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“Taming the Spirited Child reminds us of the importance of always working to strike the right balance—which is different for each and every child—between empathy, love, expectation, and limits as we go about our work as parents and teachers.”


—WILLIAM S. PEEBLES, IV, Headmaster,


The Lovett School, Atlanta, Georgia


“A wonderful, heartwarming book for any parent who has ever wanted to throw up her hands in despair over her child’s repeated misbehavior. This book not only gives them hope; it gives them answers!”


—BETTIE B. YOUNGS,author,


Taste Berries for Teens


“This is a book that needed to be written! Dr. Michael Popkin has done a wonderful job in providing a resource that will help those millions of parents of spirited children live happier, more satisfying family lives while giving their children the gift of love and limits.”


—ROBYN FREEDMAN SPIZMAN, author,
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Introduction



“I am so unhappy. I cannot play with you,” the fox said. “I am not tamed.”


“Ah! Please excuse me,” said the little prince. But, after some thought, he added: “What does that mean, ‘tame’?”


“It is an act too often neglected,” said the fox. “It means to establish ties…To me, you are still nothing more than a little boy like a hundred thousand other little boys. And I have no need of you. And you, on your part, have no need of me. To you, I am nothing more than a fox like a hundred thousand other foxes. But if you tame me, then we shall need each other. To me, you shall be unique in all the world. To you, I shall be unique in all the world.”


—THE LITTLE PRINCE,


by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry





THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN parent and child is, ideally, one characterized by a special bond of love in which each person is unique and special in all the world to the other. Unfortunately, in my thirty years of working with parents and children, I have found anger; fighting and resentment too often characterize this relationship, with each person attempting to exercise his or her will over the other. These classic power struggles are present from time to time in almost all families and occur with disturbing frequency in more families than ever before. In one survey of parents enrolled in a six-session course for parents of elementary-age children, 75 percent said they were there because of such power struggles.


During three recent guest appearances on The Montel Williams Show, I was asked to evaluate and offer advice to a number of families that were having trouble with their children. In each case a power struggle was evident; but what was unique about these children was their sensitivity to outside triggers (whether it was a parental request or a scratchy shirt) and the intensity of their reactions. For example, one two-year-old child had already been having a violent tantrum for over an hour when Montel’s audience saw his expression of rage at his father for trying to get him to take off his shirt before taking a bath. It was a difficult scene to watch, but it was painfully familiar to many members of the audience. Tantrums that last for hours over seemingly inconsequential matters seem to have become part of the everyday experience of many families.


In recent years, such tantrum-prone kids have been labeled “difficult,” “strong-willed,” and “defiant.” More recent, they have also been called “quirky” and even “spirited.” They are often intense, hypersensitive, persistent, distractible, and unwilling to accept change. But—like the spirited horse Seabiscuit, in the book and movie of the same name—once tamed, they can not only become successful, but champions.


While the term taming may suggest whips and chains to some, the real key to taming a spirited child is to establish a relationship. This is the taming that the fox spoke of to the Little Prince in Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s classic children’s story. When coupled with effective methods of discipline, communication, and encouragement, relationship-building skills can be used to help a child learn to live more effectively in the family and in the world. As one mother put it after learning these skills and experiencing a positive change in her spirited son, “The best part to me was the reawakening of the feeling of joy for my child.”
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Do You Have a Spirited Child?





I would rather be ashes than dust! I would rather that my spark should burn out in a brilliant blaze than it should be stifled by dry rot. I would rather be a superb meteor, every atom of me in magnificent glow, than a sleepy and permanent planet. The proper function of man is to live, not to exist. I shall not waste my days in trying to prolong them. I shall use my time.


—JACK LONDON (1876–1916)





JACK LONDON, A talented and popular writer of adventure tales, including Call of the Wild, the story of a sled dog in Alaska, spent his adult life writing, championing social causes, and struggling for peace of mind. London was probably once a spirited child, the kind of child that prompted the late humorist Sam Levenson to quip that “insanity is hereditary—you get it from your children.” If you have a child who is driving you crazy, chances are that you are grimacing rather than laughing right now. I’ll also wager that you find yourself angry a lot. You may feel like one mother who confided to me recently, “I never even knew I could get angry until I had Alex!” Some kids just seem to know how to push our buttons in ways we never dreamed possible.


Such kids have been called by many different names over the years—and to be sure, they are not all alike. They used to be simply referred to as “defiant” or “rebellious.” Later, books were written about “the problem child,” “the strong-willed child,” and “the difficult child.” They are often described as impulsive, hyperactive, aggressive, noncompliant, difficult to manage, ornery, temperamental, oppositional, or just “all boy.” Some kids even get diagnostic labels such as ADHD (attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder), obsessive-compulsive, bipolar, and so on. Sometimes these labels are useful for knowing what, if any, medication might be prescribed to help a child. I’m not here to engage in label bashing because, when medication can help, I’m all for getting that help to children and their parents. I’m also not suggesting that all of these children are the same. There are often important differences between children diagnosed one way or another, differences that affect the choice of treatment.


But often labels are merely arbitrary handles that writers and mental health professionals use as shortcuts for fuller descriptions of behaviors that they think get in the way of a child’s successful functioning in society. We also know that such judgments are specific to our time and place in history. A hyperaggressive child might have been highly functional in a war-making society in the Dark Ages, for example, but in this century he will likely wind up in the principal’s office, the boss’s office, and the warden’s office unless he changes his ways. Jack London, though one of the most talented and successful writers of his time, suffered from alcoholism and depression, and died at the young age of forty an unhappy man, his spirited nature never successfully tamed.

Changing the Child’s Ways, Not the Child’s Being


The one thing that all of these labels have in common is that they are negative. Defiant, problem, rebellious, strong willed, and the like all smack of an underlying condition that needs to be healed. They suggest that there is something abnormal about the child at a very deep level. Something seems to have gone terribly wrong in the child, and it must be remedied. Once this is understood, the theory goes, it can be treated; and once treated, the child can be returned to normalcy. This will ensure that he no longer spends time in the principal’s office, the boss’s office, or the warden’s office. Instead he will function as a contributing member of society, pay his taxes on time, and contribute to a growing gross national product.


This pathology-based approach is not always all bad. A lot of kids and their parents have been helped by it, and many more will be helped by it. The problem, however, is that by dwelling on a presumed underlying problem, we can miss the real strengths these nonconformist kids bring to the table, the gifts that characterize spirited children. They are not pathological at their core. Most have a fire and energy at their core that, if harnessed, might fuel a lifetime of great achievement. While their particular ways of expressing this energy is often out of sync with the times in which they live, the power within them should be a source of inspiration for the rest of us. Certainly they may need to redirect their gifts, so that they do not become the unwanted warriors in a time of peace, the unacknowledged iconoclasts in an age of conformity, or the untamed thoroughbreds never invited to the Kentucky Derby. Which brings me to the following analogy.

Seabiscuit Rides Again


The movie and book Seabiscuit stole the hearts of the public in 2003. In 1938, the underdog horse upon which the story was based became the champion by defeating the legendary War Admiral by four lengths. Seabiscuit became a hero during a period of American history, the Depression, when people needed to believe that the little guy could succeed in spite of overwhelming odds. Seabiscuit, a small horse with a huge spirit, came to the rescue of a nation.


Of course, if you saw the movie, you’ll remember that Seabiscuit wasn’t always a champion. In fact, he was actually an untamed, out-of-control terror that was almost put to sleep because he caused so much chaos. Fortunately, a wealthy owner saw promise in Seabiscuit’s rebelliousness and bought him, saving the future champion from a bullet. There is a powerful scene in which five or six handlers try to rein in Seabiscuit, while he struggles mightily against their attempts to harness him. They are losing the battle and ready to give up when a young red-headed jockey (the story’s other hero), who has a partially untamed spirit of his own, also sees something special in this defiant, strong-willed, difficult to manage, magnificent horse. The talented and caring jockey is able to win Seabiscuit’s trust, tame him, and help realize the championship potential with which this spirited horse was born.


It is obvious where I am going with this, right? Inside many spirited children are champions who need the taming of firm and loving parents, or surrogate parents, to bring out their best and perhaps save them from self-destruction. Without such taming, the lives of these kids can go further and further wrong, often ending up in one form of confinement or another. In and out of time-out as children, they resign themselves early to being at odds with any form of authority. As teens, their spirited behavior gets them into more and more trouble—sometimes landing them in jail, a hospital, a psychiatric unit or worse.

Taming, Not Breaking


Some parents mistakenly believe that they need to break the will of a spirited child, even punishing him into obedience, like a horse trainer who beats a horse until the animal breaks. This was not how Seabiscuit was tamed, and it’s not about to work with most spirited kids. The problem with the heavy-handed approach is that spirited children have a keen sense of respect and disrespect. When parents rely on punishment, especially harsh punishment, to break the child’s will, the child feels trampled on and becomes resentful. Since these kids are anything but passive, they do not take such perceived injustices lying down. They rear up like Seabiscuit and rebel. Some of these kids can rebel very well and very long, which accounts for that feeling of anger on the part of the parent that I acknowledged in the opening paragraph. Parents who try to break such children are in for the fight of their lives—often becoming frustrated and angry, if not thoroughly defeated. I’ll talk more about these kinds of power struggles, and about methods to avoid them, later in the book. I’ll also teach you methods for taming spirited children that are much more respectful of you as a parent and your child as a person, as well as more successful.


Some parents are thinking right now that they know of at least one child who has been successfully broken by a strong-willed parent who used a lot of harsh discipline. There are even well-known child experts, whose books suggest breaking the child’s will through punishment. But even if you could use sufficient force to break the child, here’s my question: Why would you want a broken child when, with a different approach, you could have a whole child who behaves well? I speak from experience, as well as from my professional training. Our son, Benjamin, was a spirited child. He would throw the most impressive tantrums, the reverberations from which may have registered on a Richter scale someplace. He had his own mind, and he wanted what he wanted when he wanted it. By the time he was four, we knew it was time to intervene. Oh, he was also charming, happy, funny, smart, and otherwise a joy to be around. Our job as parents was not to break him, and risk losing all of these positive gifts, but rather to tame him so that he learned to use his gifts in positive ways.


For years I had been teaching other parents strategies for raising challenging, powerful children. I had worked with hundreds of frustrated parents in therapy sessions, and over two million parents had completed my Active Parenting courses, six-session video-based groups that teach a complete approach to parenting. Many had taken time to write about how well these methods worked, not only to change their children’s lives but to improve their own lives as well. We had some twenty different studies showing the effectiveness of these methods and thousands of parent educators who endorsed and used our programs.


But now it was time to practice with our own spirited child what I had preached. The shoe was on the other foot, and at times it pinched. My wife and I found that though these strategies worked, they required a patience and awareness not as necessary as when parenting our other, quite-different child. I’ll share these strategies in detail in this book, strategies that I know work from firsthand experience. It may have taken us a little longer to see a change in our son, but it was worth it; by age six his tantrums and other misbehaviors were well behind him. He’s now a thriving teenager who lives within the rules and shows his spirit productively while enjoying life fully.

Nature, Nurture, Genes, and Parenting


There was a time in the not-so-distant past when many psychologists thought that children came into the world as blank slates, to be written upon by their environment. In other words, their personalities were shaped almost entirely by parents, teachers, and other agents of society. Genes were given credit for eye color and other physical attributes, but not much for intelligence, personality, and behavior. If you had a spirited child (by any name), then you could be sure, according to the blank-slate theory, that somebody had turned the child that way. That “somebody” was usually the parent, who inevitably got a lot of the blame for the child’s robust behavior and misbehavior.


Numerous studies, using the handy circumstance of genetic twins who were separated at birth and raised in different environments, pointed out the overwhelming fallacy of the blank-slate theory. So many of these twins were so much alike in their behavior and personalities, in spite of vastly different upbringings, that even the most nurture-oriented of those in the field of psychology had to admit that much of who we are as individuals seems to have been genetically programmed. Parents and other forces in a child’s upbringing, to be sure, do play important roles in determining what choices the child makes regarding these inherited genetic traits—whether he becomes Batman or the Joker, for example. But the basic cards have been dealt.


This is a good news–bad news proposition. The good news is that you probably aren’t to blame for your child’s spirited disposition. That was in all likelihood part of the hand he (and you) were dealt in the great genetic poker game. The bad news is that you aren’t entirely off the hook, either. You and other forces in your child’s environment (his siblings, teachers, other adults, life experiences, what he reads or sees or listens to—all that and more) do play a huge role in either taming your spirited child so that he uses his unique gifts for the common good or influencing him to become more defiant, rebellious, and out of control, until he eventually does damage to himself and others, winding up in trouble, in jail, or in the morgue. Throughout history, some spirited children have become great leaders, or at least contributing members of society, while others have become dastardly villains, or at least obnoxious neighbors. And their parents probably did play an important role in determining which road they eventually traveled.


They just may not have played as conscious a role as you are going to after you finish reading this book.

Traits of the Spirited Child (CAPPS)


When I was a young and spirited child, I used to have a cap pistol. And like a lot of boys of my generation, I’d run around the yard playing cowboy and making loud noises by shooting off my caps. This was a lot of fun until the day I brought the gun inside and woke up my baby sister while chasing imaginary bank robbers through the house. My parents were not amused.


While every child is unique in his own way, spirited children do share some commonalties. They tend to be extra Curious, Adventurous, Powerful, Persistent, and Sensitive. CAPPS—like capital letters they tend to be bigger than life; like my childhood cap gun, explosive, full out, and energetic. See how many of these traits apply to your child. The more they have and the more often they exhibit them, the more likely that you are the proud parent of a spirited child.


Spirited Children Are More Curious


Tania (age eleven) was described by her mother as a royal pain to take shopping. “We could never get out of there,” she complained. “Tania was always seeing something else that she wanted to look at. I’d be ready to check out, only to turn around and find her across the store, looking at something else.”


Peter (age seven) was hardly ever able to get himself dressed and downstairs for breakfast on time. Something would always catch his attention and distract him along the way.


Whatever George (age nine) was thinking about at the time, he was absolutely absorbed in it—to such a degree that his parents would have to call his name two or three times before they could get his attention. They complained in frustration that “he never seems to be listening.”


George, like many spirited kids, was listening. He was listening to his own mind explore the curiosities of the world in which he lived. Spirited kids often get so fixated on something of interest to them—like a dog, a crack in the cement, or how high a ball can bounce when dropped out of the second-story window—that any distraction will be unheard or ignored. It doesn’t seem to matter whether the object of their attention is right there in front of them or only in their mind’s eye. Their curiosity and focus can be profound. This may drive parents and others trying to break through to them crazy, but the upside is that spirited kids often use their heightened curiosity to make great contributions later in life. I’d bet that Benjamin Franklin and Henry Ford were spirited children.


Spirited Children Are More Adventurous


Wanda (age five) would get up early in the morning and go exploring downstairs while her parents and siblings still slept. One morning her mother came down to find Wanda sitting amid a box of Pop-Tarts, which she had spread creatively across the floor in a life-size mural.


Jonathon (age seven) was, in his mother’s words, “without fear. He was the type of kid who will always leap before he looks.” Consequently, Jonathon spent many an hour getting stitched and mended in emergency rooms when his leaping came to unfortunate ends.


Jerry (age twenty) dropped out of college after his second year to travel the country in his van. He figured that “there was just too much of life out there that I was missing sitting in the classroom day after day.”


It isn’t that any of these children are bad or malicious. Rather, they have been given a temperament that makes them want to experience life in as big a way as possible. They yearn for adventure. Like Jack London, they want to journey to distant lands, to zip across the cosmos like a “superb meteor.” Like Pablo Picasso, they want to create something new and different—and if the nose ends up on the side of the head instead of in the middle of the face, so much the better! Like Amelia Earhart, the first woman of aviation, they seek to go where no one has gone before. Of course, this inevitably brings them into conflict with parents, siblings, teachers, and others who live within the boundaries of “reasonable expectations.” After all, adventure isn’t always safe, and parents have a vested interest in keeping their children safe. Amelia Earhart, it might be noted, was lost at sea while piloting her plane across the Pacific.


Spirited Children Are More Powerful


Kyle (age three) yelled at the top of his lungs for an hour and a half in protest against his father’s demand that he take a bath. You just don’t find that kind of rebellion—much less strength—in your average three-year-old.


When Lisa was fourteen, she and a friend defied her parents’ orders and snuck the car out one icy evening to go joyriding. They returned with a crack in the windshield and a bump the size of an egg on the friend’s forehead. Power, as we’ll see in chapter 4, isn’t always upfront and active. Sometimes it’s downright sneaky.


John (age seventeen) still lights up a room when he enters it. His big-hearted laughter is contagious, and when he sings in the shower, it is at the top of his lungs. His dad describes him as “a full-out kind of kid—someone who never holds back. He’s great now, but, boy, did we go through some awful times trying to teach him to take no for an answer.”


Spirited kids seem to have more energy and power than most kids. They do not like to be controlled, and they use their power to thwart attempts to rein in their freedom. It is as if they view the universe as their personal playground on which they should be able to romp, play, and explore unobstructed by the rules and order that limit others. Again, it is not that they are being intentionally bad or “acting out” negative emotions through misbehavior; they simply want what they want and aren’t inclined to let much stand in their way of getting it. When channeled effectively, such power is the stuff that creates leadership. Where would Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt have been without the personal power to stand up to Adolf Hitler? At its worst, power is also a calling card of warlords, bullies, and dictators. There again is Adolf Hitler.


Since part of our job as parents sometimes is to get in our kids’ way by setting limits on behavior, teaching them the rules of the land, and otherwise saying no a lot, it is no small wonder that parents of spirited children wind up in so many power struggles. Understanding these power struggles—and how to deal with them effectively—is the subject of chapter 5.


Spirited Children Are More Persistent


Mother told Donella (age six) that she would make pizza for dinner. But when she went to get the pizza out of the freezer, she was surprised to find that there was none left. She explained to Donella that they would have to have something else, an explanation that did not go over very well. To say the least. Donella cried, “But you promised!” so long and so loudly that her mother finally gave in and ordered a pizza. When it finally arrived, Donella cried and cried, “This is the wrong kind!” because it wasn’t exactly like their usual frozen brand.


David (age ten) would play an interactive video game with online players for hour after hour. When his father told him that he needed to do something else, David argued and argued for more time. He just would not take no for an answer.


Megan (age four) hated change. After returning home late one night from a trip, her mother suggested that she needed to take her bath and go straight to bed. But Megan complained, “You always read me a story!” Her mother recognized the signs of an impending tantrum, and decided to go ahead and read her the customary story.


To the average reader, these kids may sound spoiled, but spoiling is a different sort of thing. Spoiling comes from the outside in. In other words, the parent spoils the child by giving him too many privileges, too much freedom, or too many objects. The child learns to expect these things whenever he wants them. When he doesn’t get what he wants, he becomes frustrated and complains. Sometimes the complaint becomes a whine, a yell, or a full-fledged tantrum. The child has become spoiled by his parents.


Spirited kids are different in that they are not spoiled into becoming easily frustrated; they are born that way. They seem to have a high capacity to focus on a goal and not give up until they achieve it. When a parent blocks that goal, as in the above example, they become frustrated and emotional but do not give up on the goal. This frustrates the parent, and pretty soon there are two emotionally charged individuals in a struggle for power. The positive side of this equation is that when spirited kids focus on a useful task, their persistence compares favorably to Michelangelo’s while painting the Sistine Chapel. When they refuse to be stymied in their pursuit of a goal, they are exemplifying a trait that Alexander Graham Bell needed to invent the telephone, and Bill Gates needed to found Microsoft. This persistence can be a great asset. Most entrepreneurs will tell you that the number-one ingredient in their success was the ability to keep going when others would have quit—to refuse to take no for an answer. This persistence can pay major dividends later on—although it can drive a parent crazy in the short run.


Spirited Children Are More Sensitive


Lauren (age four) complained that her shirt scratched her. When her father checked and didn’t see anything wrong, and told her so, Lauren burst into tears, pulled off the shirt, and cried until she fell asleep.


Michael (age ten) was a very gifted and competitive athlete. He didn’t just not like losing, he hated it. When he was losing, he would yell at his teammates, often abusively, to play better. And when he lost, he would often leave the field or court in tears.


Ben’s (age six) mother was sure that her son had ESP, because he had an uncanny ability to read her moods. “He would just know how I felt about something without even asking,” she said.


Spirited children are often described as thin skinned, high strung, intuitive, and just plain sensitive. Sometimes this means that, like Lauren, they are physically sensitive to textures, noises, bright lights, and other environmental stimuli that do not bother other children or adults. Other times this means that they are emotionally sensitive to criticism, to slights, and, like Michael, to losing or failing. They can become easily frustrated and fall into tantrums when things do not work out for them. On the positive side, they are often highly attuned not only to their own sensitivities but to those of others. Like Ben, they often have a heightened ability to read other people.


This is not a definitive list of traits that are common to all spirited children. You will not find that all spirited children exhibit each of these traits, and you may find other traits that are typical of many other such children. My purpose is to give you an overview of what to look for, not to give you a checklist for making a diagnosis. You will also find that spirited kids vary in the degree to which they exhibit these traits. Some may show their persistence by crying until they fall asleep, while others might be more prone to argue until you wish that they would fall asleep.


I also hope that I have made convincingly the point that the traits of a spirited child are a double-edged sword. They have their obvious downside in the conflicts they cause at home, at school, and in the community. But they each have a wonderful upside that, if channeled properly, has great value. Once tamed, the positive aspects of these same traits can lead the child to huge personal successes, as well as to making a significant contribution for the rest of us. Ernest Hemingway, Helen Keller, Ted Turner, and countless other successful men and women—my guess is that all were spirited children who were at least partially tamed by loving parents, teachers, and others and who grew up to use their myriad talents to achieve a success unknown to most of their more conventional peers. If you are the parent of a spirited child, or of a child who shows some of the traits of spirited children, you have an opportunity to help nurture this potential. And who knows? You may have a champion chomping at the bit for his invitation to run in the Kentucky Derby.
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The Spirit of the Child





“…most men never reach faith at all. They live a long time in immediacy or spontaneity, finally they advance in some reflection, and then they die…Most people drift on in such a way that they never become spirit, all their many years of immediacy tend towards spiritual retardation and therefore they never become spent. But the unhappy childhood and youth of the exceptions are transfigured into spirit.”


—SOREN KIERKEGAARD (1813–1855), Soren Kierkegaard’s Journals and Papers(1967)





MARK WAS ROUGHHOUSING with his four-year-old son, Chad, on the big chair in the den one day. Roughhousing is a great way to connect with children. It’s especially good for fathers, who are sometimes better with actions than with words. The action in roughhousing says, “I like spending time with you; you are important to me; you are fun to play with; I like you.” Roughhousing also creates a good opportunity to teach children how to play actively without hurting other children. This lesson, although vital, is often a painful one to learn, especially with spirited kids.


Chad was sitting in Mark’s lap while he held his arms and tickled him. Like his older sister, Megan, Chad loved to be tickled. The difference is that Chad is a spirited child, while Megan is not. Mark did not know about spirited children, but he was a keen enough observer of child behavior to recognize a problem before it happened. While holding his son’s arms, he noticed that Chad was beginning to throw his head back—in the direction of Mark’s nose. So he gave him a warning: “Chad, don’t hit me with your head.” Chad’s response was to arch his back with the force of a striking rattlesnake and snap his head back hard into his father’s nose. Mark became enraged as he jumped out of his chair, grasping his nose in acute pain. This action, which of course landed Chad on the floor, was followed by Mark’s yelling at him, “Chad! I just told you not to hit me with your head!” Chad was dumbstruck by the outburst, because to him, he’d done exactly what his father had told him to do. Hadn’t Mark just told him to hit him with his head? Well, not exactly, but to spirited children, the word don’t! often has no meaning, and so they just hear around it. Mark would have been much better served by saying nothing and making sure that his son’s head could not reach his nose by shielding it with one of his hands.


Mark now has a scar on his nose to confirm the wisdom of this lesson. And if you have never been as angry at your child as Mark was at Chad, then I doubt that you have a spirited child. Because having a spirited child means that you experience levels of anger that you never realized you were capable of achieving. You may very well have a scar or two on your body to prove my point.

Your Unique Spirit


Have you ever wondered what it is that makes you uniquely you? Is it your personality? Your looks? The sum total of your achievements? How about your values, attitudes, and beliefs? Maybe it’s your behavior or the way you react emotionally to events in your life. Could it be your dreams? Maybe it’s the way you decorate your living space. The comedian Steven Wright once joked that thieves had broken into his home and stolen all his belongings—and replaced everything with exact replicas! We are each so unique that it is unlikely that exact replicas of our furnishings, let alone all of the more profound aspects of who we are, exist anywhere in the world.


It’s very clear that when you were made, God broke the mold, which is a nice way of saying that God didn’t want another person like you—at least not exactly like you. Put another way, that’s why nature requires a male and a female to make a baby. If we could reproduce ourselves asexually, like an amoeba, there would be no change to the gene pool. Our children would be exact replicas of us. This would not give the human race the diversity necessary to advance the species, and it would make romantic getaways a lot less interesting.


But what is it that makes you and your child unique persons? What is special at our core that is one of a kind? Even identical twins, who are genetically the same and who share many of the same tastes, behaviors, and countless other similarities, are not exactly the same. Raise them in two different families and compare them years later, and you will find amazing similarities. But look closely, and you will also find significant differences. Can all the differences be accounted for by environment? Perhaps. But there is also the possibility that there exists something additional, something commonly called spirit. The word is not new. It pops up in everything from movie trailers to religious sermons, from high school pep rallies to plays about Christmas. How about some of these:


	A triumph of the human spirit

	School spirit

	Free spirit

	The Spirit of St. Louis

	The spirit of Christmas past

	The Great Spirit

	Spirit in the sky

	The American spirit

	Esprit de corps

	Keeping your spirits up

	Spirit of the people

	Spirit of the West

	Holy Spirit

	Spirit of the age

	Divine spirit

	Spirituality

	Kindred spirits

	Ghost spirits

	Spirit in a bottle (genie)

	Spirits in a bottle (alcohol)

	That Blue Star spirit (my summer camp)

	High spirits

	Low spirits

	Spirit of adventure

	The spirit of God




The word spirit itself seems to connote something a little mysterious that goes beyond the scientifically observable and into the realm of faith and the unknown, down deep to the depths of what makes us who we are. Whether it is viewed as a life force, essence, connection to God, or other primary factor in our lives, there is something at our core that transcends everything else we may think, feel, or do. It is our spirit, and it is uniquely us.


Your child’s spirit is a precious thing. It is a gift from some power much greater than you. Though you may not always understand, or even want, the spirit that was given to your child, learning to accept it and value it for what it is can be a powerful step in helping your child succeed and you feel successful. Some spirits are quiet and reflective, while others are downright aggressive. Some seek companionship in their fellow humans, while others prefer solitude. Some seem to be combinations of many qualities. Some are quite spirited.

The Spirited Spirit


Jeffrey’s mother came to me at her wit’s end. Her red-haired son was, as she called him, “hell on Big Wheels.” Everything about him was over the top. From the fact that he was always first up in the morning to the way he rode his Big Wheel tricycle around the cul-de-sac with disregard for life or limb (his own or others), her son had energy and enthusiasm to burn. He wasn’t a mean kid. It was just that once his motor got going, his mind seemed to disengage, and normal caution lights got ignored. This got him into trouble at preschool and made him none too popular with the neighbors.


After interviewing Jeffrey and his parents separately, I could see that they were highly discouraged about their child’s prospects. They seemed to feel that he had been dealt a bad hand by the gods of genetics and was destined for a life of bouncing off one wall after another (both literally as well as figuratively.) I decided that before we did anything to change Jeffrey’s unproductive behavior, they needed a reality check. So I told them, “Your son has a strong spirit.”


“Tell me about it,” his father responded sarcastically.


“I’m serious,” I continued. “Do you have any idea how many kids will grow up to languish passively in the midst of all this opportunity we have in the world today, because they don’t have the fire in the belly to go for it? Sure, Jeffrey is a handful now, but he’s got that fire that will propel him through life. It’s our job to help him handle it sanely.”


“You’re telling us this is a good thing?” his father asked suspiciously. “Because if this is good, I sure would hate to have a problem child.”


“Do you know what I think a real problem child is?” I asked him.


“Lizzie Borden?—the one in the old rhyme who axed her parents to death?” came his deadpan reply.


“Well, sure, kids who have serious psychological problems or who are sociopaths, but that’s not what I’m talking about right now. I think the real problem children often turn out to be the ones who are overly polite, well mannered, and always intent on doing the right thing so they will be approved by adults. These kids either never had a strong spirit to begin with, or they gave it away in an attempt to be perfect. They look fine on the outside, but eventually they either explode or live lives of quiet desperation,” I said, throwing in a little Henry David Thoreau, in case he was the literary type. “Now tell me,” I added, sensing that he was hearing me. “Which of the two of you was a spirited child?”


They looked at each other and laughed. “I think we both had a little of that free spirit in us,” said Jeffrey’s mother. “But neither of us got into a lot of trouble—at least nothing like Jeffrey.”


“Spirited children aren’t all alike,” I reminded them. “Some are more energized than others. Some learn to channel their spirit appropriately, while others need some help in learning to use their gifts within reasonable limits. But I’ll tell you this: It is much easier to find ways to get a spirited child to manage his enormous energy effectively than it is to breathe life into a passive child. Your son is a lot of trouble now, but that same spirit that causes so much anguish today is the stuff of champions.”


“Right,” said his father. “I’ll notify the people at Wheaties to get his box ready.”


“Let’s try this another way,” I said. “Each of us has a unique spirit at our core—an essence that makes us who we are. Although no two are exactly alike, there are some similarities. Spirited children tend to be more curious, adventurous, powerful, persistent, and sensitive. Does that sound like anyone you know?”


“Yes, that’s pretty much Jeffrey,” said the mother. “And that’s what’s driving us and his teachers crazy!”


“That’s because Jeffrey hasn’t learned to use these characteristics positively yet,” I said. “But can you think of any successful people who were also curious, adventurous, powerful, persistent, and sensitive? Think explorers, inventors, athletes, entrepreneurs, leaders, and others who took these same qualities and turned them into successes.”


“Hmm,” said his father. “I see where you are going with this. If we can somehow get Jeffrey to use his superpowers for good instead of evil, then we’ll have a superhero on our hands.”


“Well, maybe not a superhero or even a superstar, but a successful human being isn’t hard to imagine,” I replied.


“I think we’d both be happy with that,” said his mother.


Jeffrey’s father looked serious for a moment and then said, “Yes, we’d both be happy with that.”

Parenting for the Upside


Most parents of spirited children know the downside of this slippery slope: the tantrums, power struggles, refusals, disrespect, sidetracks, homework battles, and head butts, to name but a few of the challenges likely to be encountered. But like Jeffrey’s parents, they usually miss seeing the upside potential also inherent in the spirited spirits of their children.


The Danish philosopher Kierkegaard wrote that childhood is a time of immediacy and spontaneity. You might say that spirited kids exemplify this in spades. They seem to prefer to act first and ask questions later, then move on to the next adventure without considering the consequences of their last actions. While spontaneity can certainly bring about a lot of joy, it can cause them and others a lot of trouble. One of our challenges as parents is to help such children learn to temper the immediacy and spontaneity with an ability to reflect on life, including themselves and others, in a way that sets the stage for a more spiritual and successful life later on. Through taming, we not only bring out the positive aspects of the spirited temperament in a highly pragmatic way, we also begin moving our child to become ready to one day reach those higher levels of being that come with self-reflection and spiritual exploration.


Take a look at the following list of spirited characteristics and how they can play out on either the downside (the wild side) or the upside (the tamed side). Notice also that I have included comments about how the child moves psychologically within each of these traits. Observing behavior from a movement point of view gives a deeper understanding of the child’s inner world, or as the saying goes, “If you want to understand what a person really thinks, don’t listen to the tongue in his mouth, but watch the tongue in his shoe.” While you are reading this list, think about your own child and bear in mind that where he turns out on this chart depends a lot on the parenting he receives along the way.


 


Characteristic


CURIOUS


DOWNSIDE (WILD)


	Being easily distracted makes it dif. cult for him to finish tasks

	disregards rules and the rights of others to satisfy his need to know

	coupled with his adventurous trait, will often find trouble and persue it

	moves where angels fear to tread.




UPSIDE (TAMED)


	Highly interested in knowledge of all kinds

	well informed

	eager to learn

	tempers his natural curiosity with the rights of others

	capable of coming up with new ideas and approaches

	may develop an interest in spiritual matters, psychology, or philosophy in order to find answers

	moves boldly (yet reasonably) where he has not gone before.




Characteristic


ADVENTUROUS


DOWNSIDE (WILD)


	Ignores rules and rights of others

	often out of control

	dangerous thrill-seeking behavior can include frequent accidents, drugs, sex, violence

	moves haphazardly.




UPSIDE (TAMED)


	Takes courageous, reasonable risks

	develops talents

	participates in sports, clubs, and other positive activities

	likes to learn, explore, try new things

	moves forward.




Characteristic


POWERFUL


DOWNSIDE (WILD)


	Likes to boss others around or show them that they can’t boss him

	may become tyrannical

	prone to tantrums and explosive outbursts

	moves to overcome others.




UPSIDE (TAMED)


	Learns how to get what he wants without hurting or alienating others

	strong leader

	able to withstand peer pressure

	makes things happen

	moves to overcome obstacles.




Characteristic


PERSISTENT


DOWNSIDE (WILD)


	Nags, whines, annoys, and otherwise drives you crazy to get what he wants

	will continue chasing the cheese down the wrong path regardless of negative results or punishment

	doesn’t know when to give up and is slow to learn from mistakes

	easily addicted

	moves in mindless repetition.




UPSIDE (TAMED)


	Argues intelligently and respectfully for what he wants

	is able to withstand hardship and disappointment in pursuit of a goal

	able to focus and stay on task for long periods of time

	learns when to give up and when to keep trying

	recognizes his addictive nature and avoids likely temptations

	moves steadily in the direction of his goals.




Characteristic


SENSITIVE


DOWNSIDE (WILD)


	Easily bothered and annoyed

	constantly complains about things not being right

	wants the world to revolve around her needs

	believes that others are unfair, critical, or harsh

	moves away from others.




UPSIDE (TAMED)


	Highly aware and attuned to pain and suffering, whether his own or that of others

	concerned about the needs of others, the community, even the planet

	understands self and takes action to handle her own needs without trampling on others

	moves to help others.




The upside holds great promise for spirited children. When tamed by a loving parent and/or other concerned adults, such children learn to use their incredible gifts for the benefit of themselves and others. This is why we do not seek to break their spirits, their wills, or anything else about these spirited children. We do not want to extinguish the fire or change their basic natures. What we want is to redirect them away from the downside risks of their spirits to their upside potential. The methods presented in the remainder of this book will give you skills for doing just that.
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