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For Talia and Jacob . . . the future is yours.


“Want to help someone? Shut up and listen!”

ERNESTO SIROLLI

You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view . . . until you climb inside his skin and walk around in it.

HARPER LEE, To Kill a Mockingbird

Grown men can learn from very little children, for the hearts of little children are pure. Therefore, the Great Spirit may show children many things that older people miss.

BLACK ELK

Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN



INTRODUCTION

Where We’re Heading

Welcome to Raising Human Beings. I’m very glad you’re reading this book. The mere fact that you’re doing so suggests that you take parenting seriously and want to do it well. That’s good; your kid needs you to think about what you’re trying to achieve as a parent and to have the tools to accomplish the mission. If you’ve been feeling a little muddled about those things, that’s understandable. These days, the guidance on how to raise kids is so ubiquitous and so incongruous that it’s hard to know what’s right and wrong, what’s important and what’s not, what to prioritize and what to let slide, and how best to respond when your kid isn’t meeting expectations.

Let’s begin by thinking about the most crucial task of your child’s development: he needs to figure out who he is—his skills, preferences, beliefs, values, personality traits, goals, and direction—get comfortable with it, and then pursue and live a life that is congruent with it. As a parent, you have a similar task: you, too, need to figure out who your child is, get comfortable with it, and then help him live a life that is congruent with it. Of course, you also want to have influence. You want your kid to benefit from your experience, wisdom, and values and effectively handle the academic, social, and behavioral expectations of The Real World.

That balance—between having influence and helping your child live a life that is congruent with who he is—is hard to achieve. Most conflict between parents and kids occurs when that balance is out of whack. The collaborative, nonpunitive, nonadversarial approach to parenting described in this book will help you maintain the balance and keep the lines of communication open.

But, as suggested by the title, this book has a dual agenda. Yes, you definitely want things to go well in your relationship with your child, and you want your child to be able to handle the demands and expectations of The Real World. But you also want to parent in ways that foster qualities on the more positive side of human nature. We humans are capable of both altruistic and ignoble actions. Our instincts can lead us to acts of remarkable compassion and cooperation but also to lamentable insensitivity, conflict, and destruction. We have the capacity for characteristics such as empathy, honesty, collaboration, cooperation, appreciating how one’s actions are affecting others, perspective taking, and resolving disagreements in ways that do not cause conflict. Those are characteristics that The Real World is going to demand. But they need to be cultivated and encouraged. The approach to parenting described in this book will help you accomplish that mission as well.

Like many parents, you may find it hard to maintain perspective on the kind of parent you want to be when you’re caught up in the minutiae of everyday living. It’s easy to lose sight of the big picture when every day you’re consumed with your child’s hygiene, homework, chores, sports, activities, appointments, friends, car pools, SATs, and college applications. But maintaining your perspective is worth the effort, not only for your relationship with him but because the challenges that face our species and our world are going to demand his and your best instincts and actions. We need to raise our game, starting with how we raise our kids.

Now, a brief word about me. I’m the father of two kids, both now in their teens, so I have some firsthand experience with the peaks and valleys of parenting. It’s been the most fun and humbling experience of my life. I’ve also been a clinical psychologist for over twenty-five years, specializing in kids with social, emotional, and behavioral challenges. I’ve worked with thousands of kids in many different contexts: families, schools, inpatient psychiatry units, residential facilities, and prisons. Did my psychology training and experiences work to my advantage in parenting my own two kids? I suppose so. But just like everyone else, I had to get to know my children, figure out who they are, and take it from there. And I had to adjust at various points along the way, because those kids of mine kept growing and changing on me.

In my first book, The Explosive Child, I articulated an approach to parenting behaviorally challenging kids—the approach is now called Collaborative & Proactive Solutions (CPS)—that helps caregivers focus less on modifying kids’ behavior and more on partnering with kids to solve the problems that are causing those behaviors. You’ll be reading a lot about that approach in this book, because it’s just as applicable to kids whose problems and behaviors are more typical. See, there’s really not a whole lot of difference between “typical” kids and those who might be characterized as more challenging. Yes, some are more violent and volatile than others. Some are big talkers; others are quiet or completely nonverbal. Some come from fortunate circumstances; others have come down a much tougher path. Some live with their biological parents, others with one parent, or stepparents, or adoptive parents, or foster parents, or grandparents. Some have academic struggles; others have difficulty making friends; and still others struggle with overuse of substances or video games or social media. Some have lofty aspirations; others aren’t thinking much at all about what the future holds.

But they all need the same thing: parents and other caregivers who know how to maintain the balance between expectations and the kid’s skills, preferences, beliefs, values, personality traits, goals, and direction; who are able to bring that balance to everyday life; who help them participate in solving the problems that affect their lives; and who go about it in ways that foster the most desirable human instincts.

Because this book is relevant to children of both genders . . . and because it is cumbersome to read he or she, him or her, and his or her throughout the book . . . and because I didn’t want to write the book in one gender . . . entire chapters are written in alternating genders. I’ve drawn upon a multitude of real kids and parents I’ve known and worked with in creating the characters in this book, but they are composites. And there are a few running stories in this book to elucidate many of the themes and strategies. Of course, I very much hope that you’ll see yourself and your child in those characters and stories.

For some readers, the ideas in this book may be familiar. Others may find the ideas to be fairly novel. You may read some things that don’t square with your current ways of thinking, and the strategies may seem a bit foreign to you. But let the ideas percolate a little and give the strategies a try, more than once or twice—there’s a pretty decent chance they’ll grow on you.

Ross Greene

Portland, Maine



- Chapter 1 -


ROLE CONFUSION

It seems like it’s always been this way. Adults telling kids what to do and making them do it. Might makes right. Father knows best. Spare the rod and spoil the child. Do as I say, not as I do. Children should be seen and not heard.

And yet, along with some other historically subjugated groups—women, people of color—children have come a long way. Not so long ago, children were brought into the world to ensure the survival of the species, to help out on the farm, to generate some income, or simply because birth control wasn’t yet in vogue or reliable. Nowadays, with the species more populous than ever and with most kids off the hook (in the Western world, anyway) for tending the flock or contributing income, kids have choices. They’re real people. They matter. And they know it.

Some observers of Western society are not especially enthusiastic about the rise in kids’ status, pointing with alarm at what they perceive as the disrespectful, irreverent character of the modern child (Aristotle, of course, complained about the same thing). They lament the “adultification” of children and look with disdain upon parents who aren’t sufficiently in charge. They long for the good old days, when roles were clear, kids knew their place, and administering a well-deserved thrashing wouldn’t get you reported to the authorities.

On the other hand, there are those who aren’t quite convinced that the good old days were as marvelous as advertised. They’ve come to realize that might and right don’t overlap seamlessly, and that father didn’t always know best. They now recognize that the rod was an unnecessary and even counterproductive teaching tool, that thrashings were a pretty extreme way to make a point, and that there’s more to raising a kid than carrots and sticks. They believe that allowing children to have a voice in their own affairs might actually be good preparation for The Real World.

So, as it relates to how to raise kids, a lot of parents are a little confused about how to proceed these days. They’re mired in that muddy territory that lies between permissiveness and authoritarianism. They want their kid to be independent, but not if he’s going to make bad choices. They want to avoid being harsh and rigid, but not if the result is a noncompliant, disrespectful kid. They want to avoid being too pushy and overbearing, but not if an unmotivated, apathetic kid is what they have to show for it. They want to have a good relationship with their kid, but not if that means being a pushover. They don’t want to scream, but they do want to be heard.

It’s all about balance, but the balance sometimes seems so precarious, so difficult to achieve.

Fortunately, it’s not mud that lies between the Dictatorial Kingdom and the Pushover Provinces. It’s a partnership, and one in which collaboration, rather than power, is the key ingredient. A partnership that will help you and your kid work together as allies—as teammates—rather than as adversaries. A partnership that will help you forge a relationship that works for both of you, that gives you both room to grow, that provides your child with the solid foundation he needs to someday spread his wings and fly.

We seem to be moving pretty fast here. A collaborative partnership? With my kid? For real?

For real. You may not be aware of it, but you started collaborating with your kid the instant he came into this world. When he cried, you tried to figure out what was the matter. Then you tried to do something about it. Then, based on his feedback, if it became apparent that your intuition or your intervention wasn’t spot-on, you adjusted. So you’ve had a collaborative partnership with your kid for quite some time.

Will I still be an authority figure in a collaborative partnership?

Yes, very much so. Not an “old school” authority figure, but an authority figure nonetheless.

It turns out that what you’re mostly looking for, as a parent, is influence. Not control. And there is more than one way to get that influence. One path involves power and coercion, but there’s another path, one that enhances communication, improves relationships, and better prepares kids for a lot of what actually lies ahead in The Real World. This book, as you might have guessed, is about the second path.

The good news is that, by mere virtue of your position as parent, you already have influence. The bad news is that you don’t have as much influence as you thought and that if you use your influence in the wrong way, you’ll have even less.

Now some more good news: your child wants influence too.

That’s good news?

Yes, that’s very good news. For your child to do well in The Real World, he’ll need to know what he wants. Of course, it wouldn’t be ideal for you to give him everything he wants just because he wants it. So he’ll also need to know how to pursue what he wants adaptively and in a way that takes others’ needs and concerns into account. As a pretty influential guy named Hillel once wrote, “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? And if I am only for myself, what am I?” The problem, of course, is that Hillel didn’t give us the recipe for balancing those two considerations. Nonetheless, you’re on the hook for helping your child do it.

Creating a collaborative partnership with a child is unfamiliar territory for many parents, and we adults often aren’t very enthusiastic about treading into unfamiliar territory. If we’re going to err, it’s often going to be in the direction of authoritarianism and rigidity, and we can easily find support for this position, perhaps from parenting experts (depending on who we follow), perhaps in scripture (if we’re selective about where we look). But working toward a collaborative partnership has the potential to make parenting far more rewarding and to have you someday looking in the rearview mirror with great satisfaction.

We humans have come so far in so many realms. We have electricity and iPods and smartphones and the Internet. We can communicate instantaneously with people anywhere in the world. We’ve mastered flight. We’ve landed people on the moon and explored planets. We can transplant hearts and livers and faces and replace limbs. We can prevent and cure diseases. We can make babies without need of intercourse . . . and help them survive if they’re born many months before term.

But we’re still overreliant on power and control to solve problems. In that very important respect, we haven’t come far enough. And it begins with how we raise our children.

Completing the quote from Hillel, “If not now, when?”

• • • • •

As you read in the introduction, there are several stories that run throughout the book. Each focuses on a different family. These families’ situations will help elucidate the themes and strategies you’ll learn about. Let’s meet our first family now.

Denise was in her early-morning single-mom frazzle. Three kids to get out the door to school, a job to get to (preferably on time), and a boss who tried to be understanding but didn’t take kindly to late-arriving employees.

“Hank, get down here and eat your breakfast! Nick, stop doing your homework and go get dressed for school—you should’ve finished it last night, anyway! Charlotte, please turn off the TV and get your backpack ready. You’re going to miss the bus! I’ve told you a million times not to watch TV in the morning before school! And the dog still hasn’t been fed!”

Charlotte, the youngest of Denise’s kids, meandered into the kitchen. “Can’t somebody else be the one who feeds the dog in the morning? There’s too much for me to do.”

“Fine, I’ll feed the dog,” said Denise, pouring milk into a bowl of cereal for Hank. “Just get out of here so you don’t miss your bus! I don’t have time to drive you to school again!”

“I like when you drive me to school,” said Charlotte, sitting down on a kitchen chair.

“Charlotte, don’t sit down!” said Denise. “I like driving you to school, too, but not when I’m this late. Go!”

Charlotte got up from the chair, just in time for her older brother, Hank, to flick her ear as he sat down for breakfast.

“Mom!”

“Hank, leave her be!” hissed Denise. “What did I tell you was going to happen to your Xbox if you keep torturing your sister?”

“What’s for breakfast?” mumbled Hank, still half asleep.

Denise placed the bowl of cereal in front of Hank.

“I don’t want cereal,” grumbled Hank.

“It’s all I have time for today.”

“Then I won’t eat breakfast.”

“There are some frozen waffles in the freezer,” offered Denise. “Does that work?”

“I don’t want breakfast.”

“I don’t want you going to school without breakfast,” said Denise, opening a can of dog food.

“Yeah, well, I’m not hungry. You never have time to make pancakes except on the weekend.”

Hank got up from the table and left the kitchen.

“I can’t make pancakes every day!” called Denise. “And nobody else likes pancakes, anyway. Nick, stop with the homework. Do you want the cereal Hank isn’t eating?”

“Hank probably got his spit in it already,” said Nick.

“That’s right, loser,” called Hank from the hallway. “ ’Cuz losers eat my spit.”

“I’m not eating it,” announced Nick.

Denise sighed and dumped the cereal in the sink and poured a new bowl of cereal for Nick.

“I’m not using the same bowl he spit in!”

“Fine. I’ll give you a new bowl.” Denise poured fresh cereal and milk into a different bowl and set the dog food in front of Nick.

“This is disgusting!” Nick protested before Denise noticed her error.

“Oh geez!” Denise replaced the dog food with the bowl of cereal.

“Don’t spill it on my homework!” Nick warned.

“Bye,” Charlotte called from the front hallway.

“Bye, sweetie; I love you!” called Denise.

A minute later, Denise heard Hank leave without saying good-bye. Then she noticed that Nick hadn’t touched his cereal.

“Nick, enough with the freaking homework!”

When Nick had left and Denise was finally on her way to work, a few minutes late as usual, she wondered why every morning had to be just like the last. Would it ever get easier?



- Chapter 2 -


INCOMPATIBILITY

As you’ve already read, every kid has the same task: figure out who she is—her skills, preferences, beliefs, values, personality traits, goals, and direction—get comfortable with it, and then pursue and live a life that is congruent with it. This is what the renowned psychologist Carl Rogers referred to as self-actualization.

As you also read, you as a parent have an important task as well: you, too, have to figure out who your child is, get comfortable with it, and then help her live a life that is congruent with it. Notice that it’s not your task to mold the lump of clay (your child) into the form you envisioned: she’s not a lump of clay, and you don’t have that kind of power.

But you also want your kid to benefit from your experience, wisdom, and values. In other words, you want to have influence. That influence is exerted through your expectations, which include many realms: family member (e.g., chores, how family members should be treated), health (hygiene, sleep, food choices), student (grades, effort, work habits), member of society (how to treat other people, abiding by laws, responsibility to the community at large), and outcomes (being able to earn a living, function independently). Your expectations can’t be blind, though; they must be matched to your child’s skills, preferences, beliefs, values, personality traits, goals, and direction (summarized hereafter as characteristics). And you’re not the only one with expectations for your child; the world has academic, social, and behavioral expectations too.

Throughout your child’s development, there is a continuous interplay between her characteristics and your and the world’s demands and expectations. The bar is continuously raised; the demands and expectations become more intense and complex as your child grows. And your child’s characteristics evolve over time as well.

Most kids are able to meet most of the expectations that are placed upon them most of the time. But every kid struggles to meet expectations sometimes, some more than others. In other words, there are times when there is incompatibility between your child’s characteristics and the demands and expectations that are being placed upon her.

For example, if a classroom teacher insists that your child pay rapt attention and sit still for long periods of time and your child is distractible and hyperactive, or finds much of the material less than captivating, then there’s incompatibility between the teacher’s expectations and your child’s characteristics. Now, if your child is driven to succeed against all odds, or is eager to please, or has the ability to muster the psychic energy to focus even when she’s bored stiff, or if she’s fearful of your wrath in response to bad grades, she may be able to overcome the distractibility, hyperactivity, and/or boredom, at least some of the time. But if your child does not possess any or many of these characteristics, the incompatibility will remain.

If the peers on your child’s school bus are boisterous and tease a lot and your child is very quiet, shy, and sensitive, there may be incompatibility between the social demands on the school bus and your child’s capacity to respond effectively. If your child has the ability to let things roll off her back, or if she’s able to join up with other kids who are equally introverted, she may be able to reduce or even surmount the incompatibility on the school bus. But if she doesn’t possess these protective characteristics and isn’t able to transcend the incompatibility on the school bus, it will remain.

There’s also incompatibility if your child’s teacher is assigning massive quantities of math homework and your child only marginally understands the material and is therefore having difficulty completing that homework. If your child is tenacious in response to adversity, or has the wherewithal to seek assistance when she needs it and the persistence to seek help elsewhere if the initial help isn’t helpful—or if the teacher is very attuned to his or her students, good at noticing when kids are struggling, and highly skilled at providing help—your child may be able to overcome the incompatibility. Otherwise, the incompatibility will remain.

Notice that, in the last example, dealing with incompatibility isn’t the sole responsibility of your kid. Sometimes a kid needs a partner to help out. And one of your most important roles as a partner is that of helper.

We tend to limit our use of the word helper to those in professional roles—physicians, mental health professionals, educators—but as a parent, you’re in one of the helping professions too. That being the case, there are probably some things you should know about being a helper:

1. Helpers help. In other words, helpers abide by the Hippocratic Oath, which goes something like this: don’t make things worse.

2. Helpers have thick skin. In other words, they try hard not to take things too personally. That way, they can stay as objective as possible and maintain their perspective. While helpers are entitled to their own feelings, they aren’t ruled by them. In other words, helpers try very hard to make sure that their own feelings don’t interfere with helping.

3. Helpers only help when their help is really needed. That way, helpers also promote independence.

Sticking with these themes can be tough. There’s no love like the love parents feel for their children. You’ve been caring for and worrying about that kid for a long time. You were there when she was totally dependent on you as an infant, and you’ve been there through thick and thin ever since. Parenting has provided you with some of the best times of your life.

And also some of the worst, which can make it hard to stay in helping mode, or cause you to try helping in ways that are incongruent with your role as a partner. But maintaining that role is what you’re striving for. Even when your kid doesn’t meet your expectations. Even when your kid says things that are hurtful. Even when, perhaps during adolescence, your kid acts like she doesn’t want to have anything to do with you anymore. Even when it becomes clear that you’re no longer as appealing to hang out with as her peers. You’re still a partner.

Life is far less stressful—and your child doesn’t need a partner quite so much—when there’s compatibility between her characteristics and the world’s demands and expectations. It’s incompatibility—struggling—that stresses kids and parents out and that sets the stage for a variety of disadvantageous responses in both kids and their caregivers.

Yet, it’s also incompatibility that is the impetus for growth and resilience.

In other words, incompatibility isn’t all bad. In fact, incompatibility can be very good. Which is good, because incompatibility is inevitable. The conflict that often accompanies incompatibility isn’t good. Or necessary.

Seeing your kid struggle isn’t fun. The trick is to pay close attention to whether she needs your help to overcome incompatibility or can manage it on her own. And the magic is in how, if she does need your help, you handle things from there.

IN THE BEGINNING

• • • • •

Let’s rewind the tape a little. The interface between your child’s characteristics and the world’s expectations began the instant she was born. What demands are placed on infants? Without being exhaustive—and recognizing that expectations vary across families and kids—there are demands for self-soothing, regulating and modulating emotions, ingesting and digesting food, establishing a regular sleep cycle, adapting to the sensory world (heat, cold, lights, noises, changes, etc.), perhaps sleeping in a separate bed, and interacting with people (in fairly rudimentary ways early on, with rapidly increasing sophistication as she gets older). If, in infancy, a child has the skills to handle these demands without great difficulty, then, all other things being equal, there is compatibility and things are likely to go fairly smoothly. But if a kid lacks the skills to handle these expectations—has what’s often referred to as a difficult temperament—or if the expectations of the environment are out of whack, then there is incompatibility and a heightened risk for things to go less smoothly.

How do infants communicate that there is incompatibility? Since words are not an option, they do it by crying, screaming, turning red in the face, thrashing about, vomiting, hyperventilating, sleeping too little or too much, and so forth. If caregivers have difficulty interpreting and being responsive to these signs, the incompatibility will likely be heightened.

Of course, infancy is just the beginning of the compatibility/incompatibility journey, of the never-ending interplay between expectations and a child’s characteristics. There are many points in development—we might call them points of vulnerability—at which incompatibility could arise. For example, during the toddler years, the world starts demanding that kids begin expressing their needs, thoughts, and concerns in words. When children start “using their words” in accordance with expectations, there’s compatibility. When children do not develop language processing and communication skills in accordance with expectations, or if the demands and expectations are out of whack, then there’s incompatibility.

In addition to language, another emerging skill kicks in at around twelve to eighteen months: locomotion. Language and locomotion are exciting developments, but they can also contribute to incompatibility. See, long before these skills emerge, children already have some pretty clear ideas about what they want and when they want it (usually right now!), but language and locomotion are what set the stage for them to go for it. In one respect—especially as it relates to a child starting to figure out who she is, get comfortable with it, and pursue a life that is congruent with it—knowing what she wants and going for it is a good thing. But because what she wants and when she wants it may not be feasible or safe, parental influence is really important.

How do toddlers communicate that there is incompatibility? Often with the universal sign of incompatibility: the tantrum. Regrettably, tantrums have given a bad name—the terrible twos—to this exciting time in a child’s development. But the last thing you’d want to do is view early expressions of your child’s skills, preferences, beliefs, values, personality traits, goals, and direction as a terrible thing. Tantrums are simply a signal that there’s incompatibility, not a sign that your child is challenging your desire to have influence. Tantrums let you know that your child needs some help sorting things through and that it’s time to get the ball rolling on teaching and modeling some important developmental skills such as delay of gratification, expressing concerns in an adaptive manner, taking into account the concerns and needs of other people, frustration tolerance, flexibility, and problem-solving. Tantrums are not an indication that your child needs massive doses of Who’s the Boss. If you play your cards right, the terrible twos can be a time of tremendous growth, learning, and exploration. The same can be said for the tumultuous threes. And the fearsome fours. And everything that comes after.

Speaking of what comes after, when children reach the age of three or four, the world starts demanding that they sit still and pay attention for rather lengthy periods of time, that they demonstrate greater flexibility and adaptability, and that they exhibit increasingly sophisticated, nuanced social skills. Sustained attention and self-regulation are among the broad constellation of skills known as executive functions, which are integrally related to a kid’s ability to solve problems, handle frustration effectively, adapt, make decisions, plan, control impulses, and reflect on past experience and bring it to bear in the present. Social skills represent an equally broad category that includes other skills such as sharing, entering a group, starting a conversation, and asserting oneself appropriately, along with more sophisticated, crucial skills such as empathy, appreciating how one’s behavior is affecting others, and taking another’s perspective. Countless additional expectations—some more mundane than others—are placed on kids throughout childhood: potty training; going to and staying in bed at night; getting ready for school in a timely manner; dressing independently; separating from caregivers; mastering spelling, writing, math, reading, and homework; participating in sports; making and keeping friends; and settling disagreements adaptively. Of course, that list barely scratches the surface. Yet the refrain is the same: when a kid is able to meet those expectations, there is compatibility; when a kid has difficulty meeting those expectations, there is incompatibility.

How do older kids communicate that there is incompatibility? As they did when they were younger, through their behavior: pouting, sulking, withdrawing, screaming, swearing, throwing things, slamming doors, lying, or skipping school. At the extreme end of the spectrum, kids may communicate that there is incompatibility by exhibiting behaviors that are injurious to themselves or others, such as hitting, destroying property, cutting, self-induced vomiting, using alcohol or drugs to excess, and worse. And there are many other possible indicators of incompatibility, such as poor grades, lack of interest in school, having few or no friends, excessive use of video games, and so forth.

Adults have a tendency to concentrate too heavily on the signs of incompatibility, typically a kid’s behavior. Many mental health professionals have the same inclination. But behavior is just the means by which your child communicates that there is incompatibility. It’s the fever—the signal. To have influence, you’ll need to see beyond the behavior and focus on identifying and solving the problems that are causing it. Behavior is what’s going on downstream. You want to focus upstream, on resolving the incompatibilities that are causing the behavior.

If a child exhibits enough maladaptive behaviors enough of the time, then there’s an excellent chance she will meet criteria for one or more of the categories that many mental health professionals rely upon for rendering psychiatric diagnoses, which, in general, comprise long lists of undesirable behaviors. We could debate the pros and cons of childhood psychiatric diagnoses—in the interest of full disclosure, I find that they often do more harm than good—but one thing is certain: while a diagnosis certifies that there is incompatibility, it also implies that the source of the incompatibility is the child and therefore increases the likelihood that adults will be focused on fixing the problem child rather than on improving compatibility.

By the way, there are lots of kids who are struggling but don’t meet diagnostic criteria for any particular psychiatric disorder. So you wouldn’t want to wait for a psychiatric diagnosis to be rendered before concluding that there is incompatibility.

Even when diagnoses aren’t being applied, many of the adjectives that are commonly invoked to characterize kids who aren’t meeting expectations also imply that the problem resides within the kid: unmotivated, lazy, weak, manipulative, intransigent, willful, attention seeking, limit testing, disrespectful, to name a few. These characterizations often give rise to many of the erroneous things we say about kids who aren’t meeting expectations. Here’s a partial list:

“She enjoys doing poorly.”

“She enjoys pushing my buttons.”

“She thinks she can pull the wool over my eyes.”

“She doesn’t care.”

“She’s just a bad seed.”

“She’s not working up to her potential.”

“I know she can do it . . . the effort’s just not there.”

“She needs to wake up.”

“Somebody needs to light a fire under that kid.”

“It looks like she’s going to have to hit rock bottom before she’ll want to float.”

These terms and expressions also cause parents to focus on fixing the problem child rather than on improving compatibility.

YOU

• • • • •

Let’s talk about you a little. You presumably have a wide range of strong emotions tied up in that kid of yours. You want to be a good parent. You want to do it right. You want your child to feel loved, cared for, and protected. You want to make sure she turns out OK. You want to make sure she’s ready for The Real World. Maybe you want to parent in ways that are similar to the ways you were parented. Or perhaps you’re determined to do things differently.

All parents bring a variety of tendencies and characteristics to the compatibility/incompatibility equation. Here are some of the most important:

• how attuned and responsive you are to your child and her needs

• how you handle stress and frustration

• your level of resilience

• your level of patience

• what you need from your relationship with your child

• the type of relationship you envisioned having with your child

• what you envisioned it would be like to be a parent

• the manner in which you relate to and interact with your child

• how much time you want to spend together

• how much you actually enjoy hanging out with your child

• the extent to which you are pulled away from parenting by work or other distractions

• your awareness of how your behavior is affecting hers

• your sensitivity to whether the expectations you’re placing on your child are reasonable and realistic

As you may have experienced firsthand, kids are not the only ones at risk for being harshly characterized when there’s incompatibility. Society reserves its harshest judgments for their parents: they’re inconsistent, passive, lax, permissive, rigid, not rigid enough, namby-pamby, coddling, overinvolved, underinvolved, overprotective, hovering, indifferent, irresponsible. But viewing parents as “the problem” is as counterproductive as viewing the child as “the problem,” and simply points us toward fixing the problem parent rather than toward improving compatibility.

THE CONFLUENCE

• • • • •

Now we can begin to bring the different forces together: your child, with her characteristics; you, with your expectations; and the world, with demands and expectations of its own. We know that those forces sometimes produce compatibility, sometimes incompatibility. We’ve also established that the manner in which you respond when there is incompatibility is what will determine whether you and your child are partners, whether you’re being an effective helper, and whether your influence is truly influential.

Q & A

Question: How did my child get her characteristics? Is it primarily nature or nurture?

Answer: It’s primarily, and always, both. Her skills—and yours, too—are influenced 100 percent by nature and 100 percent by nurture.

There’s the temptation to think of some characteristics, such as those caused by genetic disorders, as solely determined by nature. But the field of epigenetics tells us that while a child might be genetically predisposed to a particular disorder, there are a variety of nongenetic factors that determine whether the gene will be activated. Indeed, nurture—for example, the mother’s level of stress and the substances, good and bad, that she puts in her body during pregnancy—is exerting influence in utero, and even before the child is conceived. And the environment continues to affect the child’s outcome throughout her life.

There’s also the temptation to think of some characteristics as purely determined by environmental factors. There’s no question that trauma, neglect, poverty, family dysfunction, and other environmental risk factors can contribute to or exacerbate certain characteristics, but they don’t cause those characteristics. That’s why kids from the same tough neighborhood or family situation can have completely different characteristics. It’s why kids who have endured similar traumatic experiences have vastly different reactions to and outcomes following those experiences.

The reality is that your child is a composite of myriad characteristics, and those characteristics are influenced by a symphony of environmental and genetic factors. There are no simple explanations for how a kid turns out, though it feels more efficient to pretend that there are. “She’s vertically challenged because her mother smoked when she was pregnant” would be too simple. “She’s misbehaving because her parents are incompetent disciplinarians” would be incomplete as well. “There’s trouble in that kid’s gene pool going back a long way.” Perhaps so, but now you know there’s more to it than that.

Question: Are “expectations” and “rules” the same thing?

Answer: They are roughly synonymous, but the term expectations is preferable. When kids “break the rules,” adults tend to respond in a rigid, punitive manner, so as to compel the following of the rules. But when kids are having “difficulty meeting expectations,” the range of potential responses—as you’ll soon see—expands greatly.

Question: Aren’t there some expectations my kid just has to meet?

Answer: There certainly are some expectations you very badly want your kid to meet. But if those expectations are incompatible with her characteristics, then simply trying harder to make her meet those expectations is only likely to increase the level of incompatibility and move you further away from a partnership.

Question: How early can I begin partnering with my child?

Answer: Again, you began responding to incompatibility when your child was an infant. Your response was influenced by how attuned you were to what your infant was communicating (since she had no words) and how reliable and attentive you were to her needs. Did she need movement to fall asleep? Was she easily startled or awakened by noise? What was the best timing for feeding? Did she want to be held a lot? Did she have a strong preference for sleeping near you?

Yes, being responsive and reliable requires an enormous amount of time, energy, and commitment. When you decided to be a parent, you simultaneously decided to put someone else (your kid) first for a while. That’s what you signed up for. Those first three years of your child’s life do set the stage for much of the development that occurs later, so stimulation—not in the form of a video screen but rather in the form of your face, voice, presence, time, involvement, and attention—is a big deal. You don’t need to be too concerned about giving your infant or toddler too much attention and love.

Is infancy the ideal time to teach your child that the world isn’t always a reliable and responsive place? No—she has plenty of time to learn about that, and she needs a reliable, responsive foundation far more than she needs you to provide early lessons on how unreliable and unresponsive the world can be. In other words, she needs solid roots before she can start spreading her wings.

Question: This idea that incompatibility is a good thing—can you say more about that?

Answer: Expanding on the work of Erik Erikson, the noted psychologist James Marcia has written extensively about the four potential outcomes of your child’s journey, depending on the degree to which she has (a) actively explored alternative identities and (b) actually committed to a particular identity or self-concept (skills, beliefs, values, preferences, personality traits, goals, and direction):

• Identity foreclosure refers to a person who has not gone through the process of exploring her identity or self-concept but rather has blindly accepted the identity that was provided to or imposed upon her in childhood by parents and other significant caregivers. While this person has committed to an identity, the commitment is not a result of her own searching. An example of this might be a person who chooses a certain profession and lifestyle based on parental expectations but who might have gone in a completely different direction had she had the opportunity to explore and get comfortable with her identity.

• Identity moratorium refers to a person who is still actively searching for an identity but has yet to make commitments to specific beliefs, values, preferences, and goals. An example of this might be a person who shuffled between eight different majors while in college but never settled on one and now moves frequently from one job to another. She’s still exploring and searching for her identity.

• Identity diffusion refers to a person who has neither attempted to explore her identity nor made any commitments to specific values and beliefs. This person may be depressed or apathetic, for she has no idea who or what she is, where she belongs, or where she’s heading. She may even turn to negative activities, such as crime or drugs, as it is sometimes easier to slip into a negative identity than to have none at all.

• Identity achievement refers to a person who has both undergone the identity exploration process and has also developed a well-defined self-concept and identity. She knows who she is, what she believes, and where she’s going.
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“A brilliant, practical guide on how to raise children in such a way that

they will become the people we all want our children to become.”
—Ned Hallowell, New York Times bestselling author and ADHD expert
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