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THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDE TO RAISING BOYS 2ND EDITION

Dear Reader,

A great deal has changed in the four years since this book was first published. My own son, now twenty-six years old, has graduated from both college and law school, passed the bar exam, and entered the workforce as a practicing attorney. He lives in another city; we stay connected using all the modern technological marvels at our disposal, but the truth is that I miss his presence, his stories, and his laughter every single day.

Unfortunately, the same gadgets that allow us to text, e-mail, and surf the web can also strain our relationships to the breaking point. Research repeatedly tells us that the most important part of parenting is building a strong, loving bond with a child; indeed, the need for heart-to-heart connections has never been greater. But exactly what should parents do to build that connection?

Raising a son is an adventure, and you cannot learn everything you need to know in the pages of a book. Still, this volume contains up-to-date information about boys and the world they live in, as well as suggestions for learning even more. Your son is lucky to have a parent who cares enough to learn about raising boys. Be sure you always take time to enjoy your journey together!
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WELCOME TO THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDES


Everything®
 Parent's Guides are a part of the bestselling Everything®
 series and cover common parenting issues like childhood illnesses and tantrums, as well as medical conditions like asthma and juvenile diabetes. These familyfriendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, Everything®
 Parent's Guides are your perfect solution.


[image: illustration]


Urgent warnings
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Quick handy tips
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Important snippets of information
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Answers to common questions

When you're done reading, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING
®!
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my father, Donald W. Gresser, who demonstrated by his own life what it means to be a good man.











boy (boi) 
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 n. 1. A bundle of energy combined with boundless curiosity, a surprisingly soft heart, and a dash of independence. When blended well with love, laughter, patience, and thoughtful teaching, over time will become one fine young man.
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Introduction

Few things in life are as important as raising a child. Parents dream of the birth of a baby; they read stacks of books and magazine articles, attend classes, and talk eagerly with other parents. They mull over names and cherish hopes about whether their child will be a boy or a girl. Then the baby — a real, flesh-and-blood boy — arrives. Suddenly nothing is as clear and simple as it once seemed.

The realities of raising a boy take even the most loving, committed, educated parents by surprise. At first, the challenges are fairly straight-forward: You want him to eat, to sleep, and occasionally, to give you a moment's peace. You must figure out the rhythms of his tiny body and how to soothe him. When your son isn't crying, he is adorable.

He makes interesting noises, grins disarmingly, and becomes the subject of nearly every conversation you have. You can watch him sleep for hours, your heart filled with wonder. Photographs begin to litter the walls and tabletops, and toys and the other accessories of childhood take over entire rooms of your home.

Sooner or later, though, the precious infant becomes a little boy (and then a bigger boy). He develops a personality of his own. He finds interesting new ways to explore his world. He makes messes and gets into trouble. And occasionally, he proves not to be exactly what (or who) you expected. Most parents — indeed, most cultures in the world — have a set of expectations and ideals that go with the word male. Yet, as you will discover, much of what people take for granted about boys is not entirely accurate.

Boys, as it turns out, are not like girls — especially during the early years of their lives. They learn differently and have different strengths; they sometimes need different things from parents. In addition to understanding just how your son's gender affects his development and behavior, you must learn all of the other skills and ideas that parents must master.

You must provide consistent discipline, learn to offer and invite open communication, and teach your boy the skills and character he needs in order to thrive in life. You must help him develop a healthy sense of self-esteem, build friendships and relationships with others, and succeed in school. You must decide when to say “yes” and when to say “no,” and whether to pamper and protect him or allow him to struggle a bit on his own. Most importantly, you must learn to know both your son and yourself well enough to make the life-shaping decisions that lie ahead of you.

You may have noticed that advice on how to raise your boy abounds. Bookstore shelves groan with parenting books. Self-proclaimed experts offer advice on television and radio programs, while entire magazines are devoted to parenting tips and suggestions. Raising your son is so important. How will you know what to do?

No one will ever know your boy like you do. Information about parenting is a good thing, but you must learn to trust your own wisdom and knowledge of your son to make the right decisions about the challenges you face together. You must decide what you want for your son and be willing to follow through every day of your lives together.

You most certainly love your son, but love is not always enough to raise a child well. You must learn to mix love with wisdom, good judgment, and self-control. You will discover that doing the right thing as a parent sometimes does not feel very good, that saying “no” (even when you know you should) can be painful for you and the child you love. Wise parents learn to rely on both their heads and their hearts, to ask for help when they need it, and to be willing to learn from their own mistakes.


The Everything® Parent's Guide to Raising Boys, 2nd Edition offers you information, suggestions, and stories of parents much like you. It can, with your own wisdom and experience, help you raise a successful, capable, happy young man.





CHAPTER 1


It's a Boy!


Gather any group of expectant parents together, and you're likely to hear one or two questions over and over: “Do you know what you're having?” or perhaps, “What do you really want?”These parents aren't discussing a dinner menu; when you prepare to have a baby, gender matters. There are names to select and clothing and bedding to buy, but the gender of your baby involves far more than fashion choices. Once the big day has come, and you have a son, what do you need to know?


Why Does Gender Matter?

Psychologist Elaine Aron, PhD, tells the story of an informal experi-ment on gender. A young infant was left in a park with an attendant who claimed to have agreed to sit with the baby for a few minutes, not knowing if it was a boy or a girl. Many people stopped to admire the infant, and every one of them was upset about not knowing the baby's gender. Several even volunteered to undress the baby to find out.

Gender turns out to be one of the earliest expectations parents have for their children. Some parents pray for a son; others hope for a girl. Why? Are boys and girls really that different?

Until recently, even researchers were reluctant to talk much about gender differences. In the world of women's liberation and political correctness, there was something suspicious about saying that girls and boys might be inherently different. Parents were encouraged to avoid gender bias and were discouraged from teaching stereotypes to their sons and daughters. Little girls should not be restricted to dolls, this reasoning went; instead, they should be encouraged to become police officers and doctors, not “just mommies.”

Little boys faced an even more difficult challenge. You may agree that it is good for girls to explore their strengths, but is it really all right for boys to explore their sensitivities? The same parent who chuckles as his son tumbles around the playground, shaking his head and saying with a smile, “Boys will be boys,” may feel a small stab of worry when that same little boy picks up his sister's doll and contentedly settles down to play.
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 Fact

Researchers Rebecca Parlakian and Claire Lerner found that parents of toddlers react more positively to children in gender-traditional play, such as girls playing with dolls, and more negatively to children engaged in nontraditional play, such as boys playing with dolls. This probably reflects cultural beliefs about gender roles and shows how early these beliefs are communicated to children.



Much of what you have learned about boys and girls comes from generations of assumptions, from your own parents, from your friends, and from the world around you. For example, you may believe that boys are strong while girls are weaker. Boys are brave; girls are more timid. Girls cook and clean; boys go to work to provide for girls. Girls are allowed to cry; boys had better not cry in public.

Society allows girls to be giddy and silly; boys must demonstrate that they know how to be manly. Even in this liberated world, working women still bear the bulk of the responsibility for childcare, keeping a home, cooking, and cleaning. Why? Well, our culture still assumes that those jobs are women's work. Many mothers never train their sons to do these tasks.

As you hold your own precious son in your arms or watch him begin to explore the world around him, you may find yourself wondering exactly what it means to raise a son. What is masculinity, anyway? What do you need to know to raise a healthy, happy boy, one who grows up to be a healthy, happy man?


Are Boys Different from Girls?

In 1967, twin boys were born to a family in Canada. When the boys were eight months old, their parents took them to be circumcised. Unfortunately, this routine procedure had tragic results for one of the babies. Doctors used an unconventional method of circumcision and little Bruce Reimer's penis was burned off accidentally. His parents were horrified, but the doctors had an answer. Believing that children learned gender differences from their environment, they advised Bruce's parents to buy him dresses and dolls and to raise him as a girl. Bruce became Brenda. Later on, his genitals were surgically altered to resemble a girl's, and “she” was taken to psychiatrists to help her form a female identity.

Brenda was not fooled, however. She didn't want to wear dresses or play with the girls. She wanted boys' toys and to play with her brother and his friends. When she did play with the other girls, Brenda was bossy and demanding, and she wanted everyone to play rowdy, active games. She struggled in school; although her twin brother passed easily from grade to grade, Brenda was held back because her social and emotional skills were found lacking.

Brenda received estrogen injections as a teenager but was never attracted to boys. She was physically awkward, did not look feminine, and was teased and excluded by the other girls. She became so depressed that she began to consider suicide.

Finally, when Brenda was fourteen, her father told her the truth about her birth. In interviews (and in John Colapinto's account of Bruce/Brenda's story, As Nature Made Him: The Boy Who Was Raised as a Girl), Bruce reports that the news came as a relief. Finally, what he'd been feeling all his life made sense. Bruce eventually received male hormone injections and had surgical reconstruction; he changed his name to David and married at the age of twenty-five, saying that he felt happy as a man. Unfortunately, David and his wife eventually separated, his twin brother died, and David committed suicide at the age of thirty-eight. If gender goes deeper than physical appearance — and, as David Reimer's story certainly shows, it does — you may be wondering what it really means to be male.


Research about Boys and Girls

In most ways, girls and boys are very much alike. In fact, most researchers believe that the similarities far outweigh the differences. Both boys and girls need love, belonging, and encouragement. They need character, life skills, and patience. Boys and girls need kind, firm discipline, and a secure connection with parents and caring adults. Male and female brains are far more alike than different throughout most of the human life span. Still, there are some gender-related differences that appear to be a part of our children at birth.
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 Alert

While male children are often slower to develop speech, language, and emotional skills than girls, don't overlook differences in your son's development that may mean he needs extra help. A parent's instincts are usually worth trusting. If you believe your son needs extra attention, do not hesitate to check with your pediatrician or other specialists for evaluation and support.



Babies are exposed to sex hormones in the womb, and this appears to cause male and female brains to grow in slightly different ways. In her fascinating study of gender, Susan Gilbert points out some surprising differences between boy and girl babies:


	
Women often labor longer to give birth to male infants than female infants.



	
Male infants appear to be more easily stressed than female infants.



	
Girls are often able to maintain eye contact sooner than boys, and they are more social earlier in their infancy.



	
Boys are often fussier babies; they cry more easily and have a harder time calming themselves down than girls.



	
Boys appear to be more emotionally vulnerable than girls; they have more difficulty responding to changes in routine and to parental anger and depression.



	
Girls usually develop fine motor skills and language sooner than boys.



	
Boys are more impulsive and learn the skills related to selfcontrol more slowly than girls.



	
Boys are more physically active and choose competitive play (“Bet you can't do this as good as me!”) far more often than girls do.





Of course, these differences are generalizations, and your son is a unique individual, not exactly like any other child. As the years pass (always more quickly than you expect), you will come to know the special and fascinating young person your son is.


Who's Easier?

It is difficult to answer the age-old question of whether girls or boys are easier to raise. To explore the dynamics of this question, imagine a group of women getting together for a playdate with their young children. One mother tells her two friends that she is exhausted. Her son still wakes up several times a night, and he's fussy and irritable. She thought boys were supposed to be strong, but her son hates change, and once he starts crying, it's hard to calm him down. He hangs onto her leg and wails. Sometimes she feels so frustrated she wants to hide under the bed. She looks at her friend who has a daughter the same age as her son and expresses envy because raising a girl seems so easy. She is beginning to think a girl would have been a lot simpler to raise than her boy.

Their other friend, also the mother of a son, mentions that her son is just as mellow as her friend's daughter. He's happy to sit with a magazine and look at the pictures, although he loves to kick a soccer ball with his dad. This mother doesn't think she would have the patience for all the dresses and shoes and hair barrettes that come with raising a girl. Boys just get up and go, no muss and no fuss.
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 Essential

Sarah Johns, PhD, of Kent University found that optimistic women are more likely to have sons. She found that for every extra year a woman thought she would live, the odds of her firstborn being a boy increased. Research shows that women in good health and living in comfortable conditions also have a tendency to give birth to boys.



It's an old debate: Who is easier to raise, boys or girls? And the definitive answer is: It depends. As you've learned, boys can be more physically and emotionally sensitive during their early years, while girls seem to acquire language and social skills more quickly. Many parents believe girls are more demanding during adolescence than boys are. Still, each child is a complex and unique individual, and there are no one-size-fits-all rules about gender.

Stella Chess, MD, and Alexander Thomas, MD, have spent years studying temperament and the miracle of human personality. It may interest you to know that there is such a thing as goodness of fit. Simply put, you have a temperament, and so does your son. Sometimes, parents and their children mesh easily, working together smoothly to connect, grow, and solve problems. Other times, however, the process isn't so smooth.
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 Fact

Technologies such as MRIs and PET scans have enabled researchers to look within living human brains. Their discoveries form the basis for the modern understanding of how boys and girls differ, especially early in life. Politically correct or not, the human brain is a highly sexualized organ and has a significant impact on determining the nature of girls and boys.



Parental needs and expectations can complicate the process of raising a son. What happens if you are an active, athletic adult and you find yourself raising a quiet, dreamy little boy? What if you cherish art, music, and dance and find yourself with a boy who lives to play video games? Or you may be committed to peace and the environment and discover that your beloved son insists on building weapons out of LEGOs and firing away at anything that moves. Even loving and committed parents can feel disappointment that their children don't share their interests or fit their definitions of ideal boys. But that disappointment can create problems of its own, for you and for your son.


Myths about Raising Boys

Imagine the movie heroes of your own youth, facing an onslaught of enemies single-handed, rescuing the fair damsel, and saving the world in the process. (Until quite recently, action heroes could only be male!) Shouldn't every little boy want to be John Wayne or Bruce Willis? Will a son be “tied to the apron strings” or become a “mama's boy” if he enjoys a close relationship with his mother? Should fathers have the final say in parenting their sons? Shouldn't a healthy boy be at least part Huckleberry Finn?

The Power of Stereotypes

You may believe you are not influenced by cultural stereotypes about gender, but assumptions about boys, girls, and what makes them who they are run deep throughout literature, entertainment, and culture. For instance, in 2004, female golfer Annika Sorenstam was invited to play in a PGA Tour men's tournament. A number of male golfers were quite vocal in their opinion that she belonged on her own tour. One golfer went so far as to say he would not play with her and hoped she played badly.
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 Essential

Sometimes parents touch, cuddle, and speak to infant boys less often than girls in an unconscious effort to make them stronger. Always remember that your son needs your affection, your tenderness, and lots of face-to-face conversation, touch, and play. You can teach skills, self-reliance, and confidence and still enjoy lots of healthy hugs and cuddles with your little boy.



The 2005 Indianapolis 500 automobile race was fascinating because not only was there a female driver, Danica Patrick, but because she drove well and led the race several times, much to the consternation of some of the male drivers and crews. One disgruntled crew member said to the press that Patrick should “wear white so she'd look like the other domestic appliances.” Incidentally, Patrick's presence in the race has since become routine: In 2010 she finished sixth after racing well.

Boys Will Be Boys?

Gender assumptions work the other way around as well. The popular movie Meet the Parents had lots of fun with the notion that the hero, played by Ben Stiller, was a male nurse. And given a choice, many fathers would rather that their sons develop a love for football than a fondness for playing the flute. The soft-spoken, gentle young man who cares about appearance and loves the arts has become synonymous with homosexuality. In fact, among today's adolescents, gay is a word used to describe anything that is weird, dorky, or appalling. Boys, it turns out, had better be boys (or risk being teased and harassed).

What Is a Typical Boy?

Take a moment to think: Suppose someone asked you to describe a typical boy. What would you say? You might describe a rough-and-tumble boy who loves to run and climb, to play baseball or soccer, and to get dirty building fortresses in the backyard. You might describe a young person who is courteous, respectful, kind, reliable, strong, and able to take care of himself — well, at least most of the time. You might talk about a boy with holes in the knees of his jeans, untied shoelaces, and a face smeared with jelly, one with worms in his pockets and a reluctance to show weakness. Perhaps your typical boy would be stoic and strong, courageous in the face of danger, and fearless when faced with a challenge.

But is that an accurate description of a real boy? More importantly, is it an accurate description of your own son? Sometimes flesh-and-blood boys don't match their parents' expectations, with consequences that are troubling for everyone.


Exploring Your Own Expectations

What you believe about boys in general and your own son in particular will have a powerful influence on the child, the young man, and the adult your son becomes. As his parent, you shape the world your son inhabits, teaching him by your example as well as your words about the things that truly matter in life. You will teach him — often without realizing you are doing so — about men, women, love, life, and success. Your son will begin his life by seeing himself through your eyes. If you're thinking that this is a heavy responsibility, you're correct.

There is a story that star football quarterback Vinny Testaverde's father placed a football in his crib on the day he was born. Throughout his childhood and adolescence, Vinny lived with the idea that his destiny in life was to be a great football player. And he succeeded. But what if Vinny had not liked football? What if he played only to please his father, fearing the loss of his dad's love and approval if he quit the game?
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 Question


What if I want very much for my son to follow in my footsteps, but he refuses?


People prefer invitations to commands. You can teach your son about what you enjoy and share it with him, but you cannot force him to become something he is not. He will be healthiest and happiest when he is free to explore his own path — with your guidance and support.



All parents have hopes and dreams for their children; you will, too. But part of being a wise and loving parent is balancing your own expectations for your son with a realistic understanding of who your son truly is — heart and soul.

Think for a moment about your own childhood. What was the mood in the home you grew up in? Did you feel good enough just as you were, or were your parents critical and demanding? What do you think your parents believed about your siblings? Were you loved more, or less? Did you feel a sense of belonging and worth, or did you constantly have to work harder to earn your parents' approval? What impact do you think your childhood has had on your adult life?

All children are born hardwired to connect to their parents. And all children crave their parents' love, approval, and support. As the years pass, you will undoubtedly discover that your son's task in life is to become himself. He will match your expectations in some ways and surprise you in many others.


What Do You Want for Your Son?

Imagine for a moment that someone has handed you the keys to a beautiful, high-powered new car. Let's say that you don't check the tires, the gas, or the oil. You don't decide on a destination or get out a map. You don't pack a lunch or water to drink. You just jump behind the wheel, turn the ignition, and stomp on the accelerator. What do you suppose will happen?

Sometimes parents approach raising a child just that impulsively. Each day becomes its own crisis; you must help your son to sleep through the night, crawl, walk, use the toilet, and eventually, go off to school. He must learn to do his homework and his chores, drive, and come home on time. It can be tempting to look no farther ahead than today's challenges, and there will certainly be many of those as you parent your growing boy. Short-range parenting may work for today, but it may not be the best approach for your son's long-range health and happiness — or yours.

Long-Range Parenting

Here's a suggestion: Imagine that thirty years have gone by and your son is now an adult. What sort of life do you want him to have? What character qualities are important to you? What skills do you believe he will need to be successful? When he is grown, what kind of man do you want him to be? Take the time to sit down with your son's other parent, or on your own if you are single, and write down the answers to these questions. Most parents discover that they have never really thought about parenting in this way before.

You may find that you want your son to be responsible, compassionate, confident, and kind. You may want him to be successful, educated, spiritual, and independent. You may wish for him to have stable relationships, a happy marriage, and healthy children of his own someday. The sobering truth about raising a son is that you are the one who must build these qualities into him.

As the years roll by, the challenges you face with your son provide the raw materials for learning life's most important lessons. It is tempting to focus on eliminating problems in the moment, to make a child behave, listen, go to sleep, use the toilet, do his homework, and otherwise follow your rules. But wise parents learn that it is far more effective to focus on what a child is learning for the future. Each act of discipline, encouragement, and love should teach your son the values and skills he will need to live a productive, happy life.

Roots and Wings

Write down the list of skills and character qualities you want your son to develop and post it where you will see it often. Then, as you and your son travel through life together, use your list as a map to your final destination. The spilled juice, the temper tantrum, and the chores left undone — all are opportunities to teach your son what he needs to know to be successful and to build a relationship that will last both of you a lifetime.

A wise person once said that a parent's job is to give a child both roots and wings — roots so they always know that they can return home for love and comfort and wings so they can soar. Learning to know the fascinating person your boy really is will help you give him the foundation and the joy he needs to soar through life.





CHAPTER 2


Preparing Yourself to Raise Your Son


For generations, experts have debated variations on an old question: Is it nature or nurture? Are genes and heredity most important in raising a child, or is it environment? What really determines who a child will become? The answer is both — but much more than both. Your son's journey toward adulthood is influenced by the traits and qualities he was born with, but it is also shaped by who you are, and what you bring to the process of parenting.


How Parents Affect Their Children

How do we become who we are? Well, here's a simple explanation. A child is born with a certain set of traits and genetic tendencies. He may be short or tall, blond or dark-haired; he may have physical strength and coordination or an inborn gift for music and creativity. He may be naturally optimistic or a bit negative. This child, like all children, has parents. Perhaps he has a loving father and mother and lives in a comfortable home. Perhaps he has a single mother, or is put up for adoption at birth. He will have to use the abilities he was born with to make sense of his surroundings, and to decide how to thrive — or how to survive.
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 Fact

The experiences you encountered and the decisions you made growing up have shaped the way your brain responds to relationships — including your relationship with your son. Exploring and understanding your childhood experiences will help you understand and connect with your son as he grows.



One of the traits that makes us human is our need to attach meaning to everything we experience. We create meaning — in other words, we make unconscious decisions — about everything in our lives, from whether or not we're loved and wanted, to whether we're smart or cute or athletic. Researchers call these early decisions adaptations and say that much of adult personality consists of the adaptations we've formed along our life's journey. Not surprisingly, parents have a significant impact on the adaptations their children make.

You will undoubtedly discover as you raise your son that parenthood invites you to come to terms with your own early life. One of the most valuable things you can do as a parent is to spend time understanding your own experiences and what you have decided about yourself and others as a result. Daniel J. Siegel, MD, and Mary Hartzell, MEd, suggest some questions to ponder in their thought-provoking look at neurobiology and parenting, Parenting from the Inside Out. Take a moment to think about these questions and write down your answers.


	
Who was in your family when you were growing up?



	
What was your relationship with your mother like? Your father? Do you ever try to be like (or different from) one of your parents?



	
How did your parents discipline you? How do you feel that affects your role as a parent now?



	
How did your parents communicate with you when you were happy and excited? When you were angry or unhappy, what would happen? Did your father and mother respond differently to you during emotional times? How?



	
What impact do you think your childhood has had on your adult life in general, including the way you think of yourself as a parent and the way you relate to your own children? If you could change something about the way you relate to your son, what would it be?





You may not think your own experiences have anything to do with how you raise your son, but the fascinating field of attachment research teaches us otherwise. Parents who have come to terms with their own past — who have what is called a coherent narrative of their childhood and early life — are better prepared to have healthy relationships with their own children.


Learning from Your Parents

Your answer to the questions about your childhood probably stirred up some old memories. Perhaps some were happy; others may have made you feel sad or even angry. Take the time to reflect on your memories and notice whether or not it's easy to tell your own story. If you can start at the beginning of your life and relate your autobiography smoothly, without large gaps, and without feelings of trauma or distress, chances are that you have a coherent narrative.

Stories — our own and those of others — are how we make sense of our lives. Researchers tell us that what happens to us is not as important as what we decide about what happens to us. In other words, the meaning you have attached to your early experiences is more important than the facts of what happened to you.

Still, a difficult childhood can make parenting your own son more complicated. The Centers for Disease Control and Kaiser Permanente began an ongoing study of 17,000 people in 1995, known as the ACE study. They found that people who had adverse childhood experiences — such things as physical or sexual abuse, neglect, a parent in prison, a parent with mental illness, or a depressed parent — were far more likely to experience alcohol or drug problems, depression, suicide attempts, domestic violence, or physical problems such as lung and liver disease. If you had a difficult childhood, one of the best things you can do for your own son is to understand and resolve any lingering issues from your own past.

Your parents shaped your early experiences, for better or worse. You are now shaping your son's. Taking the time to understand where you came from (and decide where you want to go) will help you be a wise and caring parent.


The Nature of Attachment

Not long ago, even experts believed that the human brain had a solitary existence within a single human skull. New technology, however, has allowed scientists to peer within the living brain, and what they have discovered is both exciting and sobering. Your brain is a highly social organ. It is designed to connect with other brains, and it literally changes its structure and function over your life span. The most powerful element in creating these changes is relationships with family, friends, or other significant people in your life.
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 Essential

When children have a predictable and repeatable experience of being cared for, it creates what is called a secure attachment. Security gives children the sense of well-being necessary to explore their world and develop in healthy ways. Understanding yourself and creating a secure bond with your son is vital in getting him off to a good start in life.



Secure Attachment

About half of all people have a secure attachment. This means that they have enjoyed responsive care and communication with a parent or other caregiver and have felt supported at times of emotional stress. Other people have not been so fortunate. Their parents were not able to offer them a secure attachment, and their ability to have strong, healthy relationships is affected.

As Daniel Siegel, MD, and Mary Hartzell, MEd, point out in Parenting from the Inside Out, how you respond to your son's emotions is vital. Imagine that your excited little boy brings you a beetle. You might say, “Wow, look at how green his wings are! Thank you for showing him to me.” Or you might say, “Get that thing out of the house right now!” Your responses over time will help determine how connected and understood your son feels with you.

The Power of Attachment

You may have had a secure attachment with your own parents and now find it easy to be perceptive, supportive, and responsive with your own son (at least most of the time). Research tells us, however, that when a parent is unwilling or unable to respond to a child consistently, the child will adapt by avoiding closeness to the parent, or by becoming anxious about the relationship.
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 Fact

Children who were abused or neglected often fail to develop the ability to reason well, to regulate emotions, or to connect well with others. Attachment, it turns out, is a powerful predictor of the relationships we have later in life.



Parents who had an insecure attachment to their own parents are often emotionally unavailable, unresponsive, overly intrusive, or rejecting with their own children. They may lack empathy and find it difficult to deal with their children's emotions or to offer love and nurturing. The good news, however, is that attachment can change.

Here are some suggestions for building a secure attachment with your infant son:


	
Understand that each baby is unique. Some babies are calm and mellow; others are fussy. Avoid the temptation to compare your son with other babies; learn his individual mannerisms and cues.



	
Pay close attention to your son's facial expressions, body movements, and noises. They provide clues to understanding what he needs, including his signals for sleep or food.



	
Be sensitive to your son's response to touch and physical pressure so you understand how to hold him in a way that invites closeness and trust.



	
Talk, laugh, and play with your baby boy often. Yes, you might not get all the household chores done, but you are building a lifelong relationship with your son.





Remember that understanding and interpreting your baby's movements and signals will get easier with practice and familiarity.

No child gets to choose his parents, and your early experiences may not have taught you what you need to know to connect easily with your son. Understanding your own story, perhaps through counseling with a skilled therapist, can help a great deal and will provide you with the understanding and awareness you need to become the parent you hope to be.


Self-Care and Balance

Imagine a couple named Jim and Marilyn. They had tried and waited for almost nine years before their first child was born. When Willy finally arrived, Jim and Marilyn found themselves happily planning their entire lives around him.

Jim continued to work, but Marilyn left her job in real estate and became a stay-at-home mom. After all, they'd heard that child-care centers are not good for young children. They stopped going to their dance class because Willy cried when the babysitter arrived, and they stopped going to church because Willy didn't do well in the nursery. Willy liked to be held; he cried when he was put down, so Marilyn always had him riding on one hip as she went about her chores during the day.

As Willy grew, he had every new toy, his own computer, and the coolest clothing. He went to activities like gym class, swim class, soccer, tee-ball, and play groups every afternoon of the week. Marilyn began to feel cranky and depressed; she was always in the car and missed working out and talking to her friends. Jim missed the lively, energetic partner he'd had before Willy's birth. Both parents remained devoted to their son, but both began to secretly wonder: Don't parents get to have a life, too?

Treat Yourself with Respect

Many parents believe that raising a healthy boy with good selfesteem means doing everything for him and giving him everything he wants. In fact, so many American parents believe this that marketers now spend $15 billion a year selling products to children and adolescents, two-and-a-half times the amount spent only a decade ago. Why? They know who actually controls the finances in most families: It's the children.

Your son deserves the best you can give him. He needs your time, energy, commitment, patience, and love. But take a moment to think: If you always put yourself last on your list of priorities, what will happen to your own physical and emotional health? What will your son decide about his place in the world? About you? The longterm results of always putting your son first may not be what you intend — or what you want.

Caring for Yourself

Remember, your son is watching you constantly for clues about what matters most in life. He will learn to respect you when you respect yourself; he will learn to value and appreciate life when you show him how. And he will learn to be demanding and selfcentered if your actions teach him that he should always get what he wants the moment he wants it. Raising a healthy son requires that you be a healthy parent.


Keep Yourself Physically Healthy


Exercise is a powerful antidepressant and antianxiety remedy; it also strengthens your heart and mind. Take time on a regular basis to attend a yoga class, work out, play a sport, or take a vigorous walk with a friend. Eat a healthy diet and do your best to get enough sleep. You will have more energy and patience (and less illness) if you take care of your body.


Keep Yourself Mentally Alert


More than one parent of a young child has found himself cutting a friend's meat at dinner or babbling about toilet training. Don't forget to be a grownup on occasion. You can take a class once a week, take time to read a good book, or enjoy other stimulating activities. (No, it isn't selfish and it won't harm your son.) You will tolerate the routines and repetition of parenting far better when you have something of your own to look forward to.


Keep Yourself Emotionally Connected


As much as you undoubtedly love your son, you are still an adult, and you need adult support and connection. Do your best to make time for your friendships; a telephone call to a friend can help you through the most difficult moments of life with a little one. Get together with other parents of children your son's age and share stories and experiences. It helps a great deal to know you're not alone.


Keep Yourself Spiritually Strong


You may find strength and comfort in church, or you may nurture yourself spiritually with work for the environment or a cause you believe in. Whatever it is that you are passionate about, be sure you make time for it in your daily life. Your son will learn best from your example, and the values you cherish can be something you share for a lifetime.

Wisdom, Not Selfishness

You may believe it is selfish to do things for yourself when you are a parent, and it is true that spending time with your son and time as a family are important. But taking care of yourself is not selfishness; it is wisdom. Imagine that the energy you possess is like water in a crystal pitcher. Every time you do something for someone else, deal with a crisis, or make a decision, you pour water out of your pitcher. What will happen when the pitcher is empty? Finding ways to keep your own pitcher full — by taking time to be physically, mentally, and spiritually healthy — is one of the most important aspects of being a wise and loving parent.


A Word about Your Relationship

If you are a single parent, you face your own joys and challenges. If you are parenting with a partner, however, you need to take a moment to consider the impact of parenthood on your relationship. You might think that having a child would bring a couple closer together. After all, there is the joy of birth and the delight parents share in watching their youngster grow, learn, and explore his world. It isn't always easy, however.

John Gottman, PhD, of the University of Washington has spent years studying marriage. He has found that 40 to 70 percent of all couples experience stress, conflict, and a drop in satisfaction with their relationship when a baby comes home.

Why? Well, moms often provide most of the hands-on care for infants, nursing the baby, walking the floor when he cries, and getting up several times during the night. A new mother may experience postpartum depression and may have little energy for fun with dad. Fathers, on the other hand, often report feeling excluded by the mother-and-baby duo and may find other ways of occupying themselves while their child is young. Sometimes the patterns that form during a child's early years are difficult to change as that child grows. When their son leaves home for good, what will remain of his parents' relationship?
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 Alert

Researchers at Ohio State University have found that couples who had a good relationship with each other when their child was an infant, but who disagreed about parenting, were more likely to have a poor relationship by the time their child was three years old. How you and your partner decide to coparent your son influences your relationship with each other.



Remember, children watch the people around them and make decisions about what it all means. What will your son decide as he watches your relationship with his other parent? Numerous studies have shown that the way parents resolve conflict, express affection, support each other, communicate, and handle their sexual relationship has a strong influence on their children.

It's a fact: All parents disagree, at least occasionally, about parenting. Most of the time, one parent tends to be strict while the other is more lenient. Then parents argue about who is right rather than working together to solve problems effectively. Unfortunately, parenting styles and beliefs rarely become obvious until after children arrive, making the challenges seem even more daunting.

Be sure to take time for your own relationship, to have fun, and to connect with your partner. If you disagree about parenting, take a parenting class or read a good parenting book together, and then talk together about what you want to do for your son. Be sure there is time in every day for affection, laughter, and conversation. Your son will be watching and learning from what he sees.


What You Will Do as a Parent

Your son is an important factor in how your life together works. But as you are learning, you are vitally important, too. In fact, if you haven't already figured it out, the only person in your life whom you can ever control is yourself. Unfortunately, that doesn't stop many adults from trying to control their partners and their children. Change always begins with you.

The Value of Self-Control

When you lose your temper (or when your son loses his), the part of your brain responsible for thinking and reasoning disconnects, leaving you with only physical sensation and emotion. No one can solve problems effectively when he is angry. Before you respond to a challenge from your son, take a moment to calm yourself down. Then think about what you want your son to learn. Taking a moment to breathe is always a good idea.

Imagine that it is a parent's carpool day. Michael is driving his nine-year-old son, Caleb, Caleb's younger sister, Valerie, and her best friend, Jessica, to school when an argument erupts in the back seat. “Dad,” Caleb shouts, “Valerie took my pencil!” Michael has been through this routine before. He isn't about to drive a carload of shrieking children, so he pulls quietly over onto a side street.

“Hey,” Caleb asks, “where are we? We're going to be late for school, Dad.”

Michael looks at his son in the rearview mirror. “I guess you might,” he says with a friendly smile. “But you know I can't drive when you're fighting in the car. You three let me know when you've worked it out, and we'll go on to school.” Then Michael calmly picks up a magazine and begins reading.

There is a moment of stunned silence. Then Caleb looks at his sister. “We're going to be late,” he says, “and I'm hall monitor today. Will you give me back the pencil? Please?”

“Come on, Valerie,” Jessica says, looking worried. “I don't want to be late, either.”

“Oh, all right,” Valerie says, tossing the pencil into Caleb's lap. “There's your old pencil. Dad, can we go now?”

Michael looks up from his magazine. “Have you solved your problem?”

Three only slightly sulky faces nod back at him. “Good, then. Let's get going,” he says, and they continue to school.

What You Decide Matters

Michael had learned the value of controlling his own words and behavior rather than attempting to control his children. Is it always this easy? Well, no. But thinking carefully about your own thoughts, feelings, and actions is an excellent place to begin in creating a strong, loving relationship with your son.
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 Question


What if my son won't do what I tell him to?


Decide what you will do. For instance, tell him, “I will read when you are sitting quietly.” Then sit quietly looking at the book. He may look to see what you are doing. If he wants a story, he will sit down. If he doesn't, close the book. He will learn that you mean what you say.



You are your son's earliest and best teacher. What you believe about yourself, what you've decided about your own experiences, and how you manage your own behavior will have a powerful impact on your growing boy.
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