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THE REAL SECRETS OF HAPPINESS
Besides our physical needs—food, shelter, water—we all have four basic
psychological needs. Children—and adults—who live with these needs unmet are not
happy, and unhappy people have little desire to grow, learn, or develop.

Psychological Need #1: Love
Your children need family and community that love them, care for them, and
contribute to their sense of belonging. You show this type of love when you commit your
time and energy to staying involved in their lives every day.

Psychological Need #2: Power
No one benefits from dictatorial power over others, but everyone needs personal
power-to-make-a-difference—the sort of power we experience when we know there are
things we do well. Your children need to have their skills acknowledged every day, and
to feel good about what they do. A good way to help provide this sense of personal power
is to allow your children ongoing opportunities to reinforce their skills and practice their
natural talents.
Psychological Need #3: Fun
Kids are naturally good at having fun, but too often this gift is stifled by older
family members who have “no time” for pleasure, enjoyment, discovery, and laughter. I
have many years of experience re-teaching burnt-out adults the basic concepts of fun that
refresh and renew our energies. We’d have fewer grown-ups with this problem if we
stopped feeding our children a one-sided message of “work hard and be serious.”
Besides, if “growing up” means the end of fun, how can we blame our kids for wanting to
stay immature? Look daily for ways to enjoy yourself and be a little silly—with your
family and in sight of your family.

Psychological Need #4: Freedom
Freedom is a big issue for kids. They crave, and need, daily opportunities to
personally choose how they will meet their own needs for love, power, and fun. Freedom
means the ability to make decisions and act decisively.
Personal example: On a good day, I can meet all four of my psychological needs
before 6:30 in the morning. My neighbor and workout partner, Teresa, is my friend (love
need met when I go over there in the morning). Teresa is also an orthodontist who works
with teenagers, and her patients can get careless with their braces and rubber bands, so
she calls on my behavioral expertise (power need met) as we brainstorm during our
workout about how to help them stick to the program. We always enjoy our shared
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workouts (fun need met), and this hour is very important to me as a time to do something
for myself before the daily responsibilities begin (freedom need met). So you see, it’s not
that hard to work the meeting of all four basic psychological needs into an ordinary day’s
routine.
I encourage you and your children to run through a mental checklist at the end of
each day: Did your needs get met? If not, why? What was missing? What can you do
differently tomorrow to better meet your needs? Besides ensuring that needs get met
regularly, this exercise helps children learn to recognize and articulate their needs. Show
them how to read the signals they get from their brains and bodies; how to care for
themselves without infringing upon anyone else’s needs; and how to plan and take action.
As a bonus, when your psychological needs are a regular priority, you’ll
automatically find yourself meeting your physical needs better.

#Love

#Freedom

#Fun
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BREAKING THE UNHAPPINESS HABIT
I work with a lot of unhappy parents: people who feel they have no worthwhile
skills, traits, or possessions—or just that something is lacking in their lives. If that sounds
like you, know that your children can see your unhappiness and are learning by example
to concentrate on the “lacks” in their own lives.
The best way to break the unhappiness habit is to start handling your life as
though you were already the person you want to be. If you act like “the right” person, you
can concentrate on your strengths and put them to good use, compensating for your
weaknesses, seeing areas where you can develop your character, and taking the right
action steps.
Here are a few hints for starting in the right direction:
• Stop questioning your decisions: give yourself credit for making the best possible
choices you can with the resources you have. Act like the person you want to be,
confident and free from regret.
• Tell yourself daily, “I like myself and I trust my decisions.” Your self-esteem will
increase, and you will find it easier to set and achieve realistic goals.
• Think optimistic thoughts and say optimistic words. It isn’t always easy, but it
makes a difference in your body awareness, your actions, your energy, and your
willingness to stretch yourself.
• Pay attention to the music you listen to, the books you read, and the movies you
watch. Choose input that will build you up and encourage your optimism, helping
you further toward becoming the person you envision.
• Keep active. When you get into the flow of things you enjoy, you toss off the
handicap of perceived limitations. “Achievement” becomes unimportant; hours
feel like minutes. Add activities you love into every day’s schedule.
• Exercise your self-control. It gives balance to your life and equips you to respond
(not just react) to circumstances, keeping your behavior well-planned and welltimed. People who neglect this feed their own unhappiness because their impulse
reactions set off unpleasant events with lasting repercussions.
• Do something for somebody else. Volunteering is an excellent way to increase
happiness, and almost always benefits the volunteer as well as the recipient.
• Lastly, resolve those inner conflicts. Either lose those last ten pounds or be happy
and content with the body you have. Just sitting around wishing things were
different is a time-wasting struggle that only hampers overall change. Happiness
means doing your best and accepting the rest.
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TAKE THE THANK-YOU-NOTE CHALLENGE
When was the last time you sent someone a handwritten thank-you note? If you
can’t remember, at least you’re in good company. The age-old tradition of sending oneto-three-paragraph notes, personally written, is today seen mostly as something you do in
response to an expensive gift from an older relative who was raised on the tradition and
would be offended to receive anything less. In most cases, it seems less trouble to just
buy and sign a preprinted “thank you” card—or to thank someone by text, email, or
Facebook post.
But people are still human, and they love to know that you see them as deserving
more than can be checked off a to-do list in five minutes. If you want to really make an
impression on someone, send a handwritten note of appreciation. It takes just a few
minutes, and the effect is lasting.
You don’t even need a special occasion or recent favor to work from. Decide
today to thank your old friends and other important people just for being in your life.
When writing your notes, be as specific as possible: let people know exactly why they are
special to you. Recount how they impacted your life; review the aspects of their
personalities you find most attractive. Acknowledge the special skills these people
possess, and everything you admire about them.
Next, consider your business contacts. No doubt you keep in touch with them by
phone and email, and you probably send occasional “Thank you for choosing us” cards to
your larger client base; but there is also a place for genuine, handwritten, snail-mailed
notes. Mary Kay Ash, the founder of Mary Kay Cosmetics, made a habit of writing three
such notes every day, and always believed that this practice contributed to the incredible
growth of her company. By taking time to personally write out your thoughts and
feelings, you build rapport and make a great impression—a far better use of time than
squinting over your PR budget and moaning about how difficult it is to distinguish
yourself in the marketplace! Whether you are acknowledging a first-time meeting with a
potential client, following up on a sale, or acknowledging someone’s taking half an hour
to share coffee and referrals, saying “thank you” never goes out of style.
And even if you aren’t in business, you’re part of the world of commerce. How
often does the average store clerk or apartment groundskeeper get even a verbal “thank
you” for good service, even from people she interacts with every week?
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Today, I invite you to take the “thank-you note” challenge. Starting now, write
three thank-you notes each day for forty days. Invite your children to join you and send
notes to their teachers, club leaders, best friends, and older relatives—you may well be
the first person on their list. Get everyone in the habit of practicing appreciation, and
watch how much love, prosperity, and attention it brings into your lives!
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HOW TO BE A TRUE FRIEND
How often do you think about the importance of friendship to your sense of wellbeing? How often do you experience the joy of having someone call with a cheering
word; run to congratulate you on a victory; or stay there for you when your mood remains
surly and off-putting for days? And how often do you do as much for your friends?
A true friend can bridge any gap and help you weather any storm. A true
friendship that stands the test of time is a rare blessing. We all have colleagues,
coworkers, associates, acquaintances, and family members, but how many of them
deserve the title of “true friend”?
Anyone who answers “none” probably hasn’t learned the old proverb attributed to
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The only way to have a friend is to be one.” Too many of us
grow up without ever learning to be a true friend. Parents: know that your own friendmaking skills (or lack thereof) are a model for your children; and besides teaching them
to be good friends themselves, you need to show them how through your own interactions
with them, as well as with your adult friends and family.
Let’s look closely at three qualities of a true friend:

A True Friend Listens With a Capital “L”
True friends not only pay attention to what you are saying (which is exceptional
enough in a world with more than its share of chatterboxes): they hear what is not being
said, the needs hidden behind the verbal communication. True friends know when to
advise, when to correct, when to brainstorm with you, when to be a sounding board for
your ideas, and when to just keep quiet and let you talk. They care as much about your
problems as you do, and they offer their own resources freely toward the solutions you
decide on. Give your children the opportunity to observe this type of exchange: be a good
listener with them, especially, and they will catch the habit from you.

A True Friend Is Unfailingly Trustworthy and Loyal
True friends always have your back and will stand by you no matter what. When
they share advice, they do it with your best interests in mind, never to criticize for
criticism’s sake. Such a friendship is built on a history of shared experiences that bind us
together and keep us connected. Children, as they mature, need to be encouraged to think
about the needs of others and anticipate ways to help. Discuss with them different ways
they can demonstrate loyalty.
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A True Friend Has Fun With You
Friendships should be fun! With a true friend, you know it is safe to be yourself.
There is a sense of comfort and spontaneity that comes with being understood, accepted,
and loved. You feel better together than when you are apart; together you can have fun
and find adventure anywhere. Make your children’s friends welcome under your roof, let
them make noise and occasional messes, and model being a generous host.
Being a true friend is an honor and a privilege everyone should have. Get an early
start on teaching your children the art of friendship!
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THE FAMILY YEAR
Especially when your children are small, it pays to regularly capture the joys of
family togetherness—and to plan for it. If you possibly can, reserve at least two days a
month for time together as a family. Below is a baker’s-dozen list of activity ideas: one
for each month of the year, plus a bonus idea for annual special occasions.
But remember: It isn’t true family time unless your full human selves are in it.
Beware of the “together alone” trap where everyone goes about with attention on a
separate smartphone, and beware equally of “finish-the-list” mentality that would rather
photograph ten major landmarks in an hour than take fifteen minutes to appreciate one
good view.

January
For the month of new beginnings, share resolutions, and hopes for the coming
months, over a leisurely family dinner. Include goals for the family as a whole.

February
Everyone’s mind is on valentines and love. Make a favorite dessert and hot
chocolate, and take turns sharing one thing you love about every other family member.

March
The world turns green for St. Patrick’s Day and the coming of spring. Take a
nature walk together and look for signs of new growth.

April
Both nature and people are at their most playful. Go for a wild romp outdoors, or if April
showers are too heavy for that, share an afternoon of jokes and comedy clips.

May
Mother’s Day and Memorial Day both remind us to appreciate those who have
done the most for us. Join a service project to give something back to the larger
community.

June
The traditional month of roses. Gather flowers as a family, and share supper
outdoors after decorating the table with the day’s pickings.

July
Between Independence Day and the height of summer, outdoor fun is on
everyone’s mind. Pack a big picnic and drive a few hours out of town—without a set
destination, stopping every half hour just to let the kids (and yourself) run uninhibited
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through the fields.

August
The hottest month of the year demands cool fun. Head to the nearest swimming
pool, or stay in the back yard and enjoy old-fashioned romping under a lawn sprinkler.

September
The traditional back-to-school month emphasizes “new starts” and planning almost as
much as the New Year. The evening of the first post-Labor-Day homework assignment,
share over dinner three new things you each want to learn and why they will prove
useful.

October
Halloween makes this a month of imagination and make-believe. Share a family
night around the fire and see who can make up the scariest/funniest/weirdest story; or tell
a group story with everyone adding a “what happened next” in turn.

November
Whatever your Thanksgiving plans, give the “thanks” part more than brief
attention. Have everyone grow a longer gratitude list for a full week (or two or three) in
advance, adding things as they come to mind. Gather after dinner to read the lists in full.

December
This is the month for “peace on earth” as well as active celebrations. Schedule a
“peace night” to do nothing but sit together by candlelight.

Birthdays and Anniversaries
Let the honoree(s) pick a favorite activity, and include “thank you just for being
you” and “something great you did this year” presentations from other family members.
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ALL KIDS WANT FOR CHRISTMAS IS YOU
Toss out the word “Christmas” in a word-association game, and chances are
“family” will be among the responses. What could be more traditional than Christmas
with family—those who live in your home and those who make long trips to see you?
So why are so many parents snapping at their out-of-school children to get out
from underfoot? Why are we abandoning the trimming-the-tree-together tradition, and
buying pre-decorated trees? Why has “saving time” and “getting everything just right”
become the new Christmas spirit?
And as for another classic family tradition—visiting Santa at the mall—take a
good look at the next Santa’s-lap line you pass, and see faces of all ages reflecting only
impatience and annoyance.
Chances are, if most of those kids dared ask Santa for what they really wanted, it
would be “Tell Mommy and Daddy to smile more and play with me more.” That means
more to any child than eight stockings of presents.
The most valuable present is your presence. But you can’t give it when infected
with the hustle-and-bustle virus that tells you December will be wasted without boughtout stores and a “Best-Decorated House” award. However far you’ve already gone this
year, inoculate yourself with these tips that will also help you get (and stay) in the
Christmas spirit:
• Limit yourself to one or two all-adult parties; include the kids in everything else.
Take them along when viewing holiday lights or shopping at the outdoor
Christmas market. Let them help greet your guests, hang the mistletoe, and set the
table for the big dinner—without a word about “neatness” or “hurry.”
• Tailor activities to the youngest member of your family. If you worry about your
toddler wandering away in crowds, watch the big parade on television and pass
around homemade cocoa. If your seven-year-old bores easily, plan on staying at
the community festival for forty-five minutes instead of three hours. Never mind
what you’ve “always” done. Your kids will only be this age for a small part of
your life.
• Limit time in crowded places such as events and malls. Not just because young
children get cranky—and sometimes lost—amid bustle and noise, but because it
isn’t real family time if you’re surrounded by strangers. Don’t be so eager to show
your kids every possible bit of “fun” that you forget the joys of being home
together and sharing apple cider, singing carols, reading the Christmas story, or
just watching the fireplace. Anyone with children under twelve should plan at
least three quiet family times for every outing (one night a week with kids twelve
and older).
I mentioned that this was also a “how to get yourself in the Christmas spirit” list.
That’s because you also need quieter periods and family togetherness so your soul can
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recover from “acquire and achieve” attitudes. Christmas was, from the beginning, a
spiritual holiday in the best sense. Let’s all do our part to keep it that way.
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HOW TO HAVE A TRULY MERRY CHRISTMAS
“Merry Christmas” may have been replaced by “Happy Holidays” as the standard
November–December greeting in our multicultural society, but if your family celebrates
Christmas proper, you no doubt hope to stay merry without falling victim to the stress
that can spoil a holiday under any name. (You can adapt the following tips to any
holiday, any time of year.)

Remember the True Meaning of the Day
“Keep Christ in Christmas” may be a bit clichéd, but it’s still a worthwhile
principle. Even if your family isn’t particularly religious, read and meditate on the
original Christmas story and the images it evokes: simple settings, peace and goodwill,
eagerness to share, finding joy in the midst of inconvenience and interruptions. No hint
here of bad tempers, feeling obligated to get everything “perfect,” or striving to impress
others with the fanciest decorations or most elaborate party.

Avoid Holiday Overload
•

•

•
•

Even if you’re a born social butterfly, you don’t have to attend every Christmas
party or festival, let alone drag less social family members along with you. Give
yourself at least two nights a week for at-home family time, or private reading, or
anything that allows for savoring a little peace and quiet.
Be careful what you put in your mouth! The price of enjoying yourself shouldn’t
be a bellyache, a hangover, or an unwanted ten pounds. Take small portions, and
take time to enjoy every bite. (Another good reason for weekly at-home nights:
you can serve light meals to balance the feasts you do indulge in.)
If you have a long list of friends and relatives, do your shopping online and have
gifts shipped directly to recipients. Or just send electronic greetings.
Even with your closest friends and relatives, don’t feel obligated to buy expensive
gifts: bargain-price stores and resale shops have great options too, so give
yourself the present of a well-balanced budget.

Celebrate in a Way That Brings You Joy
There’s a story of a woman who cut every Christmas ham in half before putting it
in the pan, because that was the way she’d always seen it done by her mother, who’d seen
it done that way by her mother, who’d seen it done that way by her mother. When
someone finally got curious enough to track down the origins of that “tradition,” it turned
out Great-Grandma simply owned no pans large enough to hold a whole ham.
Some people keep up Christmas traditions for reasons that are worse than silly:
they hate that fruitcake recipe and so does everyone in their household, but they keep
baking it because they were conditioned in childhood to believe that’s what you eat on
December 24. Or they ache all over just thinking about putting up all those fancy
decorations again, but can’t stand the thought of having a simple tree next to their
neighbors’ showy display.
What kind of a celebration is it to willingly make yourself miserable? Find menus,
traditions, and events you and your loved ones genuinely enjoy, and never mind what
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anyone else does or thinks.
Merry Christmas to all, and to all a joyful and prosperous New Year!
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THE WORLD OF HYGGE: BRINGING COZINESS INTO WINTER DAYS
If “hygge” (pronounced HOO-guh) sounds like a word from another language—it
is. It’s Danish, and one of those words that have gained popularity without changing their
original form because of connotations that are impossible to translate in fewer than a
dozen words. Derived from older Scandinavian and Germanic words for “think” or
“consider,” hygge means, to both Danes and Americans, a sense of joyful coziness and
cheer that can only be found in small (usually family) gatherings where everyone feels an
equal part of the group spirit. If the atmosphere just outside is cold and dark and bleak (as
it generally is in Denmark in December)—so much the better, as it only strengthens the
coziness and warmth and light by contrast.
For those of us in southeast Texas, winter rarely gets bleaker than sunset at 5
p.m., temperatures in the high thirties Fahrenheit, and one in five trees going bare. But
that doesn’t make it impossible to bring a little hygge into our winters.
• Turn down the heater and snuggle under a real comforter or quilt, by night or by
day. Get a cheerfully decorated comforter for the best sense of coziness.
• Make a favorite soup or hot drink on the stove, rather than always heating
everything in the microwave. Stovetop-warmed treats create the best and longestlasting aroma.
• Share a home-cooked hot meal. Let the whole family help make it. It doesn’t have
to be elaborate to the point of exhaustion—indeed, simplicity is best suited to the
spirit of hygge. Find one basic from-scratch recipe (chocolate cake, cornbread,
vegetable soup, or something you loved making as a kid) and make it the focal
point of the meal; side dishes can be as out-of-a-can as you like, so long as they’re
served on attractive plates.
• Light a candle. In these days of fire-hazards awareness, even the traditional
Hanukkah menorah is turning to electric candles—but if you’re careful about
keeping inflammable materials away and not leaving candles unattended, there’s
no reason you shouldn’t enjoy a real flickering-flame light at the family dinner
table or in your living room. Scented candles are popular, tall ones are elegant—
but even a squat white candle conveys a sense of personalized comfort you can’t
get from electric illumination. Turn off all other lights to appreciate the full effect.
• Snuggle together. Hygge isn’t hygge without good company. Seat your whole
family around the fireplace or Christmas tree (if you can share seats and blanket
wraps, all the better); bring out some cookies and hot drinks; and tell stories or
sing songs. However dark it gets outside, the spirit of cheer will rule inside!
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SIMPLE WAYS TO MAKE HOMEWORK MORE FUN
Traditionally, kids have regarded homework” and “fun” as the most contradictory
of terms. Homework is a thief of free time, an exercise in tedium, an excuse for parents
and teachers to pile on impossible expectations and claim “someday you’ll thank us.”
Children don’t care about “someday.” They want to enjoy themselves now.
Well, it may come as an all-around surprise, but homework and enjoyment don’t
have to be mutually exclusive.

Plan the Homework Schedule Together
First, understand that there’s nothing unreasonable about a student, having just
completed six hours in a classroom, wanting a break before doing any more work. Kids
forced to always finish “homework before play” not only associate school with endless
hard labor, they usually accomplish less—and with more difficulty—than students
allowed unstructured leisure time after school.
That said, it’s an equally poor idea to just leave the kids to do homework “when I
get around to it”—which usually means procrastination and rushing through at the last
minute. Instead, let your kids pick one daily half-hour period when they’ll be most ready
to work, and help them establish a daily routine to fit homework into that time slot.
(Note: if an elementary-school child consistently needs more than thirty minutes
to finish a day’s homework—despite starting fresh and motivated—take a serious look at
any possible learning difficulties and at the school’s expectations.)

Have a Special Study Space
If you’ve ever added a personal touch to an office or cubicle, you know work is
more enjoyable when its space includes a bit of unique you. So take your kid shopping
for a special homework desk, and let him make a few arts and crafts to decorate it. Make
sure seating and ambient temperature are comfortable; add a special pen or mouse pad to
work with; and homework will take on fresh appeal.

Include a Special Post-Homework Activity in the Schedule
“Now you can go out and play” or “Now it’s time for bed” isn’t really a
satisfactory follow-up to homework—at best, it reinforces the idea that assignments are
just something to be gotten through on the way to something more enjoyable. The
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“enjoyable” will feel more an inherent part of the homework if you end each work period
with a family game, a favorite snack, or an evening reading session—something that
winds everything up with a sense of satisfaction.

Stay Nearby
Not hovering over the student offering unsolicited “help,” but as a comforting
background presence. Doing some “homework” of your own—committee notes,
household chores, craft projects—is ideal. (Don’t, however, turn on a video file or do
anything else to actually distract your young co-worker!)

A Note to Teachers
As the one who assigns the homework, you have special opportunity to make it
enjoyable. A few tips:
• Include exercises for all skills: creative, literary, memorization, and mathematical.
• Don’t always give everyone the identical assignment. Help them modify work to
suit individual tastes.
• Have daily class discussions to compare challenges and insights from the previous
night’s assignments.
If you yourself have been seeing homework as a necessary evil, start thinking of it
as a fun opportunity—and watch your students’ attitudes change to match!
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NEW SCHOOL YEAR, NEW FRIENDS: HINTS TO SHARE WITH YOUR
CHILDREN
Your children may be blessed with natural “magnetism” that attracts friends
almost uncannily. On the other hand, they may be shy and introverted—in which case,
especially if they’re about to enter a new grade or a new school, learning the following
points will be a big help to them.
Caution: Unless the kids feel you like them, they’ll have a hard time believing that
new acquaintances could. If you have any of the following habits—
• Picking out imperfections in a child’s accomplishments
• Nagging children to live out your dreams for them, without considering their
natural talents and preferences
• Harping on the alleged importance of being “popular” (however you define that
word)
• Immediately jumping to “rescue” your children from any hint of struggle or
unfairness, as though you didn’t trust them to handle anything themselves
–better apologize to your kids right now, and commit to changing, if you want their
friend-making skills to improve.
On to the “how to make friends, for kids” section:

Be a Friend to Yourself
If you keep telling yourself you’re unlikable—even if you never say it out loud—
you’ll soon have everyone else believing it. Don’t compare yourself to “popular” kids:
they probably have problems you don’t know about. Know what you do well and enjoy
doing, and spend lots of time doing it—and don’t let anyone tell you that you should
prefer what “everyone else” enjoys.

Keep Your Eyes and Mouth Turned Up
If you go around staring at the ground and scowling, you’re telling others, “Don’t
talk to me”—and they won’t. Learn to walk with confidence and to smile at people.
Don’t mumble, either; say, “Hi, great to see you” like you mean it.

23 | P a g e

Learn About Others
Start with their names: just being the kid who never mispronounces a name will
give your popularity an amazing boost. Then, get in the habit of asking others about their
concerns and interests—and listen to their answers instead of always jumping in with
“That reminds me of ...”

Choose Your Friends Well
Don’t be so desperate for friends that you’re immediately all over anyone who’s
friendly to you. For one thing, you could scare them off before a friendship has a chance
to get started. For another, fear of losing friends if you don’t share all their interests could
get you in the habit of pretending to be someone you aren’t. Worst of all, you might wind
up “catching” someone’s bad reputation by association. (Stay away from anyone who
insults others behind their backs or to their faces, or who tries to convince you it’s fun to
break rules: besides setting an example better not imitated, such people prove
dangerously fickle friends.)

Never, Ever, Ever Try to Buy Popularity at Someone Else’s Expense
Bullying or gossiping about more vulnerable kids will backfire big-time. Even if
it gets others to cheer you on, they won’t trust you or stay loyal to you. And you won’t
like yourself for it.

And If You Still Feel That “Nobody Likes Me and Nothing Works”
You may be doing something antisocial without realizing it—or you may just
think others dislike you. Talk to a counselor or doctor to get to the root of the problem.
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THREE WAYS TO ENCOURAGE INDEPENDENT READING
If your children associate “reading” only with compulsory school assignments,
they’re missing a lot. Kids who enjoy independent reading reap tons of benefits:
• They broaden their vocabulary and their ability to comprehend what others are
communicating.
• They learn to see situations from multiple points of view.
• They’re exposed to a variety of ideas, opinions, and worldviews.
• They have fewer boredom issues.
• They learn to concentrate on one thing at a time.
• They come to see learning new things—throughout life—as something
they want to do, not something they have to do.
Here are a few ideas to get your children interested in putting some of their free
time toward reading for fun.

1. Set an Example
Before you complain that your children “just aren’t interested in reading,”
consider how often they see you reading anything besides email or the news. If you keep
telling yourself you’ll read the classics “when I get around to it,” know that your kids will
do as you do, not as you say.
If you’ve been neglecting independent reading yourself, you and your
children can rediscover it together. Take them to the library, or dig through your
bookshelves, and find a story you can all enjoy. Then sit down and take turns reading it
out loud to each other (please don’t get impatient if younger readers seem slow at first),
repeating every evening until it’s finished and you’re all eager to start a new story.

2. Match Reading Options to Their Interests
“Recommended reading” lists are fine (and every child should have opportunity
to sample the annual Caldecott winners, the annual Newbery winners, and the children’s
classics), but rarely is any individual child going to like every book on any particular list.
Plus, some excellent books invariably miss the final cut, so go beyond checking “official”
recommendations. Know what nonfiction topics and story genres actually interest your
kids; then show them the corresponding section at the library and let them take it from
there.
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3. Consider Giving Them E-Readers
Of course, these days there’s an electronic version of every book that’s printed in
hard copy—and of many that aren’t. As electronic screens have innate differences from
paper, their value for young children is a matter of some controversy. On the one hand,
screens are easier to break, cause eyestrain more frequently, and generate more
“multitasking” temptations. On the other, you save a lot of weight—and a lot of waiting
for specific titles—with e-books. This is a decision for you to make, based on your
individual situation and values as well as your children’s preferences. But even with ereaders, always keep some print books on hand, or someday you’ll be caught in a power
outage or a “turn all devices off” situation with the kids whining about “nothing to do!”
One last suggestion: when your kids do love reading but have none immediately
available, hand them pencil and paper and suggest they take a turn at writing stories. It
will have taken only a little independent reading to fill their heads with ideas!
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EVERYDAY OPPORTUNITIES FOR LEARNING DURING SCHOOL
BREAKS
If your children see “learning” as something they do because their teachers say
they have to, the best thing you can give them for Christmas (aka winter break) is a taste
of fun learning. Here’s a Top Ten list of ways kids can continue learning while official
“education” is on pause—and enjoy every moment of it.

1. Play Board Games
Chess teaches strategy. Scrabble improves spelling and vocabulary. Monopoly
carries economics lessons. Even if your kids’ favorite games are strictly follow-the-rollof-the-dice, there are opportunities to hone counting, reading, and concept skills.

2. Do Puzzles
Kids can assemble a jigsaw puzzle and learn to match shapes and colors (and
that each seemingly insignificant piece is vital to the unified whole). They can develop an
eye for detail through word searches, test their understanding of word nuances through
crosswords, and hone their organization and mathematical skills through Sudoku.

3. Make Something
A quilt, a painting, a carpentry project, a sand castle—all are great opportunities
for learning how things are put together.

4. Read
Books don’t have to be nonfiction to be educational. Fiction can teach the reader
about seeing things from other points of view, not giving up, making logical connections,
and noticing details. And of course, all reading provides opportunities to improve
vocabulary.

5. Watch a Documentary
Documentaries are made on every conceivable topic. They can be more exciting
than fiction, and they provide at least as much variety in ”plots” and take-aways.
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6. Visit a Museum
Modern museums are nothing like the old dry-and-dusty stereotype. They provide
information on every topic of interest, with interactive exhibits—and you can play “I
Spy” with a mural or diorama.

7. Visit a Zoo
In addition to reading the posted information, encourage your kids to really watch
the animals’ behavior and share questions: “Why do you think he chews like that? How
does that lion remind you of our cat at home?” Make a list of things to ask a zookeeper or
look up further.

8. Take a Nature Walk
Just as at the zoo, observe wildlife carefully and come up with questions about it.
Give your kids binoculars for a better look at the bird in the tree or the rabbit across the
creek. Look at plants too: how do they change from season to season? Why might they be
shaped or colored the way they are?

9. Start a Garden
Even when it’s below freezing outdoors, you can grow herbs or flowers in indoor
pots. Plan for the main gardening season too, studying soil quality, light levels, and
planting times required for various species.

10. Care for a Pet
An animal is a huge responsibility: you literally have another life in your hands.
But if you all understand what’s needed—or if you already have a pet and the kids are
ready to take a bigger hand in its care—this is an incomparable opportunity to learn
close-up how animals behave and respond, and how they have distinct individual
personalities. There’s no learning like learning through interaction!

#Playing Board Game
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Take a Nature Walk

7 FUN ART PROJECTS YOU CAN DO WITH YOUR KIDS
Enjoying art isn’t simply a matter of admiring others’ works nor of creating
“practical” results: it includes making your own projects for the fun of it, and exploring
your own ideas without concern for how “beautiful” or realistic the result looks. Creating
your own art is a means of relieving stress and expanding the mind—and it’s good for
you in many other ways.
Children are naturals at creating for the sake of creating. You can share in their
uninhibited love of the process by making art a family activity. Here are a few ideas:

1. Copying a Coloring Book
“Just coloring” preprinted pictures may be a popular relaxation activity, but it’s
not all that creative, since it uses predetermined images and lines. Why not go a step
beyond? Remove a page from a coloring book, tack it up as a model; then give everyone
colored pencils and paper, and sit around a table to draw and color your own versions of
the original picture.

2. Sketching from Life
Distribute sketchpads and pencils and head for the nearest park. (Bring along a
picnic lunch if you like.) Sit on a bench together and let everyone draw what they please,
as surroundings inspire. Take turns explaining your pictures to the group.

3. Finger Painting
Use three or four colors of paint and a paper big enough for everyone to work on
at once. Set everyone—including yourself—free to be as messy as they please.

4. Painting a Mural
This is the “group” version of painting on individual easels. Hang up a paper big
enough to cover most of a wall. Give everyone a smock, paintbrush, and access to a set of
watercolors or poster paints; then let everyone decorate his or her own section,
freestyle. (For a less messy but more temporary version, use markers and a jumbo-size
whiteboard.)
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5. Clay Diorama
Vote on a theme—for example, “rainforest,” “city street,” or “playground.” Set
out containers of modeling clay and a card-table-sized “base.” Let everyone model
figures to fit the theme. Together, arrange the figures on the base to form one huge threedimensional picture.

6. Papier Mache
The classic newspaper-and-paste activity—although with paper news getting
rarer these days, you may have to buy “newsprint” paper at a school-supplies or art store.
If you don’t want to buy glue as well, you can make an acceptable substitute from equal
amounts of flour and water. Tear the paper into strips, dip strips into the paste, and wrap
them around frames (wire assemblages, clay constructions, boxes, even inflated
balloons) in two or more layers. Let the sculptures dry, then decorate or paint them.
Arrange everything together for a giant table centerpiece.

7. Public Art Studio
There are many places, open to the public, where you can create your own pottery
or other art from materials provided by the studio. Make a family outing of it,
stopping for dinner or a treat afterward!

Finger Painting

Public Art Studio
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Clay Diorama

TEACHING YOUR CHILDREN TO LOVE ART AND MUSIC
Most of us have an unfortunate tendency to judge everything by “practicality”—
how well it serves our material needs and our prospects for “success.” By thinking this
way, we stifle our souls’ need to create and experience beauty for its own sake.
Loving art and music has many benefits:
• It eases worry and pain by diverting the mind into “deep feeling” channels.
• It cultivates empathy and understanding.
• It generates a sense of hope in a pessimistic world.
• It reduces stress, and improves health, by cultivating meditative states of mind.
• It feeds a sense of personal power via opportunities to create and experiment.
• It is a proven building block of healthy child development.
Even if your children’s school places little emphasis on art, you can do much at
home to influence interest in that direction.

Expose Your Children to Art from a Variety of Cultures and Time Periods
Never mind whether they understand much of it at first—just let them experience
it. Multicultural influence will help them grow up with open minds, prepared to learn
from everyone they meet.

Learn About Context and Circumstances
Every artist is influenced by his or her upbringing and individual experiences.
Looking up the circumstances under which an artwork was created—along with details
on the artist’s life, personality, and other works—will enable a greater understanding of
the individual piece and of how people influence and are influenced by their
environments. Plus, this is a way to uncover some great bedtime stories!

Take Them to a Play/Concert/Art Expo
Contrary to popular skeptical opinion, kids are not invariably bored, restless, and
disruptive in the presence of “good culture.” They become that way when they are
dragged, “for their own good,” to programs that they understand little of and that are
longer than their attention spans—and when they have to listen to angry “shushing”
throughout.
Get your own kids interested in art and music at home, first. See where their tastes
gravitate. Then pick an outside program that includes art styles everyone already
likes, doesn’t run too long, and doesn’t overlap regular nap- or snack time. And don’t
make too big a deal of “I expect you to behave”: trust that your children will behave as
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well as they always do in public. (If that has obvious room for improvement, correct
everyday-habits problems first, and don’t try to combine new training with brandnew experiences.)

Let Children Create, as Well as Experience, Art
What makes art “great” isn’t how realistic it looks or how well it conforms to
popular concepts of “beautiful,” but how much of the artist’s soul goes into it. Give your
children access to a wide variety of media and set them free to use it as they please. If
nothing else, they’ll have fun while discovering new aspects of reality. And who knows?
They may progress to creating works that are carefully planned and meticulously
executed—and will be widely admired for generations to come!
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10 WAYS TO HAVE FUN WITH YOUR KIDS
Families that play together stay together. Here’s a list of activities that can be
enjoyed by multiple generations.

1. Observation Walk
Circle the neighborhood or the nearest park at the pace of the slowest family
member. Encourage everyone to call attention to whatever they find pretty or interesting.
Small children have amazing capacity to find wonder in the most “mundane” things.

2. Playground Romp
Many swings and much climbing equipment can accommodate adults alongside
their kids, and it’s a great opportunity to let loose and get silly. If you don’t “fit”
physically, be a “spotter” as your child uses the hand-over-hand bars, or a “catcher” at the
bottom of the slide—but do stay close to the action, rather than being the distracted
observer on the bench.

3. Board Games
Even small children can learn Checkers and move-around-the-board games. Soon
they’ll be ready for chess, Scrabble, and Monopoly. (Do try to choose games everyone
can play on an equal level, or else give a reasonable handicap to the less experienced—
believe it or not, most kids really don’t want you to deliberately let them win.)

4. Good Clean Humor
Put on a classic slapstick video or a family comedian, and enjoy some belly
laughs. Or get a children’s joke book and take turns reading it to each other.

5. Water Fun
Everyone in your family should learn to swim at the first opportunity, for safety
as well as fun. You don’t need a beach or pool to enjoy getting wet, though—many
playgrounds have water-feature sections, and the old standbys of running under the
sprinkler and turning the hose (or water pistols) on each other are still winners.
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6. Puzzles
If your kids are old enough to handle small pieces, set out a jigsaw puzzle the
whole family can work on. Or make a giant printout of a maze or word-search puzzle,
and take timed turns working on it with the others cheering.

7. Story Time
You don’t need a campfire to share folk tales, ghost stories, or made-up yarns:
you can do it anywhere from your patio to your living room. An old-favorite approach:
one person starts telling a story, then stops at a suspenseful point and lets the next person
take up the thread, and so on around the circle until everyone has had a turn and the
newly created tale is finished.

8. Make-Your-Own-Dinner Party
Give everyone a role in preparing a cake, a pizza, a multi-course dinner, or
sandwiches for a picnic. Things taste twice as good to those who help create them!

9. Decorating Project
Take the kids shopping and let them choose flower seeds for the garden, a shade
of paint for the recreation room, or decorations for the Christmas tree. Then when you get
home, everyone can work on the project together.

10. Window Shopping
Not always practical if your kids (or you yourself) have a habit of turning
“seeing” into “buying,” but otherwise, there’s a lot of fun in admiring window displays.
Play a game of “make up a story about the person who will buy that.” Enjoy a coffeeshop snack and some people-watching afterward.

Water Fun

Story Time
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10 WAYS TO CELEBRATE SPRING WITH YOUR CHILDREN
There’s something special about the coming of spring. Here’s a Top 10 list of
simple ways your family can enjoy the season of rebirth.

1. Take a Walk
The simplest way to experience spring is to simply get outside. Pick a route with
lots of green space and stroll slowly. Let the kids stop as often as they want to admire the
emerging beauties of nature.

2. Pick Wildflowers
If you live in a house with a lawn, whatever chooses to sprout is yours for the
picking. (Check “nature preservation” laws before plucking from more public property.)
Join your children in delighting at the natural beauty of plants we adults usually dismiss
as “weeds.” Fill a vase with your “pickings” and display it on your dinner table.

3. Make a Nature Collection
A step up from the attractive but temporary vase of picked flowers is saving
flowers by pressing them. You can also press leaves and stems, and mix in samples of
bark, pebbles, shells, and feathers. Be aware, though, that bird-protection and
endangered-species laws prohibit collection of certain natural items. If you want to be
sure of staying within the law—or just don’t like the idea of disturbing anything—try
making rubbings, sketches, or photographs.

4. Hunt for Bird Nests
Keep an eye out for birds carrying twigs or grubs: that often means they have a
nest nearby. Watch from a distance to pinpoint where they go in and out of the trees; then
walk around that area, scanning branches for “constructions” of natural materials. Don’t
stick around too long or get too close: you don’t want to scare birds away from their
parenting responsibilities.

5. Make Your Yard Nature-Friendly
Of course, you don’t have to “stalk” birds to locate their nests: you can put a
nesting box in your own yard and, with any luck, watch birds raising their young right
35 | P a g e

outside your window. Other ways to attract wildlife to your yard include running water
and native-plant gardens.

6. Start a Garden
You can cultivate decorative flowers and vines, or grow vegetables to serve in
homemade soups and salads. Look up what grows best in your area and when it should be
planted.

7. Have an Outdoor Meal
This can be a full-fledged picnic in the country, or as simple as eating breakfast
on your porch or lunch on a restaurant patio. Savor every bite while you savor the
crispness of the air, the aroma of fresh blossoms, and the activity of birds and animals.

8. Fly a Kite
If you don’t own a kite, make one—or see if your local sporting-goods store or
community center has any to rent. The best days for kite flying are sunny and crispy-cool,
as well as windy.

9. Play Outdoor Games
Tag, Red Rover, Follow the Leader, and Hopscotch are classics that can easily be
modified for an intergenerational group of players. Or invent games of your own!

10. Read Spring-Themed Stories
Visit the library and pick out an armload of “spring” picture books. To get the
most from the seasonal spirit, read them outdoors!

Pick Wildflowers

Play Outdoor Game
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6 SECRETS OF FAMILY GATHERINGS EVERYONE CAN ENJOY
Whether you’re taking the kids to Grandma’s or organizing a family reunion, a
gathering of the generations—no matter how much they love each other—often turns into
a situation that’s deadly boring for some, nerve-wracking for others. Here are my top
hints for keeping things fun for all ages.

1. Get Advance Input From Everyone Who’ll Be Involved
Even the youngest children should be allowed to express opinions on what
activities they’d enjoy and what really pushes their buttons. If your gathering will include
anyone who’s much older or younger than anyone else, is the bookworm in a clan of
extroverts, or otherwise won’t take well to any subgroup’s likely choice of
entertainment, allow that one to bring along something to do separately, or to help out
with something that fits their talents.

2. Contribute Something as a Family
If you’re bringing a food item, let the children help make or choose it, and present
it “from all of us.” If cleaning up after dinner is a group project, include the youngest
members (don’t assume they’d never cooperate—chores can be lots of fun when they
double as together time).

3. Remember That Children (and Teenagers) Have Different Energy
Cycles From Adults
It’s not fair to expect anyone to miss his regular nap or sit still for longer-thanusual periods—and then blame him for getting restless and cranky. Compare plans for the
gathering to your child’s regular routine, and arrange in advance to put him down for a
nap or let him go out to play at appropriate times. If going out alone won’t be an option,
prearrange with someone else to take him on a short outing.

4. Treat Everyone With Respect
There’s probably not a child alive who really enjoys the cheek-pinching,
aggressive-kissing, “Ooooohhhh how you’ve grown!!!!” approach. Set an example and
be the relative who greets children as you do adults, and who listens to them as well as
talking. Pay attention to body language that indicates you’re violating someone’s
personal comfort zone. If you have a relative who’s incorrigible on these points, privately
brief your own children on the need to be patient with all types of people—and
congratulate them (still privately) when they do so.
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5. Think Twice About Seating Adults and Children Separately
You wouldn’t push the kids into a side room when serving dinner at home: why
do it at larger gatherings? Conversation with full group involvement can be just as
enjoyable as ”grownups only” conversation. And “my good china is breakable” is
no excuse; making everyone happy and comfortable is more important than setting a
fancy-looking table.

6. Have Good Expectations
Don’t go in worrying that your children will act up, or that’s probably what will
happen. If they need briefing on how to behave, focus on the positive elements instead of
the “don’ts”—and express confidence that they will do well. Expect that everyone
will have a good time. Everyone—and just about everything, including family
gatherings—rewards positive expectations with positive results.
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7 WAYS TO KEEP SUMMER VACATION INTERESTING
Kids frequently start their summer breaks with great enthusiasm, only to tire of
the freedom sometime around early August. Playing all day is fine to a point—but too
much purposeless activity, too many unstructured days, too many days when it seems
you’ve done everything a hundred times over, and the dullest school classroom can look
good by comparison.
Long unstructured summer vacations aren’t great for parents either, as you know
if you’ve ever had someone hanging on each leg whining about “nothing to do” or
demanding snacks/movie money/a ride somewhere. Here are a few ideas for helping your
whole family enjoy the whole summer vacation:

1. Take a Trip
Saving family trips for August, rather than going while your kids’ clothes still
smell of the classroom, helps distribute the excitement of new activities throughout the
season. If you’ve already used up your own vacation time, spend a family weekend at a
nearby campground or bed-and-breakfast.

2. Be a Tourist in Your Own Town
Your Chamber of Commerce or visitors’ bureau can direct you to local museums,
parks, and farmers’ markets you haven’t discovered. Pick up a few brochures and plan a
series of outings.

3. Make Some New Friends
Check Meetup.com, local religious congregations, your nearest library, or your
friendly Chamber of Commerce for upcoming events your whole family will enjoy.
Strike up conversations with fellow attendees. Find someone you’d like to know better,
and suggest a coffee outing or play date.

4. Read a Few Good Books
If your neighborhood library is tiny and your kids have “read everything” there,
visit the central library in the nearest good-sized town (many issue checkout cards to
anyone who lives within reasonable distance). After you get your books, add some
novelty by reading outdoors, reading out loud to each other, or inventing creative projects
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based on a story.

5. Do Something Creative
Build a bookcase, plant a garden, paint a group mural for your living room, invite
friends over for a dinner you cook yourselves.

6. Volunteer for Something
What are you and your kids passionate about? Finding homes for abandoned cats,
fixing up apartments in inner-city neighborhoods, raising money to build schools
overseas? Find a religious congregation or nonprofit that’s holding a fundraiser or needs
more everyday help, and volunteer as a family (even little kids can fold napkins or pick
up trash). Take the opportunity to personally meet some of the people (or animals) your
work benefits; chances are they’ll have much to give back!

7. Plan for the Future
Working for your passions needn’t stop with brief volunteer stints. Let your kids
brainstorm ideas for future projects—and eventual careers—doing similar work. Then
make “vision board” collages for everyone in the family. Yes, that includes you. There’s
nothing like parental example for encouraging kids to enjoy life year round, and to keep
learning and growing indefinitely!
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HOW TO TAKE YOUR CHILDREN TO A “GROWN-UP” EVENT
Most children aren’t too keen on sitting through weddings, graduations, and other
“grown-up” events that are just meaningless talk to young minds. Many adults aren’t too
keen on having restless preschoolers at these programs either, so the first rule of taking
your kids to “grown-up” events is: Don’t unless they’re invited. But when they are—or
when you have family tickets to the opera or Shakespeare festival—it is possible for
everyone to enjoy themselves.

Prepare the Kids in Advance
“Introducing them to culture because it’s good for them” is typically received
with about as much enthusiasm as, “Eat it, it’s good for you.” And, really, is it fair to
blame the kids? Would you like to have some authority figure always ordering you to do
things you didn’t find particularly appealing, with no explanation beyond, “Because I
think it’ll bring you some [poorly defined] benefit”?
If you want to take your children to a wedding or a cultural event, hold a family
discussion as soon as initial plans are made. Share the story behind the opera or the happy
couple in child-friendly terms. Help the kids feel they’ll be playing active roles in
something big and important. During the days before the event, play them music from the
program, take them to meet members of the wedding party, or describe the reception
menu in mouth-watering detail. And plan an extra just-your-family treat before or after
the event: a stop for hot chocolate adds to the positive anticipation.

Never Say, “I Know You Won’t Like This But ...”
You can follow all the above advice and undo most of its benefits, if you let
negativity slip into your anticipation. Don’t go overboard insisting “you’ll love every
minute”—most kids won’t believe the “gushing” approach anyway—but don’t say
anything like, “I know the play’s language will sound funny,” or “The ceremony might
get boring.” If you phrase it like that, your children will believe you and go in prepared to
be bored—and the worst will happen from pure power of suggestion.
If you suspect any “acquired taste” issues will be involved, phrase your
description as an exciting learning opportunity. Make the emotional atmosphere one of
anticipation rather than dread.
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Let the Kids Bring Something to Do
Even under the best circumstances, young children have shorter attention spans
than adults—so if an event will require sitting and listening for more than twenty
minutes, don’t begrudge them the right to bring a picture book, drawing tablet, or
something else they can get quietly absorbed in for a while. Any noise that might be
generated by turning pages is no worse than the squirming and shuffling generated by
boredom. Just make sure the chosen activity doesn’t include any equipment likely to
make real noise or fall behind a seat.
When things are handled well, your children not only can enjoy “grown-up”
gatherings, they’ll feel more grown-up themselves. And that will carry over into
responsible and polite behavior in other aspects of life.
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8 WAYS TO RAISE ENTHUSIASTIC READERS
Rumors of the imminent demise of reading, common when television was the sole
means of screen-based home entertainment, are recognized as somewhat exaggerated in
the age of blogs and e-books. Nonetheless, much electronic reading relies heavily on
video and visuals, and even mostly-text options are often organized in sound bites. If
you’d like to see your children develop a love for true, deep reading—to get thoroughly
absorbed in 200–500 pages of pure text and come away with serious new ideas to think
about—try these hints.

1. Be an Enthusiastic Reader Yourself
Not to the point of getting so caught up in “how to create a happier home” books
that your own home is less happy for being ignored! But if your kids see you obviously
enjoying reading on a regular basis, they’ll accept that reading isn’t something people
“graduate” from, nor something people do simply because they “have to.”

2. Read to Your Kids
Follow the old tradition of a bedtime story every night. Or make every other
family night a story night where you pass a book around the circle, taking turns reading
pages or chapters.

3. Spend a Family Day at the Library
If there’s a special program or exhibit, with activities for (or including) kids,
that’s great—even if it’s not strictly a “book” program, librarians will be ready to
recommend reading on related topics. But even if nothing organized is going on, you can
visit the library to browse new holdings together, rediscover stories you loved when you
were your kids’ age, compare favorite books, and even read (quietly!) to each other.

4. Spend a Family Day at a Bookstore
Bookstores—chain, specialty, or small-and-privately-owned—are rarer than
libraries in these days of online shopping. Still, a day at the bookstore can be fun:
browsing together, attending special programs, enjoying a hot chocolate and pastry in the
coffee shop. If you find more good books than you can buy, take the two or three top
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choices, and put the others on a list of things to look for on your next library trip.

5. Browse Lists of Award-Winning Books
Every child should at least sample several Newbery, Caldecott, and other awardwinning and best-selling books. Get an annotated list and browse the descriptions with
your children, discussing which ones sound most interesting and why, and choosing
which ones to read first.

6. Encourage Kids to Learn More about Their Interests
Help them look up books connected to their favorite hobbies, heroes, or
vocational dreams. Besides getting them more interested in reading, it’ll be useful in
helping them develop the goal-setting habit.

7. When Traveling, Pack Along Reading Instead of Videos
This is also less annoying to fellow passengers (audio entertainment can produce
a “buzz” even through earbuds).

8. Never Push a Book Your Child’s Not Interested In
It doesn’t matter how “wholesome” it is or how much you love it: if your child
feels forced to read it, resentment will keep him from getting all he could from it. Above
all else, keep reading a pleasant experience!

Spend a Family Day at the
Library
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HOW TO ENJOY A FAMILY CELEBRATION WITH MINIMAL STRESS
It’s sad how many people finish Christmas or New Year’s (or another major
holiday, or a wedding, or a milestone birthday, or a family reunion) with a sigh of “Thank
goodness that’s over!” Celebrations should leave an aftertaste of joy and positive energy,
not exhaustion and wondering whether it was worth it.
If you’re the family planner, organizer, and cleaner-upper, you’re all too familiar
with the dark side of celebrating. You go days without a chance to rest, and you resent
that everyone else seems to be having all the fun at your expense. When a special
occasion is in the works and the rest of your household is chattering about how much fun
it’ll be, you’re already, with dread, counting the cost of your labor.
Before you let that attitude ruin one more celebration for you, rethink your
approach to planning and management.

Ask for Help
Instead of complaining that no one ever lifts a finger to help you cook, decorate
the house, or clear the table, consider whether they have any reason to suspect you’d like
help. Could you be discouraging them from even offering, by:
• Getting so absorbed in the work that you ignore everyone else, and making it
obvious you don’t want others “in your way”?
• Taking an “I can’t trust anyone else to do this right” attitude (spending more time
giving instructions than it takes to actually do the job, “correcting” every
misaligned dish in the dishwasher, actually refusing offers of help)?
• Working with slumped shoulders and a fixed scowl?
Often, all you have to do to ease your stress is ask someone to help set the table or
stir the cake batter—and refuse to worry about whether they’ll get it exactly right.

Enjoy the Party Yourself
If you let others share the work, it’s only right you should be willing to share the
fun. Sit down long enough to chat over dinner, instead of constantly scurrying to the
kitchen. Once dinner is finished and basic table-clearing complete, join the main group
and let the rest of the cleaning wait a while.
If you really feel there’s too much to keep up with and still enjoy the party, cut
down on what you’re keeping up with. Get some food by carry-out. Reduce the
decorations. Clean only the rooms that will be used for party purposes, and don’t worry if
some dust remains: no one will notice which dust was already there and which was
brought in by the crowd. Your guests would much rather have your personal attention
than have bragging rights about a “perfect hostess” in the family.
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Remember This Is About the People
And remember you are a “people” too. This isn’t a “best party ever” contest:
people come to enjoy not just the occasion, but the company of those they love.
If there’s one legitimate way to measure the success of a celebration, it’s the
number of smiles the event (and the memory) evokes!
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RAINY-DAY ACTIVITIES FOR FAMILIES
If there’s anything worse than kids tearing through the house on a rainy day, it’s
kids hanging on your legs complaining about being “bored.” Perhaps you’re bored
yourself. Gray, drippy weather has a way of generating angst, exacerbated by limited
options for vigorous activity.
The best antidote is to occupy your mind with something productive and
enjoyable, and/or with good company. Consider letting the housecleaning sit for a while
and spending some quality time with your kids. You’ll all be happier and more effective
for it.

Make Some Sunshine Indoors
Break out the paper and paints/crayons/markers/gel pens, making sure to include
bright yellow and other cheerful colors; then let everyone create a “sunny” picture and
tell a story about it.
Even better, find (or tape together) a big enough sheet to cover a table or wall, and
let everyone literally work on the same page. (You can also create a cheerful picture with
other art media, from modeling clay to collages to embroidery.)

Have a Story Hour
Get out a book of stories or funny anecdotes and take turns reading out loud to the
group. Make faces and alter your voices for even more fun. Or make up a story in the
round: one person gets the plot going, then stops at a suspenseful point where the next
person takes it up, and so on around the circle until everyone has had a turn or a
satisfactory ending is reached.

Make Music
If anyone plays a real instrument, or even a toy version, bring it out and have
everybody sing along. But you can just as easily organize a sing-along to recordings or
radio, or even make your own instruments (anything that rattles when shaken or
rings/echoes when tapped will do, or you can find more ambitious musical-instruments
crafts projects online).
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Play a Game
Most households have board games stashed somewhere: checkers, Monopoly,
Connect Four, Scrabble, Trivial Pursuit, or any number of perennial favorites. A jigsaw
puzzle can also be a fun group project. If you can’t find anything, there are always the
no-equipment-required or pencil-and-paper games: Twenty Questions, I’m Going on a
Picnic, Categories, word or math puzzles.

Fix Dinner
Cooking can be fun, especially when trying new foods or making something you
particularly like. There are innumerable online recipes for cakes, cookies, salads,
meatloaves, soups, etc.: you can even search for “cooking for children” ideas or for
options that use the ingredients you have available.

Clean House
Even chores can be fun when done as a group project. Make them a little more
than routine: sort kitchen utensils or things that need to be put away; put on music and
choreograph the sweeping of the basement; clean out the closets and discard anything
that hasn’t been used in months. (Psychologically, getting rid of clutter has a double
benefit on gloomy days: you’ll feel a load lifted off your shoulders when you see the
cleared space. And if anybody or everybody is in a bad mood, this will serve as a
catharsis, plus you’ll actually find it easier to toss things.)
Whatever you do, combine it with an all-around challenge to keep smiling, and
issue gentle reminders to anyone who isn’t. Your feelings follow your face!
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25 WAYS TO HAVE FUN WITH YOUR KIDS ON A BUDGET
1. Take a walk in the park. Trot around the jogging trail, meander along the bayou,
hike in the woods, circle the lake.
2. Take a walk around your neighborhood and challenge each other to notice the
most things you’ve never seen before. (Warning: Young eyes usually beat their
elders at that game!)
3. Go to the playground. Adults: don’t just watch, nor just stand by to lend a hand—
join your kids on the swings or in the sandbox.
4. Go wildlife watching. (You may want binoculars for this one. If you plan to stay
on a budget and don’t own binoculars already, borrow a pair—many nature
centers provide them during organized programs—or try a thrift store. Cheap
“binos” tend to be more aggravation than they’re worth.)
5. Make a plastic-bottle bird feeder to hang outside your kitchen window.
6. Pick some wildflowers from a vacant lot, and turn them into an arrangement for
your dinner table.
7. Tune the radio to your favorite music, and dance freestyle together.
8. Attend a free family event at the community center.
9. Attend a free family event at your church or worship center.
10. Attend a free family event at the library.
11. Get some books, CDs, DVDs, or puzzles from the library. Enjoy them together
(reading to each other is a great family activity!).
12. Create your own improv theater. (You’re never too old for wholesome makebelieve!)
13. Put on a play with dolls and/or stuffed animals. (Generic ones work better than
“typecast” action figures.)
14. Hold an a capella sing-along.
15. Make your own musical instruments and organize a family band.
16. Eat a meal—breakfast, lunch, dinner, even coffee-and-cocoa break—on the
balcony or in the back yard.
17. Play Follow the Leader.
18. Try a wacky relay race (using mixed-age teams or handicaps to keep things
equal). Or invent your own version.
19. Do a crossword puzzle or word search together. (You can find puzzles online or
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in free periodicals.)
20. Dig out old board games or jigsaw puzzles from your closet/attic/basement.
21. Visit a free game room (many churches and community centers have them).
22. Have a water fight with homemade squirters. Or visit a playground with water
features, or find a sprinkler to run under.
23. Make drawings/collages/mobiles/sculptures (working either side by side or on a
group project such as a mural), and set up an art show.
24. Look for pictures in the clouds.
25. If it’s a rainy day, look for patterns made by raindrops: on the window, in
puddles, on the sidewalk. You can also do this outside, even without umbrellas in
warm weather. Rain or shine, the best fun doesn’t require money or electronics—
just imagination!
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HOW TO MAKE WORK FUN FOR ALL AGES
Do you know how to “whistle while you work”?
If you aren’t much of a whistler, do you sing, hum, or even smile? Or do you
mostly groan, growl, and moan as you set out for the office and pick up around the
house? Either way, little eyes are watching you. If your example sends the message,
“Work is a drag that must be endured en route to the weekends,” don’t be surprised when
your children whine about going to school and cleaning up after themselves.
If you genuinely hate your own job, perhaps it’s time to reevaluate your passions
and pursue a new career path. If housekeeping chores are too much, there’s no shame in
hiring help—or in reconsidering whether everything really needs to be done every week.
Still, few people ever achieve lives where what they want to do is 100 percent identical
with what it’s their responsibility to do. The best way to come close to that ideal is to
make a habit of enjoying what you “have” to do: here’s how.

Put It to Music
Whistling—or humming or singing—really does help people enjoy their work.
Turn on favorite sing-along tunes to put a little joy into dusting or picking up toys. An
active beat also speeds up the pace and gets the work done faster!

Make It a Group Project
Rural dwellers have always known it, but “sophisticated” urban types tend to
forget: even hard work is enjoyable when shared. Instead of cleaning up the yard or house
by yourself—or assigning one of your kids to do it—schedule an afternoon for everyone
to pitch in at once, and see how much easier it goes when you’re chatting and laughing
together.

Put Its Purpose Into Words
Any job is a drag when someone has no better reason to do it than paying bills,
getting an A, or “Mom/the boss/the teacher told me to.” Even with mundane jobs, you
can look toward a higher purpose by emphasizing the healthy atmosphere created for
achieving more significant goals.
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Reward Completion of Chores
If a job is truly dull, and finding higher purpose in it doesn’t help, having
something to look forward to will lighten the load. You don’t have to pay the reward in
cash: kids would rather do something fun with you, even just sharing a cup of cocoa on
the balcony.

Keep Up the Right Attitude
Whatever else you do, emphasize staying cheerful and using positive language.
Purge your own vocabulary of such phrases as:
• “I have to do all this cleaning up.”
• “My job is so boring.”
• “I’d sure rather be on the golf course.”
The more you say it, the more you (and your kids) will believe it, and the more
miserable everyone’s work will become. If you can’t see anything enjoyable about
vacuuming rugs, start by being grateful for the blessings that chore represents: a real
house with real floors; electricity and appliances; money to buy the above. Life, and the
work that keeps life running, is there to be savored by all!

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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