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Introduction



Your choice of words and your style of communication, are critical to the self-esteem, emotional health, and personal empowerment of your children. There is an undeniable link between the words you speak and your child’s behaviors and attitudes. The way you talk to your children affects their perceptions, interpretations, beliefs, values, and approach to life; it influences their actions as well as the consequences of those actions. By carefully choosing and using words and phrases that build self-esteem and encourage self-responsibility, you can help your children become more capable, caring human beings. That’s what Parent Talk, the skills-based program described in this book, is all about. It will teach you a series of verbal skills and language patterns to help you raise responsible, respectful children as you reduce stress, strain, and family conflict.

We often use words without thinking about their effect. We repeat certain phrases out of habit or use words that our parents once used with us. My hope is that Parent Talk will help you become more conscious of the words you use—and aware of the power you wield when you use words that praise, nurture, and empower as well as words that scold, shame, and criticize. In the pages that follow you’ll recognize comments, suggestions, questions, and commands that I hear parents say to their children every day. Some I’ll recommend you continue to use because they will help your children become more response-able (able to respond in healthy ways to all that life throws at them). Others I’ll ask you to eliminate from your parent talk repertoire because they encourage learned helplessness, power struggles, and mutual resentment. I realize it’s not easy to break ingrained habits, so whenever I suggest you stop using a particular phrase, I’ll suggest emotionally healthy alternatives.

The first chapter, “Choices,” will help you learn to construct language that offers age-appropriate, controlled choices to your children. You will also learn to use language that helps children become conscious of the choices they express through their words and actions.

“Response-ability,” the second chapter, is an effort to help you assist your children to become more response-able—as I wrote above, able to perceive and make a variety of healthy responses to the situation at hand. It includes the “I can’t” antidote, language that will encourage children to develop a strong inner authority, and attribute-awareness strategies that help children understand how their choice of words and deeds can have both positive and negative consequences.

“The Search for Solutions” focuses on parent talk that encourages a solution-seeking mindset in children. The foundation is language that communicates your belief in your children’s ability to solve many of their own problems.

I wrote the chapter “Learned Helplessness” for parents who tend to “overfunction.” In other words, parents who tend to do so much for their children that their children don’t learn to do much of anything for themselves. This chapter will help you stamp out learned helplessness in your family and create autonomous, independent children who can think and act for themselves in emotionally, mentally, and physically healthy ways.

“Praise, Criticism, and Self-Esteem” warns against the excessive use of evaluative praise, the style of praise that creates praise junkies. Being hooked on praise may not sound life threatening, but the sad truth is that praise junkies don’t have a genuine sense of their own self-worth. Instead they’re on an endless chase after external proof of it. The far healthier alternative is descriptive and appreciative praise that encourages a strong internal sense of self-esteem, an esteem that comes from the inside out rather than from the outside in.

“Parent Talk at Its Worst” reminds us all that children are abused with words far more often than with fist or belt. Words wound. The physical bruises and scars they create aren’t immediately evident, but instead show up later as defiance, delinquency, addiction, learning disabilities, and negative attitudes.

“Intimacy” and “Feelings” discuss ways to bond with your children, creating a strong sense of belonging. You can use the skills presented here to build family solidarity as well as help your children feel that they are being heard. Specifically, this chapter addresses how to respond effectively to a child caught up in strong emotion.

“Increasing Conflict” and “Reducing Conflict” each offer language patterns to avoid as well as those to put into practice if reducing family conflict is on your parenting wish list. These skills, coupled with those presented in “The Search for Solutions,” will reveal the silver lining in conflicts. Conflicts can be constructive and resolved in ways that meet the needs of both parent and child.

“Odds and Ends” is a collection of the remaining Parent Talk tools. Here you will learn to separate the deed from the doer, communicate strong feeling without wounding the spirit, and make self-referred comments (statements about your own behavior with a family value attached) to influence your child’s behavior.

In the pages that follow you’ll read quite a bit about raising response-able children, and my hope is that along the way you’ll become more response-able parents. By increasing the number of tools you have in your parenting tool box, you increase the likelihood that you will match the most effective tool to the appropriate situation. It is often said that if the only tool you have is a hammer, you tend to look at everything as if it were a nail. Sometimes a hammer is just what’s called for. Other times, it’s a screwdriver, chisel, wrench, or drill. With a variety of tools from which to choose, you no longer have to rely on a hammer when what you really need is a drill. When you can pick and choose from several Parent Talk skills, you have become a more response-able parent.

But the truth is, having tools isn’t enough. To become an effective parent, you have to put the tools you have at your disposal to use. Regularly. People do not become good drivers, golfers, skiers, or horseback riders overnight. It takes much practice under a variety of conditions to become proficient at these endeavors. The same holds true for Parent Talk skills. Put simply, the skills work if you work the skills.

Between the covers of this book are hundreds of pages of what I’ve learned as a parent, a grandparent, and an educator. But my intent is not to overwhelm you with ideas. It is to offer you a variety from which to choose. The best way to begin is to begin simply. I suggest you start with two or three Parent Talk phrases. Write your selected phrases on note cards and carry them around with you. Tape them on your refrigerator or your bathroom mirror. Display them on the dashboard of your car. They’re there to remind you of your goal to integrate this new language into everyday conversations with your kids.

When you’re reminded of a Parent Talk phrase, see if you can put it to use immediately. See how many times you can use it in the next thirty minutes. Go ahead, exaggerate it. Play with it. Use these new skills whenever you can. Eventually, if you persist, you will hear yourself using this new repertoire effortlessly. When you get to that point, congratulate yourself. This is exactly where you want to be. When a phrase becomes second nature, it’s a sign that you have successfully integrated it into your Parent Talk tool kit. The next step? Focus on a new phrase. Choose other pieces of the Parent Talk System and begin the process again. I think you’ll start to notice positive change in the tone and spirit of the talk around your dinner table.

I promise you there is no single Parent Talk word or phrase that spoken once will immediately transform your parenting style or your child. This book teaches a system of communicating, a way of speaking, a style of language that with consistent use will have a cumulative effect. Repetition is the key. Repeated use of these words and phrases, delivered with an open heart, will eventually transform your relationship with your children.

There is no one best place to begin implementing the Parent Talk System. You could start with the first phrase in this book or the last. There is no prescribed order to follow. As you read through these pages, simply look for phrases that resonate with you. Focus on those that fit with your parenting philosophy and family values. You will know where you need to begin. Trust that you know. Begin at your beginning. Let the rest of your steps flow from there. Your children will let you know by their behavior what steps you need to take next.

Workshop participants often tell me they feel guilty after reading Parent Talk.“I wish I had known and used more of this material when my children were younger,” they say. I tell them, “I wish I had known and used more of this material when my children were younger, too.” And I mean it. Then I remind myself that what I knew at the time is what I knew at the time. There is no way I could have implemented skills that were not part of my parenting tool box. The same is true for you.

My intention is not to encourage you to feel guilt or remorse over words you have used in the past, but rather to provide you with new perspectives on old patterns of communication, along with an array of new choices. My hope is that you’ll use Parent Talk to become more aware of your word choices and the effect they have on your children. Use it as a resource to strengthen communication with your youngsters, starting today.

When I wrote Parent Talk, my children were grown. Two of them had children of their own. I was traveling all over the country, lecturing and teaching seminars on how to raise responsible, caring, confident youngsters. I was speaking, writing, dancing, riding horses, and enjoying the single life. And, truthfully, using the skills I had written about only occasionally with my grandchildren and my grown children.

Then it happened. Overnight, with no warning, my life was turned upside down. My oldest daughter, Marti, died unexpectedly. Her children, Chelsea, age fourteen, and Austin, age eleven, moved in with me. Although I had wonderful support from relatives, the primary responsibility of raising these two children was suddenly mine.

One day I was at home alone, thinking mostly about myself. The next day I was the head of a family that included two adolescents.

A year later, I feel deeply blessed. There is more love in my home now than in the past nine years. If I could, I would change the circumstances that brought these two incredible children into my life full time. Yet I would not want to give up the love and affection that are now a part of my daily life. Softball games, volleyball games, sibling rivalry, school conferences, tae kwon do, the testing of limits. It seems like I’ve been here before.

I have learned some important parenting lessons in the past year. First, I learned it’s a lot easier to travel all around the country telling other people how to raise children than it is to do it. There is always a gap between theory and practice. Practicing what you preach isn’t always easy.

Most important, I relearned that the skills work if you work the skills. The Parent Talk strategies presented in this book are not pie-in-the-sky theories that only sound good on paper. They really do work if you use them—and use them, and use them.

When I am in my higher self, when I am on my game, when I am feeling good and using the skills consistently, things go well here. Peace reigns. Conflict is worked out to the benefit of all. Courtesy and respect are present. Parenting is fun, even when there are problems. I like myself better.

When I am not on my game, when I forget to use the skills, I can always tell. It shows up behaviorally in the children and in myself. There is more bickering and sulking and self-isolation. The flavor and tenor of the whole house changes. Parenting is not fun. I don’t like myself as much.

I can tell you this: The hardest part for me now is remembering to use the skills, even though I know these skills inside out. I wrote the book! For me it is not a matter of knowing the skills. The issue is remembering to use them when I am tired, stressed, and angry. That is my challenge.

To meet that challenge, I have begun carrying note cards with me again, to remind myself of what I’m trying to do. My goal is to stay conscious, to remain aware of when I am using the skills and when I am not. When I become aware that I am not using Parent Talk skills I can choose again. When I am conscious, I have the choice. And my conscious choice is always to use the skills.

Today I am choosing to relearn and use these skills to create happy, caring, confident, response-able children. I invite you to join me.








Choices
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There is power in choice. The equation here is simple and direct. The more choices you have, the greater sense of personal power you experience. The less choice you have, the weaker your sense of personal power.

Whenever feasible, use parent talk that gives children choices. This increases their decision-making ability and gives them an opportunity to exercise the power that is available to them. As they perceive and act on the choices they have, their perception of themselves as able and empowered individuals increases.


“Do you want the sweater or the sweatshirt with the hood?”


“Do you prefer toast or an English muffin this morning?”


“Do you want to do the dishes now or after you call


your friend?”

“Would you rather carry your coat or wear it?”


“Would you prefer a party for six or have two friends


to sleep over?”



Responsible behavior, decision-making ability, and feelings of power and control are directly related to the number of decisions children make. The more practice they get, the more skillful they become. More decisions equals more practice. More practice equals more skill. More skill equals more responsibility. More responsibility signals effective parenting.

Controlled choice is preferable to unlimited choice. When choices aren’t limited, children often feel overwhelmed and have difficulty deciding. “You can have any cereal on the shelf” is an example of unlimited choice. “Wheaties or Cheerios are the options for today” reflects limited choice. Limited choice is an example of shared control in action. You have control because you control the number of choices. Your child has control because he gets to pick from the choices offered.

Children often want what is not a choice. In those cases, let your parent talk be calm and firm while you repeat the choices.


“Dad, I want a chocolate malt.”


“We’re getting cones today, Bonnie. You can have chocolate, vanilla, or twist.”


“I want a malt or a chocolate sundae.”


“Chocolate, vanilla, or twist cone?”


“Please.”

“Chocolate, vanilla, or twist cone?”


“Okay, I’ll have chocolate.”



Your child’s ability to make choices begins with your decision to offer them. You can select parent talk that offers choices or not. It’s your choice.
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If you want to help your children see themselves as responsible for their own behavior, add these three special words, choose, decide, and pick, to your parent talk.


“I noticed you decided to be fired


up today.”

“How come you picked your grumpy mood?”


“What response did you choose when the problems


got tougher?”

“How did you decide to act when your coach pulled you out of the game?”



Many children do not know that they pick how they act. They simply don’t realize that they choose their own attitudes and behaviors. They firmly believe someone or something else is responsible for their actions, and their language reveals that belief. They say things like:


“He made me do it.”

“She gave me a D.”

“He hurt my feelings.”

“It’s frustrating.”

“That depressed me.”

“My sister changed my mind.”

“He swept me off my feet.”

“Math bores me.”



Children often use language to blame an adult, a peer, a sibling, or some other external source for their own attitude or behavior. “That teacher bored me to death sixth hour,” they complain, disowning any responsibility for the creation of their own boredom. “My dad made me do it over,” they whine, giving up responsibility for the part they played in creating an inferior product in the first place. “She got me going,” they respond, in an effort to blame a sister for their own outburst of giggling at the dinner table.

Choose, decide, and pick are words you can purposefully fit into your parent talk to put responsibility back on your child’s shoulders. “If you choose to leave your toys here, you’ll be choosing to have them put on the shelf for a week” communicates to your son that you are not responsible for whether or not he has his toys to play with next week. He is. “If you choose to have your chores completed by two o’clock, I’ll take you to the mall” helps your daughter see that she is in control of going or not going to the mall. Other examples include:


“When you decide to return the car with the gas tank empty,


you choose not to use the car during the following weekend.”

“When you pick whining, I don’t respond favorably.”

“I got a call from the principal today. Apparently you chose an interesting response when the substitute teacher was there.”



Repetitive use of the words choose, decide, and pick helps children appreciate that they do indeed choose. Repetition is a key. They don’t understand the first few times. It takes many exposures to these words of self-responsibility before children really figure out that you are not doing to them, they are choosing for themselves.

Recently I witnessed the following scene in a sixth-grade classroom while the students were out for recess. In the middle of my conversation with the teacher, one of her students came in with a bloody nose. He cleaned himself up in the restroom and then approached the teacher. “Mrs. Whithelm, I just wanted to let you know I’ll be going down to the principal’s office. I’m not sure when I’ll be back. I chose to get in a fight on the playground.” When the young man left, I applauded the teacher because I knew of her effort to model and teach self-responsible language. She had used the three special words many times in her classroom.

I often tell this anecdote in teacher and parent workshops, but some adults don’t understand its significance. “What’s the big deal?” they question. “So what if he said, ‘I chose’? The kid still got in a fight.”

True, the student did choose to fight. Clearly there is more work to be done with this young man. Someone will need to spend time problem solving with him, creating a new plan of action for how he could choose to behave next time.

Don’t miss the significance here. This sixth grader previously disowned all responsibility for his choices. “He made me do it,” he would say, or “He looked at me.” That language revealed he didn’t see himself at choice. He was unconscious of his role in each encounter. In his mind it was always someone else’s fault.

“I chose to get in a fight” represents a big change for this child. He’s still choosing to fight, but at least he’s conscious of the choice. Because this student now owns his actions, there is an increased chance he will make a more appropriate choice in the future.

Use choose, decide, and pick with your children. Incorporate these three special words into your language and enjoy the positive effects they have on your children’s level of responsibility.
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Allison complained bitterly to her mother about not being able to afford the dress she wanted for the senior dance. Megan couldn’t figure out how to fix her bicycle. Raul had no clear idea of how to improve his social studies grade. Each discussed their feelings of frustration with a parent. Although the situations were different, the parent response was the same. Each parent informed his or her child, “You always have more choices than you think you have.”

Children don’t always see the alternatives in their lives. Often, they focus on one solution and don’t see beyond it. Their thinking becomes narrowed, and other possibilities cease to exist in their minds. The parent talk phrase “You always have more choices than you think you have” serves as a gentle reminder that thinking can be expanded and that more possibilities always exist.

If a child does not perceive a specific choice, then that alternative doesn’t exist as a possible choice for him. To expand possibility thinking in your children and increase their range of options, use language that helps them tune in to the alternatives that do exist in their lives. Helpful variations include:


“What are some other possibilities here?”

“How else can you solve this?”

“What are other choices that you can consider?”

“What ways do you see of handling this?”

“How can you increase your list of alternatives?”

“What new choices have you thought of?”



As awareness of possible choices expands, problem-solving ability and feelings of competence increase along with it. Our children occasionally forget how powerful and competent they really are. During those times they just might appreciate the friendly reminder “You always have more choices than you think you have.”
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The assembly had already begun. Students sat on bleachers as teachers and administrators stood along the sides of the gym. The speaker, standing behind a podium, was well into his “Just Say No to Drugs” message when two students near the front began a conversation. Their actions were distracting to the presenter. He chose to ignore the behavior and continue his message, but the conversation didn’t stop. It escalated into giggling and harsh whispers. Soon other students became distracted. Teachers began sending menacing glances in the direction of the culprits. The presenter continued to ignore the disruption, but the disturbance got louder. No one intervened. Finally, the speaker realized it was his responsibility to take some action.

What would you do if you were this speaker? What if you were one of the teachers present? How would you handle the situation?

The speaker considered several choices. He could continue without acknowledging the disturbance. He could move away from the podium and place himself in close proximity to the two disruptive students. He could tell them to “knock it off.” Or he could end his speech and walk out.

This speaker made another choice. He paused and walked toward the students. Frowning, he looked at them and, very quietly, said, “I’m feeling distracted by your behavior. Please make a different choice.” He did not scold, reprimand, or hold them up to public ridicule. In fact, his conversation was lowkey and private. Only the students on either side of the culprits were aware of what the speaker said. He simply let the disrupters know how their behavior was affecting him and suggested that they “make a different choice.”
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