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Introduction



For nearly seventy years, from the 1930s to the end of the twentieth century, Dr. Benjamin Spock was the pediatrician to whom parents turned for guidance about a wide variety of child rearing issues. The popularity of his first book, Baby and Child Care, brought national and international recognition to Dr. Spock for his sound, practical advice and gentle voice. It became the most widely read book on child care ever written.




Today, decades later, it is still the most respected parenting book in the world; and Dr. Spock’s other books are equally celebrated. Although he is gone, millions of parents continue to “consult” him by virtue of his writings. Why such popularity and success? I think there are three major reasons.

First, his range of subjects was comprehensive, incorporating parents’ concerns about physical health (for example, nutrition, safety, immunizations, early signs of illness, and home remedies) and psychological health (knowledge about normal development, parent and sibling relationships, the different experiences of mothers and fathers, the effect of work outside the home on family life, and many others).

Second, a hallmark of his writing is that Dr. Spock “spoke” to parents. Mothers and fathers often wrote to him with some variation of “When I read your book, it is as if you are sitting at my kitchen table talking and listening to me.” His focus was always on the parent; he wrote with the assumption that parents are capable, wise, and open to understanding the development and needs of their children. “Trust yourself” was a theme that guided all of his advice to parents.

The third reason, I believe, for the preeminent place Dr. Spock continues to hold among parents is his respect for change and diversity. He recognized that the way we raise children reflects a culture’s values and that some of our values and perspectives on children and family change over time. Characteristically, he did not tell us “the right way to do it.” He recognized the inherent value of diversity in families and communities. In every position he took, he respected that diversity.


This book derives from a series of articles published in two magazines, Redbook (1985–1992) and Parenting (1992–1998). The articles have been edited, catalogued, and published in two volumes.

 Dr. Spock’s The School Years explores current trends in our society that have an impact on raising children. It is published with a companion volume, Dr. Spock’s The First Two Years, the table of contents for which can be found at the end of the book.

Dr. Spock begins with a discussion of the values he believed are most important to instill, including teaching children to give and share and the value of duties and responsibilities at an early age. He explores our current emphasis on material things by asking the question “Do kids have too much?” and asserts the importance of spirituality in the emerging value system of children. Dr. Spock’s definition of spirituality is broad: “By spiritual values I mean generosity, kindness, cooperation, honesty, the creation and appreciation of beauty, idealism, love. . . . I am writing primarily about aspects of spirituality that don’t depend on religious beliefs, but rather a spirituality that applies to people’s relationships with each other and with themselves, whether or not they are religious.”

The next section begins with a discussion of the changing family. Dr. Spock deeply respected all those who care for children, not just the traditional nuclear family with two parents. The single parent, divorced parents, parents who raise children in stepfamilies, and stepparents are all appreciated for what they bring to child-rearing, as are the contributions of grandparents. In “Preparing children for a good marriage,” Dr. Spock points out that children learn about respect, love, and how to act in a decent way by watching their parents.

The section on contemporary culture explores many current concerns of parents, including the enormous challenges of working parents, the risk of overscheduling a child’s activities, the influence of television, and the uncertainties of adolescent sexuality. Throughout his writings, and particularly in this section, he addresses the necessity of raising children who can make their own decisions.

The next two sections, on discipline and social development, are applicable for parents with both young and older children. Discipline is understood as an opportunity to teach children expectations for behavior, beginning in infancy and continuing through adolescence. Dr. Spock believed that hesitancy in parenting was the major barrier to effective discipline. He helps parents understand the many factors that seem to encourage hesitancy and makes suggestions for improvement. Other topics include lying, the importance of play, popularity, peer pressure and sibling rivalry.

Another central concern that runs throughout Dr. Spock’s writings is the importance of education, which in his definition extended beyond the classroom to include activities with family members and peers, in the home and in the community. In the final section of the book, he highlights the value of a warm, mutually respectful relationship between teacher and student, and the significance of human relations as a core component of all education. He concludes with some specific recommendations of how public education could be improved to better meet the needs of children.


During the year prior to his recent death, Dr. Spock and I met several times each week. With his wife, Mary Morgan, he had moved from the colder climate of his beloved Maine to southern California, a more gentle climate at a time of declining health. Sitting in his patio surrounded by many plants, colorful flowers, a large aquarium and a canyon view covered with green chaparral, we talked about children. Together, we reviewed the seventh edition of Baby and Child Care. I was amazed at his enthusiasm. At ninety-four years of age, with a weakening physical body, he found the intellectual and emotional strength to engage and be engaged in a dialogue about ideas that remained important to him. New approaches to encourage and sustain breast feeding, eliminating the traditional use of powder for diaper rashes, aspects of his new recommendation for a vegetarian diet, and reviewing newer approaches to bed-wetting are a few examples of subjects we discussed. Dr. Spock’s thoughtful responses were consistently laced with his clinical experiences and the ideas and suggestions he gleaned from the many parents who wrote to him.

When I read the essays collected in this book I hear that voice. It is a voice that comes from an informed and thoughtful mind, a voice that speaks directly to parents—with confidence in your wish to be a good parent. He trusted and respected your intelligence and good intentions. It is my hope that this book captures the knowledge and wisdom of a pediatrician who dedicated his life to the emotional and physical health of children.
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Teaching Values to Children




Teaching Children to Give and Share




Real generosity can’t be taught in the way the multiplication tables can be taught, by telling and by drilling. For generosity is much more fundamental than just the polite sharing of playthings with friends or giving presents to relatives on their birthdays. Real generosity springs from love, the deepest, strongest, and most durable of the emotions. If children aren’t loving, efforts to teach them to share and give won’t accomplish much.

But even children who have plenty of love in their hearts will need some help in expressing it as generosity. And they’ll be more ready to learn at certain stages of childhood, and under certain conditions, which parents should know about.

Children are born equipped to learn to love, at the appropriate stages, in response to their parents’ love. When parents have no love to give, their children never become loving. Love is expressed by parents—and appreciated by children—in various ways at different ages. Toward very young infants, parents show it by being ever ready to comfort them when they are miserable—for example, with hunger or cold or fatigue or the belly ache. Young babies learn to trust and appreciate this faithfulness. We know this by comparing the development of babies who have been raised by responsive and loving parents with babies raised by unreliable, unfeeling parents.

As babies grow, their parents shower them with smiles, hugs, exaggerated compliments, and baby talk. You can see the effect in the delight with which these babies respond.

In the second and third years, children feel the urge to independence: they insist on their right to make certain decisions and to say No. Yet at the same time they become much more aware of their need for dependence on their parents. They fear separation from them. They are leery of strangers. Loving parents tactfully show their awareness of both these opposite needs: They never let them feel abandoned; they let them think they are winning some of the arguments, and avoid others altogether.

Between the ages of three and six children seem to feel that they’ve achieved enough independence for the time being; they become less argumentative, more outgoing, more cooperative, more companionable. Their most powerful drive now is to pattern themselves after their parents whom they admire extravagantly. They want to speak like them, dress like them, play at the same occupations as far as they can, pretend to be married and have babies of their own, just like their parents. Children’s outgoingness and affectionateness at this age make them ready to learn sharing and giving—and to enjoy them.

After the age of six years, children feel a renewed urge toward independence. They no longer want slavishly to identify with parents. They turn to children of their own age and sex to identify with, to speak like them, dress like them, have the same playthings, hobbies, and ideals. They are beginning a crucial shift—from being a child of the family to being a person of the outer world.

Now let’s look more closely at the readiness for generosity at different ages. Even before a year of age, a baby chewing on a crust of bread will offer the soggy end to his mother, with a smile that’s both loving and proud. He’s proud to be copying such a grown-up act, I think. His mother encourages his generosity by smacking her lips over this morsel. At a little over one year, a baby just able to walk will keep his distance from his mother’s visitor while he scrutinizes her carefully for a quarter or half an hour, as if to discover whether she is safe to approach. He is now both scared and eager to make friends. He decides he likes her, walks slowly up to her, and offers her one of his precious toys, perhaps even his favorite comforter. She reaches out and he allows her to take hold of it. But he doesn’t let go. I’d say that he has the impulse to be generous but that giving up a personal possession is still way beyond him. This may seem perplexing to an adult, who thinks of offering and letting go as two stages of the same process.

By two years of age, children are watching their parents and imitating any action they can manage, particularly anything that seems helpful such as fetching a diaper for the new baby or putting the knives, forks, and spoons on the table. I knew a two-year-old who even offered his precious pacifier to the new baby, an act of extreme generosity! But such feelings may be ended abruptly when the baby grows old enough to begin grabbing the older child’s possessions.

This spontaneous helpfulness toward the parents or a dependent baby is quite different from sharing toys with other children of the same age or playing cooperatively with them. In fact, this is still the age period when a child indignantly cries out Mine when another child tries to use his possession and goes after him to fiercely yank it away. Or he may bat the other child with the toy or bite him.

Two-year-olds enjoy watching other children play and imitating them. This is sometimes called parallel play; but it shouldn’t be confused with cooperative play or sharing.

Now let’s get on to how you can help children to be givers. It goes without saying that they should feel well loved—from birth to adulthood. Parental love is more than hugs and baby talk, of course. It’s meeting children’s legitimate needs for physical affection, for appreciation of their achievements, for comforting when they are hurt in body or spirit. It’s sensing that they’ll probably be made jealous by the arrival of a brother or sister and talking with them sympathetically about their mixed feelings.

Parental love has to include sensible control as children grow old enough to get into trouble or to hurt other people’s possessions. But control doesn’t have to include punishment or disagreeableness, only firmness and reasonable consistency.

The most useful advice I can offer about fostering generosity is to take full advantage of the impulse in children at different ages to be helpful and giving. Lay your hand on the toy half offered by the one-year-old; smile and say thank you three times, but don’t try to get the toy away from him—that would bring out his possessiveness.

Welcome the helpfulness of the two-year-old who wants to put the eating utensils on the table. Don’t say to him or to yourself that you can do it faster yourself. That’s not the point. The time to let children help you—or help themselves—is when it seems exciting to them (provided, of course, that it’s not dangerous). If you put them off until they are more skilled, the impulse will have passed and you’ll have to persuade them or make them do what’s no longer appealing. Express appreciation for a job well done. Keep holding out the hope that someday they’ll be able to take on a more difficult job, like putting the plates on the table.

Don’t try to persuade two-year-olds to share their playthings with others. They are too possessive to accept the idea. They may already be suspicious that other children are trying to get their playthings. When their parents urge them to share, they feel that everyone is out to rob them. This may make them more possessive than ever.

As children get into the three-to-five year-old stage, they become more outgoing. They enjoy each other’s company. They are more ready for cooperative play, in which they build block structures together or play “house” or doctor and patient, or pretend to be driver and passengers in a bus, or take turns pulling the wagon and riding in it. To help them make this transition from selfish to generous, parents can demonstrate the fun of cooperative play, by entering in, enthusiastically. Such suggestions are much more likely to fall on receptive soil at three years than at two. This is the time to encourage wider, regular participation in housework and yard work by showing appreciation and making suggestions in a cordial spirit.

Make the times, when you and the child are working together, social occasions when you chat and gossip enjoyably, as you would do with an adult friend.

If a child forgets to be helpful one day, resist the impulse to scold. Remind her how much she helps you and how much you need her help today. If this fails, be a bit more insistent, without getting cross. Remember that in day-care centers they expect and get housekeeping help from the children, week after week, all year long!

After the age of six years, children turn away from their fascination with playing “house”—which is playing family—-and with playing at marriage and caring for babies. Their interests are now science, nature, school work, hobbies. They no longer want to identify with their parents. Instead they identify with their peers—in their language, clothes, table manners, and possessions. They are concerned with how to be accepted in the school and in the community.

In their devotion to their pals they are likely to form clubs or gangs, one of the main functions of which is to exclude those who seem different. So there is a strong trend toward intolerance, which can be quite cruel. On the other hand, children are eager to find out how things are done in the outside world. If they have parents and teachers whom they respect because they are wise but kind, they can be easily led into understanding and feeling friendly toward people from other backgrounds and other parts of the world. I was impressed with how my two children, who had loving, socially conscious teachers, became increasingly tolerant and appreciative of other kinds of people as they progressed though the grades. This spirit is still very prominent in their adult years. I consider tolerance to be a vital aspect of generosity, which can certainly be taught, by both teachers and parents, and which will help their children to get along throughout their social and occupational lives.

After six and through the teen years, children can be encouraged to think generously of those outside their own circle. They can repair, with a parent’s help, toys they have outgrown that may be collected and distributed to disadvantaged children by some local organization. They can donate a nominal part of their allowance or earnings at Sunday school or to another charity. As adolescents they can volunteer for community service such as offering books or singing in groups to adult hospital patients, playing with or reading to children in hospitals and other institutions, or tutoring younger pupils in school.

I want to make a special plea for generosity at Christmas, Chanukah, and birthdays. These are occasions when many children are encouraged to nearly wallow in greediness. They think and talk only about what they want. I think also that many of them get too many gifts. Parents have the opportunity to shift the emphasis somewhat. Encourage your children to make their own holiday greeting cards, and simple presents for their parents and grandparents. Let them think about, choose and pay for the presents for their friends at the birthday party and for friends and young relatives for Christmas and for Chanukah.

Children are no different than adults in getting joy from giving. I can still remember vividly my satisfaction in third grade making a set of small blotters tied together with a ribbon, the top one embellished with a tiny calendar and a crayon drawing of a house in the snow. (When I was growing up, all the adults had to have blotters because the ink in pens dried slowly.) After I took it home, I hid it as carefully as if it was a diamond ring. On Christmas morning I could hardly wait for my parents to open it.

It’s not only more blessed to give, it’s more exciting. This is particularly true if the parents have emphasized this point of view and have demonstrated their joy in giving.


Duties and Responsibilities


At age two years, a child can begin helping to dress himself. Children are eager to do the grown-up thing. They will stay interested and stay at the job longer if the parent works with them.
I think the main thing you want to think about is the “spirit” with which you present duties and responsibilities. Young children are wild to be grown up. They follow older siblings around eager to imitate them. They play “house” all day where they take on the responsibility of caring for a doll. They are very eager to learn the responsibilities of adult life.

This eagerness and enthusiasm is the key ingredient as you begin to teach your child these duties. If you stay with this spirit, which the child has naturally, and show the same enthusiasm for the job and work along with the child, then it’s a joy rather than a chore. If you leave it for the child to do alone, or you feel angry and demand that the child do these duties, then the spirit of excitement and enjoyment is crushed. And even though you may get the chore done quicker through threats, you have lost the real job, which is to have a cooperative and loving spirit both from the child and from the parent.

You can decide what chore you would like your child to learn, then be sure that she is capable of doing the chore. Let’s say it’s picking up her toys. If she’s an eager three-year-old and sees that putting the toys away is part of “play,” then she’ll eagerly follow your lead. You can show her how to put the doll to bed in her crib each time, then she’ll soon catch on that that’s where the doll goes when she is finished playing. These habits can easily be formed without nagging. Of course, you can do the job much faster by yourself, but that misses the point. Fast isn’t the goal here. It takes talking to the child and showing her how to put away her toys. You might say, “This is where your teddy likes to sleep when you are through playing with him.” You must be patient with a child at this age, and realize they need to be reminded, but not scolded or nagged. And always working along with the child gives them an excellent role model. If you love what you do, your child will soon learn to love doing her job also.

When your child is a little older, you can begin teaching her simple food preparation. I know some children who were “cooking” and stirring food before they could walk. Your experience in the kitchen with your children can be very fulfilling, rewarding and fun. Be very careful with sharp knives with young children. But you’ll find that young children love to pull up a chair to the sink and wash carrots. At six or seven years, they can fill a pot with water and prepare to steam or blanch the carrots. You can teach them to prepare peanut-butter sandwiches which they love.

Many children love to help plan a meal, shop for it, do the preparations, and serve it, following it through to completion. They may be forgetful at times, and I’m sure your kitchen will be messier, but the goal here is to help the child assume, in a joyful way, the preparation of food. This is a skill which your son or daughter will enjoy and use the rest of their life. So starting young can be a wonderful habit which you can both share. If you enjoy cooking and being in the kitchen, then your child will pick this up right away. If you hate to cook, then you should not even try to get your child to cook. Try instead some project that you can both feel some eagerness for.

If your two-year-old is eager to help out with the cooking, then she can stir the corn bread as you add the ingredients. And your older child can gradually cook the oatmeal, but only if you can be sure that she understands how to keep from burning herself. After she cooks it, she may want to serve it to herself and other family members, for further gratification.

The more you participate, in a cheerful and exciting manner, with your child in learning to do chores, the more success you will have. And you will find this a very rewarding experience as you learn patience, tolerate less tidiness, and accept the level of skill of your child. This can also be a very rewarding learning experience for the parents, as they learn from their child how to be patient and accepting.

Parents can best teach a child responsibility by being responsible themselves. Children love to model themselves after adults, and they will more likely show eagerness and readiness when the parents have responsibilities they take on with pride and joy.

When a child sees her father or mother raking the leaves, washing the car, or taking care of the lawn, then the child will want to put on her boots and get a brush and scrub the tires of the car, and rinse the car with the hose. She may spray herself as well, but she will enjoy the close companionship of her father or mother while doing a grown-up job.

Many children decide their careers early in life, and I’m sure that I decided to become a pediatrician because I was the oldest of six children, and I identified with my mother. I helped take care of my younger brother, Bob. And I changed diapers and gave bottles to my younger siblings. I’m sure that taking on the responsibilities of caring for my younger siblings gave me the foundation for going into pediatrics. When my mother would let me take care of one of the babies, I felt more grown up and identified with the adults, and acted like one too.

Parents sometimes find it hard to step back and let go and leave the doing of the job to the child, because the parent can do it faster and better. Your child’s inexperience may try your patience, but you can give your child a sense of pride by showing that you have faith that she can do a good job.


DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES—SUGGESTIONS AT EACH AGE




Do Kids Have Too Much?




Many American children have a lot more possessions than children in other parts of the world. In infancy, a crib is usually full of stuffed animals. This pattern is followed throughout childhood with dolls, push-pull toys, a wagon, tricycle, toy cars, doll outfits, robots, guns, phonograph, table games, space ships, bicycle, athletic equipment, radio, perhaps a real car as a gift on the sixteenth birthday or earned with after-school jobs.On speaking tours I usually stay with a family and am assigned to the child’s room. In it there are so many playthings on bureau tops, shelves, and chairs that there is no room for my small toilet kit. And the closet is so tightly packed with clothes that there is no space or hanger for my jacket. (I’m not complaining, only making a point.) Parents in most other parts of the world would be flabbergasted or horrified by such indulgence.

Partly it’s that the waves of people who’ve immigratedto the United States ever since 1620 uprooted themselves from the old country because they wanted their children to have all the advantages they themselves couldn’t have—not just playthings but education, good jobs, religious freedom, and dignity.

I’m not thinking of playthings alone. Children can be indulged with too many clothes, too many privileges, too many parental sacrifices of any kind. It’s not just the quantity or the expense of the things or the privileges. More important is the relationship of the cost to the parents’ means. It’s how much of a sacrifice they are making or being asked by the child to make, and most important of all, whether the child appreciates the sacrifice and shows a willingness to make some sacrifice, too.

For example, when a six-year-old asks for a bicycle, I think it’s wise for the parents not to immediately go out and buy it. They can mention its expense and then discuss its appropriateness as a birthday, or Christmas, or Chanukah present. If these occasions are many months away, they can suggest that, by saving his allowance or performing a regular job, he can contribute his share to this major purchase. I feel that the delay in gratification and the sharing of the expense are both sensible in the case of something costly. It helps the child to understand that money doesn’t grow on trees. It tests out whether his desire is a deep one or just a passing fancy. And it certainly makes him appreciate something that he has helped to pay for.

I think there is no doubt about it that, in general, children who have loads of possessions don’t appreciate them as much as those who have only a moderate number. They come too easily, before the desire has had much chance to build up. More importantly, with fewer playthings, children are challenged to be creative, to think of new ways to vary their play—for example, to cast a doll in new roles, new situations, and to make the doll work through common difficulties in children’s own lives, such as a fear of inoculations or resentment over punishments. In other words, the children have invested a lot more meaning in the plaything. I’m contrasting in my mind the American child almost swamped with toys and a child I saw in a documentary film about an undeveloped, poor country, playing endlessly with a doll she had fashioned out of a stick. It was all she had and she was making the most of it.

Another contrast, at the opposite extreme, is a situation occasionally seen in a child guidance clinic. The parents don’t really love their child much, but in their guilt they heap presents on her instead, to try to make up for their lack of love. The gifts are not appreciated or played with. She may ignore them or even abuse them as she senses that they are substitutes for the love that she really wants.

Lack of parental love is rare. But it is fairly common for parents to overindulge their child because they feel guilty about something else. For example, they weren’t ready for this pregnancy and hoped that it would terminate spontaneously. Or a son reminds the mother of the brother, whom she often treated meanly in childhood, because he seemed to her to be her parents’ favorite. Or the parents, both of whom have full-time jobs, worry that they may be depriving their child.

Other parents overindulge because they want their children to have not only everything that the parents had but everything that they yearned for and didn’t have. Others still are afraid to say no for fear they may be thought stingy by the neighbors or relatives or, occasionally, for fear their children will accuse them of lacking love.

Children are extremely sensitive to even slight guiltiness on their parents’ part (as a matter of fact, they are sensitive to most parental moods) and they can’t resist the temptation to take advantage of it. So they ask or beg or whine or bargain or demand. If they find that some such approach works, they’ll keep at it until they have whatever they desire at the moment or until the parents resist firmly and confidently.

What has the undesirable effect on children is not so much the excess amount of possessions and privileges they may have but the feeling they may get that they can bully or badger or nag their parents into giving them more than the parents feel like giving or more than the parents feel is reasonable. It undermines their respect for their parents and for themselves.

There are various characteristics that such children may develop. They may, to some degree, become argumentative, greedy, self-centered, ungrateful, insensitive to the needs and feelings of others.

When children find that they can always pressure a parent into giving them more than is reasonable or fair, it makes them chronically guilty and cranky. They sense it’s not right, that they should show more respect, and that they need limits (as we all do). The paradoxical result is that they push further, hoping subconsciously that they will eventually find some kind of parental limits. When they are locked into a too-demanding relationship with the parents, they may fail to develop fully various aspects of their own independence such as initiative, industriousness, creativity, and a sense of responsibility.

As they grow up, these children may not develop the capacity to please and play cooperatively with other children. When they are increasingly spending time with other children in the school years and sense that their popularity is impaired, they may either be able to wise-up about their selfishness and make an adjustment, at least with other children their own age, or they may go on antagonizing them.

It is hard on parents, too, when they can’t stand up to their children’s unreasonable demands. They vacillate between saying no and giving in. Neither position satisfies them for long. After they’ve said no, they feel a wave of remorse for having been so ungenerous. If they’ve given in, they are apt to feel regret and resentment over having been a pushover, for lacking the courage of their convictions.

This kind of vacillation impairs not only the parents’ ability to sense limits. It destabilizes or sours the whole relationship to at least a slight degree, robbing it of some of the happiness, mutual respect, confidence in each other, and comfort that families are entitled to.

The real purpose of this discussion has not been to tell parents how much or how little to buy for their children, for circumstances are different in every family. It has been to help those parents who sense that they overindulge their children to see that this is not healthy for anyone and doesn’t bring happiness to anyone.

Parents who are fortunate enough to have no problem with guilt or a submissive parenting style don’t have to act severe or cross. They simply know their own minds. When their child asks for some possession or privilege that the parents feel does not justify immediate granting, they explain cheerfully that it’s too expensive, except perhaps for a birthday or holiday gift, or unless the child is willing to contribute from allowance or jobs.

It’s the cheerfulness and the lack of hesitation that impresses the child that the parent means it. A crabby response signals that the parent is already in inner conflict. I believe that most children abide by what their parents sincerely, clearly believe is right. What sets them to arguing and pestering is when they detect uncertainty and vacillation.

But, you may answer, I often am uncertain. That doesn’t mean you can’t change. First you try to figure out what makes you act submissive or guilty. Then, whether or not you’ve found the explanation, you have to practice prompt, friendly firmness.

When you turn over a new leaf, you can’t expect to be consistently different right away. You have to be satisfied with gradual improvement, with ups and downs. And even after you are handling things much better, you can’t expect the children to respond immediately. For a while, they’ll keep on trying the old pressures that used to work so well. But they’ll come around if you stick to your guns.




Rising Stresses and Weakening Spirituality

There are greater tensions bearing down on American parents and children than ever before, in my experience. They come from the state of our society as a whole—-the stresses and the loss of spiritual values. By spiritual values I mean generosity, kindliness, cooperation, honesty, the creation and appreciation of beauty, idealism, love.I want to make it clear at the start that I am writing primarily about aspects of spirituality that don’t depend on religious beliefs, but rather a spirituality that applies to people’s relationships with each other and with themselves, whether or not they are religious. It includes dedication to family; working for a better country and better world; generosity and loyalty and love for relatives, friends and fellow workers; honesty and fair dealing; and holding to principles that others can count on.

When I think about the stresses on children and families today and their effect on spiritual values, I recall my own childhood in a middle-class neighborhood in New Haven, Connecticut. There was no word or thought of murder, rape, wife or child abuse, teenage pregnancy, or drugs. There must have been cases but not enough to be dramatized in the newspapers. Discipline was strict. Life was calm, almost humdrum. My father, a railroad lawyer, came home for lunch everyday in the trolley car. He was never threatened with unemployment; it was assumed that professional men such as he, who worked hard and saved, would surely have enough for retirement. My mother gave birth to her six children at home and took total care of us, as all middle-class parents did. She visited her mother for tea everyday, pushing her latest in a baby carriage, and we children were expected to play outdoors until each was invited in by Nanny, for one cookie.

Of course, there was no radio or television. After school we played in the backyard or, on rainy days, read any of the hundreds of classics provided by my mother—Mark Twain, Stevenson, Dickens, Thackeray, Kingsley, The Book of Knowledge .

The individual stresses today are well enough known; but I want to list them together, to bring out the multiplicity of the problems we face.

I wouldn’t call attention to all these difficulties though unless I believed they could be overcome—not by going backward in time but by raising our children with a different emphasis and by also using political pressure to get government and industry to meet the needs that we can’t satisfy as individuals. I know both can be done, from observing children raised in different ways, and from my political experiences in opposing the Vietnam war.

In the first place most of us no longer have the security and the comfort that used to come from living close to other members of our extended families— grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins—and in small close-knit communities where most people knew each other and were ready to help each other in crises. It’s said that in parts of Los Angeles people move on the average of once every eighteen months. How can anyone put down roots or draw comfort from the community when they have to keep moving at this rate?

Not as many people now feel that they have a personal, intimate relationship with a God who watches over them and guides them. And science has narrowed the authority of religion. What are the major events in the past few years that create stress on children and families and is especially challenging in the face of a weakening spirituality?



PARENTS WORKING OUTSIDE OF THE HOME

Nowadays half the mothers and fathers of preschool children feel obliged—most for financial reasons—to work outside the home. Women have as much right as men to a career. But we haven’t solved the problem of who is going to take care of the young children. It’s fine if there’s a willing grandmother or aunt, or if the parents can dovetail their work schedules; but few have these advantages. In my childhood, only the wealthy had live-in “children’s nurses.” Working mothers had to use “day nurseries,” which provided only inadequate custodial care.

We now know that high-quality day care—meaning few children per teacher who is well trained in the care and education of young children—substitutes reasonably well for good parental care, but we don’t have nearly enough of such care. And it’s too expensive for a majority of parents. Meanwhile thousands of children, hundreds of thousands really, are being emotionally deprived by mediocre care at a crucial stage of development. This leaves parents feeling chronically guilty and dissatisfied because they know that the care is not as good as they’d like.

It’s shameful that in the richest country the world has ever known we are shortchanging our children. Our government says that it can’t afford to subsidize day care. Nonsense! It is still spending trillions for unnecessary arms. All European countries and Canada do better than ours. Industry is just beginning to provide day care; it is worth their while, just from the point of view of employee loyalty and productivity.



DIVORCE AND CHILDREN


I’m not against divorce. I was divorced myself. But we have to realize what a strain it creates on every member of the family. All children of divorced families develop symptoms such as fears, bad dreams, aggressiveness, depression, and poor school work that may last for at least two years. It’s hard on parents, particularly the custodial parents. It is of some help to parents to know ahead of time that they and their children are going to experience some of these symptoms. Then they can decide whether and how best to divorce, or try harder to make the marriage work.

There are probably many explanations including the fact that increasing frequency of divorce makes for increasing social acceptance of it. In speaking to a singles club, where most members were divorced, I happened to ask how many wished they had tried longer and harder to make a go of their marriages, and about half of them raised a hand. This suggests that divorce is often decided on in anger, before all remedies have been explored, perhaps with the help of a counselor. I think that another factor may be that many of us today are preoccupied with what we need and want as individuals, rather than being geared primarily to think of what our obligations to children and society are.

Two people who once would do and say anything to please the other now will do or say anything to irritate or anger the other as long as they can justify it by what the other has done. It’s within the power of both to please or displease, to wreck or heal the marriage.

After divorce, the majority remarry and then there are often the painful problems of the step-relationships. Years ago I wrote an article about how to be a stepparent which I thought had a lot of wisdom in it. But when I became a stepparent I found that I didn’t know how to follow the advice I had written. In my distress at the way I was rejected (“You’re not my parent and I don’t have to do what you say.”), I did all the wrong things, such as scolding and disciplining, which only stimulate defiance.



WORK WITHOUT SATISFACTION


Another major problem we have, though we don’t really think of it much, is that work for a majority of people is not satisfying except for the wages. Way back in simpler times, people made things like pots and jars and garments and quilts. They made them as beautiful as they could, whether they were going to use them or sell them. There is tremendous satisfaction to creating something whole and beautiful. I think of the time I constructed an eight-foot sailboat; it took me months and months, shaping the frame and the plywood, boring 360 little screw holes and inserting 360 little brass screws. But I didn’t think it was boring work because all the time I had the vision of finishing a boat I could sail in. Finally I put on one coat of paint which covered the grime, and suddenly it turned clean and sleek-looking and I was filled with pride. It never leaked a drop. That’s the kind of satisfaction our species was designed to get from work. But many of us have to turn to hobbies to get it.

At assembly lines in the factory, or in the office, workers sit hour after hour, month after month, repeating motions that have little meaning in themselves, whether it’s assembling carburetors or filling out forms. It is simply a more efficient and profitable way to do things. But increasingly in recent years factory workers, in Europe as well as in America, have been complaining that this is a boring and a stressful way to make a living. As in so many aspects of our society—sports, art collecting, publishing—the amount of money to be made has taken over as the highest priority, displacing pleasure or the contribution that work brings to the society.



TOO MUCH COMPETITION


We have become an excessively competitive society and I blame this most of all for our tensions. I think the message that many parents give to their children is “Get ahead, kid, that’s what you are in the world for.” A distressing example is the effort to make super-kids. It was discovered, for instance, that if you could hold a child captive, and try hard enough, you could teach her to read at the age of two! The experimenter says he doesn’t put any pressure on the child. But the child whom I saw in the film looked like a scared rabbit looking for a way to escape. All this effort and pressure without anybody ever having shown that if you learn to read at the age of two years, it’s going to make you read any better at eight years than if you learned at six-years-old, the conventional age for learning to read! My own hunch is that you disturb the child by putting that amount of pressure on her, and you may make her dislike all schooling. In my school days teaching was cut and dried, which was not ideal, but it was better than intense pressure.

Most important in my opinion is to bring up our children with much less emphasis on getting ahead or on acquiring things. Parents can set the example by not overemphasizing their jobs at the expense of their families. I once had discussions with classes of eleven- and twelve-year-olds, most of whose parents were professionals or executives. They were proud of their parents’ important jobs but were bitter about the small amount of time they had with them on workday nights or on weekends. They felt particularly deprived when parents explained that they were too busy to attend athletic events, music and dance recitals, and school plays in which their children participated.

Fathers and mothers with the best of intentions often help to form little leagues to teach sports and sportsmanship to young children. But I worry that in many cases this overemphasizes competitiveness, the striving for perfection, and the importance of winning at too young an age. I’ve seen a father, embarrassed by his son’s mistake or blunder in a little league game, land on him much too scornfully. And I’ve heard of parents piling out of the grandstand to threaten the umpire over a decision. Parents used to send children to camp to study nature and have fun at sports. Now they often send them to specialize in computer science, algebra, or tennis camps.

All these pressures on children are only a reflection of the intense pressures that our society puts on ambitious parents, to gain affluence, prestige, and position. I’ve talked with fathers whose adolescent child has gotten into trouble who confessed that they had been so preoccupied with getting ahead at their jobs and with attending committee meetings, that they had really lost contact with their children, hardly knew them.



THE EMPHASIS ON MATERIAL THINGS


An overlapping problem is excessive materialism. People have to be materialistic in any society to keep from starving. But in most parts of the world, spiritual values hold materialism in check. It was different in my youth; my mother shamed me into turning down a summer job during college because it was too cushy.

In many countries, the family is of enormous importance. A child grows up feeling a great obligation to the family and pride that he is nearly old enough and wise enough to participate in the family business. Geoffrey Gorer, the English anthropologist, said years ago that in other parts of the world a father says to his boy: “Son, ours is a great family. We have given you good food, and good clothes, a good education, now it is up to you to prove that you’re worthy of the family.” In America this is turned upside down. A father says to his boy: “Son, if you don’t do better than I have done, I won’t think much of you.” In other words, the respect goes primarily to the children. I think that children should be learning to respect their parents and their grandparents. In America the best that many grandparents can hope for, in a society that changes so rapidly, is to be tolerated.



RELIGION


In many other parts of the world and in earlier America, religion has been a compelling force. Children grow up believing that they are in the world to do the Lord’s work and that the Lord will give them guidance all day, all year long. We still have a lot of people who go to church, but I don’t think many of them are looking to God for guidance all day. We lose a lot if we feel we are all alone and there are no beliefs to stabilize us and give us conviction.



TOLERANCE OF VIOLENCE


We are by far the most violent country in the world as far as I know. A gun control organization a few years ago compared murders with handguns in the United States and in other similar countries. Their figures showed that no other nation had as many as forty deaths from handguns per year; Britain had eight. Do you know what the figure was for the United States? Eleven-thousand-five-hundred-twenty-two. Most of these murders are committed against family members or lovers. Our figures for rape, wife abuse, and child abuse are also shockingly high. These comparisons give an idea of the seething tensions in many families here, and also of the lack of control.

I put part of the blame for violence on television and movies. The average American child by age eighteen has watched eighteen thousand murders on television. Combine that with psychological studies that have shown that every time a child or an adult watches violence, it desensitizes and brutalizes, to a slight degree. But even if this is only to a tiny degree, by the time you multiply that by eighteen thousand, you get a lot of brutalization. It’s not that viewing turns a well-loved child into a thug, but everyone is moved in the direction of insensitivity and brutality.



SEXUALITY AND SPIRITUALISM


There has been a coarsening of many people’s attitude toward sexuality. It has become despiritualized. Partly, this too has been a result of movies and television. And partly it has been an unintended result of the effort of the sex education movement to remove the fear and shame that used to be a powerful aspect of children’s (and adults’) attitude toward sex. The movement has emphasized the naturalness of sex and presented it primarily in anatomical terms. This has been a great improvement over the fear and shame of the olden days.

But it neglected in most explanations to emphasize that sexuality is potentially as much spiritual and idealistic as it is physical, that it included the dedication of husbands and wives to each other, their desire to raise fine children and their respect for their children. Sex education leaves out the role of sexuality as an inspiration for poets, writers, composers, architects, painters, sculptors, inventors. It is part of the appreciation as well as the creation of these arts. Children need to hear these spiritual aspects of sexuality just as much as they hear about the anatomy.

A thirteen-year-old told me, “Sex is a perfectly normal instinct, meant to be enjoyed.” That’s correct as far as it goes. But human beings write poetry, compose music, paint pictures and design beautiful buildings, all of which are partly derived from sublimated, idealized sexuality, and none of which rabbits (who also have an “instinct” for sex) are able to do. I believe that the loss of the spiritual, idealistic side of sex is part of the reason for the great increase in teenage pregnancies, for the coarse view of sexuality in many people, in movies and on television, and for the epidemic of divorce.

Our species has to have beliefs—spiritual beliefs in the broad meaning of spirituality—especially during a transitional stage like the end of adolescence and the beginning of young adulthood. There are quite a few young people today who weren’t raised with any deep beliefs and who don’t see anything to believe in. That leaves some of them quite frightened, wanting to clutch at anything. As a result of uncertainty and an absence of beliefs, teen suicides have quadrupled in the past twenty years.
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