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What Parents and Teachers Are Saying:


“Your book is like a five-star restaurant with you as chef, serving up a meal with love as the appetizer, respect for our children the entree, and joy of parenting our just dessert.”


—Catherine Bassos


“I’ve been testing your concepts and practices with my strong-willed seven-year-old daughter, and THEY WORK! The resulting decrease in stress and increase in harmony around our house have been wonderful.”


—Mary Smyth Seymour


“Your book was more valuable to me than any textbook I had in college. In fact, it’s already making a profound difference in my classes.”


—Eddie Cooperrider


“I appreciate the authenticity and vulnerability you show as a father who, like the rest of us, wants to be the very best parent you can be. Your message is impactful and powerful! Why? Because it’s so personal and passionate. You are, without a doubt, a man with a mission.”


—Marcia Jameson


“After twenty years of working with new parents, I thought there was little new I could learn. How wrong I was! Your book is like a light bulb dawning.”


—Sally Piscotty


“The problems of the American family are outrunning the solutions. The 10 Greatest Gifts adds immensely to the dialogue. These are wise words from a wise man.”


—Former Colorado Governor Richard Lamm, Director, University of Denver


“At last! A parenting program that fosters internal commitment and responsibility in a society that sorely needs them.”


—U.S. Senator Hank Brown


“Read it. Read it again. There’s something in all this or it wouldn’t make you feel so good. Feelings are rooted pretty deep. They’re not to be denied and they merit trust. Scientific analysis is not their reason for being. I wish I’d read it when my kids were small, but I’ll focus forward. I can hardly wait for my grandkids to come and visit.”


—Catherine Lazers Bauer, Essayist


“The 10 Greatest Gifts process is incredibly effective for creating healthy, functional adults, children, and families—and that goes a long way toward creating healthy, functional organizations.”


—Curt Pendley, CEO, AMCI
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Mission Statement



The 10 Greatest Gifts project is dedicated to taking the struggle out of parenting and putting the joy back in. Our goal is to help families create their own unique family vision along with a workable, proactive plan to nurture and fulfill that vision.


Note to Readers


In each chapter, you’ll find I’ve highlighted a few thoughts that have been of extraordinary value to my family. I realize that the points that may be most significant to your individual situation may be quite different. I invite you to grab your highlighter pen and make this book work for you!


Want More Information?


For more information regarding the 10 Greatest Gifts project, see this page.


We Love to Hear Your Stories


Nothing brightens our day quite so much as hearing what has worked for your family. With your permission, we like to share your experiences with other families around the country through our 10 Greatest Gifts newsletter or in future books. Please call us at 800-569-1877 or write to: P.O. Box 5301, Denver, CO 80217-5301.


Discussion and Reading Groups


If you’d like a free syllabus on how to use The 10 Greatest Gifts I Give My Children as a discussion book for your group, please send a self-addressed stamped envelope to: 10GG Discussion Group, P.O. Box 5301, Denver, CO 80217.
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To the children of the world,
our purpose and our promise.



        Preface to the 20th Anniversary Edition

        On the 20th year anniversary of The Ten Greatest Gifts I Give My Children, I am overflowing with gratitude for what this book has done for me and for millions of others around the world. Every single family that has incorporated the 10 Greatest Gifts’ forward-­focused approach has reported more joy and peace, and stronger family values and qualities such as responsibility, honesty, and self-esteem. These families also note a large drop-off in the typical family challenges, such as sibling rivalry, challenges with learning and homework, backtalk and lack of respect, and cleaning up and other chores. Being part of this movement to create happier, healthier families and stronger citizens for our future has given me a powerful and hugely rewarding purpose for my life.

        We’ve heard remarkable stories from people this book has served: a mother who ended her daughter’s stutter by creating more intentional focus in their home and a woman who attempted suicide and now works with teens to prevent suicide and shares this book as one of the best resources for parents. And the list goes on. . . .

        And of course, with this approach, my family has been greatly rewarded with emotional health, happiness, and closeness. My daughters, Emmy and Ali, now 30 and 28, are creating exceptional lives. We enjoy our time together more than I ever thought possible, whether we’re hiking in the Rocky Mountains or playing a rousing game of Ping-Pong.

        Another priceless gift: This little book introduced me to my wife, Barb, and her daughter Katie, now 20. Ten years ago, a mutual friend introduced us because of Barb’s commitment to teaching and seeing greatness in children—and it turns out, she was reading The 10 Greatest Gifts. After almost 8 years together, I am clear that marrying Barb and blending our families is the best decision of my life, and the loving peaceful life we treasure would not be possible without the wisdom we have garnered from the 10 Greatest Gifts movement.

        Almost two decades ago, a man named Skip called me, bubbling with excitement. “This little book has saved my family. Do you have anything that can save our corporation?” So I created the Pathways to Leadership process and Verus Global, an organization that serves thousands of leaders at top organizations worldwide with the same upstream approach in equipping more fulfilled, more productive workers to achieve even better bottom-line results for their companies.

        I am also thankful to Simon & Schuster for believing in this book for more than 20 years, and to Alison St. Claire, my extraordinary editor who has always made this book and this project sing.

        Finally, I’m thankful that the tables have now turned. The readers of this book have now become the models. Through neighborhood, community, and church groups—or from just passing on their stories, this book, and their wisdom—these caring readers are reaching out and serving millions of new families. I am thankful that they have turned the ripple into a roar, and that their passion is making our world a better place. It’s my wildest dream for this book that it will have such a strong impact on your family that you live even more fulfilling lives.

        Steve Vannoy
February 2014
Denver, Colorado

    


No Band-Aids, Please
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Recently, many American leaders have helped raise our collective awareness that our families and organizations are in so much trouble. One after another, they’ve pointed out that, as a society, we seem to have lost our core values, that we’ve lost at least two generations of our children to drugs, crime, violence, inappropriate sex, and other contemporary horrors.


In this book, I’m not going to spend any more time focusing on the problems or lamenting the decline of our families and society. This is a book about proven, grass-roots, doable, proactive solutions to nurture core qualities and values in our current and future generations.


We all have wonderful dreams for our families when we first see our children, whether they are born to us, chosen for adoption, or blended in through new relationships. But all too often the real world starts to get in the way as jobs, bills, schedules, to-do lists, fears, and broken promises obliterate our vision of those dreams.


The “10 Greatest Gifts” process provides a way to rediscover and realize those dreams again—but with a much different twist. If we simply do more of the same old things in the same old ways we just get more of the same old stuff, including lost or broken hopes and dreams. This book is not about creating Band-Aids for old problems. Instead, it focuses on the ways you can immediately begin to achieve your vision for your family or school or neighborhood—for today, tomorrow, and the next century.


A teacher and counselor who participated in a “10 Greatest Gifts” seminar commented that her school district had recently mandated that the teachers nurture a core set of qualities and values in the children. But no one had ever taught them how to do that. “Now, at last,” she exclaimed, “I am excited and committed to that outcome, because now that I’ve learned about these concepts and tools, I know how to do it.”


This book is my gift to parents, teachers, grandparents, and all concerned leaders who want to move forward with their vision of wholesome, thriving children in a growing, productive society.





King Dad, Queen Mom
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“Yuppie” used to be my middle name. I came from a tiny Nebraska farm to the big city and made it big myself. I ran a thriving talent agency. I hobnobbed with the rich and famous. I was surrounded by beautiful people. I had a beautiful home and all the toys of a golden boy’s success. I was young and healthy and happy. Or so I thought.


I also had a lovely wife and two adorable daughters. At least I thought I did. But I was so consumed by being a big success that my family ranked somewhere around ninth on my list of ten important things to do each day. Since it was usually impossible to get past item five, my family eventually became the other people who happened to live at the same place where I went to sleep each night.


When my children actually intruded into my life, I used my old tried-and-true methods of parenting, which usually consisted of “Sit down, shut up, listen to me, do this and do that, because I say so.” I thought my job as a parent was simply to “fix” things: to solve my kids’ problems or the problems they were creating, to keep them off my back and under control. It was a constant battle of wits to make sure that they knew I was “King Dad”—and that King Dad always wins.




“I thought my job as a parent was simply to ‘fix’ things: to solve my kids’ problems or the problems they were creating, to keep them off my back and under control.”


“. . . even without money, I could give them gifts that would transform their lives, gifts that would help them create a life infinitely richer and fuller than money ever could.”




It didn’t take long to learn the consequences of a life with these priorities. My wife and kids left me. I never thought that could happen to me, the golden boy. I got so stressed and depressed I started making bad business decisions. My business became so overextended I had to declare both personal and corporate bankruptcy.


I had lost everything.


A friend took pity and offered to let me sleep in the basement of a house he owned. Night after night in that dark, windowless, filthy basement I wondered why everything had gone so wrong. Day after day I dragged myself off the mattress, overwhelmed with helplessness and hopelessness. The days ticked by in a series of meaningless hours until I could reach unconsciousness again that night.


My self-esteem plummeted. I realized my self-worth had only come from externals like having my name on that company door or being surrounded by beautiful people. I had never learned to validate myself internally; I could only define myself by what my parents or my staff or the press thought of me. I wouldn’t go anywhere because I felt like a complete failure, a nobody. For months I could not even introduce myself using my last name.


I was desperate for any expression of human contact, but I also felt I couldn’t risk any kind of involvement. I desperately needed love while at the same time I fervently rejected it. It was a bitter, hopeless trap.


I began to contemplate suicide.


One night in a drunken stupor, I realized I had nowhere to turn but I was too scared to end my life and too afraid to go forward. I was paralyzed—but staying where I was was pure hell.




“Whenever I interact with my children, either I can just get the job done and perhaps leave them with inappropriate qualities and values, or I can get the job done and leave them with priceless gifts of qualities and values.”


“Please remember that your commitment now is toward nurturing internal qualities and values, and that takes a lot longer than simply demanding that the trash be taken out this minute.”




I learned one of the most important lessons of my life that night. I understood a connection I’d never even contemplated before: the qualities and values my parents had given me, like integrity, the work ethic, creativity, and problem solving, were what had created the successes in my life. Those qualities I hadn’t gotten—like self-validation or knowing my feelings—were what had me lying on this miserable mattress.


I thought about other people I knew. I realized how powerfully the qualities, values, and principles they had learned—or missed—as children were defining their adult lives.


In that same moment I began to think about my little girls. In my race to get ahead I’d forgotten how much I loved them until I lost them; I had never acknowledged that they were truly the most important part of my life. I was a terrible dad. I was a horrible role model for them. And my former wife, who had a great deal of money, could afford to buy them anything they wanted. I couldn’t even afford to take them to McDonald’s for lunch.


The clear message I got that night was that, even without money, I could give my children gifts that would transform their lives, gifts that would help them create a life infinitely richer and fuller than money ever could. Presents like bikes or clothes or electronic games paled in comparison to the priceless foundation the gifts of qualities and values would provide, both now and in the future.


It was such a profound revelation for me to finally comprehend the connection between the qualities and values we give our children each and every day and the control and responsibility they need to shape and define their lives today and in the future. I knew that if my daughters didn’t get these gifts as they were growing up they could end up in a miserable, painful, unfulfilling life. And I loved those little girls far too much to let that happen.


What would their lives be like without these gifts, especially years from now? And if their parents didn’t give them these gifts, who would? I knew with absolute clarity that nothing on the planet was more important than the job of parenting. Any list of priorities I ever had from now on would always start with my family.


The next day dawned clear and bright. I had a purpose for my life! I stood tall now, rooted in my commitment to make a difference for my girls and the world they live in. As Marian Wright Edelman so eloquently describes children: “It is they who are God’s presence, promise, and hope for humankind.”


And little did I know that in giving these gifts to my family I would give an even bigger gift to myself. I had to learn to model and live these qualities in order to give them away—so in the process, I have given these gifts to myself as well.


I’m not a child psychologist nor a parenting expert with lengthy credentials. I am a parent who has experienced a quantum leap in my relationship with my children since I started coming from my heart, since I started taking the “high road” of conscious choice in this new paradigm of parenting. I know now that whenever I interact with my children, either I can just get the job done and perhaps leave them with inappropriate qualities and values, or I can get the job done and leave them with priceless gifts of qualities and values.


I’ve been overwhelmed with the incredible success and profound transformation that more and more parents are achieving with these concepts. They, too, are experiencing a new joy in parenting as they consciously choose the values and principles they want to nurture within their own families. I’ll share dozens of their stories with you throughout this book.


A few of these stories may sound too good to be true. Every one is retold exactly as it happened or as the parents have related it to us in seminars or in follow-up sessions, letters, and phone calls. Does that mean that your results will always be this good or this immediate? Maybe not, because so much depends on the children’s past experiences, other issues that are going on in their lives, who else is present in the room, or maybe even how firmly they’ve already erected their resistance to new ideas. These concepts often work on the first try, but remember to be patient with those who may need to experience your new mind-set and parenting style more frequently.


Also, please remember that your commitment now is toward nurturing internal qualities and values, and that takes a lot longer than simply demanding that the trash get taken out this minute.


Although the gifts you choose may be different for your individual family, in Chapters Seven through Fifteen, I’ll share ten of the gifts I’ve chosen for my family, such as self-esteem, integrity, and feeling fully. In Chapters One through Five, I’ll describe the five powerful parenting tools—focus, messages, teach, listen, and model—and how using them in the new way will shape and define your family today and in the years to come.




“I know of no more encouraging fact than the unquestionable ability of man to elevate his life by conscious endeavor.”


—Henry David Thoreau




This poem was given to me by a dear friend some years ago. It’s become a wonderful reminder to me of the vital job performed by parents and teachers and everyone who is concerned about children.


THE BRIDGE BUILDER


An old man going a lone highway,


Came, at the evening cold and gray,


To a chasm vast and deep and wide.


The old man crossed in the twilight dim,


The sullen stream had no fear for him;


But he turned when safe on the other side


And built a bridge to span the tide.


“Old man,” said a fellow pilgrim near,


“You are wasting your strength with building here;


Your journey will end with the ending day,


You never again will pass this way;


You’ve crossed the chasm, deep and wide,


Why build this bridge at evening tide?”


The builder lifted his old gray head;


“Good friend, in the path I have come,” he said,


“There followed after me today


A youth whose feet must pass this way.


This chasm that has been naught to me


To that fair-haired youth may a pitfall be;


He, too, must cross in the twilight dim;


Good friend, I am building this bridge for him!”


—Will Allen Dromgoole





Five Powerful Parenting Tools



If you have a photograph of your children handy, you might like to take it out now, or else picture them in your mind.


What are you feeling as you look at their picture or see them in your mind’s eye?


Journey back to the first time you saw them. What did they look like? Recall their hair, their eyes, the feel of their little hands. What did they sound like? Were they moving or still? What did it feel like as they snuggled close to you?


If you have stepchildren, what are your memories of first meeting them, playing with them, cuddling them?


If you are a teacher, what was the first moment that a particular child captured your attention?


If you are a grandparent, when did you first hear about or see or hug your grandchild?


Can you experience again that unbridled love and adoration you felt? The pride, the joy, the hope?


I know that you have some gifts in mind you want desperately to give your children, such as high self-esteem, a sense of abundance, creativity, independence, integrity, and the ability to make healthy choices. Many of these gifts probably flashed through your mind as you gazed at your child for the first time with loving awe and wonder.


Many of those hopes undoubtedly surge up again when you’re flushed with pride at your child’s performance on the sports field or at a school play. But do you ever stop to think about these gifts of qualities and values when you’re caught up in the midst of refereeing a hair-pulling sibling squabble or the endless struggle to get this child washed/dressed/fed/in bed or out the door on time? Or maybe it’s getting the child’s teeth brushed, room picked up, clothes put away, pets fed, trash taken out, or homework done? (Pick your favorite scenario.)


I intended to raise the finest children on the planet, just as my parents had. But despite my good intentions, I walked around in a fog, simply reacting to situations, never understanding that I had a choice in every reaction I had, every action I took. I never even realized that my choice of “reactions” to everyday occurrences gave my daughters the qualities and values that could either enhance or handicap their lives.


I firmly believed that parenting was about taking all the responsibility, making all the decisions, solving all the problems, always fixing and controlling everyone’s behavior. It made the job of parenting feel like I was carrying around a backpack of bricks.


It never occurred to me that I had as much choice about what I put into my children’s heads and hearts as I did about their physical surroundings. It also never occurred to me that by nurturing their heads and hearts with these gifts, a lot of the problems and behaviors I thought I needed to fix resolved themselves. I never realized that I could be proactive instead of reactive in my parenting.


It’s relatively simple to babyproof your house, use a car safety seat, or teach the kids not to run heedlessly out into the street—we all do these things as a matter of course to head off problems before they come up. The important point is that you can make it as commonplace to be as proactive a parent in the mental and emotional parts of your children’s lives as in the physical areas.


I think of this proactive mind-set as “new” parenting, a whole new paradigm or attitude of approaching each and every interaction you have with your family or any other child in your life. It’s a way of seeing that you can choose a number of ways to approach any situation, but that some approaches will creep in on the “low road” and others will soar in on the “high road.” Either road gets you to the same destination—that is, the room will get cleaned, the dishes washed, the homework done, the fight stopped. But the qualities and values and principles—the gifts you leave with your children as a result of each interaction—will be vastly different.


One brief moment in a grocery store clarified the concept for me. It was right before dinner time and I observed two tired, harried moms needing to get their shopping chore done as quickly as possible.


One mother was sorting through a pile of apples, choosing the ones she liked best. Her young son reached out from the child’s seat in the grocery cart and picked up one he liked, to add to the sack. His mother’s reaction? “Don’t touch, I’ll choose, that one doesn’t look very good to me, stay still, don’t argue with me. I’ll spank you if you keep touching stuff.” Her message from this low-road approach? “Don’t be curious, I’m in charge, your opinion’s not important, stifle your energy, don’t think, I’m not interested in what you have to say. You’re a bad kid.”


Another mother just a few feet away was also looking at some produce. Her young daughter reached out from the cart to touch some broccoli. She was entranced by the vegetable’s odd surface. She asked why it was like that. Her mother responded: “Do you have any ideas why it’s so knobby? No? I don’t either, but let’s find out when we go to the library next time.” This mom was definitely on the high road. Her messages were loud and clear: “I’m glad you’re curious. I value your opinion and ideas. Think creatively. Let’s figure out how to find an answer. You’re a good kid.”




“I intended to raise the finest children on the planet, just as my parents had. But despite my good intentions, I walked around in a fog, reacting to situations, never understanding that I had a choice in every reaction I had, every action I took.


“It never occurred to me that I had as much choice about what I put into my children’s heads and hearts as I did about their physical surroundings.”




They both went on to get their shopping done. Each mom had just spent less than 30 seconds adding to a pattern that would shape and define her child’s life for years to come.


More and more parents are realizing they can choose either the high road or the low road to achieve the same basic result in the here and now. Before you even picked up this book, you probably already knew that your approach would have profound effects on how your children think about themselves, how they assess their ability to think, to decide, to act, to control their lives.


I suspect you already try to take the high road. You probably even find it’s pretty easy—when you’re having a good day. I’d like to share five simple tools to ensure that you take this road even when the world seems to be tumbling in on you, when the kids are snarling and the cat is throwing up, or when you’re just plain tired and the job of parenting is just one more thing to get done.


Will using these tools mean you’ll ride off into a glorious sunset of “happily ever after”? Unfortunately, no. These tools are not a cure-all. Stuff will still happen. Some days will still be the pits. But frequently the old ways don’t work because we’re still trying to solve the same problems over and over again.


The good news is that using these tools dramatically reduces episodes of acting up and acting out. Feedback from people who use these tools regularly reveals that the situations that do arise are handled much more quickly. They all describe important changes as they watch the children blossom from each experience.


The best stories come from the parents and teachers who have attended our “10 Greatest Gifts” seminars. Here are three situations which might sound familiar to you:


We went back to my folks’ house for Christmas vacation last year in a brand new car. Nine-year-old Emmy was bored in a few miles and became fascinated by the little vanity mirror in the sun visor over her seat. She’d pull the visor down, flip up the mirror cover, flip it down, flip it up, down, shove the visor up and then start all over again. Endlessly.


I’d yell, “Emmy, stop playing with the visor. It could break.” She’d stop. Five miles later she’d start again. More yelling. Five miles of quiet and down would come the visor again. I was definitely not willing to let this go on for 450 more miles.


Finally I realized I was lapsing back into all my old ways, giving my daughter crummy old messages and values, like “You’re a bad girl, you’re not responsible, you can’t think for yourself.” When I tried the “new” way, she stopped, thought about it, and the visor has never come down again since. Another brick out of my pack.


    —


Hank and Nancy had an adorable little girl and a smooth family life—until little Miss Adorable reached puberty and all hell broke loose. The old methods, such as “Do you want to wear the red coat or the blue coat?” which had worked when she was younger, were no longer effective.


They stopped listening to her, she stopped listening to them. They yelled and lectured and cajoled. She went on and did whatever she wanted. Things finally boiled over when they laid down the law that she could only smoke outside the house and couldn’t leave cigarette butts lying around. But guess what they had to clean off the lawn and porch every day?


These parents finally got sick and tired of hearing themselves say “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times” over and over again. “Telling” certainly wasn’t working, nor were their attempts to control their daughter’s behavior. After using a combination of these tools the “new” way for several months (which will be discussed at greater length later in the book), they rediscovered the loving daughter they once knew. Lots of bricks disappeared out of their backpack.


Becky was almost certain her three-and-a-half-year-old daughter Melissa was going to get her fired from work. Every day she arrived completely stressed out and ready to snap at all her employees, because each morning brought such a monumental struggle to get Melissa ready for preschool and out the door on time. Clearly this situation was not getting solved, despite all the techniques she’d learned at parenting classes.


Becky started using all five tools to deal with the situation. Even more important to her than dropping her backpack of bricks, she said, is the enormous benefit of the qualities and values her little girl is receiving from Mom’s new approach.
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“The greatest gift you can give your children is to read
this book and use the powerful principles it teaches.”
—Jack Canfield,
author of Chicken Soup for the Soul
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