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To Trevor and Isaac–my strong, confident, and resilient sons.

To Molly and Logan—my strong, confident, and resilient daughters.

To Brian—my support and partner in this adventure of building an emotionally intelligent family.






Introduction


The spirit is there in every boy; it has to be discovered and brought to life.

—Robert Baden-Powell



I couldn’t wait to be a boy mom.

Don’t misunderstand me. I love my girls with all my heart, but when I dreamed of having that first baby, I wanted a boy. I imagined mommy-son snuggles, dirty feet, wide-eyed adoration, and all the stereotypical things that went along with being part of the “boy mom” tribe.

I envisioned a big brother to his younger siblings, standing up to any injustices. That whole “I can tease and pick on them all I want, but watch out to anyone else who tries that!” idea of a protector, teaser, prankster, cuddler, and all-around leader of the pack of small beings I was bound to be blessed with.

My boys would be sensitive and smart. They wouldn’t be too rough. I wasn’t going to conform to the stereotypes and only buy the “boyish toys.” No guns and swords and weapons, either…oh no! My boys wouldn’t be violent. They’d be calm and creative, fun and loving, embodying the best of the rough-and-tumble boy life, but with a soft side. I would give them trucks and cars to play with, and baby dolls to love. My sons would learn to nurture and protect while being rugged and industrious.

Are you laughing at Past Me yet?

There are so many books and articles that caution young moms about raising overly masculine and aggressive boys. They implore parents to teach their sons to be calmer, quieter, and more compliant than the impulsive boys who yank pigtails—those who fall under the “boys will be boys” stereotype.

I tried being that enlightened mom with my firstborn. I rocked him and cuddled him and read him sweet stories. He’d take them in, snuggle back, and then grab fistfuls of the dog’s fur as she passed. He was a fitful sleeper and destroyer of all block towers in his path.

I’ll never forget sitting at a coffee shop with some of my work friends. We’d formed a prayer group of sorts, where we read books about faith, parenting, mothering, or being a woman, and we’d meet once a week to discuss the next chapter, talk about being new moms, and care for each other. Two of my friends’ sweet little girls are the same age as my eighteen-month-old little boy. Those toddler girls sat in the wooden restaurant high chairs with their coloring, crafts, neatly cut-up snacks, and sippy cups while their mamas chatted at the table.

My toddler boy drove cars beneath the table around our feet, crashing them together and making sound effects, his coloring books forgotten or used as tunnels and ramps. He wove in and out of the tables in our little deserted section of the coffee shop, discarding the coloring sheet I tried giving him. He pulled away as I tried to wipe the smeared icing off his face, then crashed, eye first, into the corner of the table next to us, letting out a wail that could be heard two cities away.

That little boy did not want to sit and color. He never stopped moving. He didn’t gravitate toward the stuffed animals, games, and sorting toys I had strategically placed around our home. Well, unless it was to topple things, wrestle with the stuffed animals, or fashion the sorting toys into weapons to protect me from invaders. He was my knight in armor, ready to defend my life and my honor at a moment’s notice.

He climbed, jumped, grabbed, and investigated the most dangerous things he could possibly find. If I turned my back for a minute, he’d be gone. The day after that embarrassing coffee date I mentioned, I was cleaning up some toys in the family room, where he was bouncing up and down to the music from a Baby Einstein video. I dragged the box down the hallway to the back room in our tiny 1,100-square-foot house and came back minutes later to an empty family room, music still playing.

I looked under furniture and behind plants, then heard water running upstairs in our only bathroom with a tub. I ran up the narrow, steep stairs of our little 1850s farmhouse to find him standing in the tub, diaper and shorts in a soggy heap on the bathroom floor, his onesie dangling and dripping, half on and half off. His black eye was glistening as water droplets sprayed his face from the detachable shower head he pointed at himself.

Using what he’d learned from Baby Signs, he signed “water” and grinned proudly. I sighed and helped him take his onesie the rest of the way off and sat on the closed toilet seat, breathing slowly while he occupied himself in the shower for a few minutes before, inevitably, he was off again.

Dr. Leonard Sax, author of Why Gender Matters, explains that despite our planning and plotting, boys and girls will always be different, and parents, teachers, and caregivers would do well to learn about those differences so they can help kids reach their full potential. One of our biggest challenges as parents is figuring out what those differences are, seeing how they apply to our own sons, and then using that knowledge to be the amazing parents we are meant to be.

In his book, Dr. Sax shares how some of the things we typically associate with boys—distraction, hyperactivity, impulsivity, physical aggression—are actually misunderstood pieces of their biology that, when properly addressed, can help us unlock their potential.

Dr. Michael C. Reichert, author of How to Raise a Boy, tells us that most parenting books send messages about boys that fall into two camps: (1) that boys are biologically driven to rambunctious play, aggression, and risk-taking or (2) that they are innocent victims of social oppression, playing into our preconceived gendered norms. What’s missing from these discussions, Dr. Reichert goes on to say, is that lovely, imaginative, and inspiring part played by a boy’s dreams, goals, nature, and psychology. Who they’re meant to be. What they’re born for.

Our boys are neither victims of biology nor the social ecology. But they have gotten the short end of the stick for too long. They’re different, and that’s okay. It’s meant to be. It’s our job, mamas, to help them harness their energy and grow in strength and empathy too.

As a boy mom today, I worry for my sons. I worry that they’re being discriminated against for how they’re biologically and neurologically wired. That they’re mistrusted just because they’re male. That’s not fair or right. We need to fight back, boy moms. We need to stand up for our sons now, and be proud of all that comes along with being boy moms. We can help our boys grow up to be men of integrity, compassion, confidence, and fairness. We can nurture their emotional intelligence so they can truly understand another person’s perspective, think critically, and stand up for what is right. And we can equip them to be strong enough to bounce back from trauma, displaying a lifelong resiliency that will help them be amazing friends, spouses, and fathers in their own time.

In an article entitled “What Happened After My 13-Year-Old Son Joined the Alt-Right,” published in the Washingtonian in 2019, the author described a dark spiral her young teen took after a girl at school made what she later admitted was a false sexual harassment claim against him. He felt lost and let down by the administrator and guidance counselor, who were supposed to be there for him. The story ends with her son coming out of that dark time, but not before being exposed to a kind of underbelly in cyberspace and a loss of the innocence he’d had before that accusation. Scary stuff, mamas.

According to the article, a school administrator made a comment to the boy and his parents that, as a father of daughters, it was his job to believe and protect the girls under his care at the school. He admitted in that board room that he took the girl’s word over the boy’s. The accused boy’s assertion that he hadn’t done or said anything to the girl, who admitted later that she’d made it all up because she wanted him to like her, seemed to mean less to that administrator because he was male. That administrator told the boy’s parents that it was his “primary duty, as a school official and as a father of daughters, to believe and to protect the girls under his care.” But at what cost? And how do we raise our sons to want to stand up—for themselves and others—if the world around them isn’t supportive of them simply because they’re boys?

What message does this send to our sons? That they need to be perfect and completely above reproach at all times simply because they are male? It’s just not fair to put that kind of pressure on a young boy. Childhood is a time when kids are supposed to make mistakes so they can learn from them and grow while they’re surrounded by people—at home, school, sports, churches, and homeschool co-ops if they aren’t in a traditional homeschool setting—who love them and have their best interests at heart. It’s a time when boys and girls mess up equally. Both boys and girls do impulsive things, say things they don’t mean to get someone in trouble, or push the envelope. It’s our duty to believe all kids and shepherd them toward building resiliency, integrity, and emotional intelligence. It’s our duty to stand up, boy moms, and protect our sons while raising them to be good, strong men.

I’m the proud mom to two sons. My boys are quirky, creative, fun, impulsive, crazy smart, and often endearingly absentminded. I’m also the proud mom of two daughters, so I understand the instinct to protect them above all. I’ve found myself being harder on my oldest son than his sister, simply because he is stronger than her and “should protect her.”

I’m a work in progress. What I do know is this—there is a lot of information out there bombarding us as parents, and more specifically, as boy moms. Books on how to raise the best boys possible, on parenting confident kids, resilient kids, emotionally intelligent kids, kids with ADHD, gifted kids, kids with special needs, and everything in between. I’ve read an exhausting number of them. (I’ve shared information about some of my favorites in the resource section of this book and you can find clickable links to them and loads of other resources on the website for this book, RaisingResilientSons.com.)

It’s easy to become overwhelmed. Like me, you’re probably a mama of boys who feel passionately that they are who they are meant to be. Their brains are wired for adventure. They’re meant to be strong and confident, protectors of the innocent, champions of the persecuted. They’re meant to fight for justice and love deeply. To forge new trails, discover new and better ways of doing things, and be mindful, caring, and connected to their people and their world.

In this book, we’ll explore the ideas behind resiliency and emotional intelligence, and how they relate to our precious sons. I’m a hands-on mama, with a love for research and a passion for distilling reams of information down to pragmatic and applicable ideas, so you’ll walk away from this book with a slew of actionable tips and strategies for meeting your sons right where they are—from teeny tots to towering teens—to build the family of your dreams. I’ll make sure of it, and I’ll be right there with you every step of the way.

Take a deep breath, grab a cup of coffee (or glass of wine) and some chocolate. Let’s get started, mama!








Part One Getting Ready



Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. Only through experience of trial and suffering can the soul be strengthened, ambition inspired, and success achieved.

— Helen Keller








Miles was an adorable boy. Blond hair, blue eyes, and a little dimple in his cheek when he smiled his slightly mischievous grin. From the time he was small he did all the boy things—T-Ball, soccer, basketball—and he excelled. He was popular when he started school, was always surrounded by lots of kids on the playground, and had a full calendar of birthday parties, playdates, and sporting events to attend. His mom talked proudly about how well liked he was with neighbors, friends, and family.

But Miles wasn’t the greatest student. He did well enough to pass just under the radar, though he was often in trouble for talking too much in class. In high school he played sports and dated equally popular girls, and fell further behind. He didn’t really care, though, because he had figured out how to game the system, and he was really well versed in cheating. His parents made sure he had the right “stuff” to fit in with the kids he hung around—a car, great clothes, a cell phone, and they were there for every game and awards night. He got into trouble here and there—for cheating, lying, or sneaking out—and his dad would rage, then his mom would step in and calm her husband down, reminding him how much pressure Miles was under. She always fixed things for Miles.

When he got to college, Miles struggled. His mom wasn’t there with him, and he had trouble managing his time well. His grades, never great to begin with, plummeted. He started skipping class because it was easier than facing his professors. By the third quarter of his freshman year, he had dropped out. He moved back home and took a part-time job at the office where his mother worked.

Miles’s mom had the same dream that most of us have—to raise sons who live happy, worry-free, and painless lives. We’d all love to raise sons who grow up with minimal inconveniences and no broken bones, lost games, bad grades, drug experiments, or relational indiscretions. We’d love to live in a world where our boys didn’t have to worry about peer pressure, bullying, sickness, fights, poverty, or crime. Boy moms like you and me imagine that we can protect our sons from hurt, heartache, loss, and misfortune.

But the truth is, we’d be doing our sons a disservice if we isolated them from all conflict. Miles’s mom had his best interests at the center of her heart, but by taking too much control, she robbed him of the opportunity to learn resilience and to build his emotional intelligence so that he could be successful on his own merits.

If our sons don’t face disappointments and challenges, they will never have the satisfaction of rising to the occasion and triumphing over adversity. They won’t begin to understand how strong they truly are and how much they can do, even in the middle of a tough situation. If our sons don’t face challenges, they won’t have the chance to bask in success or revel in the joy of accomplishment.

None of us really want our kiddos to face troubled times, but we need to be realistic when it comes to parenting. There will be problems. Our goal, instead, should be to raise resilient sons, those who can handle the everyday bumps in the road and can bounce back when bad things happen. We want to help them develop thick, deep roots that will allow them to stretch and grow tall and spread their branches far.

To help them without enabling weakness, we need to help our sons build that bounce-back spirit that gets them through tough times and sees them coming out stronger on the other side. We also need to mentor them to develop emotional intelligence and self-regulation. When they understand their own emotions and reactions to things and can control those reactions well, all while understanding that others have emotional needs too, they can develop maturity and propel themselves toward success.

Finally, we need to take care of ourselves, mama. It is very important to raise strong sons, but we are no good to our families if we’re huddled on the couch depleted. That saying you can’t pour from an empty vessel is cliché because it’s true. If you have nothing left to give, emotionally, you are not modeling for your sons how you self-regulate. And, mama, what kind of example are we setting for our sons when we do it all and burn ourselves out to the point that they never want to have a family of their own because you just don’t seem to be having any fun?

You can do this, though. You can raise resilient and emotionally intelligent sons, all while taking care of yourself in the process. I promise.




Chapter One Resiliency



Courage doesn’t always roar. Sometimes courage is the little voice at the end of the day that says “I’ll try again tomorrow.”

—Mary Anne Radmacher



Cristy became a full-time parent to Jay when she married his dad. A nine-year-old who was a good student in school, he seemed exceptionally bright to her. She didn’t struggle with him over academic issues until he reached the ninth grade.

According to their family rules, school was Jay’s job, and he couldn’t take part in any extracurricular activities if he didn’t do his job. At the end of Jay’s ninth-grade year, they were stunned to hear that he would not pass algebra. He was always a good math student, but according to his teacher, he didn’t finish his schoolwork or study for his tests. The teacher explained that he had been warned that if he wanted to move up to the next level of math in tenth grade, he had to take algebra in summer school. The warning had made no difference to Jay. He flunked. Cristy and his dad signed him up for the six-week online summer school class for algebra.

He started his class, and then Jay heard the hard news; his youth group service camp was in three weeks. In this week-long camp put together by his youth group, students stayed together in Cincinnati and did service projects for the community. He had been so excited to finally be old enough to attend. Unfortunately, his service camp was in the middle of summer school, and there was that pesky family rule about academics trumping activities.

Jay sat down and started his algebra. He knew he wouldn’t go to service camp unless he finished summer school. Day after day, he sat down and watched the lessons and did the assignments. At the end of two weeks, Cristy was notified by email that Jay had taken all his exams, finished his final, and that all the grading had been completed. He scored an A—finishing a six-week algebra course in two weeks!

Grit and determination helped this previously unmotivated young man accomplish what no teacher could get him to do. And Jay went to service camp a week later.

Mental capabilities like determination, grit, motivation, drive, self-worth, kindness, and confidence are what make our sons resilient, able to cope with stress and push through even the most difficult challenges in the pursuit of their goals. Resiliency fosters well-being in our sons—a sense of love, happiness, peace, and calm. And as our boys feel more rooted and happier, their well-being increases, giving rise to greater resilience, which then floods them with more happiness. It’s an unending circle of growth that makes our kids stronger and more emotionally sound every day.

They key is knowing how to strengthen those roots in our boys so that they can turn those fleeting challenges and disappointments into lasting inner strength and resilience. This relies on a little bit of neurology knowledge and something called positive neuroplasticity.

Forging Positive Pathways

When I talk to kids about their brains, I keep it simple. I use terms like “wiring” and “mental muscle,” and so I’ll do that here too. Our kiddos’ brains are a work in progress, so it’s never too late to help them form new connections or to, quite literally, change the way their brains react to things for the better. Explain to your sons that when they repeatedly stimulate a pathway, they strengthen it. They can learn to be calmer, more confident, and more empathetic in the same way they learn anything else: by practicing.

The human brain is designed to be changed by human experiences. Our sons become what their attention rests on. It’s up to us to give them the opportunity to practice—and notice—those situations that strengthen their resiliency.

Mindfulness helps our kids develop a growth mindset approach to building resiliency. Resilient people see opportunities instead of setbacks. They don’t look for problems, but they know that when they face them, they’ll grow in positive ways from the experience. We want our sons to see challenges as opportunities for growth because life is a series of ups and downs, and the ups are so much richer when we approach the downs with a positive spin.

As I’m writing this book, our country is on lockdown from the COVID-19 pandemic. It’s a weird time. Just before the world started to close, my seventeen-year-old son, Trevor, and I were in Fort Worth, Texas, for a speaking event. I was scheduled to talk to homeschooling parents of differently wired kids about anxiety, executive functioning skills, and building a thriving homeschool experience for kids who don’t fit “inside the box.” Trevor was there to work in my booth and to keep me company; we love traveling together, and I try to bring one of my kids with me each time I leave for a speaking engagement.

Trevor has followed a very eclectic homeschooling model, and he’s launched a pretty successful audio- and video-editing freelance business, so college after his senior year hadn’t been in his plans. Instead, he’d planned to focus on growing his freelance business and possibly get another side job to get out and see other people on a regular basis because he lives with a freelancer (me) and sees that it is easy to get caught up in projects and the online world and not venture out often enough. While at the convention, though, he spent his breaks hanging out with a representative for an online college program, who talked tech with him.

Over the past weeks, my often-anxious, deep-thinking teen contemplated his past, present, and future. One night, hours after the rest of the family went to sleep, he crept downstairs from his third-floor bedroom to my first-floor office, where I was writing this manuscript. “Mom,” he said, “I’ve been thinking. It’s actually all I’ve been doing as I wait for audio and video to convert or render between assignments. I haven’t tried very hard lately, and have been thinking that I’d like to double up my senior year next year and start taking courses with the college representative I was talking to in Texas. I could get a computer engineering degree while still growing my freelance business. I just don’t think I’ve done enough to give myself options.”

Through his deep thinking and the mindfulness strategies, he’d been using to calm his anxiety during the stress of a pandemic, and by allowing himself to really take stock of who he is and where he’s going, he decided he needed something more and was ready to challenge himself to achieve new things. Since that conversation, we’ve connected with that representative who remembered Trevor, and he’s been offered an internship with the college’s tech department to help develop marketing videos and virtual reality experiences for the other students. He’ll essentially be working for his degree in computer science while honing his coding and development skills in a real-world setting, all while continuing to grow his already-thriving freelance business on the side.

When we treat our sons with respect and caring and make sure they’re around others who do the same, the best in them comes out. Yet, too often, we pour all our energy and time into others—the neighbors, our colleagues at work, the other parents in the district PTA, or our homeschool co-op classes—and treat our own families, and ourselves, as less. We treat others fairly and kindly and see their pain and suffering, while being overly tough, critical, doubting, suspicious, and harsh with those we love most—our children. It’s a natural habit to fall into, really. We are more guarded when we’re out and around others, so the ones we love most, and should be saving our best for, actually get the worst of us.

Imagine treating your son the way you would your best friend. You’d be encouraging, warm, empathetic, and there to help him heal and grow. You’d call him up (if he were a teen and a floor above you) or sit with him on the deck as the sun sets, and ask him to tell you all about his day. You’d make extra time for him. You’d pick up his favorite treats just to make him smile. Think about how your son would feel. He’d be more confident, sure of his worth, and open to loving and accepting himself. He’d be ready to hear someone like that college representative tell him that he has value and could easily pursue a degree in a field he’d only toyed with pursuing.

The more influence we have over someone, the more responsibility we have to treat them well. Think about it. Surgeons have power over their patients, and with that comes a deep-seated responsibility to care for and nurture their safety. We have so much influence over our sons, mama, that it’s important to keep that in the forefront of our minds and be careful with how we treat them. If you think about your sons as people to shower with kindness and spoil with love and care, how would that change the tone you use to talk to them and the attention you take in choosing your words? If you knew they were taking in all you said and did toward them every single moment, how would that change your reactions to things like spills, meltdowns, and blowups?

They are. Your sons are watching you all the time and taking in how you talk to them and everyone else in the household. I’m not always good at remembering that and holding my tongue when I’m upset, but when I remember to think about my role as a parent like a surgeon responsible for keeping my patient alive, I do better in working to breathe life into my kids. You can do it too! I have faith in you.

Embracing the Adventure

It might sound trite, but life really is a journey. Along the road we travel with our sons, we need to help them find the tools they need to grow well. If we can teach them—and ourselves—to enjoy the adventure, we will all be much happier and more resilient. Enjoyable actions like petting the dog, chasing chickens in the yard, swimming on a hot day, or seeing friends lower stress hormones, strengthen the immune system, and help you settle when you’re frustrated or worried.

As the positive feelings that result from those activities increase, so does the release of dopamine, norepinephrine, and natural opioids like endorphins—the feel-good hormones. When you want to be more motivated to do something, it’s best to focus on what you love about those actions. This spurs you on and makes it easier to make time for them. Those hormones help you stay more alert and engaged, and they calm your stress and reduce emotional and physical pain.

Enjoying your life is a powerful way to take care of yourself so you can take better care of those beautiful children of yours. Think about some of the things you enjoy. For me, that includes hot coffee with fresh cream in the morning after sleeping in, a good book, snuggling on the couch with my puppy or a kiddo, and walking in the woods. What’s on your list? What’s on your sons’ lists? Try doing this exercise yourself, then asking your sons to do it too. Compare the results and practice cultivating a family culture where you seek to do something from every member’s “happy list” every single day to makes sure that everyone has a chance to find enjoyment in every day. In fact, why not make this a regular end of the day ritual? Get a journal for each of your kids and for yourself, then make time each evening to write down something that brought you joy that day (similar to the idea of a gratitude journal)—even if the joyous feeling was fleeting. It counts.

When you go out of your way to be in tune with your boys, you begin to see what they, as individuals, need to feel safe, secure, and well loved. Kids are born with a natural resilience. Think about what happens when a baby tries to roll over and gets stuck on his side, not able to make that final push over? He cries in some cases, in others he keeps rocking back and forth until he’s finally propelled over. Even if he’s one of those kiddos who cries first, he’ll eventually try again, and again, until he finally succeeds. Resilience starts at the beginning. It’s our job as mamas to help our sons become more resilient—to capitalize on that natural tendency and grow it.

It’s stressful to be young. Our boys are rushed from lesson to lesson, activity to activity, and there’s a load of pressure on them from a young age. Schedules are jam-packed, teachers and parents push hard, coaches demand stronger performance on the field, and friends encourage each other to take big risks. If that wasn’t hard enough to deal with, our sons are constantly bombarded by the media and instant access to social media platforms.

Parents need to help their sons tap into their unique strengths, learn the skills to cope with these pressures, recover when things don’t go their way, and be ready to tackle new challenges. Our sons cannot do this on their own.

Throughout this book, I’ll share strategies for helping your boys develop the skills they need to be strong, confident, and emotionally intelligent. While the subject of this book is resiliency, much of what we’ll cover is smart parenting. Listen, mama, there’s no magic bullet that will instantly infuse your kiddo with all the strength he’ll need to succeed. It takes calm and consistent common-sense parenting that builds on your son’s natural strengths.

I want to mention briefly some tenets to this resilience-building parenting. We’ll explore each more deeply throughout the book.


	Boys need absolute love and security.

	They need a deep connection with at least one adult.

	Getting out of the way can be the best thing we do for our sons.

	Listening to our sons is more important than talking to them—always.

	We should lead by example.

	Competence leads to confidence, and fostering this helps our boys move forward.

	
Our sons need to understand that they control what happens to them.

	Boys with a toolbox of strategies to draw from when they feel stress will cope well with adversity.



Here’s the thing, you’re the absolute best mama for your sons already, so this book and the ideas and tips in here are in place to reinforce what you’re already doing, validate your own right instincts, and help you get on the same page as your partner. Over the last decade, as I’ve written for and spoken to thousands of parents around the world, I’ve become known as an “expert” when it comes to parenting and homeschooling the quirkiest of kiddos. But I want you to remember this most important thing: never, ever trust any expert (even me) more than you trust your own instincts about what is right for you, your kids, and your family. YOU are the absolute best authority on your own unique sons.

I’m here to help you trust yourself.

Together we can grow amazing and resilient sons who are also emotional intelligent and strong.


Takeaways


	Mental capabilities like determination, grit, motivation, drive, self-worth, kindness, and confidence are what make your sons resilient.

	Resilient people see opportunities instead of setbacks.

	The more influence you have over someone, the more responsibility you have to treat them well.

	Practice cultivating a family culture where you seek to do something from every member’s “happy list” every single day to makes sure that everyone has a chance to find enjoyment in every day.

	Resilience starts at the beginning. It’s your job to help your sons become more resilient—to capitalize on that natural tendency and grow it.

	You need to help your sons tap into their unique strengths, learn the skills to cope with these pressures, recover when things don’t go their way, and be ready to tackle new challenges.

	Never trust any expert more than you trust your own instincts about what is right for you, your kids, and your family.
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