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Truth resides in every human heart,
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to be guided by the truth as one sees it.
But no one has the right to coerce
others to act according to his
own view of truth.
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THE BASICS



Parents wonder why the stream is bitter,
when they themselves have spoiled the fountain.
—John Locke
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Mountains are removed by first
shoveling away the small stones.
—Anonymous



WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT



How many of us liken parenthood to a perilous journey? As parents, we are constantly teaching our children to fend off outer evils like drugs, alcohol, gangs, violence, and suicide, as well as helping them sidestep inner pitfalls like cynicism, eating disorders, irresponsibility, and poor impulse control. These dilemmas can sometimes make our children’s future appear downright bleak! In spite of all this, our job is to raise them to be successful, competent, self-confident, and independent.


As a physician, I have been fortunate to be privy to that part of human life to which others have no ready access. Patients could open a window to the world to me through their most intimate thoughts about their and their families’ lives. What I witnessed over the years fascinated me. On the one hand, I had patients who seemed to have “everything,” by society’s standards anyway. But they were often unsatisfied, frustrated, and depressed, claiming their lives were empty shells. One man, in particular, had several cars, a big yacht, Texas Hill Country property, and a 7,000-square-foot house in an exclusive neighborhood. He was able to dress his family in the finest designer clothes and send his children to the most elite schools. Despite these trappings, his life was a wreck. Two children were unemployed bums high on drugs more often than not, and a third had perished in a tragic accident. Marital emotional support for this poor soul was slim to none, because his relationship with his wife wavered from contentious to hollow. In a nutshell, here was a man who had succeeded in those ways that society had promised would bring him happiness. However, society did not live up to its end of the bargain. Here was a man whose unhappiness was the result of his basing his choices on the outside world’s values instead of on what he felt and reasoned was best for him.


On the other hand was a patient with a lovely wife and six children who were living from hand to mouth in an old trailer home. He was a hardworking, low-wage machinist assistant for an oil tool company, and his hours revolved around the needs of his family, not around his need for image or escape. What a breath of life that family was when they waltzed in and out of my clinic with beaming smiles and sincere appreciation! Between each and every one of them, there were true love and admiration that were mightier than the external influences that could have torn them apart. They didn’t care about Guess jeans or Sketchers boots. Attending public school was fine, as far as they were concerned, because both parents felt it was ultimately their responsibility to educate their children by involving themselves in the schools and supervising homework time closely. And, in their estimation, the mildewed wading pool behind their trailer could muster more laughs out of those kids than a fifty-six-foot motor yacht on Lake Travis. This was a man whose happiness came from making his own choices, by using his own reasoning powers to match his actions to his values and principles, instead of blindly adopting the choices thrust on him by an external world that had no conception of or concern for his individual values and principles.


Although I felt these observations were interesting, it wasn’t until later that I caught on to their connection to all that is wrong in the world today. Every morning, I’d read horror stories in the newspaper and shake my head in disbelief, stories such as children killing their parents or siblings, gang members racking up kill quotas, and mothers chaining their children to posts in the cellars and allowing them to wallow in their own filth. These awful, despicable acts made me wonder how anyone could possibly depersonalize human life so easily... the same lives I, as a physician, often fought so hard to save.


Then, one day, I read a story I couldn’t dismiss. A young mother had killed her two-year-old son for some trivial annoyance, cut him into little pieces, fried him in a skillet, and served him to her dogs. Then and there, I felt I had to do something to help stop this madness, for the world that had given me so much and for the world in which my children would have to live their lives.


I decided to explore how others interpreted the state of the world today. I interviewed hundreds of teachers, parents, and children in Texas and California and even as far as Norway. Most of the children were interviewed during their lunch period or recess, with the permission of their parents and school principals. Others were interviewed by phone. Throughout these pages, you will see many references to these interviews.


This social reconnaissance mission inspired me to search for the most proximal cause of society’s current predicament. In my earlier research, I had found that humankind usually tackles social problems at the very tips of their branches rather than deep down at their roots, so that, at best, the disease is slowed but not cured. For instance, we pour money and other resources into anti-gang efforts, welfare reform, and drug and alcohol awareness programs. We declare war on drug traffickers and criminals. We do all this without ever asking ourselves one important question—Why do we have these problems in the first place?


My conclusion: the threats and challenges children face in society today stem from one source—we are raising our children to be externally rather than internally directed. In other words, we are teaching them to make choices in life to gain the approval and acceptance of others. In doing so, our children relinquish the one gift that elevates human beings above all other living creatures—the power to reason.


When children are self-directed, on the other hand, they use their power of reason like a sword to cut through the jungle of external influences: they use reason to examine all the possible consequences of the choices they consider, relying on it as an inner point of control. Self-directed children make a decision after giving it full consideration, because they believe that a choice is right for them, not because they believe others will think more highly of them. It is this reasoning, this internal dialogue that is the foundation of the self-directed child. We must endeavor to instill this self-direction in children—the earlier the better.



THE FIVE ESSENTIAL QUALITIES OF SELF-DIRECTED CHILDREN



Once children become skilled in their use of internal dialogue and can direct themselves from within, they develop two characteristics: a strong sense of self and a strong desire to be a vital and meaningful part of the group. From these two characteristics spring five qualities that define them as self-directed beings.


1. High self-esteem/self-confidence


Self-directed children feel good about themselves, because they’ve learned how to rationally assess themselves in a way that helps them grow rather than tears them down. Reason is truly an impartial and forgiving judge. It enables them to rebound from defeat, view failure as a learning opportunity, and tolerate their own weaknesses without letting those weaknesses undermine their sense of self-worth. Because such children don’t react mindlessly to outside influences, they don’t take things personally or defensively. To achieve this perspective, these children are invariably raised in an environment rich in unconditional love and approval.


2. Competence


Competent children have the ability to understand and manipulate their surroundings. Because self-directed children don’t perceive failure as something that whittles away their sense of worth, they feel comfortable taking on new endeavors and exploring their own intellectual and physical limits. They are risk-takers. Although they will stumble on occasion, these children rack up an impressive list of accomplishments and skills over the years. They become keenly aware of their potential. All this success goes far in reinforcing their self-assuredness and, in turn, their self-esteem. Self-directed children are raised in an environment where they are encouraged to attempt new ventures and explore their abilities without fear of ridicule, criticism, or shame if they fail. They are not rescued from their mistakes.



3. Independence



Once self-directed children become competent, what follows is a sense of independence—the ability to rely on internally derived decisions. Their own reasoning helps them become independent thinkers and problem solvers. It also helps them resist external influences in making choices. It is the inability to resist external influences that is the defining attribute of an inept and dependent individual.


4. High moral character


Since self-directed children are free to make choices for the right reasons—reasons that have nothing to do with others’ expectations or approval—their choices are more inclined to be ones that serve their own self-interest rather than the interest of others. And morally speaking, it’s always in the best interest of the self-directed individual to do the right thing. For example, if Timmy finds an envelope with someone’s lunch money in it on the playground, he will, if he’s self-directed, use internal dialogue to conclude that keeping the money will make him feel bad about himself for causing problems for the rightful owner. In another example, suppose Kristina sees a group of “popular” girls picking on her best friend’s questionable choice in fashions. Does she stand up for her friend and risk being ridiculed or shunned by the “in crowd”? Or does she slink away, hoping nobody notices? Worse yet, does she join in on the peer bashing? If she’s self-directed, she will make the choice that honors her moral principles: she will choose to come to her friend’s rescue. Her sense of reason tells her that not doing so would make her feel like a traitor. She also realizes that betraying her friend could possibly destroy their friendship—a consequence she’s unlikely to find acceptable. Since she has such a strong sense of self and high self-esteem, she doesn’t really need the approval of the popular girls to feel good about herself, anyway. So the decision is easy. Making rational choices that agree with moral principles and values accounts for the high level of self-control, self-discipline, and integrity in self-directed children.


5. Being an asset within the group



As the pack animal theory of human behavior postulates, we’re all driven by an intense desire to belong and to have a meaningful place within a group, and we behave and think in ways that will satisfy that longing. Some children choose to belong by doing and believing whatever the group dictates. They choose to beg for the pack’s acceptance by selecting conformity over contribution. Such children are externally directed—motivated by their need to gain the pack’s approval. They choose to sacrifice their own identity and replace it with one fashioned by outside influences in hopes that it will be more acceptable to others. The payoff of raising children this way, and perhaps the biggest reason we do so, is they’re much easier to manage if we’re the ones whose wishes they’re conforming to. It’s so much easier to shape them into what we want them to be. Of course, this unfortunately holds true for other influences they’re sure to encounter apart from ours—peers and the media, for example—and that’s when Pandora’s box of child-rearing nightmares is released.


Other children choose to belong by finding their own role or contribution within the pack—one that’s meaningful to the child, and decided upon by him rather than by the group. They choose to earn rather than beg for the pack’s acceptance. These children are self-directed. Since they don’t need to look to the group to think for them and since they’re not inclined to see their surroundings as threatening, they’re able to carve out meaningful roles within that group. They don’t have to blindly obey, conform, or withdraw. And because of their high level of competence, they can use any or all of their many skills to find a way to contribute and be an asset to their group. By helping the group, they feel a sense of belonging, which, in turn, strengthens their self-confidence, their sense of self, and their independence. See how this process reinforces itself?


With a strong sense of purpose and uniqueness, self-directed children can add to any group. They don’t have to rely on an allegiance to just one to feel that they belong. Since they don’t have to please the group to improve their own self-regard, they can objectively pick and choose their groups as well as those strengths and abilities they think would contribute most to the group’s welfare. For instance, Sarah might use her organizational prowess to form a youth organization to help tutor learning disabled peers, yet she might use her well-honed skills in conflict resolution to keep the peace among her peers and siblings.


The downside is that self-directed children are often more difficult to manage, because, after all, they have their own minds and their own ways of handling life, and sometimes, their ways clash with ours. But in reality, our job is to guide, not manage them. And when you think about it for a moment, which path better serves evolution’s intent, teleologically speaking? Would the Houston Astros fare as well if every player were a shortstop? No, of course not. A pack has to have leaders, mediators, sympathizers, hunters, gatherers, healers, inventors, teachers, and so on.


As parents, we can capitalize on this pack animal instinct by guiding them down the road to self-direction. After all, our children instinctively want to please us, the alpha wolves. They want to feel that they belong and have something special to offer. Our job, with the help of this book, is to show them how to do so through their own inner identity rather than through outside influences—to earn, rather than beg for, the pack’s acceptance, by contributing rather than conforming.


You may ask, “What will the payoff be for cultivating these qualities and creating self-directed children?” It is my contention that, if children have these five essential qualities, they have no reason to look to outside sources for approval. The less they rely on outside influences, the stronger these five qualities become and the less they need the external world to shape or reinforce their identity. It’s a never-ending upward spiral toward self-actualization. In the end, they have what they need to get along happily in the world. Frankly, what more can we ask for?



UNDERSTANDING INTERNAL VS. EXTERNAL DIRECTION



Now let’s learn a little more about what it means to be internally and externally directed. To understand fully, let’s backtrack and examine how the concept of self develops in children from birth on. Throughout the following stages, you will see how a child’s reasoning process matures until it reaches a pivotal point where he or she chooses, in varying degrees, either to abandon reasoning to external factors or to embrace reasoning to select what choices are truly appropriate to their sense of right and wrong. The former is the path of the externally directed and the latter, that of the self-directed.
 

Newborn stage


At birth, children have no real concept of self. How could they when they come into this world completely oblivious to their limits and possibilities? After all, self-concept doesn’t develop in a vacuum. Children must have ideas and experiences that they can compare and contrast to those of others around them to get a concept of who they are. This is an essential step for them to be able to assess and define themselves. At this stage, our number one priority as their parent (besides taking care of their physical needs, of course) is to provide them with a strong sense of attachment. If we want them to accept our guidance on that bumpy road to self-discovery later on, our children need to feel that they are unconditionally loved and that we will always be there for them. Unconditional love is the key to helping children feel that whatever “self” they become will be accepted by us enthusiastically.


Infant I toddler stage


In this stage, children begin to interact with the rest of the world. They quickly realize that for every action, there’s a reaction. From this fundamental law of nature, children begin to understand that there are consequences for what they do. When Johnny drops his black bean soup on the floor, it goes “kershplat” and Mommy scurries about yammering unintelligibly while she wipes his beautiful pièce de résistance off the floor. When Rachel sips from a cup for the first time, she notices the cheerleader section of the family hooraying, jumping up and down and generally acting like a bunch of raving lunatics. As you can see from these examples, our children’s physical accomplishments and defeats shape their self-concept at this stage—all because of the outside reactions they provoke.


Preschooler to early elementary grades


In this stage, children are subjected, for the first time, to the judgments and evaluations of others. Not only are they exposed to more people (such as teachers, classmates, friends, and neighbors), but they also begin to realize that not everyone will love and approve of them unconditionally. Furthermore, children at this age are now old enough to rack up a number of skills that will then be scrutinized and perhaps criticized by others—how fast they tie their shoes, how well they read, whether they can kick a ball more than three feet, and whether they’ll confess to watching Barney videos. This scrutiny, in the form of conditional approval, criticism, or praise, plays an important part in shaping a more abstract, externally directed concept of self.


Late elementary grades on


By the time they reach third grade, children are already relying heavily on comparisons to judge themselves and others. They are painfully aware that their moral character, social skills, personality, academic competence, physical appearance, athletic ability, and so forth are all being assessed by those around them. This is often the critical crossroad in their lives where self-esteem is either built or broken—where children choose between self-direction and external direction as their cognitive point of reference they will use to function in the outside world. We’ll get to the factors that influence this choice later on.


Self-directed children operate from an internal point of control through which they filter and evaluate all external influences. This inner direction enables them to appraise themselves objectively—without any emotional attachment to the final judgment. They make choices because, given the possible consequences they have considered internally, they think these are the right choices for them to make. They respond to life, rather than react to it. These children are self-inspired—inspired by the products of their own reasoning.


Other children operate from an external point of control and can’t filter outside influences through the process of reason. Their need for approval and acceptance clouds and shapes their choices. Eventually, this “reasoning by proxy” helps them create a social mask—the façade that becomes the made-to-order identity based on what they assume others want them to be. Sadly, the more they rely on their false identity, the less they trust their real one. So the process reinforces itself over time.


Another disadvantage of not using internal dialogue to make their choices or judgments is that externally directed children never learn to develop self-talk and self-monitoring skills. Without these skills, children don’t self-regulate and, therefore, exhibit poor impulse control. Such children react to life. They are externally directed. In the pages ahead, we will look at the reasons why children take one path over the other. Most important, the book will provide proactive solutions for helping them change their path to the one that leads to self-direction.


As you read this book, you may find yourself gasping in horror or wringing your hands, because, like me, you’ve just spent the last ten years or so raising your children to be externally directed, and you thought you were doing a pretty darn good job! But before you panic, let me first applaud you for being one of those rare and commendable moms or dads who care enough about their children to tirelessly strive to become a better parent. Second, I can assure you that no matter how long you’ve been doing it the wrong way, once you become comfortable with the suggestions in this book, it won’t take long for your children to become self-directed. In fact, don’t be surprised if you wind up that way, too! I had been using some degree of externally directed parenting for fourteen years before I discovered and began practicing internally directed parenting techniques, and I soon saw dramatic changes in my children (and myself). You’ll become more and more aware of externally versus internally directed behavior in your children, yourself, and other people. It is this awareness that makes this new parenting style self-reinforcing so that it becomes easier to implement over time.


Imagine, for a moment, a world of self-directed children! We’d have people who can appreciate their own unique strengths, translate them into meaningful roles, and contribute to the pack by fulfilling those roles, people who live according to their own thoughts rather than the thoughts of others. Compare this to an externally directed world where people frantically jockey for the best positions within the pack, stepping on others and their own moral principles along the way. Go one step further and imagine that it’s within our power, as parents, to decide which of these paths humankind will travel! With a few tweaks of our parenting techniques, we can create a self-directed world. I’m not saying this process is going to be a walk in the park, by any means, because, after all, humanity has endured centuries of externally directed behavior advocated by individuals, leaders, and society as a whole. And since this indoctrination includes the way we were all raised, we’ve got a mighty cranky tiger by the tail. But, it can be tamed. Now, let’s explore the tools that will help us take on this worthy challenge: the seven key strategies for raising self-directed children.
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THE GAME PLAN



SEVEN STRATEGIES
FOR RAISING
SELF-DIRECTED CHILDREN
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CREATING THE PROPER
FAMILY ENVIRONMENT


The sun does not need help shining.
—Anonymous


OF THE SEVEN STRATEGIES, creating the proper family environment is perhaps the most fundamental. After all, if the family environment isn’t conducive to raising self-directed children, we can apply the other six strategies until we’re blue in the face, and it still isn’t going to work any miracles! Might as well build the Golden Gate Bridge on a lily pad. So, let’s start off on the right foot by first laying down a solid foundation. First, we must take a look at how we have all been inclined to shape the family milieu so that it fosters external over internal direction. Then we’ll look at ways to correct these nasty little habits.



ELIMINATING ELEMENTS THAT FOSTER EXTERNAL DIRECTION



Three parenting behaviors promote external direction in our children: modeling externally directed behavior in our own lives, being conditional with our children, and not having faith in our children.


Modeling externally directed behavior in our own lives


The way we react to external influences is important because we design many of the blueprints for our children’s sense of self by the behavior we model. How we act, feel, and think is crucial, because our children see us as a reflection of the outside world—as a glimpse into what they’ll be like when they grow up. That’s pretty scary stuff! And since most of us are externally directed to some degree, we want to be accepted by others too. If we’re not careful, though, the behavior we model will reflect an overreliance on external influences.


Modeling external direction to have “the right image”


Our children are extremely adept at picking up the subtlest signs of our externally directed behavior. For example, when we struggle to get ahead—to look out for number one—our children notice. We work long and hard all day to make those credit card payments so that we can continue to have the things that make us look successful. We try to say the right thing, wear the right clothes, have the right “stuff,” get the right job, have the right social status, rub elbows with the right people, all in an effort to pass society’s popularity contest and win its approval. Our children see this in our actions, in our words, and in our feelings. Moreover, because our children are often extensions of our own egos, we often make them march to the same drum.


So how on earth can we stop these unhealthy reactions to the outside world so that we can jump free of this spinning hamster wheel? We might try to examine the motives behind everything we do and say as often as possible. Ask: are we making this choice because we think it’s right for us, or is it just a means to win love and acceptance from the outside world? We might even want to try modeling this internal dialogue aloud for them. We can nurture their own self-talk by doing all the pondering, weighing, and considering parts of our decision-making out loud for them to witness and absorb internally.


Modeling external direction by placing conditions on the approval we receive


The conditions we allow others to place on the love and approval we receive is perhaps the biggest force fueling external direction in our own lives. For instance, we receive love conditionally when we beat ourselves up because of a screwup we caused at work. We feel we don’t deserve love and approval, because we haven’t met some fictitious set of conditions cooked up by ourselves, by other individuals, or by some group to which we seek a sense of belonging. When our children hear our self-depreciation, it sends them the message that we don’t think we deserve love, because we’re one of the outcasts or losers. What else can they possibly do but assume that those external influences are much more powerful than what lies within them?


To stop sending this subliminal message, we might try to avoid statements of self-deprecation. Instead of saying something like, “I knew I should have sent the boss a more expensive birthday present. What an idiot I am! No wonder Cindy got the promotion instead of me!” we might try saying something like, “Gosh, I was really hoping to get that promotion. But at least I know I tried my best, and that makes it worth all the trouble. I bet something else good will come of it soon. I’ll just keep doing the best I can.” This way, our children will notice that we are concentrating on what we did well and what benefits those efforts brought forth, not what others think. In other words, they will learn how to reflect on everything that is within their power instead of agonizing over the stronghold that external influences beyond their control have on them.


Modeling external direction through expectations of reciprocity and entitlement


Modeling our own expectation of reciprocity also teaches our children to focus externally when they make choices on how they should feel about other people and how they should behave towards them. For instance, we might cook meals for an elderly neighbor whose spouse is in the hospital and then come home and complain that “the old geezer didn’t say thank-you once!” From this remark, our children learn that a good deed must be reciprocated. Furthermore, they start to believe that if their love and their tokens of kindness are not reciprocated, then we’re unloved and unappreciated.


When we have expectations of reciprocity, we naturally develop an attitude of entitlement. One of the biggest threats to the economic stability in our country is that its citizens feel entitled to rights and privileges that aren’t really justified. Many people complain about their rights to have free parking, job security, low-cost health insurance, etc. Although some of these demands are fair and should be defended, many aren’t. When our children hear these complaints and demands over time, they eventually absorb this same expectation of entitlement, which once more teaches our children to react to factors in the outside world to shape their conception of how their lives should be. This attitude can come back to haunt you later. Believe me! Just remember this when your kids tell you that you’re supposed to pay for the gas and insurance for their car!


This overblown sense of entitlement plays an unfortunate part in the formation of a corrupt and greedy society. We must make it clear to them that the only things to which we are entitled are our lives, our right to be productive, and anything that comes from either. For instance, we can ask Robert why he thinks he’s entitled to receiving payment for watching his younger siblings while we attend a school meeting. When we help him walk through the reasoning process, he may soon realize that he mistook an obligation for an opportunity to profit.


So what does this have to do with external and internal direction? A great deal! These expectations send our children the message that they need people and things in the outside world to bolster their self-worth. To avoid instilling this attitude in them, we must try the best we can to give love or kindness to others, expecting nothing in return. Giving that love or kindness anonymously, if possible, goes a long way to fulfill this goal. We can show our children that we don’t expect something for nothing and that we earn everything we have. This way, our children will grow up learning that hard work and good deeds are reward enough, and they begin to see that all they need for a healthy selfworth lies within them.


Modeling external direction by the mishandling of feelings


From time to time, all of us model the mishandling of our feelings in front of our children in several ways. First, we sometimes conceal sadness, disappointment, guilt, embarrassment, and anger. When Mom refuses to show her grief over Uncle Jack’s death, her child interprets this as “feelings are very bad and should be buried.” A second way we mishandle our feelings in front of our children is to misdirect them. When Dad comes home in a terrible mood because of some stressful events at work and then takes his anger out on his child, that child then gets the message that other people’s feelings are his or her responsibility and perhaps even his or her fault. Finally, we mishandle our feelings when we cling to negative feelings like anger or grief for a long time without working them out. Sustaining negative feelings just teaches our children that really bad emotions have no solution. They’re just something they need to put up with.


Modeling the misuse of feelings in front of our children fosters external direction in two ways. First, it helps them shape a more thick-skinned façade behind which to hide their true self. Second, it sends our children the message that external influences have so much power over us that our feelings, those vital avenues of communication with the world around us, must be muted, altered, retracted, or destroyed. Naturally, our children are going to assume that anything wielding this kind of power is a force to which they must submit. This all shifts their attention externally, leaving internal forms of communications stunted and ignored.


So we might try expressing our emotions in a healthy way, without suppressing them to avoid criticism or ridicule and without hanging on to them forever or using them as instruments of destruction against others. Think of emotions as a crate of fresh fish. It’s okay to cook ’em up and eat them, because that’s their purpose, after all. (I’m sure you’ll find some fish that’ll disagree with this statement.) But it’s best not to keep those leftovers too long, because they’ll start stinking soon enough! Use ’em and let ’em go. If they do start stinking, we mustn’t wave them in poor Uncle Harry’s face or try to lay the blame on him by saying they’re his fish! Instead, we should take the responsibility for what we do with our own feelings (and fish).



Being conditional with our children



The second parenting faux pas is our behaving conditionally with our children. Nothing is more powerful in convincing them to look outward rather than inward for answers.


Conditional love is that love we ration out to our children only when they’re behaving according to our wishes. We often show them our love just during their most loveable moments rather than those times when they need it most. Let’s examine some of the ways we place contingencies on our love as well as approaches for breaking this harmful way of thinking.


Qualifying statements with conditions


We sometimes add endings to our remarks of affection like, “I really love you when you help me out like this,” or “I love you, but you’ve really been a little snot lately.” These “qualifiers” suggest that our love has strings attached, giving our children the message that they need to be as we want them to be to earn our love and acceptance. Once this sinks in, it’s only a matter of time before they develop this kind of relationship with the rest of the world, too. So, to prove to them that our love has no conditions, we must try our best never to attach endings that suggest we’d love them more if…


Showing them love when they’re at their best


It seems as though we often show our children affection and praise only when they are nearly perfect. For instance, we reserve pats on the back for those times that they make the tennis team or get all A’s on their report card. We hang only their best schoolwork on the refrigerator door, casting anything less than perfect in the garbage. In short, we usually sing the loudest praises only when our children achieve what we think is their best, sending them the message that they deserve love only when they meet our expectations of perfection!


To show that our love is truly unconditional, we need to show affection and appreciation regardless of the grades that they make, the opinions they hold, or the clothes they wear. We might try to proudly hang that B + spelling test on the refrigerator door if Peter studied especially hard for it. We can give Alice a big hug, because she single-handedly cheered on her downtrodden teammates during a volleyball game they lost. We might tell Tommy how much we love him when he’s being a cranky little fart after a long and difficult day at school.


Another way to demonstrate the unconditional nature of our love is by relying more on actions and less on words. This demonstration of love is a biggie with many rewards. Showing “I love you” in ways that entail effort or inconvenience is like shouting those three little words through a bullhorn. We might spend time coloring pictures in a coloring book alongside them. We can send love letters in their lunch sacks. Even a silent hug for no particular reason can send our children a powerful message about how much we love them.


It’s easy to fall into the trap of focusing all our attention on what our children are becoming instead of appreciating who they already are. It’s OK to let them know we appreciate the hard work it’ll take them to satisfy their ambition to become a neurosurgeon, to get a good grade on their next physics test, or to run for class president, but not if we neglect telling them how remarkable they are right now. Bethany, age thirteen, says, “I know my mom likes me just the way I am, not just what she wants me to be. That makes me feel freer to be me.”


Sometimes I enjoy sitting with my children, one on one, telling them how wonderful they are and how lucky I am to be their mom. I like to go through the whole list of why I think they’re so special, what remarkable talents they have, what challenges they’ve met and conquered in the past, and so forth. Just keep one thought in the back of your mind—to love them unconditionally, we must love our children for who they are, not for who we expect them to be.


Not having faith in our children


Another common message that pervades many family environments is that we have little or no faith in our children to make the right choices. This lack of faith in them always encourages our children to place more trust in external signals than internal ones. Let’s take a look at what we’re up against and how we can tackle it.


Repression


From birth on, our children receive subtle signals that they’re not quite good enough. They’re led to believe that they’re helpless and inferior and that parents and others in authority are there to fill in where they fall short. For example, when our children cry, we pick them up, rock them, and say, “Hush, baby, don’t cry.” Although we mean well, this message censures their need to express their feelings at a time in their lives when crying is the only means of expression at their disposal, unless you think dirty diapers qualify.
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