of non-violence. 

One of the ‘tricks’ with this is not to make the time so 

long that the child just decides it’s too long and 
doesn’t try. Try 2-5 days depending on their age, and 

the “level of the offense”. This way you reinforce the 

appropriate behavior, the child knows they can 
probably meet the requirement, and it will require 

them to utilize the coping strategies that you have 

been working on. 
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 The Trampoline 
Bessel van der Kolk is a big-wig in the field of trauma and 

its impact on people. In his book: The Body Keeps  
the Score, he speaks to an incident just after the    
attacks of 9/11 in which he was working with a 

young boy who witnessed the towers falling in real-
time as he lived in NYC. The boy had witnessed 
people jumping to their deaths to escape the fires 

inside the towers. Bessel asked the boy to draw this 
experience as a way to begin to process the event. 
In the picture the boy drew a trampoline at the 
bottom of the towers. The boy said he did that so 

that the next time the people would have something 
to jump into and not die. This boy was attempting 
to establish a solution or provide assistance to the 

tragedy. This is a stark illustration on how people 
want to help or assist during events that are out of 
their control.  

 
I see similar jestures and acts occuring every day 
during this pandemic. People are sewing masks, food 

deliveries are happening, blood is being donated, 
teddybear hunts are being organized, and teachers 
are driving around neighborhoods to let students 

know they miss them! Humans respond positively to 
being part of the solution and to the the feeling of 
being needed. Perhaps something that your family 

can do in the next week is to come up with one act 
(even a small one) that can help out others or our 
community in some way? This allows children (and 

adults) to take an active role in dealing with a 
situation out of their control and may help to reduce 
the longterm effects this trauma can have. Those 

who have experienced trauma have the most serious 
‘after-effects’ if they were unable to respond because 
often people are held down, feel trapped, or feel 

helpless during a trauma. We want to be active and 
an agent of our own “rescue”. Even just picking up 
garbage in your neighborhood can be productive. 

Making a homemade card and sending it to an  
assisted living home, putting a can of food on a 
neighbors steps who you know is struggling. These 
“simple” acts can help our kids (and us!). In other 

words…help your kids develop their own trampoline.  
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