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YOU’VE TRIED THE WIMPY WAY. …
NOW TRY A BETTER WAY …


AT BEDTIME


THE WIMPY WAY: When your two-year-old resists bedtime, you let him stay up and even take him to bed with you.


A BETTER WAY: You set a definite bedtime and make it a pleasant routine. You then place your toddler in his own bed and ride out any fussing with brief, reassuring visits. You are always careful not to turn your visits into a time of games and snacks.


AT DINNERTIME


THE WIMPY WAY: Almost every evening your eight-year-old gags at the sight of what you have prepared for dinner. You beg, scold, and threaten, then finally make him his favorite grilled cheese sandwich.


A BETTER WAY: A couple of times a week you cook your child’s favorite dinner. In between these special days it is up to him to eat or not. When a timer goes off after twenty minutes, mealtime is over until breakfast.


WITH AN UNCOOPERATIVE CHILD


THE WIMPY WAY: Your twelve-year-old demands whatever he wants but becomes indignant when you want something from him. You yell, scream, and finally do the chores yourself—and still give in to his demands.


A BETTER WAY: You inform your twelve-year-old that life is a two-way street and stop all favors for a week. After he starts helping out, you respond to his requests.


“American parents need this challenge to be loving and consistent in a time of violence and boundary infringement. Condrell and Small’s contribution is a must-read. It will benefit parents and children of all ages, guiding them in practical steps with loving humor and wisdom.”


—Dr. Judith Landau, University of Rochester, Division of Family Programs



This book is dedicated to my grandparents, Louie and Evdoxia Liakeas, who gave me an extraordinary childhood filled with love and adventure.
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SECTION I


What Is Wimpy Parenting?



INTRODUCTION


Over the years, as a practicing family therapist and child psychologist, I have found myself spending more and more time counseling parents whose children were running them. In the 1980s I began to use the phrase “wimpy parenting” to refer to this parenting style. When I gave parent talks, audiences laughed when they first heard this expression. I would explain that wimpy parents are really nice people. I began to talk about the wimpy parent syndrome: There seemed to be an epidemic of parents who had lost control over their children. I began to see more clearly how parents were getting themselves into the trap of wimpy parenting, and finally I was developing strategies to help parents reclaim their rightful authority to be the leader, the boss, of their family.


What impressed me about the wimpy parent syndrome was that wimpy parents were often incredibly competent people. I recall saying to one father, “You are a veteran of the Vietnam War, and yet you let your four-year-old walk all over you.” That got his attention.


I also vividly recall a single-parent mom who was the host of a popular TV program. Professionally she was at the top of her game, but as a mom she was a wimp. In fact, she was ready to call off her forthcoming marriage when I first met her. Despite the fact that she had found the man of her dreams, she actually considered breaking her engagement because her four-year-old cried and said, “Mommy, I don’t want you to get married.” Mom was worried that forcing a stepfather on her child would really hurt her. I explained that most children who had lived for a long time alone with their mom would not like the idea of sharing her with another person. More importantly, I noted, she would be doing a good thing for her daughter by providing her with a two-parent home, since the child’s father had disappeared long ago.


Fired up by my advice, this mom agreed to have a family counseling session that included her fianceé and her daughter. During this session the mom and her fiancé did what I had coached them to do: They lovingly but firmly told the girl, “We love each other very much, and we are going to get married and be a family. We also love you, and we are going to make sure you have plenty of time with each of us.” Within a week this little girl had adjusted to the idea of Mom getting married, because Mom stopped being wimpy and didn’t give in to an unreasonable request.


Wimpy parents are loving, well-intentioned parents who continually struggle to get their children to listen to them. They are dedicated parents and will, in fact, knock themselves out for their children. They expect their children to appreciate their efforts but find that their children give them a hard time: Instead of cooperating, their children confront them with arguments. Instead of respecting a no, their children continue to do what they have been told not to. Instead of being satisfied and grateful for all the special services and goodies they have received, these children demand more of everything.


Parents who have fallen into the wimpy parent trap express disbelief and confusion. They never would have dared to treat their own parents the way they are being treated. Many wimpy parents see themselves as much more involved with their children than their parents were with them. It seems only logical that their own children should be falling over themselves to please them instead of being so difficult.


In the last twenty years I have seen a steady increase in the number of parents falling into the wimpy parent trap. Particularly within the last few years, the problem has become so commonplace that I spend most of my professional time putting parents back in charge of their children. I’m helping some parents to be in charge of their children for the first time.


I was educated as a child psychologist in the 1960s. In the 1970s and 1980s I parented my own children. Now in the 1990s I watch too many children talk back to their parents, call them names like “butt head,” use four-letter words without a sense of wrongdoing, refuse to help out at home or to do their homework, and argue with their teachers when they are corrected. Is it any wonder that in recent surveys more and more parents are claiming they would not choose to be parents if they had to do it over again?


Parenting styles and educational practices have gone through tremendous change. Experts promised parents that their new ideas would result in more self-confident and better-educated children. But all this change and experimentation has resulted in more brats, more frustrated parents, more poor students, and more unhappy teachers.


Wimpy Parents is a modern book rooted in the belief that today’s good parenting should rely on yesterday’s respect for authority.


Why This Book?


Children need their parents to be in charge, to coach and prepare them for life. To accomplish this, parents must be regarded by their children as the boss. Wimpy Parents teaches parents how to get their children to listen and to respect their authority.


Every parent has the potential to be a wimp—out of guilt, fatigue, and self-doubt. In today’s psychological climate, divorced parents, remarried parents, single parents, married parents who both work, and parents of only children all easily stumble into the wimpy parent trap. That’s a lot of potential wimpy parents!


Children never seem to run out of ways of behaving that leave their parents wondering, “Okay, what do I do now?” This book tells you just what to do now. When parents know how to handle their children’s difficult behavior, their confidence goes zooming up. It’s natural to feel positive when you have solved a problem.


In all my years of experience—in clinical practice, and dealing with the larger public as a speaker on radio and TV—I have found that there is a basic set of problems almost all parents face.


•   How do you keep a two-year-old in her own bed?


•   How do you handle a child who talks back?


•   What do you do when your child creates scenes in public?


•   What do you do when your child screams, “You’re not fair!”?


•   What do you do with a child who lies?


•   How do you get siblings to stop fighting?


•   How do you handle a teen who refuses to do homework?


•   How do you handle a child who won’t cooperate with his teacher?


•   How do you get your children to help around the house?


•   What do you do if you don’t like your teen’s friends?


Parents need answers, and this book provides them.



CHAPTER 1


How to Tell if You Are a Wimpy Parent


I can hear you saying, “I do things for my child all the time because I love him and want him to be happy. Does that mean I am a wimpy parent?” Loving and even occasionally giving in to your children is not synonymous with being wimpy.


Let’s consider two scenarios.


Scene I: I was attending a wedding rehearsal party in the private home of the bride-to-be. Laid out in the dining room was one of the most lavish buffets I had ever seen. As relatives and friends lined up around the table, easily sixteen feet long, there was a knock at the door. The host answered only to find a delivery man with a large pizza. She was confused until a guest stepped forward. This woman, a mom with four children, admitted, “Oh, I ordered the pizza because that’s all my kids like to eat.” The other guests were astonished at the steps this mother had taken to accommodate her children. There was certainly enough food for her children to have chosen from.


Scene II: It was Halloween, and Jesse, age nine, suddenly developed strep throat. He begged his mom to let him trick or treat anyway, “I’ve started to take my medicine, and I won’t breathe on anyone, honest.” As his mother says, “Halloween is Jesse’s favorite day—the only time he is allowed to be ‘gross and yucky.’” A wimpy parent would have bundled him up and taken him out—with fingers crossed, hoping that he didn’t make anyone else sick. But Jesse’s mom held her ground. They dressed up in costumes, and Mom, wearing a red cape and horns, gave Jesse some of the candy meant for trick-or-treaters. But Jesse did stay in that night, to keep himself and other kids healthy.


This “devil mom” was acting out of love, not out of wimpy-ness. She doesn’t routinely indulge all of her son’s requests. On the other hand, the “pizza mom”—who never leaves home without the phone number for Domino’s—is known by her neighbors to be exhausted by the demands of her children.


These characteristics clearly mark whether or not you are a wimpy parent:


•   Wimpy parents have a hard time being boss. They often express their authority in a manner and tone that is just not convincing to a child. They are at a loss as to how to respond to their child’s difficult behavior. Wimpy parents are often slow to recognize how their child’s poor behavior has a negative impact on other people.


•   Wimpy parents give in too much. Not recognizing that parenting is not a popularity contest, they hate to think their child might not like them. Wimpy parents have a difficult time accepting and tolerating their child’s anger or rejection. In an effort to avoid confrontations, they will do almost anything to keep peace and harmony. They give in to their child’s behavior because they are too tired to deal with it or because they just don’t know what to do about it.


•   Wimpy parents talk too much. Wimpy parents have a strong need to be fair and logical, so they go into long, rational, persuasive discussions about why their child should comply with them. Their words often fall on deaf little ears; children like the opportunity to debate as if they are an equal. (When one parent gave up arguing and told her ten-year-old to just “please stop talking,” the child responded with a discourse on her First Amendment rights to free speech.)


•   Wimpy parents are too patient. Patience is, of course, a virtue. But the overpatient parent allows a child’s inappropriate behavior to go on and on until the child has either gotten his own way or has received an extraordinary amount of parental attention for being negative. (“Now, honey, you know Daddy is on the phone, and I told you not to keep talking to me” is repeated over and over.)


•   Wimpy parents are inconsistent. They stop their child from misbehaving one minute, and then the next instant they overlook the very behavior they just disapproved of. (“It’s late, and she’s too tired to clean her room.” “We’re at Grandma’s house; let’s not ruin it by sticking to rules.”)


•   Wimpy parents take too much abuse. Oftentimes wimpy parents are like magnets for abuse from their children. (“He doesn’t really mean it when he calls me that name.”) I’ve seen children actually biting or hitting their parents. (“Oh, she only hits me if I’m talking to someone,” explained one woman, as if that explanation actually made sense.) They seem to be able to tolerate an excessive amount of obnoxious behavior.


•   Wimpy parents “save” their children from consequences. They practically do their children’s homework, will always make an extra trip to school with the forgotten lunch or gym outfit, and even write phony excuses. They smooth over all the rough edges of life.


•   The bottom line is: Wimpy parents love too much. They believe that loving and nurturing a child is enough to promote good character and cooperation. They feel sorry for their children and don’t want to make them unhappy by saying no. But this is certainly not good preparation for life in the real world.


What Wimpy Parenting Looks Like


One summer afternoon, I flew my small plane into a little airport in upstate New York. I walked across the street to a McDonald’s restaurant. As I sat down, a flying buddy of mine walked in and joined me. Within a few minutes a five-year-old boy jumped up on the table right next to us and started pretending it was a trampoline. My friend turned to the boy and said, “Tables are not for dancing on.” Without missing a jump, the boy shot back, “You’re a stranger— strangers are not supposed to talk to little boys.” The rude answer came back so fast it was amazing. This kid did not hesitate for a millisecond to challenge two adult men. He had almost learned the lesson about not talking to strangers, but he had no respect for adult authority. We decided to ignore him. Unfortunately, his brother joined him, and together they did their trampoline act on the table next to us. Suddenly their mother screamed, “Get over here!” That is all she ever said.


This story illustrates key characteristics of wimpy parenting. First, when misbehavior is allowed to continue, the child enjoys what he is doing and is “encouraged” to do it again. It is very important to put an end to inappropriate behavior as fast as possible. Second, it is not enough to tell a misbehaving child to “Get over here.” Young children need to know why they were out of line and that their behavior was offending others. If they don’t know that they did something wrong, they need to be made to feel guilty. For example, a parent might say, with a tone of disbelief, “Do you have any idea how you were bothering those nice men over there? I’m disappointed with your behavior.” The parent could follow up by saying, “We are going over there, and you are going to apologize for bothering them.” (For more strategies, see Section III.)


Wimpy parents do none of this. Instead they allow the children to bother others and be a nuisance way too long. The wimpy parent who does finally intervene fails to provide a specific lesson for the child. The child receives no feedback on what he has done or how the parent disapproves of such behavior.


Consistent Discipline Is Key


One morning I walked into a waiting room of a clinic to get a cup of coffee. There was a little girl in the waiting room with a woman who appeared to be her mom. As I poured coffee, the little girl shouted at me, “What are you doing here?” Before I had a chance to respond she added, “Get out of here, now.” Her mother looked up from her magazine and said, “Hey.” The only correction this little girl received for being disrespectful was one “Hey.”


Wimpy parents allow their children to get away with misbehavior and do not take the time to inform their children of what they did wrong and what is the right way to behave. When a little girl can rudely challenge an adult man she has never seen before, you know she has had plenty of practice running the adults in her life.


Making Excuses for a Bully


A mom came to see me because her kindergarten-age son was aggressive and hit other children in school. The school had advised the mother to get counseling for her son. I asked her what she had done when she first learned that her son was bullying other children. Her answer was that she had gone to an allergist (!) and asked the doctor to take air samples at the kindergarten. This mom was convinced that her son’s nasty behavior resulted from an allergy, and she managed to find a doctor who agreed with her. I was introduced to a little bully who was taking allergy pills.


One day, after I had been talking to the mom alone, we discovered that her son was not in the waiting room. He was in the parking lot. The mom’s response to this potentially dangerous situation was, “Oh, that Jimmy.” Jimmy was never informed that leaving the office without permission was wrong. In fact, Jimmy never heard that bullying other children was wrong. Jimmy was never held responsible for his behavior. (He simply had an allergy.) Wimpy parents often find excuses for their children’s poor behavior, which lets the children off the hook. Jimmy never got much better, and he went on to be a bullying high school student—who still took allergy pills.


Golden rule: Your children can’t always be happy.


It’s unrealistic to expect your children to be happy all the time. A parent who lives by the principle that all she wants is for her children to be happy will be marching ahead of them, trying to neutralize life and arrange it so they will avoid all problems. This approach robs your children of the chance to exercise their own personalities. Let them experience their happy and sad times.


The Wimpy Parent Test


Take this test to see if you qualify as a wimpy parent.


•   Do you feel like your child is running you?


•   Does your child talk back to you, speak disrespectfully, and call you names?


•   Does your child rarely take no for an answer and hardly ever cooperate with requests?


•   Do you feel like you have to bend over backward to be a good parent?


•   Do you find yourself frequently “helping” your child with homework or getting him out of jams?


•   Does the thought of making your child unhappy cause you to hold back from disciplinary measures?


•   Do you feel guilty that you do not have as much time for your child as you want to?


•   Are you reluctant to spoil what little time you have with your child by upsetting her with discipline?


•   Do you have to ask your child ten times to do something and then raise your voice and threaten him to finally get cooperation?


•   Do you find that no matter how much you do for your child she wants more and more?


•   Does it break your heart to see him upset when you set limits and have to say no?


•   Do you believe that being a boss to your child hurts her self-esteem?


•   Do you believe families should be run like a democracy where parents and children are equals?


•   Do you feel you spend too much time talking and explaining to your child and trying to persuade her to cooperate?


•   Are you often embarrassed in public by your child’s behavior?


•   Do you dread mornings because your child hates to get up?


•   Do you dread dinnertimes because your child always complains about whatever he is served?


•   Do you worry that any mistake you make will result in permanent damage to your child?


The more times you answer yes, the more likely it is that you are caught in the trap of wimpy parenting.


Ask yourself this bottom-line question: Do you find yourself experiencing less and less pleasure as a parent while feeling increasingly burdened and frustrated?



CHAPTER 2


The Wimpy Parent Epidemic


Every parent wants nice kids—kids who listen, behave, help out around the house, do their homework, and are fun to be with. Too many parents today feel frustrated in getting children to perform. Whenever I give talks, I often ask parents to raise their hands if:


•   they really knock themselves out for their kids


•   they are frustrated by how much their kids argue with them and are slow to cooperate.


As hands shoot up, there is a kind of anxious chuckle throughout the audience. Parents are no longer getting the results they expect: children show less respect, are more demanding, slower to cooperate, and harder to motivate.


Q: Why are so many of today’s children so difficult to parent and teach?


A: The wimpy parent syndrome has propelled children into a position of authority.


The Child-Centered Parenting Movement


About twenty years ago, experts in the field of child development and psychology began to think there was a better way to raise children. Experts began to come up with “progressive” ideas that worked very well—on paper. Thanks to this movement the word “strict” became a dirty word in the world of parenting, and the very idea of punishment took on overtones of abuse.


The underlying notion was that self-esteem was everything. Parents were advised to promote good self-esteem in their children. Parents were encouraged to provide enrichment in the form of time and money, and the end result was guaranteed to be good self-esteem. The message was: The more services you perform, the better parent you are. You can’t do enough good things for your kids.


The progressive idea was that it is not good for children if parents act like their boss. The assumption was that bossing children is ultimately a put-down and ends up harming their self-esteem. The antidote was a democratically run family with all members having equal votes. Parents were advised to talk things over, and reasoning with children became an obsession. Parents were encouraged to endlessly negotiate and to reach solutions through compromise. The end result was that parents who followed this course of action saw their own power totally diminished, and there were households full of argumentative children.


Parents were encouraged by the child-centered people to teach their children to question authority from an early age so they wouldn’t grow up to be like robots who followed authority blindly. The result: a decline in respect for adult authority. Children, of course, do need to understand that all adults are not automatically right. However, we make a tremendous mistake if we raise children who have not learned to respect authority. As children mature and become more sophisticated, they can begin to learn that there are appropriate times when authority figures can be challenged.


The mission of child-centered parenting was to guide parents toward raising well-behaved children who would become successful, competent adults. This was the goal, but after over twenty years the living proof has been awful. “Awful” may not be a very scientific word, but awful behavior is what I observe and hear about as I interact with teachers, professionals in the field, parents, grandparents, police officers, and day-care center staffs. I recently witnessed an eight-year-old boy swear at his teacher on the grounds of a Catholic school. The teacher simply walked away in disgust. A substitute teacher told me she sent a ten-year-old boy to the principal’s office for using strong curse words against her. The boy was returned to her class within twenty minutes with the explanation, “Oh, that’s just how Bobby is.” Grandparents cringe as they tell me stories of how their grandchildren run their parents. I’m now being asked to consult at day-care centers where children as young as two are described as out of control. Teachers close to retirement tell me how they can’t wait to get out of the field because too many of today’s children are no fun to be with. Psychologists all over the country spend a great deal of time these days correcting the consequences of so-called progressive child-centered parenting.
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