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BEING OPTIMISTIC IS GOOD FOR YOUR HEALTH 
 

 Do you want your children to grow up healthy, happy, and cheerful? And do you 

want to maintain your health for many wonderful years with your children and 

grandchildren? 

 Scientific research agrees that a sunny outlook goes with lower risk of heart 

disease. One eight-year study, which tracked more than 97,000 women over fifty, found 

that optimists were 9 percent less likely to develop heart disease—and 14 percent more 

likely to still be alive after those eight years. By contrast, participants categorized as 

carrying a high degree of “cynical hostility” were the group most likely—16 percent 

more than all others—to die during that same time period.  

 Is your outlook glass half-full or half-empty? If you’re not sure, try this 

challenge: At several set times each day, jot down your dominating thoughts and 

opinions and whether they qualify as positive, negative, or neutral. After two weeks, 

review your list and see how the majority of your thoughts are oriented.  

 You may be shocked to realize how negative your thoughts and feelings are—it 

happens to many, many people. Fear not: you can change your habits with a 

commitment to consciously practice more optimistic thoughts. Try some of the 

following techniques (and write specific practices into your schedule at set daily hours, 

for at least another two weeks ahead): 

• Get more sleep.  

• Eat healthier and slower. 

• Schedule quality time with family and friends. (Note that quality time never 

means gripefests: surrounding yourself with upbeat, happy people is the way to 

improve your mood.) 

• Pray regularly, and/or practice meditation or yoga.  

• Cut hurry and multitasking from your life.  

• Keep a gratitude journal to count your daily blessings.  

• Set goals and objectives based on your true passions. Schedule regular time to 

revisit and reflect on these goals. 

  

 Healthy, well-rested people are always better equipped to achieve their goals and 

stay on track. And working toward goals that are meaningful to you will not only help 

you deal with stress and stay focused on the positive: it’ll maintain your overall mental 

and physical health, and set an example for your children so they’ll always be spreading 

the joy further into the world!   

https://shadyoakprimary.com/being-optimistic-is-good-for-your-health/
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LIFE LESSONS: THE IMPORTANCE OF LEARNING THEM EARLY 
 

 Life is complex, full of surprises and challenges. And when challenges come 

rapidly, we tend to equate “complex” with “hard, confusing, and outright unfair.” 

 Fair or not, life’s gifts are not distributed equally—not to all people, and not to 

any one person over the course of a lifetime. Still, “not making it” is rarely a matter of 

“getting all the bad breaks”—no, not even for those born destitute and despised. Most 

people who fail to achieve (or even find) their dreams make their own bad breaks, by 

responding poorly to life’s requirements. 

 Life is full of important lessons, and people who refuse to learn those lessons are 

at high risk for “never making it”—or at the very least, for struggling long and hard and 

still remaining dissatisfied when they do make it. The sooner someone accepts what real 

life is about—life with all its challenges and opportunities, its pitfalls and dangers, and 

the unique skills and gifts accorded to each individual—the better that person is 

equipped to handle the challenges, find his or her place in life, and avoid the traps of 

entitlement and self-pity. When society learns to teach everyone the real facts of life 

early on, this world will be on its way to accomplishing the maximum good.  

 Parents, have you been “protecting” your children from essential life lessons, 

because you can’t bear to see them “suffer”? Internalize this lesson yourself, right now: 

in the long and not-so-long run, that approach only makes things more painful for 

everyone. You serve your children much better by emphasizing these points in all areas 

of life: 

1. Parents and authorities are to be trusted. Yes, there are exceptions you must 

beware of. No, trustworthy doesn’t mean infallible, and there are times it’s best 

to express (respectful) disagreement. However, far worse than occasional bad 

advice is the chaos of everyone always making their own decisions and 

following their own impulses. When in doubt, trust the more experienced party 

to decide what’s good (and not good) for you.  

2. Choose your friends well, and stay loyal to them. Life is hardest when you have 

no hand to hold, no shoulder to cry on, and no cheering squad to rejoice with 

you. Look for—and be!—the friend who lends a hand when needed, corrects 

friends gently when they err, values true friendship over popularity, and cries and 

laughs with others in hard times and good. Whoever fails to learn this lesson is at 

risk for holding friends at a distance and dumping them over trivial annoyances. 

Or (as often happens with those who have lacked or rejected love long enough to 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/life-lessons-the-importance-of-learning-them-early/
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become desperate) of submitting to unreasonable demands to keep a self-

centered “friend.” 

3. Although life is full of surprises and disappointments, in the long run things 

always turn out for the best. Go with the flow instead of fighting unwanted 

surprises. Keep your eyes open for opportunities hidden in the disappointments. 

And whatever happens, always practice gratitude, and stay ready to receive the 

positive in whatever comes. 

4. Balance makes life much easier. A narrow-minded life, or one full of extremes 

and instant gratification, is a life headed for disaster. Always save time for 

health, spirituality, relationships, leisure, and vocational/life mission 

development.  

5. Accept that nothing is permanent. Everything and everyone changes: everyone 

experiences loss. You won’t always want to accept this, but fighting it will only 

keep you perpetually behind in responding to life’s immediate needs. Why waste 

your limited time making yourself miserable over the fact that time is limited?  

6. It’s fine to make mistakes—especially when you make new ones every time. 

Some people waste their lives repeating the same mistakes because they refuse to 

accept that their first choice won’t work. Other people avoid mistakes at all 

costs, which only stalls their lives in stagnation. Mistakes should be neither 

bogeymen nor enablers, but stepping-stones toward success—a path for growing 

into greatness.  

 

 You probably can think of other key lessons your children should learn at the 

first opportunity. However you approach it, give them the gift of an early start on 

becoming what they were made to be. 
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SAY “PLEASE”! 
 

 You may recall asking for something as a child and having your mother respond, 

“What’s the magic word?” The word, of course, is “please,” called “magic” because 

politeness can turn reluctant givers into willing ones. 

 “Please” is something of an endangered species these days. In most customer-

service lines and busy shops, the “magic word” is heard so seldom that it might well 

have power to make people faint. Even in politer days, most children knew the word 

primarily as something they had to say, not something they expected to hear from adults. 

The best of parents were more likely to ask, “Would you bring me the newspaper?” than 

“Would you please bring me the newspaper?” Or they used “please” in a frustrated, 

sarcastic way: “Will you PLEASE take all that yelling outside??!” 

 To kids, “please” is still particularly magical when offered to them by adults. 

 

The Source of the Magic 
 One reason even loving parents were traditionally reluctant to say “please” to 

their children was the fear of implying, “It’s your choice; you don’t have to do as I say.” 

But are kids really more likely to respond, “No, I don’t want to” if what should be taken 

as clear instructions come with a “please” attached? 

 A lot depends on what that “please” means to you. Most parents who use the 

“magic word” technique know you’d better not answer the subsequent “please” with a 

“no”—not if you want kids to retain confidence in good manners. Whatever you’re 

thinking, kids pick up on your attitude: 

• If you think of “please” as a simple gesture of respect and appreciation—a way 

of saying, “I’m thankful in advance for your cooperation”—most children will 

comply gladly and promptly. 

• If you think of the word in terms of an inferior begging consideration from a 

superior, kids will sense your uncertainty (or reluctance) in saying it, and won’t 

feel particularly cooperative. 

• If you use the annoyed form of “please,” you’re openly inviting a hostile 

response. 

 

 

 Say it the right way, and you’ll gain more, not less, cooperation. 

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/5-components-that-enhance-positive-expectations-2-say-please/


11 | P a g e  

 

The Right Time 
 Ideally, every specific request—from stepping out of the way to taking on a 

chore for the long term—should come with a friendly “please.” There are, nonetheless, a 

few times when the word is out of place: 

• When danger is imminent and immediate action required, the fewer words the 

better. 

• If an initial request meets with defiance, any additional “please” could be 

interpreted as begging or wavering—when kind-but-firm assertion of authority is 

what’s needed. 

• If you toss the word about for things that shouldn’t really need requests (“Will 

everyone please pay attention?” repeated with each change of the slide, whether 

or not anyone is showing obvious signs of boredom), “please” will soon lose its 

magic. 

 

 When used appropriately, though, it can magically turn a problem child into a 

cooperative one! 
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“THANK YOU VERY MUCH” 
 

 Most adults find “thank you” easier to say to children than “please”—but still, 

the simple politeness of acknowledging thoughtful gestures is frequently neglected in 

today’s hurry-hurry world. You can set an example for children by regularly taking 

opportunities to thank them. 

 

“Thank You for Finishing Your Work” 
 Although it may seem redundant to thank others for doing their obvious duty, it 

rarely hurts, and may make the day of a child who’s been feeling taken for granted. If 

someone does a particularly good job, a “thank you for putting in so much effort” goes 

over well, and encourages kids to keep doing their best. Where several children are 

involved in a project or chore, you can say “thank you” to the group as a whole. 

 Be careful, however, about situations where “thank you” might be interpreted as 

a sarcastic “Finished your work for once, I see.” Especially if you’ve been openly 

frustrated in the past over a child’s neglect of chores, watch the tone of voice in your 

thanks! 

 

“Thank You for Holding the Door for Me” 
 Going beyond duty, in however small a manner, always rates a smile and thank-

you. So does a verbal compliment. In most cases, the two little words are enough; some 

people ruin the effect by gushing over the “gentlemanly example” that’s been set, or by 

protesting that whatever brought on the compliment was nothing special. 

 

“Thank You for the Gift” 
 Besides thanking your own children verbally for special-occasion gifts or 

spontaneously picked flowers, make sure you thank any other child—your children’s 

friends, your friends’ children, children from your extended family, children you babysit 

or tutor—who brings or sends you something. When it comes to children outside your 

immediate household, don’t stop at thanking them verbally. Send real thank-you notes, 

handwritten and posted by snail mail, to tell them how much you appreciate their 

thinking of you. This custom is much neglected today, and no one on the receiving end 

soon forgets it—and it sets an example for your own children of showing special 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/5-components-that-enhance-positive-expectations-3-say-thank-you/
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appreciation. 

 

“Thank You for Going Two Extra Miles” 
 It’s unlikely you’ll ever have cause to thank someone for saving your life or 

paying your mortgage at the eleventh hour; but it may happen that one of your kids 

decides, unprompted, to buy you a really expensive gift, bring over friends to clean out 

the garage, or write a special “I love you” note when you’re going through a rough time. 

An extra-effort gesture of this degree merits a truly heartfelt verbal thanks, a big hug, 

and perhaps a special treat or handwritten letter.  

 When you make “thank you” a regular part of your vocabulary, your kids will 

pick up the habit. And don’t be surprised if, somewhere down the road, someone sends 

you a long letter thanking you for being a great parent or friend! 
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SMILE! 
 

 Dale Carnegie’s classic self-help book, How to Win Friends and Influence 

People, lists some thirty ideas for encouraging people to like you, respect you, and see 

things your way. Of these ideas, just one is summed up in a single word: “Smile!” 

 Carnegie’s chapter on smiling opens with a real-life example of a socialite who 

showed up at a dinner party wearing expensive new clothes, piles of jewelry—and a face 

that “radiated sourness and selfishness.” Her hopes of making a good impression went 

down the tubes. If you’ve been in the habit of grooming yourself immaculately but 

showing a perpetually glum expression—better practice your sincere smile, or no 

amount of “pleases” and “thank yous” will convince your children you hold genuinely 

positive expectations for them or yourself. 

 If you’ve had trouble maintaining an unforced smile, try these hints: 

• Practice all you can, in every setting you can. Smile at your family over 

breakfast, the drive-through clerk when you pick up your morning coffee, your 

coworkers in the break room, the custodian as you leave work, the police officer 

directing traffic on your evening commute. 

• Practice looking people in the eye as well. That gesture is virtually inseparable 

from a meaningful smile. 

• Speak in an upbeat tone. The smile on your face follows the smile in your voice. 

• Try not to overload your schedule, eat too many doughnuts, or stay up until 

midnight. It’s a lot harder to smile if you feel cranky, malnourished, tired, and 

rushed. 

• Think about pleasant things. Close your mind to “what-iffing” and your ears to 

gripe sessions. 

• Do some or all of the following regularly: count your blessings, take a brisk 

walk, read funny stories, hum a cheerful tune, stroke a pet, practice yoga, take in 

a natural view. 

• Keep plants and beautiful pictures—maybe even a fish tank—in easy view to 

nourish your eyes and soul. 

• If you’re surrounded by kids and are in a “feel like doing anything but smiling” 

mood, enlist the children’s help by calling for a “laugh break”—everyone 

exercises their lungs by laughing loud and long at anything or nothing. Or invite 

someone to share his or her best joke about chaos or the current point of focus. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/5-components-that-enhance-positive-expectations-4-smile/
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(Class clowns come in handy at times.) 

• Take regular breaks from your work. Unceasing labor will wear you down on all 

levels—and, contrary to what seems logical on first glance, will ultimately 

increase the time it takes to get everything done. 

• If all else fails, make an appointment with your doctor to see if you have a 

clinical-depression problem. 

 

 And remember, children will imitate your overall attitude, often taking it into the 

larger world—so smile for everyone’s sake! 
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TALKING TO YOUR DAUGHTER 
 

 Notwithstanding today’s embracing of unisex and transgender roles, the majority 

of youngsters still tend toward characteristics traditionally associated with their birth 

genders—and face peer pressure in areas where they don’t naturally match up. Here are 

some ways to help a girl appreciate her femininity without compromising her unique 

identity. 

  

Encourage Her to Be Sensitive and Strong 
 The idea of a “proper lady” as helpless and frail has met a well-deserved demise. 

But that doesn’t mean any girl should put on a perpetual stoic expression for fear of 

appearing “weak.” 

 Remember—and let your daughter know—that tears sometimes are natural and 

healthy. When they come, offer your shoulder to cry on until the outpouring runs its 

course. Then, discuss with her what triggered the upset, and encourage her to come up 

with ideas for remedying the problem. But don’t step in to solve it, or tell her that the 

issue is “silly”—let her figure things out for herself. 

 Encourage her to talk about all her feelings regularly, and assure her you will 

never reprimand her for expressing a thought, even if she’s angry at you. Discuss (and 

model) healthy ways of dealing with strong emotions, rather than “politely” bottling 

them up—that sort of politeness is the route to self-hatred and depression. 

  

Teach Her to Be the Best Kind of Lady 
 A closer look at the classic “lady” shows she wasn’t as helpless as modern folk 

assume: she knew how to express righteous indignation and get what she needed. Still, 

you probably want more for your daughter than living in a perpetual supporting role—

or, at least, you want her to understand there are other options. 

 But there was one aspect of “being a lady” that everyone should continue to 

practice: don’t be too proud to accept help. The secrets of accepting help without being 

helpless are: 

• If someone holds a door or steps aside for you, acknowledge the courtesy with a 

smile and a “Thank you.” 

• If someone offers you a bigger courtesy (such as their seat), it’s your choice 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/talking-to-your-daughter/
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whether to accept or say “No thank you, I’m fine.” In either case, keep the smile. 

• If a stranger or casual acquaintance offers any potentially dangerous favor (such 

as a ride), put more firmness into your “No, thank you.” Make unwavering eye 

contact and keep your voice calm and confident. 

• If you really need help (not necessarily in a physically dangerous situation), ask 

for it rather than letting things get worse—or stewing because no one 

spontaneously offers. 

 

Encourage Her to Be Herself 
 In these days when female submissiveness is scorned, many girls find more 

social risk in leaning toward “domestic” interests than toward “tomboy” pursuits. But 

expecting anyone to stifle any natural inclination toward any good-in-itself activity is 

damaging to the individual, who never reaches her full potential—and to the society 

which deprives itself of the best contribution she could make. 

 Whether she’s a born housekeeper or a born construction worker, your daughter 

is one of a kind. Talk with her regularly about her passions and dreams—and about ideas 

for pursuing them effectively. That’s the route to becoming a powerful woman. 

  



18 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TALKING TO YOUR SON 
 

 Notwithstanding today’s embracing of unisex and transgender roles, the majority 

of youngsters still tend toward many characteristics traditionally associated with their 

birth genders—and face peer pressure in areas where they don’t naturally match up. 

Here are some ways to help a boy appreciate his masculinity without compromising his 

unique identity. 

  

Encourage Him to Explore His Emotions 
 Boys were traditionally expected to keep up perpetual stoic expressions; any 

tears provoked the ultimate insult: “Stop acting like a girl.” Even since the demise of 

that expression, crying or otherwise showing hurt is looked down on as a sign of being 

too weak to handle things. 

 Eliminate the phrase “Don’t cry” from your vocabulary. Treat obvious injury, 

offer your shoulder, let tantrums blow by without comment—but don’t demand that 

your son turn off the tears. After they run their course, you can ask about what triggered 

them and encourage him to explore ways of dealing with the problem. But remember—

and make sure he understands—that tears sometimes are natural and healthy. 

 Encourage him to talk about other feelings, too—insecurity, anger, romantic 

attraction—and let him know you will never reprimand him for saying how he feels. If 

he learns to express himself verbally, strong emotions will be less likely to come out via 

antisocial aggression. 

  

Teach Him to Be a Gentleman 
 Whether or not you’re particularly fond of the classic lady–gentleman traditions 

(a gentleman walks on the outside, holds the door, gets off the bus first to help a lady 

down), everyone should follow the basic principle: if you see anyone in a weaker 

position than you, be considerate and offer a hand. Even small boys can put this 

principle into action: 

• If someone is struggling with a load, offer to take part of it. (Even if the other 

person is bigger than you, taking one item may make all the difference.) 

• If you’re with someone else and reach a door first, hold it open and follow your 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/talking-to-your-son/
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companion through. If you have a door open and see someone coming through 

behind you, hold the door until the other person has a grip on it. 

• Let others go first whenever possible (without making a big show of it). 

• Never push past anyone; if you must pass, say “Excuse me” and wait for them to 

step aside. 

• If someone is being treated unfairly, speak up on their behalf. 

 

Encourage Him to Be Himself 
 In these days when accusations of male chauvinism are dreaded, boys can find it 

as socially risky to lean toward traditional “macho” interests as toward “sissy” pursuits. 

But expecting anyone to stifle any natural attraction to any good-in-itself activity is 

damaging to the individual, who never reaches his full potential—and to the society 

which deprives itself of the best contribution he could make. 

 Whether he’s naturally tough or tender, athletic or artistic, your son is one of a 

kind. Talk with him regularly about his interests and dreams, and about ideas for making 

the most of them. Only by faithfully pursuing his own passions will he become the best 

man he can be. 
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7 TIPS FOR RAISING COMPASSIONATE KIDS 
 

 To build a better world, we need more than lessening of anger. We need active 

empathy, understanding, and compassion for all fellow creatures. 

 The best time to develop any positive quality is as young as possible. If you want 

your children to grow up adding to the world’s compassion bank: 

  

1. Show Compassion to Them on a Daily Basis 
 It should go without saying, but if you snap at your children, come down hard on 

their mistakes, or take a “don’t bother me” attitude—no amount of lecturing on 

compassion will keep them from doing as you do. Make it a rule to be patient, kind, and 

non-demanding. (If you have real trouble here, examine your sleeping, eating, and work 

habits for anything that might be elevating your stress—and if that doesn’t help, talk to a 

therapist.) 

  

2. Set an Example With the Rest of the World 
 Even if compassion is a way of life within your family, how you treat those 

outside influences children’s attitudes toward the larger world. Make it a point to shrug 

off inconsiderate drivers, smile at service people, and answer the inconveniently ringing 

phone cheerfully (or ignore it without comment and check your messages later). 

  

3. Talk about Your Day in Positive Terms 
 Many people, unimpeachable in face-to-face politeness, feed their intimates an 

endless litany against “impossible” coworkers, “obnoxious” service people, and “this 

whole rotten world.” Fill your at-home conversation with more pleasant incidents, 

believe that “good people” are the rule—and your children will learn to expect the best 

of others. 

  

4. Share Compassionate Stories 
 Choose stories that speak well of others, not only when recounting your personal 

experiences, but when reminiscing about your family history, reading books to your 

children, or watching television as a household. It may take extra effort to locate 
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fictional stories, let alone news reports, that star positive examples of compassionate 

people—but it’s well worth it. 

  

5. Actively Teach Empathy 
 When a child comes home furious at someone else, it’s not a good time to talk 

about the other party’s viewpoint: just let the child cry on your shoulder, and assure him 

you understand his feelings. After he calms down enough to be objective, you can ask 

questions to nurture the habit of empathizing with annoying people: 

• “Can you think why she might have acted like that?” 

• “Could she be unhappy about something else?” 

• “What could you do besides hate her for it?” 

  

6. Nurture Sentiment 
 Not “sentimental” in the maudlin sense, but in the sense of being unafraid to 

actively express love, caring, and devotion. 

• Hug your kids regularly and say out loud, “I love you.” 

• Share stories of your childhood. 

• Have a family tradition for every holiday or special occasion. 

  

7. Help Others as a Family 
 Participate together in serving others, and I don’t mean just dropping a charitable 

donation in a public box. Serve meals at a soup kitchen; help repair a hurricane-flooded 

house; or at least take your donations directly to the end users—meet the people your 

actions are benefitting. Ultimately, compassion means seeing a human face on the 

person receiving it. 
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FINDING A LIFE BALANCE FOR YOUR KIDS 
 

 Between soccer practice, music lessons, and homework, many kids are totally 

overscheduled. And parents spend a huge amount of time shuttling kids from one 

activity to the next—with little place for down time. 

 However, down time is essential for healthy child development. Kids need time 

to play and time to daydream. Establishing and maintaining a healthy life balance 

benefits kids by reducing anxiety and the risk of burning out. It also benefits the entire 

family, by providing them with time to grow closer together.  

 The following tips can help both parents and children maintain healthy life 

balance. 

 

Limit Extracurricular Activities  
 A child who is active on the football team, debate team, school chorus, and 

volunteer work, while also maintaining a straight-A average, may enjoy and excel at all 

those activities—for a while. But long-term, this sort of schedule is a classic recipe for 

burnout. It’s nearly always to limit extracurricular activities to one or two, focusing on 

activities the child enjoys the most. (This also provides early practice in priority setting.) 

 

Consider Enlisting Tutors  
 Where students struggle with too much homework, emphasize time management 

in resolving the problem. (If assigned homework is truly excessive, consider talking with 

the teacher or school administration.) If it’s one particular subject that’s causing 

difficulty, parents can and should enlist the services of a tutor or other special helper. 

How to tell the difference? Students who procrastinate on all their homework are likely 

experiencing time management problems. Students who “hate” a particular class are 

more likely to be struggling with that specific subject. 

 

Lead by Example  
 These days, executives and low-wage service people are equally likely to work 

long hours and odd shifts. However, even if working a strict “9 to 5” schedule is not an 

option, your family time deserves major-priority status. When you always make time to 
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spend with your kids, and when they also see you interacting with friends as well as 

coming and going from work, they’ll absorb healthy attitudes and time-management 

skills for all aspects of life. 
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THE LAW OF COMPENSATION AND THE UNIVERSAL “JOY BANK” 
 

 Although no one likes a ”what’s in it for me” attitude, “you get as good as you 

give” is a universal truth. The principle is often called the Law of Compensation, from 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 1841 essay “Compensation.” Your reward may not come back 

to you immediately, or all at once, or in the form you expected, but it will come.   

 That said, giving primarily to get something back generates negative energy 

that will significantly reduce the return on your “investment.” Like all universal laws of 

behavior, the Law of Compensation is repelled by selfishness. That’s not to say you’re 

forbidden to ask for or even think about the compensation you want—just that you 

need a better motive than building up your material resources (especially if that motive 

includes the idea of reaching a point where you won’t have to “bother” giving any 

more).  

 But if you want to give in a way that guarantees a prompt return with interest, the 

#1 rule is:  

 Make it your top priority to increase the overall sum of joy in the world.  

  When you give your attention, time, or money with no motive beyond adding to 

the world’s sum of joy, your own joy will grow exponentially.  

 Here are a few ideas you can use every day to spread joy, with little money or 

time required:  

• Smile and make eye contact with everyone you interact with, even the stranger 

who asks you to push a floor button on the elevator. Just acknowledging 

someone’s presence and humanity will brighten their day.  

• Speaking to someone is another way to acknowledge them; when you’re asked to 

push that floor button, add a quick “Sure” or “Be glad to” to your smile and eye 

contact.  

• Say “thank you” at every opportunity: to the fellow customer who holds the door 

for you, the barista who serves your coffee, the server who clears your used 

plate, even the janitor who had to finish cleaning the restroom before you could 

use it.  

• Without seeming so familiar as to generate talking-to-strangers nervousness, 

look especially for opportunities to thank children for being helpful, well-

behaved, or patient. Preschoolers and elementary schoolers, in particular, often 
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feel ignored or belittled by adults, and a simple moment of dignity will leave 

them walking three inches taller for the rest of the day. (If the children are your 

own, it will also increase good behavior in your home by focusing attention on 

the positive.)  

• Send up a prayer for the depressed-looking stranger across the aisle or the 

anxious face being interviewed on the television news.  

  

 And if someone responds to your joy-spreading attempt with a snarl? Pray 

that they will meet with more kindness and understanding to refill their joy banks. Being 

sympathetic instead of resentful will let your own joy supply continue to grow.  
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THE POWER OF PURPOSE 
 

 People whose sense of purpose stops at “getting ahead” make unpleasant 

company. They’re overly busy, overly competitive, and overly suspicious. They’re 

tense, irritable, and pessimistic. They put expediency ahead of integrity and self-respect. 

Often they wind up chronically depressed or even suicidal. 

 Sadly, it’s not just middle-aged CEOs who get into this condition. It happens to 

kids of high school age—and even younger. 

 Presumably, you’d rather have your kids at the top of the happiness curve than 

the top of the grade curve. Yet you may have fallen into the trap of emphasizing 

“achievement”—and never had a serious talk with your children about purpose. 

 At any age, a sense of individual purpose means: 

• believing in oneself as unique and valuable 

• feeling fulfilled even in the face of setbacks, as long as one has purpose-based 

goals 

• looking forward to getting up each morning 

• more years in one’s life and more life in one’s years 

  

Helping Your Kids Find Their Purpose 
If you want that sort of life for your children, the rules of helping them build a purpose-

centered mindset are: 

• Listen to dreams of “what I want to be when I grow up.” Even wild flights of 

fancy hold clues to real-world passions. 

• Starting when your kids are about seven or eight, talk with them every six 

months about what will be required to follow their dreams. Help them get 

involved in relevant projects and activities—but leave margin for experimenting, 

informally and unsupervised, with other options. 

• If an activity your child loves seems to be interfering with schoolwork, share 

your concerns, but also consider the child’s point of view. Try to work out a 

mutually acceptable solution, such as giving up television for a while. Or, 

consider that the difference between an A and a B average may not really be that 

important. 

• Don’t panic if young adults deviate from the “sensible” route of a college degree 

and steady job. Let them learn by trial and error; they’ll be better off in the long 

run. 

  

 For serious long-term planning, a detailed self-evaluation is in order. One 

popular template was created by Rick Warren (author of The Purpose-Driven Life) and 

uses the acronym SHAPE: 

• Spiritual Gifts (a concept from Christian theology, but those from other traditions 

may apply it to insight-based and relational skills): What sorts of things do you 

know instinctively? How well do you relate to others? In what ways do you find 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/the-power-of-purpose/
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it natural to help others? 

• Heart, or passions: What can you get completely lost in? What topics fascinate 

you? 

• Abilities: Are you an athlete or an artist? What topics do you get high grades in? 

What do people compliment you for? What do others ask you to help with 

“because you’re so good at it”? 

• Personality: Are you an extrovert or an introvert? Detail-focused or broadly 

imaginative? Logical or emotional? Spontaneous or a planner? (There are several 

tests, notably the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, for evaluating personality traits 

more thoroughly.) 

• Experience: Which past activities brought you the most joy? Which produced the 

most satisfactory results? 

  

 Helping your children find their purpose—and respecting whatever purposes 

they find—is a gift even more valuable than formal education. 

  

http://www.myersbriggs.org/my-mbti-personality-type/mbti-basics/home.htm?bhcp=1
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HOW PROPER NUTRITION IMPROVES LEARNING 
 

 If you want your children at their best and brightest in school—and in life’s other 

learning experiences—one of the best things to do is feed them a healthy diet.  

 You don’t hear the aphorism “fish is brain food” much anymore. Still, there’s a 

fair amount of truth in it—not that fish has any monopoly on nourishing the brain. Most 

healthy foods—eaten in the right variety, in the right amounts, and at the right times—

are assets to a growing (or grown) brain’s powers of concentration and memory. 

 If your kids are struggling in school, the problem may lie in what—or how—

they’re eating. 

• Do they get daily servings of whole grains, fruits and vegetables (without added 

fat or sugar), and good proteins (fish, poultry, nuts, beans—prepared without 

heavy sauces)? 

• Do they eat a good-sized breakfast, comprising healthy foods (fruit, eggs, yogurt, 

whole-grain breads or cereals), every morning? With no breakfast, or with one of 

sweet pastries and processed juice, body and brain will go sluggish long before 

lunch. 

• Do they get light, healthy snacks (a lean protein, with a piece of fruit, a raw 

vegetable, or a small whole-grain item) at midmorning and again at 

midafternoon? This keeps the brain energized and staves off “learning slumps.” 

If your children’s school only allows eating during official lunch periods, make 

doubly sure the kids leave home well fueled. 

• Are empty-calorie and “junk” foods kept to a minimum? Not only can these slow 

immediate brain function, they cause unhealthy weight gain—which 

may itself divert “maintenance energy” from the brain and reduce cognitive 

function. 

  

Hints for Getting Kids to Eat Their Vegetables (and Other Healthy Foods 
That May Not Generate Instant Enthusiasm): 

• Never use the “it’s good for you” argument. Trust me, they don’t care. 

• Scrap the “I guess you’re also too full for dessert” technique. Your own 

eating experience could tell you it’s entirely possible for appetite to revive when 

something new and intriguing is served. If you worry about your children 

eating only the less healthy items, just leave those items off the menu. 

• Let your children have some say in menu planning. Adults tend to forget how 

unpleasant it can be to have someone else’s food preferences forced on you three 

times a day. 

• Let the kids help with meal preparation; they’ll be eager to eat their own 

creations. 

• Experiment with a variety of foods, recipes, and seasonings. 

• Don’t serve food bland or overcooked! 

• Serve small helpings to small children; often they leave their plates half 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/the-real-connection-between-nutrition-and-learning/
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full only because your eyes are bigger than their stomachs. 

• When faced with an outright refusal to eat, don’t argue: clear the table without 

comment and let the kids store up appetite for the next meal. To minimize risk of 

long-term problems, keep “empty calories” snacks out of the home (healthy ones 

are fine), and never let yourself get sucked into the trap of repeatedly preparing 

separate menus for everyone. 

• Keep the dinner table a pleasant place with pleasant conversation. 

• Set a good example—eat healthy yourself, and enjoy it! 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF ALWAYS BEING TRUE TO YOURSELF 
 

“This above all: to thine own self be true,  

And it must follow, as the night the day,  

Thou canst not then be false to any man.”  

–Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act I, Scene 3  

  

 “Being true to yourself” is difficult for most people. Have you ever:  

• pretended to like a television show because your coworkers raved about it?  

• “stretched the truth” about your accomplishments because others were bragging 

about theirs?  

• accepted a work project you knew would take time from things you valued more, 

because you feared what your supervisor would think if you said no?  

 

 If so, you’ve caved in to peer pressure as surely as the kid who took a sip of beer 

because “everyone else was doing it.” When counseling your own children on the evils 

of peer pressure, make sure you’re setting a good example yourself.  

  

“Politeness” vs. Being True to Yourself 
  That’s not to say, of course, that you should respond to a promotion offer by 

lecturing on the evils of workaholism, or bluntly tell people they must be crazy to like 

golf. “Being true to yourself” doesn’t mean assuming your own preferences are 

inherently superior. It means that you consistently act on those preferences for 

yourself—without burdening others with criticism, guilt trips, or major inconvenience.  

 It’s not rude to simply say, “No, thank you” or “I’ll pass; that’s not really my 

thing”—even if you do run into the occasional self-confidence-challenged party who 

takes it as a personal attack on their intelligence. If your friends snub you because you 

aren’t “exactly like them,” find better friends who like you for whom you are. If you 

spend your life putting on a false front, your self-respect will die of neglect, and you’ll 

be as lonely as the person with no close peers at all.  

  

Peer Pressure Close to Home 
 Of course, not everyone will snub you over minor differences in taste. Much peer 
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pressure is all in our heads—we go along with others because we assume they’ll be 

angry otherwise, and never risk finding out for sure.  

 If there’s anything worse than that, it’s pushing our own assumptions about what 

someone else should do and be—an offense frequently committed by parents. Visit 

a social media chat on unconventional life paths and see how many comments like the 

following appear:  

• “I stopped speaking to my mother after the fiftieth time she prophesied I’d die a 

starving artist.”  

• “My family was all for my going to law school until they learned I wanted to be 

a public defender—now they won’t get off my back about there being more 

‘respectability’ in private practice.”  

• “My dad even said he was praying that more young people would become social 

workers—but when he learned I was going to be one of those young people, you 

could hear him screaming ‘not my little girl’ for fifty miles.”  

 

 Sadly, we may be the “peers” who put the most pressure on our children to be 

false to themselves. If your “baby” leaves the “safe” route, try to be proud rather than 

visualizing disaster. After all, Shakespeare put “to thine own self be true” in the mouth 

of a father sending his son to another country!  
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HOW PROPER SLEEP IMPROVES LEARNING 
 

 If you want your children at their best and brightest in school—and in life’s other 

learning experiences—one of the best things to do is make sure they get enough sleep. 

We’re always hearing that Americans are chronically sleep-deprived—and always 

convincing ourselves that we can or must live on six hours a night. If your kids put up a 

fuss about going to bed, you might look at your own example before scolding them. 

 Still, children do need more sleep than adults—11.5 hours average for 

preschoolers, ten for 6–13-year-olds. Even people in their early twenties may need up to 

nine hours a night to nurture their still-maturing brains. And the brain at any age will 

show diminished function when sleep-deprived—think how hard you find it to 

concentrate after being up all night. 

 When the brain is properly rested, it performs much more effectively: 

• Late-night “cramming” actually decreases performance on academic tests. 

Students who arrive in class fresh from a good night’s sleep recall information 

better, solve deductive problems more effectively, and finish tests faster. 

• A sleepless night can reduce the brain’s learning ability by as much as 40 

percent. 

• Long-term memory function is significantly better in people who get the 

recommended amount of sleep. The full sleep cycle is essential for brains to 

effectively “file” recently learned information. 

• Better-rested people have better reasoning power and make more effective 

decisions. 

• When economically disadvantaged kids get adequate sleep, their performance in 

school comes close to that of their better-off peers. 

 So if your children are struggling to learn, take a good look at their sleep 

habits—perhaps all they need is a little more rest. 

  

Signs Your Kids May Not Be Getting Enough Sleep 
• They seem restless and hyperactive, especially in the evenings. 

• They get clingy, cranky, and/or non-communicative. 

• They fall asleep spontaneously during the day, or sleep through the morning 

alarm. 

• They snore at night (this may indicate sleep apnea, which causes frequent 

“stirring” to increase air supply to the body). 

  

Ways to Help Your Kids Get More and Better Sleep 
• An hour or two before their bedtime, turn off all electronic screens; dim the 

house lights; and spend some time playing quiet games or listening to soft music. 

• Establish a nightly “get ready for bed” routine. 

• Avoid large meals or drinks, and anything with caffeine or sugar, in the late 

evening. (A light snack is okay.) 

• Keep the children’s room cool and dark. If anyone has fear-of-the-dark 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/the-real-connection-between-proper-sleep-and-learning/
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problems, provide comfort objects and/or soothing white noise. If the kids still 

insist on a night light (or if one is needed for safety in case of getting up), choose 

a model specifically recommended for not interfering with sleep. 

• Reinforce good bedtime behavior with hugs and compliments. 

 

 And if your child still has insomnia, or snores violently, or awakens screaming or 

gasping for breath, make a doctor’s appointment to investigate possible underlying 

causes. 
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THE SECRETS OF UNCONDITIONAL LOVE 
 

 “You never say you love me,” complained the wife.  

 Her husband replied, “I said it ten years ago when I proposed. If I ever change 

my mind, I’ll let you know!” That’s a perfect example of the wrong way to express love 

for your partner—or your child.  

 Although few of us would be so brusque when asked directly, many parents take 

the attitude, “Of course my kids know I love them. Don’t I feed them, protect them, and 

teach them right from wrong?” Well, even if they “know” intellectually how you feel, 

nothing replaces actually hearing it—or feeling it through a gentle touch, a spontaneous 

compliment, or that special glow in your face when they enter the room. Are you giving 

them all of that regularly—plus assurances that nothing they do, or fail to do, will ever 

make you stop loving them?   

 That last point is hard for many parents. Sure, they’d never think of rejecting 

their children outright, but in the children’s eyes at least, they regularly hint at the 

possibility. Are you guilty of any of the following habits?   

• Asking, “Is that the best you could do?,” especially in cases of excellent-but-not-

quite-perfect results such as a 98% grade.  

• Snapping, “Don’t bother me, I’m busy,” without even turning your head to look 

at the child who enters while you’re hurrying to clean up.  

• “Listening” to your kids out of the corner of your eye and ear, while continuing 

to work on something else.  

• Always letting the phone or email alert take precedence over continuing a 

conversation.  

• Expressing annoyance in harsh, “you-focused” messages: “You are such a slob!” 

instead of “I get so upset when I find a mess like this.”  

• Saying, “Don’t you ever let me hear of you doing this or that.” 

  

 Implications:  

• “I’m ashamed of you for not always getting everything exactly right.”  

• “You rate low on my scale of things that deserve attention.”  

• “There are things you could do that would be completely unforgivable.”  

  

 Results: children who feel they have to earn their parents’ love, who constantly 

fear slipping up—and who don’t dare tell their parents, who should be their primary 
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supporters, if they do “goof up” big time or are facing serious peer pressure to go the 

wrong direction.  

 Seriously, do you want to do that to your kids?  

 It may be you’ve ingrained such toxic habits unconsciously and now despair of 

being able to change. Don’t—repeat, don’t—go “conditional love” on yourself by 

beating yourself up for it. Instead, start practicing these little habits daily:   

• Expressing pleasure in a project without dissecting the results.  

• Stopping what you’re doing, and making eye contact, whenever your kids want 

to talk to you. (If you really can’t put down what you’re doing, at least take time 

to say definitely that you’ll be with them in five minutes.)  

• Letting the voice mail take a message—or turning off the phone completely—

when you have a serious in-person conversation going.  

• Giving spontaneous hugs.  

• Making it clear your kids can always talk to you about anything.  

• Saying things like, “You’re a great kid” or “I’m so blessed to have you” or—

yes—”I love you.” Go ahead, try it: it’s easy!  

  



36 | P a g e  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PRAYER AND YOUR FAMILY 
 

 Most children are naturals at prayer, having few preconceived opinions about 

what’s impossible and what’s not important enough to bother God with. Small wonder 

that the Bible advises even adults to “become like little children” (Matthew 18:3) if we 

wish to attain spiritual enlightenment.  

 If you haven’t been in the habit of encouraging your children to pray—or of 

praying much yourself—cultivating the habit can yield miraculous benefits in family 

togetherness, confident living, and yes, even miraculous solutions to your problems. 

 

Praying in the Evening 
 The tradition of having children say their prayers at bedtime, kneeling by the bed 

and pouring out their wishes, thank-you’s, and bless-everyone’s to God, isn’t as quaint 

and outdated as many think. If you want your family to get the most from this practice, 

besides having your children say their own prayers, lay your hands on their heads and let 

them hear you pray for their health, growth, and success. Then, when it’s your own 

bedtime, do some additional praying of your own, either kneeling by your bed or sitting 

in a chair. 

 

Praying in the Morning 
 Morning prayer gets less attention than evening prayer in our rush-off-to-work-

and-school world. That’s a shame, because prayer does wonders for starting the day on 

an optimistic note. Try getting up a half hour earlier, or replacing your morning-paper or 

radio-news time with prayer time (you can always check the news later, after building 

up inner strength to handle it). If you can convince your family to join you, so much the 

better (special “early bird” pastries or cocoa might provide incentive); if not, you can 

still pray that each of them will have a good day and that you will be patient and loving 

with them.  

 And when you all sit down around the breakfast table, take a couple of minutes 

to say grace before digging in! 
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Praying at Meals 
 Indeed, grace should be said at every family meal—breakfast, lunch, or dinner. 

Besides spiritual benefits, it provides a pause that helps diners remember to eat slowly 

and enjoy their food.  

 Let even the smallest children take turns leading prayer before eating. The more 

they participate directly, the more they’ll see it as a natural part of life. 

 

Praying on Other Occasions 
 Outside of daily routine, there are many times ideal for leading your family in 

prayer: 

• Before leaving for weekly worship services, pray that everyone will be attentive 

and blessed by what they learn. 

• When someone is leaving for camp, a business trip, college, or even regular 

school or work, pray over him that he will be protected and successful. 

• When celebrating a birthday or holiday, let everyone take turns praying their 

thanks for the honoree or occasion. 

 

 Look also for opportunities to send up quick prayers for help, patience, or 

whatever a situation calls for. Speak these prayers out loud and with confidence, and 

your children will soon be doing the same—and seeing amazing answers! 
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12 SECRETS OF HEALTHY ENCOURAGEMENT 
 

 Encouragement doesn’t always work as we expect. A sincere “You’re doing a 

great job” may elicit an angry reaction if the job doesn’t measure up to the worker’s 

personal standards. Even if those standards are unreasonable. 

 Here are some better ways of encouraging children to live effective and ever-

improving lives. 

 

1. Emphasize the Value and Joys of Hard Work 
 Avoid implying that only results count: even messy results deliver value through 

experience gained and lessons learned. Focus on the effort that goes into the project—

and on enjoying the effort for its own sake. 

 

2. Provide Regular Opportunities to Try New Things 
 Some parents are so worried about their kids getting hurt—emotionally as well 

as physically—that they “protect” them from taking any risks. All this encourages is the 

idea that the kids are too helpless and incompetent to handle anything on their own. 

 

3. Don’t Try to Shield Kids from “Failure” 
 Trial and error is the legitimate price of discovering personal competence. You 

may worry that your kids will be shattered if their self-designed engineering projects 

don’t work—but it’s more discouraging if you imply “I don’t believe you can do it.” 

 

4. Allow Kids the Dignity of Being Responsible 
 Let them do their own homework, clean their own rooms, and deal with the 

consequences if they don’t. At the same time, insist that everyone choose regular chores 

and take a hand in maintaining communal household areas. 

 

5. Never Define Character by Actions 
 If a child breaks something valuable or violates a house rule, address the problem 
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rather than criticizing the person. And focus on finding solutions, not assigning blame. 

 

6. Let Kids Make Their Own Decisions Whenever Possible 
 Let them try out for baseball, enter the science fair, or go to art camp instead of 

hiking camp. And give them some say in what vegetables to serve with dinner (let them 

help cook!). 

 

7. Let Kids Set Their Own Standards Whenever Possible 
 If your daughter is proud of her painting and it looks to you like a meal rejected 

by the stomach—let her frame it anyway. You don’t have to pay it insincere 

compliments, but neither should you consider your personal taste the ultimate judgment 

seat. 

 

8. Know the Difference Between Values and Interests 
 Values comprise nonnegotiable standards of integrity. Hobbies and career 

choices are unique to each individual. If your children’s interests don’t match yours, 

don’t confuse that with a violation of values. 

 

9. Give Kids Permission to Disagree with You 
 You have a right to insist they respect your values, but no right to tell them what 

to think. Let them state their opinions in full, even when having their way isn’t an 

option. 

 

10. Listen When Kids Talk 
 Look them in the eye. Repeat what they’ve said in your own words, if you need 

to clarify. And no interrupting allowed! 

 

11. Encourage Kids to Talk 
 Ask about their leisure activities, their friends, how they’d like to resolve their 

problems. 

 

12. Give Kids the Gift of Time 
 Join them in their favorite activities. Attend their events. Schedule regular one-

on-one time with each child, no outside communications allowed. Nothing encourages 

like knowing you’re worthy of someone’s attention! 
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7 WAYS TO ENCOURAGE KIDS TO BE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE 
 

 Hopefully, your kids are enrolled in a school that provides opportunities for 

physical movement, rather than making everyone sit at desks until concentration and 

interest fly out the window. Regardless of what your school does, you can encourage 

kids to be physically active at home. Perhaps especially during the summer, when 

oppressive heat and nothing-to-do laziness can actually make them less active than 

during the school year when they’re released every afternoon brimming with pent-up 

energy. 

 Here are seven ideas for promoting healthy physical activity in children: 

 

1. Do Something with Them 
 Even if you come home feeling exhausted, set aside time to play catch or wrestle 

with the kids before bedtime. (And even if you need an hour’s rest, when you walk in 

the door make a point of being glad to see your children first and your armchair second!) 

 

2. Sign Them Up for Something 
 Preferably, an organized activity that they genuinely enjoy and have a say in 

choosing: no volunteering them to get them out from underfoot; no “win at all costs” 

sports teams for kids who hate pressure. And remember, few people really enjoy trying 

to keep up with more than two activities at once. 

 

3. Don’t Overfeed Them 
 Consuming excess calories will make anyone sluggish, and perhaps trigger 

cramps during physical activity. In hot weather, light meals—salads, grilled fish/poultry, 

and small servings—should be the norm. 

 

4. Remember the Rules of Good Health 
 Remind the kids to drink plenty of water, use sunscreen, not overexert 

themselves, and do brief light exercise before and after intense activity. To avoid chills, 

change perspiration-saturated clothing upon entering an air-conditioned home. And tell 

your children that if they feel dizzy or faint, they should sit down in a cool place, take a 
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long drink of water, and inform you promptly if they continue to feel ill. 

 

5. In Summer, Plan Physical Activities for Early Morning and Late Evening 
 Consider mornings first, as right around sunrise is the coolest daylight hour. And 

remember that sunrise and sunset hours change with the seasons, so don’t plan things 

too strictly by the clock. You may want to play catch before breakfast for a while. 

 

6. Have Both Indoor and Outdoor Options Available 
 Generally, outdoor activity has the advantage in both health and scenery. But in 

case outside heat and humidity are unbearable—or in case a thunderstorm decides to 

empty its clouds over your neighborhood—provide your kids with opportunities for 

active play indoors. If your home can’t squeeze in a basement rumpus room, buy a small 

trampoline or other piece of fun fitness equipment. Also, see what facilities are available 

at your nearest community or religious center. 

 

7. Set an Example 
 Not only in doing things with your kids as in Point 1, but in having and regularly 

using gym memberships, bicycles, or other activities of your own. “Imitating Daddy” 

still provides plenty of incentive for kids. And years from now, your own health will still 

be great and you’ll be playing actively with your grandchildren! 
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YES, YOUR KIDS CAN EAT HEALTHY AND (REALLY) LIKE IT 
 

 Messy scenes centered on the protest, “I don’t want those yucky vegetables! ” 

may be funny in the comic strips, but not around your family dinner table. If you’re the 

parent of one or more finicky eaters who seem to think that if you really loved them, 

you’d serve cheeseburgers and ice cream exclusively—there are better solutions than the 

“You’ll eat it if I have to hold your nose to make you open your mouth” approach. 

 

Don’t Bother with the “It’s Good for You” Argument 
 Parents can get so caught up in “doing what’s right” for their kids that they never 

consider how unpleasant it is to be deprived of all say in what you eat. Even with adults, 

“staying healthy ” really isn’t much motivation for doing things you hate. Since it’s 

unlikely kids will feel an obvious difference in the “big and strong” category after one 

meal, it pays to provide more immediate reward by serving menus that are healthy and 

tasty. And while you’re at it, set an example and enjoy the food yourself! 

 

Give Kids the Same Dining Rights as Adults 
You wouldn’t make a big deal out of it if an adult guest left something untouched—and 

if she were smaller than you, you wouldn’t pile a serving sized for your stomach onto 

her plate. If your children “aren’t hungry,” maybe they really aren’t; provide a variety of 

good options daily, and diets will balance out soon enough. 

 

Let the Kids Help Fix Dinner 
 Especially if the recipe or cooking technique is new to the kids, they usually love 

the opportunity to create—and they’ll eat it just from pride in the results. 

 

Don’t Play off One Food Against Another 
 “If you aren’t hungry enough to eat that, you obviously don’t want dessert 

either ” is both counterproductive (reinforcing the idea that healthy food is a necessary 

evil and only fattening sweets are truly desirable) and illogical (haven’t you ever 

experienced a sudden revival of appetite when the monotony of an overly large serving 

was broken by the arrival of a different food?). Dessert shouldn’t be served at every 
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meal anyway. Keep it for special occasions, and serve all-healthy courses at most meals. 

For getting kids to eat healthy, nothing beats limiting access to unhealthy foods.   
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SHOULD KIDS CHOOSE THEIR OWN BEDTIMES? AND OTHER 
QUESTIONS ABOUT GETTING ENOUGH SLEEP 
 

 Hank Ketcham, creator of Dennis the Menace, once wrote a summary of the 

“won’t stay in bed” problem from a child’s point of view: “This kind of kid is not bad; 

he’s just not sleepy. But for some reason, grownups [who are fine with getting up for a 

snack themselves] think a kid should go to sleep even when he’s not sleepy.” If the kid 

is sent to bed because his parents are sleepy, or while adults are partying noisily 

downstairs, he may have cause to complain about unreasonable expectations. 

 Still, it does happen that kids think they aren’t sleepy, stay up late, and are 

groggy and nonfunctional the next day. How to ensure they get adequate sleep for health 

and alertness? 

 

Should My Kids Choose Their Own Bedtime? 
If they’re old enough to tell time, they deserve at least the chance to express their 

opinions on the matter—and, if their bedtime is still set earlier than they’d like, to know 

the reasons. 

  

What if I’m Ready for Bed and My Kids Are Still Going Strong? 
 It shows lack of respect to arbitrarily schedule their bedtimes to your 

convenience. If you’re really exhausted, tell them you’re going to take a nap and ask 

them to play quietly until bedtime. (Of course, you may have to set an alarm to wake 

you up so you can remind them it is their bedtime.) 

 A nightly winding-down period (light snack, story time, hot bath) is a good idea 

in any case. No one—child or adult—falls asleep easily after an abrupt transition from 

high busyness. 

 

What if My Kids Won’t Stay in Bed? 
 If you’re sure a too-early bedtime isn’t the problem, try to pinpoint what might 

be keeping them awake. Is too much noise or light getting into their bedrooms? Are their 

rooms too hot or too cold? Have they been eating heavily, or watching television, too 

late in the evening? Are they worried about anything? Remedying these problems will 
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often cure the getting-out-of-bed habit. 

 On the other hand, some people are naturally predisposed to night waking. If 

your kid is one of these, consider house rules that allow for getting up and doing quiet 

activities that won’t wake everyone else—and won’t make it difficult to return to sleep 

within an hour. 

 

How Can I Be Sure My Kids Are Getting Enough Sleep? 
 Hours spent in bed aren’t really the best yardstick, as anyone with chronic 

insomnia knows. Consider: 

• Allowing for midday slump and weather-influenced fatigue, are your children 

alert and attentive during the day? 

• Are they performing well in school and other everyday activities? 

• Are they cheerful and even-tempered most of the time?  

• Are they in good physical health overall? 

 

 If your answer to any of the above is “no,” your kids may be suffering from sleep 

deprivation—or from some other problem. Ask them what they think is wrong, and talk 

to a doctor if it looks like anything needs professional attention. But if you get a “yes” 

answer to every question—stop worrying about what “should” be “normal” sleep 

patterns, and rest easy yourself!  
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COULD YOUR CHILD HAVE SEASONAL AFFECTIVE DISORDER? 
 

 Most of us have occasional bouts of “winter blahs.” It could be post-celebration 

letdown after the winter holidays; restlessness from too much time indoors; or plain old 

longing for more sunshine. Usually, a few days of healthy living and productive activity 

lifts the mood back to normal. 

 But about one person in twenty gets as blue as Antarctic glacier ice after the fall 

equinox, and stays that way until the calendar turns back to summer. Doctors call this 

phenomenon Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD), a form of medical depression. 

 If you have a child who’s been moping around and seems ready to carry that 

attitude into March, how can you tell whether he or she has SAD or is simply “sad” with 

small letters? 

 

Is There an Objective Reason for Blue Moods? 
 The first rule when something seems to be bothering someone is: don’t guess, 

ask! If your child is upset about something specific, pinpointing the problem is the first 

step in resolving it, and resolving it is the first step toward feeling better. (Note: Unless 

there’s something you personally forgot or owe an apology for, don’t immediately try to 

fix everything yourself. Encourage your child to come up with and implement her own 

solutions, so she’ll develop a lifelong habit of taking the proactive approach.) 

 

Are Boredom, Life Changes, or Stress Possible Factors? 
 If your child “doesn’t know” why he feels lousy, maybe he really doesn’t know. 

Instead of prodding, consider: 

• Have there been any major changes in his life, daily routine, or physical 

development lately? Hormones and readjustments have strong effects on the 

mood. 

• Has he had too little—or too much—to do recently?  

• Is he adjusting to new responsibilities?  

 

 In any of the above situations, a little extra attention to healthy and fun activities 

usually remedies the problem. 
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How Long Has This Been Going On? 
 Being depressed for a day or two happens to everyone at times—but if it lasts 

over a week, you may have a problem. In the case of possible SAD, you’ll also want to 

consider:  

• Did the “down period” coincide with the arrival of shorter days?  

• Has it happened in previous winters?  

• Does anyone else in the family have a similar problem? 

 

Are There Any Other Symptoms? 
 Major red flags include: 

• Chronic overeating (or not eating) 

• Losing interest in favorite activities 

• Repeatedly overreacting to minor annoyances 

 

If You Think Your Child May Have SAD 
 A possible case of SAD should always be evaluated by a doctor. Professional 

treatment includes counseling, stress-management coaching, exposure to more light, and 

sometimes medication. 

 If your child is diagnosed with SAD, remember to: 

• Never tell him to “snap out of it,” even if you find it seriously annoying. People 

with genuine depression can’t control their moods, and they suffer enough 

without the added burden of disapproval and guilt. 

• Follow the doctor’s instructions regarding treatment. 

• Encourage (but don’t nag) your child to stay active and eat healthy. 

• Stay positive yourself (although not so gushy you make your child 

uncomfortable or jealous). Talk regularly about the blessings of winter and the 

fun you’ll have come spring. 
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STAYING ACTIVE IN BAD WEATHER FOR FAMILIES 
 

 Common parent-child exchange from old comic books: 

 Parent to overly energetic, constantly underfoot child: “Why don’t you go out 

and play?” 

 Child: “But it’s raining outside!” 

 Another common parent-child exchange from old comic books: 

 Parent: “You can’t go out to play, it’s raining.” 

 Child: “But getting rained on is half the fun!” 

 Of course, if there’s a hurricane, tornado, or flood going on outside, you’ll have 

more immediate things to worry about than finding something active for your kids to do 

without tearing up the house. But if it’s simply a matter of rain or snow or even a heat 

wave, you don’t have to be couch potatoes all day. You can: 

 

Find an Indoor Play Area 
 It’s ideal if you have a “rumpus room,” or even an empty garage or screened-in 

porch. But if your home lacks space, you don’t have to buy expensive fitness-center 

memberships to get access to indoor exercise. Most neighborhoods have a church, 

community center, YMCA, or shopping mall that offers facilities at little or no cost. 

 

Play a High-Energy, Low-Impact Game 
 If going out isn’t an option, there are active things you can do in your own home 

without risking broken glass, collisions with furniture, or neighbors coming up to 

complain their ceilings are shaking. Try one of these: 

• Simon Says or Follow the Leader games that involve bending, stretching, 

walking, and other things that work the muscles without throwing the weight 

around too heavily. (Assuming no risks to expensive carpet or the nerves of 

downstairs neighbors, you can also include jumping jacks and running in place.) 

• A game of “Twister“ (or invent your own balancing/contortion game).  

• Musical chairs or a variant (you can use “bases” instead of real chairs, or pass 

around hats/other objects and see who’s caught empty-handed/bareheaded when 

the music stops). 
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Go Ahead and Play Outdoors 
 In the absence of lightning, floodwaters, or risk of getting chilled, there’s really 

nothing wrong with playing in the rain. It’s a special pleasure to watch the drops falling 

in puddles or rolling off foliage. Even getting wet can be fun. 

 A few health-and-safety tips for outdoor play when the weather is “bad”: 

• Dress appropriately. If the weather is warm enough to allow getting wet, nylon 

T-shirts and shorts (or even bathing suits) are better than cotton clothes which 

soak up water. If it’s chilly or you’ll be out more than an hour, insist on water-

repellent attire. 

• Consider time of day. If it’s a warm, humid season and especially if the sun is 

likely to come out, remember that being out in the middle of the day may bring 

overheating risks. At all seasons, be prepared for rising temperatures after 

sunrise and falling temperatures in the evening (you may need to carry extra 

clothing layers). 

• Don’t wade in deep puddles: they may harbor dangerous germs or chemicals. 

• Bring along drinking water (rainwater and snow are rarely satisfactory 

substitutes) and sunscreen (it’s possible to get sunburned even on a rainy day if 

the clouds are thin). 

 

 Above all, have a good time, rain or shine! 
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DAILY BLESSINGS EVERYONE SHOULD COUNT 
 

 If “count your blessings” sounds clichéd to you, or if you’re waiting for 

something to happen that’s “worth” counting, you’re missing out on a lot of happiness 

by taking everyday blessings for granted. It’s time to look at the good things in your life 

with fresh eyes, and the following lists are to get you going. 

 While you’re at it, ask your children to help you count your shared blessings. 

(When you love someone, any joy either of you experiences can be a shared one.) Make 

a game of seeing who can list the most—chances are your kids will leave you in the 

dust, at least until you get a little practice. Get children interested in playing the game 

daily while they’re young, and they’re unlikely to join the grumbling ranks of “nothing 

ever goes right” adults when they grow up. 

 Ready? I’m willing to bet you have multiple examples of blessings from each of 

the following categories: 

 

People 
 Starter examples: 

• Authors 

• Children 

• Community leaders 

• Coworkers 

• Extended family 

• Firefighters 

• Friends 

• Health professionals 

• Law officers 

• Mentors 

• Performers 

• Pets 

• Religious leaders 

• Teachers 

 

 

 

Places 
 Starter examples: 

• Beaches 

• Churches 

• Coffee shops 

• Community centers 

• Grocery stores 
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• Home 

• Motels 

• Parks/playgrounds 

• Resorts 

• Restaurants 

• Schools 

• Theaters 

• Workplaces 

 

Things 
 Starter examples: 

• Books 

• Calendars 

• Cars 

• Clothes 

• Coffee 

• Computers 

• Flowers 

• Food 

• Fresh air 

• Ice cream 

• Public transportation 

• Video clips 

• Water 

 

Body 
 Starter examples: 

• Arms 

• Ears 

• Elbows 

• Eyes 

• Fingernails 

• Hair 

• Knees 

• Legs 

• Lungs 

• Nose 

• Teeth 

• Thumbs 

• Tongue 

 

Mind 
 Starter examples: 

• Concentration 

• Creativity 

• Education 
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• I. Q. 

• Imagination 

• Learning 

• Literacy 

• Mathematics 

• Memory 

• Neurotransmitters 

• Problem-solving 

• Reasoning 

• Recognition 

• Skills 

 

Spirit 
 Starter examples: 

• Confidence 

• Courage 

• Dreams 

• Faith 

• God/Higher Power 

• Hope 

• Insight 

• Love 

• Mindfulness 

• Passion 

• Prayer 

• Sense of belonging 

• Support 

• Traditions 

• Wisdom 

 

 That’s eighty-two blessings counted so far under the “general” banner. When 

making your list, be specific about why each item is a blessing to you. Why do you 

appreciate it? What feelings does it evoke in you? What’s unique about it? What would 

you have missed out on if you’d never had it? 

 A handful of closing hints for effective blessing-counting: 

• Don’t hesitate to count the same blessing(s) you counted yesterday. True 

blessings are fresh every morning.  

• Keep a list or journal of your blessings. Write it by hand to further implant 

gratitude in your brain. 

• Smile while you count your blessings. Feel them as well as saying them. 

• Get creative. Write your blessings in calligraphy, make a collage or painting of 

them, write a song about them. 

•  Never, never, never take “little” good things for granted! 
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STAYING HEALTHY DURING SEASONAL CHANGES 
 

 Did everyone in your family get their flu shots this year? 

 Winter is traditionally the season for coughing, sniffling, and sore throats—

which frequently don’t need the help of actual germs to show up in cold, dry weather. 

Ironically, literal illness may be more of a risk in mild winters: frequent changes in 

weather and temperature mean frequent “adjustment stress” on the body and weakened 

resistance to illness; and people are less likely to stay home when the weather is only a 

“little” cold, meaning more contact with more people in closer quarters, meaning germs 

have more opportunity to spread. 

 Whether next winter proves severe or mild (and whether your personal 

definitions of “severe” and “mild” were learned in Houston or in Calgary), take 

precautions to keep your family healthy: 

 

Dress in Layers 
 If you go out in one heavy coat that feels “just right” on your porch, walking a 

few blocks may work up a sweat that turns into a dampness-generated chill. With two or 

three layers of lighter clothing, you can put on or take off a jacket as needed. When 

buying children’s winter wraps, choose options that can easily be rolled up and stuffed 

into a backpack—and let kids know the coat will be warmer, when put back on, if first 

shaken out to absorb heat-trapping air. 

 

Stay Fit 
 Be careful of letting everyone stay home because “it’s too cold to go out”: 

everyone may wind up gaining unhealthy weight (and lowering their disease resistance) 

from inactivity and boredom. You can still get in a good brisk walk on cold days if you 

bundle up properly. Or do something active inside your own home: put on aerobic music 

for a family dance party, play Simon Says with jumping and stretching exercises. 

 

Eat Healthy 
 Consuming more calories in cold weather is a legitimate need. The trouble 

comes when the bulk of those calories are empty ones: white-flour pastries, sugar 

candies, apple cider without apple juice. Even in the animal world, bears that fatten up 
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for the winter on natural foods are stronger and healthier come spring than bears that 

gain the same amount of weight from processed foods discarded by humans. 

 Feed your family hearty winter meals rich in proteins and nutritious starches: 

• Beef or chicken soup with vegetables 

• Eggs 

• Potatoes 

• Nuts 

• Apples 

• Pumpkin or squash 

• Avocado 

• Whole-grain rolls and pasta 

• Hot-milk beverages (preferably without too much sugar—including sugar in the 

form of marshmallows—added!) 

 

Enjoy Yourselves 
 A healthy attitude makes for a healthy body, so please don’t grumble about gray 

winter days or moan that you “just know” someone will get sick.  

 Appreciate the beauty of glistening frost, dinner-hour sunsets, and bright stars on 

a cold night. Enjoy the coziness of sleeping under warm covers or sipping a hot drink. 

Take time to savor the holidays rather than dashing from store to store and event to 

event. If your mantra is “winter is wonderful,” everyone’s health will reap the benefits. 
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HOW TO HELP YOUR CHILDREN KEEP EATING HEALTHY FROM 
HALLOWEEN TO NEW YEAR’S 
 

 Late October to early January might rightly be called the “fat quarter” of the 

year. Bagfuls of candy on demand. Pumpkin spice lattes. Huge family meals with 

creamy sauces, fried ham, rich desserts, and a week’s worth of leftovers. How can you 

keep your kids (and yourself) on a reasonably healthy, low-calorie diet?   

 Take courage: it’s not impossible. Here are a few resolutions that don’t have to 

wait for New Year’s. 

 

Save Heavy Eating for the True Celebrations 
 The French have a tradition of eating light (fruit, vegetables, and lean protein) at 

least two meals out of three so they have plenty of margin to enjoy their famous rich 

dishes. You can do the same: if a big holiday dinner is planned for the evening, serve 

oatmeal with skim milk and fresh fruit for breakfast, a salad and grilled chicken for 

lunch. And throughout the celebration season, serve all the light meals you can on days 

when no parties are planned. 

 

Take Small Portions 
 When you do eat rich dishes (especially from a buffet including several), make a 

rule of never filling a plate to the balancing-act point. Give the greatest amount of plate 

space to low-calorie foods (load up on salad). And never rush through a meal: savor 

your food bite by small bite. 

 

Have at Least One Traditional Holiday Dish That’s Not Fattening 
 This might be a special salad, seasoned grilled turkey, or an exotic fruit or 

vegetable. Check online recipe databases, or library cookbooks, for ideas. 

 

Keep Moving 
 Extra physical activity burns off calories from extra eating. Do your holiday 

shopping at the store rather than having everything shipped. Take a family walking tour 

to admire holiday decorations. Jump in the leaves or play in the snow. Challenge the 

extended family to a Thanksgiving game of touch football. 
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Donate, Share, or Freeze Leftovers 
 Give extra food to charity if it’s still in the package. Bring leftover casseroles 

and desserts to your office break room, or pass them around at a committee meeting. If 

you still have enough for six huge meals, put it in the freezer and eat it one normal-sized 

helping at a time, over the course of several weeks or months. 

 (Sneaky health hack: At large gatherings, try not to be the host, nor the last guest 

to leave. Those are the people most likely to have everyone else’s leftovers pushed on 

them.) 

 Finally, teach your kids that overeating at one gathering, or even for one month, 

doesn’t mean you’ve “blown it anyway” and might as well abandon all attempts at 

healthy living until it’s time for New Year’s resolutions. Any day of the year is the right 

day to start doing the right thing! 
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ENCOURAGING YOUR KIDS TO STAY FIT 
 

 Here’s a bit of trivia: today’s employed-full-time mother spends as much time 

with her kids as her stay-at-home counterpart fifty years ago. Even if you learned about 

the mid-twentieth century exclusively through sitcoms, you know that the June Cleavers 

of days past didn’t devote every waking hour to counseling and educating their children. 

More often, they sent the kids out to play so Mom could be free from interruptions while 

cleaning house, preparing her contribution to the church fair, or visiting with her own 

friends. 

 “Sending kids out to play” is a lost art these days. Even apart from worries about 

speeding cars or dangerous strangers, most parents find it easier to get the kids out from 

underfoot by letting them watch television or play with a computer; or else they feel 

obligated to engage their children in something “productive.” Unfortunately, much of 

what parents call “productive” follows the same line of thinking that has infested today’s 

workplaces and schools: work the mind nonstop and let the body worry about itself.  

How different from the days when kids were allowed to exercise their own imaginations 

inventing active games. And how detrimental to body and mind alike. 

 If your family has been neglecting physical fitness, here are a few ways to get 

your kids (and yourself) back into the habit. 

 

Leave Work at Work 
 Granted, this isn’t always possible, especially if your kids’ school assigns regular 

homework. But at least allow some playtime after school rather than insisting homework 

be finished first. Take an after-work physical activity break yourself. And make sure that 

any work, study, or extra-credit projects brought home are genuinely important and 

don’t take up every available hour. 

 

Schedule Regular, and Truly Active, Family Activities 
 Take walks together. Go for a family swim. Play Red Rover or volleyball. Sign 

up for a ropes course. Go camping, visit a sports resort, or take a bike tour for your 

family vacation. Write these activities into your calendar and commit yourself to saying, 

“Sorry, that time is scheduled” when asked to volunteer for something or work late. 

(Believe me, your kids’ health and your family togetherness are at least as important as 

getting ahead in your career.) 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/encouraging-your-kids-to-stay-fit/
https://books.google.com/books?id=ws-MDQAAQBAJ&pg=PA170&lpg=PA170&dq=the+same+amount+of+time+on+primary+child+care+activities+as+a+nonemployed+mother+did+in+1975&source=bl&ots=BFQ5uABe3i&sig=YNwmiJgKGyglP-0tte_Qj6tz2QM&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjW76SxxcLeAhXr44MKHWfLCaQQ6AEwAXoECAQQAQ#v=onepage&q=the%20same%20amount%20of%20time%20on%20primary%20child%20care%20activities%20as%20a%20nonemployed%20mother%20did%20in%201975&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=ws-MDQAAQBAJ&pg=PA170&lpg=PA170&dq=the+same+amount+of+time+on+primary+child+care+activities+as+a+nonemployed+mother+did+in+1975&source=bl&ots=BFQ5uABe3i&sig=YNwmiJgKGyglP-0tte_Qj6tz2QM&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjW76SxxcLeAhXr44MKHWfLCaQQ6AEwAXoECAQQAQ#v=onepage&q=the%20same%20amount%20of%20time%20on%20primary%20child%20care%20activities%20as%20a%20nonemployed%20mother%20did%20in%201975&f=false
https://shadyoakprimary.com/encouraging-your-kids-to-stay-fit/the-place-of-screen-time-in-your-familys-life/
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Ask Your Doctor 
 If your kids, or even more you yourself, have been habitually sedentary for years, 

don’t just plunge into vigorous exercise: pushing yourself too hard too soon is an 

invitation to real injury. Ask your family physician about planning a physical-activity 

program that works for your household.  

 Also, don’t rush to buy fancy equipment or a gym membership: stay with no-cost 

activities until you know what you really enjoy. 

 

Have Fun! 
 Adults as well as kids get most from—and stick best with—physical activities 

they enjoy. Choose “exercise” that feels like play rather than work, and it’ll pay double 

dividends! 
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TOP 10 WAYS TO HELP YOUR CHILD OVERCOME FEAR, PART 1 
 

 In Halloween season, the question looms large: How scary is “too scary” for 

small children and pre-tweens? Will your toddler be traumatized by the sight of 

“monstrous” trick-or-treaters at your door? Should your jack-o-lantern be friendly or 

menacing? 

 It might be nice if Halloween were the only time of year children were exposed 

to the concept of fright. Kids these days are told from toddlerhood that murderers lurk 

around every corner and civilization may come to an end any day. Many children and 

adults live in constant terror. 

 If you want better for your own children, jump off the “over-informed, super-

cautious” bandwagon and learn the language of confidence and courage. 

 

1. Don’t Let Young Children Watch the News 
 Today, news broadcasts run 24/7—and, to fill all that time, news channels are 

glutted with “experts” speculating on what disaster might happen next. Too much of that 

will make you a nervous wreck at any age; but preschool children, already aware of their 

own lack of power, don’t need to learn yet that Mom and Dad don’t control the whole 

world either. If you watch TV news yourself, limit it to the traditional hour—after the 

kids are in bed. 

 

2. Keep Overall Media Exposure as Positive as Possible 
 The principle of not exposing your children to scary news (or documentaries or 

fiction) also applies to print media and the online world. You may not be able to escape 

all negative input in these days of televisions in every waiting room, but you can take 

every opportunity to introduce your kids to viewing and reading that emphasizes more 

hopeful themes. 

 

3. Explain the Difference Between the Uncontrollable and the Inevitable 
 While everyone eventually has to accept that some things can’t be avoided or 

changed, 85 percent of the things we worry about never happen; and when they do, they 

are rarely as bad as anticipated. When your kids are nervous about something they 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-10-ways-to-help-your-child-overcome-fear-part-1
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/85-of-what-we-worry-about_b_8028368
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heard, encourage them to focus on positive things they can do, rather than automatically 

believing the worst-case scenario. 

 

4. Present Real-World Cautions With Care 
 Of course you don’t want your kids running blindly into the street or accepting 

rides from strangers. But spare them gory details about what might happen: not only will 

that make them unnecessarily fearful, it may actually increase their risk of being 

victimized by “friendly” strangers who don’t look like the monsters they imagined. 

When explaining personal-safety rules, have a realistic picture of the true risks, and let 

children know their greatest safety is in calmness and confidence. 

 

5. Get to Know Your Children’s Friends 
 Children, like adults, absorb attitudes from peers. If your child is spending time 

with someone who is seriously fearful, bullies others, and/or has ultra-protective parents, 

have a talk with your kid on how they really feel about this friendship. It’s not usually 

necessary to issue a “Have nothing more to do with that bad influence” order: when 

children are encouraged to think for themselves, and they sense your respect and 

support, they nearly always make the right decisions on their own. 

  

https://shadyoakprimary.com/should-you-let-your-kids-go-out-alone/
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TOP 10 WAYS TO HELP YOUR CHILD OVERCOME FEAR, PART 2 
 

 Too many children learn chronic fear via societal obsessions with the worst that 

could happen. Don’t let your own kids fall victim to this mindset. 

Read the first five “top ways to help your children overcome fear.” 

6. Emphasize Hard Work and Good Attitude Over “Getting It Right” 
 Fear of personal inadequacy is as pervasive—and as dangerous—as fear of 

catastrophe from outside. Don’t be a “fixed mindset” parent to whom straight A’s and 

blue ribbons are everything. Be a “growth mindset“ parent who encourages kids to learn 

through challenges and to always be stretching themselves to become better people. And 

emphasize that however “successful” they may be in standard terms, their true potential 

is fulfilled by using their skills to foster growth of the whole human community. 

 

7. Encourage Kids to Believe in Themselves 
 Closely tied to the “challenge and overall attitude, not straight ‘achievement’” 

emphasis is the one that says, “You are more powerful, you have more influence, than 

you imagine. No matter how many obstacles you bump into, you can always pick 

yourself up and attack them again, or pick yourself up and find a better route.” Don’t 

feed your kids effusive compliments for minimal effort, and don’t always rush to 

“rescue” them; let them experience the rewards of hard-won success. 

 

8. Introduce Making-a-Difference Activities Early On 
 Focusing on how bleak the future looks only discourages people from exercising 

power to change anything. Where would society be if the founders of modern medicine, 

or the pioneers of civil rights, had caved to “that’s just the way things are” cynicism? 

Even small children can increase the world’s supply of kindness and helpfulness through 

little actions. Families can volunteer as a unit for bigger projects. Emphasize what you 

can do, not what you (think you) can’t. 

 

z 
 While some “religious types” do let their lives revolve around fear of hell or the 

supposed imminent end of the world, those who believe God is in ultimate control and 

cares about them as individuals have additional reason to live in confidence rather than 

terror. Introduce your kids to prayer, spiritual reading, and regular group worship with a 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-10-ways-to-help-your-child-overcome-fear-part-2/
https://shadyoakprimary.com/top-10-ways-to-help-your-child-overcome-fear-part-1
https://shadyoakprimary.com/shady-oak-best-practices-growth-mindset-instructions/
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warm and welcoming congregation—and be active in all these areas yourself. 

 

10. Set a Good Example 
 No matter how much you verbally emphasize optimism, personal empowerment, 

hope, and faith—your kids will be dubious if you live as a fearful person yourself. If 

you’re dissatisfied with your own example: 

• Go on a “fast” from the news, and spend your “viewing hours” listening to 

inspirational podcasts, praying, or working on creative and proactive activities. 

• Try something new and challenging, or something you’ve always wanted to do. 

Focus on the doing rather than on quality of results. Keep a journal of what you 

learned and the benefits you reaped. 

• Enlist support from optimistic friends who believe in you. 

• Count your blessings daily.  

• Let go of ideas that things “have to” be a certain way or that you’ll “be happy 

when.” A key element of courage is accepting life as it is and having confidence 

that, as long as you live, you’ll always have power to do something about it. 
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COPING WITH A CHILD’S PHYSICAL DISABILITY 
 

 Let’s face it, parenting is always a challenging job. But some parents have extra 

challenges due to their children’s special challenges. 

• A child is unable to walk, or has other paralysis issues. 

• A child has low or no vision. 

• A child has hearing and/or speaking impairments. 

• A child has diabetes, epilepsy, or another chronic illness that limits everyday 

functioning. 

  

 Whether caused by an accident of birth, of illness, or of being in the wrong place 

at the wrong time, a physical disability can be devastating to all involved. When it 

happens to a child, parental reaction tends to mirror the typical reaction to a death: first, 

they literally can’t believe it; then, they rage against it; then, they try everything to “fix” 

it; finally, they accept it and begin adjusting to the new normal. 

 If your family is living in a “normal” that includes a child’s physical disability, 

here’s how you all can still get the most from life. 

 

Get Professional Advice 
 It’s something to be thankful for that we no longer hide people with disabilities 

away like guilty secrets. Today, there are whole expos to showcase gadgets, apps, and 

programs designed to make living with a disability an easier task. Before you buy 

anything expensive or complicated, consult with a doctor/therapist/engineer who knows 

your family personally. Impulse purchases rarely bring much beyond unrealistic 

expectations and buyer’s remorse. 

 

Treat Your Child With Dignity 
 Have your child personally evaluate anything you’re thinking of buying for 

him/her: forcing unwanted options on kids “for their own good” rarely has any positive 

outcome. If you feel you must, break the child in slowly and patiently, just as with an 

“able-bodied” child struggling to master a new skill or develop a taste for a new food. 

 Letting kids make their own decisions also applies to letting them choose their 

own activities and hobbies, without imposing your own judgment of what’s “too hard 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/coping-with-a-childs-physical-disability/
https://www.abilities.com/houston/
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for you.” Sadly, much of society still reacts to disabilities, even in adults, by treating the 

“burdened” person as though he or she were incapable of any normal function—even 

expressing an intelligent opinion. Don’t let that happen in your family. 

 (And don’t answer for your child if someone else asks what she’d like or how he 

manages a wheelchair. Even if the question is directed at you, refer it to the child.) 

 

Don’t Make Life All About the Disability 
 Keep life as “normal” as possible, whether in family meetings, outings, or 

dinner-table discussions. Disability or not, no one wants to feel like a drag on everyone 

else’s convenience. Or like a “poor thing” fit only to be pitied. 

 This is doubly important if you have other, “able-bodied” children, who have 

every right to feel neglected and resentful if constantly expected to defer to their 

“disabled” sibling’s needs. Those needs will be fewer if the family functions as a 

cooperative unit, meeting all challenges together and, most of the time, just enjoying life 

like normal people. Because, whatever its challenges, every family is its own unique 

version of normal! 
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COPING WITH A CHILD’S MENTAL OR EMOTIONAL DISABILITY 
 

 Family life comes with challenges. But your family’s challenges may be greater 

than average if: 

• A child has Down syndrome or another intellectual disability. 

• A child has severe autism. 

• A child has unusual difficulty learning reading, writing, or math. 

• A child (or, more often, a teenager) has clinical depression, schizophrenia, drug 

addiction, or another mental/behavioral illness. 

In some ways, a mental disability is harder to live with than a physical one, partly 

because mental illnesses are often difficult to detect, hard to correct, and easy to deny. 

Children and teens with such problems often suffer additional pain from parents and 

teachers who blame everything on “misbehavior,” “bad attitude,” or “not trying.” 

 If your own child has (or is showing symptoms of) a mental or emotional 

disability, there are more helpful approaches. 

 

Get Professional Advice 
 Don’t hesitate to talk to a doctor/counselor/psychiatrist if your child struggles 

with routine learning tasks, has intense mood swings, or seems to be reacting to things 

that aren’t there (or ignoring things that are). Even if these turn out to be “normal” 

personality differences, an experienced opinion will help you understand your child 

better, to mutual benefit. And if it really is a mental/emotional disability, the earlier it’s 

diagnosed and treated, the better the prognosis. Just as with any other problem. 

 

Treat Your Child With Dignity 
 While society has made progress in treating people with mental/emotional 

disabilities like normal humans rather than monsters or freaks, there’s still a lot of 

stigma attached—which can create additional problems with or without pressure from 

beyond the family. Don’t let fear of “what others would think”—or of what might be 

discovered—keep you from seeking help. Perhaps even more important, don’t let a 

formal diagnosis tempt you to see your child as doomed to a lifetime of seclusion. Most 

people with mental and emotional disabilities are capable of functioning “normally” in 

the everyday world. 

 Treat your children with dignity by: 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/coping-with-a-childs-mental-or-emotional-disability/
https://www.ndss.org/about-down-syndrome/down-syndrome/
http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/positions/early-identification
http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/positions/early-identification
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/mental-illness/in-depth/mental-health/art-20046477
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• Letting them make decisions and express opinions at every opportunity. 

• Asking them questions, including them in discussions, and listening to them. 

• Not blaming every disagreement or bad mood on the disability, and not using it 

as an excuse to be either too strict or too lenient. 

• Gently encouraging children to be all they can be. Believing in them and their 

potential. 

 

Don’t Make Life All About the Disability 
 Whatever your child’s specific challenges, beware the “poor thing, he can’t help 

it” attitude. Especially if you have other, “normal” children. Often, siblings of a 

“disabled” child feel lost in the shuffle; and often, those feelings are justified. A family 

should be a cooperative team, not a hospital with one patient. As far as is possible, 

include every child in family activities and decisions, on an equal basis. 

 Few people with disabilities (of any kind) are as helpless as we’re tempted to 

think. When every child is allowed every opportunity to make his or her own unique 

contributions, they and the rest of the family reap far greater benefits than a high I. Q.! 
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CREATING A HEALTHY ATMOSPHERE IN YOUR HOME 
 

 You may have heard that most accidents happen in the home. Not that the 

household is that dangerous an environment in itself, but we spend a lot of time there—

including the majority of those hours when we’re asleep or almost asleep. 

 Regardless, as a parent you want to do everything possible to keep your children 

safe and healthy. Here’s how to create a home that supports that goal: 

 

Guard Against Accidents 
 You probably know the basics of fire prevention, guarding against electric shock, 

and removing tripping and poisoning hazards. Here are a few safety tips you may not be 

as familiar with: 

• Never leave a small child alone in the bathtub, even a tub with no water in it. A 

toddler can turn on the faucets—including the (scalding) hot water faucet—and 

children have drowned in as little as two inches of water. 

• Keep any potential climbing “stool” (including folding chairs) locked away when 

not in use. 

• Keep your car’s doors locked when it’s parked at home. Cars are attractive—and 

potentially dangerous—places for children to play unsupervised. 

 

Keep Your Air and Water Fresh 
 If your home has never been professionally inspected for carbon monoxide leaks, 

toxins in the water, radioactivity, and the like, it’s a good idea to have that done, even if 

you haven’t noticed any symptoms of trouble.  

 In any case, you can improve the quality of indoor air and water by: 

• Keeping houseplants around to freshen the air. 

• Changing your HVAC filters regularly, and getting a professional inspection 

every year or two. 

• Opening your windows every now and then to let fresh air circulate through the 

home. 

• Knowing what products/chemicals are in any furniture you buy. 

• Serving drinking water from a filter pitcher. 

•  

 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/creating-a-healthy-atmosphere-in-your-home/
https://dfw.cbslocal.com/2019/03/06/3-year-old-left-unattended-in-bath-tub-dies-after-drowning/
https://www.kidsandcars.org/
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Help Everyone Get a Good Night’s Sleep 
 Consistently sleeping well improves mental acuity, reduces obesity risks, makes 

a person more cheerful and optimistic, and even improves human relationships. You can 

make your children’s bedrooms (and your own) into more sleep-friendly environments 

by: 

• Eliminating clutter. Most people find it harder to settle down when things are 

scattered about and shoved under the bed. (Yes, even when they can’t actually 

see the clutter.) And keeping too many toys in a bedroom encourages the brain to 

associate that room with active play—and wakefulness. 

• Choosing relaxing colors—pastels, deep blues, and whites—for bedroom walls 

and furnishings. 

• Making the room as dark and quiet as possible. If your child insists on a night 

light, buy one with a soft red or orange glow rather than glaring white. 

• Laundering the bedding regularly. 

 

Set a Good Example 
 Healthy parents raise healthy children—by providing examples to imitate, by 

having more energy to meet the kids’ needs, and by naturally making healthy choices 

about the home atmosphere. You’re part of that atmosphere too, so do your share in 

adding positive vibes to keep your home a healthy, happy place! 

 

 

 

 

  

https://healthfinder.gov/HealthTopics/Category/everyday-healthy-living/mental-health-and-relationship/get-enough-sleep#the-basics_2
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KEEPING THE GOOD IN “FOR THEIR OWN GOOD” 

 

 Everyone hates having things done “for their own good.” Even our pets object to 

being plunged into flea baths or dragged to the vet—and while they forgive us quickly, 

that doesn’t stop them from putting up the same struggle next time around. They sense 

we have their best interests at heart, but they still don’t understand why we have to do it 

this uncomfortably. 

 Children may be more capable of understanding why they have to go to the 

doctor, be in bed before sunset, or eat foods besides their top three favorites, but they 

still don’t enjoy it. And they’ll enjoy it less if we emphasize “it’s for your own good,” 

which to them is just another version of “Because I said so.” With the added humiliation 

of our implying, they should be grateful for such misery. 

 There are better ways of motivating kids to cooperate with life’s necessary 

evils—ways that start with making things less miserable, even enjoyable. 

• Don’t overwhelm kids by making new food offerings the focus of the meal: start 

with a small portion alongside old favorite. And don’t generate resistance by 

pestering them to “take a taste.” Trust their curiosity—and their seeing you eat 

it—to lead them into sampling and probably liking it. 

• Introduce healthier foods through small changes in old meals: substitute 

applesauce for sugar, add ground carrot to hamburgers. (Whether or not you 

mention the change, avoid the smug-surprise approach of, “See, you did eat it 

and enjoy it.” The kids will feel they’ve been swindled and will be left 

resentful—and suspicious of future meals.) 

• Have a fun bedtime routine—quiet games, a light snack, sharing what you liked 

about the day—to wind down for sleep.  

• Let them pick special sweaters for “it’s not that cold out” days. (Note: kids often 

have a point in objecting to putting on sweaters just because you’re chilly. If 

they’re going some distance, give them extra layers to carry along—not 

necessarily wear. At home, let them decide for themselves when to go get 

another layer.) 

 

 If it doesn’t seem enough (or possible) to make an activity more fun, balance it 

with more desirable activities. 

• Go out for a special treat after the doctor visit. 

• Wash away medicine aftertaste with tasty fruit juice. 

https://shadyoakprimary.com/keeping-the-good-in-for-their-own-good/
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• Tell stories about things you have to do and don’t enjoy. Exaggerate to make 

them hilarious (not frightening or a gripefest). 

• Tell your child how proud you are of her being cooperative/brave/polite. If there 

was a real step forward, give her a handmade “Growing Up” medal, and toast her 

at home that evening.  

• Show respect. Empathize with your children’s not looking forward to the 

experience, then ask if they can explain in their own words why it’s needed. If 

they can’t, tell them in age-appropriate terms, without talking condescendingly 

or over-explaining. They may not like it any better for agreeing it’s necessary, 

but they’ll be more cooperative if they see it not as something forced on them by 

know-it-all adults, but as a way of sharing personal responsibility for their lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 

mailto:DElder@ShadyOakPrimary.com
http://www.shadyoakprimary.com/

