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				WARNING/DISCLAIMER

				This book was written to help families who are having certain kinds of problems. Much of the material contained in this book is aimed at families who are in crisis or on the verge of crisis, but may not be aware of it. For example, some children’s lack of impulse control and sense of personal responsibility has led mental health experts around the nation to grow increasingly concerned, as evidenced almost weekly by articles and programs in the media. For that reason, we wrote this book differently than our previous ones. This book was designed to hopefully provoke you into thinking and taking a closer look at these seven parenting mistakes.

				We recognize that it takes a certain amount of money to make certain mistakes, such as always bailing out your children when they get into financial distress. At the same time, much of the material in this book is appli­cable, in one way or another, to all families. You will ­probably encounter examples in our book that do not apply to you for various reasons, and in those cases, we invite you to either extrapolate to your own situation, or ignore the example altogether. When we say, for example, that people often work themselves to death because of an uncontrolled need to acquire things, we also know full well that many families at the lower end of the economic continuum may be working a lot just to survive. If you fit in the latter category, we ask that you understand that we are not referring to you.

				More important is the fact that these seven mistakes are not the worst things parents can do. Beating, torturing or sexually abusing children are by far worse than these. We hope this is obvious to all of our readers. We decided upon this title because we encounter many parents who believe they are doing a great job because they aren’t torturing their children. In many cases, nothing could be further from the truth.

				Please keep this in mind as you read our book.

			

		

	
		
			
				PART I

				Get Ready
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				THE SEVEN WORST THINGS PARENTS DO

				“What could turn intelligent, independent-minded adults into virtual wimps?” 

				Barbara Walters asked this question at the beginning of a recent ABC news 20/20 segment about small children tyrannically controlling their parents. During this valuable piece of television journalism, viewers were subjected to videotaped scenes of a mother climbing in and out of bed with her little child. For several hours, the child manipulated the mother, bargained, sabotaged and pretty much ran the show, and Mom just kept playing the game. We watched another child who had a whole cup filled with toothbrushes in an obviously failed attempt to get the child to brush his teeth by giving him “choices.” We watched a child whine about wanting a can of soda with breakfast. Her mother said “no,” but her father almost immediately turned around and gave the soda to his daughter “to keep peace.” 

				It’s hard enough to watch these painful examples of well-­intentioned parents trying methods that seem logical on the surface—but don’t work. It is even harder to watch children who, if allowed to continue running the show, will be psychiatric basket cases by the time they reach adulthood.

				A Family in Trouble

				Eric and Pamela first approached us during a break at a seminar we were presenting. They wanted to know how to handle what they described as a normal problem their son was having. They seemed appropriately tentative about how much detail to offer, saying that he was a little resistant to brushing his teeth twice a day. We responded with an answer that matched the detail we were given; they seemed satisfied with the answer, and we moved on to the next person in line.

				Eight weeks later, we noticed a new appointment in our book for an Eric and Pamela Jamison. When we greeted them at their first appointment, we recognized them as the couple who had asked the question several weeks before. Bobby, their five-year-old son, indeed resisted brushing his teeth on a regular basis, but that was just the tip of the iceberg. He also threw tantrums whenever he didn’t get his way. Subsequent systematic measurement indicated that he was having as many as four major tantrums per day. He typically refused to eat what Pamela prepared for dinner, demanding something different, and then refusing to eat that after Pamela had gone out of her way to prepare it just for him. Bedtime was a nightmare that was causing an increasingly dangerous rift between Eric and Pamela, and mor­n­ings before work were so stressful that Eric was seriously thinking of moving out for fear that he might do something harmful to Bobby.

				And there was more. Much more. But as we listened to their family structure unfold, what struck us most was the family’s lack of definition. We were witnessing a family that had been unraveling for months and was now on the verge of despair. We told Eric and Pamela the following:

				1.	“We admire you. It takes a lot of courage and wisdom to admit you have a problem and seek help for it.” 

				2.	“You obviously love Bobby a great deal.”

				3. “Your overall goals for raising Bobby are excellent: You want the best for him; you want him to grow up to feel loved; you want him to become a warm and caring person; you want him to be able to actualize his God-given potentials; and you want him to become emotionally, socially and intellectually competent. These are admirable goals.”	

				4.	“It appears that some of the more specific methods that you have learned for achieving those goals are not working for you and Bobby. In our therapy sessions, we will try to give you some different tools that may work better.”

				We will continue with this family’s story, and their successful resolution of their problem, in chapter 11. 

				Seven of the Worst Parenting Errors

				Raising children is by far the most rewarding and daunting experience any human being can have. We say this from our own experience as well as that of the many people with whom we have worked. Raising children puts tremendous strain on a couple’s emotional, financial, intellectual, spiritual and physical resources. Not surprisingly, research on marital happiness shows that couples are most satisfied with their marriages before the first child is born and after the last child leaves home. We therefore greatly respect those who currently engage in the daily tasks of leading their offspring from infancy into the independent adulthood that is the ultimate goal of parenting.

				Parents who search for books of wisdom on childrearing will discover a bewildering, nearly infinite array of titles on the subject, which suggests that we are more confused and concerned about how to raise our children than almost anything else in the universe. Despite their confusion and lack of confidence, the majority of parents care about what happens to their children. And this is good. As we are catapulted into the twenty-first century, along with our laptop computers, Internet connections, cellular phones, faxes, pagers, digital video disc players, five hundred channels of cable television and the ever-present CNN news instantaneously informing us of major happenings around our tiny planet, it is incredibly important that people continue to care about the basics of life.

				Which brings us to the origins and purpose of this little book. We have been psychologists for a long time and are continually grateful for the work that we are able to do. Some people are grateful for their artistic talents, some for their business acumen and some for their scientific wisdom. We are grateful for the daily opportunities we have to work with people who choose to struggle. We do not find it boring. We do not go home at night feeling drained and empty. And contrary to what you might already be thinking about us based on the title of this book, we by no means believe that we have all the “right” answers for ­people. But we do have many years of experience helping people work through their problems, and as a result, we have formulated some fairly clear opinions about what works and what doesn’t, for many people.

				We have also been around this field long enough to know that the instant anyone suggests a universal rule for child­rearing, an exception will appear somewhere, giving us all cause for great humility. On the one hand, life is much too awesome, mysterious and complex to be reduced to a ­simple formula. On the other hand, without principles and guidelines for living, we become little more than wild animals prowling the earth in search of our next meal, ready to kill anyone who gets in the way of our quest. This is one of the paradoxes of living—too many rules and guidelines squeeze the life right out of us, while too few result in life-­threatening chaos.

				With the above considerations in mind, we set out with the limited goal of sharing with you seven of the most important parenting considerations that we have identified over the years. The list is by no means conclusive. And we are well aware that some of these items will not apply to you; for some people, none of them will apply. As with the other books we have written, all we ask is that you give this material a chance—grapple with a particular concept a ­little bit rather than reject it out of hand. While we don’t claim to have all the right answers, you may just find that some of the pain you experience as a parent is at least partly caused by one of these seven parenting errors. So here they are. Each one is a chapter in this book. We hope they challenge you.

				1.	Baby your child

				2.	Put your marriage last

				3.	Push your child into too many activities

				4.	Ignore your emotional or spiritual life

				5.	Be your child’s best friend

				6.	Fail to give your child structure

				7.	Expect your child to fulfill your dreams
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				THE RULES OF THE GAME

				It’s pretty hard to succeed at the game if you don’t know the rules, so this chapter explores the rules of the parenting game. There are other rules, too, but this chapter contains enough to get you headed in the right direction. Children and parents do better with clear structure. If you consistently flub the changes you try to institute in your home, have hope. It takes practice for everyone to become a good parent. Then simply return to this chapter and read it. Remember that sometimes people confuse “tried and true” with “true but trite.” You may already know the “right” thing to do, and lost sight of it in your search for a more glamorous answer.

				Small Changes Yield Big Results

				One change instituted consistently can turn an entire system around. Think about one of our space probes just leaving Earth’s orbit on its way to Jupiter. Imagine it is off-course by a fraction of a degree. Now, imagine mission control officials are unable to correct this tiny error mid-course because of a malfunction in the probe’s thrusters. Lastly, imagine where the probe will be, several years later, when it is supposed to be entering Jupiter’s atmosphere. It will be millions of miles off-course by then. Small changes yield big results.

				Sometimes people enter therapy looking for high drama and quick fixes. Sometimes people seek the magic bullet that will change their entire family system overnight. In so doing, people miss the fact that one small change, maintained consistently and with integrity, can indeed change an entire system. Of course, systemic change won’t happen overnight, no matter what you do. It takes time.

				We suggest that people visualize a dial with a 360-degree scale on it and with a strong spring inside that tries to keep the dial at zero degrees. Imagine cranking that dial clockwise 270 degrees and then letting the dial quickly spring back. This is the picture of what often happens when we want to change too many things all at once. Our intentions are right but long-term change needs time to secure its position.

				Now imagine turning that dial seven degrees and holding it there for twelve months despite the strong spring inside the dial that is trying to pull it back to zero. After twelve months of working diligently to keep it at seven degrees, you let go of the dial and find that it stays at seven degrees—the spring inside has adjusted to the new setting. Furthermore, you discover that many other aspects of your life have changed in important ways because of the internal growth that took place as you chose to work patiently to achieve this success instead of going for the quick fix.

				Dysfunction Usually Equals Extremes

				The opposite of dysfunctional is dysfunctional. Here are some common examples of extremes that tend to be equally dysfunction­al in ways that are opposite, at least on the surface.

				1.	People who are clingy, helpless and whiny versus people who deny their own dependency needs and are therefore overly independent and need-less.

				2.	People who rage and knock holes in walls versus people who rage by pouting silently for two days to punish you.

				3.	People who never cry versus people who seem constantly tearful.

				4.	People who set way too many limits for their children versus those who are way too permissive.

				5.	Families where people spend almost no time together as a family versus families where people spend almost all their time together to the exclusion of outside relationships and interests.

				6.	People who have very rigid belief systems versus people who have lax or non-existent belief systems.

				Struggle Is Good

				Struggle is good. Without it we would not be alive. We would have no reason to exist. We would have no sense of accomplishment. The only time in our brief lives when we don’t have to struggle is when we are in our mother’s womb. But with birth and labor, our struggle begins. When parents try to remove all of the roadblocks from their children’s paths they end up creating a fantasy world and an emotional prison for their children. If home is the only place on earth where the child has no struggle, and the child hasn’t learned to appreciate struggle in the first place, then he won’t leave home. He can’t leave home. It’s a setup for disappointment. Even if he leaves home physically, he’ll never grow up and leave emotionally. Given these circumstances, why should he?

				You Can’t Change What You Aren’t Willing to Admit, 
and What You Don’t Admit Tends to Run the Show

				If your home is in chaos, your children are out of control, you secretly resent your spouse for siding with the kids all the time, and you fantasize about running away to a remote tropical island, but you aren’t willing to admit any of these feelings to anyone, including yourself, then you surely aren’t likely to change any of these things. If you won’t admit that there’s a problem then how can you possibly fix it? And if you won’t get the feelings out in the open, whatever isn’t discussed and talked out tends to get acted out. Saying that you feel like running away isn’t the end of the world. Waiting until you do run away may be the end of the healthy world for you.

				Your Children Won’t Break If You Let Them Grow Up

				This should probably be a corollary to “struggle is good,” but the inner fear that our children will break if they have to struggle is so real and so powerful for some parents that we thought we’d say it again in a different way. If you were spoiled, smothered and coddled as a child, or at the other extreme, if you were abused and neglected as a child, you may be at risk for believing that your children will break if you let them grow up. Of course, children are incredibly resilient, and in these cases we recommend that parents address their own childhood shortages rather than projecting them onto their kids. Being a parent is so much easier when we aren’t unconsciously controlled by the ghosts of our own pasts. 

				A Few Rules, Enforced Consistently and Without Abuse, 
Are Superior to a Lot of Rules Enforced Inconsistently

				This, in some ways, is a partial corollary to “small changes yield big results.” Striking a balance is the goal here. When we see parents trying to enforce scores of itty-bitty rules, we know we are witnessing parents who are desperate in some way. If they are actually able to achieve compliance from their children with these scores of rules, which is a near-impossibility, it often means that the parents are extremely rigid, and often frightening to their children. Likewise, if we see parents who have too few rules, but who enforce them inconsistently, we know there are going to be problems.

				For children, basic manners, a consistent bedtime with bedtime rituals such as a bath and brushing their teeth, a couple of regular chores that are done with consistency, and one or two other rules are really enough if those rules are enforced consistently. The only way children learn to have internal structure is by starting with external structure. Children who grow up with limits they can depend on, for example, a regular bedtime, will develop a clear internal structure that will serve them a lifetime. Something this simple may not seem like a big deal, but without a doubt it is a big deal.

				Incompetent Children Cannot Have High Self-Esteem

				Somewhere on the way to the twenty-first century, some adults got the idea that constantly praising children for every ­little thing they do will ultimately produce high self-esteem. This was probably in reaction to the harsh, shaming practices prior to this “self-esteem movement,” but we need to get back on course. The opposite of dysfunctional is still dysfunctional. Of course we need to praise our children when they do things well. But we also need to let them struggle with problems by themselves and sometimes get their reward from the fact that they solved a problem on their own.

				We need to teach our kids about life. It isn’t enough to pump them up with empty praise for a job poorly done. We need to guide, teach, gently correct and help our kids move toward competence. Self-esteem, after all, comes from competence, not from incompetence. We have never met a human being who did not have something to offer the world. Our job as parents is to help our children discover their own gifts and then learn to do them well.

				Our Unhealthy Behaviors Always Have Reasons 
and Payoffs (Otherwise We Wouldn’t Engage in Them)

				This is a corollary to “You can’t change what you aren’t willing to admit.” We must be honest about the reasons for our unhealthy behaviors. All human behavior is motivated by something. We don’t do things without a reason. Why would someone drink herself to death? Because the pain of dying from alcoholism does not seem as awful as the pain of living sober. Why would someone let his kids stay up ’til all hours of the night rather than enforcing a consistent bedtime? Because he wants to be liked, to be seen as “the good guy.” Or because the guilt he would feel if he did enforce the bedtime seems more painful than the consequences of letting them stay up. Why would someone share her 

				personal marital problems with her children rather than with her husband or other adults? Because children are vulnerable, accepting, need parents, are a captive audience, and because talking with other adults is scarier than sharing that information with children.

				Life Is Not a Test, It’s an Experiment—So Give New Things a Try

				Above all, please remember that there are no perfect children, families or parents. No one is going to grade you on your parenting skills. No one is keeping score. You don’t have to do it perfectly. You can’t do it perfectly. You will make mistakes. Some of these will lead to temporary heartaches, but heartache is a necessary and deepening part of life. Nobody gets through parenting without some pain. Accept this truth, and you will find being a good parent much easier. It’s true, and it’s worth it.
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				BABY YOUR CHILD

				Babying Our Babies

				In Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ, Daniel Goleman cited Jerome Kagan’s research on children who are innately, biologically timid. Mothers who protected their timid children from upsetting experiences produced kids who continued to be plagued by fear as they grew older. Mothers who gradually and consistently encouraged their kids to deal with more and more of the world produced children who were much less fearful later on. This outcome challenges the thinking of many contemporary American parents who believe that children should be shielded from life’s difficulties. To the contrary, even biologically fearful children do better if their parents encourage them to conquer their fears.

				“Infantilize” is a psychiatric term that means what you probably think it means—a less technical word would be to “baby” our children. With the apparent epidemic of parental neglect and family fragmentation occurring in the United States today, you might think that this is hardly a problem. But nothing could be further from the truth. For many reasons, a large number of American children can barely write a complete sentence let alone a five-page typed essay with correct grammar and punctuation. Many leave home in their early-twenties unable to run a washer and dryer, fry an egg, iron a shirt or blouse or reconcile a checkbook. And an alarming number of males between the ages of twenty-five and twenty-eight—estimates go as high as 30 percent—currently live at home in this country, and many of them pay no rent and do no chores around the house.

				Back in the 1970s when we were supervising students in a university preschool, we noticed a disturbing trend. When faced with an activity such as drawing pictures or working with crafts, some of the little three- and four-year-old children who attended the preschool would work for a few moments and then just stop, apparently waiting to be praised for each line that they drew. As the school year progressed we realized that these children’s parents had, with good intentions, gone overboard with suggestions from the self-esteem movement. Not wanting their children’s self-esteem to be damaged, they had unconsciously decided that the best approach was to reward every little accomplishment achieved by their children. Of course, this kind of indiscriminate use of reinforcement actually has the opposite effect, making children so dependent on outside reward that they are virtually helpless on their own, ultimately lowering self-esteem to perilous levels. In Smart Parenting: How to Parent so Children Will Learn, nationally recognized parenting expert Dr. Sylvia Rimm wrote of the power wielded by children who are too dependent as a result of overprotection: “Because they are kind and caring and the children’s symptoms of power (tears and requests for pity) are very persuasive, parents and teachers continue to protect them, unintentionally stealing from them their opportunities to cope with challenge.” (p. 17)

				But the parents meant well, didn’t they? They certainly did. Parents have a hard job without much formal training to do it. But despite good intentions, rewarding children for every little action simply doesn’t help. It paralyzes children, robbing them of the joys of struggle and accomplishment. In the 1960s, Stanford psychologist Walter Mischel conducted some groundbreaking research on delay of gratification in children. He discovered that four-year-olds who took a few marshmallows as soon as they were offered turned out to be remarkably different much later in life than those who chose to wait a few extra minutes to get more marshmallows. As teens, those who were able to delay gratification were still much better able to wait for things, but they were also much higher achievers, better adjusted socially and emotionally, got into much less trouble, were liked a lot more, and were a lot happier than teens who chose not to wait for more marshmallows when they were four. Mischel’s findings are remarkable.

				Optimal Doses of Struggle

				Television news specials and inspirational books such as the Chicken Soup for the Soul series are filled with stories of extraordinary courage, perseverance, faith and hope. Sometimes we hear these stories and just shake our heads, muttering to ourselves that we could never display such courage or persistence. Or we wish we could but don’t know how it’s done. Part of the reason that some of us view these tales as filled with mystery is that the human spirit is sometimes unfathomable. But sometimes, we view these stories as incomprehensible because we weren’t given optimal doses of struggle when we were growing up.
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