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PUNISHMENT VERSUS DISCIPLINE
Do you “punish” your children or “discipline” them? Do you know the
difference?
“Punishment,” even when we call it discipline, means using methods that are
retaliatory, illogical, and arbitrary—designed to reinforce one person’s power over
another. Effective “discipline” means allowing the children to face logical consequences
for their behavior. A logical consequence always has an obvious relationship to the
misdeed, and often comes with a choice between two or more alternatives.
Example: a communal area in the house is littered with toys waiting to be tripped
over, and the owner of the toys shows no intention of picking them up. The parent can:
• Come down hard on the child with angry words and a punishment: “You are so
messy. All of your toys are left on the floor—no ice cream for a week!”
• Resort to “disciplinary punishment” (consequences that relate to the misdeed, but
are applied by force) by demanding that the child put away the toys
immediately—and supervising the job while scolding all the way.
• Avoid any conflict, punishment, discipline, or teaching by personally putting the
toys back where they belong.
• Discipline through logical consequences—pick up the toys to get them out of the
way of innocent parties, but store them temporarily in the attic or out of the
child’s reach. The consequence is that the child experiences the inconvenience of
being unable to find the toys when she wants them again. (This is most effective
when applied dispassionately: no responding to subsequent requests for the toys
with “You’ll just have to do without for a while; maybe that will be a lesson to
you.”)
Obviously, the discipline of logical consequences is the most effective method for
teaching better behavior and maintaining healthy family relationships.

Additional Examples
PUNISHMENT/ASSERTING
AUTHORITY
Jim, turn off that TV. Your Mom and I are
trying to sleep!
Susan! I’ve told you a thousand times to
keep your room straightened up! I can’t
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DISCIPLINE/LOGICAL
CONSEQUENCES
Jim, I realize that you’re enjoying your
morning cartoons, but Mom and I are
trying to sleep. Would you rather turn
down the TV or go play outside?
Susan, I’m going to vacuum the carpets
today. I can’t vacuum the living room if

vacuum the carpets with all that mess on
the floor. Just for that, you can forget
about going to the movies on Saturday.

there are toys and clothes lying around on
the floor. So, if you decide not to pick
them up, I’ll place them in bags and put
them in the basement, and you’ll have to
get them out yourself. (It’s best to let
Susan take full responsibility for her own
room.)
It’s too bad you lost my hammer, but you
were brave to come tell me. How will you
replace it?

You took my hammer without permission
and then you lost it! You’re no better than
a common thief. Your allowance is cut off
until the hammer is paid for.
Ralph! It’s six o’clock. You’re always
(The next time Ralph asks to go out.) I’m
late! How many times have we gone
sorry, but you’re not ready to take
through this? You never seem to care. You responsibility for coming home on time.
can just stay home for a week now.
We’ll try again next Saturday.
You did not feed Champ, so you may not You haven’t taken time to give Champ his
play with him today. Maybe this will
food and water today. You’d best do that
teach you the value of your pet.
before you get your own supper.
You two quit poking each other right now, You’re both distracting the rest of us from
or you’ll both leave the table and go to
eating. If you want to wrestle now, you
bed without dinner!
may do it outdoors until you’re ready to
join us.

Is It Discipline or Punishment? Questions for Evaluating Your Approach
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Are you thinking primarily of preserving order in the household or the situation—
or of preserving your personal power?
Does the consequence have any logical connection to the misbehavior—logical
enough to be obvious even to a child?
Are you passing moral judgment on the person (“You are such a bad boy!”) or the
situation (“Messiness is always wrong, period”)?
Are you concerned primarily with the immediate needs of the situation—or are
you tempted to bring up misdeeds of the past, or predict dire consequences for the
future?
Are you keeping the atmosphere friendly, without anger (including passiveaggressive anger) or resentment?
Will your response help the child develops intrinsic motivation and self discipline,
or are you depending on “because I say so” extrinsic motivation?
Are you attempting to force submission or humiliation on the child?
Have you left room for freedom of choice, or are you trying to control every
element of the situation?
Have you taken time to think out the consequences of your actions, or are you
acting primarily on impulse?
Are you allowing your child to maintain a healthy self-respect?
Does this involve an action that can be taken once and decisively, without followup nagging?
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•
•
•
•
•

Are you taking actual action, as opposed to mostly talking (lecturing)?
Are you holding yourself responsible for whatever happens, or are you allowing
the child to maintain responsibility for his own actions?
Is your focus largely positive or mostly negative?
Are you treating your child as a full human being with equal rights, or are you
trying to assert your own superiority?
Will your approach help your child learn to solve his own problems, without
always expecting an adult to take over?

Discipline

Punishment
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WHAT IS YOUR BODY SAYING?
When communicating with your children, it is vital that your posture, face, and
eyes show full attention, empathy, and non-judgmental interest. Use the following
suggestions as a checklist for maximizing your positive body language.
1. Square up. Face your children directly when speaking and listening to them. This
says, “I am giving you my full attention. You, and what you have to say, are very
important to me.”
2. Concentrate on the person speaking. This means no fidgeting, no looking away,
no making notes on unrelated topics, and definitely no interrupting. In today’s
fast-paced, multitasking society, it’s tempting to “get a few other things done”
even while carrying on conversations—but only in a crowded meeting room can
you do this without hurting someone’s feelings. Children, especially, often feel
ignored or belittled by adults, and reinforcing the “you aren’t that important”
message can only hurt your relationship.
3. Keep an open posture. Crossing your arms (or even your legs), putting your hands
behind your back, or clenching your fists says, “I am uptight. I don’t trust you.
I’m ready to fight at the first provocation.” Especially when confronting a child’s
misbehavior, you don’t want to compound the problem by putting them on the
defensive. Keeping your body relaxed and open will also help you stay calm and
separate the problem from the person.
4. Lean slightly toward your child, though without crowding their personal space—
and remember that perceived personal space (I like to call it a “safety bubble”)
varies from person to person. Leaning in does send the message, “We’re in this
together,” but if you fail to respect your child’s personal boundaries, the message
changes to, “I’m trying to take over.”
5. Maintain proper eye contact throughout. Personal comfort zones come into play
here too, so it may take some trial and error to find the “I respect you and want to
hear what you’re saying” zone between the “I’m challenging you” stare and the “I
don’t respect you” looking-away. Learn to watch your child’s body language for
signs of discomfort. And avoid the verbal “Look at me when I’m talking to you”
demand (especially during intense discussion or conflict resolution), or all your
child will see is a bossy tyrant.
6. Relax! This sends the message, “I’m at ease, and I want you to be, too.” That is
the best way to open up the flow of communication.
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Remember, your children are watching—and often imitating—everything you do.
Open, positive body language helps you provide them with a foundation for becoming
great communicators—skills that will serve them well throughout their lives.
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THINK ACCURATELY
If there’s one thing any human being has close to absolute control over, it’s our
own thoughts. To use this power effectively, you must think accurately. Successful
people are expert at making good decisions because they know how to pinpoint the best
decisions, through clearly defined systems and checklists for gathering information,
finding what others really want, and weighing the options against their personal values
and the needs of a situation.
There are two fundamental bases for accurate thinking: inductive reasoning,
which is based on well-thought-out hypotheses; and deductive reasoning, which is based
on known facts. Many people handle both approaches poorly because they mistake
assumptions for facts (“Good kids are always quiet”) and form hypotheses carelessly
(“Our parents always did it this way and none of us grew up to be criminals, so this must
be the best way”). An effective thinker always takes two important steps: one, he
separates facts from fiction and hearsay by verifying whatever he can through proven
sources. And, two, he separates important facts (the ones that can be used to help attain
an objective) from unimportant ones (those that have no value in attaining the key
objective, and may even hinder it).
Another characteristic of accurate thinkers is that they recognize that emotions are
not always reliable. They know how to examine their options logically through the power
of reason, without being swayed by personal pride, old grudges, or relationships with
others who offer “free advice” that may not suit a situation. (No, I’m not saying you
should tell your friend or your mother, outright, that their ideas aren’t worthy of
consideration—just that you shouldn’t promise to follow those ideas over advice obtained
from more knowledgeable sources. If you have someone in your life who sulks for weeks
every time you politely ignore their advice, avoid mentioning your challenges to them at
all.)
Obviously, accurate thinking calls for the highest order of self-discipline. Being
courageous and honest with yourself is the first step toward learning to make prompt and
accurate decisions, which is the first step toward success in all walks of life. By
developing your self-discipline, you develop true freedom to move forward and act.
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“YOU’LL DO IT BECAUSE I SAID SO!” AND WHAT PARENTS
CAN SAY INSTEAD
If you were raised under the authoritative parenting model of “Don’t you dare
question your mother/father: you’ll do what I say because I say so!”—the more effective
approach of teaching and guiding probably feels totally counter-intuitive. Here are five
proven ideas for understanding and implementing the new approach.
1. Don’t respond to the uproar. No matter what the issue is, expect initial
resistance, if not an all-out tantrum. To children, it’s a natural defense system or
“smoke screen” to distract you from setting limits, which feel new and
frightening to them. If you respond to blaming with blaming, excuses with
exasperation, or name-calling with outrage, you’ll get nowhere. Remain calm and
objective at all times.
2. Restate your expectations or concerns as often as it takes to effect change. Yes,
calmly repeating “It’s your job to take the trash out before dinner” twenty-one
nights in a row makes you feel like a broken record—but so does repeating “You
take that trash out right now!” for what probably will be a much longer period,
since the latter approach keeps the argument going and lets emotional
involvement impede the development of a new habit. (When it comes to regular
chores, the resistance period will be shorter if you let the kids help decide what
they want to do and how, rather than arbitrarily assigning things yourself.)
3. Use the “When… then” approach. Instead of defending yourself against
resistance before it even happens, assume your child will want to cooperate:
“When you have taken out the trash, then we can make popcorn.” “When your
room is cleaned up, then we can head to the mall.” When you phrase it this way,
the positive incentive feels less like bribery and more like shared cooperation.
4. Use the magic word “nevertheless.” Always listen to your child’s feelings and
consider her perspective: sometimes, you may realize she was right all along, or
has a better way to do things. And if you still believe your way is what’s best for
you both, and the child still doesn’t agree? The magic word “nevertheless”
allows you to enforce the right thing and still show empathy: “I realize it is cold
outside; nevertheless, I need you to take the trash out before dinner.” Countless
parents have thanked me for introducing them to this powerful and effective
word.
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5. Plan together to ensure a mutually satisfactory resolution. Stop trying to do all
your child’s thinking for him: solicit his input and let him do his share on
figuring out how to solve the problem. Besides the fact that he’ll be most likely
to embrace a solution he’s personally involved in, problem-solving is a skill
everyone should learn early for the sake of living long-term-effective lives.
You can start today to implement these new techniques. By removing the “us
versus them” and “I’m the boss” mentality, you both get on the same team for ensuring
the best approach. Setting limits and positive guidelines is our job as parents, and the
more often we can streamline this procedure, the better.
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HOW TO UNHOOK FROM A POWER STRUGGLE
It happens to the most capable and best-intentioned parents: you and your child
had a difference of opinion, and before you knew it, you were in the middle of a pointless
argument, each of you thinking only of how to dominate or wear down the other. When it
happens, you’ll be in no mindset to stop and reason out a change of course, so your best
defense is internalizing escape techniques in advance.
Here are some simple approaches you can study to maximize your chances of
avoiding power struggles—and of quickly disengaging from those that do get started.

See the Situation From Your Child’s Perspective
Empathy is a highly effective tool for defusing an argument and stepping back to
regroup. Surprisingly, the “I statement” approach can be very helpful here: by clearly
defining your own perspective, you will be better situated to understand your child’s
viewpoint as well. “I statement” example: “I know it must be very frustrating when I say
no TV until your homework is complete. But I did promise to help hold you accountable
for your school work.”

Validate Your Child’s Feelings
Often, young children need help identifying what they are feeling. By helping
them to name a feeling, you can better address it.
Older children also need to be heard and empathized with. Never, ever tell
anyone, “You have no right to feel that way.” Feelings aren’t a right but a fact. By letting
your children know you identify with their feelings and aren’t judging them, you start to
build a bridge to reconciliation.

Excuse Yourself From the Situation
“Taking control” as an adult doesn’t always mean controlling the other person, or
even the immediate situation. Sometimes—especially when we’re caught up in the
moment and the situation itself has gotten completely out of control—it means removing
ourselves to gain control of ourselves. And to give everyone else a chance to calm down
in our absence.
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Debrief With the ABC Method
•
•
•

After things cool down, discuss the following points with your child:
A is for Antecedent. What was the real issue, or the real trigger, behind the power
struggle?
B is for Behavior. What exactly happened? What specifically did each party do?
What could they have done differently?
C is for Consequence. What needs to be done now? Does anyone owe an apology
or other reparations? How can you plan to avoid a repeat argument in the future?

This exercise is a great way to reassure children that they are in control of their
feelings and the outcomes of their behavior.

Ask Yourself What’s More Important: The Love of Power or the Power of Love
Power struggles are a result of each party believing, “Only the boss has any real
importance; no one else’s opinions count.” Many power struggles happen over trivial-inthemselves matters because a parent feels threatened unless she can control not only a
child’s behavior, but his very thoughts and feelings—she defines “respect” as having her
child automatically agree with her on everything, and perhaps depend on her for all his
decisions indefinitely. Need it be said that this is good neither for family relationships nor
for growing responsible adults?
If you become dictatorial every time your child disagrees with you, he will
receive the message that it is not okay for him to have his own thoughts, ideas, or
feelings—and he’ll become either chronically dependent or chronically defiant. Far better
to actively help the child develop a personal, internalized set of values and standards.
Realize that our job as parents is to guide and teach, not to control.
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NOT MY DAUGHTER!
Aggression and violence aren’t just for boys anymore. According to a 2010
survey by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA),
while one in three boys aged 12–17 have been involved in a serious fight (individually or
as part of a group) or attacked someone intending to do physical harm, the figures for
girls in the same age range were almost as bad: 26.7 percent, or more than one in four.
And that’s just a single-year average.
Simply assuming that “my daughter would never do a thing like that” is not the
answer. Few teenagers are naturally immune to peer pressure or to the stretched tempers
of modern stress. Parents who take it for granted that their kids are inherently “too good”
to get into trouble, are all too likely to get unpleasant surprises down the road.
What is the answer? Well, according to Pamela S. Hyde, former SAMHSA
administrator: “We need to do a better job reaching girls at risk and teaching them how to
resolve problems without resorting to violence.” Particularly “at risk” demographics
include teenagers who become involved with binge drinking or marijuana use, who come
from low-income families, or who are doing poorly in school and/or habitually truant.
Whether or not any of these factors exist in your family, your daughter needs to learn
appropriate conflict management with your support. Success in conflict management can
be boiled down to a three-step process. Practice the steps regularly yourself, and teach
them to your daughters by word and example.
Step One: Strengthen your self-awareness and self-control. In conflict situations,
the only variable you can fully control is yourself. Preparation for effective conflict
management is based, first and foremost, on realistic self-study. By knowing your own
strong and vulnerable points, you increase your self-control; by strengthening your selfcontrol, you learn to respond effectively to situations, instead of simply reacting.
Step Two: Manage your own anger. Letting your outrage erupt in a hot situation
only fuels the fire, perhaps to the point of explosion. To master emotional control, learn
what pushes your personal buttons, how your feelings develop, and how that leads to
anger. Once you know your own anger buttons, you can control them instead of letting
others manipulate you into violent behavior.
Step Three: Learn to confront anger in others. Most people see, hear, and do what
they want to see, hear, and do. In conflict situations, personal positions and perceptions
automatically become even more rigid. Abandon the need to be right, or even logical.
State how you feel—calmly!—but actively listen to the other person as well. Be
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persistently reasonable. This takes time and effort to master, but it’s the best way to
prevent things from escalating into violence.
Even young girls can effectively manage their anger and aggression with this
system, but they need support and instruction. Helping them build feelings of self-worth,
self-confidence, and self-awareness is a great place to start.
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TOP 4 ELEMENTS OF STRONG FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS
Strong, solid family relationships don’t just happen; there are critical elements
that must be there for ties to develop. When a relationship is built on a firm foundation it
can withstand the hiccups of daily life and the unexpected moments of chaos. Mutual
respect, time for fun, constant encouragement, and communicated love are the four pillars
of any strong relationship.
1. Mutual Respect. A lack of respect creates problems in any relationship. When
dealing with children, adults need to remind themselves that respect is earned.
Nagging, yelling, hitting, talking down, doing things for kids that they can do for
themselves, and following double standards are all disrespectful. (Do you require
your children to knock before entering your bedroom, but feel free to barge into
theirs?) To establish mutual respect, we must be willing to demonstrate respect
for our children. A great way to start is to minimize your negative talk. Speak
with your children when the atmosphere is friendly and upbeat.
2. Time for Fun. Quality time is another key ingredient to building a healthy, happy
relationship. It is not the quantity but the quality of time you spend with your
family that is important: one hour of quality time is much more valuable than five
hours of conflict. Spend time daily with each member of your family doing things
that you both enjoy—invest in the relationship, no matter how busy you are!
(You’ll still be able to work long after your children are grown: savor the time
you have with them now!) In addition to individual time, schedule whole-family
time each week to have fun, enjoy each other’s company, and build memories for
years to come.
3. Constant Encouragement. Believe in your family members so they can believe in
themselves. Your children will especially benefit from your frequent
encouragement: a cooperative relationship depends on how children feel about
themselves, as well as how they feel about you. So instead of focusing on your
children’s mistakes, point out what you like and appreciate about them.
Specifically describe what behaviors you want repeated, giving them a recipe for
success!
4. Communicated Love. Clearly and regularly communicate to your family the love
you have for them. This will increase your children’s sense of security and
strengthen any marriage! Let your family feel and hear your love. Show it through
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a gentle pat on the back, hugs, kisses—and through your overall attitude. When
you demonstrate mutual respect and allow your children to develop responsibility
and independence, that is the deepest expression of love.
The time and effort you invest in your personal relationships will pay dividends
for years to come. The sense of security, feelings of well-being, and gratitude will allow
you—and your children—to be more productive and less stressed, and to blossom in all
areas of life.
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MOTIVATING YOUR CHILD IS AS EASY AS P.I.E.
Like baking a pie, motivating your children requires knowing and following a
basic recipe.

P Is for Planning
Know what you are trying to accomplish. Sure, you want to raise a future leader, a
well-rounded citizen, an empathetic and happy human being. You want a child who
thinks for herself rather than blindly accepting everything others say. You want someone
who is self-confident, self-disciplined, and successful.
But have you ever taken the time to sit down, draw up a detailed picture of what
you hope your child will be at age eighteen, and made a solid plan to achieve this goal—
based on an understanding that every little decision you make today may get things on or
off the right trajectory? Or are you making your immediate decisions based on the
expediency of the moment, or according to an overly specific future goal that suits your
personality better than your child’s? So many of us are sure only of what we don’t want.
Know that whatever you focus on regularly and specifically—is what you will get!
Make a list of the values you most believe in, and another list of the character
traits and strengths you see in your child. Consider what steps you can take daily toward
helping your child into a future that goes well with both lists.
A few tips for setting goals and values:
• Much of true success lies in using your own gifts and appreciating what you
have—so don’t get overly focused on today’s trophies and tomorrow’s highpaying jobs.
• The mind is like a parachute—it does the most good when opened!
• Self esteem comes from what you do and what you think of yourself—not from
what others say about you or your actions.
• Effective leaders are those who understand that effort and going beyond “what I
want to do” is what sets you above the crowd.

I Is for Involvement
Nearly every child wants, first, to succeed, and, second, to please his parents. If
they’re impossible to please, any kind of attention is better than none—no matter how
badly he has to act up to get that attention, or where else he has to turn for it. You can
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head off a lot of trouble simply by making daily time for your children and taking an
interest in their favorite activities.
Even better is to involve them directly in planning for their success as discussed
above. Work with them to set well-defined, measurable, and relevant goals with
deadlines. (I have my own children and students keep a “goal book” and rewrite their top
ten goals daily, maximizing their focus. Nearly every study agrees that people who write
their goals down have by far the best chance of achieving those goals.) When you make
decisions with instead of for your children, they have a stake in, and stronger
commitment to, achieving the outcome.
Don’t restrict their participation to what you consider “child-sized” activities. My
own kids were about eight when they first worked with me on organizing car pools.
Perhaps your children can help with planning field trips, vacations, or menus—it’d free
up some thinking time for you, and probably save some “not hungry” arguments and
struggling to figure out yourself what everybody else in the family wants to eat.
More “involve the kids and make it win–win” tips:
• Always respect your children’s ideas, opinions, and time: they have so much to
offer. I remember once when my husband needed a name for his business’s new
product. Brainstorming together—parents and kids—we came up with fifteen
ideas, one of which proved perfect: success for the kids and success for the
company!
• Keep in mind that while obedience can be coerced (at least temporarily), respect
is earned.
• Micro-managing and “they’d never get along without me” fears are the enemy of
motivation. If your goal is to have children with good time management skills,
stop managing their time for them. Give them the task and the deadline—
“Sometime before dinner I need your laundry put away”—and don’t keep
checking back to see if they’ve started yet. If they show up at the dinner table
while the clothes are still in the basket, then you can ask them to please put the
laundry away before everyone eats. Any request previous to that point is an
attempt to snatch back the right to decide when “before dinner” becomes “now.”
• Remember that there are no problems, only solutions!
• Use statements that are enforceable in the sense of managing your own decisions
rather than everyone else’s: “I am leaving for the store at 2:30 p.m.: those who
show up at the car are welcome to come.” “Breakfast will be served until 7:30
am.: those who sleep later will wait for lunch.” “I’ll listen to you as soon as your
voice is as calm as mine.” Then, stick to your word, without any “Well, I warned
you” responses to outbursts of temper. While your children may temporarily
blame you for being “unreasonable,” in the not-so-long run they’ll get the idea of
taking responsibility for themselves—and people who can own their own
behavior are the easiest people to motivate.

E Is for Enthusiastic Encouragement
Present your ideas in ways that make it easy for the children to say yes. Ditto for
winning their cooperation in everyday matters: success breeds success, so catch them
being successful. Even when something fails to measure up to your standards,
acknowledge effort and the parts that were done correctly, instead of focusing on the
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areas that “need improvement.” (Everything always needs improvement, but the more
you dwell on that, the less anyone feels like trying at all.) When you notice something
done exceptionally well or without prompting, congratulate the child immediately.
Other encouragement tips:
• Keep a victory journal and record all your child’s successes.
• Use a “chip” system: write down accomplishments and behaviors that earn (or
lose) chips, and things that can be “purchased” (an extra hour alone with Mom,
first choice of next Sunday’s dessert) as the chips pile up. Ideally, give the chip(s)
on your own volition if somebody forgets to claim one—you may notice your
kids’ right behavior before they do. And it’s best to involve the children in
preparing the rewards list.
• Let your children overhear you talking about them in a positive way. This is true
validation.
• Be specific in your comments: “I like the way you wrote that sentence so neatly
and spelled each word correctly,” rather than a simple “Good job!” By being
specific with a clear description of the behavior you want repeated, you
effectively tell them how to do it next time—and take steps toward building their
self-confidence and feelings of value.
Motivating your children is little different from any other form of teaching: all it
takes is planning, involvement, and encouragement. With a clear vision, an action plan,
and enthusiastic involvement from the whole family, you can do it. In the words of
Napoleon Hill, “If you can conceive it, you can achieve it!”
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SCREEN TIME—HOW MUCH IS TOO MUCH?
Two generations ago, the only “screen time” parents worried about was a few
television channels. Now, kids have endless cable and online viewing; DVDs, DVRs, and
downloads; Internet, gaming, and social-media options; and the ability to carry most of
the above in their pockets. For today’s parents, the implications can be terrifying. Every
week you hear about someone who crashed a car while checking email, or stepped in
front of a truck while playing a mobile video game.
Horror stories aside, nobody wants their kids spending more time with the screen
than with the three-dimensional world. Still, even the American Academy of Pediatrics is
reconsidering its longstanding recommendation that nobody under eighteen should be
allowed more than two hours of “recreational” screen time a day—which was already
something few parents of any tween-or-older would dare be dogmatic about.
But since it’s a parent’s duty to set some rules regarding screen use, here are a
few guidelines:
• Under age 3: No one who can’t yet be trusted to handle a portable screen without
throwing it should have unlimited exposure to screens of any sort. If you let your
toddler watch television or videos, stick to 30 minutes at a time, with low-key
imagery and no commercials. The high-speed, constantly shifting nature of much
programming is seriously stressful to children this age.
• Ages 3–5: Children are ready for an hour or two of supervised daily television,
and to operate touch screens. If they need day care, beware of centers that keep
videos running all day.
• Ages 5–7: Kids are in school daily, likely exposed to regular screen time there.
Find out what your own school is doing and what selection guidelines it uses. If
evening television is part of your own routine, the kids can join you; independent
screen time is best limited to an hour a day.
• Ages 8–11: By now, kids are regularly using computers for homework and are
ready to make many viewing and web-surfing decisions. They’re also ready for
their own portable devices. Don’t just dictate what they can look at when: talk
with them and find out their interests and desires before passing final judgment on
parameters.
• Ages 12 and up: Kids are making a large number of their own decisions, much to
the unease of many parents. If your kids have experience handling screen time
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responsibly, and if you maintain an open, mutually respectful relationship, there’s
no need to let your imagination get panicky. If you feel they’re developing
potentially dangerous screen habits, express your concern and get their input
before you announce any new rules. Whenever possible, let them propose
reasonable limits.
•
•
•
•

And a few screen-time principles appropriate with children of all ages:
Encourage kids to pursue non-screen interests. If your nine-year-old is fascinated
by electronic baseball, suggest he try out for a real-world baseball team.
Insist that screens be put away during group activities. It’s not a family dinner if
everyone is eating with one hand and working his or her smartphone with the
other.
MOST important: Set an example! If you spend each evening in your room with
your computer, or go around with eyes constantly on your phone, kids learn that
screen obsession is normal behavior.
Especially, never ignore your children for your own screen. Real people always
come first!
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SEVEN PRINCIPLES OF EFFECTIVE DISCIPLINE
What picture does the word “discipline” bring to mind? You may have grown up
with one or more parents whose favorite sentence was, “If you don’t behave, I’m going to
have to discipline you”—which meant some hard swats on the rear or an indefinite stay
in time-out. Kids raised on this approach may learn to be conscientious and respectful,
but mostly they learn that the power to make decisions is reserved for those in authority.
Assuming you’d prefer your children learn to value right action for its own sake,
here are a few ideas for nurturing the power of self-discipline.
1. Involve your kids, early on, in making household rules. Ask for their input on
bedtimes, chore distribution, homework hours, respecting privacy, and
consequences for disregarding agreed-upon boundaries. You may worry they’ll
demand all the privileges and none of the responsibilities, but this almost never
happens in families that value mutual respect. Especially if you implement this
principle from the beginning, most kids are eager to be responsible.
2. Limit the unequivocal “thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots.” Of course, there are a
few areas where the head of the household must hand down unchallengeable
decisions. The key word is few. If you try to regulate every aspect of the
children’s lives, they’re likely to be paralyzed when faced with the need for
independent decisions, or else they’ll develop the habit of breaking rules out of
spite.
3. Don’t ever lecture. If you’ve “told them something a hundred times,” you’re both
lost: insanity is repeatedly doing the same thing while expecting different results.
If you talk and talk and talk, kids will simply tune you out. Try not to say more
than one breath’s worth without pausing to listen for a response.
4. Always listen to the kids’ point of view. Even where you feel the rule-making
responsibility is yours, avoid “because I said so” syndrome. You don’t have to let
the conversation drag on if the counterargument stops at “I don’t want to,” but
you do want your children to feel valued as thinking human beings. And they
likely have valuable input for the parent who’s willing to listen.
5. Don’t allow complaining, especially behind others’ backs. There’s a difference
between healthy disagreement and bitter whining, and well-disciplined people
avoid the latter, because “I’m a victim” thinking is the antithesis of mature
responsibility.
6. Emphasize gratitude. Undisciplined people never feel they have enough, so they
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develop the habit of impulsively grabbing for more. Self-disciplined people find
contentment, and the ability to work for sound priorities, through appreciating
what they already have.
7. Exemplify self-discipline. If your children see you regularly following foolish
impulses, or breaking rules when authority isn’t looking, they will do as you do.
The attitude “I’m different from others; I deserve to always have my way” is
seriously contagious—and the world can’t afford to have too many people
carrying it. Be disciplined yourself, and set an example for your children and the
rest of the world.
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THE VALUE OF “I” STATEMENTS
“You talk about yourself all the time! All you ever say is, ‘I ... I ... I ... I ... I’!”
“I?”
It’s true: people who begin every sentence with “I” tend to be boring and selfcentered, interested only in themselves. But there’s one area of communication where
sentences are best begun with that one-letter word—times where you have to explain to
someone else that his or her behavior annoys you. The exchange above started with
“You,” and it didn’t get very far.
Why is it inadvisable to open a complaint with “You”? Because:
1. It sounds accusatory, putting the other person instantly on the defensive—and
defensiveness automatically kills any desire to listen and consider.
2. It launches the complainant into attack mode, drawing automatic return fire.
3. By concentrating full fire on an outside target, it encourages the complainant in
thinking, “No fault of mine is involved; it’s all your responsibility to change.”
The result: two people more interested in “winning” than in mutual satisfaction,
and the initial problem either forgotten or made worse.
Conversely, an “I” statement—“I feel hurt when ... I would be happier if ...”—
acknowledges that your own personal feelings are involved, which equals an unspoken
implication that “Perhaps I’m being unreasonable, and I would appreciate it if you’d help
me find the way to a mutually acceptable solution.” If the other person places any value
on the relationship, the natural response is to cooperate.
There are a few caveats:
• Watch your tone of voice. An “I” statement made in obvious anger is hardly
better than a “You” statement.
• Don’t try to disguise a “You” statement as an “I” statement. “I think that” is not
adequate qualification if you continue with “... you always do this or that wrong.”
• Never say “never”—or “always,” for that matter. That’s in the category of
throwing mud on the other person’s entire character.
• Be especially careful when confronting those you have authority over. With
someone you could just order to “stop it or you’re in serious trouble,” it’s easy to
let that implication slip into whatever words you use. Cooperation coupled with a
bitter attitude is unlikely to last long; you want the other party to feel that you
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value him or her as a human being with the intelligence and empathy to want to
cooperate.

Examples:
“YOU” STATEMENT
(INEFFECTIVE)
You pick up those toys this minute!
You’re always late. You have absolutely
no consideration for my feelings.
You are so sloppy!

You just don’t listen.

“I” STATEMENT (EFFECTIVE)
I would appreciate it if those toys were
picked up before dinner.
I feel annoyed and insignificant when I
have to wait twenty minutes past the time
we agreed on.
I would really be pleased if you would
comb your hair and tuck in your shirt
before joining us for dinner.
I feel that the things which matter to me
don’t matter as much to you: is there
anything I can do to communicate my
needs better?

If you still aren’t sure you’re phrasing your request effectively, ask yourself:
What would my reaction be if the other party said the same thing to me?
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PRIVATE VS. PUBLIC SCHOOL
It would be nice if every family was guaranteed access to a public school that
could provide everything needed for each child’s unique educational needs.
Unfortunately, there’s no guarantee that the public school in your district will live up to
that ideal. Your child may even be struggling to the point that you’re thinking about
putting him or her into a private school.
But choosing private over public school doesn’t guarantee a perfect solution,
either. Consider the following points before making any major decisions.

Can We Afford a Private School?
If you’re at all typical, the first question on your mind is probably, “How
expensive is private school? Can I afford it?” Well, the median cost is $17,000 a year, but
many private schools are more affordable than that. Many offer payment plans and
scholarships. In any case, never make your final decision solely on the basis of cost.

What Type of Learning Environment Do I Want for My Child?
This is the most important question, and should be carefully considered according
to each child’s unique personality and needs. Would they thrive in an individualized,
student-led learning environment? Do you want them to meet a variety of peers from a
variety of backgrounds? Does your child have any learning disabilities or special needs,
and what resources will a school need to provide? (Note that many public schools, which
are legally required to accommodate special-needs students, score higher here than many
private schools designed for a narrower spectrum of students.)

Advantages of a Public School
•
•
•
•

Since the school is tax-funded, there are no tuition costs—although there may be
charges for some textbooks, school uniforms, and of course individual student
supplies.
Public school teachers have state certification and a required education level,
providing additional levels of accountability.
Public schools often offer a wider range of extracurricular activities.
Public schools tend to have more racially and ethnically diverse student
populations, exposing children to a wider view of the larger world.
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Advantages of a Private School
•

•
•
•
•

Most private schools have a low student-to-teacher ratio (an average of 9:1, as
opposed to 17:1 for public schools), allowing teachers to give more individualized
attention to students. Classes are better able to adapt to individual needs and tailor
their education approach accordingly.
Parents are often required to volunteer or otherwise become actively involved in
the school community, which fosters a family-friendly atmosphere and creates a
better learning environment.
While private school teachers are not required to have the same certification as
public school teachers, they often have more real-world life experiences they can
draw on in their teachings.
In many studies, students who attend private schools score higher on standardized
tests.
Private schools operate apart from state regulation, which can be important if you
want a school that teaches a particular religious faith, offers advanced curricula,
or is otherwise highly specialized. There is also less red tape and bureaucracy
interfering with doing what’s best for the children.

Rule #1: Personally investigate whatever school(s) you’re considering, even if
your child’s already been assigned to a particular public school. No amount of theorizing
and generalizing can substitute for firsthand observation.
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A PRIVATE SCHOOL
If the public school assigned by your district seems inadequate, you may decide
your young scholar would thrive better in a private school. How can you choose the best
option for your family?
First off, don’t commit to anything before making a personal visit and observing a
typical day firsthand. If at all possible, bring your prospective student along.
To help with both advance research and firsthand observations, here’s a checklist
that covers most attributes of top schools.
1. Do they provide a wide variety of curricula topics and extracurricular programs?
Some schools “teach to the test,” emphasizing mastery of “standardized test”
skills and neglecting everything else. Their students miss out on many valuable
growth opportunities.
2. Does the diversity of the student body reflect the diversity of the community and
larger world? If not, students may not be learning to appreciate people from
different backgrounds.
3. Does the school demonstrate understanding of any special needs or interests your
child has? A school can be excellent overall and still be a bad fit for your child.
4. Does the school make genuine effort to keep prospective students from being
barred for purely financial reasons? If they show signs of being in it for the
money, look elsewhere.
5. Have a high percentage of students gone on to higher education and other
significant accomplishments? Ask to connect with some recent graduates.
6. Is everything possible done to keep students safe and secure? This doesn’t just
mean locking doors and having visitors sign in: in fact, if the school resembles an
armed camp, it may do more harm than good. Find out how well school officials
understand actual risks, how well they know neighbor businesses and residents,
and whether personal-security training for students uses a confidence-based
approach.
7. Are students encouraged to seek out personal challenge in their work—to aim for
the highest level of achievement and reach it by trial and error?
8. Do students relate well to school staff and to each other? Do teachers and
administrators respect students as individuals, and influence them to treat each
other the same way?
9. Does the school take a firm but non-stifling approach to discipline? Neither a
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totalitarian nor a laissez-faire environment bodes well for effective learning.
10. Is there a high-energy, open-interaction atmosphere? A complete lack of bustle
and chatter probably means that the student body is either cowed or burnt out.
You wouldn’t work in an office that mandated nonstop dutifulness: why wish that
on your child?
11. Do students have daily free time that includes opportunities for physical activity?
The “workaholic” mindset has so permeated Western society that even small
children are often deprived of recess. True productivity is at its best when
balanced with exercise and unstructured time.
12. Do teachers and administrators display innovation, commitment, dedication,
respect, and patience?
Finally:
What does your child think of the school? So often, we parents see the decision as
ours to make, and disregard input from the one who will actually have to live with it. Any
child who feels forced into a particular decision will provide an additional obstacle for
the school to overcome. Any school worth its tuition wants students to have and express
opinions: why not start your kid practicing before you sign the registration forms?
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WHAT DOES A REPORT CARD REALLY TELL YOU?
Sure, you know what a report card is. You know its purpose is to help you
evaluate your children’s progress in school and keep up to date on what they’re learning.
But how much can you really learn from a column of letters?
Say your child comes home with a report card that includes a B in Math and an A
in English. Your first reaction might be, “We need to work on your math.” But what does
that B really tell you? It doesn’t tell you what parts of math your child doesn’t
understand. It doesn’t give due credit to the considerable amount he obviously does
understand. Is he better at the logic part than the numbers part, or vice versa? Does he
really need your help to raise that B to an A—and if you tried to help, how could you be
sure of focusing on the right points?
For that matter, is it really necessary to raise that B to an A? What does that A in
English really tell you, other than that your child has learned most of what the teacher (or
test-writer) wanted him to learn? Did he earn that A easily, or through a hard struggle?
Has he really internalized anything, or simply memorized enough (perhaps temporarily)
to get through each test?
And does he really know English better than math—or could there be another
reason for the grade difference, such as having to choose one topic to focus on amid an
extra-large pile of work?
We don’t use traditional report cards at Shady Oak Primary School. Instead of
giving grades, we report on specific skills to present a clear picture of what a child has
learned and what they still need to learn. We also talk about behavioral and social
principles, and how well each child is learning skills in these areas. Any teacher or parent
can pick up our report cards and say, “I know exactly where this kid is.”
If your child’s school uses a similar system, congratulations. If you’re stuck with
the “grade list” style of report cards, here are some tips for really keeping up with your
children’s progress:
• Engage them in regular conversation about what they like and don’t like about
school, and what they find easy/challenging/painfully hard.
• Instead of “helping” kids with their homework, ask them to show you how they
do it. No matter how obvious an answer is to you, refrain from offering help
unless asked—and even then, encourage them to “try this” or “try that” rather
than taking over and showing them how.
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•

•

Even when you know definitely that a homework answer your child is satisfied
with is wrong, bite your tongue and let them find out when the teacher evaluates
the paper. A perfect score is less important than the overall life lessons of
independent thinking and natural consequences.
When your child brings home a report card or test, invite open conversation. Let
her explain what she struggles with, what she understands, and why she thinks a
grade is high or low. And don’t ever forget to acknowledge the effort that went
into a good grade or even a hard-earned C. The best way to encourage
improvement is to focus on what’s right!
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“IT’S ALL ABOUT TO-DO LISTS” AND OTHER MYTHS ABOUT TIME
MANAGEMENT
Daily time is the one commodity all humans are granted with absolute equality—
yet some people work frantically all day and never feel they get anything done, while
others never seem in a hurry but accomplish a great deal. We all hear that “time
management” makes the difference—yet many people have tried every time-management
system in the library, without finding one that “works.”
And much of what we think we know about time management is pure
misconception.
MYTH: If you want to finish everything that needs doing, the first step is to write
it all down.
TRUTH: Written lists are helpful—putting high-priority tasks and goals into
tangible form increases the odds these things will get done. But unless you appreciate the
real meaning of “needs” (or are using a “brain dump” list as the first step in a larger time
management program), you may fill the list with things that really don’t need doing—
things that could easily be delegated, or are there for no better reason than that you’ve
“always” done them. In which case, you’ll still be neglecting your real priorities for
things that seem easier or more urgent.
MYTH: To prevent overload, always keep a set maximum number of tasks on
your to-do list.
TRUTH: Again, this does work when used with discernment. But since not all
“tasks” are created equal—some take fifteen minutes, some four hours—if you pick “no
more than three” of the latter, you’ll still end the day in a mood of frustration and futility.
Worse, you could choose three very short and not-particularly-important tasks, finish
them quickly—and waste the rest of the day on whatever trivialities pop up. So have
some (realistic!) awareness of the time needed for each item on your list, rather than
counting strictly by number. And evaluate all planned tasks against “what’s really
important” criteria.
MYTH: You need specific long-term goals in each of several categories: health,
spiritual growth, relationships, etc.
TRUTH: Good for keeping your goals list from becoming lopsided, not so good as
an unbreakable universal principle. Every individual doesn’t need goals in every category
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at every stage of life. Use your self-knowledge and personal values to periodically
evaluate what deserves the greatest current focus, and don’t invent unimportant items just
to fill a category slot.
MYTH: More time spent working equals more work done.
TRUTH: Only to a point—a point most people miss in a world of endless
possibilities. Many people who are wearing themselves out working sixty hours a week
could get more done in forty, if they’d rest often enough to let their tired brains regain
clarity for planning and prioritizing.

The One Great Truth about Time Management
If you’re willing, first and foremost, to think about your personal values and goals
and what activities best support them, a time management system that works for you will
make itself clear. If you aren’t willing—no time management system will ever
compensate for that lack.
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WHY ALLOWANCE?
Allowance for children is a tradition opposed by some. Why should anyone grow
up, the argument goes, feeling entitled to financial benefit apart from personal effort? If
the kids want spending money, let it come in direct exchange for their share of household
chores.
It’s fortunate that people with that opinion rarely progress to denying small
children an “unearned” share in the family’s food and housing. But seriously, there are
benefits to the allowance tradition.

It Provides a Point of Stability
Certainly, children need to learn that the world doesn’t owe them a living—but
they also need the security of knowing their family loves and accepts them whatever
happens. If all spending money comes attached to “what have you done to earn it”
strings, children may develop the idea that everything their parents give is subject to
withdrawal. Or they may start demanding “What’ll you pay me?” on every request from
picking up a toy to pitching in on the family yard-raking project.
Also, avoid using “no allowance next week” as a discipline method (unless the
allowance is being redirected to obvious making of amends), and keep any payments for
extra chores clearly separate from allowance payments.

It Teaches Budgeting
Budgeting on a sporadic income is difficult even for entrepreneurial adults. A
child who receives the identical amount each week finds it easier to apportion set
amounts for set purposes—and, just as important, to understand where the limits are. If a
tempting gizmo surfaces after the week’s funds are spent, the child has an immediate
object lesson in delayed gratification—either do without or wait until the next
allowance—that helps build future habits against buying too freely on credit.
Of course, this principle only holds when parents aren’t swayed by pleas for a
little more (or an advance on the next allowance) “just this once.” It’s almost inevitable
that a youngster, on achieving allowance age, will spend the first several payments on the
first impulse purchases within reach—and will be very upset when funds run out, and
momentum snaps to a halt, with five days left before the next allowance payment. Stand
firm against any tearful wheedling that results; one can’t learn too young that fresh funds
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can’t be summoned on whim.

It Nurtures Family Unity
Although kids need to understand that Mom or Dad won’t feed every demand for
instant gratification, once children reach school age they sometimes are justified in
protests that their prescribed allowance isn’t enough. Give them a chance to explain how
they are using their money and why they feel they need a raise. A kid’s reasons for
wanting more funds aren’t always based on “everybody has one” peer pressure.
Ideally, put “allowance raise negotiations” on the family-meeting agenda at least
once a year. This will also provide opportunity to help the kids understand your financial
difficulties and priorities. All told, you will grow closer as a family and help the children
learn greater overall responsibility.
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STOP CONFLICT: UNDERSTANDING THE KEY TRIGGER
“You two stop that arguing,” the father told his squabbling teenagers.
“I’m not arguing,” protested one. “My brother is!”
Would that more people outgrew that attitude! Be it two neighbors at odds over
how much noise is too much; two coworkers both feeling they deserve the same
promotion; two online commentators (or two lawmakers) with different opinions on
what’s best for society; or two countries at war, each side condemns every wrong done by
the other, while justifying its own similar actions.
Stubborn self-interest is at the root of conflict. It doesn’t matter whether the point
of argument is who got the bigger piece of cake or who has the right to live in the West
Bank: conflict escalates to dangerous levels because both sides are too afraid of
“losing”—losing face, losing influence, losing material benefit—to sympathize with the
other’s position. Dale Carnegie perhaps said it best, decades ago in How to Win Friends
and Influence People:
“If you tell [people] they are wrong ... you have struck a direct blow at their
intelligence, judgment, pride, and self-respect. ... You may then hurl at them all the logic
of a Plato or an Immanuel Kant, but you will not alter their opinions, for you have hurt
their feelings. ... It is difficult, under even the most benign conditions, to change people’s
minds. So why make it harder?”
Granted, it’s rarely easy, either, to swallow your own pride and remember that the
other party also has legitimate rights and concerns. So let’s recall the words of the ancient
philosopher:
“Starting a quarrel is like opening a floodgate, so stop before a dispute breaks
out” (Proverbs 17:14, New Living Translation of the Bible)
... and consider ways to swallow just enough pride to keep conflict from
escalating.
• Be considerate of others’ individual quirks. It may seem ridiculous that an
acquaintance detests being greeted with a hug or seeing your elbows on the table;
but will it violate your deepest values to do things their way in their presence?
What’s more important: defending every inch of your personal comfort zone, or
respecting someone else’s feelings?
• Never contradict anybody—even if you know beyond doubt they are wrong. If the
mistake involves some trivial fact such as who first said “Go west, young man,”
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let it pass. If a correction really is needed (say someone has announced the wrong
meeting date to those who will need to be there), keep it low-key (“Actually, I
believe the meeting is on Thursday—let’s double-check”).
Always give others the benefit of the doubt. If an annoying remark isn’t important
enough to speak up about immediately, it’s not important enough to stew about
silently. Nine times out of ten, the other person had no malevolent intent. Assume
that’s the case, and let your annoyance go rather than storing it as ammunition for
future conflict.
The best-resolved argument is the one that never had a chance to start.
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“I SHOULD” VERSUS “I COULD”
“Don’t ‘should’ on yourself” is a popular saying these days. You probably know
people who can’t get the word “should” out of their vocabularies, who never feel they do
enough and are chronically down on themselves for what they haven’t done yet. Perhaps
you’re a chronic “should” speaker yourself.
Perhaps you’re even thinking as you read this, “She’s right; I should stop saying
‘should’ all the time.” Whoops!
Just as it’s hard to learn a new language as an adult, it’s hard to banish a habitual
word from your vocabulary. One of the better ways is to replace it with something that
sounds similar but means something different. (Aren’t we lucky to speak English, which
has so many options for doing just that?)
In the case of “should,” a good replacement word is “could,” which changes the
implication from obligation to free will, from guilt to opportunity. It’s not just a matter of
changing a single word—that one word will affect everything that follows it. You can
say, “I should go back to school,” and your brain will find the subsequent logical chain of
thought to be “... but I don’t have money for more education, and it would take two or
three years, and I’d probably just flunk out and that time and money would all be for
nothing ...” Or you can say, “I could go back to school,” and your brain will hear “I know
I can do it and will get a lot out of it,” and will start considering your options and
growing them into goals.
Should implies, “I’m a jerk if I don’t, but then, I already know I’m a jerk.” Could
implies “I’m an intelligent person who was made for opportunities.”
Should is negative. Could is positive.
Should focuses on your (and the world’s) shortcomings. Could steers your
attention (and your future) to possibilities.
In the course of a typical day, how often do you say “I should” out loud or to
yourself? Try counting them and, if “tired and irritable and overloaded” describes the
way you feel much of the time, I’m willing to bet there will be a lot of them. Practice
replacing those “shoulds” with “coulds,” and see if your real values and priorities don’t
take back their rightful ground in your life.
Here are a few lifehacks to help the process along:
• Keep a journal. Putting your thoughts into writing will let you see which way the
balance of your mind leans on “should” vs. “could.” It will also provide a record
of your progress to encourage you for the long term.
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Even if you said the “I should” in your heart, say the “I could” out loud. This puts
double emphasis and extra strength where it belongs.
Don’t “should” on others, either—not even on traffic engineers, authors, or
politicians who won’t hear you, and especially not on anyone who will. This goes
double for parents: help your children learn “I could” language while they’re
young, so they’ll grow up to speak it naturally and further reduce the toxic
“should” level of the world.

43 | P a g e

TIPS FOR BRINGING OUT THE BEST IN A HIGH-ENERGY CHILD
What do you do with a kid who just won’t sit still? Give him a good scolding
(which he probably won’t sit still for either)? Pump him full of ADHD drugs?
Or adjust your expectations to fit his inclinations?
Understand, I’m not advocating the laissez-faire approach that shrugs and says, “I
wouldn’t want to restrict his creativity,” while a child balances on the edge of a high
shelf, sending fifteen-pound items toppling seven feet to the floor. I do believe it’s
unreasonable to expect any child to be quiet and still for periods that would leave most
adults squirming—especially without being allowed any active contribution. And
especially when the child is a natural “high-energy” type.

How to Recognize a High-Energy Child
High-energy children have suffered discrimination since the younger segment of
the population left the farm for the schoolhouse. In the old days, adult authority answered
restlessness with the wooden paddle, and later the detention room. Around 1990, the
preferred response became the Ritalin bottle—which, while showing a little more
empathy for the child’s struggles, still was used indiscriminately (often with unpleasant
side effects) under the assumption that all children should be quiet and “well-behaved.”
Fortunately, methods for diagnosing and treating true attention-deficit hyperactivity
disorder have become more individual-specific. But the high-energy child with no real
disorder still suffers under adult attitudes that say “good” kids know how to sit still and
shut up.
What indicates healthy high-energy inclinations?
1. Knowing what one wants and how one intends to get it (labeled “willfulness” by
adults who think they know what’s best for kids)
2. A preference for active goals, combined with ability to meet them
3. Quick loss of interest in such passive activities as classroom lectures and
television
4. Preference for recreational activities that involve physical exercise

Making the Most of High Energy
Assuming your child has been found ADHD-free, how do you encourage her to
use high-energy inclinations productively, for constructive ends?
• Always listen to, and try to understand, the child’s perspective—especially when
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she seems most annoying and constantly underfoot.
Help her get involved in sports teams and other programs that mix high-energy
activity with structure. Play active games at home, too.
Besides limiting servings of sugar-heavy foods (especially caffeinated colas and
chocolates, and especially in the evening), avoid providing these when a child is
fatigued or grumpy—his brain chemicals will be in no mood for quick bursts of
“rev-it-up” input. (This is good advice at any natural energy level.)
If your child frequently clashes with a sit-still-minded teacher, you may have to
decide whether to advocate for change, switch classes, or help your child make a
plan for living with the situation. (One good thing about any school is that typical
“situations” end on their own within months.) Before making this decision, get
input from a non-school advisor and from your child.
If you’re a teacher, make sure your students have frequent opportunities to
contribute personally and to get up and move around. (Even the lower-energy kids
will love you for that one.)
Appreciate the long-term potential of a child who knows how to make things
happen and get things done.
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HOW TO BE A “GOOD PARENT”
Fears of being tried and found wanting are rampant these days, perhaps nowhere
so much as in parenting. The idea that we are solely responsible for our children’s
choices has many parents trapped in anxiety or false guilt. I’ll tell you how to give your
own kids the best chance of growing up happy, resilient, hardworking, and generoushearted—if you promise not to use the list as a whip to beat yourself whenever you don’t
get the ideal exactly right.
Promise? Okay, here are the key elements of being the best parent you can be:

Unconditional Love
Don’t just assume that your kids know you love them: say it on a regular basis,
especially after they’ve behaved in ways that displease you. If you talk exclusively about
their behavior—or, worse, regularly say “You are such a good/bad kid” (vs. “That was a
wonderful/terrible thing you did”), they’ll internalize the idea that they’re loved only
when they get things right, and they’ll be reluctant to confide in you when they
most need moral support.
Be warned: most kids who believe in parents’ unconditional love go through
“testing the limits” phases. If your child suddenly seems incorrigible, it may be a sign
you’re doing something right.

Respect
Even heads of households should give as well as receive respect. Listen to your
kids with both ears and both eyes. Give them some say in chore assignments and house
rules (they may take more responsibility when allowed the privilege of decision). If you
dreamed of raising a young athlete and your child would rather join the chess club, give
her chess game your blessing. And whatever you do, don’t be the nit-picking parent who
can’t see beyond the missing 1 percent of a 99 percent score.

Kind Firmness
Don’t, however, go to the opposite extreme and become the parent who lets
children do anything they please, denies them nothing they demand, and still makes their
beds when they’re in high school. Not only does this result in bratty, “entitled” offspring,
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it actually hurts self-esteem. Human nature craves rules and boundaries, feeling that “If
no one cares what I do, no one cares about me.”
To find the line between overindulgence and over-strictness:
1. Practice unconditional love as already noted—and remember that “no” can be a
loving thing to say.
2. Know your children as individuals. Some temperaments feel most secure with the
strict approach, others are crushed unless handled with extreme gentleness.
3. Have better reasons in mind than “because I said so”—and be willing to listen to
reasons for the opposite view. However, if you’re up against an “I want it because
I want it” attitude, simply close the subject with a firm, “Sorry, but that’s the way
it’s going to be.” You can discuss things further when the child is in a more
reasonable mood.
In conclusion, I reiterate: don’t berate yourself for every tiny mistake, or blame
yourself for everything your child doesn’t get quite right. Give yourself some of that
unconditional love, respect, and kind firmness. Just becoming a happier, more selfconfident person will make you a better parent!

Respect Parents

47 | P a g e

DISCIPLINE VS. PUNISHMENT
“Discipline” and “punishment” are often treated as synonymous: when we spank,
penalize, or send people to their rooms, we are “disciplining” them. Except in references
to “self-discipline,” the word always seems to be employed with a condescending, showthem-who’s-boss attitude: parents “discipline” their children, teachers “discipline” their
students, supervisors “discipline” their employees. When we’re angry with our peers or
those who outrank us, we talk about “showing them a thing or two,” “getting back at
them,” and “demanding an apology,” but never about “disciplining” them.
It’s a shame that “discipline” has become such a dirty word. Its origins are in the
Latin disciplina, which implied instruction and knowledge; and the related word
“disciple” still has the positive connotations of willingly learning from an admired
example. One suspects “discipline” is intended as a euphemism for “punishment”—
there’s something selfish in the latter, an “I’m going to hurt you bad for crossing me”
implication. By calling it “discipline,” we can feel better about ourselves by justifying it
as being for the other party’s own good.
But even with a “You’ll thank me for this someday,” by any other name it doesn’t
do much for family relationships right now.
If we want to raise well-disciplined children in the best sense of the word, why
not move beyond “do as I say or else” and place more emphasis on self-discipline?
They’ll thank you a lot sooner as they see results from doing the right thing on their own
initiative, and they won’t grow up with a “follow the rules blindly” mindset that can
cause all sorts of problems in the adult world.
Here are some ideas for practicing non-punitive discipline in your home:

Be a Good Example of a Self-Disciplined Person
If you grumble and growl your way out of bed every morning, facing the day’s
responsibilities in obvious resentment of the imposition, your children will do the same.
If you find excuses to procrastinate on your goals and chores, don’t be surprised when
your kids leave homework for the last minute. If, on the other hand, you put in the effort
to stay fit and healthy; if you keep your promises even when it proves hard; if you smile
and focus on what you “get to” rather than “have to” do—your children will pick up
those attitudes as the best way to live.
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Focus on the Positive
Whatever you pay attention to is reinforced. Give at least four compliments for
every correction. Never correct in obvious anger, and never, ever deliver a personal
insult.

Keep Firm Rules to a Minimum
Don’t try to regulate everything like some government bureaucrat writing a new
tax code. Leave room for kids to take initiative in everyday living.

Use the “Logical Consequences” Approach
If your son ignores his promise to be responsible for feeding the new puppy, don’t
do it yourself while grumbling silently, and don’t lecture or cut your son’s allowance.
Leave his place unset at the dinner table, and when he asks about it, remind him that
somebody else is hungry.

Encourage Your Kids to Make Plans and Set Goals
Let them find their own paths and do their own trailbreaking. Encourage them to
be their own best selves. You’ll all grow up happier for it!
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SHOULD YOU REWARD KIDS FOR DOING WELL?
Were you brought up on the “rewards” system? Prove you’re growing up by
quitting thumb-sucking, and we’ll buy you that scooter you want. Eat your vegetables
without grumbling, and you’ll get extra dessert. Get straight A’s in school, and we’ll take
you on a trip.
This approach has fallen out of favor, which is just as well: it smacks of bribery
and encourages toxic “what’s in it for me” thinking. Unfortunately, the “reward” system
has largely been replaced by the “indulge” system, where kids get scooters and banana
splits in exchange for simply demanding them. At least the “reward” system requires
some responsibility on the receiver’s part.
Regardless, if you want your own children to break bad habits, work without
complaining, and do their best in school—and if they’re showing limited enthusiasm for
doing all that simply to please you—are there better motivators than straight briberyrewards?
There are:

Make Any Reward a Logical Return on Investment
If an achievement is big enough to celebrate, the celebration should have some
connection—and proportionate value—to the achievement. A child who has passed a
growing-up milestone can be made “guest of honor” at the family dinner table to
commemorate shared pride, and given a new book or game he’s now “old enough for.”
However, spending $80 on a fancy scooter to reward the simple cessation of thumbsucking (which children eventually outgrow on their own) is more than the situation
warrants (especially since many children return to such habits a few times before
outgrowing them completely).

Don’t Promise Advance Rewards for “Winning”
Of course you’ll want to celebrate if your child wins the track meet or becomes
school valedictorian. However, avoid making “I’ll get you this if you win” promises
while the outcome is still in doubt. That says first place is all that counts, even a narrow
second place is shameful, and all you care about is stoking your own ego by having a
champion in the family. Focus on effort, not results: leave official trophies to the official
judges. Plan a post-event dinner just to celebrate your child’s willingness to participate
and finish, and don’t let it matter whether she finishes first or fortieth.
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Let Achievement Be Its Own Reward
Too many people forget early that life isn’t meant to be lived just for “doing what
needs doing.” Their last major achievement for its own sake comes around age seven
when they learn to swim or ride a bike. Then they spend the rest of their lives working for
the mundane “rewards” of high grades, paychecks, and promotions—all gained by doing
what somebody else admires, no thought given to their own deeper dreams and goals.
Don’t let this happen to your children. Set an example of taking pride even in routine
chores. Encourage them to dream big, to live self-made lives of ever-expanding horizons.
When they plan for goals they know in their hearts they were made for, you won’t have
to promise them a thing for meeting those goals—the very concept of doing it for
material “rewards” will become ridiculous. They’ll be making the world a better place by
doing what they love, and all material recompense will pale by comparison.
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FINDING SUPPORT WHEN YOU’RE A SINGLE PARENT
Arguments about “ideal” family composition aside, it really does take more than
one person to raise a child to full potential. Many societies rely on involvement not
only from both biological parents, but from the extended family and the whole
community. And children do thrive under the influence of multiple perspectives,
understood rules with multiple supporters, and having alternate options when their firstchoice adult is too busy or tired to talk.
All of which may be poor comfort to the single parent who lives far from
extended family and hardly knows her next-door neighbors. Thankfully, there are many
options for meeting others—often parents or grandparents themselves—who will be fond
of your children and willing to share part of the “parenting” load.
First, a couple of ideas for parents who feel “too busy” to meet others:
1. Practice looking people in the eye and smiling, however casual the encounter.
And if someone answers “How are you?” with more than a token “Fine,” stop
and listen.
2. Take inventory of yourself and your dreams, without judging how “practical” they
are. This will help you set priorities and eliminate non-essential activities.
3. Instead of collapsing in front of the television after work, find an organized group
to participate in (Meetup.com is a good place to look). Productive activity
revitalizes depleted energy, while passive entertainment only reinforces
sluggishness.
For specific places where you (and your children) can meet “surrogate family”
adults, try:
• Religious congregations, preferably with a good mix of generations and regular
organized activities. Shared values alone will help establish bonds.
• Community events such as festivals and carnivals. An array of booths and
tables is preferable to seating everyone in one big auditorium, since you’ll have
more freedom to move around and strike up individual conversations. Look for
events you can attend with your kids: their very presence is disarming, and often
they’ll be the first to make new friends among the children and adults you meet.
• Organized programs for children. Look for options where you’ll be able to attend
games or other public events regularly. There’ll be plenty of opportunities to
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strike up conversations with parents of the other participants.
And be proactive about getting to know your children’s friends and their parents.
Encourage your kids to bring home peers for casual gatherings as well as planned
play dates. If your kids’ friends’ parents drop off their children personally, make a point
of chatting for at least a few minutes. (A compliment about their kids, or something
specific about the children’s interests, is always a great conversation starter.)

Postscript: If Your Family Is in Real Trouble
If the stress of single parenting is “getting to you” so much that you find your
kids’ very presence annoying; if you find yourself taking random frustrations out on
them; if you have virtually no communications or relationship with them; or if you see
signs they are flirting with drug abuse, lawbreaking, or suicidal thoughts—run, don’t
walk, to the nearest source of professional help. Your children’s school or your family
doctor can recommend a qualified counselor.
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WHEN YOU’RE AWAY FROM YOUR KIDS
Some people get so busy providing “the best” for their children that they neglect
the children themselves. Conversely, some people feel guilty whenever they
leave their children for any reason.
Take heart. However old your kids are, and whether the time you spend apart
from them is due to a weekly yoga class, being a noncustodial parent, or just having to
send them to school, there are ways to keep them reassured you’ll always be there for
them.

Establish a “Goodbye” Routine
When you or another member of the family leaves for school, work, or errands,
don’t rush out the door with one over-the-shoulder “Bye,” or wave anyone else out
without even looking at them. Take time to say goodbye with a kiss, a word of
encouragement, or a comment on how you’ll look forward to seeing them this evening.
Leaving someone with a sense of security and expectation, plus a reminder you love
them, is always preferable to taking departures and returns for granted.

Leave Little Reminders That You Care
Slip a “love note” into your child’s lunch box. Arrange for the sitter to give them
little treats “from Mom.” Promise to say a quick prayer for them whenever you see a
family photo or their school colors.

But Don’t Overdo the Reminders
Direct messages in particular—whether phone calls, texts, or emails—easily reach
a point where they’re more annoying than reassuring. No one wants to be constantly
interrupted with “thinking of you” reminders: before long, they usually conclude you’re
only checking up on them because you expect they’ll get into trouble if you turn your
back. Your kids want to know you love them, but they also want to feel you trust them
and respect their right to live their own lives.

If You’ll Be Gone More Than a Day, Prearrange Specific Times for Direct Contact
Telephoning (or making audiovisual contact) every evening just before bed works
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for many families—it’s the perfect time to share happenings of today and plans for
tomorrow, and it’s almost as good as actually being together. Keep the conversation
upbeat; ending the day on a negative note is bad for everyone’s sleep and increases the
risk of waking up in a bad mood the next morning.
When you’ll be away for a week or more, consider leaving behind a packet
of recordings, notes, or wrapped surprises to be opened daily (if you number them, the
kids will also be able to count the days until you get back). And, every few days, send
handwritten, snail-mail notes: your children will be delighted that you care enough to go
to some low-tech trouble.
Resolve Not to Worry about “Neglect”
There’s no universal formula for how many hours parents should work or at what
age kids can handle two weeks of separation. Concentrate on knowing and respecting
your children as individuals, and you’ll learn to instinctively recognize how much and
what sort of attention they need—whether you’re away or at home.
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WHEN YOU “DON’T HAVE TIME” TO ATTEND YOUR KIDS’ EVENTS
Parental busyness is the bane of many a child’s existence. “I’m only trying to give
them the best advantages of life” means little to the youngster who sees only that grownup work hours still run past 8 p.m. on the night of the 7 p.m. concert that Junior practiced
for months to get a starring solo in.
Seriously, if you “have to” work ten hours a day, six days a week, you have a
problem with your own self-esteem as well as with family closeness. Is it really your
supervisor who expects you to stay that busy, or are you pushing yourself to always be
the top achiever in the office? Are you thinking of yourself as someone who can’t finish
anything in normal eight-hour days, and subconsciously handling your schedule
inefficiently to reinforce that opinion? Or are you afraid of your own family—afraid to be
emotionally vulnerable, afraid of doing the wrong thing, afraid it will reflect on you if
you show up to cheer on your daughter and she plays a bad game that night?
If this issue is having serious repercussions in your family, consult a therapist. If,
however, you simply have a bad habit, here are a few life hacks for making more time to
attend your children’s events (and for spending more time with them overall):
• Review your regular duties carefully and see which ones can be eliminated or
delegated.
• Do the most important tasks first (or at your peak-energy hours) and squeeze less
important tasks in around the more important. Too many people get this
backwards and then wonder why they have no time left for worthwhile tasks.
• Take your work breaks, practice keeping up a leisurely pace, and your overall
efficiency will improve greatly.
• Give yourself incentive to leave work at normal quitting time: join a carpool;
rediscover nightly family dinners; promise your mother you’ll call at 5:45.
• Ask to be informed of important children’s events as soon as they’re scheduled,
and block off the dates on your calendar. (“Important” means important to the
participating child who invites you. If you can’t enjoy the event for its own sake,
enjoy your child’s pleasure in it.)
• Make a habit of sharing details about your work responsibilities with your
family, on a regular basis. If you really have the occasional legitimate reason to
work late—and especially if you hit an emergency that couldn’t have been timed
worse—your children will be less hurt if they have some solid idea of what it’s all
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about.
Instead of automatically agreeing to outside requests, ask yourself, “Is this
important enough to put off a possible opportunity to invest in my child’s growth
and future?” When you make a habit of phrasing it that way, more time for your
children will start to become miraculously available.
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WHEN YOU GET NO RESPECT
Remember twentieth-century comedian Rodney Dangerfield and his classic line,
“I don’t get no respect!”? Whether or not you think much of Dangerfield’s humor (or his
grammar), many parents today echo his cry. From toddlers to teenagers, children have—
and often adamantly express—their own ideas on dinner menus, screen time, housework
responsibilities, and curfews. Since you can’t very well exchange your own kids for a
more docile set, what’s to be done?

Know What “Commanding Respect” Really Means
Many parents (and politicians and CEOs) sabotage their own authority because
they confuse commanding respect with demanding it. If you expect everyone to do
exactly as you say, no questions asked, under constant threat of punishment—you won’t
get respect, you’ll get grudging obedience, passive-aggressive contempt, and perhaps
open rebellion.
Commanding respect means that you recognize there are values more important
than defending your personal pride. It means being a person of tangible integrity and
competence. And, for a parent, it means understanding that “what’s best for your kids”
includes not only doing the healthy/responsible/honest thing rather than the easy thing,
but internalizing key values while also developing their own initiative in other ways.
When your kids sense all this in you, they’ll respect you even if they don’t always
show it through immediate grateful compliance.

Believe in Yourself
Holding your integrity higher than your pride doesn’t mean lacking confidence in
yourself: remember you are the embodiment of the values you want your children to
internalize. If you take the easy way out because you doubt your ability to cope with the
right-but-hard path, or if you cave in to temper tantrums because you “can’t handle”
public glares or your children’s disapproval, you’re sending the clear message, “I don’t
deserve respect. I don’t even respect myself.”
If you have self-doubt problems, start a morning ritual of giving yourself a strong
affirmation-based pep talk to keep your mind on your abilities and past successes. You
can do it!
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Respect Others as You Would Be Respected
Respecting and believing in yourself will also help you respect your kids better. If
your first reaction to that is to protest, “Why should I have to respect my children? They
aren’t the authority in this house!” better evaluate your self-esteem again. Respectcommanding authority isn’t so fragile it can be destroyed by allowing others a voice,
listening to the reasons behind contrary opinions, or admitting when you’re wrong.
Besides showing respect for your children, if you have more than one you want to
teach them to respect each other—and this doesn’t necessarily mean jumping in to rescue
the younger ones from “bullying” by their older and stronger siblings. (That’s often a
form of disrespect that refuses to hear both sides of the story.) Let kids work out their
own squabbles, or send both parties to time-out until they’re ready to discuss the situation
rationally. Divide up responsibility according to ability, without burdening the oldest
with adult-level expectations or regarding the youngest as a permanent “baby.”
Encourage everyone to help each other daily. Make all-around respect one of your
family’s primary values, and you’ll always be sure of getting your share.
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HOW TO AVOID BECOMING A HELICOPTER PARENT
“Helicopter parents” are those who hover over their children’s lives like traffic
helicopters on patrol, always ready to defend, console, or otherwise “fix everything”
according to their own ideas of what’s best for their kids. Typically, they accomplish
little more than to get others avoiding them, or laughing at them behind their backs (just
Google “jokes about helicopter parents” to see what the worst examples have inspired).
Could your “concerned” parenting be making worse trouble for your child down
the road? Are you encouraging your kids to believe they’ll never have to assume any real
responsibility because Mom will always be there to “fix everything”? Or are they actually
becoming annoyed with your “help,” secretly counting the days until they’re free to leave
home without a forwarding address?
How to supervise and care for your children without hampering their growth—or
their relationships with others?

Console, Counsel, But Don’t Take Command
Sometimes, the best thing you can do for a child is to quietly let him cry it out on
your shoulder. If you’re too quick to offer a solution, or a treat to make him feel better,
you may actually be increasing future pains by denying him the right to experience
deeper feelings. The same principle applies when your child is struggling to tie his shoes
or has a teenage lover’s spat: first, wait for him to ask for help; then, let him describe the
problem in his own words (which may itself make the solution evident); then, ask him
what he thinks should be done (offering ideas of your own only after the child has had his
full turn, and only in the form of questions); and, finally, give him your blessing to
choose and implement a solution on his own.

Curb Your Panic Impulses
Shocking as it may sound, kids thrive best when they’re allowed to take a few
chances, even sustain a few bruises. Plus, it’s not just in sitcoms that a parent’s
reflexively screaming, “You’ll get hurt!” is itself responsible for startling a child into
falling off the wall. Overprotection is just as dangerous in the figurative sense: harping on
fear of failure and on the supposed horrible consequences of that failure creates a selffulfilling prophecy. Save your “nos” and any direct intervention for those times when
serious consequences (which do not include embarrassment or temporary dead ends)
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really are imminent.

If You Already Have the Overprotection Habit, Start Breaking It Today
And remember, quitting the habit of “Mom fixes everything” will present
challenges for your child as well as for you. If she’s already been straining to break free,
your worst problem may be curbing your panic impulses as noted above; but if she loved
having everything taken care of for her, be prepared for some painful scenes as she wails,
“But I can’t do it myself!!!” and your heart quietly breaks under the struggle to not take
her word for it. Hold firm. Your gentle encouragement and the example you set will soon
do more to make your child a happy, confident person than your being the family
helicopter ever could have accomplished.
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WHEN YOU’RE DISAPPOINTED IN YOUR CHILD
Parents experience disappointment with their children for many reasons, legitimate and
otherwise:
• A child is caught in a blatant lie.
• A child forgets the chores she agreed to be responsible for.
• A grown child chooses a lifestyle completely contrary to the values her parents
tried to instill in her.
• A child responds with open rudeness to a neighbor’s critical comment.
• A child is more interested in the chess club than in the athletics his parents hoped
he would star at.
• A child scores 99 percent instead of 100 percent on final exams.
• A child is born with a severe disability.
• A child has brown eyes when the parents wanted blue.
Sometimes, as with the “wrong” color eyes, the disappointment is fleeting and the
parents quickly accept the situation. Other times, especially if the disappointment is
chronic and unreasonable, it can poison the parent-child relationship for life.
Here’s what to do when you feel disappointed in your kids:

Ask Yourself Honestly if You Have Cause
There’s nothing inherently wrong with scoring less than 100 percent or having
interests different from a parent’s. If it really bothers you, ask yourself why. Do you feel
people are judging you? Were you a poor athlete, now hoping to get a “second chance”
through your child?
Talk your feelings over with your child, but not in an attitude of self-pity nor with
secret hopes he’ll change yet. Make it a mutual exchange of honest interests and
concerns, with a goal of understanding and appreciating each other better.

Don’t Criticize, Condemn, or Complain
Even if a child is obviously in the wrong, don’t assassinate her character (“You’re
nothing but a hoodlum”), lay on the guilt (“Your grandmother will have a heart attack”),
or rant about how you “thought I raised you better than that.” Don’t even say, “I’m
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ashamed of you,” which implies, “That was an unforgivable action and you are an
unredeemable person.”
Instead, state the facts as objectively as possible: “I am very disappointed that you
tried to sneak a pack of snack cakes out of the store without paying. That was a violation
of basic honesty and has caused considerable inconvenience and embarrassment all
around.” Then ask, “What do you think should be done to make amends?” Always show
respect, even in the face of willful irresponsibility.

Apply “Tough Love” if You Have To
The deepest disappointment is when a child is stubbornly and unrepentantly
defiant. It may be a preschooler refusing to apologize for breaking your favorite vase, or
an eighteen-year-old who’s involved in illegal activity and proud of it. When all else
fails, swallow your personal hurt and apply firm sanctions for everyone’s good: “I’m
sorry, but since you have cut school again after being warned, I will now be delivering
you there personally, however embarrassing you find it. If you show improved
responsibility over the next month, I will consider trusting you to go to school on your
own again.”
Disappointment hurts, but you don’t have to compound the pain by dwelling on
your feelings. Make it your first priority to stand up for your values—which should
definitely include an all-around-healthy relationship with your child.
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“HEAD OF THE HOUSEHOLD”—WHAT IT REALLY MEANS
In modern society, the “head of the household” seems almost as outdated as the
absolute monarch. Especially in a home with two adults (or even three or more, as in
some multi-generational families), most people stiffen at the idea of being relegated to an
“inferior” position. Even when a household comprises one parent with young children,
kids may rebel at unquestioningly obeying Mom in all things.
In some ways, this development is for the better. One reason the “head of
household” fell out of favor was that there were too many swelled-up “heads” demanding
all the privileges of being in charge while accepting few of the responsibilities. If your
kids “won’t do as I say,” you may be getting what you deserve if:
• You’re always doing “something more important” when they try to initiate a
conversation.
• You make all the decisions, even ones that deeply affect your children, without
even telling them in advance that something might change.
• You get instantly defensive whenever someone questions you.
• You punish in the heat of anger.
• You never say “Please” or “Thank you” to your kids.
No one of any age feels cooperative when treated as if they had no feelings,
intelligence, or rights.
For all that, someone has to organize the basic household structure and make the
occasional final decision. If you’re in the position of household leader, through mutual
agreement or by default of being the only adult, you (and the household) will function
more effectively if you take seriously your responsibility to:
• Respect. Allow your children the same basic dignities you’d show an adult
relative—no interrupting, barking “shut up,” or cleaning rooms and throwing out
“junk” in the owner’s absence.
• Protect. Not just in the sense of installing smoke alarms and teaching your kids
not to talk to strangers, but also by offering an emotional safe haven. Do you
listen with open heart and mind when your kids come to you? Do you offer them
a shoulder to cry on without telling them not to make such a big deal out of
things? Do you encourage them to believe in themselves, and to try again when
they feel discouraged?
• Provide. Besides bringing home the bacon and doling out allowances, provide
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your kids with opportunities to help you with chores and to otherwise discover
their skills and take on challenges. Strange as it sounds, some “heads of
household” don’t really want others to assume any responsibility, lest the
“head’s” position of power be threatened. Don’t let that be your family.
You may notice that all these points involve appreciating your children as
intelligent individuals, even if they’re under your authority for now. They won’t be part
of your household forever, but if you’re an effective leader and a loving parent, they’ll be
glad to keep in touch long after they’re at the heads of their own households!
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WHAT TO DO WHEN SOMEONE TREATS YOUR CHILD BADLY
There are parents whose protective instincts kick in at the slightest complaint
from their children. If their “baby” is shoved on the playground, they storm over to the
offender’s parents to demand instant punishment. If their child quarrels with a teacher,
they’re at the school that same day to take up the fight. In extreme cases, these parents
are still insisting on immediate corrective action, according to what they consider fair,
when their “child” is laid off from a job at age thirty.
Such an attitude is more embarrassing than helpful to the kids, and rarely achieves
anything except to increase hostility. Still, if your child is the victim of bullying,
prejudice, or unfair treatment, it’s only natural you should want to help. How can you
avoid being overprotective or ineffective?

Be Realistic About the Nature of the Offense
Don’t rush to judge anything and everything as a criminal act. There’s a
difference between giving a classmate the cold shoulder and dealing out real bruises.
There’s a difference between telling students to “Hurry up” and openly taunting someone
for “always being slow.” Plus, if you rely on secondhand complaints from your kids,
you’re only hearing one side of the story—and the best of us naturally twist things to
justify ourselves.

Be Realistic About What Actions Promise the Best Long-Term Results
If you have any cause to suspect real abuse (which can be verbal or emotional as
well as physical), take your concerns immediately to the authority in charge—and, if they
won’t listen, to the next authority up. (Stay as reasonable and objective as possible.) If the
situation isn’t that serious, encourage your child to develop her own problem-solving
skills by asking, “What could you do to get along with him better/keep this from
happening again?” Don’t immediately try to fix the problem yourself, and don’t dispense
clichéd advice such as “Just be nice to her.” (“Loving your enemies” is a fine approach
once you get good at it, but many children lack interpersonal skills to do this effectively
in situations that feel extreme to them.)

Help Your Kids Develop Self-Confidence
Most “mistreatment” situations are rooted in thoughts of, “Everyone has to like
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me or I’m not worth much—and if others say bad things about me, they must be right.”
Just believing in yourself is a major step toward the ability to let insults roll off your back
(and to tell the differences between constructive, destructive, and neutral input).
Encouraging kids to figure out their own solutions is one way of helping them
learn to believe in themselves. Other hints:
• Don’t jump in to “help” when you see your kids struggling with a new skill. Give
them a chance to learn by trial and error.
• Pay more attention to what they do right than to what they do imperfectly.
• Never, under any circumstances, label a child’s basic identity as defective:
“You’re slow,” “You’re just naturally pigheaded,” “You never get anything
right.”
Ultimately, however others treat your children, what the kids feel you think of
them will be most influential in shaping the self-images they carry into adulthood.
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WHEN SIBLINGS “CAN’T GET ALONG”
Psychiatrist David Levy is credited with coining the term “sibling rivalry” in the
second quarter of the twentieth century, though the concept is as ancient as Cain and
Abel. Still, every parent (including those who are glad for the option of never seeing their
own siblings again) hopes their family will be an exception to the rule. It hurts to see
people you love resenting and attacking each other. It hurts to hear each imply that if you
loved them you’d throw the other one out of your life. And the pain is worst when you’re
responsible for protecting, and teaching civil behavior to, all parties involved.
If you have the right diplomatic skills and an equal amount of luck, your family
might be the rare one where siblings are best friends from early childhood. But it’s not
necessarily your fault if you draw the opposite situation. The only sure way to ensure a
household free of sibling rivalry is to limit your children to one—which often generates
problems of its own.
If you have multiple kids who seem to mix like oil and water, here are a few ways
to make home life better for everyone.

Don’t Try to Force Love
“She’s your sister and you have to love her” is a guaranteed way to generate
lasting resentment. Insist on respect for others; ban name-calling and other personal
attacks; encourage kids to appreciate each other’s good qualities; but never order anyone
to change their feelings. And if someone tells you privately that they dislike a sibling,
don’t respond in horror or anger; consider it the child’s way of requesting your help
exploring feelings and finding solutions.

Don’t Take Sides
When kids of different ages squabble, it’s tempting to hang the blame on the older
and larger combatant simply because she holds obvious advantages. Resist the urge: this
approach “teaches” older siblings that trying to be good is useless because everyone picks
on them anyway, while younger siblings “learn” they can get away with anything and/or
are too weak to stand up to a problem alone. Allow the kids to experiment with settling
their own arguments. If things start to escalate and intervention becomes necessary, just
send both participants to separate time-out areas; trying to pinpoint who “started it” is the
quick route to insanity for everyone involved.
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Appreciate All Your Kids for Who They Are
Some parents do have favorites among their children, usually because one child
better matches the parent’s dream of the “perfect” offspring. Kids notice favoritism,
however subtle, and it feeds sibling resentment and rivalry. Listen to “not fair”
complaints and consider whether the child has a legitimate case. And especially if one
child is a prodigy—or, conversely, someone looks a bit too much like bratty Cousin Ian
from your own childhood—make a point of noticing and encouraging everyone’s good
qualities.
Even if that requires family therapy to work out sibling-rivalry issues from your
own growing-up years.
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SHOULD YOU LET YOUR KIDS GO OUT ALONE?
Check out any picture or story of classic small-town life, and you’ll find depictions of
children playing outdoors with nary an adult in sight. No worries about how far the kids
wander or whether detailed plans are made, as long as everyone’s home in time for
supper. No parental warnings beyond “Look both ways before you cross the street.”
Today, many parents almost have a heart attack at such ideas. In a day when
we’re constantly subjected to stories about a world far less benign than we wanted to
believe, sending children out of the house unsupervised feels like pushing them out of the
car in the middle of a busy street. If we have to let them walk to school, or stay home,
alone, we give them a legal contract’s worth of advance instruction on not stopping for
anything, not deviating from the planned route, not talking to strangers, and calling us as
soon as they’re safely behind closed doors.
Reasonable precautions—or paranoia? Would it be that dangerous to allow
children a little independence?
Whether you’re actually terrified of something happening to your own kids, or
simply have opted for the super-protective route because “that’s the way things are these
days,” here are a few points to consider.

The World’s Dangers Have Increased Less Than Our Perceptions of Danger
There’s no real evidence that tragedies happen more often today than when
children roamed at will—no matter what impressions an overdose of CNN and online
news may create. Far more kids actually get hurt in the “safety” of their own homes than
anywhere else.
Before you make an automatic decision to keep your kids locked up, check the
actual crime and accident rates for your area—and consider how many incidents may
have been due to simple disregard of basic precautions.

What Are Your Local Laws—and Your Neighbors’ Attitudes?
It does actually happen that people get arrested for “child endangerment” simply
for letting their kids go out alone—often due to complaints by neighbors who overprotect
their own kids. So if you’d be bucking local custom by allowing your children freedom to
roam, get a few neighbors on your side first, especially those whose children are the same
age as yours. If several kids take to playing outdoors together, there’ll be less ammo for
criticism and less actual danger.
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Whatever Your Situation, Help Your Kids Learn Responsibility Early
Whether or not your kids are ready to explore at will, they’ll eventually reach an
age where you won’t be able to keep them under constant supervision—so give them
every reasonable opportunity to practice taking care of themselves before they meet one
of life’s unexpected challenges and have no one else handy to “fix it.” In the end, people
who grew up free to take risks live safer than those who grew up over-supervised.
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THERE’S NOTHING WRONG WITH BEING WRONG
If there’s anything worse than dealing with someone who stubbornly refuses to
admit he’s wrong, it’s finding out the hard way that he was right and you were wrong.
Most parents find it especially humiliating to be proved wrong by their own children:
isn’t Father (and Mother) supposed to know best?
Unfortunately for adult pride, “supposed to” doesn’t guarantee a perfect score
every time. Hopefully, you’ve taught your children by instruction and example that
saying, “I told you so” (to anyone) is rude and doesn’t help a bad situation. But even if no
one else is laughing at you, it hurts to realize you screwed up big time because you
wouldn’t consider the possibility that what you “knew” wasn’t so.
Face it, everyone does make mistakes, and the biggest mistake you can make is to
get down on yourself for not being an exception to that rule. However, you can minimize
unpleasant consequences by learning to head yourself off early when you start in the
wrong direction:

Listen to Others
Yes, even if they’re five years old and cranky. Don’t be deaf to the “We were
supposed to turn there” from the back seat: at least slow down for a closer look before
you drive another mile looking for that turn.

Make Course Corrections Sooner, Not Later
Even the parent who acknowledges she missed her turn may be inclined to reject
the simplest solution—making a U-turn and going back a block. Instead, it seems
“easier” to drive on looking for an around-the-block shortcut. If you’ve ever tried to “cut”
through a typical suburban neighborhood, you may be grinding your teeth right now in
memory of how that “straight-west” street led you into a labyrinth that finally spit you
out back where you entered—if not two blocks behind. Don’t let thoughts of “it would
waste time to retrace my steps” derail you into wasting even more time.

Use Information Sources With Discernment
If the example of getting lost while driving seems outmoded in the GPS age, know that
even your GPS can be wrong at times. And even if it isn’t, you can get into trouble
automatically turning the second it says “Turn,” if you don’t first check how close your
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car actually is to the new road.
The question of not believing everything you hear from your GPS—or everything
you read on the Internet, or everything you see on television—can be tricky: there are an
equal number of sad stories about people who dismissed their navigation system’s
guidance and insisted on going the way that looked better. Best rule of thumb: choose
information sources known for reliability, and listen to them—but keep your own eyes
open as backup, and double-check if you (or your family/passengers/supervisors) have
doubts.

Apologize as Needed—and Laugh at Yourself
And if you still make a huge, or at least an obvious, mistake? Don’t try to deny it:
people (including yourself) will respect you much more for acknowledging it. And
remember, most mistakes are more humorous than serious. This might make a great story
to tell your grandchildren someday!
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7 SECRETS OF EFFECTIVE DECISION-MAKING
The profession of parenthood is fraught with decisions. Are you being too strict,
or too lenient? What’s the right bedtime for what age? Should you or shouldn’t you listen
to that mother-in-law/neighbor/bestselling author who seems so confident that THE right
way to handle a situation is the opposite of your preferred approach?
The answer to that last question is: Listen, but don’t stop thinking for yourself.

1. Pay Attention to Your Instincts
This doesn’t mean your “gut reaction” is always right. But it does mean you
shouldn’t discount your own best judgment—or the years of firsthand experience behind
it—just because someone who “should know” offers generalized advice counter to what
you’ve found effective.

2. Know Your Children
Stay aware of how they handle responsibility, how they respond to
disappointment and discipline, when they seem ready to try something new. Everyone is
different: the identical decision may be a much-needed firm hand for one sibling and a
self-esteem crusher to another.

3. Leave Margin in Your Schedule
Rush and multitasking are the enemies of wise decisions, urging you to snatch up
the most expedient solution without considering alternatives and implications. At the very
least, stop what you’re doing and give a decision two full minutes of your attention
before making it.

4. Know Your Values
You’ll spend less time considering decisions, and make fewer bad ones, if you
know where you stand on the criteria that decisions are judged by. Make up your mind
you will always do the kind thing, the thing that manifests integrity, the thing that shows
respect for others and concern for the world, and you’ll be surprised how often the right
decision becomes instantly obvious.
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5. Invite Input
Try never to make a decision without considering the point of view of everyone
who will be affected, especially those under your authority. Your kids may not be any
happier about not being allowed to watch a midnight movie, but if they feel heard and
respected, they’re likely to at least cooperate without excessive fuss.

6. Don’t Be Afraid to Commit Yourself
While it’s unwise to make decisions without fair consideration, many people are
so terrified of choosing wrong that they bounce from “Yes, but” to “Yes, but” until the
wrong decision makes itself by default. If you’re completely hung up between two
alternatives, go ahead and flip a coin—then implement the “winner” immediately and
decisively. (One exception: if you flip a coin and have an “Oh, no!!” reaction to the
result, it’s okay to take that as a signal from your gut that the other choice is correct.)

7. Don’t Keep Trying to Make a Decision After It’s Been Made
In other words, don’t let yourself keep wondering, “Did I do the right thing?”
once a decision has been implemented past the point of no return. If you’re ultimately
dissatisfied with the results, you can learn from them, you can take action to mitigate
them—but fretting over what’s already past is nothing but a waste of time and energy. In
the long run, one of the most important decisions you can make is a decision not to insist
you always get everything exactly right the first time.
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KEYS TO ONLINE SAFETY AND RESPONSIBILITY
Remember when social media came in “chat rooms,” and kids were advised not to
share their real names with online strangers? Picture today’s middle school student trying
to grasp that concept.

The Basics of Safe Surfing
Although online threats are most likely to come from con artists and propaganda
propagators, it’s still wise for young Internet surfers (and their parents) to avoid exposing
person or property to unnecessary danger.
• Never accept an electronic “meet me somewhere” invitation from someone you
only know online.
• Keep your full address off your account.
• Use discretion in posting family-vacation plans. Even if your exact address isn’t
online, your name, hometown, and parents’ places of employment are enough for
someone to locate your unoccupied house.
• Never give out bank or credit-card information over anything but a private and
secure network.
• Don’t answer online pleas for “help”—even if they (allegedly) come from
contacts you know personally. Social media information can be copied into bogus
accounts.
• Keep most details of your family’s problems in the closed groups. There are
swindlers out there hunting for people desperate enough to throw money at false
promises of jobs or miracle cures.

Fight! Fight!
Also, don’t throw personal insults at anyone via the social network. While it’s
unlikely anyone will come around in the flesh to make you take it back, giving someone a
piece of your mind is never worth the immediate rush of gratification.
• It never convinces anyone they were wrong: if anything, it makes them mad
enough to dig in their heels even harder.
• It rarely gives you the last word, either. If the original poster doesn’t return the
insult, some other reader of the thread will. Find a better use of your time than
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•

getting drawn into an endless argument.
It generates a negative attitude that can carry over into other areas of your life.
You don’t really want to become a perpetual grumbler, do you?

(When you do comment on someone else’s thread, try to add something more
useful than a generic “Great idea!”)

What Shall I Post Today?
When originating threads yourself, do what you can to initiate productive,
positive discussions.
• A cheerful quote with bright graphics does a lot to spread happiness and hope.
• Don’t make all your images full-face “selfies”: show interest in the rest of the
world. Nature scenes go over well. So do pictures of people actually doing things,
such as preparing the family recipe you’re sharing.
• Most people these days don’t laugh enough. Put up something that evokes
chuckles, such as a picture of your dog in a zany pose. Or a laugh-at-yourself
story/image of “my first attempt at creating a papier-mâché sculpture.”
• If you reply to others’ comments on your threads, be genuinely appreciative of
advice and compliments. And as already noted, most points of disagreement are
best kept to yourself.
• Finally, never say anything online that you wouldn’t say onstage in a public
auditorium. Because you are speaking in public.
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WHEN YOUR FAMILY FACES MAJOR CHANGE
No one really likes change, even positive change. Any transition causes stress,
and improperly managed stress is a major factor in bad decisions, mental disorders, and
physical illness.
Children, well aware of their own limited power and not yet having grasped the
inevitability of change, are particularly vulnerable to anxiety and stress when the family
faces:
• A move to another city
• A parent’s loss or change of employment (even a promotion that alters income or
at-home hours)
• Parents’ divorce or remarriage
• The birth of a new sibling
• An older sibling’s leaving the nest
• An extended family member’s moving into the household
• A family member’s illness or death
At such times, you can get so busy dealing with your own stress that you have
little energy left to reassure your children. Which often leads to worse stress problems
that persist long after the original issue passes.
Here are some hints for coping yourself, while also helping your children feel
secure.

Call on Outside Help
If you’re short on friends and extended-family members not directly involved in
the transition, look to a religious congregation, a formal support group, a social services
agency, and/or someone you can pay to take maintenance duties off your hands. Don’t try
to handle the stress and all your old responsibilities alone, even if you’re ashamed of
whatever happened. You’ll be little help to anyone if you make yourself sick with anxiety
and exhaustion.

Reserve Some Attention For Your Kids
Children often are ignored amid the adult-sized demands of major transition.
Young minds frequently interpret this as “No one loves me anymore” or “This is all my
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fault.” Or, they start imagining horrible happenings far worse than the reality.
Whatever you’re struggling with personally, don’t push kids into the background
(or delegate them to a caretaker) without explanation. If you have real doubts about your
own ability to cope, get the whole family into professional counseling. Otherwise, take
time to sit down with the kids and let them know what’s happening, what adjustments
will be required, and how long it should last. Reassure them you’ll always love them,
nothing is their fault, and you’ll be there for them when needed.
Then, reserve additional time every day to reinforce that reassurance by giving
them your full attention. Also suggest ways they might help, but don’t saddle them with
responsibilities beyond their age and experience.

Take Care of Yourself, Too
While you definitely don’t want to ignore your children, neither should you
ignore your own needs. If you do, you’ll break under the pressure and give the kids more
to worry about.
Once or twice a week, take a two-hour break from your responsibilities. Leave the
kids with someone you trust (churches and Red Cross centers can provide referrals), and
indulge yourself in a long hot bath, a run on the beach, or a stroll in the park. In between
these breaks, make sure you (and everyone else) get adequate sleep, exercise, and healthy
food.
And remember, this too shall pass. Up to and continuing into that time, remind
yourselves daily how blessed you are to have each other and the other good things in your
lives.
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TALKING WITH KIDS ABOUT TOUGH ISSUES
Once upon a time, children’s natural innocence was preserved as long as
possible—which wasn’t always for the best. Many children fell victim to abuse because it
had never occurred to them that evil adults existed. When a guilty secret touched the
whole family, kids were aware that something was wrong, and inability to get an
explanation often led them to imagine things worse than reality. And several generations
of children, kept from the funerals of their grandparents, missed opportunities for closure.
Still, those often do feel like the “good old days” in an era where three-year-olds
in public restaurants are exposed to television images of bomb-maimed bodies. So how
can a parent protect kids from unnecessary trauma without leaving them totally
unprepared for hard reality?

Do Teach Basic Safety Skills
“Don’t talk to strangers” isn’t enough: many kids don’t grasp why friendly
strangers are no exception. But you needn’t go into gory details of what some “friendly”
strangers have done. Just emphasize that:
• You can’t always tell troublemakers from nice people by looking. (Kids may
relate best to this if you ask about peers who are popular and nasty.)
• Don’t believe everything people tell you. (Talking about personal experiences
with lying may help get it across that “There’s a family emergency and I was sent
to pick you up” can also be a lie.)
• Never go outside your neighborhood, or into a car or building, without telling an
adult first. Otherwise, with or without getting into trouble, you could cause
everyone a lot of worry.

Make Sure Kids Learn More From You Than From CNN
In these days of 24/7 media, you won’t be able to completely shield even
kindergarten-age children from life’s worst realities. Do what you can to reduce their
media exposure; but, more important, take every opportunity to educate them according
to your family values and according to real reality (not the disasters-are-the-rule-and-notthe-exception impressions generated by media).
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Let the Kids Set the Tone
When a child comes to you with a hard question, don’t brush it off with “You
aren’t old enough for that”: if they’re old enough to wonder about it, they’re old enough
to learn something about it. Start with a simple answer, then pause to see if they have
additional questions or comments. Let them do most of the talking. As a side benefit, if
the question is actually a lead-up to telling you about a real-life problem, you’ll hear
about it—and take the first steps toward a solution—sooner.
One final thing. Much as you (and they) might like it, you can’t really promise
kids that “I’ll make sure nothing bad ever happens to you.” Just let them know you’ll do
everything possible to protect them and to teach them to cope with tough situations
themselves. Then encourage them to nurture their confidence by trying new things
regularly. Ultimately, an inner confidence that “Whatever happens, we’ll get through it”
is better anti-trauma insurance than any verbal reassurance.
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DOES YOUR FAMILY HAVE SCAPEGOAT SYNDROME?
Often, the family “black sheep” is really a “scapegoat,” a convenient excuse for
other family members to deny their roles in various problems. The “scapegoat” may have
an obvious problem such as drug addiction or chronic truancy. Or s/he may just have had
the bad luck to be born at an inconvenient time, or to look like a hated relative.
Regardless of the cause, the “scapegoat” typically internalizes the “bad one” label
and makes misbehavior part of his or her identity. The “good” kids fare little better:
besides developing a negative attitude toward their “problem” sibling, they learn to dodge
blame and don’t learn to accept personal responsibility. In many families, scapegoat
syndrome continues to poison relationships decades after the children are grown.
Whatever ages your kids are, the best time to spot and stop any scapegoating tendencies
is immediately.

Your family may have scapegoat syndrome if:
•
•
•
•
•
•

In any difference of opinion between the kids, you always empathize with the
same child(ren).
Any child stands out from the others in any way—and you find that way
annoying, whether or not you can say why. Or, any child reminds you of a sibling
or other relative you disliked, or displays qualities you dislike in yourself.
You find yourself labeling your kids and using “always” and “never” to describe
their behavior: “He’s always in trouble.” “She’s a perfect angel.” “Tantrums are
an everyday thing for her.”
You “don’t know what to do with” any one child, and have all but given up
trying. Plus, you can’t remember the last time you were angry with the other
child(ren) for anything.
The “good” kids are all too eager to report misbehavior on the “bad” one’s part.
One child complains regularly that “I always get picked on.” (Yes, this is
sometimes just being a sore loser—but sometimes it’s the truth.)

If you recognize the above symptoms in your family, here’s what you can do:
•
•

Resolve to listen to and consider everyone’s side of the story in every
circumstance.
When an argument breaks out among the kids, keep your distance unless property
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•

•
•
•

damage or physical injury seems imminent. If anyone comes to you demanding a
judgment, tell them they’ll have to resolve their own differences of opinion.
If you feel you must get involved in an argument, send all parties into time-out to
cool down, regardless of what you see going on. Once things have calmed down,
assemble everyone and let them take turns explaining their points of view—
without ranting, interrupting, or accusations.
Make a strict house rule against “tattling” for minor offenses.
If you still struggle with scapegoat syndrome, or if you genuinely dislike any of
your children for any reason, get professional therapy (for the whole family, not
just for yourself and definitely not just for the “problem” child).
Be willing to accept your share of responsibility for any troublesome family
issues—and insist that all your kids do the same.
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ONE FAMILY MEMBER’S PROBLEM IS EVERYONE’S PROBLEM
Every therapist has stories of households struggling with debt/legal
problems/constant fighting/you name it, and of heads and co-heads of those households
who demand the therapist “fix” the one family member who’s the cause of it all, the one
who:
• Won’t stop drinking or using drugs
• Ran up all those credit card bills
• Is always picking fights with other family members or neighbors
Then, when the therapist asks how the rest of the household might be enabling the
problem, the self-appointed spokesperson is indignant: “What are you talking about?
He’s the problem!”
As Charles Schulz once said through his character Snoopy, “It never fails. Just
hint that some of their troubles might be with themselves, and they get mad at you!”
Still, a household is a unit. And when one family member has a problem—
whether of the extreme nature described above or involving more mundane struggles with
schoolwork or difficult friends—how the rest of the household reacts to that problem
affects how the person with the problem deals with it inside and outside the home.
Here are some ways you can help—and encourage other family members to
help—when your child (or spouse or extended-family member) has a problem.

Let Them Feel Safe Talking to You About Anything
Many a teenager has a huge problem that could have been stopped as a small one
if she hadn’t been afraid to confide in Mom or Dad. If you tell your kids, “Don’t ever
even think about doing this or that,” they won’t ask you for advice when that situation
comes up: they’ll rely on their own judgment or their friends’, when what’s needed is
mature perspective. Make it clear you will always listen empathetically and without
judging, however guilty your child feels and however disappointed she expects you to be.

Beware “Guilty Secrets Syndrome”
Many households have certain issues—from mental illness to teen pregnancy to
failing in school—they regard with an attitude of, “Not in this family—ever!!!” If it does
happen “in this family,” their idea of the next best thing is to hide it. No one’s saying you
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have to post all your family’s struggles on social media, but the “elephant in the room”
approach generates despair in the person with the problem, and strains relationships
inside and outside the home.
The message everyone needs to be clear on is that getting through this—
together—is more important than what anyone else thinks.

Don’t Forget the Rest of the Family
The opposite of the “guilty secret” approach is giving all the attention to the
person with the problem and forgetting that others in the household have needs and
concerns. Especially when one of several siblings is suffering through no fault of his
own, the other kids often stand miserably in the background, feeling neglected and
unloved but not daring to protest for fear of “Don’t you have any sympathy for your own
brother?!” reprisals. Of course there are periods when one person needs extra care, but do
make sure everyone gets individual attention on a regular basis. If the whole family
shares in coping with problems, the whole family also deserves to have individual needs
met!
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WHEN YOU HAVE A REBEL ON YOUR HANDS
While most kids respond well to kind-but-firm rules, occasionally you’ll meet a
youngster who seems determined to treat rules and authority figures as enemies to be
attacked. In extreme cases, professional therapy may be required. Often, however, a
rebellious attitude can be defused with discernment, persistence, and tough love.

Discernment: What’s the Cause? What Are the Child’s Real Needs?
Typically, parents confronted with willful and defiant behavior respond with
anger (“How dare she be so disrespectful?!”) or guilt (“Where did I go wrong in raising
him?”). Neither attitude is really helpful, leading to an all-out battle of wills on one hand
and halfhearted attempts at discipline on the other.
Consider, instead, what might really be contributing to the behavior and what
would provide real motivation to stop it:
• Are you, in fact, being unreasonable or overprotective? Some kids are natural
innovators and explorers: this may be hard on adult nerves, but it’s not “bad,” and
it can be channeled into all-around beneficial behavior.
• Could the child have a physical or mental illness? If it’s been a while since the
last doctor visit, scheduling one may be the first step toward resolving the
“rebellion.”
• Has there been a recent major change in the child’s life? Stressful events often
trigger “acting-up” behavior. In most cases, the “rebellion” will pass after
everyone adjusts. In the meantime, be patient and empathetic, and don’t demand
additional, unneeded adjustments.

Persistence: Be a Leader, Not a Pushover
Rebellious behavior can also be triggered by changes in parenting approaches. If
you’re a recent convert to the kind-but-firm approach after years of timidly letting your
kids do as they please, pushback is inevitable at the beginning. But the reverse can also
happen: an over-authoritative parent who has realized the value of allowing children
more freedom may face an initial tidal wave of kids testing the waters to extremes, or
venting anger they were long forbidden to express.
Don’t give up and revert to old habits. Commit yourself firmly to what you know
is best for everyone. The storm will pass: at heart, children know that reasonable limits
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are signs of love.

Tough Love: When All Else Fails
If you’re the unlucky parent whose child is determined to go her own way no
matter what, you can help by holding firm to these principles:
• Barring immediate life-or-death situations, let her take the consequences of her
actions—don’t bail her out to relieve your own pain.
• Provide support through prayer and through understanding the child’s real
needs—not through indiscriminate “help” that remedies an immediate problem
but helps a bigger one continue.
• Be clear about what you will and won’t do.
• When your child is ready to change, don’t load on the recriminations; let him take
primary responsibility for making amends.
• Don’t despair: many prodigals do come around eventually.
Whether rebellion issues in your family are minor and temporary, or extreme and
lengthy, remember this: You can’t force someone else to reform, but you can control your
own actions. Set a good example of empathy and responsibility, stick to your own values,
and one day you’ll likely find that your young rebel has grown into a capable, effective
adult.
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A PARENT’S GUIDE TO PLANNING
If you always planned things to the millisecond, chances are becoming a parent
cured some of that. Even if you’re blessed with a child who himself has a natural passion
for planning, his idea of the perfect get-up time or the perfect extracurricular activity
won’t necessarily suit your predetermined convenience.
Your job description as a parent includes:
• Knowing when to accommodate others and when to hold to your own plans
• Creating household routines that work for each individual and for the family as a
unit
• Teaching your children to be considerate of others and secure in their own unique
identities
Feeling overwhelmed yet? Read on to learn how to take some “whelm” out of
planning.

Accept That You Don’t Rule the Universe
Or even your own little corner of this planet. The most careful scheduling is no
guarantee against fender-benders or a three-year-old’s forgetting how to tie her shoes. If
your reaction to every glitch is, “How dare anything inconvenience me after I worked so
hard preparing for contingencies,” you’ll be too stressed to salvage the situation. You’ll
also be cranky with your children, which will make them less cooperative in the present,
and teach them bad habits for the future.

Have Basic Routines in Place
Even the most spontaneous people need the security of boundaries. If you
habitually cave under “just this once” whining, children start to wonder how much you
really care about your values—and about them.
If you don’t already have daily and weekly routines for meals, sleep, chores,
exercise, and outside activities, gather the family to contribute input and get some
routines in place. Hold a review-and-update session every six to twelve months.
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Respect Every Family Member’s Preferences
No question, when highly organized and highly spontaneous people share the
same household, there will be clashes. Especially if you have a household of four or five
heavy planners with one spontaneous type, or vice versa: the odd one out often winds up
wondering what’s wrong with him that he’s not eager to stick to the schedule (or drop
everything on a dime) like “normal” people.
If you’ve already purchased the concert tickets or invited the guests, that’s one
thing. But in general, skip the guilt trips and give everyone freedom to decide whether he
wants to run with the group or create his own schedule.

Do Have Long-Term Goals
You set the example here. Are you simply plodding along, or do you want to keep
learning and growing? Whatever isn’t growing is as good as dead.
Make a “bucket list” of what you’d like to achieve in your lifetime, and schedule
at least one step toward these goals every week. (If you’re stuck for a next step, write “1hour planning session” on your calendar and devote that time to describing your perfect
result, or living as if you’d already achieved it.) Teach your children to do the same,
cheer on their progress, and you’ll all benefit more than from any amount of “getting by”
planning. The real secret to effective planning is: have a vision for your passions and
purpose, and never let that vision be blurred by daily “duties.”
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WHEN YOUR CHILD HAS A “PROBLEM TEACHER”
•
•
•
•

What do you do if your child complains that a teacher:
sets unreasonably high standards?
is a dictator in the classroom?
plays favorites?
singles your child out for ridicule?

While your first impulse may be to give that teacher a piece of your mind,
remember there are two sides to every story. Most child-teacher conflicts are due to
resolvable issues.
Your child’s complaints may simply be due to a bad day that will be forgotten
next morning. Listen, interject empathetic comments (“That must have been frustrating”),
but don’t add fuel to the fire by agreeing that the teacher is a jerk. On the other hand,
don’t put your child on the defensive by taking the teacher’s side. After initial anger
subsides, you can provide gentle guidance in the form of “What might you do next time?”
questions.
If complaints about a teacher become frequent:

Pinpoint the Key Problem
Persistent grumbling may simply be a bad habit: note that if you complain about
your boss, your children will assume that knocking authority figures behind their backs is
normal. Try initiating daily conversations on “What did you like about school/work
today?” and see if that reduces complaints.
If you suspect the problem is more serious, first get the facts as objectively as
possible, then decide whether you need to personally talk with the teacher. If the latter:

Listen, Don’t Lecture
However unfair you think the teacher has been, going in swinging will make
things worse. Explain your family’s concerns objectively in “I” and “we” statements (no
accusations!), then ask the teacher for her side of the story. And then hear her out; do not
argue or correct until it’s your turn to speak again.
If you show empathy for the teacher, offer helpful suggestions rather than
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demands, and perhaps schedule a follow-up meeting to evaluate progress, things will
improve ninety percent of the time. However, if you find yourself dealing with a stubborn
individual, and the classroom situation only seems to get worse:

Consider Further Options
If the teacher refuses to consider anyone else’s side, you (and your child) have
three options:
• The “this too shall pass” approach. Often, the best solution is simply to stick out
the term: the next teacher should be an improvement. Keep encouraging your
child to practice patience, self-confidence, and self-care.
• The “irreconcilable differences” approach: changing classes, or even schools.
This is best reserved for situations that are adversely affecting your child’s overall
performance and self-image; you don’t want to imply that avoiding challenging
circumstances is the best approach to life.
• The “desperate times” approach: taking it to court. This is a last-resort option, to
be implemented only where literal abuse is involved and the school administration
refuses to take action. In such a case, first remove your child from the dangerous
situation (keeping him home from school if necessary).
Remember that such cases are the extreme exception, so don’t panic the first time
your child complains about a “tough teacher.” Concentrate on approaching the situation
objectively and reasonably, not only to resolve the immediate problem, but to teach your
child how to settle conflicts—that life lesson will prove valuable long after this year’s
class is a distant memory!
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HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF FROM “PARENTAL PANIC”
ATTACKS
She called it the phenomenon of “planning funerals that won’t happen today”: her
oldest child, his first driver’s license fresh from the printer, announced that the whole
brood was eager for a “kids only” outing. Mom’s gut reaction: “In my mind, pictures
started flashing of a terrible accident, a phone call from the police, planning a funeral,
and then thinking back to this moment when I could have said No. And it was that strange
sense that everything depended on me and the decisions that made me want to say: No.
Absolutely not. You will stay home today. You will all stay home forever. I have to keep
you safe.”
In this case, Mom gritted her inner teeth and—with much anxiety and prayer—
said Yes. And, of course, everyone returned safe and sound. But most parents can identify
with the terror of realizing a child has reached a new milestone of independence when
you weren’t looking—and with the temptation to cry out, “You’re my baby, and my
personal protection is the only thing standing between you and a horrible fate.”
Sometimes, the real horrible fate is that Mom makes a habit of actually acting on
that temptation, and the kid remains permanently dependent, still unwilling to look for a
job or live independently by age fifty-five.
So what should you do—besides force yourself to say Yes—when your intellect
says, “They’re ready,” but your emotions cry out, “What if?!”

Get Used to It in Advance
Like the stereotypical budgeting amateur thrown into a tailspin by, “Christmas
and its expenses are in December this year?!,” parents would be caught off guard less
often if they avoided “things are fine today, and they’ll always be just like this”
complacency. One way to guard against it: integrate “getting bigger” traditions into
milestone celebrations. Give birthday gifts that automatically confer new privileges. Turn
the assigning of lawn-care chores into a special new-responsibilities ceremony. Invite the
new driver to take the whole family out, on an agenda of her choice, right after receiving
the license.

Keep the Communication Channels Open
Make regular time to chat with your kids about their interests, dreams, and
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expectations. (Share yours, too!) If they mention something that sounds crazy or
frightening, ask questions to help them visualize how they would go about it and what
starter steps they could take right now. It may calm you down to realize they already
understand some of the risks; at any rate, a dream planned for is a dream safer (and more
likely) achieved.

Practice General Relaxation Techniques
Every life has its share of bad-news surprises, child-related and otherwise. You’ll
live a happier life, as well as being a more effective parent, if you regularly practice:
• Yoga, meditation, or other relaxation exercises
• Prayer, inspirational reading, and other spiritual activities
• Adequate sleep and leisure time
• Nurturing your own growth through hobbies, continuing education, and special
projects. Remembering that you’re more than just your kids’ parent will protect
you from loss-of-identity panic when they show signs of growing up—and keep
you content throughout the “empty nest” decades!
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SHOULD YOU LET YOUR KIDS EAT SWEETS? AND OTHER
QUESTIONS ABOUT CHILD-REARING PHILOSOPHIES
A couple came to a marriage counselor because the wife was “going crazy” over
her mother-in-law’s bossy attitude and the husband’s reluctance to get involved. Among
the complaints: “She’s always on my back about our parenting practices. She even tells
the kids she ‘wishes I could bring you candy like my grandmother always did for me, and
I don’t know where your mother got the idea you’d drop dead if you enjoyed a little
chocolate.’”
With or without annoying grandparents in the picture, typical parenting today is
more cautious than a generation or two ago—and differences of opinion can lead to ugly
clashes, even criminal prosecutions. What’s to be done?
Here are thoughts on a few common areas of dissension:

Free Play vs. Careful Supervision
Should kids be allowed to play outdoors unsupervised? The short answer is: Yes,
if your neighborhood is safe, if the kids are well versed in basic precautions, and
preferably if they have friends to play with (which also means your family isn’t standing
alone against the neighborhood).
There’s another “free play vs. supervision” question that’s common these days:
should “play dates” come complete with preplanned activities, or should you just turn the
kids loose to invent their own fun? Usually, the latter is preferable—you don’t really
want kids thinking life is all about following instructions—but if your children or their
friends are in the habit of vegging in front of screens, you might want to provide them
with some toys, art supplies, and/or active-game suggestions. (Once the momentum gets
going, though, step back and out unless you’re specifically invited to join in.)

Comfort-Food Snacks vs. Obesity Prevention
Children of past generations often ate fattening snacks, then went outside to run it
off. Part of today’s child-obesity epidemic is due to kids eating just as heavily, but being
confined indoors all day.
Certainly you should encourage the whole family to enjoy healthy foods—fresh
fruit and vegetables, fish, beans, whole-grain crackers—but you needn’t fear the
occasional luscious dessert if you encourage active lifestyles (even light eaters get flabby
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if they’re sedentary all the time) and if you balance total caloric intake with everyday
activity levels. (Remember to make allowances for growth spurts—and remember that
even with healthy foods, a normal helping for an adult may be too much for a child.)

Achievement for a Higher Purpose vs. Achievement for Achivement’s Sake
Few parents today spank a kid for bringing home a poor report card. However, it’s
not hard to find parents who harp on always coming in first. Other parents go to the
opposite extreme: afraid of hurting their children’s feelings, they never demand anything
of them. Both approaches have this in common: they convince children that challenge
equals unmitigated misery.
If you want your kids to appreciate the true joys of achievement, emphasize the
learning process and the greater purpose served (not the presumed security of a highpaying job, but the personal and social fulfillment of following one’s true gifts). However
“what’s done” in parenting may change, those are the values that never go out of fashion.

95 | P a g e

WHEN SOMEONE CRITICIZES YOUR PARENTING
Having children seems to invite unsolicited advice. Sometimes you feel the whole
world has already tried and convicted you for being a terrible parent:
• “That child doesn’t have enough sweaters on.”
• “You’ll give her a complex, being so strict.”
• “You’re way too lenient.”
• “You let your kids ‘just play’ and never organize any educational activities for
them? Aren’t you afraid they’ll fall behind their peers?”
Whether it comes from a mother-in-law or a stranger on the street, what may be
intended to express legitimate concern is far more likely to be taken as a personal insult.
Is there anything you can do to keep the self-styled parenting experts from eroding your
confidence—and perhaps convince them to shut up?

Know Your Values, Believe in Yourself
First, make sure you believe in your own parenting approach. If you assume
“everyone knows better than me,” of course your self-confidence will take a beating with
every criticism. Make up your mind what values you want your kids to grow up believing
in, and determine to let these values, not fear of others’ opinions, guide your parenting
decisions. Then, remember that every child has a unique personality, and that whatever
some psychology books imply, there’s more than one approach to teaching responsibility
or honesty. Never mind what “everyone else” does: you’re the expert on your children
and how they respond to specific techniques.

Stay Out of Arguments
However effective your way is in practice, you’ll still meet outsiders with “this is
good, that’s bad, period” attitudes. Often, all you need do is walk on or change the
subject. A persistent stranger can be dismissed with a firm, “Thank you, and good day.”
With a persistent neighbor or relative, you may have to be a little more direct: “I know
you mean well, but this way works for our family.”
What you don’t want to do is get
defensive or start an argument. Once voices and accusations are raised, all chances of
changing someone’s mind or agreeing to disagree fly out the window. Even if you get the
last word, the other party will leave convinced that you are unreasonable not only with
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your children but also with everyone else.

Give Yourself Permission to Be Imperfect
However much you practice sticking to your own values, you will occasionally
slip and do the wrong thing. When this happens, don’t beat yourself up: that will only
undermine your self-confidence and make you more sensitive to future criticisms.
Contrary to popular anxious imaginings, one loss of temper won’t irreversibly damage
your children’s psychological makeup. Especially if you set them an example of
apologizing and bouncing back.
Ultimately, what makes a good parent isn’t doing every little thing just right.
What makes you a good parent is being consistently loving, understanding, and
dependable. Parenting trends come and go, but the simple act of being there for your kids
holds timeless value.
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HOW TO ENCOURAGE POSITIVE THINKING WHEN YOU’VE
SET A POOR EXAMPLE
A book was published in 1993 with the title Getting Your Kids to Say “No” in
the ’90s When You Said “Yes” in the ’60s. A generation later, whether your greatest fear
for your children involves socially destructive behavior or low self-esteem, the basic
dilemma remains: Kids do as you do, not as you say. Even if you stopped doing it long
ago, they may use your past record against you when you try to keep them from doing it.
So how do you influence your children toward the good when you’re ashamed of your
own record?
Let’s say you’ve been a lifelong grumbler, always fretting over what the world’s
coming to, moaning about how nothing ever goes right for you. Now, you’re seeing your
children exhibiting the same habits—expecting the worst, putting themselves down,
rarely trying anything new for fear of failure—and it hurts to see them making
themselves so unhappy. You want them to believe in their own potential and have hope
for the future, but how can you encourage them in the right direction after telling them by
example that pessimistic is the way to be?
First, stop setting that example. If you continue in your own pessimistic ways, it
will do little good to tell your children verbally that they can expect good things, even if
you criticize only yourself and not the larger world. If by your own admission you’re
rarely right about anything, why should they trust your opinion of their potential?
That’s not to say changing the negativity habit is easy—plus, if you start off by
vowing, “I’ll never complain again in my life,” you’re likely to slide back into even
firmer pessimism when “never again” proves impossible. There are better ways to ease
from pessimism into optimism:
• Keep a daily list of things you’re thankful for (including your children). Phrase
those things positively; beware of “at least it could be worse” syndrome, which
will mostly reinforce the idea that life tosses you the crumbs. “Could be worse”
talk will probably also lead you into the habit of worrying that things will get
worse.
• Take care of your physical health. If your body feels lousy from poor sleep or
poor nutrition, your brain will find it all the harder to feel good.
• Smile and stand tall, whether you feel like it or not. Eventually, your inner
feelings will catch up with your outer expression.
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•
•
•

Say positive things. When you slip into negativity, quickly correct it by stating
two or three positive things that counter your complaint.
Don’t dwell on lost opportunities. Instead, make good use of lessons learned.
Above all else, don’t beat yourself up with more negativity when you relapse into
a bad mood. Pick yourself up and go on. Instead of, “I’ve failed again; I’m just a
hopeless grumbler,” say, “I’m a growing, developing human like everyone else,
and learning better habits is both possible and worth the work.”

Ultimately, your children will be more influenced toward positive thinking if they
witness your own process of changing for the better. Your example is now telling them
that no one is hopeless and that perseverance pays off. What could better model
optimism?
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COULD I POSSIBLY BE AN ABUSIVE PARENT?
The concept of child abuse has been little considered throughout much of history.
In fact, the first known child-abuse conviction, in 1874, was prosecuted under animal
protection laws because no one could find a law that specifically forbade parents to beat
children until they bled.
Well into the twentieth century, disciplining children with “razor straps” was
taken for granted. And though psychologists by the 1970s were questioning the
effectiveness of any form of spanking, it was several more years before anyone
denounced physical punishment as immoral or criminal—an opinion still far from
universally accepted. And now, cases of verbal and emotional abuse, where parents
“beat” their children with ugly words, are gaining increased attention.
So just how guilty should you, the well-intentioned but confused twenty-firstcentury parent, feel about yelling at your kids or sending them to bed without supper?
Are you obligated to turn yourself in to the authorities because you impulsively slapped a
fresh mouth?
Not exactly. If you have enough conscience to question your actions, the first
person to talk to is a family counselor or therapist. Which you should do if:
• You’ve ever struck your child hard enough to leave a visible injury.
• You have symptoms of alcohol or drug addiction.
• You catch yourself spitting personal insults at your children or blaming them
for your mistakes.
• You get irrationally angry when your children “act their age” or fail to do
everything perfectly.
And no, you shouldn’t expect yourself to do everything perfectly either. Including
disciplining your children. The basics of discipline without abuse are:

Leave Room to Trust Your Own Judgment
Don’t automatically accept everyone else’s opinion of the best way to discipline
children in general. You’re in the best position to know what your kids respond to.

When in Doubt, Don’t Spank
It’s generally agreed that physical punishment, if used at all, is best administered
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in extreme circumstances and with objective judgment (not in the heat of anger). If your
motive is to “show him who’s boss,” the main lesson your child will learn is that might
makes right.

Let Children Learn Their Own Lessons
•
•
•

If they do something foolish but not dangerous, let them find out by direct
experience what happens. The lesson will stick better than if you cut them off and
try to teach it verbally.
Ask their input when establishing house rules, and make sure everyone
understands those rules. It’s frustrating on both ends when you crack down
arbitrarily or expect your kids to automatically “know better.”
If someone is heading into serious trouble, do take action to stop them, but don’t
limit your explanation to “because I said so.” Even if they don’t always agree
with your reasons, they shouldn’t base their lives on “just following orders.”

Manage Stress in Everyone’s Life
•
•
•
•

Don’t overload schedules.
Let everyone get enough sleep.
Keep expectations reasonable.
Make time to give each other your full attention.

Stressed-out people are more likely to behave rebelliously and abusively. Make
staying calm part of your family’s regular routine, don’t tense up trying to be a “perfect”
parent, and life will be much more pleasant for everyone!
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BALANCING PARENTING WITH A FULL-TIME JOB
Every mother has to deal with the question, “Should I get a job/keep my job, or do
the kids need me at home?” Even if she knows what’s best for her family, there are
always know-it-alls eager to tout their way as the way:
“How can you abandon your babies to a day-care system? That’s how kids grow
up to be delinquents and drug addicts!”
Or,
“You’re letting your husband bring home all the income in this day and age? He’ll
treat you like property. What example does that set for your daughter?”
Fathers get it too:
“You work too many hours. You’re neglecting your family.”
Or,
“I can’t believe you’d turn down a promotion to spend more time at home. How
do you expect your family to survive on your current salary?”
The first rule of being a good worker and a good parent is to not let outside
judgments bully you into feeling guilty. (A life coach or spiritual counselor can help you
work out legitimate uncertainties.) Beyond that, here’s what you can do to nurture a
healthy family life when you work full-time outside your home:

Get the Kids’ Input
Granted, you have final say on when your children are old enough to stay home
alone, or on what day care center to use. But often the children themselves are better
judges of the situation than you think. Hear them out on their own preferences and
reasons. Their friend’s house across the street from the school, which you’d never have
thought of, may be the best place to spend their afternoons!
If children object to your working at all, find out why. Most likely it’s simple fear
of change, which can be alleviated by planning special times together and emphasizing
the privileges of growing up. And if there’s a real problem with a child-care arrangement,
best to find out early and do something about it.

Divide Up the Chores
If you’ve always done everything—from cooking dinner every night to picking up
other people’s toys—your family will take that arrangement for granted, and may not
even suspect how hard it is on a working parent. Call a family meeting to decide who can
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do what around the house (including putting away their own things instead of tossing
them on the floor) and what needn’t be done at all. If you still can’t keep up, consider
budgeting for professional cleaning services.

Stay Close
Let your kids know they can come to you at any time with any problem. Never let
those “somethings” which “come up” at work (nor relaxing after work) be more
important than keeping a promise. And remember, the number of hours you’re at home
ultimately matters less than how present you are during those hours: the “too busy to
listen” problem—complete with the unpleasant situations kids get into without easy
access to parental advice—afflicts stay-at-home parents as well.
Yes, you can have your full-time job and a fulfilling family life too. The secret is
using the highest standards (which do not include “highest standard of living”) to guide
your decisions on both ends.

For a complimentary 30-minute consultation
with Debbie Elder,
contact DElder@ShadyOakPrimary.com

For more information, contact us at
Shady Oak Primary School
600 Main St. Richmond, TX 77469
www.shadyoakprimary.com
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