







You’re a
Better Parent
Than You Think!



 



Raymond
N. Guarendi

You’re a
Better Parent
Than You Think!

A Guide to
Common-Sense
Parenting

 

A FIRESIDE BOOK
Published by Simon & Schuster
New York  London  Toronto  Sydney

 



[image: Image]
FIRESIDE
Rockefeller Center
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, New York 10020

Copyright © 1985 by Prentice-Hall, Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction
in whole or in part in any form.

Published in 1986 by Prentice Hall Press

Originally published by Prentice-Hall, Inc.
www.SimonandSchuster.com

First Fireside Edition 1992

FIRESIDE and colophon are registered trademarks
of Simon & Schuster Inc.

Manufactured in the United States of America

25  27  29  30  28  26

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Guarendi, Raymond.

You’re a better parent than you think!

Includes index. 1. Parenting—Psychological aspects. 2. Discipline
of children. 3. Authority—Psychological aspects. I. Title.

HQ755.8.G83  1985   649′.1   814-16022

ISBN-13: 978-0-671-76595-8

ISBN-10:    0-671-76595-7
eISBN 978-1-451-60286-9




Contents

Preface

1
The Child-Raisers: The Media, the Experts, and Everyone Else

2
A Collective Mythology of Parenthood

3
Personality: Remembered Myths and Forgotten Realities

4
Is My Child Normal?

5
How to Talk Yourself Out of Authority

6
Surrendering Authority: A Parent’s Handbook

7
Reacting to Discipline: A Child’s Handbook

8
Six Tested Ways to Drive Yourself Batty

9
The Oldest, and Hardest, Profession

10
Seven Principles of Composed Parenting

11
How the Story Ended

Index


Preface

This book is dedicated to your mental health. It is not a “how-to-parent” book. I don’t intend to tell you how to raise your child by my methods. The purpose of this book is to build your confidence and peace of mind as a parent. It is to put authority into your hands, where it belongs.

Much has been written about how to raise a well-adjusted child: how to build the child’s self-esteem, confidence, sense of responsibility; how to buffer the child from destructive anxiety and guilt—in essence, how to help the child emerge from childhood in the best possible shape. But not nearly so much has been written to help parents emerge from parenthood in the best possible shape. Parenting has its own unique fears, worries, and frustrations. Parents, too, need their confidence bolstered and their self-image enhanced; especially these days.

A line popular on T-shirts says: “Insanity is hereditary. You get it from your kids.” There is some truth to this. Being a parent can be hazardous to your emotional health. And while you strive to foster your child’s emotional well-being, you may be neglecting your own and sacrificing your needs and rights to an unhealthy degree. Effective parenting means considering your mental health as well as your child’s. You must accept yourself as a fallible human who can make mistakes—many of them. You need to be able to discipline without feeling guilty or anxious that you’re causing your child psychological harm. And you need to get out from under the influence of paralyzing child-rearing myths and practices. In short, you must feel confident in yourself and in your own decisions. Unfortunately, nowadays too many parents don’t.

By the end of this book I believe your mental health as a parent will be better in the following several ways:



 	
You will gain trust in your own instincts and good sense. You will view yourself unquestioningly as the prime decision-maker for your child’s welfare.


 	
You will be a more relaxed, easygoing parent. You will realize that your youngster is more “normal,” even better adjusted, than you probably give him or her credit for.


 	
You will have no doubt, and neither will your children, as to who’s in charge in your home. You will more comfortably, calmly, and easily discipline.


 	
You will be less prone to blame yourself for all your child’s frailties and troubles.





One parent who attended one of my workshops summed up well the feelings I hope you’ll gain from this book: “I feel better about both me and my kids. When the dust clears, I think I will have done all right after all. I guess I’m a better parent than I thought.”
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1
The Child-Raisers:
The Media,
the Experts,
and Everyone Else


John’s parents constantly worried about handling him in the “wrong” way. “Should we make him stay in bed when he cries even if he says he’s scared?” They thought that if they made mistakes now, John would suffer later in life. They feared planting the seeds of psychological disturbance. “What if he really is afraid? What effect could that have on a four-year-old? Couldn’t he develop a phobia?” Their relentless second-guessing prevented their making firm decisions and sticking with them. “One time we actually had to block the bedroom doorway to keep him in his room. It worked, but he became so upset, we never tried it again.”1*

Keith’s parents drove themselves ragged searching for the reasons behind his unmanageable behavior. “Getting him to do schoolwork is an endless struggle. Do you think he has a learning disability? We read an article that said these kinds of problems come from a poor self-image.” They felt inadequate as parents because Keith seemed to be slipping out of their control. “Our doctor told us he may be hyperactive. That could be why he’s so hard to discipline. We’re going to change his diet and see if that makes any difference. If that doesn’t help, maybe he needs medication.”2

Gina’s mother doubted her parenting because her family and friends always criticized her as out of step with everybody else. “I try to make Gina listen to me when people are around, but everyone says I’m being too strict, that she’s just going through a stage. They tell me I’m old-fashioned and that Gina is going to rebel when she’s older.” The opinions of strangers likewise bothered her. “People look at me like I’m some kind of ogre when I discipline her in public. I’m to the point where I just want to avoid a scene at all costs, and Gina knows it.” More and more she questioned her style of discipline. “Does spanking your children really make them aggressive? Is it true you should never use the word ‘no’ with your toddler?”

If you’ve had these or similar doubts about your parenting, you have plenty of company. I talk with many parents who are plagued by the uncertainty that they might not be raising their children the “right” way. Even some of the most capable, conscientious mothers and fathers are feeling insecure and underestimating themselves. The pattern is becoming distressingly familiar: parents constantly worrying without reason, habitually second-guessing their decisions, easily swayed by others’ opinions. If I were to pick one word for such parenting, it would be tentative. It is lacking in resolve and a firm trust in good commonsense judgment.

Why are so many parents losing their trust in their own abilities? The answer to this question has many parts, some of which will come up naturally as this book progresses. In this first chapter we will focus on what for many parents is the prime cause of their shrinking self-confidence: other people. Nowadays nearly everyone is telling parents how to be parents. We are in the midst of a rush into child-rearing awareness—a rush that is having an unexpected backlash on parents. It is breeding worry, guilt, indecision, and a host of other uncomfortable emotions that can undermine self-assured parenting. Who are the people affecting your resolve as a parent? Basically, they fall into three groups: the media, the experts, and other parents just like you.

Parenting by Media
or “Kids, don’t let your parents watch too much TV.”

You can’t browse through a rack of popular magazines, skim the paper, or catch a handful of TV talk shows without coming across somebody giving you the do’s and don’t’s of child-rearing. Early-morning voices forecasting a 30 percent chance of showers have been replaced by invitations to “spend an hour with noted child authority Dr. Justin Case, who’ll tell you how to handle sibling rivalry.” Magazines supply quizzes to test your skills as a parent or to check out your child’s level of adjustment. Bookstores pack several rows of shelves with parenting manuals, and radio call-in programs host child experts to grab more listeners. One well-known psychologist even offers call-in telephone service. Who knows, maybe someday somebody will open an office with a drive-in window for parents whose children have six different problems or less! (MasterCard and Visa accepted.)

Advice about how you should raise your kids is everywhere. You are told what words to say to make Morris eat his spinach, when to spank him and how hard, and why never to be inconsistent. You are shown the “tested” new ways to raise him, and warned about using the untested old ways. In short, you are exposed to more standards and guidelines for being a good parent than any group of parents before you. It’s no wonder you sometimes feel unsure of how you’re measuring up. There’s so much to measure up to.

One quick and easy way to measure your parenting competence these days is the child-rearing quiz or survey. It has become routine practice for magazine covers to try to grab your attention with headlines like these: “Is Your Child Hyperactive?”; “Test Your Skill As a Parent”; “Experts Tell You How to Keep Your Child Happy”; or my favorite, “Ten Research-Proven Steps to Raising a Well-Adjusted Child.” Now, what self-respecting parent wouldn’t be driven to seek the knowledge underlying such titles?

Let’s look more closely at this child-rearing fad and how it might mislead a vulnerable parent. A mother is upset because her ten-year-old son Delroy has recently pilfered a small toy from a department store. To Mom’s knowledge, Delroy has never before been light-fingered, so his behavior comes as a total surprise. Because stealing ranks high on her list of most-feared behavior, Mom is wondering where she went wrong and if this act is a sign of deep-seated conflict or problems to come. Looking over a stand of magazines, a headline catches her eye: “Is Your Child a Thief?” Anxiously flipping to the article, Mom finds a series of twenty questions. Do you notice money missing around the house? Does your child want to wander through stores without you? Does your child frequently come home from school with things s/he claims others children have given to him/her? At the end of this quiz is a scoring system: “If you answered ‘yes’ to less than five questions, you have little to be concerned about. Research has shown … scoring between five and ten ‘yes’s,’ this is a sign of potential trouble …. Ten to fifteen could indicate the need for professional counseling …. Over fifteen—serious problems already exist ….” Following this last warning is a list of “signs” that a group of adults convicted of theft exhibited when they were children. The logic used is misleading, however, because even though most antisocial adults do in fact show certain problems in childhood, this in no way means that any youngster who presents these problems will go on to become a thief. But Mom doesn’t realize that. After tallying twelve ‘yes’s,’ she starts to wonder if Delroy does indeed need professional help. Her own judgment of how to handle the stealing has effectively been distorted by a “test” that could best be considered a piece of entertainment.

Despite their broad appeal, these do-it-yourself child assessment kits are highly deceptive. They foster the false expectation that “you, too, can explore the hidden meaning behind your child’s behavior”—even if there’s really not much to explore. Typically, these packages contain heavy-sounding statements, like “Research has found that left-handed children are more likely to show learning difficulties,” or “Studies show that middle children have identity problems.” What if your middle son, Joey, also happens to be left-handed? Must you now be vigilant for learning and identity problems? Not at all. These tests offer only generalizations, they have little value for understanding any individual child. But because they appear to be based on scientific research, they can look very legitimate. Beware. You can be fooled into imagining problems that don’t exist or overreacting to those that do.

Certainly most child-rearing advice is not so neatly packaged. However, no matter what form it takes, the media are relentlessly pushing you to the experts for answers. As they do, you can become less and less willing to trust yourself. Your judgments are not expert ones, therefore you may wonder if they’re good enough. You don’t understand everything your child does, so you might feel you have to look for the explanation somewhere. It doesn’t matter that kids can be unpredictable and impossible to fathom. Your impression is that good parents should be able to somehow uncover the reasons for and then resolve every problem their kids have. And, of course, the people who know the real reasons are the experts! Too much reliance on the experts, however, only breeds a sense of uncertainty. You lose the ability to make confident decisions on your own. You become more susceptible to poor advice.

A simple parallel to a machine can be drawn: If you overload a machine, you bring on problems. The machine runs less smoothly, parts break down, and overall efficiency is lost. I’m reminded of an episode from the old television series Star Trek in which the ship’s captain outwits a supercomputer by feeding it contradictory data. The computer tries to process all the data simultaneously and only succeeds in burning out its circuits.

Fortunately, I don’t know many parents who are burned out from too much information, but I do know quite a few who are operating less efficiently. They are suffering from information overload. In trying to do everything by the book, or should I say by all the books, they’ve taken in too much too quickly. They aren’t sure anymore how to handle even some of the most routine situations. If something goes awry or their youngster behaves a little out of the ordinary, they panic. Are they to blame? Will she be OK? For these parents, child-rearing has become an uptight, guilt-ridden affair. Their obsession with doing the perfect job is the very thing that reduces the quality of their parenting.

Now, I’m not suggesting that you rely totally on yourself and avoid all outside advice. That would be the other extreme. Much helpful information is conveyed through popular channels. Take advantage of it and you will overcome a good bit of the uncertainty inherent in being a parent. I am suggesting, however, that you need to learn how to digest this steady diet of material; otherwise, it could overwhelm you.

The key to reducing information overload, therefore, is to view any kind of child-rearing advice for what it is—an idea that might help. No one way is the way to a well-adjusted child, and you certainly don’t have to apply all you read and hear. Selectively attend to what you can use. And always remember that most of child-rearing still involves good-sense judgments by parents. It always will. The sooner you become comfortable with that reality, the more calmly and self-assuredly you will parent.

Who(m) do you trust?

Not only are you bombarded with advice from all angles, but much of the time the advice is contradictory. Dr. X says method X is a good way to raise kids and recommends it wholeheartedly. Dr. Y says method X is a bad way to raise kids and warns it will lead to stunted emotional growth. Who is right? Whom do you listen to?

Actually, “Who is right?” is an irrelevant question. “What works well?” is the question to ask. It provides one solid means of determining whom to listen to. Some experts advise parents to sit their child in a chair to emphasize a lesson. Others believe spanking is justified at times. Still other experts feel that if parents consistently notice their child’s good behavior, they will seldom have to punish the bad. There’s nothing “wrong” with different approaches to the same problem—if they work. Anyone who tells parents they should be acting differently when they are getting decent results is doing them an injustice. Your style is not automatically wrong just because an expert says so. Look hard enough and you can always find someone or something directly opposed to your technique. If your approach is working, don’t tamper with success. As the old saying goes: “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” If your approach is not working, get rid of it, even though an expert says it’s the right thing to do.

One mother told me of her struggles to keep her two-year-old from mauling her house plants. Even though Mom moved as many plants as possible out of reach, Amanda still managed to grab hold of those fascinating hanging leaves, breaking stems and on occasion toppling a plant or two. Mom had read an article that said the best solution to this problem would immediately be to whisk Amanda away from the plants every time she came close. This would stem trouble before it took root. That’s not quite what happened. Instead, Mom quickly found herself engaged in a contest of wills, carting Amanda out of plant range several times per hour, while Amanda enjoyed the game. In fairness to the article, maybe this strategy would have flowered with another two-year-old less headstrong than Amanda. But to deter Amanda, clearly something else was needed. The idea that sounded so good on paper wasn’t working too well in real life.3

Child-rearing specialists too often imply that their ideas are suited for all children under almost all circumstances. This attitude misleads parents because it underestimates the tremendous differences among kids and parents. What’s good for me may not be good for you. What’s right for my child may not be right for your child. In assessing an expert’s advice, ask yourself some simple questions: Can I do this? Will I be comfortable with it? Will it work for my child? These questions will move you away from seeking “rightness” and toward seeking “usefulness.”

The Words of Prophets
or “I’m OK, you’re OK, but your kid’s neurotic.”

A couple attending a workshop on sexual education for young children were considering adopting a little boy about two-and-a-half years old. The boy’s infant years had been marked by neglect and chaos. From birth until he was removed from his home, his mother had treated him as though he were a girl, dressing him in feminine clothes and calling him “Carla.” The couple was hesitating to adopt this youngster because a doctor had told them that he would definitely carry “emotional scars” for life and would always be unsure of his sexual identity. Imagine that—doomed to a life of instability by age two and a half! Indeed, it’s possible that this little fellow could experience problems as a result of his early confusion, but a warm, stable home life from age three on would do much to counter any such problems.4

A father described for me the troubles he was having with his seven-year-old daughter Diane. As we talked, I formed the impression that Diane’s was basically a garden-variety behavior problem. That is, she had learned at a young age how to get around Dad and was growing more defiant and manipulative as she grew older. I guess you could say that as she matured, she was becoming more immature. I recommended to her father that we spend several sessions discussing more effective discipline practices. When I assured him that because of Diane’s young age he could probably bring about change within a few months, he looked surprised. He said a former therapist had warned him that “these types of problems take years of therapy to resolve.” He had been led to believe that what was essentially common misbehavior would need lengthy individual treatment to “cure,” when in reality things would improve when he stopped giving in to his daughter.5

The following example represents the epitome of professional “godliness.” A distraught mother told me that on the basis of one evaluation, a clinician had pronounced her six-year-old son “psychologically bizarre.” He based his conclusion on the boy’s habit of rocking back and forth whenever he became frustrated. Granted, rocking is not your typical six-year-old’s response to frustration, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that serious disturbance exists either. The clinician further warned that if the rocking didn’t stop soon, more severe maladjustment would follow and could eventually lead to a personality with a potential for mass murder. (And he seemed like such a cute kid to me.)6

The above situations all have one common denominator. They illustrate reckless statements and predictions made in the name of understanding children’s behavior. Most professionals certainly do not make such statements. They recognize their limits and the limits of their profession. But every profession has those who speak irresponsibly and are believed simply because they are authorities. Child psychology is no exception to this rule. Many parents believe that child specialists can mysteriously see and understand what others cannot. They can delve into a youngster’s psyche, ferreting out the hidden motivations and potential ramifications of any piece of behavior. Hence, no matter how farfetched an expert’s statement, parents are often reluctant to question it. I related the story of the six-year-old rocker and potential mass murderer to an intelligent friend who, I thought, would quickly see how ridiculous the clinician’s prediction was. Instead of shaking her head in disbelief, she replied, a bit unsure of herself, “Can he really say something like that?”

Experts have no third eye or ear that allows them to probe deeply into a child’s mind. They do have specialized training and experience working with parents and kids, but, like all humans, experts make mistakes. They can form false impressions, they can make inaccurate assessments, and they can give poor advice. Because parents give weight to their opinions, experts have to be particularly careful about what they say. They can do much damage with interpretations and predictions that are accepted as gospel truth.

A common term in psychology is self-fulfilling prophecy. Essentially, this means that if you expect something to come about, it may eventually do so just because you looked for it. Fortune-tellers try to create self-fulfilling prophecies to make their predictions look accurate. Experts must take care not to create self-fulfilling prophecies.

The following incident illustrates well how something can come to pass primarily because an authority said it would. Eleven-year-old Susan had exhibited learning problems since her early elementary school years. She had not been blessed with good reading skills, but through effort and a strong desire to achieve, she was maintaining respectable marks. Susan’s teacher, however, wondered if Susan had an “underlying” reading disability, so she referred her to the school psychologist for an evaluation. The psychologist’s opinion was that Susan was definitely learning-disabled and that if she were not immediately placed in a special class she would suffer irreparable damage. The placement committee disagreed with the psychologist and recommended that Susan remain in her regular class, where she was doing well. Within weeks after the evaluation Susan’s grades had plummeted to D’s and F’s. The teacher had believed the psychologist’s doomsday warning; Susan had begun to react as expected.

Avoiding professional gods

Again, I want to stress that most professionals act professionally. They are highly qualified to help and they realize their limits. But should a professional overstep his or her bounds, you probably do not have the training or experience to know for sure. Therefore, keeping the following points in mind may help you avoid becoming a victim of professional “godliness.”

First: There’s an old joke about a mother who took her son to see a psychiatrist. After the evaluation, the psychiatrist said, “Your boy is maladjusted.” The mother asked, “Can I get a second opinion?” The psychiatrist replied, “Sure, he’s ugly, too.” If a professional offers an outlandish-sounding observation about your child and is reluctant to explain that observation, seek a second opinion—from a different professional. A statement that sounds absurd and contrary to common sense might be just that.

Second: Experts use the word “probably” a lot when they talk about kids. If they really know what’s going on, they say “very probably.” This is not so much a sign of their uncertainty as of their awareness that many factors are involved in any behavior. Beware of anyone, then, who absolutely predicts how your child will turn out, especially far into the future. The farther any behavior is from the present, the more difficult it is to predict. Too many variables can affect the outcome. For example, I can usually anticipate fairly well how an eight-year-old will react to his parents’ new rule that he has to bring home uncompleted schoolwork. But my accuracy drops fast if I try to predict his success in college because of their rule.

Some examples of professional “godliness” would be: “Your six-year-old is headed for a life of crime.” “If your son doesn’t outgrow his hyperactivity, he’ll never make it through high school.” “She is insecure because you refused to let her sleep in your bedroom when she was younger.” “Problems like this are never resolved. They stay with a child throughout his life.” These statements could in fact be true, but no one can see into the future, or the past for that matter, with such infallibility.

Third: Personality tests are a common source of inaccurate, and often harmful, evaluations of children. Abuse of tests occurs because many people—experts and parents alike—still view tests as some kind of magic, as mysterious tools that allow the tester to probe where no one else can. In reality, tests have no such power. Indeed, most psychological research suggests that tests don’t tell you nearly as much as does observing a child and talking with her parent(s). Quite simply, personality tests don’t give anyone a permit to make statements that cannot be questioned or explained. If someone uses them that way, then I again advise that you consider consulting another professional.

Relatives, Friends, and Other Experts
or “If he were my kid…”

You don’t need a license to be a parent; there’s no rule book to follow. So, anyone can have an opinion about how kids, in particular yours, should be raised. Relatives, especially, grant themselves a familial right to comment on your parenting. Grandma thinks you’re too hard on Oscar. Grandpa says you let him get away with murder. Aunt Clara reassures you that Oscar’s dad also sassed anyone over four feet tall when he was little, and he outgrew it. But your sister-in-law warns you that her son was just like Oscar and he didn’t outgrow it; he only got worse. And so on, down the family tree.

Prior to the last few generations, anyone pushing advice on parents was pushing just that—advice. It was an opinion. If parents didn’t agree with it, they usually said something akin to: “You raise your kids your way. I’ll raise mine my way.” Nowadays, though, opinions aren’t always just opinions. Frequently they carry added weight. They are backed by the experts: a new theory, an article, a quote. And other parents won’t hesitate to use these backups, not only to make their own opinions more credible, but to make you doubt yours. Your mother can quote the doctor on yesterday’s talk show. Your sister-in-law can buttress her viewpoint with the parenting course she had. Your best friends can compare Oscar to their nephew who the school psychologist said is emotionally fragile. And even when others don’t cite an expert who agrees with them, you can still upset yourself by wondering if they know something you don’t.

Hazel was a conscientious mother who had some nice ideas about how to raise her kids. She also had a precocious three-year-old son, Tony, whose purpose in life was to test those nice ideas daily. To do this, he made use of a versatile talent: He could vomit at will. If he didn’t like a meal, he wouldn’t keep it down. If he became angry, the next thing out of his mouth after his screams would be his lunch. Typically, Tony would throw up between one and three times a day, sometimes more, probably just to stay in practice. Well, you can imagine the variety of remedies people pushed upon Hazel to properly manage this unusual problem. Most of them implied that she was overly demanding and too hard on her kids. That was why she was having troubles with Tony; he was rebelling. By the time I saw Hazel, she didn’t know which way to turn. She was not only unable to hold down Tony’s vomiting, but she was also feeling inept overall as a mother. The continuous regurgitation of opinions from family and friends, along with Tony’s skill at creating upheaval, had finally taken their toll. As I spoke with Hazel, my opinion was that she wasn’t as rigid or demanding as some wanted her to believe. She genuinely attempted to teach her children the value of discipline and self-control, and because of this she was accused of not letting her kids “be kids.” Actually, Hazel was very good at letting her kids be kids; she just didn’t let her kids be brats. Most of our counseling centered on getting Hazel to trust her own good judgments and not to worry so much about what grades others gave her as a mother.7

Hazel typifies many parents who become upset when other people tell them that they discipline too much, they are too strict, they expect too much. These are the standard criticisms leveled at parents who practice consistent discipline, who feel that the parent should have clear authority in the home. And by authority, I mean a willingness to warmly but firmly set boundaries on a child’s behavior when necessary and to hold her responsible for her actions. I don’t mean an authority that is rigid or dictatorial in nature. In fact, such parents are not hard-hearted dictators or stifling disciplinarians; quite the contrary, they are conscientious parents who expect responsibility and self-control from their kids. And because they do, they are easy targets of permissive ideas and myths. Like Hazel, they are genuinely trying to parent well. But they question their own methods, not because they don’t work, but because other people disagree with them. They rely on their judgment in other areas of their lives, but not where their kids are concerned.

People who find fault with your parenting very often fail to realize that they are looking at legitimate differences between your style and theirs. They are too quick to view everything in terms of someone being right and someone being wrong. They don’t recognize your right to instill those behaviors and values you feel are important to your child’s ultimate adjustment as an adult.

My parents wanted to teach me to spend money wisely, so they gave me a monthly allowance barely above poverty level. I had no choice; I was forced into frugality. Some disagreed with my parent’s skimpy stipend, but my folks didn’t agree with those who gave extravagant wages for taking out the garbage. Because my parents emphasized fiscal responsibility, I learned to be a bit more penny-wise than the average person. As far as I know, I’m not maladjusted because of it. I just developed values different from those of some of my friends.

If your daughter displays her temper in the grocery store, and you choose to quietly walk away from her, that is your prerogative. Others might disapprove of your style, and that is their prerogative. But you do not have to adjust your parenting just because you have an audience. If you leave your infant with a sitter every Saturday night, the relatives might think you’re an unfit parent. They’re not considering that some parents need more time away from the kids than do others. If you don’t agree with Uncle Nick that you should “just ignore” Butch’s nagging to watch big-time wrestling on TV, that is your decision. Maybe Uncle Nick has an exceedingly high level of tolerance for badgering. He can become blissfully oblivious to it, and in time Butch winds down. You believe, however, that your rights are being infringed upon by this mosquitolike droning, and you’ve told Butch that any more will lead to his removal from the room. The issue is not who is right, you or Uncle Nick. Either approach can work, and the choice basically depends upon who is parent.

In searching for the ideal parent, we have constricted our views of what are proper ways for parents to think, react, and feel. Others will regularly try to convince you that you are somehow not being a good parent just because you have ideas that are unlike theirs. You will be better able to resist these manipulations if you recognize that ultimately your parenting has to be founded upon your choices. Of course, I’m not implying that you ignore everybody, as many people will have valid, helpful advice. But don’t try to alter everything that is you because of messages that you aren’t the model parent. Someone who tries to make you think there is a deficit in your child-rearing may simply have a narrow-minded view of things.

The majority doesn’t rule.

Not only are your peers and elders quick to point out when and how you’re falling short, but even your kids join the chorus. “Most of my friends don’t have to use their allowance on school supplies.” “Carson’s mother lets him stay up until eleven.” “Faith’s parents don’t mind if we stay at their house by ourselves as long as we call and let them know how we are.” As you’ve probably noticed, kids always make sure they point out who has it easier. They never liken themselves to Siegfried, whose father makes him finish all his homework before he goes outside, or to Madge, who helps her mother all day Saturday with housework. Kids draw comparisons that are supposed to make you feel guilty, unfair, or mean. They want you to change your mind, and if you show signs of wavering, they’ll expand their range of comparisons, citing every “nice” parent they can think of, maybe even making up a few. Their goal is to convince you that you just aren’t the in-touch parent that Carson’s mother or father is.

Seasoned parents have comebacks to these tactics: “Well, you’re not Carson.” “I don’t run my life the way Faith’s parents run theirs.” “That may be OK for Sherman, but that’s not OK for you.” Or the classic “If Marlin jumps in the lake, are you going to jump in, too?” Beneath these confident-sounding retorts, though, many parents do wonder if indeed Marlin’s parents have better ideas than they do, if indeed Marlin’s parents are better qualified to raise children. Competent parents often question themselves because others do things differently. “Dating at fourteen seems to be the routine practice nowadays. Maybe I am a little behind the times.” Or “Most of Wyatt’s friends have BB guns. I guess he’s old enough to have one. But it’s against my better judgment.” This consensus parenting, or looking to the majority to guide one’s actions as a parent, is on the rise. The driving force behind such parenting is the assumption that the answer lies somewhere out there in how everybody else raises their kids. Maybe other parents know more. They can’t all be wrong, can they?

A basic rule of child-rearing, and disciplining in particular, is that the majority doesn’t always provide a good example. More parents are asking less help from their kids around the house. Do you want less help from your kids? Many youngsters are allowed to decide pretty much for themselves the effort they’ll put into their schoolwork. Is this the freedom you want your nine-year-old to have? Most households don’t place a time limit on phone calls. Does that mean you shouldn’t enforce one if you think it’s necessary? If Marlin’s parents jump in the lake, are you going to jump in, too?

When you believe in what you’re doing but feel unsure of yourself because others seem to be raising their kids differently, keep in mind three unalterable realities: You are unique; your children are unique; your situation is unique.

Let’s say you’ve decided to initiate a one-hour reading period on school nights for Page. You want to give her more exposure to the benefits of reading, while at the same time hoping she’ll develop some self-discipline in this area. Page doesn’t like your idea and nightly complains that her classmates aren’t “forced to read.” And in fact, from what you know, most parents don’t have a requirement like yours. At times, Page puts up such a fuss that you’re beginning to wonder if it wouldn’t be better to imitate the majority of households and not have a set reading time. Maybe you are wrong in “pushing her too much.”

REALITY #1: YOU ARE UNIQUE. For your own reasons, you feel more strongly than most parents about the value of reading, both as a hobby and as a discipline. Since you want to teach Page to share your appreciation for reading, you pay more attention to fostering this skill than does the average parent. And that is your right.

REALITY #2: YOUR CHILD IS UNIQUE. Page needs structured time to do anything that involves reading. She is not a poor reader, but if left to read only when she feels like it, Page seldom, if ever, looks in the general direction of a book. Homework assignments are put off, carelessly whisked through, or “forgotten.” Instead of a nightly game of twenty-one questions about homework, you have found that an evening reading session saves arguments. Or, Page might be different from her peers in that she’s more intelligent than most, but she’s also a slider. She doesn’t push herself to do any more than she has to in order to get by. A predictable reading hour forces her to make use of her intellect and also shows her that initially distasteful activities can sometimes turn out to be enjoyable once she starts them.

REALITY #3: YOUR SITUATION IS UNIQUE. You have a particularly stressful job. After dinner, you and your spouse both prefer an hour or so to unwind, read, pursue hobbies. It is your time for quiet, and it’s a logical time for Page to learn how to enjoy a good book. Other families might not need or prefer this way to relax, but this time is important to you. And Page is learning to respect it.

Consider these three realities when you’re looking all around you to confirm the soundness of your parenting. And remind yourself that other people don’t live with your children; you do. The majority isn’t responsible for your children; you are. You know them far better than anyone else does. You are the one who has to decide what is best for them and for you.

One More Time…

Too much advice can be paralyzing, especially when it is contradictory advice. Overreliance on the experts can make you mistrust your own judgment. The opinions of family and friends can create uncomfortable uncertainty. Listening to everybody will only confuse you. In the final analysis, you have to decide which advice is helpful to you and which isn’t.

Homework

At the end of each chapter I will suggest several brief exercises to help you better incorporate into your parenting the concepts discussed in that chapter. By the way, the assignments are due a week from Friday.

1. Take a simple count of the number of articles, talk shows, books, school programs, and other things you come across in any two-week period telling you how to be a good parent. You’ll give yourself an idea of how much child-rearing material you are really exposed to. I have a feeling you will find that you’ve underestimated it.

2. Note which of these sources are most likely to present information in “here is the answer” style, as opposed to “here are some ideas.” It will greatly ease your parental mind if you learn to translate automatically any “here is the answer” message into “here are some ideas.”

3. Begin a discussion with relatives or friends about a personally trying child-rearing issue (such as toilet training, school achievement, or discipline). State that you would like suggestions for better ways to deal with your child in this area. Watch how quickly the participants begin citing experts, personal experience, and other sources to give you “the answer” or “the way” to solve your problem, rather than focusing on your particular needs and situation.

4. Over a one-month period, keep track of the amount of unsolicited advice you receive from well-intentioned relatives and friends. Notice that the closer the relative or friend, the more likely the advice is to be dogmatic, absolute, and critical. Begin to interpret these intrusions for what they are: well-meaning, if undiplomatically presented, efforts to control the decisions you make with your child. There’s no problem in choosing to listen as long as you remember you’re in the best position to make the final decisions.

5. Ask your youngster, “Which of your friends do you think has the strictest parents?” Then ask, “Why do you think that?” and “Why do you never compare me to these parents?” I think you’ll find your child’s answers enlightening. I think you’ll also let him or her know that you’re on to this particular manipulation.

* Throughout this book I will use case histories from my own experience to illustrate a point. A footnote after any example means that you can find out how the case was, or wasn’t, resolved in Chapter 11, “How the Story Ended.” Often enough, you don’t get the whole story from your own kids; I didn’t want to add to your frustration by withholding information about the kids in my examples.


2
A Collective Mythology
of Parenthood


Too much advice from others can make it difficult for you to parent decisively. But there is an even bigger roadblock to self-assured parenting. I’m referring to several beliefs widespread among parents today. These beliefs all center around what it means to be a good parent, and most likely they are playing a big part in how you are raising your children. There’s just one catch. The beliefs have no basis in reality! They are myths that probably underlie much of your parental guilt, worry, and frustration.

In virtually all aspects of our lives, we humans hold beliefs that aren’t true. And in so doing we cause ourselves much unnecessary grief. If you can recognize the parenting myths in which you believe, and give them no power over you, you will rid yourself of many of the unpleasant feelings you thought were a natural part of parenthood. You will also be able to parent with more composure and confidence.

Parenting Myth I:

There is a psychologically right way to handle every situation.

or One spanking after each tantrum and two at bedtime. “How should I deal with a child who picks on his younger brother?” “What’s the best way to get Carol to listen to me?” “What am I supposed to do to stop my son from tattling?”

Notice how these questions begin: How should … What’s the best … What am I supposed to do? They all ask: What is the right way to do such and such? Parents more and more are phrasing child-rearing questions in this way. They are seeking prescriptions for behavior, just as they do for physical illness. Undoubtedly, getting a foolproof prescription (effective up to twelve hours) to cure tattling, or any other perplexing childhood behavior, would greatly simplify your parenting, but alas, it’s not realistic. Child-rearing Question #62—How do you stop a child from tattling?—has no pat answer. How you stop your child’s tattling depends on you, your child, and the nature of the tattling. Like any behavior, tattling involves too many factors for one answer to fit all circumstances.

Who is fostering the myth that there is a correct way to handle every situation? Nearly everybody—the media, the experts, and most of all, parents themselves. The media perpetuates this myth through their style of presenting child-rearing advice. Usually, you are enticed with something like this: “Tune in tomorrow when Dr. Arch Eaver will show you how to make your child an achiever and discuss his latest book, The Way to Build a Child’s Self-Confidence.” Anything so worded says: “Here is the answer.” It creates the false impression that there are surefire paths to any results you desire. On the other hand, it’s much less common to come across this: “Tune in tomorrow when Dr. Eaver will offer his suggestions for improving your child’s school achievement and self-confidence.” The message here is: “Try these ideas.” Again this is not a message you’ll receive often, because as raising children gets tougher, ideas just can’t compete with answers.

Experts also feed into the right way myth if they imply that their way is the only way to shape a mentally healthy child, and that any parent who follows other practices is falling short of ideal parenting and is risking the child’s welfare. Fortunately, most experts don’t speak with such godlike assurance. Instead, they recommend or advise. They recognize that good kids can be raised in different ways, and they tell parents so.

But even when experts offer only advice, many times parents still make an illogical leap: They view opinion as fact. Someone with credentials said it; therefore, it must be the psychologically right way to do it. Once you believe this, you’re primed to doubt your own ideas. In effect, you give yourself a standard by which to judge your parenting—an expert’s word. I was eating breakfast at a restaurant once, and a mother and her son were seated in a booth behind me. The youngster ordered something he thought looked tasty, but when it arrived, he decided it didn’t look as tasty on his plate as it did in the menu. He started whining and angrily pushed his food back toward the waitress. His mother immediately insisted he apologize and eat what he ordered or not eat at all. After a pouting “I’m sorry,” the little fellow played with his food a few minutes, tasted a small bite, and much to his surprise, liked it. Before I left the restaurant, I walked over to the mother and identified myself as a psychologist. Suddenly her expression read: “Oh no, what did I do wrong?” When I complimented her on how she handled her son, she seemed surprised. Apparently she thought I was going to chastise her for not practicing sound restaurant parenting, and she looked relieved to get confirmation that she’d done just fine.

If you don’t recognize it as a myth, the right way notion can also stifle your creativity as a parent. You can become reluctant to trust your own resourceful solutions to problems for fear they’re “incorrect.” You might reason that the more unusual or novel your idea, the more chance you have of doing something wrong.

A father once related to me that his five-year-old son had been kissing boys at school. The youngster’s teacher was getting nervous because she hadn’t yet found a way to stop the kissing, and she feared possible sexual problems. When Dad found out about his son’s affection for his classmates, he had an idea. His son’s hero was the Hulk, so Dad told him that the Hulk wouldn’t kiss people if they didn’t want to be kissed. Apparently, the little guy wanted to emulate his hero, because he soon started keeping his lips to himself. The strategy was successful, but dad still wrestled with doubts. What if he missed something that was troubling his son socially? Maybe he should have had a long father-son talk. Was the Hulk a good model? Dad certainly could have tried other approaches. Some would have worked; some would have failed. His creative solution was one that worked. Why look any further?8

Another parent shared with a workshop group how she once and for all silenced her eleven-year-old son’s weekly threats to run away from home. One morning, after her son had become angry over cold toast, or something similarly unbearable, he vowed to leave town after school and never return. Mom didn’t argue. She just quietly handed him his lunch wrapped in a road map. From that day on, the threats ceased. I thought Mom’s style had merit, but a few parents asked: “Didn’t you worry about looking like you didn’t care if he ran away?” This veteran mother responded that her son didn’t seem too badly scarred by her lack of concern. That evening, he returned home from school and handed her the Ohio Highways lunch bag. Mom had driven home her point.9

Most problems can be handled any number of ways, and often the more creative ways work best, even though you wouldn’t find them in a book of “how to’s.” You and your child are unique, and books can only offer general suggestions. How cleverly you use those suggestions, or come up with your own, is up to you.

To sum up, the notion that there are approaches you should use, advice you must follow, and words you have to say in order to raise a well-adjusted child is a debilitating myth. The reality is that your methods can be effective or ineffective, helpful or useless. Instead of judging your actions as right or wrong, apply the key question put forth in the last chapter: Is this working or isn’t it? This is a much more meaningful test of your methods, and it will make you less likely to downgrade yourself as a parent.

Parenting Myth II:

If you handle a situation well,
your child’s behavior will immediately improve.

or “We’ve tried everything. Nothing works.”

How often I hear these words. They are the lament of defeated parents. As parents describe how they’ve spanked, reasoned with, ignored, and denied their child every privilege except breathing, I often find that along the way they tried things that would have worked quite well—if they had used them regularly enough or stuck with them long enough. They mistakenly assumed that had they found the proper approach, life would surely have become more tolerable by now. If only they could figure out the perfect line of reasoning, deny just the right privilege, or reinforce the exact behavior, Ripley wouldn’t tell lies anymore, Gloria would keep her room clean enough to find the bed, and Dusty would like baths.

This kind of reasoning undermines an ingredient crucial to effective parenting—persistence—because it convinces you to give up too quickly. Pinball parenting, or bouncing from idea to idea looking for the one that will put you instantly in control, only makes you feel less in control. You start to grope for answers, feeling at a total loss as to where to turn next. Then a self-defeating cycle begins. As a problem behavior gets worse, you become frustrated and impatient. You’re prone to drop an idea because it isn’t working fast enough. But every time you give up, the problem only becomes more stubbornly entrenched. Then you get even more frustrated, more impatient, and less willing to stick with anything … and on and on. This cycle can quickly bruise your image of yourself as a smart parent. Surely a smarter parent would have matters under control sooner.

Although it would be nice to take command of a situation with a few well-phrased or perfectly timed strategies, you just can’t count on it. I humbly learned this lesson some years ago at the hands of a five-year-old. After I had finished playing a softball game, this youngster walked up behind me and began taking practice swings at the back of my legs with a baseball bat. Now, I’ve always been allergic to wood colliding with my body at twenty-five miles per hour, so I bent down and said, “Hey, that’s not cool. Enough of that.” My teammates immediately saw their chance: “Big-time, big-city psychologist. ‘That’s not cool. Enough of that.’ A true pro with kids.” My reputation was at stake, so I racked my brains for the flawless response to a baseball-bat-wielding five-year-old. Exuding professionalism, I bent back down and tried again: “You know, I won’t let you hit me with that bat. I’ll just walk away because I don’t like being hit. But I’ll tell you what, if you put the bat down, I’ve got a ball and we can play catch.” I felt sure that I had covered a range of appropriate responses, and I expected to be in charge any second. But I guess the little guy hadn’t read the same books I had, because after my mini-speech he just looked at me unruffled and said, “Stuff it, Jerkface,” and walked away.

Needless to say, my confrontation with the unknown ballplayer did little to enhance my professional reputation. But it did impactfully impress upon me this: Don’t make the mistake of grading your technique after one, or even several, tries. You can deal with a situation beautifully, and it may still blow up in your face. One-shot tries, or brief intense spurts of trying an idea, are usually not enough to bring on desired results. Finding good ideas is only the first step, very often the easiest. Staying with your ideas is the part that can push you to the limits of your parenthood. Happily, most kids respond fairly quickly to a good approach consistently used. Some kids, however, are experts at outlasting their parents. They have learned that, no matter what happens, if they put up enough fuss, their parents will eventually relent and try something else, or maybe try nothing else, giving up altogether. If this is your youngster’s style, you’d better be prepared to be part parent and part bulldog, for you will need to stick with any approach for a long time.
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