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Foreword 
JOSEPH GRENNY 

I had a dream once. A nightmare, really. It was of the kind that many of us have—the one where you show up for school and realize to your horror that there’s a test. In this dream it was a final exam. I flipped through the pages of the test in a panic, trying simply to figure out what the subject was. I not only didn’t know the answers, I couldn’t even understand the questions. Did I even attend this class? How did I end up here? The paper sat in front of me demanding answers. I looked up at the clock and licked my lips nervously. I now had forty-three minutes of my class period left to do something I was entirely unprepared for. And my future depended on getting it right.

As I read this book I heaved a sigh of relief for every unexpectedly single father who will read it. For those who find themselves scrambling for answers to questions on a final they had no time to study for, this amazingly comprehensive work will help them not only understand the questions but find wise and balanced answers. For those who are feeling terribly alone facing time-sensitive decisions, you’ll find the Shimbergs to be welcome and comforting companions.

But let me urge you to look for more in this important book than for counsel or comfort. If you find yourself facing a life final in decision-making, negotiation, communication, coping, balancing, budgeting, teaching, peacemaking, or healing—in relationship to your children—you’ll find a wealth of wisdom in these pages. But what struck me as I read the Shimbergs’ book was less what it offered for the dozens of conundrums single fathers face, but more so what the cumulative effect of allowing these pages to influence your approach to fathering will be. Each of the challenging circumstances you face combine to shape both who you are as a human being and ultimately the values you pass to your children. In fact, the added emotional complexity of single parenting serves to magnify the effect your actions have on both your character and that of your children.

The further I read into this book, the more heartened I grew in the realization that it offers as much a code for life as counsel for key moments. The Shimbergs are ultimately qualified to write this book not just because of what they know, but because of who they are. Both have a deep love for children. Both have enormous empathy for single fathers. And both are the kind of human beings we’d all do well to emulate.

I heartily recommend this book both as a ready reference for moments of crisis and as a mosaic of values that define what a fine father—single or otherwise—should be.

PROVO, UTAH 
JANUARY 2007

Joseph Grenny is coauthor of the New York Times–bestselling Crucial Confrontations: Tools for Resolving Broken Promises, Violated Expectations and Bad Behavior and coauthor of Influence Genius: Powerful Strategies to Change Your Self, Your Business and Your World.
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Introduction 

Fatherhood is filled with excitement, joy, frustration, pride, and myriad other emotions. But when you suddenly become a single dad, through a divorce or by being widowed, new feelings enter the picture—fear, confusion, loneliness, and uncertainty. Mothers, it seems, no matter if they are homemakers or are employed outside of the home, seem to know instinctively how things work with their kids and how to coordinate the day-today management of the children’s schedule and household duties. It may not be seamless, but it often appears effortless. Mom’s magic, no doubt.

Today, half of marriages in the United States end in divorce, and more than half of these families include minor children. Whereas mothers used to receive full custody of these minor children, since 2000 more divorced parents are agreeing to joint physical custody in which both parents are responsible for the physical and emotional care of their children.

For dads, however, this responsibility, though welcomed, often requires a fast learning curve. The minutia of organizing children’s lives can be mind boggling. What should you do about curfews for older children? How much leeway is there in the school dress code? Do the kids like broccoli, green beans, or neither? How do you make school lunches at the same time you’re trying to get the kids to eat breakfast and dressed for school? How can you get them to all their extracurricular activities and still maintain your job? Who is their pediatrician? How do you cope with night terrors? How and when should you talk about the facts of life? What is the appropriate gift for their friends’ birthday parties, and where do you buy leotards and training bras?

This book is a realistic, yet positive, guide, offering everything a single dad— whether separated, divorced, or widowed— needs to know in order to provide comfort to his kids while maintaining a stable environment, reducing stress for all involved, and keeping his sense of humor.

The Complete Single Father is not a mom bashing book. We have also closely observed the other side of being a single parent as the daughter of one us and the sister of the other is a single mom. Instead, it is a guide for reassuring dads that their challenges of single parenthood can be met successfully and that the ex-wife can be an important ally, with civility and cooperation being the key components.

What makes this book unique? This book differs from other books for divorced dads in that it is written by a newly divorced dad and by the grandmother of his children, the latter being an award-winning author of twenty books.

The Complete Single Father not only contains specific researched material from family lawyers, marriage counselors, psychologists, social workers, teachers, and members of the clergy, but it also includes Tips from the Trenches, the voices of more than fifty divorced or widowed dads who share their experiences, citing both what works and what doesn’t work.

In researching this book, we interviewed fifty-three single dads, men from twenty-two years of age to those who were fifty plus. They were divorced dads, dads who were separated from their spouses, dads who never married but accepted the responsibility of raising their unexpected offspring, and widowers whom fate made single dads. We’ve talked with gay dads and straight dads, men who were highly educated professionals and others who had only completed high school. A few of the dads had sole custody of their children, many had shared custody, and others only saw their kids every other weekend and on Wednesday, or even less seldom. Some of the dads had cordial relations with their ex and said they were better friends now than they were when they were married, while others couldn’t tolerate even being in the same room with their ex. In short, every single dad had a unique story to tell and wanted to share it in the hopes that it might help anyone walking the same path. This was true whether the dad was single by decree or by death. While this information benefits all single dads regardless of situation, for simplicity we refer to the children’s mom as the man’s “ex” throughout the book, even if she were deceased.

We’ve written this book in an easy-to-read format, with bullet points, subheadings, and a detailed index, making the information easy to locate when the spaghetti pot and tempers are both boiling over. If you have questions that haven’t been answered please visit our Web site at www.TheCompleteSingleFather.com or send us an e-mail at TheCompleteSingleFather@gmail.com.


PART ONE 

SINGLE PARENTING 101 


Chapter 1 
Reassuring Your Children 

Make a memory with your children, 
Spend some time to show you care; 
Toys and trinkets can’t replace those 
Precious moments that you share. 
 —ELAINE HARDT 




The story wasn’t supposed to go this way. You got married, had kids, and then it happened. Something along the way didn’t go as planned. Instead of family vacations and happy memories with a wife, dog, and two-and-a-half kids, you find yourself sharing the company of your own children part time. It’s not the way Disney writes it, but that doesn’t mean your story still can’t have a happy ending. Welcome to the world of the single dad.

Single fathers very often have a lot to learn about parenting, whether they have their children full time, half of the time, or on every other weekend and Wednesday evening. In many traditional marriages, even in today’s twenty-first-century world, the wife is the dominant homemaker (even if she works outside the home) and the dad is her support staff—a parenting assistant. Dad helps in certain aspects of parenting: giving the kids a bath, doling out the occasional punishment, taking them to school, and perhaps coaching a team or two.

But few fathers are prepared to walk into a world where they are the CEO of the house and their job entails picking the kids up from school, coordinating play dates, buying other people’s children presents, and being the main person to help their child or children get through life’s ups and downs, all, by the way, while still having all the other traditional father roles.

THINK OF YOUR KIDS 

The first commandment for single dads is the mantra TOYK, or “think of your kids.” This is an important concept as it puts perspective and priorities on all other decisions you make. Despite being a single parent, you need to show your kids that in many ways you are all still really a family. It’s a different kind of family than they used to have—everyone doesn’t live in the same house—but it’s a family nevertheless, one in which the members respect each other, share responsibilities, enjoy time together, and create new memories.

Don’t assume that your children know that you love them. You must tell them often, regardless of their ages. Kids are as insecure as adults, especially after their parents have separated. Remind them that you (and their mother) still love them very much and that although their parents have divorced each other, parents and their children will always be together.

YOU’RE STILL A FAMILY 

Reassure your kids that you’re still a family, despite not being a nuclear family where everyone lives in one house. Hasten to point out that many families are different today. There are blended families, some with grandparents raising kids, some with two moms or two dads. The actual composition of the family is not as important as the love, trust, and companionship that exist between the members of each family unit.

Michael, father of a five- and four-year-old says, “I had been divorced for about a year and my son had a friend over playing at the house. He came up to me very upset saying the other boy had told him that Mommy and I were divorced and he wanted to know when that occurred and what did it mean. I explained that divorce just meant Mommy and Daddy live in different houses like we had been for awhile and it didn’t mean anything about how much his mother and I loved him and his sister. My son looked at me and said, ‘Oh, okay—that makes sense’ and went off to play again. I realized we had never used the word divorce around the kids because we were afraid the word would scare them, like it scared us.”

Adults often build up divorce as a big, bad thing for the child to handle. Instead, through a child’s mind it can be summed up as mommy and daddy often wanting to still be friends but live in different houses. While this obviously may not work for older kids, younger children can accept and easily understand this simple explanation and are not frightened by the thought of Mommy and Daddy not living together.

DILUTE THEIR SENSE OF GUILT 

You may not realize that children whose parents have divorced often feel that they are responsible for their parents separating. They may have heard you arguing, being sarcastic to each other, not speaking, or even throwing dishes at each other, all situations that make it obvious to you that you and your ex weren’t getting along. Nevertheless, your kids still may feel that they must have done something wrong to make you both fight so much. Why? Because children tend to think the world revolves around them. Therefore, they worry that something they did caused you and their mother to split up. And if they ever do confess their “guilt” to you, it may be something as silly (to you) as their not hanging up the bath towels after their bath, arguing with a sibling, watching too much TV, or even getting a lower grade than usual on their report card or not making the swim team.

DAD’S STILL HERE 

It’s important for you to assure your kids right from the start that you’ll always be their father and that you love them unconditionally. Tell them and show them by your actions, which, as you know, speak much more loudly than words. Also let them know that you’ll always take care of them, especially if it’s a situation where you suspect their mom may be telling them that money’s going to be tight for her and the kids when they’re with her now that you have your own home.

If you’re a single dad because your wife is deceased, be aware that children (as well as teens) whose mothers have died are not immune from these feelings of guilt either. They often feel that they somehow were the cause of her death. Take time to assure them, as often as necessary, that it wasn’t their fault. Try to initiate conversation and listen if they do open up to you. If they refuse to talk to you about it, or you think they’re having trouble coping with their mom’s death, ask your pediatrician for the name of a children’s grief counselor or therapist.

BE WITH YOUR KIDS WHENEVER POSSIBLE 

Despite the custody arrangement, do your best to be with your kids as much as possible. Tom, a divorced father of a fourteen-year-old daughter, said, “I fully enjoy the time I spend with my daughter, but I put her interests first. I think it’s much healthier for her to be with her friends than hanging out with me. I should add, though, that we have common interests so that we play tennis or ski, most of the time inviting a friend of hers.”
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George admitted that the hardest part of being a single dad was “trying to be sure I could keep their lives stable. I wanted to do as much as possible for them. (They were six and seven at the time of the divorce.) I wish I had known that they were more self-sufficient than I thought.”

Obviously, as Tom discovered, as your kids grow older they want to spend more time with their friends. By making their friends welcome in your home or at activities you share with your kids, you show that you’re there for your children and respect their need to be with peers as well.

EXPOSING MYTHS OF FATHERHOOD 

Some of these myths are old baggage dragged up from yesteryear and reported as fact. Others may describe some dads but certainly not the majority or any of those we’ve interviewed.

Myth #1: Fathers Don’t Show Their Emotions 

It doesn’t matter if you were the high-school quarterback, math club president, or the band leader, fatherhood is a time to embrace your emotions and share them with your children. Many parents today were raised by a generation that believed a father shouldn’t show his love to his children.

We attended a high-school graduation ceremony where parents who were on the board were permitted to hand the diploma to their child. One father recoiled when his son tried to hug him in front of everyone, rather than manly (and unemotionally) shaking his father’s hand after receiving the diploma.

All kids, but especially kids of divorce, need to actually feel the love you have for them. That means hugging them often (even in front of people), congratulating them when you can, and telling them “I love you always.” A father showing emotions may not have been mainstream back in the fifties and sixties, but in today’s society, where peer pressure reigns supreme, the closer you can be with your child, the better communication you’ll have when questionable decisions arise.

Myth #2: You Have to Be Both Father and Mother When You Have Your Kids 

Wrong. Unless your wife is deceased, your kids have a mom. What your kids need is for you to be a nurturing, supportive, strong, mature, and consistent parental role model. And that knows no gender.

Myth #3: You Have to Be Perfect 

No one is perfect, and if you try to be you’re setting yourself up for failure. Besides, your imperfections let your kids know that it’s okay to make mistakes, as long as you learn from them. Admit that you’re not perfect, relax, and just concentrate on being the best dad you can be.

Myth #4: Fathers Aren’t Nurturing 

One of the definitions of nurturing is to “give support and encouragement.” Okay, so a few dads (possibly your own) may not be particularly nurturing, but you can be by allowing yourself to let your kids see what some call your feminine side, or what we call your human side. It’s letting your kids know how much you love them and that you’ll always be there for them. It doesn’t mean not disciplining or correcting them when necessary. Nurturing your kids is playing with them, letting them see that it’s okay to express emotions, and not being afraid to hug or kiss them. Of course men can nurture their children.

Myth #5: Fathers Can’t Cook 

Here’s another silly myth. Many of the most famous chefs around the world are men, so even if you don’t have a big white hat, you can read a cookbook and feed your kids and yourself just fine.

Myth #6: Fathers Can’t Tell Their Kids No 

It’s hard for dads to say no, especially when you don’t have your kids around you all the time or your children’s mother is absent altogether. You don’t want to be the bad guy. On the other hand, you know that kids can’t have everything they want (and often don’t even want what they ask for). When you set limits for your kids, it tells them that you care enough to occasionally say no to them. Although they probably wouldn’t tell you, it makes them feel safe and cared for. So be a fair judge, but say no when you need to.

Psychologist Ganz Ferrance agrees that consistency and structure is especially important when you don’t have the kids all the time. He says, “It’s your job, as a dad, to teach your kids responsibility, independence, and help them understand the consequences for misbehavior. Don’t be overly permissive. Visualize the differences between playing baseball or basketball when everyone knows and follows the rules, and playing when everyone makes up their own rules, disregarding their teammates. Which game sounds like more fun?”

YOU’RE THE PARENT 

It’s fun to play with your kids, but always remember that you’re the adult. Never get down to their level—unless it’s physically on the floor playing a board game. Even if they scream at you, don’t yell back. In fact, it often works better if you lower your voice and tell them that although it’s all right for them to disagree with you, they must do it in a respectful way. Keep your anger under control; they’re watching, always watching.

KIDS AREN’T CONFIDANTS 

While communication between you and your kids is important to establish and maintain, remember not to go overboard in the communication department. Your kids are your children, not your therapist or adult confidant. Never tell them what you think their mom is doing wrong, don’t talk about your dates, and never burden them by discussing how much you’re doing without because you have to pay their mother child support. Any time you’re tempted to make your kid a confidant or tell tales “out of school,” take a deep breath and change the subject.

DADS CAN DO IT 

Of course dads can do this parenting thing. You love your kids and want them to grow up confident, secure, and independent. Never doubt your ability. Have the confidence to know that you can assume the responsibility to parent your children and do a great job.

Naturally, there always are bumps along the way. Kids, alas, don’t come with instruction manuals like your computer or VCR. You often have to rely on your gut instinct. (It’s often right.) Later chapters will show you how to improve communication between you and your ex so you both are able to co-parent effectively. Once you and your ex are comfortable talking with one another about your kids and what’s best for them, you can discuss potential pinch points without arguing, sighing, or rolling your eyes. But if you feel you need outside advice, call on friends and family or contact a qualified mental health counselor for an impartial opinion.


Chapter 2 
Communicating Effectively with Your Kids 

God gave us two ears and one tongue so that 
We could listen twice as much as we talk. 
 —FOLK SAYING 




It seems simple enough: Just talk to your kids. But communication is so much more than talking. It involves a great deal of listening and being able to keep your mouth shut and not interrupting. As your kids become teens, it also requires understanding this strange language they use, if, indeed, they talk to you at all.

COMMUNICATE WITH YOUR KIDS 

The first step in communicating effectively with your kids is to improve your listening skills with them, beginning with creating a safe listening environment so they know they have your undivided attention. One good opportunity is at bedtime when you tuck them in. Even older kids respond to these special one-on-one moments, when they’re sleepy, the room’s dark, and dad is there sitting on or by the bed, asking “How are things going?”

Another wonderful listening spot is when your kid is “trapped” in the car with you. Turn the radio off and ask your son or daughter to stow the hand-held computer game. Be sure your cell phone is on mute. In his book Family First, Dr. Phil McGraw advises, “Rather than just listen to the words being spoken, you have to ‘listen’ for the need driving the communication. Your child will only communicate with you if that behavior is rewarded by your reacting in a way that the child perceives as meeting her need.” And, he stresses, “You don’t necessarily have to agree with what’s being expressed.” That’s an extremely important statement to remember because chances are, being male, you’ll often want to solve the problem quickly or make a judgment. But that’s not necessarily what kids want. They often just want to be heard, really listened to.

One parent listened to her young son saying he didn’t know how to avoid going to someone’s house without angering or hurting that person’s feelings. She asked how he could best handle it. “Maybe,” he said, after thinking about it, “If I really don’t want to go, I’ll say, ‘Mother, can I go to . . .’” (He usually called her “Mom.”) They agreed on their special code. The boy felt good because his mother had listened to his dilemma and that he had solved his own problem without her input. Dads can do that too.

AVOID BEING JUDGMENTAL 

It’s so important to avoid being judgmental when you’re talking to your kids. Never say, “That’s a crazy idea,” or “I don’t think that will work.” Be respectful, even if you don’t agree. If you disagree, you can certainly offer your thoughts, but be sure to validate what they’re feeling as well as what they’re saying. They may be telling you something, hoping you’ll say no and not approve. One adult recalled as a child hearing his parent say, “Oh, go ahead. I don’t care what you do,” and thinking, “Oh, I wish you did care.”

Just as with your ex, observe your child’s body language to see if the nonverbal cues conflict with the words being said. And while you’re doing that, take a moment to focus on yours as well. Are you fiddling with your cell phone or reading your e-mail messages? Checking your watch? Edging out of the room? Those are shut-down clues your kid will quickly recognize. If your youngster feels that you’re faking interest and really aren’t listening, it will be as though you hit the Exit button on your computer program. He or she will say, “Whatever. It’s not important.” And you’ll never know that it was until it’s too late.

FAMILY MEETINGS 

Family meetings are an important way to boost communication in your family unit. Everyone, even the little ones, have the opportunity to express what’s on their minds without interruption. No one is permitted to be judgmental or make comments about what the other is expressing. While you must have the final say in important matters, if you listen first, you’ll learn a lot about what’s on your kids’ minds.

Chapter 4 describes how to organize and hold family meetings. It’s really not difficult and there’s a great deal of benefit, regardless if it’s to discuss house rules, where to go for a vacation, or how to rotate chores. You may find that your kids may remind you from time to time that there’s a need for one. If so, you’ll know you’ve expressed the importance of open communication with your youngsters.

DON’T TRY TO BE A PERFECT PARENT 

Admitting mistakes as you begin to single parent is important as it helps your youngsters understand that, like them, you’re also human and that making mistakes (and learning from them) is never ending. It allows your children to feel more comfortable when they mess up and gives them the opportunity to fess up. You may feel frustrated that you can’t fix problems when they arise. Accept that some things just can’t be fixed, that things won’t be like they used to be, and learn new ways to adjust to these changing times.

WHAT YOU DO SPEAKS LOUDLY 

Remember you’re a role model—or as psychologist Ganz Ferrance says, “a subconscious template for your child’s behav-ior”— and what you do is more important than what you say. Kids learn from observing their parents’ behavior, even if you don’t realize it. So don’t get caught with your hand in the cookie jar. Here are some ways to model good behavior:



• Demonstrate honesty by not pulling into a handicap parking place, by telling the truth about your kids’ ages when going to the movies or to an attraction, and by speaking up when a salesclerk gives you back too much change.

• Show them how you bounce back from failures by looking for the positive lessons rather than focusing on the negatives or blaming another person.

• Laugh at your own foibles so they know that laughter has healing powers.

• Don’t just talk about the dangers of smoking, drinking and driving, using illegal drugs, and riding a bike without a helmet. Show by your behavior that you avoid these potentially dangerous actions.



Show them you practice what you preach. Your actions communicate.


Chapter 3 
Showing Affection 

When I approach a child 
He inspires in me two sentiments: 
Tenderness for what he is, 
And respect for what he may become. 
 —LOUIS PASTEUR 




Many wives (or former wives) complain that their husband never said he loved them. He may have made a good living, bought her expensive jewelry, taken her on lavish trips, but despite all that, he never said those magic words: “I love you.” He just assumed his wife knew he did. But chances are she didn’t. Your kids are no different. It’s not enough to assume they know you love them. Why else would you have insisted on dual custody, or driven miles to be with them on your weekend, or called just to hear their voice? But have you ever actually told them?

TELL THEM YOU LOVE THEM 

A forty-two-year-old man lay dying of colon cancer in a hospital bed. “You know,” he said to his sister, “Our father never said he loved me.”

“That’s because his father never told him,” she said softly, stroking his forehead.

“Well, I’ve told my boys,” he said. “I’ve told them often that I love them.”

“They’ve heard you,” she answered. “They know you love them. You did good!”

Why is this true story an important one to tell? Because many single dads with kids were raised by fathers who didn’t or couldn’t show their emotions. You may have heard, “Be a man!” From the time you were five or six, your father may have told you to shake it off when you were hurt and formally shook your hand when you graduated from high school, went off to college, or were successful in any way.

It is possible that your dad occasionally gave in to emotion and smothered you with a bear hug from time to time, but unfortunately, the words “I love you” just weren’t uttered because, you guessed it, his dad couldn’t say it either. Your dad (and his father) may have felt that showing his children affection wasn’t manly, so he shook your hand instead of hugged.

HUGS ARE NICE TOUCHES 

Kids need that reassurance, that hug, that pat on the back, and that kiss. Even though you know your kids know you love them, tell them anyway; they need to hear it. One father tells his kids he needs ten hugs a day and then he gives them back.

Cartoonists Jeff and Bil Keane also understand the importance of hugs. A recent The Family Circus cartoon shows a little girl running to greet her daddy. The caption reads, “Daddy! My hugger’s empty!”

Your child may not admit that his or her “hugger” is empty, so it’s up to you to be sure you keep it filled. Don’t think your teenager doesn’t need hugs either. We never outgrow that need for affectionate touches. Babies who are not touched and caressed often waste away, which is why many hospital neonatal intensive care units (NICUs) have volunteer “huggers” who hold and cuddle these preemies. Studies also show that our most elderly population, especially those in nursing homes, suffer less depression when they are hugged on a regular basis. (There actually is an organization that sponsors a National Hug Holiday Week geared to increase awareness for volunteer support for the elderly in senior and long-term care facilities. Their Web site is www.hugs4health.org.)

“But I’m not a hugger,” you may say, or “My family wasn’t into hugs.” While that may be true, it doesn’t mean that you can’t learn. It’s easy to master. Besides, when you reach out to hug, pat, or touch your kids, you’re getting good touches back, too, and maybe you need them as much as the kids do. Start slowly until you and the kids feel more comfortable with this hug therapy. Give them a pat on the head or cheek as you pass by or gently touch an arm or ruffle their hair. Advance to putting your arm around their neck and shoulders and giving a gentle squeeze. Eventually, you’ll probably work your way up to the good old-fashioned bear hug and wonder why you didn’t try it sooner.

Don shows his love and affection by giving private time to each of his three kids at bedtime. It takes longer than just tucking them all in and saying a general goodnight, but these private moments with dad offer rich opportunities for a youngster to open up about his or her day, share concerns, or just exchange special thoughts.

LAUGH A LOT 

Although at times you may feel as though you don’t have much to laugh about, you do. Laugh at the absurdities in your life as you find yourself playing yet another game of Candyland, hearing the same knock-knock jokes over and over again, when you can’t figure out how to braid your daughter’s hair, when you mess up a meal you’re trying to make, or when you’re showing your son how to dance and you step all over his feet. Laugh when you can’t put the “some assembly required” together or when the refrigerator compressor goes out with a week’s worth of groceries inside. Your kids will learn to laugh too, and will learn to use gentle humor when things get tough.

[image: 1] Tip from the Trenches 

Dan suggests, “Take the extra two minutes to comb their hair, and while you’re at it, hug them and tell them you love them. Tickle them, smile, enjoy them now. They grow up all too fast anyway. Call them (no more than once a day and only if your ex agrees that she can do the same) when they are with their mother, sending notes if you’re out of town, or just cutting out and posting funny cartoons that have special meaning to them. Ask them about their activities. Show you care.”

Laughing with your kids creates special bonds in the family and makes good “remember whens.” Our family still laughs about the California trip when our “navigator” (no names, please) thought a careless pencil mark on the map was a road called “G16” and directed us through miles of country backroads. We laugh about the excessive green food coloring that made the key lime pie look like a St. Patrick’s Day dessert gone crazy and family foibles that now seem funny. We laugh at the recollection of the youngest son, then four years old, who, bored at the dinner table recitation of his siblings saying “I got straight As on my report card,” spoke up saying, “I got curvy As.”

As long as laughter isn’t at any one family member’s expense, it is an expression of affection and love for one another, an admission that although we all are imperfect, we are loved.

Laughter is a wonderful stress reducer, too. (More on stress reduction in Chapter 24.) Laughter makes us all feel better. The late pianist and comic Victor Borge once said, “Laughter is the shortest distance between two people.”

Laughter is also physically good for you. It boosts the immune system, causes you to breathe deeply, reduces blood pressure, improves circulation, and lifts the weight of depression.

Think about what laughter does for you personally and why we keep going to comedy clubs or watch TV when we know Jay Leno, Bill Cosby, Jerry Seinfeld, Chris Rock, or Ellen DeGeneres have a special on.

There actually are more than one hundred clubs throughout the United States and Canada where health care professionals lead people in what cofounder psychologist Steven Wilson calls “laughter exercise workouts and other activities that encourage playfulness, fun, and natural balance.”

According to Wilson (who also founded the World Laughter Tour along with Karyn Buxman, R.N.), “It’s important to dispel some myths about laughter. First, there is no medical evidence that anyone ever ‘died laughing.’ Second, humor is very personal. One individual may laugh at the antics of circus clowns while another laughs at Jay Leno jokes. What’s important is that you laugh. Laughter’s a physical art that’s universal. Thirdly, you don’t need a joke to laugh. Actually, only 10 percent of laughter comes from a joke while ninety percent of laughter is from social reasons. . . . We’re all born with an ability to laugh and smile,” Wilson continued, “So even if you were raised in a serious family with an absence of laughter, I like to say it’s never too late to have a happy childhood.”

“But there’s no doubt that many people suffer from ‘sense of humor’ abuse,” Wilson told us during a telephone interview. “We’re taught not to laugh in church or school. In our workshops, we encourage recollections of being criticized about laughter, that we laughed too loud, we cackled, snorted, or were too silly. Our Laughter Clubs offer an environment where there’s cheer, where people learn to laugh. We don’t use racial, ethnic, or sexist humor. Our humor is uplifting and draws people together. . . . Even an inner chuckle has good physiological benefits.”

For more information about Wilson’s Laughter Clubs, call 1-800-669-5233 (6140855-4733 international) or check out their Web site at www.laughterclubs.com. If you don’t feel like joining a laughter club, you can still bring laughter into your home by checking out tapes and DVDs from the video store or the library to enjoy movies that make you and your kids laugh. Depending on your children’s ages, it could be cartoons, slapstick humor, or more sophisticated humor.

Cut out funny cartoons from the newspaper or magazines and post them on your refrigerator or in the kids’ bathroom. Buy joke books and tell jokes and funny stories at your dinner table. Let your children learn early about the power of laughter. If they can laugh at, as well as learn from, their mistakes, they’ll be able to cope with life much easier and be healthier for it. But be sure they understand that while it’s okay to laugh with a person, it is never all right to laugh at them.

In her book, KidStress, author Georgia Witkin, Ph.D., director of the Mt. Sinai Medical School Stress Program, writes, “Parents should key in to their child’s sense of humor; don’t force a grown-up’s brand of funny on them—it won’t get a laugh. . . . Understanding a good joke reflects an ability to understand the difference between how people are supposed to act and how they do act. It teaches that unpredictability is funny, not scary. . . . Laughing at change gives children (and adults) a sense of control; they see change as part of life.”

You can give your kids a great gift by encouraging them to express their sense of humor and to look for the funny side of things rather than believe, as one girl was told by her mother, that “life is real and life is earnest.” Life is also funny at times.
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