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the first year, a magical world

The first year of life. In the baby’s first year there is so much to learn about the world and themselves.  Everything is new and waiting to be discovered.  “I wonder if that bug is good to eat?  How about that piece of dirt?  Are dust bunnies good to eat?  What happens to things I can no longer see?  What happens to Momma when she says ‘Peek-a-Boo’ and vanishes?  She disappears like magic and she reappears like magic.  What a fun, magical and exciting world it is and it all centers around me.”  

For babies the concept of  “just out of sight,” the idea that things that can’t be seen are still there, is not comprehendible.  For the small child, If it is not visible it doesn’t exist, that is why Peek-a-Boo is so much fun.   The magic words to make it happen are Peek-a-Boo. 

As a child grows old, he/she will gradually learn about object permanency, but it will take many times of opening the refrigerator to check to see if the food is still in there before it becomes a reality.   You will see this behavior in the two and three year-old.  It is summer and your child is supposed to be playing in the backyard, but has to keep going back and forth between the yard and the house opening the door to see if you and the rest of the house is still there.   

TURNING ONE

“Walk at one, talk at two.   The one year-old is so much fun to watch as they stagger and fall sometimes looking like a miniature little Frankenstein.  They are a combination of the brave adventurer and the scare-dependent human that doesn’t want you out of their sight.  Starting early in their life, your child has made some serious conclusions about their world.  For most children, they have learned that all they have to do is make little squeaking noises and someone is there to look after their needs or to make funny noises back.  They have learned that by crying, they can summon help.  The first year of life is all about connectedness.  It is learning to trust those who provide the care.   During this year they have learned to understand much of what is said to them even though they can’t talk, that will have to wait a year.  

Not all that is learned during this first year is reassuring.   For the child turning one, a new and frightening realization is dawning.  Have you ever tried to leave your one year-old with a babysitter and your child is hanging onto your leg and screaming as you try to get out the door?   “I can’t let Mommy leave.  I will die.  My parents are the only ones I can trust to take care of me and feed me.  If they leave me, I could die.  I can’t even open the refrigerator to get my milk.” 

The need to be connected/the fear of abandonment is the fear of death itself.  It starts when you are one and lasts all of your life.  Have you ever said, “I can never stand to be hurt that way again?”  What are you saying?  It will kill you if you have to go through that intensity of pain again?  (Yes, I believe that you have been in relationships where you have hurt so much emotionally that you have hurt physically and it didn’t kill you, so it proves how strong you are, not how weak you are.)  

This is a very frightening experience for the child who believes that when you are not there, you no longer exist; it is where the fear of death started.  At first it is just a realization, there has been no experiences where someone has left and never returned.  

However, for some children abandonment can start to build up if a parent dies or there is a divorce.  Not too many years ago, there was a case of a little 4-year-old girl whose father committed suicide in front of her.  For the next few years, mother spun out of control and there was a series of “uncles” who would come into her life for a while and leave, abandonment, after abandonment, after abandonment.  When she reached high school she got a boyfriend, but that relationship didn’t last either, another abandonment.  Finally, she found another boyfriend, she got pregnant, got married and had a second little boy.  Then one day when the boys were 2 and 3, her husband came home and told her he wanted a divorce, abandonment.  Another abandonment to add to a life of abandonment.  She found a new boyfriend and fell madly in love with him, but he would not marry her because she had the two boys.  She heard the ultimatum, “It is the boys or me; you can’t have both.”  She had to choose and she would choose the boyfriend with tragic consequences.  Abandonment feels like death itself.  She was convinced, “I can never stand to be hurt that way again.”  

ABANDONMENT IS A REALITY OF LIFE

The child who is never given an opportunity to experience any abandonment in their life will never know that they can survive when they are abandoned.  There are two important lessons about abandonment that the child needs to learn.  First, and most important is that most people who leave you will return.  Second, some important people who leave you will never return and you will survive and be OK.  Emotional pain is not terminal.  Emotional pain is not something you will want to volunteer for but going through it just proves how strong you are.  

First, parents who over-protect by never leaving their child with qualified caretakers are teaching their child that there is only one safe person in the world -- you.  Teachers will hate you when your child reaches Kindergarten, first grade.  You can literally create children who are school-phobic, scared of the world and who see themselves as powerless and dependent.  

Leaving your child with a babysitter is not a problem, it is the way you leave your child that will be the key to success or failure.  First and foremost, NEVER sneak out leaving your child believing that you just magically disappeared.   This kind of disappearing act will leave your child believing that you could disappear anytime and without warning.  You will literally be increasing their insecurity and fears of abandonment.  

Days or even weeks before leaving your child for the first time, start a little game of leaving the room, waving and saying, “I’ll be back.”  Vary the length of time you are out of the room.  At first it will be almost like a peek-a-boo game, then sometimes it will be a minute, next time 30 seconds, maybe next time it will be a minute and a half.  Keep varying the length of time.  If you can watch without being seen you can increase the time up to 5 minutes.  If there is no other person in the house I would not go over five minutes  Use this retune when you putting the child down for a nap or at night when putting the child to bed.  The idea is to get use to being OK with being left alone.  

Now on the big day when you are finally ready to leave your baby with a babysitter, your child has already learned that when you say “I’ll be back,” you always come back.  It doesn’t always work without some tears and trauma but it will reduce the stress on both you and on your child.         

AND BABY MAKES FOUR

The baby just turned two and it won’t  be long and you will have two little ones.  You figured that one child wasn’t all that hard to handle. You figure that with two they can play with each other and entertain themselves; if anything, it should make your life easier.  Ha.  Two children are not going to be twice as much work, oh no, they are going to be three times as much work.  The work load for children grows exponentially with the number of children.  But don’t worry, wasn’t it mother who said, “Busy hands are happy hands?”  

Up to now you have been assuming that the way your parents raised you was the way to raise a child.  If there was nothing that your parents did wrong in parenting you then maybe the parenting you are using will work.  But if you think there was room for improvement in what your parents did, maybe now is the time to consider some new parenting techniques  

With a second baby you can expect a major shift in your life, again starting with the day you bring home the new baby and present it to your other child.  Sure you have been trying to prepare your child for the birth of the new baby, “Come feel Mommy’s tummy.  Can you feel the baby kick?”  What you can’t hear is what your child is thinking, “Sure there is, now can I go and play with my toys?”  No matter how hard you try, and you should try, the baby will not be real until you come home with it.  And that is when you need to be prepared for your two year-old to regress back to being a one year-old.

Think of it this way mom, your husband comes home after work tonight with a beautiful young blond knockout with a figure that won’t quit and says to you, “Honey, I want you to meet Ginger.  I love her very much and I want you to love her as much as I do.  Oh, by the way, she will be sleeping in our room until she gets used to being here.”   Here is one where I don’t think you will have to guess how far you would regress.  But what if that blond came in and gave you the keys to a brand new Porsche and a half million dollars and told you she was not going to take your husband’s love from you?  It would still not be your first choice but maybe you could wait a little while to see if what she was saying was the truth before you scratched her eyes out.  

In much the same way your little one will react when you try to bring this potential rival for your love into the house.  One couple’s first child was a beautiful girl.  About a year later they brought home a wonderful little boy.  That is when things started going down hill very fast.  One day after an especially hectic day, she had finally gotten all the baby’s wash done, folded and put in the baby dresser.  She stopped a minute to straighten the baby’s room. As she left, she turned to admire her handy-work to see that her two year-old had climbed to the top of the baby’s dresser, pulled down her training panties and was peeing all over the dresser and all the baby’s clean clothes.  That is when I got the phone call. 

There are some things you can do to avoid or at to least lessen the stress on all of you.  Once the baby is born, all the relatives, neighbors and friends will start showing up with “presents for the baby.”   Everyone wants to see the baby.  Red alert, problem coming up, how would you feel if everybody started showing up with presents for Ginger, that beautiful gal that your husband brought home, and started ignoring you?  

Solutions: Before the baby is born, go to the toy store and get twenty or so inexpensive toys that you will wrap and hide in a box in the top of the hall closet.   Also get a couple of nice toys that will be from the baby, to be given when you come home from the hospital.  I would suggest that one of them be a baby doll.  (This works for sons and for daughters.)  That way when you are busy washing the baby, they can give their baby a bath too.  Now, when everybody starts showing up with presents for the baby, you know that Aunt Maria would not have thought to bring one for the older child.  So all you have to do is to grab one of the toys from the top of the closet and “ta da”, nobody feels left out. 

Parents need to trade off child care, especially when there are two or more children, for their children’s self image.  Always doing things “as a family” does not teach children that they are important as individuals.  His fiancée drug him in; they were both seniors at Fresno State University and planned to get married after graduation.  She initially thought she had found her dream man, he was very popular and was working his way through school by being the maître d'  at the local TGI Fridays.  

So what was the problem?  “From 6 AM, before we get out of bed, people start showing up; people come and go from our apartment all day long and they don’t leave until 10 PM or until I get mad and throw them out.  It doesn’t bother him that we never are alone.  We have no time for ourselves.  I am scared that this is what I have to look forward to after we get married.”  He thought it was “cool” having so many friends.   

I started collecting some history. He was one of 11 children, “somewhere in the middle.  We always did things together.  There was too many of us not to.”   What he was telling me was that he never learned how to be alone or how to have a one-on-one intimate relationship with anybody.  For him, being alone with just his fiancée made him uncomfortable and raised his anxiety.  He loved being at TGI Fridays where he could be the life of the party and everybody loved him.   His parents were too busy to be able to spend any quality one-on-one time with any of the children.  

Parents need to trade off spending time with each child individually even if it means, “I will take Julie to the store with me while you watch the rest of the children.”  When you do this, the focus needs to be on the child, not the store.   Next time it will be the other child’s turn.    Each child needs individual time with each parent.  The younger the child, the more often the child needs your attention.  Two and three year-olds may need individual attention a couple or three times a day.  It may be only five or ten minutes at a time but it needs to be there everyday.  Older children may need it less often but for longer periods of time.  A six year-old would love a half-hour a couple times a week.  The messages you will be giving when you spend this type of quality time with your child are: 

· ”You are important (loveable) enough that Daddy and Mommy want to spend time with you.”  

· “You don’t have to be bad to get attention.”

Children with these beliefs will be happier and your life will be easier and a lot less stressful.  Start early, spending one-on-one time with your babies.  Don’t wait until they are teenagers, by then they will have learned just the opposite beliefs.  

· “I am not important.  I’ll join a gang where I can be a big man.”  

· “I will get a boyfriend and be important to him by having sex.  If I get pregnant, at least I will be important to the baby.”  

· “I can get my parent to pay attention to me when I screw up.”   

The choice is yours; which of these messages do you want to teach your child?  

POST PARTUM DEPRESSION

Somewhere between 5 and 20 percent of mothers will experience post partum depression after the birth of a baby.  What that means is that it is not the hormones that cause post partum depression.  Because if it were the hormones, then a hundred percent of women would have post partum depression, because a hundred percent of the women will have the hormone changes.  

Post partum depression occurs most often in women with two or more children.  What happens is that when a woman is a little depressed and her hormones change, the hormones act as a magnifying glass.  If there is no depression, there can be no post partum depression.  

Babies are a bundle of joy, but they can be enough to try the fabric of the best marriage, especially when you are having to do the one o’clock, two o’clock, three o’clock rock and you are singing through clenched teeth,  “Rock a bye baby, when the bough  breaks, the cradle will fall and down will come baby and all.”   Then add to the lack of sleep a mother-in-law who controls, or a husband who doesn’t help with anything, and just about anyone would feel depressed.  Another problem I will see is a woman who really didn’t want or plan for the new addition but, “I don’t have any other choice.”  Feeling trapped and/or powerless is one of the major sources of depression and then add the hormones and there is serious trouble in paradise. 

Like all depression, post partum depression can run the gambit from just not being happy and enjoying the baby, to life threatening suicidal feelings.  The problem is, there is another life that is being affected.  Medical doctors are very aware of the dangers of post partum depression and care must be taken in cases where the mother is nursing, that any medication given to the mother will not effect the baby.  The best approach to this problem is prevention.  In the book TAKING CONTROL OF YOUR LIFE, I give a whole section on depression, what you feel first before you become depressed and what to do about it.  Being pregnant is a wonderful introspective time to get into counseling and look at what is going on in your life.  

THE EARLY YEARS

Children who bite fall into two categories:  The little ones from birth to a year and a half and the big ones, the older ones.  Little children bite as a way of checking out their environment, to see what tastes good and/or feels good.  Little children also do not know the difference between what feels and what doesn’t.  Biting for these little ones also feels good when they are cutting their teeth.  Biting is not done out of anger or with the desire to hurt.   

When Darren was 9 months old he crawled to my recliner where I was reading the paper, pulled himself up and with his four humongous teeth bit my hand.  I let out a yelp, reached over, slapped his hand and said, “Don’t bite.”  He got this confused look on his face, then slapped me back.  Suddenly I got it. I was not teaching Darren not to bite; I was teaching him to hit.  At 9 months old Darren did not know that the leg of the chair doesn’t feel, but my hand does. 

The question for me was, how do I teach a child who cannot talk and probably doesn’t understand what I’m saying, not to bite?  Mothers whose babies bite while nursing are told to hold the baby close to the breast, cutting off their air until the baby lets go.  This can work for very small babies and they can be trained by this kind of cause and effect method.  But, I could see no way to use this with Darren. 

Since Darren could understand the tone of my voice but not what I was saying, I had to come up with something that would communicate to him.  So the next time he bit me, and I knew he would, I sat on the floor facing him and started crying (this wasn’t hard because it hurt), then I reached over and bit him (not enough to cause bruising) and held him as we both cried.  He never bit again; he had learned the difference between the chair leg and a person’s hand.   

Older children do bite and hit.  This is one of the most common complaints from nursery school teachers.  “Mrs. Jones, your child hit/bit another child again today (and you had better do something about it or your child will be kicked out of nursery school).”  Yes, it is true, children do get kicked out of nursery school for “anti-social behaviors” and the most common anti-social behavior is the hitting or biting.  

Assuming that your child learned to hit/bite either from us, from having another child hit or bite them or seeing other children do it to each other, then there is hope because what is learned can be unlearned.  I’m not saying it will be easy, in fact the hardest type of learning is unlearning.  In the child’s mind, hitting and biting works; it gets other kids to back off or give up the toy they want.  So what if it upsets the teacher and parents.  

THE LEARNING CYCLE

From the day that the child is born, we are teaching and it is important that we are aware of what we are teaching.  When our first child was born, most of us parents were not aware of how we were teaching this little one, much less how important what we were teaching was.   
Newborn babies don't have an Expectation that someone should pick them up and "goo" at them, but they will not grow or thrive, and will even die if somebody doesn't pick them up and "goo" at them on a regular basis.  This phenomenon is called merasmus and was observed in orphans after WWII.  Today, the lack of touch and interaction in the newborn is recognized as a form of child abuse and is identified as "failure to thrive." The need for a person to feel significant or important is as imperative as food, and without it the end is just as certain. 

The newborn has only two emotional feelings, the fear of falling and the fear of loud noise.  The baby has no idea what things mean or what can be expected, the baby has no concept of what is right and wrong, the baby has no conclusions about how he/she is, or how the world is.   When you were born, you did not have an expectation that your room should be a certain color, or that your mother should love you.  You did, however, react when you were experiencing hunger or pain.  The Learning Cycle can give you an idea of how you are teaching your child.

In the Learning Cycle, babies start with two emotional feelings and all the physical feelings.  The baby feels something, such as hunger.  At that point, the baby does some "sponse" (behavior) such as shaking its legs and arms or crying.  The parent then responds.  (If there are responses, doesn't it seem reasonable that there are "sponses"?)
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After making the same "sponse" several times, (okay, okay, the same Behavior) and getting the same response each time, that is when learning starts to occur for the baby.  "Every time I cry, someone picks me up."  The baby then begins to develop an Expectation, "If I cry, someone is going to pick me up."  Once the baby has an Expectation of what will happen, the baby's self-image begins to develop.  "When I cry, I get a pleasant response from someone.  I must be a powerful person.  I must be important."  

Notice that when it comes to developing Expectations, no response is also a response.  If, when the baby cries, no one picks up the baby, the baby still develops Expectations and a very different kind of self-image.  "I'm powerless.  No matter what I do, nothing ever changes."  

Almost as quick as you start developing your self-image, you start developing a view of your world.  The baby that is picked up begins to believe that, "The world is a warm, loving, and safe place.  Big people are at my beck and call.  Big people like me, because I am loveable."  While the child who is not picked up begins to believe that, "The world is a cold, uncaring place that is indifferent to me.  Big people don't like me, so I am not loveable."  As you grow up, the way adults respond to you will determine what meanings you choose to reinforce your view of yourself and of your world.  

Children are not born being afraid of snakes, mice or bugs.  Children are taught to be afraid by witnessing the reactions adults have to different stimuli.  Our reaction can be verbal, "Don't touch that!  It's dirty!" or non-verbal, such as holding the baby tighter when confronted with a mouse or spider.  We teach children about sex in much the same way, “Don’t touch yourself down there.”  Often the message they get is “Sex is dirty, save it for the one you love.” 

The way you are raised does have a major influence on how you behave as an adult.  However, it is not what your parents did to you that made you the way you are.  As children you learned how to "survive" your family.  

No matter what kind of family you came from, you learned what you needed to do to get attention.  You learned about the world around you, whether it was safe, dangerous, or scary.  You learned to trust or not trust yourself and others.  You learned what you could and couldn't do.  You learned how to manipulate your parents or how powerless you were.  What you learned became your survival book on how to relate to your world.  
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As a baby, most of your Sponse (behaviors) came from your physical feelings.  As you grew older, you developed Expectations, you draw conclusions about yourself and your world, and the emotional feelings become more dominant in determining your behaviors.  The older you got, the more you expected, and the more you become disappointed when people and things don’t fulfill your expectations.

Many of your Beliefs, Values and Expectations were planted in experiences that were learned before you could talk or understand what was going on.  These meanings were then reinforced as you grew older and for you reality became what you expected it to be.  Before long, you began looking for evidence to prove your reality.  "See, I did it again.  I am so stupid!  The world is a dangerous place where people get hurt. The only way I can get attention is by _______ (being aggressive, being helpless, being sick, being nice and not making any waves, being sneaky, blaming others. . . fill in the blank)."  
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There are two ways that we learn.  Direct Learning is where you stick your finger in the light socket or do something bad and get punished for it.  Sometimes you deserved to be punished other times it was totally unfair.   As a child, your parents and teachers were not our only sources of learning.  You also learned by watching your siblings and the other children at school.  "Sissy sure got into a lot of trouble when she wrote on the wall.  I don't think I want to do that."  This type of learning is called Indirect or Vicarious Learning.  Just like Direct Learning, Indirect Learning can occur in many different ways, such as observing others, reading, listening to stories, or by watching TV. (See Figure above )  Sure, you received bad parenting when you were growing up, you also drew bad conclusions from what you were observing but in either case that is no excuse to hold on to your negative Beliefs, Expectations, Feelings or Behaviors.
You learned more in your first six years of life than you will learn in the rest of your life.  Can you start to see how important parenting is?  By the time you reach high school, you have learned / developed 90% of your self-image.  From then on, you simply keep reinforcing the perceptions that you made about yourselves and about your world. 

As a baby, your physical feelings dominated your behaviors.  When you needed to urinate, you did so without a thought about what others might think or say.  Today, when there is a conflict between what you feel physically and what you feel emotionally, you don’t wet your pants because your emotional feelings will almost always win out.  When there is a difference between your values/ beliefs and what you feel, what you feel will usually win out.  

Freud's concept of development seemed to blame the parents when he asked, "and what did your mother do to you to make you this way?"  The Learning Cycle model does not support this concept.  It is different in that it is not based on what happened to you or what others did to you.  Rather, it is based on the Meanings, Beliefs and Conclusions that YOU choose to think.  You choose to think and you can think anything you want to think.  

Let's say that I came to your house when you were three-years-old.  You're sitting on your mother's lap.  She reaches over, gets a cigar out of the cigar box, puts it in your mouth, lights it for you and you start smoking.  At three-years-old, do I blame you or do I blame your mother?  Your mother, of course!  And I would probably report her to Child Protective Services.  However, if I came over to your house today and see you walking around smoking a big cigar, saying,  "Oh, but my mother started me smoking when I was three-years-old."  Will I blame your mother?  No way!  
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As with all learning situations, Direct or Indirect, your childhood Conclusions and Meanings, right or wrong, was what you learned and used to survive.  These survival techniques may have worked for you as a child.  You saw them as what you need to do to protect yourself and your family.  For example here are a few survival strategies gone terribly wrong for the adult: 

· "It is OK to allow myself to be molested because then he won't hurt little sister."  (As an adult, is it OK to allow abuse because if you do something about it, the financial support for the family may be lost?) 

· "When the molester comes, if I lay real still, it won't be so bad."  (As an adult, being passive is the way to respond when in an abusive relationship.) 

· "If I don't tell, then Daddy won't have to leave."  (As an adult, it is important to take abuse to keep the family together.) 

· "When things get too bad at home, I run away, if I don’t I get hurt."  (The way to handle problems is to run away.) 

· "The harder I work, and get good grades, the more attention I get."  (Being a work-alcoholic is the way to get ahead even if it destroyers emotional intimacy.) 

· "Keeping quiet is the way to keep from getting spanked."  (People who speak-up get in trouble.) 

It is survival beliefs, learned as a child that helps to shape your adult behaviors for better or worse.  In the book TAKING CONTROL OF MY LIFE, I have a section entitled the Seven Deadly Sins Against Children and Other People.  Here you learned some very harmful parenting techniques.  If you have not read this I would strongly suggest that you check it out.  

RATS, CHILDREN AND THE LEARNING CYCLE

Much to my chagrin, I learned a valuable lesson about parenting from a rat.  Hector was the rat’s name and he lived comfortably in a wire rat cage.  At one end of the cage was a number of rat toys including a wheel in which he could run and get it spinning, then hold tight while he spun round and round like some carnival ride.  When he got hungry he could go to the other end to his food and water.  Food was always easy to obtain, all he would have to do is press the little pedal and one little pellet of food would drop out.  

The undergraduate student was to sit there with a stopwatch and time how much time Hector spent playing with his toys and how much time he spent at his food station.  It soon became evident that almost 95% of Hector’s time was spent playing.   

Little did Hector know, but his life was about to become a lot more difficult and frustrating.  First, Hector discovered that he would have to push the little food pedal twice before any food would come out.  As soon as he got used to that then he would have to push it three times, then four, and before Hector realized what was happening, he was having to push the pedal 20, then 30, then 40 times before he could get just one pellet of food.  All the time the student watched and timed where Hector spent his time.   It didn’t change all that much because Hector had the fastest paws in the West, so he didn’t mind all that much.   However, the next thing he knew it was up to 60, then 70 times before he was rewarded with his one pellet, but that was OK, because he would eat his one piece of food and go back to playing. 

That is when the evil struck, Intermittent Reinforcement.  Now, when Hector went to get his pellet of food he never knew when the pellet would appear.  Sometimes it would come out on the first push, sometimes on the 68th push of the pedal, the next time it might be the 18th time.  There just was no knowing when the food would appear.  Suddenly there was a major change in Hector’s behavior, 90% of his time was spent working that pedal and only 10% was spent playing.  He would stay at the pedal until he had a large cache of food pellets, then he would eat one or two and start working the pedal again.  With intermittent reinforcement Hector never knew when the food would appear and so he took no chances and didn’t stray far from the source, the pedal.   

I first noticed it one day when I was taking care of Darren and cooking dinner, when he came up to me and started tugging on my pants, “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.”  I was feeling pressured and frustrated,  “Darren I’m cooking and Mommy will be home soon.  I need to get the food ready.  You need to go play with your toys and let me cook.”  (As if this explanation meant anything to a three year-old.)  He just stood there looking at me with his big eyes.  “Not now, in a little while,” I said.   Then it started again, the tugging on my pants, “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.”  

“Later Darren; in a few minutes.  Daddy is busy.”  The tugging started again, “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy.”  

“Darren, what do you want?”  There was silence then he responded, “I forgot.”  

At that moment I remembered Hector, his little paws working the pedal but never knowing when the food would drop out.  Just like Hector, I had trained Darren with Intermittent Reinforcement to keep tugging on my pants and Daddy, Daddying me to death.  At three, Darren had no concept of a few minutes, or later.  What was worse is that sometimes “a few minutes” was three minutes, sometimes it was five or ten minutes, sometimes I forgot and it never came.  He never knew when, so he had learned to keep tugging on my pants until I finally responded and gave him my attention.  

I know there has got to be a better way; next time I will be ready and I started looking for the kitchen timer, the big white one with the loud ticking.  Now I’m ready, all I have to do is wait because I know it will happen again.  

I didn’t have to wait long, “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy” and the tugging.  This time I am doing  it differently.  “What is it Darren?”  This time he was ready also,  “Play with me.”  

“I tell you what I will do, Darren.  I will set the timer for four minutes.  When it rings, I will play with you but you must get whatever you want us to play with together and bring them here to the kitchen table.  If you want me to read then get the book you want me to read.  If you want to play cars, then you need to get the cars.  When the bell rings I will stop doing what I’m doing and I will play with you.”  

Darren was off like a flash.  This time he brought his color book but then had to race back to his room for the crayons.  When the kitchen bell went off, I stopped what I was doing and said, “I’m going to set the time for five minutes.  When it rings it will be time for me to go back and finish what I was doing.”  With that, the two of us had a wonderful time coloring and talking about what our favorite colors were.   At the end of the five minutes he was ready to go back to playing by himself, at least until the next time he had a Daddy urge for attention.  

By trial and error, there were several lessons I learned.  One was that once the timer was set it didn’t matter what I was doing, I needed to stop and pay attention to him.  That was our rule.  Another was that during the time set to play, no matter what happened, phone ringing, someone coming to the door, I would say  “I can’t talk with you now but I will call you back as soon as I get through playing with my son.  That will be in about three minutes.”  I could see it in Darren’s eyes, “I am important.” 

As Darren grew, an interesting thing happened, the older he was, the longer the time set for playing needed to be and the time I set for waiting could be longer.  Over the next couple of years, the waiting time was extended to ten minutes, then fifteen minutes and playing was also extended to ten then to fifteen minutes.   Another thing got bigger, Darren’s confidence about being able to get my attention continued to grow and the less often the Daddy urge would strike. 

By the time Darren reached school age, the kitchen timer was long gone but the ability to get my attention remained constant.  As I look back, during this time we had both changed and life was a lot less stressful on both of us.  
I HATE YOU

In every family there are words that are unacceptable.  If you have a child, at some point, you will be faced with this dilemma. The problem is what to do when your child uses “those words.”  How you respond can be tricky.  You can always do what your parents did.  But you kind of know that wasn’t the best way to respond and it sure didn’t feel good when your parents did it to you.  

Darren was three when I learned that what he learned at nursery school was more powerful than what he learned at home.  Darren hadn’t been home for more than an hour when I must have done something wrong, for the next thing I heard was, “Daddy, I hate you.”  I felt my hand going up just like my father used to do and I heard his words forming in my mind, “Don’t sass me.” 

I knew I didn’t want to repeat that old behavior, so slowly I brought my hand down.  Then I tried something new.  I responded to Darren with the same intensity that I heard in his voice, “Ya Darren, and sometimes I get real angry at you too and it is alright, isn’t it?” Darren just looked at me with this puzzled expression and walked away.  I suspect that wasn’t the type of response that he had seen at the nursery school.  

So often we teach children what not to say, but we don’t teach them acceptable ways of expressing their feelings.  The result is that they learn to stuff their feelings and when the feelings get big enough they will act them out by hitting, swearing or doing something equally bad to let off the steam.  

It was about a week later that I again did something that displeased Darren and again I heard, “Daddy, I hate you.”  This time I was prepared and with the same amount of intensity that he had said it to me, I responded, “Ya Darren, and sometimes I get real angry at you too and it is alright isn’t it?”  Again the puzzled look.  It was as if he was thinking, “This isn’t how it is supposed to be.”  A few days later it happened again.  “Daddy, I hate you.”  And again he got the same exact response from me, “Ya Darren, and sometimes I get real angry at you too and it is alright isn’t it?”  He looked less puzzled but didn’t respond.  I had no idea if this was going to work, but what I did know was that I didn’t want to be a reactor and end up doing what my parents had done.

It must have been a least a week later when I again did something that Darren didn’t like.  This time his face was set and I could see the anger in his eyes and with all the force he could muster he said, “Daddy, I’m angry at you.  It’s all right isn’t it?”

From that day on I never heard him say “I hate you” to anybody.

TAMING THE TERRIBLE TWOS

The first three or four months of your baby’s life can be a test of your endurance, then the next crisis is the terrible twos.  The "NO, I do it myself!" becomes the mantra for the two-year-old and the challenge for the parents.  Power struggles with two, three or four-year olds are common.  Most parents soon learn that you don’t win a power struggle with a child, because even if you win, you lose.  But don’t despair; there is help.  The following two ideas that can help you avoid most of the trauma connected with the terrible twos.

First, your child is born dependent; that is the normal state. The process of going from dependence to independence is where the struggle lies.  From two years on, your child is learning to be independent. Your child’s autonomy starts coming into play when he or she approaches their second birthday.  This is the time that your child starts to demonstrate independence.  (This is good -- trust me, you don’t want a 32 year-old dependent “child” living with you.)   Power struggles are children’s first steps toward independence and toward building confidence that they are capable of making decisions and having some control in their life.   

Darren was not quite two when Mom started working weekends and I got to care for him all by myself.  It was important for me that Darren and I not get into a power struggle as we had done in the past, so that Saturday morning I thought I would try something different.  “Darren, if you would like, you can go down to your room and choose what you want to wear today.”  He was delighted and raced off to his bedroom.  Soon he returned with his favorite pajamas, the ones with the feet in them and the baseball players on them.  My heart sank. I tried to hide my disappointment in the face of his excitement.  What would the neighbors think?  Worse yet, what would my wife think?   I neglected my son?   I was a terrible father who never changed his son’s clothes, and just let him run around in his pajamas?   

It took me a few minutes to sort out my priorities.   Of course it was more important for Darren to make his own choices than what anybody else might think.  I had learned a valuable lesson.  So the next day, I went to his bedroom and laid out two outfits that were acceptable to me.  Then I went to Darren and told him he could choose which of the two outfits he wanted to wear.  He was just as excited at being able to make that choice, as he had been the day before.    

The valuable lesson I learned that day was, it is easy to side-step power struggles with a two-year-old by offering choices within acceptable limits.  

Start offering choices first thing in the morning.  “Do you want to eat your food with a fork or a spoon?”  “Do you want milk or juice?”  “Which of these outfits do you want to wear today?”  When you start offering choices, I believe you will be surprised at the results.  When children feel they have some control in their lives, power struggles over choices will all but disappear.  

Second, there are times when there are no acceptable options.  Taking a bath, picking up toys or leaving the playground often are not negotiable.  In these situations, the Slow Count is a fantastic technique that avoids power struggles. The Slow Count is based on the fact that anxiety is the difference between here-and-now and some time in the future.  Anxiety is a feeling that most of us would rather get over as soon as possible.

Darren at three loved to “snuggle” with us in our bed.  But when it came time to go to his bed that is when he would put up a fight.  Sleeping in our bed was not an option.  Question: How to get our kid out of our bed and into his?  What I found was, that if I counted very slowly, by the time I got to the last number, he was saying, “Count faster.”  

The trick to making this work is to count very, very, very slowly.  “I’m going to count to ten and when I get to ten it will be time for you to get out of our bed and go to your bed.”  

“One…….. two…….. three…….. four…….. five …….. we are half way there.  When I get to ten it will be time to go to bed…….. six…….. seven…….. eight…….. nine……... ten.  Now, do you want me to carry you to bed or do you want to walk to bed?”  The response you may get to the slow count is, “Hurry up and count!”   The key to making this work is the length of the interval between the numbers, which should be at least 10 to 15 seconds.  In this way you are creating anxiety so the tension will build waiting for you to get to the end.  

As Darren got older, he got smarter, “Don’t count to ten.  Count to a hundred-million-three.”  Negotiating is an OK part of empowering your child and avoiding power struggles. “Darren, I won’t count to a hundred-million-three but if you can tell me what number comes before 15, I will count to 15.”  This meant he would have to count to 15 to figure out what the number before 15 was.  Then I would slowly count to 15 and he would be off to bed without a fuss.  

Notice that by combining both of these techniques, you and your child can avoid getting into power struggles.  And you will get to feel like a great parent! 

HOW TO TEACH YOUR VALUES

As I sat beside Darren's crib, looking down at that little, God-given life, it was impossible to imagine him going to high school, playing football, serving in the Armed Forces, or getting married.  What would he look like? What would he do?  What values would he have?  What would he believe? At that moment, I knew that it was very important for me to train him so that he would have the values and beliefs that would hold him in good stead for the rest of his life.  Therefore, what I did, what I said, and how I responded to him for the next 18 years would, to a large degree, shape his life, either helping or hindering him in his search for happiness and success.

In the years that have passed since that day, my clients have often asked me, "How should I teach my values to my children?” The best I can do is to share my own process, which is to recognize that before I can teach my own values, I must first know what they are.

Some of the values and beliefs that I had learned as a child have not proved helpful to me as an adult.  So, as a first step, I stress the importance of looking at your own values and beliefs to sort out the ones that you want to pass on to your children.  Many find, as I did, that some taught beliefs were simply not true, i.e. “The opposite of love is hate or anger.”  Actually, hate or anger is not the opposite of love.  Hate is simply an intense degree of anger.  When you become angry at your children, does that mean you don't love them?  The truth is that you become the angriest at the ones you love the most.  The opposite of love, then, is indifference, apathy, or not caring.  When your wife is angry with you, and you don't respond to her or you leave the room, what she hears is, "I don't care."

Another belief I often hear is  "emotional pain is terminal."  Of course, it is never said that way.  Instead, what I hear is  "I can never stand to be hurt this way again.”   However, if you have been hurt that way once and you obviously made it through, it proves how strong you are, not how weak you are!

Other contradictory beliefs that I have been taught had created double binds and a sense of powerlessness in me,  "absence makes the heart grow fonder" or "out of sight, out of mind."  I remember being told, "If you can't do a job right, don't do it at all. " Later, my Dad would come along and say, "What's the matter with you? If at first you don’t succeed, try. . . try,  again.”     It was years before I discovered how contradictory those two beliefs were and how they affected the way I approached each new job or situation.  I wasn’t sure whether to keep trying or to give up, to become a perfectionist or to attempt nothing.  Surely, I didn’t want to share these contradictory or false beliefs with my own children.

Other confusing beliefs are,  "you should never hurt anybody” versus “you should have open, honest relationships.   These two values cannot exist together on the same plane because, at any given time, one belief will take precedence over the other.   In his book, Why Am I Afraid To Tell You Who I Am, Frank Powell writes, "Most of us feel that others will not tolerate such open and honest communications.  We would rather defend our dishonesty on the grounds that it might hurt others, and having rationalized our phoniness into nobility, we settle for superficial relationships."

Another conflict within me resulted when what was said and what was done did not match up.  I was repeatedly told that I shouldn't be concerned about trying to impress people, "for God looks at the heart."  At the same time, my parents were always concerned that I was well dressed when I went to the Lord's house!

Once my clients have became clearer on which values and belief s they want to keep as their own, I can  help them to learn effective ways of passing on these values, and one of the most helpful and powerful ways of teaching values to pre-adolescent children is through STORYTELLING.

STORYTELLING

I have used several variations in storytelling.  The first is easy to use with very young children.  Ask the child to name three characters he would like to hear a story about.  The characters could be people, animals, or things (fictitious or real).  The chosen characters are really not important, for bears can always be made to talk and dinosaurs made to fly.  The important thing is to share the unhealthy or unhelpful ways, as well as the healthy and helpful ways of solving problems with your child.  In your story, one of the characters can do something that is not good, resulting in certain natural consequences.  It is at this point that you stop the story and say, "Now that wasn't a very good decision.  What else could the little bear have said or done?" This type of teaching is very important in helping children to learn frcm the mistakes that others have made, so they won't be apt to repeat them.

Another variation of storytelling, useful for children aged 5 through 12 years, is to have them tell a story that they have never heard before or seen on TV.  This story must be completely made up.  Whenever a child does this, they are really telling you about their own world, as well as their own methods and beliefs.  If you listen closely, you can learn a tremendous amount of what that child thinks, feels, believes, and how they solve their problems . . . usually not in the best or most mature of ways. After they have told their story take the basic elements and retell it giving better endings better solutions and suggesting better meanings such as, "When the little fox rejected baby bear it was because little fox was afraid that baby bear wouldn't like him and he was really the one that was most afraid. So thereafter baby bear would always smile at little fox and offer to share a toy with him.  How do you think little fox felt after that?"

The second teaching technique that I use and that we all have experienced at some time in our lives is the repetitive short phrases.

REPETITIVE SHORT PHRASE

"Children are to be seen and not heard!"  "Spare the rod and spoil the child!”  "Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy, wealthy and wise!"  "All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy."  "Busy hands are happy hands."  "A penny saved is a penny earned."  "Waste not, want not. "  "What you do speaks so loud, I can't hear what you say."  Some of these phrases can be constructive, others destructive

The problem with short repetitive phrases is that they may not teach what you want them to teach in the long run.  They may not give the message you really want to convey.  Do you really believe that children should be seen and not heard?  That they have no value?   That what they have to say is of no worth?

A second problem with short repetitive phrases is that they tend to be absolute or contradictory, and they are often given as quick answers or easy solutions to complex problems.  However, the use of short repetitive phrases can be a powerful teaching tool if you first take the time to evaluate the message a particular phrase actually conveys.

A fun family exercise is to write down as many of these phrases as possible and then discuss the truth of each, as well as the possible exceptions that need to be made.  For example, women who have been raped often are overwhelmed with guilt.  This guilt comes from the belief that women were taught that they should not have sex with anybody they do not care about or love.  Although this belief or value may be good, there were no exceptions to it ever discussed.  As a result, when she was raped, (had sex with somebody she did not love, care about or even know), she then feels a destructive type of guilt.  She also acquires another learned belief; "If I feel guilty, I must have done something wrong."  Now she feels even more guilt, but doesn't know what she could have done wrong.  She is, then, convinced that somehow, it was all her fault.  It is important, when looking at your values and beliefs, that you evaluate and look at the exceptions, contradictions and the possible unfairness.

The third technique I use is one that my own father used quite effectively with me.  This is through vicarious learning.

VICARIOUS LEARNING

My father was a state dairy inspector for more than thirty years of his life and in his travels, took me to places such as Folsom State Prison.  While he inspected the prison's dairy, I had the opportunity to observe what happens to people who get in trouble with the Law.  My father also took me to a state facility for juvenile delinquents.  Again, as a young teen, I had an opportunity to look around the facility while my father inspected the dairy. As a lay person in the church, my father took me to the skid row mission, where he would sometimes preach.  The smell and view was lesson enough on the evils of drinking.  A home for unwed mothers, several old-age homes and migrant worker camps were other experiences, from which I had opportunities to learn.

When using this technique, an important consideration is to be sure that you don't preach, raise your voice, or make a big issue about what your child is observing.  ​Simply answer your child's questions in a quiet, non-emotional, straight-forward way.  The facility itself will make a strong enough statement.  Giving your children an opportunity to see what can happen if they make certain unwise choices, can be an important part of their learning.  Other kinds of vicarious experiences can occur naturally when you point out in a casual manner, examples from news articles or from the radio/TV about people who have gotten in trouble.

In all instances of vicarious learning, it is important to check with the child later as to what they might have learned from the experience Ask “What did that experience mean to you?”   Depending on the meanings they have placed on the experience, it might be important to suggest alternative meanings or interpretations.  As a young man, my older brother was emotionally hurt in a relationship with a girl he was dating.  My initial meaning was that "Girls will hurt you and it's best to avoid close relationships with members of the opposite sex.”  It was only because my parents were able to offer other possible interpretations that I was able to see this in a more healthy and constructive way.  “Perhaps when someone rejects you, it is because they are too blind to see how neat you really are.”  The fourth, and probably the most long-term value-teaching method, is by being a role model.
ROLE MODEL

The “do as I say, not as I do” idea has never worked.  Children learn their communication skills (or lack of them), how relationships with others “should be” and problem-solving patterns by watching adults.  Therefore, it is very important that we carefully choose the type of model we want for our children.  The way I treat my wife in front of my children will become the model my sons will take into adulthood.  My daughters will identify with my wife and expect the same behaviors from their husbands.  It becomes imperative, then, that my values and beliefs about the way a husband is or the way a father is have been evaluated and are very clear to me, as well as my mate.  As a role model, I must be careful not to give the illusion of being perfect, which is a model no child or adult can fulfill.  

I suggest that, as a role model, there are two questions that must be asked: 1) what is my child learning when I respond to them the way I just did?; and 2) is what I am doing now getting me what I want in the long run?  It is when our behavior is looked at in the light of these questions that our behavior towards others and towards ourselves becomes more appropriate, constructive and helpful to our own children. 

TEACHING SELF-CONFIDENCE

We can either increase a child’s self-confidence or decrease it by the way we react.  Children look to us to learn what is safe and what is not.  A mother who is holding her baby and sees a spider (snake, mouse, etc) and reacts by tensioning her body and letting out a little cry of alarm, is teaching that child that the thing is dangerous.   “If this big person who protects and feeds me is afraid, then it certainly is not safe for me.”  

Let me give some examples. First is a woman who when people came to her door, would grab the children and they would all hide in the closet.  If the person wouldn’t leave she would make the oldest boy crawl to a side window and peek out to see who it was.  What was she teaching her son?   The world is not safe.  People are dangerous.   An extreme case you say; unfortunately it is more common than you think.  This woman had Panic Anxiety with Agoraphobia, but I have seen the children of parents who used street drugs and/or sold street drugs and used their children as lookouts.  These parents invariably feel paranoid and view the world as a dangerous, scary place.  They pass this view of the world onto their children.  Children who see the world as dangerous tend not to take risks; they see themselves as victims and allow others to victimize them.  They have few friends; in this kind of world whom can you trust?  Their personal relationships are typified by breakups and the lack of emotional intimacy. 
There are alternatives.  We had just moved into our new home when Darren was about ten months old, old enough to be crawling but was not walking yet.  I had the five-foot stepladder out and was hanging curtains.  When I went into the kitchen to get the hammer, I came back to discover that Darren had climbed the ladder and was standing on the next-to-the-top step, hanging onto the top step rocking back and forth.  I called to Margie, “Come in here but do not react.”  When she walked into the room and saw Darren rocking back and forth on the ladder, her eyes got very big but she did not react.  

I figured that since Darren had been able to safely climb up the ladder, he should be able to climb down.  I asked Margie to get on one side of the ladder and I would get on the other side (to catch him if he fell) and we would encourage him to climb down.  We then gave him lots of emotional support and watched in amazement as he climbed safely down.  What did we teach Darren?  That he is capable and knows how to make good judgments.  A lesson he learned well, as evidenced by the many times from when he was in nursery school where he was the only child that the teacher would allow to climb the tree to get the ball down, to his two year stay in Uzbekistan as a Peace Corp volunteer, to his traveling through India by himself.  

What would we have taught Darren if we had gotten excited and grabbed him off the ladder?  That he is not capable; that he makes bad judgments and doesn’t know when he is safe and when he is not.  That someone will always be around to rescue him and that he needs to be rescued because he can’t take care of himself.  

You don’t have to worry, one or two negative events in a child’s entire life will probably not damage your child’s self-image.  But each negative event/experience takes a little more away from their self-image and like water wearing away at a rock, adds self-doubt and insecurity to their lives.  

TEACHING INSECURITY

At eight months old, Darren had the crawling thing down pat.  He was the typical kid who loved to explore anything that moved, didn’t move or made noise.  One day the hospital called Margie, my wife, to work on her day off.  So she brought Darren down to the office for me to watch.  This worked fine until my 10 o’clock client showed up; that left the receptionist in charge of Darren and the phones.  

The client had brought her two-year-old little girl.  Mom complained, “She is afraid of everything.  I can’t even give her a new stuffed toy without her freaking out.”  As mom explained how hard it was with such a clinging child, the little girl cowered behind mom’s chair.  

It was about at this point that Darren escaped from the receptionist, pushed my door open, crawled into the office, heading right for the little girl’s hiding place.  The little girl started screaming as if her very life depended on it.  Immediately mom stood up, reached down, picked up the child and said, “It is OK. It is just a baby, the baby won’t hurt you.  The baby loves you.”  She then walked to the other end of the room and set the child down.  For Darren, this was better than a pull-toy that makes noise.  He started towards the little girl, who started screaming again.  Mom again picked up the little girl and reassured her,  “The baby won’t hurt you.  The baby loves you.”  She again crossed the room and set her behind her chair.  I could see that Darren was starting to enjoy this game and off he went in hot pursuit.   Once again mom picked up the child, gave me a dirty look and told her daughter,  “The baby won’t hurt you.  The baby loves you,” as she moved to the other end of the room, again.  

“Mom are you aware what you are teaching your daughter?”  A blank look crossed her face.  “If the baby won’t hurt her, why do you need to keep protecting your daughter from him?”   I asked mom to leave her daughter with Darren and me for the rest of the session.  Once mom was gone, the two-year-old quickly surveyed the situation.  Figuring that I was safer than the baby, she stood behind my chair this time.  Darren once again zeroed in and headed right for her.  The girl started screaming, “The baby is going to get me.  The baby is going to get me.”  I picked up a piece of paper, pretended to read and responded, “Yes, it looks like the baby is going to get you.  But he won’t hurt you.”  By the end of the session, the little girl was not panicking and the two were interacting the best that an eight-month-old can with a two-year-old.

Mom came back once more by herself to reinforce how and what she was teaching her daughter.  What I have found is that most problems with small children are more problems in parenting than problems with the child.  Once mom and dad have gotten the same information and start working from the same page, it is amazing how the child issues seem to disappear.   

TEACHING RESPONSIBILITY

Making A Game Out Of Cleaning

Three year olds hate picking up their toys and cleaning up their room, but they love games.  By three you have already bought your child a puzzle and will take it apart and put the pieces back where they belong and like magic the picture is there again.  You can use this same concept when it comes to cleaning the room.  The best kind of child’s room has shelves (that the child can reach) and toy boxes where stuffed bears, baby dolls and fire engines live when the child is sleeping or out on a trip with mom or dad.  

Make “clean the room” a game.  Take a picture of the room with all the toys in their place on the shelf or in their toy box.  There could be a picture for each wall and maybe one from the door way.  Have the pictures blown up to at least 8 ½  by 11 inches.  You might choose to put them in plastic sleeves and then put them in a clear plastic report folder.  “Let’s play a game.  Let’s make your room look like the pictures.”  This will require your help at first, with having to refer to the pictures numerous times.  “Let’s see if all the toys are back home where they belong?”   Later on you can make it a time game, “Let’s see if you can beat your personal best.”  

If you are consistent, in just a month or two, by the time your child is four, the room will be cleaned every time before “we go to sleep”, or go to the nursery school.  

Learning Responsibility And Cause And Effect

It started in his fourth year, Darren didn’t want to go to bed at his bed time (which was set by me.  How dare he, doesn’t he know that Parents know best?)  His excuse was that he wasn’t sleepy.  

I had to give it to him, I didn’t like going to bed when I wasn’t sleepy either but by 9 o’clock I was tired and I wanted to go to bed. I hate it when my child makes sense, because it makes me have to think.  My parents had always had a bed time for me and I was just expected to do it when that time came.    So OK, maybe it was time to rethink this one.  

Darren, here is what I’m willing to do.  You can stay up as long as you want so long as you stay in your room and read or play with your toys (no TV was allowed in his room). Yes, you can get up to get a glass of milk but then you have to go right back to your room and you can’t make a mess.  And you must be willing to get up in the morning, (at 7 AM so we can get you off to nursery school) without grousing or making me have to get you up.  If I have to get you up or you make a lot of noise about getting up, then I will know that you stayed up too late and you will need to go to bed at 9 o’clock.  What time do you think you will need to set your clock radio for?  Do you want me to set it or do you want to set it?  

OK, you have got an agreement but you know that the next morning he did not get up without grousing, in fact, I had to wrestle him out of bed.  “Darren, what was our agreement?”  “OK, then I accept your decision that you want to go to bed at 9 o’clock.”  

This process worked off and on but I always tried to be consistent and follow through because we had an agreement.  By the first grade, it was working most of the time but at times it just didn’t seem to be going any place fast.  At one point I would pick him out of bed, pajamas and all, put him in the car with his school clothes and start off to school.  

“When we get to school, if you are not dressed, I will put you on the sidewalk outside of school and you can get dressed on the sidewalk.”   As I drove, it was very quiet in the backseat of the car, not a creature was moving.  So, I started giving a slow count on how far we were from school.  “We are six blocks from school… We are five blocks from school… We are four blocks from school… We are three blocks from school… We are two blocks from school.  One more block and we will be at school and I will put you on the sidewalk with your clothes.”  Suddenly there arose such a clatter that I sprang from my seat to see what was the matter.  From the back seat of the car there had appeared a vision, a blur of arms, legs and clothes all moving at breakneck speed.  By the time I reached the school and stopped the car, out stepped a completely dressed young man, except for his shoes which he put on with dignity there on the sidewalk.  I smiled as I watched him walk into his classroom.  From that day forward Darren was always dressed for school when we walked out of the house.   Christmas had come for me, time and consistency had succeeded.  

TEACHING DELAYED GRATIFICATION 

Avoiding Shopping Trauma 

Have you ever been grocery shopping with a child who wants every candy, cookie and toy you pass?  The further you go into the depths of the store, the more unruly and louder they become.  You try everything you know, “I don’t have enough money.”  That is a loser from the get-go; your child has no concept of money and they aren’t buying that one.  “You can’t have every thing you see.”  Another loser, you can obviously get everything you want.  Finally desperation starts to set in,  “You can’t have it because I said so.”  Three strikes means it is time for the temper-tantrum and you lose big time.  Now it is time to beat a hasty excite, just leave the groceries and head for the car.  You have lost another round, beaten by a three year-old.  

There is a way to avoid this trauma to you and your child.  For a moment, put yourself in your child’s place.  You watch as mommy takes any and everything she wants from the shelves; money is no object (at least it looks that way to the child).  Now of course money is an object, but how does your child know that you are counting your pennies, comparing prices and looking for bargains?  

The best way to teach is through example.  As the two of you are walking towards the store, say out loud, “Boy, I hope I’ve got enough money to get everything we need.”  Once in the store you start looking at different things, “That would be great to get if we had enough money but we need to save our pennies for some peanut butter and jelly.”  Every so often stop and do a rough count of how much you have put in the basket, then check how much money you have.   

Now when he/she asks for something, go through the same process of checking what you have and how much that would add to the bill.  If you can’t get everything you want then it will not be as hard for your child to get everything he/she wants.  

“Won’t all this talking about money make my child insecure?”  The short answer is no because you are not going to do it every single time you go shopping for the next five years.  You only have to do it long enough for you to teach your child that big people can’t get everything they want and they have to be careful about spending.  

The lessons you are teaching are many; here are just a few: 

· Nobody gets everything they want 

· It is important not to over spend 

· It is important to shop for bargains 

· It is important to set priorities for what we want 

· We can tolerate delayed gratification.   “Let’s see if we can save enough money to get it next time.” 

Parents who give in to their child’s every whim or fold under the pressure of a tantrum, are also teaching.  What do you think you are teaching when you say, “It is just easier to give them what they want, than to put up with their screaming?”  

· I am the center of the universe

· My wants are more important than anybody else

· If I make enough noise, I’ll get what I want

· Other people are not important

· I can’t tolerate delayed gratification

Teaching children is what parents do, just make sure it is what you want to teach.  

Teaching a Child That They Are Capable.  
Darren’s third grade experience…

A perfect parent is not a good parent.  As a parent it is OK to not know everything, it is OK to make mistakes, it is OK to apologize and say “I blew that one”, and it is OK to say, “I don’t know.”  If you could be the perfect parent, what would you be teaching your child? 

Darren was in the third grade, at a new school and it was not going very well.  It was obvious he was not the happy, energetic youngster I was used to seeing.  “Darren, what’s wrong?” All my attempts to talk to him resulted in a shrug of the shoulders and a “Nothing.”  I tried everything I knew to get him to talk, “New schools are hard when you don’t know many people and don’t have many friends.”  There was no response, no light in the eyes, I know I was reaching him.  After several days and many attempts to get him to talk with no success I thought that just being with him might work.  I sat down  on the living room floor and started playing with him and his cars.  His car was being powerful and kept knocking down the Legos and scattering them all around the room.  

Suddenly, he said, “Daddy the fourth and fifth grade boys keep coming up to me, putting their chest on my chest and putting their face in my face and making me jump off the sidewalk into the mud.”  (If they had hit him, they would get in trouble and be sent to the Principal’s office.)  At last something to work with—a problem to solve and I knew the answer, tell the teacher.  As soon as I thought it, I knew Darren also knew that answer and if I told him what he already knew, it would be like saying, “You’re so dumb you didn’t learn what you should have learned in the first grade.”  No, that was not going to work.  

I could not think of anything else to solve his problem for him, so we talked about how hard it was to be bullied.  After a while I admitted that I can’t think of a solution and suggested that we both think about what could be done and tomorrow we would work on it again.  It is not easy being human in front of someone you want to look up to so bad that you can taste it.  

The next day when Darren returned from school, there was a major change in his demeanor and in his spirits.  “Darren what happened?”  He was smiling from ear to ear and bouncing all around the room.  

“When Joey come up to me today and put his chest on my chest and put his face in my face, I said in a loud voice, ‘Joey what are you trying to do, kiss me?’”  I guess from what Darren said, Joey took off running and all the big boys left him alone from then on.  

I could have thought for weeks and I am sure I would never have come up with an answer that good.  I am so glad I didn’t have an answer, because Darren learned a wonderful lesson about himself and I learned that I didn’t have to be a perfect parent to be a good parent.  

WHEN PARENTS DON’T AGREE

Parenting by any measure is an imprecise science with plenty of room to disagree.  The problem is most parents don’t consider parenting as a science of any kind.  “My parents raised me this way and I turned out OK.”  Unfortunately, your spouse was not raised the way you were, “Well, my parents raised me differently and I turned out OK.”  There are as many ways of raising a child as there are parents, so which is the correct way to raise a child?  The problem is when parents don’t agree, the child can become the center of a power-struggle between parents.  There is an old African saying, “When the elephants fight, it is the grass that gets killed.” 

In many families there is one parent that is too strict and/or harsh and the other who tries to compensate by being too lenient and/or soft.   The stricter the one parent becomes, the more lenient the other becomes.  Children who get caught in this type of schizophrenic home become the battlefield for the parents’ inability to communicate and solve problems.  

It doesn’t have to be this way.  Sit down with your mate at a time when you are not fighting and there are few distractions.  Get a piece of paper out and ask this question, “What qualities, traits, behaviors do we want our child to have when he/she is 20 years old?”  Start a list that both of you can agree on: Caring, Helpful, Loving, Energetic, Resourceful, Independent, Creative, etc.; make the list as long as possible.  Don’t rush it, feel how good it feels when you both agree on something.  

My guess is that there will be little or no conflict over what qualities the two of you want your child to have as an adult.  The only question the two of you have been fighting over is what parenting techniques do you use to impart qualities and behaviors?   The goals you have are the same, the means is where the conflict has been.  Once you two clarify your shared goals by making the list, you will discover an interesting change.  Now, problem solving and communication become easier.  Parenting is now a team project, “and we are both on the same team, going for the same goal.”  

There are a couple of questions that can help the two of you stay focused on your goals: 

· What are we teaching our child when we are too lenient/harsh?   What has our child just learned?

· Is what I’m/we doing with our child going to produce the goals we say we want? 

This is not about “the way I was raised” or “is it right or wrong”.  Our parents may have had different goals for us or maybe they were just mindlessly doing what their parents had done to them.  Here we have a chance to break any negative cycles and give our children a better parenting model than we received.  

The next time you believe your mate is being too harsh or being too lenient, ask your mate, out of ear shot of the children, “What did you just teach Michael?”  Or “I wonder what little Mike just learned when you did . . . ?”   Be gentle when you ask your questions, remember you're on the same team, wanting the same goals.  

Is it possible to have different perceptions of what you are teaching?  

“I just taught him not to sass us.” 

“I wonder if that is what he learned, or could he have learned that he is powerless and big people can do it to little people?” 

Don’t get into another power-struggle.  People on the same team can have different opinions without there having to be a winner and loser.  

I had a couple in their late thirties with a two-year-old girl come into counseling because they were fighting “all the time.”  One Monday they came and reported that, “We had been fighting all weekend, and it was bad.”  When I asked what the fight was about, I was told, “We can’t agree.  Should 18 year olds have to register for the draft?” 

My response was, “What difference does it make?  You’re both way too old for the draft and your daughter will probably never be required to register for the draft unless you move to Israel.  Are you planning to move?”  As I talked with them I discovered that they had a belief, “Married couples should agree on important things”, and this had somehow become very important.  

You don’t have to agree on everything, but it is important to listen and respect each other’s points of view and perceptions, especially about parenting, if you don’t want to hurt your child.  

Do words have power?  Yes, but only to the extent that you give them power.   The problem is that children don’t know this, so they are very vulnerable to what their parents call and/or say to them.    Even though children try to learn the concept that words have no meaning, the little verse “sticks and stones can break my bones but names will never hurt me”, is no defense to the power and authority that the parent words have. 

The principal of a grade school called me up with a question about one of his students,  “I have this fifth grader in my class who is threatening to kill himself.  I can’t tell if he is serious and is just trying to manipulate out of going to school.  Could you see him right away?  His parents can bring him down.”  Within the hour he was sitting in my office, a bright young man with his two very concerned parents.  As we talked, I became convinced that if left alone, he would take his own life by “running in front of a big truck” on the busy highway near his school.  

I started to explore what was so terrible in his life that he wanted to end his life and the pain he seemed to be in.  He explained that, “All the kids at school talk about me.  They say I’m dumb and stupid.”   His mother interrupted, “He is not stupid, his grades are good and he plays the trumpet and is in the band.”  

“Are you on the playground when they are saying these things about you?”  I asked.  “No, I’m in my room at home.”  He went on to describe that he could hear the kids walking past the house saying these bad things.  “In fact I can hear them talking about me when they are in the school bathroom.”  “And you are at home when you hear them?”  “Yes.”  “How far do you live from school?”  “Five blocks.”  

From his parents I learned that when they have company over, he won’t come out of his room and he has no friends who come over.  Now I turned to the parents, “What kind of relationship do you have with your son?”  Mother said she and her son had a very good one, “We talk while I make supper.”  Father said he had a great relationship with his son, “Ever since he was a baby, I would play with him almost every night.  I have my pet name for him.  He has always been my little dumb-dumb; my idiot child… He knows I don’t mean it.”  

Children do not have the filtering system to protect their self-image.  If we, as parents, don't protect them by being conscious of what we are teaching, we then, are dooming them to a life of problems.  

The thirteen-year-old girl and her parents had been ordered into counseling because she had been found on G street working as a prostitute.   Her parents had been born in Italy and I could hear them screaming from the moment they hit the door.  Once I got them back to my office I started sorting out the story.  Mother was indignant,  “She never listens to me.  Every since she was eight years old I been telling her she was going to grow up to be a whore and a prostitute.  She just won’t listen.”  

I responded with, “I think she has been listening too well.”  Mom defended herself, “My father call me that but I never became one.”  What works with one child may not work with the next.   My guess was that the culture was a lot different back in Italy and while that type of parenting might work there, it wasn’t about to work here.  As parents, everything you do with, to and for your child is teaching.  Is what you’re doing getting you what you want?  

Verbal Aikido and the Toy Ads

Christmas is a-coming and all the children’s shows are just one long commercial interspersed with cartoons of toys you can buy.   If you are a parent, then you know that  I am not being cynical.  Companies test their commercials on children before they ever run them Saturday morning.  They know what will work the best to get your children to drive you nuts.  “I want that toy.  I want this toy.”  “I want every toy that I see (and I will drive you nuts if you don’t get it for me).”  

There are some simple ways of fighting back without leaving the house on Saturdays.  The secret lies in the fact that children (and most adults) would rather be listened to than to get their way.  The next time you hear “I want that,” respond with some verbal aikido, “That does look like a fun toy.  I bet it would be fun to play with.”  In aikido you do not resist, defend or attach, you simply take the other person’s energy, blend with it and let it go on past.  Of course that will never be enough to end it, for in just a few minutes, here comes another ad for a different toy.  “Oh, Daddy, Daddy look.  I want that toy.”  And again respond with aikido, “That looks like a fun toy also.  Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could get every toy we see?”  Don’t expect a response, because he/she is too busy watching for the next toy ad.  

Remember the secret and keep validating your child’s excitement.  At some point it will be necessary, when the TV is off, to start narrowing down the list.  “Which of all the toys you saw looked like the most fun?  Which toy looks like the least fun? If you could choose two toys which would they be?”

Be aware by going through this process with your child, you are again teaching them to prioritize things that are important to them, set goals, and deal with delayed gratification.  You are also having quality time with your child that they will remember it as, “I am special enough for Mom/Dad to spend time with me talking about things that are important to me.”    

FREEDOM TO FAIL—FREEDOM TO LEARN

Darren was four and we were just back from Charleston, SC where I had been working at Oak Grove, a residential treatment center for emotionally disturbed children, and was living temporarily in an apartment.  One day Darren came in with a disposable BIC razor he had found.  He wanted to use it to make little roads.  

My first thought was to tell him no and take it away from him.  Then the question came to mind, “What would I be teaching him if I did that?”   So instead I said, “Darren, I really don’t want you to play with that.  I’m afraid you might cut yourself.”  (This was before the time of AIDS.)  Darren’s reassurance was emphatic, “No I won’t,” and out he went.  

It wasn’t but a few minutes later that he was back crying and holding his finger with one little drop of blood on it.  I simply responded with, “That is a hard way to learn about safety with razors.  Let’s go and get a Band-Aid.”  

Two weeks later, we were out at the swimming pool when Darren came out of the apartment with a glass of water.   “Darren, you shouldn’t bring a glass out to the pool; it could hurt you.”  No sooner were the words out of my mouth, then he got this stricken look on his face and let go of the glass.  I just barely caught the glass before it hit the cement deck.  Darren had learned to accept that when I said something might hurt him, he would believe it.  

Ever wonder how young people learn not to listen and get to the point where they have to make all their own mistakes no matter what the cost?  What would have happened if I had taken the razor away from Darren and put it away some place and responded like so many parents do?  My belief is that when I was not looking, he would have gotten it or another one and played with it, cut himself but not come to me to fix it because he didn’t want to hear “I told you so.  You never listen to me.  If you would do what I tell you this would have never happened.  But nooo, you have to find out the hard way.”  The response is usually not spoken aloud.  “Maybe you got me this time but next time I’ll show you.”  

* * * *

I don’t know many people who learn by trial and success.  Most of my experience has been that I have learned most from my failure, so what is it with us parents that we want to protect our children from making mistakes?  When you protect your children from the consequences of their mistakes, are you really helping them or are you really trying to protect yourself from what others might be thinking of you and protecting yourself from feeling guilty.  It seems to me that when you are protecting yourself, your focus is on the wrong person. 

It was a fall Saturday morning when the phone rang and a male voice on the other end said, “Do you know where Darren is?”  Ok, I awake.  “I assume he is in bed.  Let me check.”

“Darren, it is the youth pastor at church.  He wants to know where you are.”  At that point Darren was awake, sitting upright in bed with an anguished look on his face.  He had told them that he wanted to go on the junior high young people’s trip to Great America, but had forgotten to tell us.  “Daddy, they are saying if I can be there in 10 minutes I can still go with them.  Can you take me?” 

Darren is busy getting dressed on the way to church when he asked, “Do you have any money?”  No, I didn’t have any money except for a little change in my pocket, “Do you want to go back home?”  Darren didn’t think we had enough time to do that and still get there in time.  Arriving at the church everyone is ready to leave when someone asks, “Darren where is your sleeping bag?”  I’m thinking no money, no coat and no sleeping bag, “Darren, are you sure you want to go?”   Of course he wants to go, what could I have been thinking?


Driving back home, it hits me, what is Margie going to say, “You let my son go to Great America without money, a coat or a sleeping bag?”  What kind of father are you?  What could you have been thinking?” 

What a great learning experience!

Late Sunday afternoon, Margie and I are both at the church to greet the returning troops, with lots of questions for Darren.   It turns out he borrowed $10.00 from one of the chaperones to eat and get into the park, then he borrowed someone’s coat to sleep in, and yes, he made it OK.  I did hear in his voice that it could have been a lot better if he had been prepared and, “Would you give the chaperone $10.00 that I borrowed?” 

On the way home, I focused on “What were the best parts of the trip?”  I figured he didn’t need to be beat up any more than he already had done to himself.  

Now it is June and the church group is planning a two-day backpacking trip.  This time Darren made sure I knew about the planned trip two months ahead of time.  I watched to see if anything had been learned.  Nearly three weeks ahead of time, he started working on getting his stuff together.  He had the list of what was required from the leaders and almost every night he would go over the list.  There was the backpacking rack, sleeping bag, the metal spoons, plate and cup, the canteen and all his clothes all neatly laid out on the floor.  Then there was the packing, unpacking and repacking to make sure it would all fit, all without a single word from me.  No doubt this outing was going to be different.  

This was a life style change for him.  

The summer between Darren’s junior and senior high school year, he went to Albania, one of the poorest ex-communist countries, with the church for a month to help work on the country’s run-down school buildings.  Again, starting weeks ahead of time, he got all the things he would need together.  He went on-line to get any information that could help him and help the group. 

Towards the end of his month in Albania, we got a call from Darren asking if he could go to London for three days by himself before returning home.  After talking to Sam Reeves, the advisor for the mission, and getting assurance from Darren on what he was going to do and how he would take care of himself, we held our breath and said “yes”.  It turned out to be a great experience for him.  He said he found a room and board posted at the airport and road the underground into London.  In the days that followed, he explored London on the underground.  When he would get off the underground and go up the stairs to look around, “If it looked like a bad neighborhood I would go back down, get on the next train and go explore a different part of London.” 

DISCIPLINE

GETTING OFF TO A GOOD START

Discipline is not punishment.  The word discipline comes from the Latin discipulus, to pupil, and from discere, to learn
 a word meaning to disciple.  Note: the purpose of discipline has nothing to do with punishment.  Punishment does not help a child to learn; it can teach them to conform to your superior strength out of fear.  Punishment is reactive; it is designed to control and limit unwanted behaviors.  People are put in prisons as a way of controlling, “keeping the criminal off the streets,” not as a way of rehabilitating them.  

In parenting, the most effective punishment is conditional love.  Conditional love tells the child, “I only love you when you perform to my standards (when you are perfect).”  They may get messages such as, “If you can’t do a job right, don’t do it at all”, or “If you do that you will break Mother’s heart (kill her).” Worst of all, is probably the rejection or abandonment ploy.  This can include refusing to talk to the child or ignoring him/her.  By using conditional love you can teach a child that they have no value except when they are perfect.  These children cause no problems for their parents or their teachers, but at a price.  These well-behaved children tend to be suicidal and/or homicidal.  

Discipline, on the other hand, teaches children that in the world there is “cause and effect” both in the good things that happen to us as well as the bad things.  It teaches that the child is capable, he/she makes a difference and he/she is able to wait for good things in their life (accept delayed gratification).  (See From Dependency to Independency article.)  

GETTING STARTED

Start by making what you want from your child very clear, by avoiding the use of vague or abstract terms.  Instead use concrete, behavioral terms that draw a picture for the child. You may want to take some time writing a list of your expectations, rules and boundaries.  “Clean your room,” is not a clear picture for any child to try to follow.  What does a clean room look like?  For small children, actually taking a picture of the child’s room when it is clean and the toys are all put in their right places on the shelves can make cleaning up a room a game. “Let’s see if we can make your room look like the picture.”  

Don’t rush in making your list, and remember to update your list about every six months or more for young children ages 1 to 6 years old.  As the child gets older, you should review your list once a year on their birthday.  Birthdays are good anniversary dates to have discussions with your child on what new privileges and responsibilities that you are willing to give “Now that you are a big girl.” 

In discipline, consequences are laid out ahead of time as to what the consequences are of the misbehavior.  For best results, it is always best to let the child choose the consequence for their behavior.  However, for small children two and three years of age, you will probably have to set the consequences, because they are not very good at setting reasonable consequences.  “You could send me to hell,” is not a good choice.  

By four years of age, most children with a little help, can set reasonable consequences.  Take your list of what behaviors you want and/or don’t want and one at a time review the expectation/behavior with your child.  Then something like, “If you don’t do (picture and describe the behavior) how do you want me to respond to you?”  Or “What would help you remember to do (picture and describe the behavior)?”  

The first response you will probably get will be one of the extremes,  “Don’t do anything”, or “Don’t feed me for a week.”  In either case, simply respond with, “That is not acceptable.  What else could help you remember?”  At that point, the child will probably say the classic, “I don’t know,” followed by a shrug of the shoulders.  

This is where you are permitted to give some suggestions, but be real sure you are willing to follow through.  DO NOT choose or suggest consequences you are not willing to enforce, or you will become a powerless parent whose children will not believe or trust.   Because the consequence you won’t enforce, will be the one your child will choose.   

Start out with something like, “If you can’t think of anything, then let me suggest that we could take away your cartoons for a week, or we could have you go to bed an hour earlier for a week, or not let you play outside for a week.  Which one do you think would help you remember to (picture and describe the behavior, again)?”  If the child won’t make a decision then you can add, “If you can’t make a decision then I guess you are asking me to make a decision for you and I am liable to choose the one you want least.”   At that point almost all children will be willing to choose a consequence.  

Small children think in the here-and-now.  They do not think about contingencies, the “what if’s” of life.  Here is an opportunity to teach them about thinking ahead.  “Can you think of anything that might prevent you from doing (picture and describe behavior)?”  “What if it rained.  Would that keep you from cleaning your room?  No.  What if you went with Grandmother and stayed at her house for three days.  Would that keep you from cleaning your room?   Yes.  Then do you think you will have to clean your room if you go over to her house?”   

If you cannot stand the idea of your child forgetting and having to pay the consequence, then you can add, “If I think you are going to forget, is there some non-verbal sign I can give you before it is too late and you have to lose your privilege?”   I had one mother who had a twelve-year-old boy she was having a hard time getting to take a bath.   He was much more interested in talking to the girls who would come by the house.   The son’s agreement was that when it came to a time that they agreed on when he should take his bath, that she would come out onto the porch and tug on her right ear.  Then if he didn’t come in within 10 minutes she would have the freedom to say, in front of the girls, “It is time for Mike to take his bath.”  Needless to say she never had to utter those fateful words. 

This whole process may seem like it will take a long time, and at first it will.  But soon you and your child will have this down to a routine and in the long run you will save yourself many hours and years of frustration.  

The next step is to gently review the complete agreement, “What was our agreement now?”  Get the child to state back to you in behavioral terms what they were to do and what the consequences would be if they didn’t follow through.  If they miss anything, be sure it is included until the child can repeat it.  

Now, it is important not to do any nagging or reminding.  If you nag or keep reminding, then you will be setting a power-struggle, something they can resist against to prove that “You don’t control me.”  

The time comes and goes and the child does what he/she was supposed to do.  This is the time to give lots of praise. The rule of thumb is that if you consistently repeat a behavior for thirty-two days, it becomes yours, or in this case, your child’s behavior.  However, if you are inconsistent, you get the doghouse because your child will be out of control and you will not want to be in your house.  

If the time passes and your child didn’t do what they agreed to do, then it is time to confront.  “What was our agreement?”  Get the child to repeat the agreement.  Then say, “I accept your decision that you will not get the privilege of watching cartoons for one week.”  (See, it is not me doing it to you.)  More than likely your child will not give up so easily, he/she is used to you buckling under pressure.  “But Mommy, it is not fair.  What if I do it now, then I could watch the cartoons?”, or “I’ll be sure to do it next time, please, Mommy, please let me watch cartoons.”  

This is the time to be strong but not cruel.  “Honey, it is hard not getting to watch cartoons isn’t it?  But in this house we, Mommy, Daddy, all of us, keep our agreements.   Now what will help you to remember to do (picture and describe behavior)?”  And start the process all over again.  Remember only thirty-one more days to go, Doc promised. 

WHAT ABOUT YELLING OR SCREAMING?

Yelling and screaming is OK for little children; they do it when they are out of control. For you, screaming is never OK. Screaming is an indication that you are out of control and your children can tell.  A screaming parent is not a safe parent to be around.  No need to say more; don’t allow yourself to get to that point.  However, if you find yourself getting out of control from time to time, then it is time for you to get some help from a good counselor.  The story is of a lady who had eight children.  When one of them was being bad she would give them castor oil.  When all eight of them were bad, she would take the castor oil.  

The only time yelling has a place in discipline is as a warning of danger, “Don’t touch that stove”, or as the end statement of a series of progressive warnings.  Normal voice: “You children need to quiet down and use your indoor voice.”  Of course they don’t quiet down, so you raise your voice a notch or two (but not yelling or screaming).  “Alright, you need to quiet down now.”  Nothing changes.  Now you can yell: “That’s it.  If I have to say something again you are all going to your rooms.”  Then if nothing changes, you get up in a normal voice and say, “OK, it is time for you to go to your rooms and spend some time alone.”  

The problem is that many parents go from silence to 120 without any warning in between.  For the child, this makes the parent like a bomb that could go off at anytime.  Parents who do this are not very safe or fun to be around.  Some of you have worked in offices with this kind of boss.  The result is a very stressful work situation.  And you wonder why some children run away from home.  They really don’t have the option of quitting and finding other parents.

WHAT ABOUT SPANKING?

Spanking is often thought as punishment.  My favorite cartoon on this is from FOR BETTER OR WORSE.  It shows the father dragging his 7-year-old son across the street while spanking him and yelling, “This will teach you not to hit kids.”  All too often spanking and/or screaming is used as a way to relieve the parent’s frustration rather than a way to discipline the child. 

Spanking can be used as a discipline; however, the more you use it the less it will work as a discipline.  Have you ever known a child to stand there in defiance and be spanked without shedding a tear?  Long before this point is reached, the spanking had stopped working.   Yes, the Bible does say, “Spare the rod and spoil the child.”  The Bible also says, “Thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”  The staff was the hooked end of the rod, together these were used to rescue and to set limits for the sheep.  A good shepherd never beat his sheep.  The sheep would follow the shepherd because they knew that the shepherd would care for and protect them, not because they feared the shepherd.  

If you have to spank, and spanking is always the last result (What are you going to do next? Break their arm?), then it should have been spelled out as the child’s consequence (see above).  

From my experience, if you have to spank a child more than four times in their entire life, then you are probably doing something wrong.  I would strongly suggest that no child under three or over the age of four should be spanked.  There are much better ways of disciplining children of all ages, such as timeout or taking their favorite toy for a period of time.  (The younger the child, the shorter the period of time.) 

Never spank a child by holding his/her arm and trying to hit him as he jumps around.  This is a good way to pull a child’s arm out of its socket.   If you must spank, then lay the child face down on a firm bed and apply no more than three swats that are hard enough to sting but not hard enough to leave marks.   

FOSTER PARENTS: It is against the law in most states to use any form of physical punishment on a foster child.  Don’t even think about it.  

WHAT ELSE CAN I DO?

There is no one discipline method that works all the time.  What works on one child this week doesn’t work the next week.  What works with this child, doesn’t work with the next child.  In parenting, the rule is NOTHING WORKS ALL THE TIME so, the best I can do is to give you a toolbox with many  different techniques and then be on the lookout for any other great ideas that have worked for your friends and family.  

Here is one my wife taught me.  My wife, my three year-old son, Darren and I were in a Charleston, SC department store.  It was the Christmas season and Darren wanted to go to the toy department to see Santa.   But I had to get back to work at Oak Grove, a residential treatment center for children.   It was at this time that Darren decides that he can not wait to see Santa, but has to see him NOW and throws himself down on the floor with arms, legs and voice all going at once.  At that point I’m looking for the closest exit where I could toss everything I know about parenting out.  It is then that I see Margie, my wife, sit down on a display next to Darren. Now Darren’s screaming like a child possessed; Margie says very softly, “Darren, tell me when you can listen to me.”   No child making that much noise could possibly hear anything, but he could see that her lips were moving.   A few seconds later she again repeats the request softly, “Darren, tell me when you can listen.”  Now I can tell that some of the fervor has left his voice. And again she repeats the request.  By now his screaming is down to more of a whimper.  “I can listen now.”  “Darren, we can’t see Santa Clause right now, but I promise we will come back tomorrow and see him.  Now we need to leave.”   The little voice responded, “OK,” he got up and mother and son walked out to the car.  I followed in shear amazement.  Does this technique work every time?  No but when it does, it is a joy to watch.  

Your Child’s Allowance

Your child’s allowance can be an opportunity to teach, or it can be something you do because other parents give their kids money.   I was uncomfortable about just giving Darren an allowance with no strings attached.   What we did was to buy one of those banks where you could put the coins in and they would roll down and fall into the proper slot; the quarter slot would hold ten dollars.  

At four, Darren got his first allowance of one dollar; actually, he got four quarters.  The agreement was that he had to put two of the quarters into the bank and watch them roll down and drop in the quarter slot.  The other two quarters he could spend any way he wanted when we went to the store.  We told Darren that when the quarters reached the top, ten dollars, he could take the ten dollars to a big toy store and get whatever he wanted with his money.  At first this was not a fun exercise, he wanted all four of the quarters, “You can’t get anything with two quarters.”  

This changed after our first trip to the toy store with his $10.00.   A word of warning, that first trip lasted over an hour as he looked and asked how much everything in the store was.  It also gave us a chance to see what he could get if he had $20.  But for now, it was hard enough to wait to get the ten dollars.  

As he got older, his allowance grew but the split was always 50/50.  By the time he reached junior high, his limit before he could spend his savings, was now $100.   With his first hundred dollars he bought a modem for his computer.  The older he got the more often, but not always, he would put all his allowance into the savings account.  In high school I noticed another change; now he would “invest” in comic books, saving them in plastic covers and storing them in boxes that he treated as if they were gold bullion.  Darren had learned about delayed gratification and I know that he would always be responsible with money.   

The good news is that children grow up; the bad news is that children grow up.  

What Children Want From Their Parents 

A Parent Child Contract

Being in a family takes agreements by both the parents and the children.  These agreements work best when they are clearly stated and accepted by both sides.  The following are the expectations for parents from a group of young Boy Scouts, Troop 58. Thanks to Keith Williams, Scout Leader and Committee Chairman for Troop 58 these ideas.

As A Young Person This Is What I Want From My Parents:

· Someone who will take part in activities with me

· Someone who will be fun

· Someone who will “hang loose” – let us kids be kids

· Someone who is approachable

· Someone who will be understanding of my point of view, who will listen and paraphrase me

· Someone who wants to be a parent

· Someone who does not expect perfection from themselves or me

· Someone who will set fair standards and be firm

· Someone who makes kids do what they need to do even if they (the kids) don’t want to do it


· Someone who will trust us

· Someone who will be a teacher but not give too much detail

· Someone we can look up to and be proud of 

· Someone who is able to talk to us at our level

· Someone who does not always have to be right

· Someone who accepts my feelings and doesn’t try to talk me out of them

· Someone who will be honest and admit when they make a mistake

· Someone who I can depend on.  Who does what they say they will do.

I _________________ agree to give the above behaviors to my son/daughter.  Dated________

This Is What I Will Give In Exchange:

· I will do what needs to be done now, and I will not stall or have to be told over and over

· I will do the best I can the first time

· I will respect you (no smart mouth)

· I will trust you and listen to what you have to say

· I will try to see and understand what it is like to be a parent

· I will work as a team with the family

· I will say “thank you”, once in a while

· I will be responsible for myself, my room, my pets, etc.

· I will be honest with both the content and with my feelings, even if it is scary or painful to do so

I ___________________ agree to give my parents the above listed behaviors.  Dated_________

Contracts are important documents and as such should be taken seriously by both parties with the understanding that if either party breaks the contract then the contract will become void, unless it is renegotiated.  This process of developing a working contract is not easily accomplished.  It will probably require a number of evolving and expanding contracts where concepts such as: “I will set fair standards” or  “I will be responsible for myself, my room, my pets, etc.” are written in behavioral terms with time lines.  

Good communication, listening and problem solving skills are essential to this process.  In getting compliance, both parties must be on board.  The best way to do that is to have both people give their input in developing the contract.  You can not expect to arbitrarily give someone a contract and expect that they will have any vested interest in making it work.  

The tale of two mothers

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times!  There were two mothers, each had three preschool aged children.  Both faced the same dilemma: Should they stay at home and raise their children, or pursue their careers and find a trusted daycare or babysitter?  That was the question.  

One mother chose to stay home and take care of her little ones.  The advantages she enjoyed were being able to see all the stages of development and not miss a thing in their growing-up years.  She could set the rules and teach them the values that she wanted her children to have.  By staying home, she would have lots of time with the kids (all day and night) and she could protect them from predators who might hurt them.  She believed that her children were worth any sacrifice she might have to make.  She also believed that she had a God-given right to stay home, bake apple pies and take care of her husband and children.  She believed she was fulfilling the dream of every American girl. 

The second mother chose to work outside of the home and find a trusted daycare or babysitter. She enjoyed the advantages of having complete personal fulfillment in side and outside of the home.  She could have it all, in addition to supplementing the household income, she could continue to grow intellectually in her career, and have the joy of being a mother.  She believed that the children needed time away from her and she knew that she needed time away from the children.  To be complete she needed both adult time and child time.  She considered the work away from home as being mentally challenging, stimulating, productive and necessary for her.  She believed that by working, her children would be in nursery school or with a sitter learning respect for other people's rules and how to socialize with other children.  She also felt that she was being a good role model for her children so that they would not become dependent adults.

For both of these women, the decisions they made about their lives and their children's lives were made with a lot of thought, care and anguish.  Both mothers wanted to be the best mothers they could be for their children.  

Both mothers, to their surprise, discovered that their decisions brought problems and conflicts that they were not expecting. The first mother, discovered that after her second and third baby, she began to see the world through dirty diapers. She did not feel mentally challenged, stimulated or productive.   At times she felt like another child who was completely dependent on her husband for money, adult conversation and interaction.  She drank more and more coffee and stared out the window waiting, but not knowing for what. 

There were days when she was so worn out that she desperately needed her husband for emotional and physical support.  Invariably, that would be the day he would come home from work so exhausted that neither of them were any good to each other or the children.  She found herself getting resentful toward the children for having to stay home with them. Then she would feel terrible guilt and blame herself for being a bad mother.  She believed they would have had more money to buy the babies the cute things in the store that she wanted for them “if only… he made more money or that she had a job”.  She often felt that she was failing and wasn’t doing enough, but didn’t know what more she could possibly do.  She would feel more like a harried servant responding to the children’s demands rather than like their mother. There were days she found herself feeling depressed, losing patience and yelling at the children, which made her feel even worse.

The second mother found that she was feeling guilty and angry that she could not be home to watch her child’s first steps and had to hear from the babysitter what the child’s first words were.  She felt guilty that she wasn’t there to protect them and comfort them when they were hurt.  She felt angry with her husband because she “had to work” and found that she wanted to blame him for the decision she had made.  She often felt torn between the demands of her career and her home.  Sometimes she would come home from work so tired she could not enjoy her children, and this made her feel even guiltier.  There were days that she found herself feeling depressed, losing patience and yelling at the children, which made her feel even worse.

Is the end result the same for both mothers?  It doesn’t have to be, someone said, “Excess is sin.”  For the sake of their children it is important to strike a happy medium for both of these mothers.  

ONE: make sure that you are clear about your priorities.  Whichever decision you make, to stay home or to go to work, will depend on what is right for you, and you are the only person who can make that decision.  You are more than a one-dimensional being.  The Bible tells us that we should love our neighbor as our self.”  So how do you love yourself?  The message is that you had better love yourself first, because that is the way you will love your neighbor, children, and mate.  Is your loving others a subtle manipulation that they will love you back the way you love them?   

One of the worst things I’ve ever heard from a mother was that “JOY was Jesus first, others second and yourself last”.  If this is your belief, you will, from time to time, find yourself doing things for others, your children, mate, friends, just about anybody and resenting it.  If this is true of you, then it is time to look at your beliefs, values and the contradictions in these.   Your children will be able to tell that you are not taking care of yourself because you will be doing things for them that make them feel that they are a burden and they will end up feeling resentful and/or guilty.  

To be able to do things without feeling resentful, starts by being honest with yourself.  This is where your “I shoulds” will get in your way. Some examples: A good mother should make her child happy.  A good mother has children who always behave in public.  A child’s behavior is a reflection of how good a mother you are.  These beliefs set you up to feel like a failure.

Or do you believe that you shouldn’t hurt people?  Do you also believe that you want open and honest relationships?  These two beliefs are absolute contradictions.  If you choose not to hurt people, then you will settle for dishonest, superficial relationships.  The rationale that is often used is “I didn’t what to hurt their feelings.”  Be honest; it isn’t their feelings you are trying to protect, it is you trying to protect yourself from their emotional reaction. It is your fear of being rejected.  You would be amazed at how well feedback given in love is accepted. 

God doesn’t want good people, He wants honest people He can make good.

TWO: Stay focused on your purpose “To be the best Mother I can be for my children.”   Not “What does a good mother do?”  Do not put doing, before being.  If you focus on what a good mother does, you assure that one mold should fit all.  Who is to set that mold?  What should God, church, society do with those who do not fit your concept of a good mother?  

You are the only person who knows what the right balance is  for you to be the best mother you can be.  Too often mothers try to please everyone else in their life, their mother, the church, and their husband and lose sight of their purpose.  What you need to be listening to, is your body.  Your body will tell you when you are out of balance because like a washing machine that is out of balance it will start making noise.  Such as:

When you start finding yourself yelling at the kids and/or your mate and feeling guilty, 

Becoming depressed and staring out the window at nothing,  

When it takes you all day to get an hours worth of laundry done,  

When you find yourself singing Rock-a-By Baby with clench teeth, 

When you want a drink at one in afternoon,

When your husband gets home and you want to hand off the kids to him and run away,

Then you know that you are not being the best mother you can be and you’re out of balance. 
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