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  Introduction

  Our goal is to encourage parents to think for themselves, believe in themselves, and do what they feel is best for them, their children, and families—regardless of what others may think. This is how we came up with the idea for Do This! Not That! Silly thoughts and contrary thinking invite creativity and fresh ideas. Whenever we talk to new parents, we encourage them to think in new ways: different, bigger, smaller . . . whatever is needed. It’s easy to get stuck in the same patterns of thought, which often means that we have closed the door to creativity. And we need to be creative and resourceful as parents. We are constantly put in situations that we need to deal with and relate to.

  We strongly emphasize the importance of having fun as parents. Parenting should be fun, and we figure that what each parent is doing probably works for them. We are, therefore, not experts with advice for “lost parents.” We assume that everyone has common sense and that all of us are qualified to be parents to our own children.

  We want you to feel cheerful when reading this book. It encourages the use of common sense and all we want to prove is that thinking and behaving unconventionally is courageous, fun, and cool. We are not claiming that our way of thinking is the best, or even any good. It’s just that things usually turn out well when we think in new ways.

  And it’s usually quite amusing!

  This book includes stories from parents who decided to use contrary thinking when trying to solve the common problems of raising kids. But what’s unconventional for me might not be for you. Your parenting is about doing what’s contrary in your family. What’s a 180-degree turn for you? But, which way you choose to rotate your compass is your choice.

  Contrary thinking can at times seem completely twisted and actually a little scary. Imagine you’re dealing with a child who refuses to put their coat on every morning. You get angry, worked up, sweaty, and tired; but what would happen if you just gave up and did nothing . . . or if you decided to stay ridiculously positive? Start by thinking “180 degrees” and your actual actions might end up being somewhere in the 90-degree range as a consequence of that thought. You are the only one who knows, or at least has an idea of, what’s suitable in your home. When doing something differently, you’ll experience something new. You’ve started from scratch, and that’s a start. You will begin to see new solutions that were not apparent to you before.

  It’s common for parents to think that they have to resolve their parenting issues on their own. Many parents that we meet do this and so do we. It’s always a good idea to discuss parenting with others, because if we only think in terms of solving one problem with our child we rarely resolve the bigger issues. Many of the problems we face as parents can’t be solved, so why should we waste our energy?

  Perhaps it comes down to handling situations as they arise rather than solving the bigger problem. We live in a society that is highly focused on solving problems. But if we apply that thinking to our parenting, it can become overwhelming. Solving one problem can often lead to having another. For example, nagging: How do we stop doing it? It seems that nagging and repeating everything are part of a parent’s job description, but there must be a large number of parents who are sick of it. Sometimes nagging is necessary, but we can certainly find ways to deal with a predicament in other ways—maybe we can choose not to be bothered as much by something or make the best of the situation. It’s more about tricking the mind, and if we, as parents, simply accept the fact that we need to nag, something changes in our approach. Many parents we’ve met have started thinking like this and feel relief because of it; it’s one less battle. And when you talk to other parents who are going through the same battles, you realize that you’re not alone. You might not be able to completely stop nagging, but you’ll know how to manage a particular situation!

  Let’s continue looking at a parent’s job description. For some strange reason, it’s implied that all parents need to follow the same set of rules. These rules can be found in parenting literature or brochures that we receive when we are pregnant. They can also be declared by “parenting experts” we see on TV, or by friends, our parents, and neighbors. They provide a template for more obvious ways of dealing with problems.

  What about the parts that aren’t as obvious? Do we create our own templates for how we “should” be as parents? What are they based on? Are they of any use to us? Yes, maybe they are, and maybe the expert advice is of use too—sometimes. Difficulties and confusion arise at times when advice that “should” work doesn’t. When I’m faced with a situation I can’t handle as a parent, I often clutch at a piece of straw, a new way of doing something. But I often end up with a whole bale of hay on my head—dropped from above! We need to choose the straw, and the choice needs to be based on who I am, who my child is, whom I share my parenting job with, and in what way things work in our family. What works for one parent might not work at all for me. On this basis, we need to reflect on our very own, unique job description as a parent. What aspects do I need to pay attention to, what do I need to contemplate? I am the expert of my children and my situation. What does my job description look like? What help or what support do I want?

  Is it possible to write a parenting book without mentioning the parent’s role? It probably is, but let’s think about it for a bit. The word itself is interesting. Do we play a role when we’re with our children? What does that role entail? The answer is probably different for each one of us. The widespread image of the parenting role has certainly changed a lot in the last hundred years. Regardless of what has influenced it—the church, social movements, families, public radio, medicine, education— the approach is that we as parents must educate our children so that they function in the society they live in. A parent’s role today is all about choosing for yourself and deciding what is the best for you and your children—in theory. That’s easier in theory than in practice though, and we end up stuck in a gap between theory—thinking that we are free to do as we want—and in practice, which is often influenced by old habits

  and values. By becoming aware of how we think and what we actually do, we can make a decision to change.

  Let’s imagine that we are going to play the role of a parent. Who am I in the company of my child? What if you’re only a human being? We have spoken to many parents who have told us how they “stepped out of the parental role” in order to handle a situation. This entailed leaving behind the “almighty” and “powerful” preconceptions, and, instead, revealing feelings, failing and trying again, horsing around and having fun, feeling a certain way about something one day and then feeling a different way another day—and they discovered the impact these new emotions had was so much greater.

  We need to be aware of what we do and our way of thinking, and sometimes we need to review and analyze our parenting. We might look at what we’ve tried in the past and discover that it wasn’t appropriate. What’s done is done and we did what we thought was best in that moment. Let’s move on. Then we can start thinking in new ways and do it with love and respect for ourselves. As a parent, it’s easy to judge ourselves, and often those who talk about their unconventional methods feel the need to explain or make excuses for themselves. We want unconventional parents to be proud! They have started to become aware, reexamined the problem, and found a new (if slightly crazy) solution, and they’ve come far enough to take action. That’s great! We envision that in the near future, there will be a swarm of unconventional parents proudly standing up for their cause. This is the way we do it and it works!

  We can still continue comparing our pregnancies, births, the progress of our children, and our parenting skills with other parents, because we need to see the similarities and differences and find common ground. We need to reflect upon our parenting methods by seeing how others handle things, but some parents try to seem perfect and don’t delve into the real problems they are dealing with. We, as parents, can and should help each other. We don’t have to cope with everything on our own. One way could be to actually talk about our smallness, and share our difficulties and troubles with others. Another way is to be brave and stand up for our methods regardless of others’ reactions. A third is to celebrate and encourage other parents who do what they believe in. When someone asks us a question, we should feel like we are being asked and not questioned.

  In order to do the contrary, we need to be spontaneous and flexible. This is easier to do if you know what your limits and boundaries are as a parent, but it also depends on how you want to “shape” your children. The size of the surface varies for all of us. When we know the boundaries, we can move around freely in that space.

  We need to be comfortable with the fact that we don’t always know what the outcome will be. It might not turn out well at all . . . or it will turn out perfectly . . . or at least good enough.

  We have to be able to deal with setbacks. They can be fun!

  We also need to be able to handle success.

  We may have to “kill our darlings.” There is comfort in doing the same things over and over again, even when it no longer benefits us.

  We may need to ask ourselves questions such as: How bad could it be? What’s the worst that could happen? What’s the best thing that could happen?

  Sometimes, we need to do things that haven’t been done previously. The brave have to lead the way, to help those who follow.

  We may need support, guidance, and a pat on the back.

  We need to prepare ourselves for lots of fun!

  To conclude the introduction, we want to emphasize the benefits of doing things contrary to traditional methods. Contrary action cures perfectionism. We don’t have to stress out about always being perfect. We can be lazy, we can be rebellious, and we can go our very own way.

  Being unconventional increases our self-esteem and self-confidence. We have the courage to think in new ways, do new things, and change our behavior. We trust our ability to handle situations. We learn to like ourselves, regardless of success or failure. We can be less pristine around our children, others, and ourselves.

  Contrary thinking also becomes a way for our children to deal with situations. Think of how it will benefit them!

  Unconventionality is creating something new, and there is an intrinsic value in this, whether it makes life more fun, easy, or no different at all. We are one step closer to something better, or at least one step away from what we were unhappy with.

  Do This! Not That! will give you some straws that you can pick up if you want and need to. See it as a bunch that you can use to make your own wreath or bouquet. We are confident that you are the best parent for your child and that you will make loving choices based on the details and the whole picture. Most times you’ll be able to do it without a problem, but it’s going to be challenging sometimes too—and that’s okay!

  Anna Glas & Ase Teiner


  Growing as an adult

  To become a parent is to grow as a person. After your first child is born you will do a crazy amount of growing, which may feel strange, different, and energy-consuming, but sometimes, it might feel completely opposite. It obviously depends on who you are, what kind of life you led previously, and what expectations you have. There are few things in life that drastically alter your existence as much as becoming a parent. Once the child is born, it’s just there. You’re a parent, period. But somehow, most people are able to handle becoming a parent. It’s great, amazing, and admirable! Sure, people have been giving birth since forever, but it actually says a lot about our capacity as human beings.

  You go from focusing on yourself and other things to now having to focus on your child above all else. If you can, don’t let it go to your head! But while you are taking care of your child and yourself, you also have to handle everything that continues going on around you.

  Many parents express just how difficult and tiring it is to sort out all the information about parenting. One mom told us: “Everyone complains about all the information that surrounds us in today’s society. Wait until you have kids! Once you have a kid, it only increases, and it takes a lot of energy for me to organize all the information I receive about how I should take care of my child.” When we started talking to her about common sense, she shrugged with annoyance and then exclaimed with a slightly hopeless tone: “I had common sense before I had children, but it sort of disappeared—it’s a luxury.” We have thought a lot about what that mother said. Sure, she was being humorous and said it with a twinkle in her eye, but what if there are more parents who think like this—they think that common sense was something they once had, that had disappeared and then reappeared as a type of luxury? It is nice to see common sense as a luxury, though, a luxury that we all have and actually could use. People will definitely grow when making use of that luxury, especially parents who are in great need of common sense.

  We believe that one of the reasons that common sense is so difficult to use is because everyone feels the need to give advice to parents on how they should act and what they should do. Nowadays parents are hot prey. We want the very best for our children, but do we have the courage to take a chance and assume that common sense will lead us in the right direction? We could play it safe and choose the certain before the uncertain, so that we don’t have to risk what’s most precious to us—our kids. But who decides what we can and cannot do as parents? If you were to ask that question to parents, the majority would answer: “We do!” If we play with the idea that we are free to decide for ourselves, we would more easily be able to “indulge” ourselves in common sense. The road between theory and practice is sometimes frustratingly long. Or, you can reflect on what common sense consists of.

  We believe that common sense is based on intuition, as well as experience, and that this is unique for each person—your common sense is yours alone. Which brings us to the next question: How much parenting experience do we have when it becomes our turn? Well, we may have none or we may have plenty. Looking back in time, people were often younger when they became parents. Information about parenting wasn’t as widespread. Children were not as planned as they are today. This probably meant that people dealt with things in the moment— thinking on their feet, shooting from the hip. Many were also responsible for taking care of younger siblings and, therefore, had the experience and practical knowledge that they could use as a starting point when they became parents. Whether the past was better or worse is of less importance, since we are alive now, but it might serve as an explanation to make us understand something of use to us.

  Parenting trends change. Nowadays we feel that the trend is to think for yourself and create your own system for your family, with society’s rules in the background. Anything is normal!

  This is where problems arise. While we must think for ourselves, often quickly, there is so much information, so much to think about. We’re used to being told how we should do things, and now we are listening to how we could do things. There are thousands of theoretical outlines and methods we can use to solve our problems, find self-realization, and make decent people out of our children. Parents today are great at taking in information, but how well do we evaluate it all? It takes time to assess everything, just like the mother earlier in the book noted. That energy could instead be put toward “just being a parent.” That mother became angry after a while and that gave her a lot of much-needed energy and high spirits. When other parents feel uncertain, however, it drains their energy. We are the most energized when we feel confident as parents. This is when we can grow. Feeling confident doesn’t mean that we always know what we should do with our children and that we are never worried. Anxiety and uncertainty are feelings we can’t escape as parents, or in life in general for that matter, and that certainly makes us human beings. But it doesn’t necessarily have to come all at once. It’s better when these feelings of anxiety come in little doses every once in a while.

  As the “teachers” we are, we like working with the idea of the knowledge stairs. They have created security, insight, and growth for us, as well as for the parents we’ve talked to.

  To explain what the knowledge stairs are, we’ll give you an example. Let’s take something as simple as diapering. You are expecting your first child and are currently on the unconscious ignorance step when it comes to this feat. You might have never changed a diaper, and expectant parents usually don’t think about changing diapers—there are other things that are much more important. You are unaware of your ignorance of diaper changing; it’s something that you don’t reflect on whatsoever. On this step there is peace and quiet, but you aren’t learning anything new either. And then suddenly, you’re at the maternity ward and you’re faced with a diaper full of brown, sticky goo. Without noticing it, you have taken a step up the ladder and landed on the conscious ignorance step. What do you do? Penis up, down, or sideways? Which sides should be lifted? Soap and water, just water, or hand disinfectant (yes, sometimes it’s really confusing)? Maybe you start doing it the way you think is best, or you ask for help, and surely it will all be fine in the end. Now you know how to change your baby’s diaper and have, therefore, reached the happy, conscious knowledge step. This is great! You’re a genius at diapering!
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  Next, you come home and you have to listen to “when you were little, we always used wipes made out of foam rubber—they were so easy to rinse out—but of course, you don’t have running water next to your changing table . . .” or, “we think the ones made out of paper are the best, the bottom doesn’t get as red and irritated,” or, “the small washable cloths that can be reused are the best—we need to think a little about the environment, too.” And there you are, leaving the maternity ward with a bag filled with practical ready-to-use wipes—perfect for those who mounted the changing table to the bedroom wall, with no direct connection to water. . . . This is when we must stand firmly on the conscious knowledge step. If you don’t, you will fall back to the step you just left; that awful, uncertain conscious ignorance. What’s the most important thing? That the wipes are easy to rinse? That the butt won’t turn red? That we are caring for the environment? That it’s practical for us? Or all of the above? Even though there isn’t a huge problem, you should think it through. Take a stand. You might need to come up with arguments in order to explain and defend your choice.

  You will soon return to conscious awareness, and eventually you will be at the top of the stairs on the unconscious knowledge step. You will change your baby’s diaper, in the dark and half asleep, without even thinking of it. You just do it. At this stage, you aren’t very dependent on what everyone else thinks because you found a way that works for you.

  We don’t want to make you anxious, but try to picture numerous knowledge stairs—one for each thing you are about to learn (sleeping very little at night, comforting, bathing, holding, refraining from satisfying your own needs first, feeding, etc.). Then take note of how you run, jump, fall, crawl up and down (mostly up) all those stairs. No wonder it’s difficult being a parent sometimes! If it consoles you in any way, you can recognize that everyone around you is stumbling up and down in the same way. With this thought in the back of your mind, you can’t deny that it feels great walking up the stairs. It’s just as incredibly frustrating standing on the conscious ignorance step as it is wonderful to flourish on the unconscious knowledge step. This is when we have learned something new! Being on the bottom and top steps pretty much does the same thing for our conscious self, but the big difference is that we have grown a lot by the time we get to the top.

  So, frustration can actually make us learn things and help us grow. Tell that to a sleep-deprived parent and you’ll get punched. Frustration doesn’t necessarily mean that you are in the middle of a learning process. You may currently be facing something that is overwhelming.

  You might need support. You may need to compare yourself to other parents. Ask for help! Talk to wise people around you. Express what it is that you want! If you don’t want advice, say so—otherwise, you are probably going to get it. The people around you want to help, but they may not realize what you need help with. And for all of those who love to throw around “good” advice: your intentions are certainly well-meant, but don’t assume that others want it—give advice away like you would a gift, but ask the person if they want it first and don’t be upset if the person declines. It’s okay if I say that I just want you to listen to my whining for a while; or if I ask you to walk around with the stroller so that I can take a nap; or surprise me with something that will invigorate me; or tell me what you would have done if you were me; or give me three completely insane suggestions on what I could do. If you want a piece or two of advice—ask for it. You are free to ask whatever you want! You could get a no, but you’ve most likely made someone else happy by having given him or her the opportunity to help and grow. In addition, you have been brave and revealed your smallness.

  By showing that you can be small as well as great, you can help other parents in their growing process. You’re not alone in feeling that parenthood can be tricky at times. We initially wrote about how important it is for us as parents to actually help each other, and helping another parent can come in the form of you standing up for your own unusual methods. “At our place we wash the baby’s bottom with a sheet of wet writing paper. We rip it up in order to remove the sharp edges. It works great! I’ve also heard that there are wipes made out of foam rubber, soft paper, and fabric, but it wasn’t for us.” Someone will be impressed, while another person will think you’re crazy. So what? Think of how much fun we’ll have when we start telling each other about the crazy things we do! Or when we start talking about our failures. “We tried wet writing paper when diapering. Eva brought the recycling box home from work, but it was a total fiasco. It worked great as a poo scraper, but you should have seen how difficult it was to flush it down the toilet.” We will succeed sometimes and fail other times. We will have to deal with both setbacks and success. We can change our actions and ourselves in order to fit our aspirations. As much and as many times as we want! We need to celebrate and believe in ourselves, as well as celebrate and believe in others who do what they think is best, even when they fail. Doing this will definitely make us grow.

  Doing something as a parent, traditional or contrary, will affect our children. When we decide to do things in a certain way as parents, we do it on various premises. It can revolve around us learning how to cope. Sometimes you need something to be useful, another time you need it to be simple, other times fun or cheap, but it always needs to be about making things as good as possible for our children. It usually turns out this way, but if it doesn’t, we are quick to correct it, yet also quick to judge ourselves. Not being perfect in front of our kids can also be a good thing. What are we teaching our children when we stand up for what we believe in and the decisions we make? When we fail but are okay with our shortcomings and still love ourselves? When we find that other people’s solutions seem exciting? When we are brave, leave our comfort zone, and maybe do something that we in our wildest imagination didn’t think we would do? When we stand firm in the midst of everything else shifting when it would be easier to just go with the flow? When we go with the flow because we can’t be bothered doing otherwise or don’t think that it’s important to resist? When we’re doing our best? When we reveal our true colors?

  That we are human beings!

  


  What do you need to start doing in order to grow as a parent?

  What do you need to stop doing in order to grow as a parent?

  What do you need to do more of in order to grow as a parent?

  What do you need to do less of in order to grow as a parent?

  When do you do it?


  I do what Pippi Longstocking did and it usually works out!

  Sometimes I get sick of all the advice, opinions, and ideas from others. I might ask for someone’s opinion and all of a sudden I am listening to half a novel’s worth about how it should be done or the best way of doing it.

  Kristina with Briana, age 2V2.

  I’ve always hated getting advice and suggestions without me asking for them. I have a really hard time listening to others’ “best way,” especially when they aren’t interested in what I think, but they have their own agenda for providing the advice. They either think that they are great or they just want to hear their own voice and express their opinion.

  I can figure things out myself and if I want help or advice, I’ll ask for it. It’s not that I think I’m a know-it-all and that I know how to do everything by myself, but let me make the decision. I am an adult.

  Before I had children, I often chose not to listen when someone was giving me tips or advice; I just nodded a little and went merrily on my way. Very rarely did I have to resort to shouting when people didn’t understand that they pushed my limit. I really don’t want to be rude and I try to listen and engage and reject the advice if it isn’t helping me. But I’d like to do it without stepping on anyone’s toes.

  Our pedantic neighbors often gave us advice and ideas after we had just moved in, but the advice was mostly about them wanting us to do things in a way that would satisfy their aesthetic needs.

  Neighbor 1: “It would look great if the hedge was as tall as the mailbox.” (Ours was about forty inches higher.)

  “It sure would,” I said with a smile and stayed in my deck chair. “But we have done well with the grass.”

  My philosophy has been to not dig too deeply into something, be friendly, and not to let the criticism and ideas of others faze me.

  It worked well. Until I got pregnant. Suddenly we were hot prey for all those people who knew so much more than us. My own mother, my mother-in-law, our friends with and without kids—they all had opinions, suggestions, and advice that had to be heard. I’m wondering whether this was because I was a relatively young mother or if everyone else has had to deal with the same thing.

  “Do not . . .”

  “You must . . .”

  “You should . . .”

  “You also have to think about that . . .”

  I felt quite vulnerable because here I was standing in the middle of something that was completely new to me, and everyone else knew so much more than me, and everyone also had their own opinions. There were always plenty of different answers to the same question, which resulted in even more questions, and both our heads were spinning around. What was the right answer, what was the wrong one?

  We decided to use my old familiar trick, which is pretending to listen, but still doing what we think is best for us. It was our baby and our pregnancy, and we didn’t want to ruin it by worrying and thinking about what we should do. Loads of women have been pregnant before me and so many children had been raised with or without outsider advice. It was us against the world.

  We went to an ultrasound fairly late to make sure that the baby was developing as she should. Afterwards, we went out for food to celebrate that everything was looking great. As we were sitting down and looking at the menu, I noticed that the person sitting at the next table was being served a big piece of meat and I felt how my mouth was watering: I wanted meat!

  “I want what he is having,” I said, pointing at his plate.

  The waiter took note and asked, “I assume you want it well-done?”

  “No, medium,” I said, looking quizzically at him.

  “Well-done,” said the waiter while glancing at my stomach.

  “Medium,” I repeated and glared at him.

  I understand that he had good intentions and that pregnant women shouldn’t eat raw meat, but I wanted a steak, not a shoe sole. That’s why I ordered it.

  My husband, Jacob, gave me the thumbs up—us against the world.

  This is the way it has continued: everyone has an opinion, which is fine by me, but I decide that I will not worry unnecessarily.

  I could make a long list of times I’ve used this strategy. During my pregnancy I met with three different midwives at the maternity clinic and they all said different things about weight and measurements and childbirth. I read up on it, asked the people I trusted, and tried what I felt was best, without worrying too much.

  I was happy that we only had to meet with one midwife who gave us just the support we needed when giving birth. We had to manage by ourselves as far as we could take it, and then there she was by our side until it was over. What an experience.

  Breastfeeding! How many different tips, tricks, advice, and recommendations are there?
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