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I originally dedicated this book as follows:

To Jenny, of course.

And to Hannah and to Brandon,

I’m thinking two things about you….

For this revised 10th Anniversary Edition,

I also dedicate this to the thousands of parents we’ve met around the world over the last ten years, who’ve bravely challenged themselves to create the calmer, happier homelife they always wanted.



ScreamFree™ \'skrēm'frē\: learning to pause so you can respond more and react less; taking hold of your own emotional responses no matter how anyone else chooses to behave; learning to focus on yourself and take care of yourself for the world’s benefit.



A DECADE OF CALM PARENTING

Hello, and welcome to the 10th Anniversary Revised Edition of ScreamFree Parenting. I’m so glad you’re here. If this is your first encounter, I want to especially welcome you—I want nothing more than for you to experience a calmer, happier life, and I believe this book is a fantastic way to get you started.

If you’re already familiar with this book, welcome back. I’m so honored you would return to my words here, hoping for more guidance, stories, and practical applications of the ScreamFree way of parenting. I promise you, all of that is included in this revised and updated edition, and more.


HOW I STOPPED SCREAMING

Please forgive the cheesy line, but I cannot believe it’s been ten years. Actually it’s been longer than that. This book was originally published back in the fall of 2007, but I first started penning these principles about sixteen years ago. Back then, I was a brand-new therapist, and a relatively new dad, and I became determined to create a parenting plan to help us all find a new kind of peace and happiness.

Truth be told, though, I think I needed to help myself most of all. See, I was not born a naturally ScreamFree parent. Just the opposite, it seems. My natural inclination is to get riled up over the smallest things, then either loudly lash out or shut myself down and sulk. I can be both openly aggressive and passive-aggressive, and that makes me guilty of at least two different forms of “screaming.”

ScreamFree Parenting was not just a pet project to get my name out there as a relationship expert; it was a lifesaving discovery that helped turn this natural, immature screamer into a halfway decent father. And it all started with a scary scene when my daughter, Hannah, was just a few months old. I’ve actually never told this story in public, but I will here because I want all of us natural screamers to know we’re not alone, we’re not bad people, and we can, through ScreamFree parenting, learn to lead calmer, happier lives.

Back in graduate school, I was a stay-at-home dad for a while with our daughter, Hannah. My wife had to finish out her teaching contract that year, so I got the privilege of being the primary daily caregiver for that time. An amazing opportunity for me, to be sure, but also incredibly difficult work.

This was especially so because somehow we brought the world’s most colicky baby into our home. No matter what we did, our precious little angel was absolutely miserable, and inconsolable, for several hours every day. (Inconveniently, these were usually hours when my wife was not at home!)

While most days I could handle this exhausting challenge, one day I couldn’t. There I was, bouncing my screaming baby in my arms for the third hour in a row, and I lost it. I stormed into her room and dropped her into her crib. Now, she landed safely on a pillow, but this was the roughest I had ever treated her. And the worst I had ever spoken to her. See, as I dropped her I found myself screaming through gritted teeth: “Shuuuuut the ______ uuuuuppppp!” We’re talking an obscenity-laden, forehead-veins-popping outburst. (Hannah, if you’re reading this, please forgive me.)

I had allowed myself to become completely flooded with frustration, and I was unable to fully control my impulses, so there I was, cursing at my precious baby girl. It remains, to this day, my lowest moment as a parent.

What happened next, however, changed everything. Remember, I was in graduate school learning to become a family therapist, so I had begun a basic education in things like child abuse. Perhaps this is what helped me pause at that moment and notice…my hands. After I dropped her, and while still screaming, my hands had formed a choking gesture right above my precious daughter.

“This is how shaken baby syndrome happens,” I thought to myself. “This is how parents abuse their kids.”

With that realization, I backed away from the crib. I walked out of her room, through the living room, and even out the door of our tiny rented duplex. Hannah was still crying, but I knew she was safe in her crib. I also knew she was safer with me outside for the moment.

With the fresh, cool air in my face, I could feel tears on my cheeks, and I actually spoke aloud to the heavens, hoping God or anyone else would listen.

“I don’t know what I am gonna do from here on out, but I know I am not going to do that.”

It was among those very few moments we all have in our lives when we simply know a page has turned, and a behavior no longer makes sense. I just somehow eliminated screaming at my child as an option, and it became part of my identity, like my dark brown hair and my American citizenship.

Now, I had no idea at the time I would create some new parenting program called ScreamFree. That wouldn’t come till three or four years later. And honestly, I didn’t really think about this initial event when I first started using the term “ScreamFree.”

But I’d be silly to think that fateful day in my daughter’s infancy wasn’t the beginning of this whole thing. By eliminating that kind of scream-filled emotional reactivity from my parenting repertoire, I was forced to come up with some other creative ways to parent. I was forced to make my own emotional management my number-one priority.

ScreamFree Parenting may not have been delivered then, but it was definitely conceived that day. And I cannot overestimate how much it has shaped every facet of my parenting life ever since. What has been my undeserved honor is seeing how much the ScreamFree mindset has shaped other parents’ lives as well.



HOW WE’VE HELPED OTHER PEOPLE TO STOP SCREAMING

Here we are, ten years later, and the stories from around the world are overwhelming and so inspiring. Since publication, the book has sold hundreds of thousands of copies, it’s been translated into twelve different languages, and we’ve traveled to speak to parents in more than forty U.S. states and sixteen different countries. These parents have welcomed us into their schools, their businesses, their places of worship, and even their homes, all searching for a new, calmer parenting mind-set, suited for raising twenty-first-century children into adulthood.

To be sure, every author dreams of being successful, but the reach of this little parenting guide has been wonderfully surprising. Thousands of moms and dads have told me and our team how freeing it is to stop trying to control their children and start focusing on themselves instead, and how effective they now feel in leading their kids toward self-direction. We’ve been approached by more than fifteen hundred fellow family professionals, coming to us to be trained as Certified ScreamFree Leaders. We’ve even seen six hundred Singaporeans stand in the rain, waiting to get into an auditorium to hear something new, and we stood with them for hours afterward trying to offer them something hopeful as well.

Perhaps most humbling, however, are the two most surprising avenues we’ve traveled to reach parents: the U.S. military, and the U.S. Muslim community. At any given week, you can find a “ScreamFree Parenting” or “ScreamFree Marriage” small-group class being taught at most of the U.S. Army posts around the world. Working with families who have suffered so much separation through multiple deployments, and so much devastation through loss and injury, has indeed been an honor. Helping these families face their conflicts and find their peace has been one of the most inspiring experiences of my life.

At the same time, through some serendipitous friendships, we have been invited to help Muslim families around North America parent their children in a more principled, peace-filled way. I was not familiar with the Muslim community in any real way, but now I have spoken to Muslim audiences around the country and even a few spots abroad, all hoping to hear some hopeful ways to lead their children in a calmer way. I now get to call these numerous Muslim leaders my friends, and there are groups using ScreamFree principles to build bridges of friendship across religious and cultural lines. This astounds me, frankly, and compels all of us at ScreamFree to keep striving to reach more parents and leaders everywhere.



WHERE WE GO FROM HERE

This brings us back to today, and back to you. The real reason we decided to publish a 10th Anniversary Edition was not to celebrate the past but to reach new groups of parents in the future. With this updated book, we aim to help make these ScreamFree principles actionable in the everyday lives of today’s parents, who I believe need this now, more than ever.

Today’s parents are facing more intense stress, public scrutiny, impossible standards, and technological confusion than ever before. And it’s been building for decades:


• The 1950s, coming right after the World War II–related deaths of eighty million people, gave us the largest generation of babies in history (hence, the baby boom), and the largest generation of anxious parents hoping to protect these babies like never before.

• The 1960s gave us more social upheaval than any decade, before or since, leaving us all with new questions and uncertainties about men, women, sex, parenting, race, and morality.

• The 1970s produced an explosion of divorces, challenging the nuclear family like never before. This decade also introduced the “so-called” self-esteem movement, convincing all parents to praise their kids into performing well, and protect them from ever feeling failure. (Both actions have been shown, since then, to be completely counterproductive, leaving kids unprepared for the real world.)

• The 1980s, with the Tylenol-cyanide tragedy, the war on drugs, and the Adam Walsh abduction case, caused us to suddenly fear the chemicals in our homes and on the streets like never before, and introduced us to the perils of “stranger danger.”

• The 1990s, with the advent of the twenty-four-hour news cycle, made us perpetually aware of all the possible dangers of life.

• The early 2000s, with the terror of 9/11, and the explosion of the Internet, amplified all the past decades’ anxieties by connecting us with an entire world of potential harm to our children, as well as dozens of conflicting parenting strategies to protect them and provide for them.


All of these last seventy years have created a storm surge of parental anxiety, yet I believe this past decade has seen more rapid changes than any other. The ubiquity of mobile devices and social media puts our whole lives (and the foibles of our kids) on display, heightening comparison, competition, and confusion about screen time, attention spans, and privacy.

More than ever before, parents also feel the pressure to be informed. In the information age of Google, Siri, and Wikipedia, no parents can ever say they were uninformed about any aspect of parenting—from attachment parenting to free-range kids, from GMO-free foods to Paleo dieting for toddlers.

And more than ever before, parents feel the need to be perfect. Their whole lives are broadcast nonstop through social media, and all they see are the “filtered” lives of others’ kids having more fun, making better grades, winning more awards, and getting into better colleges.

Add all this to the normal everyday stress of parenting, and what do you get? In the words of multiple authors, you get an age of anxiety. We live in an unparalleled time of parental angst, and it is definitely taking its toll.

Thankfully you also get a growing movement against all the madness. For instance, you get movies like Bad Moms, which encourages regular mothers everywhere to resist the insanity, treat themselves with the kindness they truly deserve, and stop trying to control their kids into living perfect childhoods. (If you haven’t seen it, and you can stand some rather frank crudeness, I strongly recommend it.)

What you also get is a whole crop of parenting books promoting a calmer, saner way of life. Since ScreamFree Parenting came out in 2007, a number of fantastic authors have joined us in calling parents toward peace-filled homes, with titles like Getting to Calm; Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids; No-Drama Discipline; and of course, the new bedtime classic, Go the F*ck to Sleep. All these titles (except maybe the last one) have joined the original ScreamFree Parenting in helping parents discover new strategies for structuring their homes and new reservoirs of peace within themselves.

My hope is that this new 10th Anniversary Edition of ScreamFree Parenting will be a worthy companion to this growing group of parenting materials. But it’s my far greater hope that this book can help you, especially my fellow natural screamers out there, realize you’re not alone, you’re not a bad parent, and there is a fantastic future ahead.

You can do this, and the ScreamFree way can help.



A WORD ABOUT THE NEW SUBTITLE

When Crown asked about the possibility of doing a new edition, I got excited about all the possible updates we could make to the text. But there was one small tweak I knew we had to make first: We absolutely had to change the subtitle.

Over the last ten years, as we’ve presented to parents all around the world, I must confess I still cringe every time I look at my own book. Not because of the cover design, mind you. No, what makes me wince about ScreamFree Parenting is the subtitle: Raising Your Kids by Keeping Your Cool. I liked it at the time because it was succinct and even a little rhythmic. But, as is painfully obvious now, it is also reflective of a parenting mindset we are actually trying to expose and confront here in this book: We’re not raising kids.

We’ll address this more in Chapter 4, but one of the worst ways we “scream” in our parenting is to anxiously try to keep our kids as young and as safe as possible for as long as possible. This makes sense, given how fragile and desperately dependent they are from the very beginning.

What doesn’t make sense, however, is the way we allow this anxiety to shape how we even describe parenting. Think about it: We’ve been describing parenting as “raising kids” for some time now. Where did that phrase even come from? And how did it become so common? I realized this a few years ago (after this book initially came out, obviously) while traveling to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. I was headed there to do a training of Army family professionals, and while on the drive I noticed a huge plot of rolling hills, with rows and rows of perfect little conifers sprouting toward a living room near you. And out in front was a sign: FULK’S CHRISTMAS TREE FARM. I learned from the locals it was quite the tradition to take your family to Fulk’s and cut down your own locally grown Tannenbaum.

When I went back to do another training, it was early springtime; what I saw then were not Christmas trees. Spread over the hills were not trees at all; these were seedlings, or saplings at most, all spread out in an orchardlike pattern. But just because they weren’t trees yet didn’t mean Mr. Fulk changed his sign to read CHRISTMAS SAPLING FARM. Like always, it said CHRISTMAS TREE FARM. These folks were not raising saplings; they already had saplings. These guys were raising trees.

And that’s when it hit me—why in the world do we say we’re “raising kids”? It doesn’t make any sense! Tree farmers aren’t raising saplings, and wheat farmers aren’t raising kernels. Not even goat farmers are raising kids! Well, we parents are not raising kids either. If you have a ten-year-old boy and an eight-year-old girl living in your house, you’re not raising kids; you already have kids. What you’re raising, hopefully, are adults.

The struggles of the millennial generation to launch out on their own have been well documented. Is it too simplistic to think that perhaps the whole reason we’re having such a serious launching problem today is because we’ve been misnaming the whole job from the very beginning? Probably. But it is worth asking the question: If all we’re striving to do is raise kids—successful kids, confident kids, resilient kids—then how can we be surprised if that’s all we end up with?

We examine this issue more in Chapter 4. That is just one of many other significant updates in this new revised edition of ScreamFree Parenting. We’ve got some new success stories to share, a chapter on parenting in the digital age, and a collection of answers to questions we’ve received over the last ten years—and how to apply them.

All this and more are included here, so I am thrilled to offer you this 10th Anniversary Revised Edition. I hope you find it helpful as you strive to raise amazing adults.


Hal Runkel, February 2017
 
    
Atlanta




HOW TO BEST BENEFIT FROM THIS BOOK

My goal for this book is simple: to help you and your whole family lead a calmer, happier life together. I firmly believe that by incorporating into your daily life the principles outlined here, you will begin to enjoy the types of parent-child relationships you have always craved. These are relationships full of joy, cooperation, harmony, and most of all, mutual respect. Peace in your family is not as far off as you might think.

For this book to help you pursue such relationships, I have sought to provide a structure that logically introduces you to the ScreamFree mindset one step at a time. At first, some of these principles may seem a bit like heresy, for they run counter to a lot of popular teaching. So while you may feel tempted to skim the table of contents and skip forward to a topic that catches your eye, I believe you will get the most out of the book by reading each chapter consecutively.

The book is divided into five parts. The first four are revised versions of the original ScreamFree Parenting, with multiple chapters in each. At the conclusion of each of these chapters are a series of questions specifically designed to help you examine your parenting style and grow into the ScreamFree mindset. At the conclusion of each of the parts, I tell a true story from the life experiences of real people just like you.

Some of these stories come from my relationship-coaching clients, others from colleagues and friends. The last story comes from one of the most remarkable women in history, whom I so wish I could have known. All of these stories involve courageous people: a military family, a refugee family striving to adjust and thrive in a new culture, and folks just like you, who choose to invest their time, money, and significant emotional energy in learning to focus on themselves and the way they relate with others. 

In each of these stories you will see the power of ScreamFree Parenting in action. Of course, the names and details have been altered to protect confidentiality, but the events are all true—and powerful. I have selected these stories because they wonderfully illustrate the principles highlighted in their respective parts. As you will see, the stories represent parent-child relationships in various stages of life. While everyone’s story is different, I know you can find yourself in here somewhere.

Part 5 is completely new to this 10th Anniversary Revised Edition. In it we’ve added an entirely new chapter on parenting in the age of social media and technology, and we’ve compiled popular articles, Q&A sessions, and blog posts from our website over the last ten years. These represent some of our best, most practical applications of a ScreamFree mindset, addressing current issues like ADHD and single parenting, the challenges you face with different age groups, and what to do when you simply don’t know what to do next. 

Above all, take from these five parts whatever inspires you to revolutionize your relationships, and discard the rest. You do not have to accept all that I say here in order to enjoy the home life you crave or become the type of parent you desire to be.

All you have to do, as you will see, is learn to pause more, and react less.

Please email me at hal@screamfree.com, and let me know how this book intersects with your life. I look forward to hearing from you about your journey with ScreamFree Parenting. Your feedback helps provide the information and inspiration we need to help others lead calmer, happier lives.



PART ONE

BECOMING THE “COOL” PARENT YOUR KIDS REALLY NEED

Every kid wants to have “cool” parents. No, this does not mean kids want parents who keep up with the latest fads (that makes you decidedly uncool). And contrary to some popular teaching, being a cool parent does not mean being so permissive you let your kids do whatever they want. What every kid wants are parents who can keep their cool, even when things get hot. Especially when things get hot. Kids want collected, levelheaded parents. Your kids want you to remain unflappable, even when they flip out.

As it turns out, that’s exactly what they need.

Parents everywhere are facing the toughest challenge of their lives: trying to create a healthy family environment filled with mutual respect, cooperation, and love. And they’re trying to do this in a twenty-first-century culture that celebrates immediacy, entitlement, and distraction. It’s no wonder parents feel more anxious than ever before. They feel overwhelmed and underappreciated. And I believe they all want help.

I believe parents are searching for an inspiring vision of how it all could be different.

We have seen all sorts of packaged programs delivering fail-proof techniques to raise perfect children. We’ve heard about the countless failures of the past two generations and the urgent need to return to the good ol’ days. And most of all, we have been bombarded with the pressure to produce perfect kids by sacrificing ourselves, focusing all of our attention on their needs, and always being there for them.

We’ve heard all of this and more, and it’s not helping. This call for total self-sacrifice is actually hurting, leaving parents feeling more overwhelmed, more frustrated, and less capable.

So, what’s wrong? Or better yet, what’s the right direction out of this mess? A few years ago, a brilliant family therapist and rabbi named Edwin Friedman asked a critical question: When’s the last time you saw a parenting book telling parents to focus less on their children?

Well, ScreamFree Parenting may be the first book you’ve read that tells all parents to stop orbiting their lives around their children and return the focus to themselves.

So, is that the problem—that we’re too focused on our kids? Absolutely. In a rash reaction to the children-should-be-seen-and-not-heard formula that many of our grandparents grew up with, we have now gone to another extreme, the our-lives-revolve-around-our-children formula. Just look at us chauffeuring our kids from school, to practice, to yet another practice in a minivan with stickers plastered all over it. And whose name is on these stickers? Whose name is emblazoned on this minivan that we paid for? Whether it be an honor student badge or a soccer ball, our kids’ names tell the whole world who really owns the van. And our lives. And it’s not good for either of us.

ScreamFree Parenting provides a way out of this mess, a way to restore both parent and child to their rightful places in the home.

WHY SCREAMFREE?

Not all of us scream out loud at our kids. At least not all the time. Yes, there’s a University of New Hampshire study stating that 98 percent of all parents have unleashed a psychologically damaging outburst toward each of their children under-age-five (and we know the other 2 percent are just lying about it). But not all of us are screaming our heads off all day long.

However, all parents do experience a universal struggle. We all feel incredibly anxious about our kids and their choices, and we don’t know what to do about it. We fret and worry about how our kids will turn out. Inevitably, we’re so focused on our kids that we don’t even realize when this anxiety has taken over—until we get emotionally reactive.

ScreamFree Parenting is about calming all of our reactive responses to this anxiety. It’s called “ScreamFree” because screaming is the most popular reaction (and “EmotionalReactivityFree” doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue). But we react in other ways too, such as disconnecting ourselves from the situation or overcompensating (ever pick up after your kids because you’re so tired of battling them about it?). Some of us just give up…and keep giving in.

All these reactions are just different ways of screaming. And they are all just as ineffective in creating the type of relationships we crave with our children. But there is hope. There is a better way.

What I offer in this book is a way for you to envision yourself in a nonreactive yet fully connected relationship with each of your children. And that’s the catch—remaining both calm and connected. Many parents can remain calm by simply disengaging from the relationship. Other parents stay fully engaged, only to let their anxiety drive their behavior. The ScreamFree mindset teaches you to calm your own anxiety first, enabling you to remain fully connected and involved. And this creates a revolutionary relationship with each of your kids and the rest of your family—a relationship in which your position is that of an inspiring influence, a relationship in which your number-one leadership role in the family is that of a calming authority. Regardless of your children’s ages, and regardless of the mistakes you’ve made up to this point, you can restore yourself to this position in the family.


Your number-one leadership role in the family is that of a calming authority.



You can—by learning to focus on yourself, calm yourself down, and grow yourself up—begin to make changes in the way you parent, changes that dramatically alter the dynamics of your family. You can, beginning today, start practicing the principles that will bring about new patterns of connection and cooperation. Such changes won’t be easy, and they won’t come automatically. Becoming a ScreamFree parent involves a strenuous journey, requiring you to face difficult truths about yourself and your relationships. Difficult but not impossible. But it’s not all tough stuff either—becoming a ScreamFree parent also invites you to treat yourself better than you’ve ever thought you could or should.

It all begins with one fundamental shift: Parenting is not about children, it’s about parents.


Chapter One

Parenting Is Not About Kids, It’s About Parents


It’s not you, it’s me.

—George Costanza, Seinfeld


The greatest thing you can do for your kids is to learn to focus on yourself.

That statement might not make complete sense right now. It might, in fact, seem downright offensive. What? Turn the focus away from my children and onto myself? Isn’t that against all the rules?

No, it isn’t. I’m not proposing that you put your children last on the list. Far from it. What I am saying is that by focusing on yourself, you will have a calmer, happier relationship with your whole family.

You see, most of us have been operating with a faulty model of relationships. That’s not to say all our relationships are faulty, but the model sure is. We’ve been operating with a model that says in order to have healthy relationships, we need to focus on meeting other people’s needs. To even question such a model draws controversy, I know, but stay with me.


By focusing on yourself, you will have a calmer, happier relationship with your whole family.



    
ScreamFree Parenting will discuss why this model is so faulty, particularly in our parent-child relationships. For now, there are a few simple points we should consider. First, it’s a given that there are points in this world we can control and things we cannot. So, how smart is it to focus our energy on something we can’t resolve, something we cannot control? Answer: Not very. Follow-up question: Which category do our kids fall into? Are children something we can control or something we cannot? Here are even tougher questions: Even if you could control your kids, should you? Is that what parenting is all about? Finally, what if it’s not the kids who are out of control?


WHO’S REALLY OUT OF CONTROL HERE?

My kids, Hannah and Brandon, were four and two, and it was one of those Saturday mornings. My wife, Jenny, and I had stayed up way too late on Friday night, which guaranteed our kids would get up way too early the next day. And so the weekend began with a lot of whining and crying and complaining—and the kids were upset as well.

So I decided, in my parenting-expert wisdom, to get us all out of the house by heading to Waffle House for breakfast. Now, the first Waffle House we walked into was just too crowded, but thankfully there is no shortage of Waffle Houses in suburban Atlanta, so we piled back into the car, strapped our children into their car seats, quieted disappointed whines with promises of maple syrup, and drove the hundred yards or so to a second Waffle House. And the line at the second one was just as long as the one at the first.

There was no way we were getting the kids back into the car for another trip, however, so we decided to wait it out. Thankfully, the staff at this Waffle House was thinking—they had crayons and blank paper for the kids. My wife and I could get in even a little adult conversation. A win-win situation.

As if that wasn’t enough, a sign caught my eye. If my children drew a picture, they were entitled to a paper Waffle House hat (just like the grill man wears) and a free waffle. Sometimes life is good. The kids colored. My wife and I talked. The time flew, and before we knew it, we were seated—my wife and daughter on one side of the booth, my son and I on the other. They brought the kids their paper hats, and even I tried one on.

If you’ve never been to a Waffle House, you would be amazed at the consistency of the architecture from one restaurant to the next. All the tables surround the kitchen, and wall-length windows surround the tables. It’s very open, and it’s easy to notice the goings-on of others.

Now, while I was feeling pretty good by this time, my kids hadn’t eaten anything all morning. Hungry kids who’ve done nothing but wait around can be…restless. Hannah, our four-year-old, handled it all right, just garden-variety complaints. But Brandon, our two-year-old, sure was feeling two years old, if you know what I mean. Two-year-olds generally have no regard for things like “practicing an inside voice” or “using words like a big boy” when they’ve been forced in and out of a car with nothing to eat but promises of food to come. Cooperating with me was not high on Brandon’s list of priorities at the time. Enjoying a nice family breakfast didn’t seem like such a good idea now.

But I’m a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist. I’m a relationship expert. I know I should control myself and keep from losing my temper. I know better than to react and resort to yelling and committing violent acts of coercion. But then my son threw his fork on the floor, and the power of my knowledge began to fade.

The fork made a loud noise, causing all the people around us to look at me. Some of them even pointed and whispered (at least that’s what it felt like they were doing). I looked over at my perfect wife sitting there with my perfect daughter. There is an unwritten rule among parents with multiple kids: Whoever is sitting on your side is on your watch. So while the women in my life were enjoying an angelic scene of cooperation and intimacy, my son and I were on the verge of World War III.

Nothing was making him happy, and nothing was stopping him from the beginning stages of an all-out tantrum. Finally, his waffle arrived and I thought the battle would be over soon. So I started to cut up the waffle, but he didn’t want the waffle cut up. Maybe he wanted to eat the whole thing with his hands in one bite, I don’t know. Maybe he was just really feeling two years old. I do know I was feeling closer and closer to my own emotional edge.

But I’m the expert on human relationships, right? I’m the one planning to write a book someday called ScreamFree Parenting. Was I going to allow a two-year-old to push my buttons? You bet I was. See, the fork got such a great response that my son began to wonder what might happen if he threw his waffle—plate and all—on the floor.

Here’s what might happen: Daddy might lose his cool! And that’s precisely what did happen.

The plate broke, and syrup splattered all over the people around us. I hastily apologized to the people with syrup splatter on their feet and snatched Brandon out of his booster seat. I then apologized to the man sitting in the booth behind us after Brandon’s foot hit him in the back of the head. And finally we stormed out of the restaurant. All eyes were fixed on us as my son kept screaming. And kicking. And hitting. I was seething as I pushed the door open with such force that it rattled the glass walls. The reverberating structure got everyone’s attention.

So now, whoever wasn’t watching this scene unfold inside the restaurant was now watching from the inside as I stood there on the sidewalk, yelling at my son. I was using big words, asking rhetorical questions, puffing out my chest, pointing my finger, and intimidating a boy who couldn’t have stood more than thirty-six inches tall. What a big man I was!

Finally, somehow, after a long time, the ugly scene ended. Brandon and I returned to our seats to complete our nice family breakfast. He was still sobbing a bit, and I was still huffing a bit, but at least we were quiet. And there sat Jenny, my loving and faithful wife. I think she wanted to say something supportive and reassuring, but she just couldn’t contain the smirk on her face. I was a volcano looking for an excuse to erupt. Again.

“What?” I barked.

“Nice hat,” she said, midbite into her waffle.

It was then that I realized the paper Waffle House hat still sat squarely on top of my head. The entire scene had taken place with a silly hat on top of a silly man who wanted nothing more than to be taken seriously.



OUR BIGGEST ENEMY AS PARENTS

Truth be told, I didn’t need the hat to make me look foolish. I had done that myself with my knee-jerk reactivity. In fact, that kind of emotional reaction is our worst enemy when it comes to having great relationships.

Let me say that again: Emotional reactivity is our worst enemy when it comes to having great relationships.

If you don’t get anything else from this book, get this: Our biggest struggle as parents is not with the iPad or smartphone; it’s not with bad influences; it’s not even with drugs or alcohol. Our biggest struggle as parents is with our own emotional reactivity. That’s why the greatest thing we can do for our kids is to learn to focus on us, not them. Instead of anxiously trying to control our kids, let’s concentrate on what we can control—calming our own emotional, knee-jerk reactions.

What’s so damaging about being too reactive? Keep reading. The next couple of chapters will make it clear. For now, consider this: How can we have any influence on our children’s decision making if we don’t have an influence on our own? When we get reactive, we get regressive. That is, we shrink back to an immature level of functioning. Think of me at Waffle House. In an effort to get my two-year-old to stop acting so immaturely, I became just as immature.

How effective can that be? I’ve come to realize that if I get loud and scary and intimidating, I may get compliance eventually, but at what price? I may have screamed my son into submission at Waffle House, but what type of relationship will I have with him if I continue to parent by reactive intimidation?

Now, some of you may be thinking at this point, “Who cares about my relationship with him? He needs to learn to behave, and if it takes intimidation and fear, then so be it. I was afraid of my dad, and it made me get my act straight.” I hear you. But I don’t fully believe that what you want most is to just get your kid to behave regardless of the costs. You’re reading this book because you’re looking for a better way to parent, one that doesn’t make your kid fear you but instead helps your kid respect you and your influence.

What this book simply states is this: If we want to be influential, then we have to first bring ourselves under control. Only then can we choose our response instead of giving in to our immediate reaction. Only then can we choose how we want to behave regardless of how our children choose to behave.

So, if emotional reactivity is our biggest enemy, where does it come from? More important, what can we do about it?

Most of us cannot think of a more terrifying emotion than feeling overwhelmed. We can feel scared, exhausted, worried, or angry, but nothing shuts us down, stops us in our tracks, and causes us to throw up our hands in futility like feeling overwhelmed. When we feel incapable of coping with, handling, or accomplishing all we have to do, we are overwhelmed. When it seems that even if we weren’t so tired and frustrated we still couldn’t keep all the plates spinning, that’s about as scary as it gets. When we feel stretched beyond our limits, that’s when we just want to quit.


Parents feel overstretched, overcommitted, underprepared, and underappreciated.



And I can think of no more accurate a description of how most of us feel far too much of the time than overwhelmed. Parents feel overstretched, overcommitted, underprepared, and underappreciated—a perfect recipe for feeling overwhelmed. As a result, most of us feel a gnawing sense of inadequacy. We don’t just feel like bad parents; we feel like failures.

And unfortunately, parenting is the one area of life where we cannot afford to fail. It’s also the area where we feel the pressure of absolute success. After all, we are bombarded with messages about the importance of time with our kids, involvement in our kids’ lives, and putting our family first among our priorities. Magazines are crammed with articles dispensing the newest parenting techniques and advice. Studies consistently show the ill effects of bad parenting. Churches and politicians preach the need to put families first. With all of this pressure comes just more fear and feelings of inadequacy.

And then there’s the most intense pressure of all: the knowledge that how we do as parents will reverberate throughout history. We are raising the next generation of human adults, and they will either continue the success and progress of past generations or they will erase it all.

Anyone feeling overwhelmed?

Parenting is serious business. The stakes are unbelievably high. The cost of failure is unimaginable. I know you feel the intense weight of performing as a parent. You may wonder if you’re the only one who sometimes feels inadequate, even inept. You may wonder, “Is it supposed to be this hard?” The answer is yes. And no. Yes, parenting is hard, and it’s supposed to be. Anything this important is meant to be hard. We’ll get to that in the next few chapters. But we don’t have to feel this much pressure. We don’t have to feel overwhelmed.



THE MOST DAMAGING LIE ABOUT PARENTING

The reason we feel so overwhelmed now, however, is because most of us are attempting to follow an impossible mindset. And this mindset is fueled by a dangerous lie, a lie so embedded in our social consciousness that it sounds crazy to question it. Here it is, the most damaging lie about parenting: We are responsible for our children.

I know that to even question such a statement sounds ridiculous. “Of course I’m responsible for my kids—who else would be?” Great question. I can only ask you to bear with me and keep reading.

You see, most people would define parenting like this: “It is our job as parents to get our children to think, feel, and especially, behave the right way. It is our job to get our children to be good.” Of course that’s right. Right?

Wrong.

Now, let me be clear. In my experience working with families, I’ve seen the devastating effects of terrible parenting on now-grown adults. Certainly we have a profound amount of influence on how our kids turn out. This book will illustrate the power we have to shape our children.

But what that really means is that we have a far greater responsibility to our children than we have for them. Let’s say that again. We are much less responsible for our children than we’ve ever been told. However, we have a far greater responsibility to our children than we’ve ever realized.

Most of us feel like we’re responsible for our kids. Sure, they’re totally dependent on us right from the beginning. But let’s think about that for a moment. If we are responsible for our children, then we have a really big problem. How long did it take you to realize that your child had a mind of her own? Early on, our children begin to make their own choices. This is part of growing up. In truth, this is growing up. Even in infancy our kids start to embrace their natural ability to make decisions about what they will and will not do. They begin to choose how they feel, how they think, and how they behave.

I know this concept sounds simplistic, but it carries all the seeds of our frustration in raising adults. They simply make different choices than we want them to make! They choose to yell and scream in the grocery store. They choose not to do their homework. They choose to break curfew and disrespect our rules. They choose to throw their waffles on the floor in front of a restaurant full of people!

If you are responsible for your children, then you have to figure out how to program them to make the “right” choices. And you need to do it quickly. You have to learn the right techniques to get them to think, feel, and behave according to your definition of good.

All of this sounds alarmingly like obedience training. It comes as no surprise, then, to find parenting books at your local bookseller written by animal trainers. “What works for Fido can work for your child!”

If you’re totally responsible for coercing your children into being good, then it makes perfect sense to enlist some program or system like that. Such an approach may make parents feel big and in charge, but it leaves children feeling small and incompetent.

The fact that our children have been given the power of choice, as self-directed human beings, can thwart even the best obedience-training program. Children will soon realize they are in a no-win situation. Either they kill their own decision-making spirit in an attempt to reduce their parents’ anxiety, or they rebel against their parents’ authority; there is no in-between. That’s the catch-22 of the “responsible-for” mindset of parenting. Parents either program their children correctly or they have failed. Children either conform to the system, surrender their individuality, and become “the child we don’t have to worry about,” or they rebel against the system, failing to “get with the program.”

Do you see the two categories we have neatly set up? On one hand, we have “What Will Make Mom and Dad Less Anxious,” and on the other hand, we have “Wrong Choices That Will Make Mom and Dad Freak Out.” For most families, operating with this mindset, there simply is no third option. In this system, the possibility of children learning to act for themselves and think critically about their choices does not exist. Doing so would equal rebellion. If your child ends up “doing the right thing,” then you’ve raised a robot. He did exactly as he was programmed to do. But if your child ends up thinking and acting for himself, then you’ve raised a rebel.



THERE IS A BETTER WAY

There has to be another way—a way to say yes to our profound influence on our children’s lives without taking total responsibility for those lives. There must be a way to dramatically influence the life of a child without resorting to programming and coercion. I call this third option ScreamFree parenting, because it emphasizes a radical focus on and approach to calming our own anxiety.

Again, not all of us scream at our children, but all of us struggle with reactive behaviors. We may scream, we may manipulate, and we may even use violence. Or we may neglect, avoid, and even withhold love. These are all different examples of emotional reactivity. As I said before, they are all just different ways of screaming. ScreamFree parenting takes all of this reactivity incredibly seriously and says this: The only way to retain a position of influence with our children is to regain a position of control over ourselves.

Initially, this type of intense self-focus may sound too selfish. Or even misguided. “I need a book to help me get my kids to behave, not me!” you might protest. I promise if you stick with me through the first part of this book, you will see it is all designed to make you far less selfish, far more mature, and far more capable as a parent. Capable of the type of influence your kids really need from you. For now, the bottom line is this: You need to be in control of the things you can control, and that starts (and may end) with you.

You’re responsible to your children, your spouse, your friends, and your family members. You’re accountable to them for how you think, feel, and behave toward them.


The only way to retain a position of influence with our children is to regain a position of control over ourselves.



I invite you to actually say this out loud: “I am not responsible for my child and the choices she makes; I am responsible to my child for how I behave, regardless of her choices.”

Again, the focus is on you because ultimately you are the only one you can control. If you make sure you behave—even when your kids misbehave—then you have a greater chance of positively influencing the situation, any situation. This is ScreamFree parenting.

For instance, when facing a growing fit from a seemingly inconsolable child, there are two kinds of parents, with two different mindsets:


• Option 1: The parent who asks the question “How do I get this boy to calm down and behave?” and then remembers that in the past it took either the promise of candy or the threat of spanking to do the trick. She then chooses one, according to her patience level at the moment.

• Option 2: The parent who asks the question “How do I teach my child to manage his own emotions?” and decides to pause…and observe…and then gets calmly curious about what might happen if she doesn’t react at all. She just stands there, breathes as slowly as she can, and waits to see what happens when she no longer needs her son to calm them both down.




One of these parents feels deeply responsible for her son and his behavior; the other feels deeply responsible to her son for her own behavior.

One of these parents feels powerless to influence until she uses force; the other is beginning to realize the amazing influence of her own powerful, calming presence.



Before you dismiss option 2 because it seems too hard, ask yourself: Is option 1 really any easier? Especially when you have to up the reward or punishment the next time?

In ScreamFree Parenting you’ll read several stories of parents facing these kinds of situations, the very ones you face. They range from the ordinary, such as the bedtime struggles with a toddler, to the dramatic, such as the Mom-I-just-got-into-a-wreck scenario we all dread. All these situations create anxiety, sometimes the intense, I-don’t-know-if-I-can-handle-this type of anxiety. And that’s okay.

This book will help you face similar situations, whether your kids are tots or teenagers, with a renewed confidence in your own capability. Becoming a ScreamFree parent involves a growing self-awareness, a greater sense of self-direction, and an increased willingness to take personal responsibility for your actions, regardless of the actions of those around you.

Come to think of it, isn’t that what we want for our kids? We want them to be self-aware, self-directed, and able to take personal responsibility for their actions. But they will never get there if we don’t model it all for them. You see, this parenting stuff is more about us than it is about them.

The first idea in this book is this: The greatest thing you can do for your kids is learn to focus on yourself. Getting rid of the weight of the responsible-for model is the first step. In the rest of the book, we turn our focus toward all that’s involved in your responsibilities to your children.

This will not be an easy journey. Once you turn the focus inward, you always learn more about yourself than you want to know. Like how easily you allow access to your emotional buttons, hoping others “just don’t go there.” Or how much you’ve tried to teach your children lessons you have yet to learn yourself. Turning your attention to yourself is not a self-indulgent journey. On the contrary, it is all about discovering where you’re already strong and where you’ve got plenty of room to grow. And that’s what becoming ScreamFree is all about—opening your eyes to your own continued maturity so you can lead your kids toward theirs.

I would tell you to hold on to your hat because it’s going to be a bumpy ride. But then again, the last thing we need to do is keep wearing our silly hats.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. The opening sentence of this chapter is “The greatest thing you can do for your kids is to learn to focus on yourself.” When you read that statement for the first time, what was your initial reaction?

2. How is your reaction different now that you’ve read the chapter?

3. Recall one of the times you have felt your children were out of control. With greater control over your own emotions, how could the situation’s outcome have changed?

4. In the past, what prevented you from focusing on yourself? Was it fear of being self-centered? Finding out things you didn’t want to know about yourself? Blaming yourself for everything and feeling like a failure?

5. What do you think are your responsibilities to each of your children?



Chapter Two

If You’re Not Under Control, Then You Cannot Be in Charge


Don’t make me angry.

You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.

—Bruce Banner (aka the Incredible Hulk)


Despite the success of all the Marvel films, my favorite adaptation of the Incredible Hulk comic book character goes back to the campy television version of the 1970s. An old photo of a young, skinny kid, painted green from head to toe for Halloween, proves my early devotion.

In many ways, the Hulk is the anti-superhero. Bruce Banner may have been the mild-mannered alter ego, but when he got mad, we weren’t always sure the green monster was going to act for good.

What made the TV show compelling was the struggle we watched week after week. This nice, peaceful man tried in vain to contain the raging monster lurking just below the surface. We never knew what it was going to take to set him off, but we knew that at least once in each show he would be transformed and all hell would break loose. Perhaps what was most frustrating for Bruce Banner was that he wasn’t fully aware of what the Hulk would do or had done. He was aware only of what he was capable of doing.

That’s why the famous quote was so poignant: “Don’t make me angry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

He didn’t like himself when he was angry.

Bruce Banner could not control the reactive monster within. The control he needed to manage his condition was always in the hands of someone else. That’s why he had to warn the people around him. It was up to them to manage his reactions, because he had lost the ability to control himself. And the results were not pretty. In fact, they were usually disastrous.

It’s one thing to believe you’re the Incredible Hulk when you’re seven years old and it’s Halloween—that’s cute. It’s another thing to believe it when you’re a grown man having lunch in a public place with your wife and kids—that’s sad.

I recently watched a man take his family hostage. He sat there with his wife, his ten-year-old son, and a toddler in a high chair. No one talked. The family looked like they had been muzzled, not allowed to make eye contact or interact at all. When the mom started to feed the toddler, I found out why.

After a couple of fussy refusals to open his mouth, the father shouted at the child, “Eat!” There was no pretense of propriety, no understanding that we were all in a public place, an enclosed space. There was only a disrespectful bark.

Later the older son started blowing bubbles in his drink. This time the father actually screamed these words: “You’re about to push me past my breaking point!” It’s hard to believe a ten-year-old has enough power to push a grown man past his breaking point.

“Don’t make me angry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

The unfortunate truth is that many of us function this way. We continually surrender control over our emotional responses to those around us. When we need others to accept us or validate us by doing whatever we tell them, we actually make them the caretakers of our emotional remote controls.


We continually surrender control over our emotional responses to those around us.



Bonzi Wells, a guy who got paid to play basketball for the NBA, was once fined for making an obscene gesture at a fan. When questioned later about the incident, he responded, “If that fan was a little more professional, you know, I probably wouldn’t have had to do that.”

Okay, who’s getting paid to be there? Who’s supposed to be the professional? Please.

Of course, we can’t judge Bonzi too harshly. We’ve all been guilty of pinning our emotional responses on others. According to the Hebrew Bible, it all started back in the Garden of Eden with Adam and Eve. In that creation story, the first man and the first woman started the blame game as soon as they ate the forbidden fruit. First Adam blames Eve, then he blames God for creating Eve in the first place. Eve then blames the serpent. It’s no wonder one of their sons killed the other in a jealous, reactive rage; reactive, other-focused patterns don’t fall far from the tree.

Whatever you believe about the story, it illustrates one solid truth we probably all agree upon: We’ve been blaming others for our own actions for a long, long time. However, your emotional responses are up to you. You always have a choice.


Your emotional responses are up to you. You always have a choice.



Taking responsibility for your own actions is a sign of maturity. Owning up to your mistakes without blaming your circumstances, other people, or your childhood—this is when you know you’re a grown-up. But that’s only one step on the path to bringing yourself under control.

Learning to be under control means taking responsibility for your decisions before, during, and after you make them. I am not saying you don’t ever make mistakes; this isn’t about trying to be flawless. This is recognizing that no one, not even your kids, can make you feel, think, or do anything. Period. Your children cannot push you over the edge, press your magic buttons, or bring you to the brink. They are simply not that powerful.


IF YOU LIVE BY THE REMOTE, YOU DIE BY THE REMOTE

Years ago there was a commercial in which a man is shown watching television, remote control in hand, as his wife enters the room. When he asks what’s for dinner, she begins a lengthy monologue on this little dress she’s been wanting. The exasperated husband aims the remote at his wife, pushes the fast-forward button, and suddenly she speeds up. He keeps the button pressed until he finally hears her say, “Turkey potpie!” The commercial ends with the woman now holding the remote. Her husband is sneaking out the back door, golf clubs in hand, when she points the remote at him. She pushes the button to change his channel, and suddenly, much to his surprise, he puts his clubs down and starts doing laundry.

We laughed at this commercial because it reflects a deep fantasy for us all: getting other people to do what we want, when we want, the way we want. Like the Adam Sandler character in Click, we sometimes relish the thought of using a remote control to send automated commands to our coworkers, our spouse, and especially our kids. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Push a button, any button.



Mute.

Pause.

“Go to bed without arguing.”

“Do your homework.”

Fast Forward.

“Quit hitting your sister.”

“Take no for an answer.”

“Become a well-adjusted, self-directed adult.”

Eject.



Here’s the problem: When it comes to relationships, you can hold only one remote control at a time. When you grab for someone else’s remote, you automatically give him or her access to your own. Don’t believe me? What happens when you tell your daughter to pick up after herself and she says no? All she has to do is exert her own choice, a choice not to obey your command, and everything changes. Now she has begun pushing your buttons. Now you’re locked in a button-pushing contest. Maybe you get louder or more intimidating. Maybe she gets more belligerent, more defiant. Very common. Not very productive.

If you live by the remote, you die by the remote. If you come to rely on your ability to control others, you are destined for frustration and misery. All they have to do is say no, and you’re beside yourself. Now you’re out of control, because you were trying to control someone else.



WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE “IN CHARGE”?

Being “in charge” as a ScreamFree parent is a fundamental shift in your objective as a parent. To truly be in charge means having the power to create lasting and continued growth, not just exerting power or demanding obedience. It means controlling yourself no matter what, so you can better influence your children to make good decisions.

I’ll say that again: To be in charge as a parent means controlling yourself so you can influence your kids.

This makes for a radical shift, a shift away from controlling your kids’ behavior. Your goal is not to control. Your goal is to influence. Remember, you are not responsible for your children’s responses. You want to continually hold up and respect their ability to make choices, even choices you disagree with. Unless they’re free to make their own choices, they can’t learn the connection between choices and consequences. We’ll talk more about this later, but for now focus on the paradigm shift you have to make: You should not be in the business of forcing compliance at all costs.

When we try to force our children to comply with our sometimes unreasonable demands, we turn parenting into warfare. We even use warfare terminology: “You’ve got to pick your battles.” I’d like parents to eliminate that maxim from their rhetoric, because language has an amazing ability to frame interactions. If I think of my interactions with my children as a series of battles, I cannot help but go into the situation expecting a fight.

In his book Raising Children You Can Live With, family therapist Jamie Raser says this: “Parenting is not a series of ‘techniques’ or ‘manipulations’ designed to gain control over another human being. It is a special kind of relationship between a parent and a child.” Raser further observes:


Children can draw parents into interactions that become Us (the children) against Them (authority figures), not Us against the realistic and logical consequences of rules. Us against Them becomes a war. “Getting tougher” can win battles, but it may also teach that winning is the most important goal and that force and power are the ways to win. Children then learn that, with enough power, they can also win and that this is how the world operates. If they feel they are losing, they simply apply more power.1


This battle can seem endless, and that’s because it is. There are no victors in relationship battles, only casualties. When you need your children to comply for your sake, you’re creating a power-based exchange that asks them to be the caretakers of your emotional state.


There are no victors in relationship battles, only casualties.





WHAT WE’RE REALLY SCREAMING

We’ve all heard that there is more to communication than just words. What comes out of our mouths makes up only a small part of what actually gets communicated. The content of any communication is not nearly as important as the context.

When we scream at our kids, when we get emotionally reactive, we communicate one single message: CALM ME DOWN! No matter what words are actually coming out of our mouths, no matter how long our tirade is, no matter how old our children are, when we scream, the message is always the same: CALM ME DOWN! Whenever we react to our children’s behavior by screaming, we are actually begging them to help us calm our anxiety.

We are saying that we just cannot handle the fact they will not obey or listen or calm down. We cannot handle this, so we flip out:



“I cannot believe you did this!”

“What in the world were you thinking?”

“Look at me when I talk to you!”



Insert whatever words you want; the message is always the same: “I need you to comply or else I’m going to lose it. And when I lose it, I’m going to need you to comply so I can calm back down. All my emotional responses are up to you.” 

How is a four-year-old or a fourteen-year-old supposed to deal with that much pressure? And that’s what it is, pressure. When we put all our emotional buttons in children’s hands, we become totally focused on them. We have begun a sort of orbit around them, attaching all of our emotional responses to how they perform in school, whether they use good manners, or whatever other choices they’re making today. The entire family’s emotional life is now tied to the whims, frailties, and growing pains of the least mature members of the family.

“Calm me down, son, because I cannot calm myself.” Or in other words: “I need you to behave better, because I can’t.” It doesn’t sound much different from Bruce Banner. So what can you do differently?

You can take back your remote control. You have to make holding your own emotional responses in your own hands your number-one priority.



CALMING YOURSELF DOWN

“That sounds great,” you say. “But in the heat of the moment, it seems I’m more inclined to do exactly the opposite.”

I know. In the blurry messiness that makes for an anxious moment, we start to rush, we start to panic, and we start to focus on the other person. 

The reason is we all have triggers—certain sights, sounds, or words that set us off or shut us down. Our triggers can vary in intensity, depending on the time of day, the person we’re dealing with, or the location of the situation. And it definitely seems that no one sets us off quite like our kids.



“I hate you!”

“You’re stupid!”

“Mommy, I made an accident in the kitchen.”

“She hit me!”

“I wish I had a different daddy.”

“I never get to do anything! It’s not fair!”

“Why do you always have to go to work?”

“I got my report card today.”

“Dad, I just got in a wreck.”

“Mom, I think I’m pregnant.”



Whoa! That got intense at the end. As parenting expert Dr. James Dobson so appropriately titled one of his books, Parenting Isn’t for Cowards.

Steve Martin has a great scene in the film Bringing Down the House. Upon the advice of his hip and streetwise new friend (played by Queen Latifah), Steve’s character decides to approach his teenage daughter—who’s just stumbled in after an all-nighter—with calm instead of rage. With the facial contortions only Steve Martin can create, we watch his attempts to stay smiling, cool, and calm on the outside while clearly doing a white-knuckled boil-over on the inside. The results are even better than he expected.

After his daughter tells him things that happened at the party—details more shocking than he really wanted to know—she is so happy he doesn’t blow up that she throws her arms around his neck and exclaims, “Oh, Daddy! I’m so happy to be able to talk to you! There is so much more that I want to tell you!”

Of course, that’s just a movie and things don’t happen like that in real life, right?

Wrong. I’ve seen that type of connection hundreds of times, with teenagers, as well as toddlers, once parents learned to control their reactions.

But let’s take the same scene and play it differently, this time without the self-control. Let’s say Martin’s character reacts more like, well, like any of us might if we weren’t working hard to keep our composure. What do you think would happen if a daughter came in after being out all night and the father had neither the desire nor the ability to calm his reactivity?

I’m going to take a leap and say he would lose complete control of himself and hit the ceiling. Given that reaction, how much closer do you think the two would become by the end of the ensuing screaming match? What would happen to that father’s ability to influence the situation? Where would his authority go at that point? Probably out the window, just like his daughter would if he kept reacting that way.

Giving in to your reactivity actually helps create the very outcomes you’re trying to avoid. This is because of a process called anxiety transfer. We’ve just looked at two different reactions to an identical situation. In the first scene, the father calmed himself down, and as a result, his daughter became calmer—calm enough to trust him and confide in him. She responded to his calming influence, and the result was a more trusting relationship. That allowed him to have influence on her future decisions.

In the second scene, we imagined the father allowing his anxiety to get the best of him. He blew up and hit the ceiling. His anxiety over the inability to control his daughter and his fear for her safety then got transferred over to her. Her reaction to his reaction, therefore, was to become defensive. A screaming match ensued. And the result was the further crippling of the relationship.

Now, many of you might be saying she deserved whatever she got because she committed such a horrible offense, staying out all night. I am not saying that choices to break the rules need to go undisciplined. I am not saying that in order to foster a calm and trusting relationship, you need to let your kids go without consequences. Nothing could be further from the truth.

But for you to exercise a position of authority in your family, for you to have the lasting influence on your child’s choices you so desperately crave, you have to first calm down. You have to calm your own anxiety, refusing to transfer it over to your child and make any situation worse.

In order to be in charge, you have to bring yourself under control. And in order to do that, you have to be willing to grow. 

Even if it hurts.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. Which situations with your child seem to make you the most reactive? Mornings? Bedtime? Schoolwork? Chores?

2. What is your typical way of “screaming”? Yelling out loud? Disconnecting? Giving in? Giving up?

3. When you lose your temper, who are you usually tempted to blame?

4. Has anyone ever tried to make you lose your temper on purpose? How did you respond?

5. Recall a time when you were proud of the fact that you remained calm and connected during a heated situation. How did your calm presence affect the outcome?



Chapter Three

Growing Up Is Hard to Do, Especially for Grown-ups


Nobody said it was easy…

No one ever said it would be this hard.

—Coldplay, “The Scientist”

Child-rearing myth: Labor ends when the baby is born.

—Unknown


I have always hated the phrase “No pain, no gain.” Actually, I’ve hated it only when someone else has said it to me. That’s because it’s rarely said in a nurturing, hopeful way. It means “Stop your whining!” I usually hear it when I’m under a barbell at the gym, wondering if my insurance covers exercise accidents.

I actually like “No pain, no gain” when I get to say it to someone else, such as my wife or my buddies or my kids. That way I get to be the one standing above them, dispensing from my high horse the wisdom I’ve accumulated through my years of personal struggle. I get to relish watching all the “productive” pain they now have to endure.

The truth is, “No pain, no gain” has a lot of truth to it. Pain is often the greatest catalyst to powerful change. Think of the way we build muscle. By intentionally inducing strain and tension in a controlled environment, we add size, strength, and endurance. But there is a catch to the saying’s truth and effectiveness. The saying is only true—it only has actual power to change our lives—when we can say it to ourselves. A coach, a teacher, a personal trainer, or even an author can say it and believe it, but until we incorporate it into our core beliefs, into our very bones, it will do nothing but frustrate us. Only when we say it, repeat it, and believe it ourselves can it become a true catalyst for change.


Pain is often the greatest catalyst to powerful change.



That’s what makes this chapter so challenging for me to write and, very possibly, for you to read. If I wrote this as if I were your personal family guru doling out wisdom from some mountaintop, I’d leave you with nothing but a handful of pithy sayings. I would have failed to teach you anything about your life and your parenting. The only way for this to work is for our conversation to inspire you to motivate yourself. And that can happen only if we tell the truth.

First, let us reaffirm what you already know about being a parent: It’s probably the most challenging thing you’ve ever done. Let us also reaffirm, however, what you hope about being a parent: It can be among the most rewarding experiences you’ve ever imagined.

Here we have a classic good news–bad news scenario. The bad news is that parenting is hard. Nothing you learn in this book will make that completely go away. The good news is that parenting is rewarding. No pain, no gain. But reading the good news here won’t make it become a reality until you’re ready to believe it and act on it.


GROWING PAINS

Parenting is painful at times, and you already know it’s really difficult. But what you might not know is that parenting is supposed to be that way. Why? Parenting is a growth process. And nothing has ever grown without feeling some sort of growing pains. Think about the butterfly clawing its way out of a cocoon or a lobster shedding its shell. A saying attributed to Jesus takes this even further: “No seed can bear fruit unless it first dies in the ground.” No wonder it feels like this parenting thing is gonna kill us!

In many ways, parents have already experienced a sort of death. When you became a parent, so much of the life you knew passed away. Think about it. What parent hasn’t thought,“What did I do with all my free time before I had this child?!” Your free time, your sleep patterns, your spending habits, your travel plans, your friendships, your marriage—everything changed forevermore once you became a parent. No matter what happens from now on, you will never not be a parent. You will never be the same as you were before kids. And sometimes that can feel like a death.

But it can also feel like a rebirth. Just as a baby is born and delivered into our care, so we begin a new, radical growth process of our own. Both child and parent are in this growth process together; both are facing new challenges as they relate to each other.

For parents, the difference is that we are responsible for setting the parameters of the relationship. In other words, it’s up to us to shape the rules of how to handle the inherent anxiety involved in such a close relationship. How we handle our growing pains will directly influence how other family members handle their own.

In his remarkable books, Dr. David Schnarch urges us to think of all relationships as people-growing machines.1 Relationships are supposed to be difficult because they are designed to challenge us toward personal growth. I believe this is especially true when it comes to parenting. Nothing else demands that we grow in patience and support skills as much as being a parent. No other situation requires as much consistency and integrity. Nowhere else do we feel quite as vulnerable and unqualified as when we are faced with the task of helping a needy and dependent child become a self-directed adult.

Part of being a grown-up, though, is the willingness to endure discomfort now for the sake of a payoff later. What’s the payoff? Maturity, both for our children and for ourselves. And as you’ll see throughout this book, seeking our own maturity makes for a vibrant, stimulating, and mutually loving relationship with each of our children.


Part of being a grown-up…is the willingness to endure discomfort now for the sake of a payoff later.



But such a relationship depends on whether we choose to accept the difficulty of parenting as a challenge, an opportunity for our own growth. When we choose to grow, we can actually appreciate the fact that pain and anxiety can assist us to grow further. This attitude increases the chances that we will approach parenting with a renewed focus on ourselves, not our children, as the number-one agents for our own peace and happiness. The difficult times with our kids become necessary for our continued development; now those difficult times have meaning. 

Viewed in this light, our struggles are infused with purpose. And as our perspective changes, we won’t be nearly as tempted to resent these children when they just won’t cooperate.



THE CHALLENGE OF REACTIVITY

A client of mine once witnessed a woman and her daughter at a local coffee shop. While waiting in line, the little girl kept hanging on a swinging employees’ gate.

After repeated pleading (and numerous threats), the mother finally blurted out, “If you don’t let go of that door, I’m going to embarrass you in front of all these people!”

Ah, the irony. Like the “nice hat” episode I painfully recounted earlier, this story illustrates who really has something to be embarrassed about. That’s the price of this kind of reactivity. And it’s an epidemic. Just look around. How often do you see people get irrationally defensive? How often do you see parents give up, cave in, and check out?

Does this sound familiar? You’ve had one of those days at work: You somehow managed to spill your latte all over your new pants, and then you get a call from your daughter.

“Hey, Mom, where are you? You were supposed to be here half an hour ago.”

Oops—today is your day to pick up the kids at school. You just want to get home and change clothes, but now you’ve got to rush over to the school. And you’ve got to get to the grocery store or it’s pizza for the third night this week. You crank up the van and the tank is on empty. You get the kids and go to the store (without the shopping list because you left it at the office), and the kids commence with the dreaded “Ws”—the Whining Wants. Once that begins, you start the “Stop its” and the “I said nos.”

Their Ws might subside for a bit as you bark at these darling angels, but the kids are every bit as stressed as you are—and they didn’t choose to come to the store. When you finally get to the checkout line, your youngest can see only the shiny, sweet things placed exactly at her eye level (brilliant marketing move or diabolical plot?), and the Whining Wants return. And of course the lady in front of you is trying to pay with multiple credit cards while texting at the same time.

It seems your only choices are either to give in or to flip out. You know that if you give in to one kid, then the others go in for the kill, including the older ones. And if you even think about saying no to one after you’ve said yes to another, be prepared for the fairness fight. Children discover the concept of equity early in life. More often than not, for most of us the flip-out is inevitable, even after the give-in.

“Stop it right now!”

“Why can’t you two just be quiet? We’ll be home in a minute!”

“If you don’t let go of that right now, I’m going to embarrass you in front of all these people!”

Sometimes these lovely terms of endearment are accompanied by the arm yank, the ear tug, or the dubious finger wag. If the situation gets really heated, a head slap or a neck grab may even make an appearance.

We all know the definition of insanity, right? Doing the same thing over and over again, expecting a different result. Can you recall a time when you panicked and flipped out and it actually helped?

Usually our reactivity causes the outcome we most fear. And that’s the price of reactivity. Consider it a rule of the universe: Whenever we give in to our anxious reactivity, we help create the very outcome we’re hoping to avoid. Reactivity doesn’t just make things worse; it actually helps produce the results we’re reacting against.


Whenever we give in to our anxious reactivity, we help create the very outcome we’re hoping to avoid.



Something that happened to me sixteen years ago illustrates this rule. Thankfully, it also provides a remarkable illustration of the power of a nonreactive presence, which is what ScreamFree parenting is all about.



AN OPPORTUNITY FOR GROWTH

We bought our first house when our daughter, Hannah, was four years old. Our son, Brandon, had just turned two. The kids were fascinated with all of the newness—their rooms, the new playground in the backyard, and most of all, the steep staircase in the two-story foyer. The staircase was attached to one wall, leaving a long banister on the unattached side and nothing but hardwood floors below.

It took all of one day for Hannah to discover the thrill of climbing up the stairs on the outside of the banister. With just enough overhang to stand on, and plenty of support pickets to hang on to, this banister provided an indoor climbing adventure. Thankfully, I noticed the expedition before she got in over her head (or literally climbed above mine). I told her to come down and instructed her that climbing the outside of the stairs was off-limits.

What I didn’t notice, however, was Brandon watching his big sister’s every move.

Two weeks later, I walked out of my bedroom at the top of the stairs to find my smiling, adorable two-year-old climbing up the outside of the stairs, balancing on the few inches of overhang and hanging on to the banister pickets.

“Hi, Daddy.”

I’m surprised I even heard him. All I could focus on at the moment were the six feet that separated him from the hardwood floors below.

What would you have done at that moment? Try to honestly gauge your level of anxiety just reading this story. In the comfort of your cozy couch, try to picture your child’s beaming face perched precariously close to total disaster. What do you feel? Where do you feel it? In your gut? Between your shoulder blades? Call it anxiety, call it dread, call it nerves.

Whatever you call it, know this: That feeling is real, it is common, and it’s actually here to help us. That’s right. It’s here to help us. No other feeling we experience is able to tell us more about ourselves than this anxiety. Thus, no other feeling is able to call us to personal growth like this anxiety.

Life’s relationships seem to be designed this way, inherently producing this feeling. If you think about it, our anxiety actually occurs more often and more intensely as we get closer to someone. Rather than provide us the comfort we think we need, close relationships increase the probability that we will experience crazy levels of anxiety and even profound pain. Our closest relationships, particularly those under one roof, actually increase the level of anxiety in our lives. Bummer, huh?

Not really. It’s not a bummer if we’re able to reach a point in our growth where we can choose to experience this anxiety as helpful, and even necessary. Rather than allowing our anxiety to provoke us to correct others, what if we took those feelings and looked within ourselves to their source? What does this heightened anxiety tell us about ourselves?

It doesn’t necessarily mean you’re a worrywart, a nervous wreck, or in need of heavy medication. Your anxiety about a loved one speaks of a live, growing passion, a deep care and concern for that person. In fact, you would have reason to be concerned if you didn’t feel anxious watching a loved one making a potentially dangerous decision. Your anxiety, particularly when it comes to your kids, is a testament to how much you care, how much you want great things for them, how much passion you have for life itself.

Whenever you experience this kind of anxiety, it’s a call for your own growth. Congratulations! You have entered a customized opportunity designed specifically for your personal growth. You may not have asked for it, and you can always choose not to grow through it. Growth is always optional—your choice. You can choose to simply give in to your anxiety instead, but as we discussed earlier, you will pay a price. Remember, emotional reactivity has the uncanny ability to help create the very outcome you’re hoping to prevent.


Growth is always optional—your choice.



Which reminds me—there’s a little boy balancing on the outside ledge of the stairs! With my anxiety shooting through the roof, this situation was obviously my own personal growth opportunity. So let’s take a moment to evaluate my options (and we always have options).

I could have chosen, of course, to do nothing and go on about my business. Giving in to anxiety (screaming) can take several forms, including running away. Who knows what would have happened if I’d done that. The worst possible scenario would have been that Brandon reached the top and tried to climb over the banister, only to fall backward all the way to the floor. What’s the growth potential for me in this scenario? Not much—I would have chosen to avoid it. And what’s the death potential for my son? Pretty high.

My next option was giving in to my anxiety and getting reactive—screaming or lunging or flinching. This would have been understandable, right? My son was in mortal danger and I needed to save him. But think through what might have happened if I’d allowed myself to react in that way. Again, whenever we scream, we actually help create the very outcomes we were hoping to avoid. Giving in to my fright could have frightened him into falling.

This is the dilemma that faces us every time we interact with our kids. Our children don’t have to be in mortal danger in order for us to find ourselves in a growth opportunity. Every interaction with our children, every tiny conversation and every huge argument, carries the potential for growth. We’ll address those interactions throughout this book. But back to the stairs.

Because I had actually begun presenting the ScreamFree Parenting material publicly by this time, I felt an extra motivation to remain calm. “Okay, Mr. ScreamFree, what the heck do you do now?” I asked myself. Nothing like having your professional reputation tied to your parenting skills.

So what did I do? I grew up a little. This was not a situation I could simply avoid (certainly not with my integrity intact); it was a situation I needed to embrace for my own growth and my son’s benefit. My son needed me to be two things at the same time: calm and connected.

I did what I didn’t think I could. I created a pause. I knew that the key to growing up was to first calm down, and I knew that I could not do so while looking at my son, who was staring danger in the face. So I actually closed my eyes. After a pause, I reopened my eyes and acknowledged him without paying too much attention, saying “Hey, buddy,” and then gently and slowly I moved down the stairs, keeping one eye in front of me and one eye back on him. He kept climbing. After what seemed like an eternity, I reached the bottom of the stairs, walked up behind him, stretched up to reach his legs, and gently but firmly brought him down to safety, holding him tightly in a loving embrace. Then I shook him and screamed at him to never do that to me again! (Just kidding.)

A potential disaster had been avoided. I had somehow discovered a resource within me, a place of calm resolve. I grew. I entered the opportunity, stayed in the opportunity, and grew through the experience. And it was hard. (And yes, I then taught him some rules about the stairs.)



THE BENEFITS OF GROWTH

Now let’s talk about you. If you’re reading this book, you’re probably a frustrated parent. You might be facing so many potential “opportunities” for growth that you just want to run away. Congratulations! Life hasn’t given up on you yet. The very fact that you face challenging, even overwhelming, situations is a testimony to this. For some reason, the universe seems interested in your personal growth.

But we’re the grown-ups, aren’t we? By this time in our lives, shouldn’t we be finished growing? Not by a long shot. It’s more important now than ever to continue our own growth process, inviting our kids to watch us struggle to learn and grow. This way they can learn to do the same.

What you want is for your kids to approach you and share their lives with you. When you overreact to the information they disclose, you send mixed signals. If you want your kids to eliminate you as a resource for guidance and support, then by all means stop growing. Continue to escalate in your reactions and allow your anxiety to guide your responses.

However, if you want to be the calm influence, the cool parent your children really need, then do everyone a favor: Keep growing up.

As you learned earlier, it’s not about them, it’s about you.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. What’s the part of parenting you find the most challenging? Think about the challenges throughout your parenting history and those you find most difficult right now.

2. Several people have said this: “I was a much better parent before I had kids.” How is your view of parenting different now than it was before you had children? How is parenting more challenging? How is it more rewarding?

3. Recall an incident in which your reactivity actually made things worse. What could you have done differently? How might the outcome have changed?

4. How much do you consider yourself a grown-up? How has becoming a parent asked you to continue growing?

5. How would it benefit your child to see you still striving toward maturity, still seeking your own growth? 



 




Storytime

This first story illustrates the amazing power of focusing on yourself, committing yourself to calm, and implementing the difference between being responsible to, rather than responsible for, your child’s behavior.

Jessica was a young, single mom at her wit’s end. I met her at a speaking engagement hosted by several preschools. She was there by herself, and she came up to me during our first break.

She told me then about her struggles with David. He was Jessica’s first child, and up until this past year he’d been a rather docile, compliant little boy. When the “terrible twos” never really appeared, Jessica figured she might have dodged a bullet. Or, she had this parenting thing pretty well figured out and that all the other moms just didn’t know how to control their children.

Then it happened. Soon after he turned four, like a delayed bomb going off, David’s independent streak showed up in a hurry. First, it was refusing to wear what she had laid out for him. Then it was a stronger and stronger no! barked louder and louder every day, at seemingly every direction or suggestion his mom made.

For a while, Jessica refused to seek help. What she did instead was double down on her efforts to get David under control. His behavior was the problem, and she felt completely responsible for getting him back in line.

The main arena of this conflict centered on getting out the door in the mornings. As all families have discovered, some parts of the day are harder than others. For Jessica and David, all the stress of getting up, getting ready, and getting in the car made the morning the hardest time of all.

Jessica had a good job as a technician at a medical practice, with promising potential for advancement. Her shift started rather early, however, and that meant getting David to preschool by 7:30 a.m. on most days. Before his seemingly sudden transformation into the terrible twos (at four years old), David was rather accommodating with the schedule. But then it all began to change.

At first it was a struggle to get dressed. Jessica would try to motivate him with sweetness (and a little passive-aggressive pleading): “David, we’re gonna go ahead and get dressed now, okay?”

Sometimes that would move things along, but then the struggle would pick up around breakfast. David was getting picky with foods he’d always gobbled up without incident, and Jessica would start to get loudly reactive.

David took his final stand when it came to simply getting out the door and into the car. Sometimes he would fight getting his coat on, whining or even screaming in the process. Other times he’d just run away or start getting toys out to play. Perhaps his most impressive acts of resistance were the instances David would, like a civil rights protester staging a sit-in, just turn his body completely limp and become dead weight for Jessica to drag and lift and carry.

This is when Jessica would start to alternate among different forms of screaming, from begging to threatening to yelling out loud.

Sometimes her efforts “worked” in the moment, but it certainly left her exhausted by the time she got to work. And she was having to up the ante every morning just to get the same result. By the time I met her, Jessica was having thoughts and feelings she never thought possible.

“The worst part is I actually feel relieved when I can drop him off, and then I dread leaving work to go pick him up,” she confessed to me privately. “I’m so tired, first of all, but I’m mainly just sick of him fighting me on everything! He was such a good little boy, and now it feels like he’s this totally different kid. What am I doing wrong? Is there something wrong with him?”

“No, I don’t think so,” I replied. “And I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you, either. But I do have one question: When did you start to think it was your job to control his behavior?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Jessica asked in reply. “How is that not my job?”

“Well, who do you want to make the decision to get in the car?”

“I guess…me, since I’m the one who knows when we need to leave.”

“But who do you want to make his decision to voluntarily leave at that time, fully dressed and fed and ready to go?”

“His decision? He’s not old enough to decide anything; he just turned four!”

“I hear you, and that definitely sounds right, but if that’s true, then how do you expect him to obey you when you tell him what to do? Doesn’t that require a choice on his part?”

“I guess so.”

“So, who’s really responsible for how he chooses to get in the car?”

“He is?”

“Yep, even at just four years old. You’re not responsible for getting him to behave; he is. So, what are your responsibilities to him in this scenario?”

“Well, I guess the first thing is, I have to be the calm grown-up in the room….”

At this point the wheels started to turn in Jessica’s head, and she began to adopt the ScreamFree mindset. We exchanged contact info because I wanted to hear how things progressed in the next week or so. What she reported back to me was impressive, to say the least.

The next school morning, Jessica decided to get up thirty minutes earlier than usual. This way she had a little more margin of error and could be in less of a rush. She gave herself a few minutes to enjoy coffee alone and then got dressed and ready (without a toddler hanging on her, or banging on his toys).

Next she gently woke David up and invited him into a calmer morning. For whatever reason, getting him dressed seemed easier than usual, and even breakfast went rather smoothly. All of this success led Jessica to wonder when he was going to explode, and she felt the usual anxiety rise up within her.

But this time, she took a moment to recognize the feeling. This pause allowed her to structure the rest of their time together in a way that highlighted her responsibility to him and his responsibility for himself. Here’s what she lovingly announced, in a calm, matter-of-fact tone:

“Hey, buddy, in ten minutes, we are leaving for preschool. Mommy’s gonna set a timer for ten minutes on the microwave, and then we’re going to leave.” (She purposefully did not end her sentence with “okay?”)

“So, little man, you do not have a choice as to whether or when we’re leaving. But guess what? You do have a choice as to how we get in the car. How we leave this house and get in the car this morning is totally up to you.”

At this point, David looked up. 

“So,” Jessica continued, “now we’re gonna play a game. You get to choose whether we get in the car the Easy Way or the Hard Way.”

David was a little confused but intrigued.

“The Easy Way is this, buddy: The timer goes off, you and I hold hands, and we walk out to the car together. Then you get to climb up and into your car seat all by yourself. We get you strapped in, and guess what? We get to listen to your favorite Barney songs on the way!”

“Okay, Momma, what’s the Hard Way?”

“Well, the Hard Way is a lot different, and the choice is entirely up to you. Here’s how it goes: The timer goes off, and you fight me, begging me not to make you go to preschool. I will happily pick you up and carry you out to the car. At this point you fight me even more, doing that spider thing with your arms and legs, where you try to grab anything you can, like the refrigerator door handle, to prevent us from moving. I will not be upset, but I will physically take you out of the house to the car.

“I will put you in your car seat and strap you in, even though you might be doing that stiff plank thing with your body to try and prevent me from locking the seatbelt. But I will gladly push down on your pelvis enough to get you strapped in. Then we’ll leave. Oh, and if you choose the Hard Way, we’re gonna listen to the Beatles on the way.

“That’s the deal. Mommy will not get mad no matter what; I will simply respect whatever choice you make.”

I’d love to say by adopting this mindset and implementing this new structure that Jessica suddenly ended the conflicts with David forevermore. She didn’t.

How come? Well, believe it or not, David chose the Hard Way. Right then and there, right off the bat, David decided to test his mom’s newfound resolve. Somehow Jessica masked her surprise and resisted the urge to ask him, “Are you sure?” Nope, she passed the test, remaining calm and connected as she accepted, and respected, David’s choice.

“All right, dude,” Jessica said unemotionally. “I’ll get ready to pick you up and drag you to the car in ten minutes.” She was amazed at her ability to remain so businesslike, but continued, “Why don’t you go ahead and get on the ground, ready to fight?”

Turns out the fight never even happened. The combination of Mom’s tone and David’s freedom to choose created a comical scene with David lying on the ground, saying, “Okay, Mommy, I’m ready for the Hard Way.” A bit of a tickle-fest ensued, and before Jessica knew it, they were walking to the car hand in hand.




 



PART TWO

KEEPING YOUR COOL MEANS CREATING SPACE


When they were very small I suppose I thought someday

they would become who they were because of what I’d done.

Now I suspect they simply grew into their true selves because

they demanded in a thousand ways that I back off and let them be.

—Anna Quindlen, Loud and Clear


You’ve come a long way so far. In the first part of this book, you learned how important it is to focus on yourself, calm yourself down, and grow yourself up so you can have the best relationships with your kids. Now we shift a bit.

As you become a calming authority in your home, your influence begins to shift. Instead of shaping your family system with your anxiety, which helps create the kind of relationships you’re hoping to avoid, you instead begin to influence through the absence of your anxiety. Your calm presence empowers you to become more available as an inspiration to your children, generating profound levels of trust and respect.

What do you do with this growing calm and this newfound level of authority? You continue with what brought you here—you focus on yourself and your responsibility to your children. In Parts 2 and 3, we’re going to look at creating and maintaining an environment that facilitates your children’s growth as well. As you know by now, the greatest factor in your children’s growth process is your own continued growth as a parent. So it makes sense to shape your environment in a way that helps you remain both calm and connected.

And that means it’s time to talk about boundaries. Many authors and relationship experts have been banging the drum for a better understanding of boundaries for a while now. In fact, the concept has become commonplace; the word itself as applied to human relationships has entered our everyday vocabulary. But when a relationship concept becomes popular, its meaning can get confused easily.

I’m not going to say that the concept of boundaries is simple, but I will try to give as simple a definition as possible. Here goes: Your boundaries refer to your space and your place. Space and place—easy to remember, right? Your space is the emotional and physical territory you occupy in the world. Your place is the fence around your space, the limits of your freedom as it bumps up against other people’s space.

And that’s it: Boundaries are about your space and your place.

Part 2 focuses on creating space. We all need our space—space to breathe our own air, space to grow, and space to discover ourselves. In this space, we get to know our preferences, our temptations, and our tendencies. In this space, we learn about our strengths and weaknesses and about our needs and wants. In short, it is within our space that we develop our sense of self, our sense of individuality.

As parents, it is our responsibility to our children to create and maintain a family environment that encourages and honors this space for each person in the family.

The next four chapters will show you that choosing to keep your cool, choosing to be ScreamFree, is the best way to create and maintain this healthy space.

Likewise, creating space is the best way to help you to remain ScreamFree.


Chapter Four

We’re Not Raising Kids: Parenting with the End in Mind


After seeing my newborn baby for the first time,

I now know for a fact that I’m on my way out.

Let us make no mistake about why these babies are here:

They are here to replace us.

—Jerry Seinfeld, comedian


Years before the television series Parenthood, Steve Martin first played a struggling father in the movie of the same name. In the film, Martin does a remarkable job showing the roller coaster of emotions we tie to our children’s behaviors. He also shows the pitfalls of taking too much responsibility for how our children turn out.

After Martin’s character has an especially effective moment with his struggling son, he begins to daydream about his son’s college graduation ceremony. As the son delivers his valedictorian speech, he thanks “the most important and influential person” in his life, his father. An elderly Steve Martin stands up to the crowd’s applause and his son goes on to recall a moment in his childhood when he was having a rough time. “But thanks to my dad,” he recalls, “I am now the most outstanding, the most confident, and the most well-adjusted person in this world.”

A little later in the movie, Steve Martin’s son has a major meltdown, and again Dad fantasizes about his overestimated responsibility. In this daydream/nightmare, the scene is chaos on a college campus. In a re-creation of Charles Whitman’s 1966 University of Texas massacre, we see Martin’s son perched on top of the tallest building on campus, shooting his rifle at random victims. The police give a megaphone to Martin, hoping the father can talk the son down. Instead, Steve Martin is completely befuddled, trying to coax his son with pop-psych self-esteem techniques.

“Good shot, son!” he yells after another successful kill. With a hapless shrug, he explains to bystanders, “It’s important to be supportive.”


THE PARADOX OF PARENTING

We all have fantasies about how our children will turn out. We think about their college choices and career possibilities, and we wonder when they might start a family of their own. Some of us even think about our own lives then, traveling to visit our grown children and spoiling our precious grandkids. These fantasies usually occur during those wonderful moments when we feel great about our relationships with each child.

At other moments, however, our fantasies are more like nightmares. We fear all the potential traps out there, and we dread our child may not have what it takes to make it out in the world. Usually these fear-filled moments occur when our relationship with our child is not going well, when all we feel is the frustration of seeing her make the same mistake yet again.

Like Steve Martin’s character in Parenthood, we have each vacillated between fantasies of success and failure, depending on how we’re feeling at the moment. And, like Martin, we’re not exactly sure how to estimate our influence or gauge our responsibility in those outcomes.

What we know we face is a paradox. On the one hand, we know parents are the most powerful influence in the lives of children, and thus parents play the most important role on the planet in terms of shaping the future of humanity. On the other hand, we know parents cannot be held totally responsible for the choices of their children; to do so would negate the very responsibility of parents to train their children to make their own decisions. And children cannot ever hold their parents responsible for their own choices without sacrificing the very individuality they crave.

So we have a paradox. Parents shape their children. Children shape themselves. Both are true. The ScreamFree answer to this paradox is not to eliminate it but rather embrace it by changing one small preposition: We are not responsible for our children and the choices they make; we are responsible to them, however, for the choices we make.

We examined this earlier, in Chapter 1. And you read the Storytime after Chapter 3 about how a young mother, Jessica, implemented this principle with her son, David. As we begin looking at the type of environment you want to create in your home, we need to revisit the issue. As we saw earlier, having a responsibility for your kids necessarily orbits your life around your kids, needing them to perform so you feel validated as a parent. It also necessitates a technique-driven approach to your parenting, employing whatever behavioral program you can to ensure they turn out as well as you need them to. This does not make for ScreamFree parenting. This makes for anxiety-driven, relationship-damaging parenting.

It also results in kids who cannot think for themselves, make their own decisions, and take responsibility for the consequences, gaining wisdom along the way.


So we have a paradox. Parents shape their children. Children shape themselves. Both are true.



But none of this means you should turn a blind eye or deaf ear to the outcomes you’d like to help bring about for your kids. I would never advocate a passive sit-back-and-hope-for-the-best style of parenting. No, you are responsible to your children for whatever you do to help them make it in the world. So it’s vitally important to take a more intentional look at the type of results you’re looking to accomplish.



LET’S STOP RAISING KIDS AND START RAISING ADULTS

In the introductory chapter, “A Decade of Calm Parenting,” I mentioned the reasoning behind changing the subtitle of this book to How to Raise Amazing Adults by Learning to Pause More and React Less. Just as a tree farmer is not raising saplings, we parents are not raising kids. However, the phrase “raising kids” is so common as a basic description of parenting in general we don’t even think to question it.

But given the current state of parenting, with more twentysomethings living with, and off, their parents than ever before, it’s time to start questioning. Unless, of course, we’re all planning to end up with dependent kids instead of self-directed adults.

Which might be the case, if you look at the back of most American minivans. Sometime since this book came out ten years ago, a new kind of bumper sticker exploded onto the back glass shields of our Odysseys, Siennas, and Caravans—the stick-figure family. You probably know what I’m talking about. Someone somewhere decided it was vital to broadcast to everyone what their family looked like, as represented by stick figures. Now everyone behind us in traffic can rest safely, knowing that this minivan is owned and occupied by Dad, Mom, and three relatively young kids, all descending in size relative to one another.

You’ve likely seen one of these family configurations this week. Heck, you may even own a set of stickers yourself and find yourself offended by the way I’m talking about them right now! If so, please know my intent is not to offend. I do want to question this trend, however, because it seems indicative of the very “raising kids” mindset keeping so many families stuck.

Think about it: Those stickers are meant to be an exact representation of your family configuration right now, with each child at their set size, relative to one another and to their parents. So, is that the size you want them all to remain forever? In some cases, perhaps! I’ve met numerous parents who’ve given up trying to manage their anxiety, so they try to keep their kids as young and as safe and as relatively under their control as possible. These are parents who feel so responsible for their children they simply have to try to freeze them as small children now, before they get any older, and into any more danger.

Before you think that’s nuts, consider this: You ever see a stick-figure adolescent in those families? You know, some gangly young man taller than Mom, looking at his phone? Of course not, because by the time you’ve got a teen in the family, the cat’s out of the bag. You know you can’t keep ’em small and safe, and given the challenges of adolescence, perhaps your current family dynamic is the last thing you want to broadcast.

The only family in the world that stays the same forever is the Simpsons. They’ve been on TV for nearly thirty years, but Bart’s still in fourth grade. As for the rest of us, though, we get to experience the whirlwinds of family change, watching our kids grow bigger, older, and occasionally even more mature.

That’s why we’re not raising kids. Our goal is not to keep them young and safe, strapped safely in our minivans at their current ages forever. No, our goal, from the very beginning, is just the opposite: to prepare these young people in our care now for an eventual life under their own care. We’re raising adults, women and men, and the best parents among us are already starting to think that way from the very beginning.



BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND

“Begin with the End in Mind” is the title of the second chapter of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey’s landmark book on human potential. In that chapter, Covey leads the reader through an imagination exercise. He asks us to picture our funeral, down to the last detail, especially the attendees. We are to specifically imagine whom we would like to eulogize us and what they would have to say. Visualizing what we would love others to say about us allows us to see our deepest priorities and principles now. Thus, we can organize our present life around those principles, bringing into effect the results we have already imagined in our minds.

That’s how the exercise works. And it can be tremendously helpful. What we’re going to do here in this chapter is very similar. I’m going to lead you in an exercise to visualize the type of adult you want each of your children to become and the type of relationship you would like to enjoy with each of them. Most important, you will begin to see the type of growth you would like for yourself. Ready? Here goes:

Begin by relocating yourself to a quiet place, isolated from the noise and clutter of kids, spouses, housework, and television. Now begin to picture your youngest child at the age of twenty-five. What year is it? How old does that make each of your other children? How old does that make you? After you’ve done the math, allow yourself to get really imaginative. I want you to think about each of your children and ponder your ideal for the following questions. Allow yourself to truly long for this ideal, how you would love it to be, in each of these areas:


• Are your children married? For how long?

• How would you rate their marriages?

• Do they have children? How would you rate your children as parents?

• Do they have college degrees? Master’s degrees?

• What was their major? What do they do for work?

• How much money do they make? Do they work for a large corporation, or do they have an entrepreneurial vision?


These might be the most important questions:


• What is the content of their character?

• What do their friends and spouses say about them?

• Their bosses and coworkers?

• How self-sufficient are they? What is their decision-making process?

• How well do they take responsibility for their choices?

• Are they physically healthy and active? How well do they take care of their bodies?

• What are your grown children’s deepest values? How do they contribute to society?

• How do they carry themselves around others?

• How do they spend their alone time?

• What are their spiritual beliefs, and how do those beliefs shape their worldview?


Now the tough part. Recall again how old you’ll be at this point. Start to imagine your future.


• Are you married? How do you rate your romantic relationship?

• How healthy are you physically? How well do you take care of your body?

• Where do you live? Are you still working, or have you retired? How do you spend your days?

• How have you grown and matured?


Now focus on your relationship with your kids.


• How often do you see your grown children? What type of relationship do you have with them? Are you close? Distant? At each other’s throats? Too close for comfort?

• How much respect do you and your children have for each other as individuals? Are you still waiting for one of your children to grow up?

• Do you still support them financially? Do any of them still live under your roof? Do you live under one of theirs?

• How would you rate yourself as a grandparent?

• Are your grown children inspired by you, your success and your maturity? How do they talk about you to their spouses, their friends, their children?


Congratulations. To whatever extent you were able to put some serious thought to those questions, you have every reason to be proud of yourself. Why? Because while we may occasionally fantasize about the future, hardly any of us allows ourselves to truly think ahead in that much detail. We are so quick to put off such future imagining as nothing more than irresponsible, wishful thinking. And yet these ideas often reflect the deepest desire of our hearts.

I love C. S. Lewis’s thought on the matter. When criticized for urging readers to concentrate on their deepest longings for the future, Lewis came back with a quick but profound retort. He said not to think of it as wishful thinking but rather “thoughtful wishing.”

That’s what you’ve just done. What’s amazing about this process is that the more we engage in thoughtful wishing, the more we find ourselves drawn to actions today that have the best chance of producing those results tomorrow.

That’s what it means to begin with the end in mind. By intentionally focusing on the outcome we desire for tomorrow, we encourage ourselves to take the most effective actions today. So, to what end are you working? What outcomes do you have in mind for this entire parenting journey?

By taking you through this exercise, I led you to reflect on a future in which your child is an adult. And that is the entire goal of parenting—to produce another adult.


What outcomes do you have in mind for this entire parenting journey?



As Jerry Seinfeld said, it is our child’s job to eventually replace us. And that’s the paradox. It is our job to both train our children for that job and get out of the way as they learn to do it. Like the old saying, we can lead a horse to water, but we cannot make it drink. That’s why we have to practice….



LETTING GO OF THE FINAL RESULTS

So much of the business world is based on getting desired results. Managers are fired because they did not produce the desired results on the bottom line. Sales websites and commercials do nothing but promote guaranteed results. We consumers want to know if we apply this product in the correct manner that we will definitely see the promised results. That’s why so many parenting books promise what we want to hear: Apply this program and you will definitely see more obedient, cooperative, and loving children. We guarantee this technique will result in the behavioral changes you so desire. “What works for Fido will work for your child!”

Fortunately, life doesn’t work that way.

Children are not machines or pets, and parents are neither their operators nor their owners. When it comes to relationships, we cannot ever guarantee or control the end we desire. While working toward that end, we must let go of the need to achieve it. That’s another form of the paradox we mentioned earlier. And it is aggravating.

“You mean even though I want my child to turn out to be a loving, responsible adult, I can’t focus on turning my child into a loving, responsible adult?”

Exactly. Here’s why: The more you focus on producing a particular result for your child, the less chance your child has of authentically choosing that result for herself. The more it becomes your goal, the less room she has to discover her own goal.

I speak a lot at churches and to religious groups. One of the primary concerns of any faith community is training their children to love and honor God. For most people of faith, that is the number-one goal of parenting. Thus, they are a little put off when I assert that this is actually not their most important goal. Again and again I tell them launching their children into a self-directed adulthood is far more important.

Why? Because if your child is not a self-directed adult, then whatever faith he does develop will not truly be his own. He cannot authentically choose to follow God if he cannot choose, on his own, to follow God. Such a faith would be a borrowed faith at best, one that is still seeking to appease or please others. Again, this brings up the paradox for parents. If you want to make sure your child follows God, then you have to let go of your need to make sure your child follows God. You need to create a space for your child to develop a relationship with God on his own terms.

Does this mean you do nothing? Of course not. You actively create faith discussions throughout your child’s development. You introduce him to the faith tradition that’s led you thus far, and above all, you live in a way that reflects the highest values of that faith. But you cannot force your child to follow that way, because then he would not develop an authentic faith of his own.

Again, begin with the end in mind. We are training children ultimately to become responsible for themselves and no one else. The ultimate goal of parenting is to launch our children into an adulthood where they are self-directed, decisive, and responsible women and men.

Think about it. What is the main complaint of parents, particularly those with teenagers? Their children do not take responsibility for their own actions. It is no coincidence, therefore, that the number-one hope of parents is that their children become adults who are able to do just that, take responsibility for their actions. This means they are self-directed. That may not be a term you’re familiar with, so here are the attributes of a self-directed adult:


• He knows and pursues what he wants in life.

• She gladly seeks counsel from others but ultimately makes up her own mind.

• He demonstrates integrity, a consistency of his beliefs, desires, words, and actions.

• She holds people accountable for their actions (including her parents) but does not blame others for her own problems.

• He does not let others blame him for their problems.

• She gladly and quickly takes responsibility for her decisions.

• He welcomes criticism as feedback but does not automatically accept it as truth.

• She takes care of herself in order to be available to others without needing them to take care of her.


Aren’t these the very attributes you hope for your children? Aren’t these the qualities you want them to demonstrate, the qualities that give them the best chance of success in this world? What environment do you need to create in your home that can best lead them to develop those qualities? Here’s the crux: If you want your children to become self-directed adults, you have to face the truth that you cannot do it for them. In fact, the more you try to make them into self-directed adults, the less chance they have of becoming such adults.


If you want your children to become self-directed adults, you have to face the truth that you cannot do it for them.





LAUNCHING OUR KIDS INTO ADULTHOOD

What’s the answer? Continuing to focus on ourselves. If we want to produce self-directed adults, first we each have to become one ourselves. Especially in relation to our children. This means creating space for them to make decisions and calming our anxiety about those decisions. This means teaching them the principles of life and then letting them decide whether to accept them and follow them or to fight against them and suffer the consequences.

For most of her career, my wife has taught high school seniors. In such a role, she has had the opportunity to witness parents who were able to let go of the final results and parents who were not. For those unable, that senior year was a nightmare. As the idea of leaving for college became closer to reality, the anxiety level of the whole family system shot right through the roof.

In response to that increasing anxiety, these parents gave in to it and began to micromanage every aspect of their child’s life. They would hover over every homework assignment, tighten the leash on social activities, and basically take over the college application process. And it always saddens my wife to watch as the children of these parents, her students, become far more anxious, and far less prepared for college life.

Other parents respond to this stress differently, however. They looked on this senior year as one step closer to liftoff and thus used it as a chance to hand over even more direction to their child. This wasn’t easy, to be sure, and these parents struggled as they watched their child make decisions. But these parents stuck to their principle of calming their own anxiety instead of asking their child to calm it for them. During the college application process, they would hand over the forms to their son and let him know they were there to provide help if he needed any. These parents would actually extend their daughter’s curfew a little later for that senior year, giving both themselves and their child a taste of what it would be like the following year, when dorm life most likely wouldn’t come with a curfew at all.

In truth, these senior-year experiences for all these families were not unexpected, given the parent-child relationships up to that point. For those parents who had always dreaded thinking about the future launching, who had always needed their child to perform for their sake, and who chose not to pursue their child’s self-direction, that senior year was a logical extension of what had come before. They encountered the enormous battle of trying to rein in their child while the child strained desperately to get more and more “freedom.” By the time senior year came around, neither parent nor child was anywhere near ready for the launching process to commence and each would just blame the other for all the problems it created. Thankfully, a number of those families sought professional help, from me and others, and parent and child alike were able to sometimes develop the courage to look at themselves and choose to calm down and grow up.

For those parents who had always been training their child for self-direction, however, that senior year went much more smoothly. These were the parents who had progressively extended the freedom and responsibility of their growing children, knowing that was the best way to train them for liftoff. It was still an anxious time, for sure. But it was an excited anxiety, full of planning and dreaming. It was also an experience of trial and error, as both parents and children struggled through the ramifications of increased self-direction. But regardless of the mistakes made, these parents had committed to the principle of beginning with the end in mind and letting go of the final results.

You can too.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. What was it like for you to imagine your and your family’s future? What was the hardest part? What did you like envisioning the most?

2. When you think about your effect on your child’s future, what is your first feeling: excitement, hope, fear, guilt, or dread?

3. If you can be honest with yourself, how much do you hope your children fulfill your own ambitions? How well do you know their ambitions?

4. How self-directed is each of your children now? What steps have they taken recently toward self-direction, and how have you encouraged that growth?

5. What does it mean to you to “let go of the final results”? What might that look like in terms of your relationships with your children?



Chapter Five

Kids Need Their Room


The children who do best are the ones least essential to our own salvation.

—Edwin H. Friedman, Friedman’s Fables


What children need most are parents who do not need them. I know that sentence is jarring, so let’s unpack it a bit. What children need most is for their parents to be the first ones who see them as individuals in their own right, with their own lives and decisions and futures. Children were not put on this earth to make us parents feel loved, warm, respected, or appreciated. They were put here to develop into themselves by becoming self-directed adults. And they need for us to create enough space to do just that.

Now, before this sounds too much like some permissive parenting of the 1960s or some cold and aloof method of detachment, let’s remember what we’ve said about space.

Your space is your territory. It’s your freedom and your responsibility to occupy a certain territory in the universe. At its most basic, this means the physical space your body occupies. Your body occupies a space that cannot be shared with anyone or anything else.

But a person’s space doesn’t stop with just her body.

Your space extends beyond your body to your “personal space,” such as the distance you like to maintain in a crowded airport, especially from those big hairy guys who, for some ungodly reason, wear tank tops in public. Just as important, though, your space also includes your emotional freedom to explore different feelings, ranging from anger to sadness to confusion. Space includes your inner space for self-reflection, self-definition, and self-understanding. Privacy, opinion, attitude, thought…all find their home in your space.

In defining the word kingdom, the late Dallas Willard, former professor of philosophy at the University of Southern California, writes:


Every last one of us has a “kingdom”—or a “queendom,” or a “government”—a realm that is uniquely our own, where our choice determines what happens….Our “kingdom” is simply the range of our effective will. Whatever we genuinely have say over is in our kingdom.1


In other words, each of us has a kingdom we can call our own. In that space, we have the freedom to explore, to discover possibilities and potential, to make mistakes and learn from them. In that space, we can be comfortable and learn to struggle through our discomfort. We don’t have to put on a mask or pretend. We can be ourselves with no fear or shame.


Each of us has a kingdom we can call our own.



Every person ever born, including each of your children, was designed to have a space like this. It’s part of why we don’t like being told what to do. It’s why we learn in our earliest years to say things like “You’re not the boss of me!”

It’s also why most two-year-old children have a favorite word: no! It’s not because they’re necessarily rebellious, and it’s not because they’re depraved little criminals. A two-year-old’s favorite word is no because she’s learning to develop her sense of her own space. In fact, the sense of having some measure of control over things is a vital factor in both mental and physical health.

I remember watching my daughter when she was two learning to separate herself from us. On one occasion, as she and I were playing on the living room floor, she looked straight at me, held her arms out as if to push me away, and said, “Don’t follow me!”

And then she ran into her room by herself.

A few minutes later she came back out (checking to see that I was still there) and said again, “Don’t come after me into my room!”

She again ran into her room for a few minutes of alone time. I could have chosen to take this personally, getting reactive to the idea that she didn’t want to play with me anymore. I could have also taken this fearfully, getting reactive to the idea that she’s too young to be alone, that she might hurt herself. But what was really going on? My daughter was developing a sense of her own space. She wanted to play by herself to see if she could. She ran out to see me again because she also wanted to know I was still there.

I’ve chosen the word room in this chapter title because it conveys both the physical and the emotional space our kids need to fully become themselves. Just listen to our language. Room not only refers to a physical location, as in “Don’t follow me into my room.” It also relates to a sense of freedom, as in “room to grow” and “breathing room.” I’ve also chosen this word because it refers to a literal battleground in most American homes—the child’s messy room—which actually provides an amazing growth opportunity for both parent and child. More on that later.

Kids need their room because without adequate space to explore, experiment, and yes, make their own decisions, they can never fully become the self-directed adults we want them to be. This does not mean each child needs his or her own literal room in the house. (Only a small percentage of the world’s families have the financial means to allow for that.) Rather, I am talking about the principle of granting each of your children his or her own kingdom, which includes some physical space (their bodies, their privacy while in the bathroom, a small corner, or a whole room) and some emotional space.

Without space to learn their own likes and dislikes, without space to make their own mistakes, our kids continue to live borrowed lives, and it leaves them with only two choices: to fight against everyone’s efforts to determine their life (the rebellious child) or simply defer to everyone around them (the passive, robotic child).


Without space to make their own mistakes, our kids continue to live borrowed lives.




SPACE OUT

You’ve probably figured out by now that creating space means creating some separation. But families aren’t supposed to be separated, right?

On more than one occasion I’ve received a few objections to this part of the material. During some “ScreamFree Parenting” seminars, people have stood up and protested that theirs was not a “closed-doors family.” They strongly argued there should not be any distance within the family, that privacy and respect for each other’s space is not a high priority. Togetherness is their highest priority.

Going back to our goal of launching our children into self-direction, my question to these objecting parents is always the same: “Until when? At what point will you recognize your children’s right to privacy, to their own space? Puberty? When they’re old enough to drive? When they leave the house? When they get married?” If we’re beginning with the end in mind, then why not teach this model of respect in the single most influential environment our children will ever know? Why not model now the respect we want them to exhibit later, respect both for themselves and for others?

Don’t you want your daughter to respect herself enough to ward off boys and their efforts to cajole her into premature sexual activity? If so, then model how she deserves to be treated by respecting her privacy, her own space, starting tonight. Teach her that her space is respect-worthy now. Do this not merely by saying “You should respect yourself” but by showing her that respect first. As she ages, encourage her to close her door. Knock when you want to enter. Ask her if she wants to talk about her feelings, and respect her answer. Buy her a diary and promise that, no matter what, you will never, ever read it. And then don’t even ask if she’s ever used it. As she develops physically, refuse to assume you can hold and touch her as you always have. This is especially true for fathers. As the man in her life now, you should definitely continue to pursue affectionate and appropriate touch, but you should also ask permission first and then respect her wishes. This may feel awkward, and her wishes may occasionally disappoint you, but this type of respect will shape what she expects from the men in her life later.

Similarly, don’t you want your son to respect himself enough to say no to peer-pressure temptations like abusing drugs and alcohol? If so, then keep yourself from pressuring him to do things you want him to do. Show him the respect of presenting him more and more choices as he ages, with time limits and consequences for each choice. The more he practices saying yes and no to his parents, and tasting the consequences of each choice, the more he’ll have a sense of owning more of his life. Does this mean everything’s up to him? Of course not. He needs to know his place as well (which we’ll talk about in Part 3). But when Mom and Dad extend to their son the respect of shaping more and more of his daily life with them, they increase the likelihood he’ll be strong enough to do so with his friends as well.

Since coming out of the womb, our children have been on a journey to separate from us. Even their need to bond closely at the beginning is for the express purpose of developing a sense of personal security without us later. As we learned in the last chapter, children need to separate from us to become what we all want them to be—self-directed adults. So now, when they are close to us, we can be the ones to help introduce that healthy separation.

By voluntarily creating more space for our children, we also reduce their anxious need to separate with drugs, premature sex, gangs, or suicide. Kids do not need more of our anxious reactivity about these choices—they need more emotional space from us to learn to respect their own individuality. The more you worry about your daughter’s or son’s need for privacy, the more it will become a problem. Hard as it may be for us to hear, it is far better for our children to make bad choices on their own than to have them run to those choices as an escape from our anxiety. Making bad choices (and being able to learn from them) is better than making none at all.

And, believe it or not, our creation of an anxiety-free space actually makes those bad choices far less likely. Calming ourselves down powerfully communicates two points to our children:


1. Their separation from us is more than okay; it is good.

2. Our respect for them is growing, not lessening, as they get older, and their choices take on more significance.


This communication doesn’t guarantee they won’t make mistakes; nothing can do that. But calming down our anxiety about their bad choices at least removes the attraction of their doing something bad just to escape from their anxious and overbearing parents. You see, “teenage rebellion” is not usually a clinical mental health issue. More often, it’s just a reactive attempt on the part of teens to carve some ownership over their own lives. This is why the harder you press on a particular conforming behavior, the more likely you’ll increase the chances your teenager will do the opposite, even if she gets in trouble for it! This is how desperately adolescents want something to call their own, especially as their choices take on more and more significance.



WE CANNOT CALL IT THEIRS AND STILL ACT LIKE IT BELONGS TO US

As hard as this newfound appreciation for space might be to put into practice, we must recognize that a mutually respectful parent-child relationship must always begin with the parent. We cannot wait for our kids to respect us (and themselves) before we extend that respect to them. And with regard to space, that means we cannot determine how our children use their space any more than our kids can determine how we use ours. It is their space. It’s not a privilege; it’s a right. It’s part of being human. Every man, woman, and child has a kingdom of their own.

This means you cannot tell anyone else, particularly your children, how to feel.

Parenting experts Scott Turansky and Joanne Miller tell a story about a mother whose four-year-old daughter sometimes gets into grumpy moods. This mother decided to take on her daughter’s emotions as a challenge. She held her daughter, tickled her daughter, or made cookies with her daughter. Sometimes this “worked,” but other times her daughter would just continue being grumpy.

Eventually, the mother told her daughter, “It looks like you want to be sad for a while, so there’s probably not much I can do about it. Let me know when you’re feeling better.” Turansky and Miller conclude the story by saying, “This mom recognized that she could do a number of things to help, but ultimately the decision to change was up to her daughter.”2

We don’t just want to make sure they feel good, though. Often we want to know that our children feel regret or remorse after they’ve misbehaved. We think we need to change our children’s hearts before we can release them out into the world. It makes us feel better if we know they at least feel the right way.

However, it’s not your job to change the hearts of your children by telling them how to think or feel. By trying to do something you aren’t meant to do, you invade their space and violate their rights as people. Most important, since this effort is led by your anxiety, you inevitably end up creating the very type of rebellious heart you were hoping to change in the first place.

The beautiful irony is that learning to respect your children’s feelings (and their right to feel them) actually increases the chances that they will feel the way you hope they do.

Just as you cannot invade your children’s emotional space, you cannot give them a room (or any physical space in the home, even a small corner), call it theirs, and then continue to act as if it belongs to you. If it is indeed their room, then it is up to them to keep, explore, clean (or not clean), and organize. That means no barging in. Knock. And ask if you may come in. Wait for them to invite you in. I know it seems weird; their room is in your house, after all. But this is what it means to extend respect for another person’s space. You’d like them to give you the same respect, right? But you cannot expect that respect when you don’t initiate and model it for your child.



THE POWER OF KEEPING  YOUR COOL

Respecting your child’s space can be difficult because it demands that you confront your own anxiety. Give my kid space? What if she starts to hide stuff from me? What if she starts to make some bad decisions? What if she hurts herself? What if she feels abandoned? What if she has to struggle? What if, what if, what if?

What is always behind our invasion of kids’ space is, of course, our own anxious reactivity. We cannot let them struggle for too long because we need them to do it, whatever it is, quickly. We cannot let them feel bad or have a really grumpy day because that reflects on their life, which we view as our responsibility: “If my kids are not happy, then it must be because of something I have done or failed to do.” We get reactive about their messy room because we think they are becoming slobs, and we cannot let that happen because that would go against everything our parents taught us and on and on and on.

(In my opinion, by the way, having a spotless house is overrated, anyway. Imagine your child in twenty-five years, sharing a cup of coffee with a friend as they reminisce about their childhood. What would you rather hear as a fly on the wall: “My house was immaculate; you could eat off the floor and nothing was ever out of place” or “My house was warm; I remember laughter, friends, and board games in the living room”? Is there anyone who wouldn’t go for the second?)

We are so afraid of giving our kids their room because we fear what they might do with it. We might “give them enough rope to hang themselves.” I understand this fear and I share it with you. And yes, there are certainly age-appropriate degrees of separation and space.

But becoming a ScreamFree parent is about learning to operate out of respect for your highest principles, not in reaction to your deepest fears. You can never operate out of your fear because you will, as we learned in Part 1, inevitably create the very outcome you’re so afraid of. If you continually rifle through your teenage son’s room, looking for contraband, what does that teach him? That his dad is actually the best person to go to whenever the temptations of life kick in? No, of course not. Anxiously poring through our kids’ phones, social media accounts, book bags, and rooms does not increase the chances of them voluntarily coming to us—it just makes them work even harder at hiding from us.


Becoming a ScreamFree parent is about learning to operate out of respect for your highest principles, not in reaction to your deepest fears.



The importance of giving your children increasing space as they age is far greater than the fear of what they might do with that space. It has to be or you will constantly feel forced to shift your focus back on your kids, feel responsible for them, reenter the orbit around them, and so on.

The remarkable power of creating room for your children is that you get to be amazed by what they do with it! As you reduce your anxiety about their choices, their choices begin to astound you. I know you might doubt that, because you can so accurately predict your child’s responses. But I want you to listen in on a recent exchange between a coaching client and her eight-year-old daughter. Mom was just starting to respect her daughter’s room, and her daughter didn’t know what to do.


DAUGHTER: Mommy, I know I have to clean my room tonight, but I’m just too tired!

MOTHER: Why do you have to clean your room, honey?

DAUGHTER: Because you guys always make me!

MOTHER: Honey, you don’t have to clean your room if you don’t want to. It’s your room.

DAUGHTER: What? Since when?

MOTHER: Since I decided that it is your room.

DAUGHTER: But it’s going to take a long time to clean it!

MOTHER: Honey, you don’t have to clean it.

DAUGHTER: I don’t?

MOTHER: No, not if you don’t want to. But let me ask you something. Do you want it clean?

DAUGHTER: Well, I like to know where everything is.

MOTHER: Then clean it. I’ll even help if you want me to.

DAUGHTER: But it’ll take too long and I’m tired!

MOTHER: Then don’t clean it.

[My client then started to walk away.]

DAUGHTER: But Mommy!

MOTHER: Yes, honey?

DAUGHTER: I guess I could do a little tonight and then finish it tomorrow. It’s not like I have to finish it tonight or anything.

MOTHER: That sounds like a great idea. Let me know if you want any help.


Two days later, her room was not spotless. But it was picked up and it was more organized than most other days. And the little girl was ridiculously proud of herself. I think Mommy had every reason to be proud of herself as well.


The remarkable power of creating room for your children is that you get to be amazed by what they do with it!



Contrast that with the battles most parents get into with their children. It has nothing to do with your child being a slob or you being a neat freak. The battle over the messy room has nothing to do with cleanliness! It also has nothing to do with the child’s disrespect or ingratitude. The battle over the messy room is a battle over space. When we choose to call it her room but then continue to act like the room belongs to us, we invade our child’s space and eliminate the possibility that she can develop her own sense of respect for her own space.

But when we extend the same type of respect for our children’s space that we want for our own, then watch out. You’ll be amazed at what happens. The question is, can you calm yourself down enough to truly create space?

I believe you can.



EIGHT WAYS TO CREATE SPACE FOR YOUR CHILDREN

When you are ready to start calming your own anxiety and to create more space for your children, here are some practical ways to do that. These are not techniques to get your children to behave but rather practices for you to begin with the end in mind yet also let go of the final results.

1. Respect your child’s physical space and privacy. Starting around the age of five or six, calm your anxiety about letting her close the door, and make it a practice to always ask or knock before entering her room (or if she’s in the bathroom). Then wait to hear her response. If she says no, then tell her you’ll come back later. Once you’ve tackled your own anxiety about your child’s desire for privacy, invite her to join you. Don’t plead, beg, or insist. Just matter-of-factly tell her that you’re going to be watching a family movie and making popcorn and you’d love for her to join. She may resist at first. That’s okay. Continue over time to extend the invitation and let her know you like spending time with her. Don’t barge into her literal or figurative room, but don’t stop knocking either. (Now, as you’ll see in Part 5, I don’t recommend letting them have a screen—laptop, iPad, phone, etc.—behind closed doors until their senior year of high school.) 

2. Calm your anxiety about your child’s messy room. If it is truly her room, then let her keep it the way she wants to. Tell her that once a month, for hygienic reasons, the entire house is going to be thoroughly cleaned, and that includes her room. In between those times, let her room be hers. Whenever you feel anxious about your child’s mess, go clean your own room. Of course, you can let her know what you think of her cleaning practices, and you can decline her invitation into her lair for your genuine fear of tripping over all the junk. But leave it at that.

Now, this does not mean there are not natural and logical consequences to keeping her room in a very messy state. My daughter, Hannah, for instance, liked to set world records for the number and height of clothes mountains in her room (along with toys from when she was younger and school stuff as she became a teenager). When she began this practice, she still liked having me or her mom tuck her in at bedtime. When her room was at its messiest, however, I would refuse to tuck her in, stating in my calmest voice:

“Honey, I’ll be happy to pray with you and even read you a quick story, followed by a kiss good night, but we’re gonna have to do it out here in the hallway.”

“But, Daddy, why?”

“Because I am not going to risk life and limb climbing over your stuff after I turn the light out.” (She then asked, like the little girl a few pages ago, if I would help her clean her room a little, and I agreed.)

Here’s another point to consider: allowing kids to have their own room to treat as they wish doesn’t mean they don’t have to clean other parts of the house. While I’ve encouraged tons of parents to simply close the door to their kids’ messy rooms, the shared common areas of the house are another matter, and it is everyone’s responsibility to maintain them.

And finally: If you are the sort of person who simply cannot allow your children to live in a messy room, that’s perfectly fine. Just don’t call it their room. Call it “the room we happen to allow you to sleep in.” (One caveat, though: If you do this, then strive to find other areas, both physical and mental/emotional, that your kids can truly call their own.)

3. Respect your child’s money choices. Give your child an allowance appropriate for her age and then let her spend it any way she chooses. Even if you can afford only a single cent, it is the principle that counts. Go ahead and teach her about different options (investing, spending, and giving), but don’t expect her to take care of her money any better than you do. When we give our children money, we give up the right to determine how that money is used. It isn’t really theirs if we’re going to tell them how to spend it. If you want your money spent in a certain way, then go ahead and spend it that way. It’s yours to begin with! But once you give it away, you give it away. If we want kids to learn, value, and become decisive about money, then we have to allow it to become truly theirs.

(Skip ahead to Part 5 for some more specific guidelines on helping kids manage their money.)

4. Calm your anxiety by giving up your need to know how your child feels. Most of the time, your kid simply does not know how he feels (the same is true for most adults), and your anxious need to know just makes it more difficult. Paradoxically, the less you need to know, the more he’ll end up telling you. This doesn’t mean you’re neglecting any concern about his feelings—this is about being calm and connected at the same time. So inquire about his feelings, and show interest in helping him learn to express himself. But let go of your need to make sure he feels the “right” way, which is nothing more than the way you think he should feel and is usually about your anxiety related to your own feelings.

5. Give up your need to know “why.” Asking any child, from toddler to teenager, to account for his motivation at the time of his mistake is a fruitless exercise. He simply does not know most of the time. And your need to know is much more about you than it is about him. But you want to know he can demonstrate some form of reasoning, right? You think this eases your fears about his chances out in the world and how that might reflect on you.

But here’s the irony: Even if he did know and was able to carefully explain his well-thought-out reason for hitting his little brother or skipping school, your fears wouldn’t be eased—they’d be justified! If your son could intellectually recall his reasoning behind his choice to neglect his homework and then lie about it, you wouldn’t be less scared; you’d be more fearful than ever!

You’d think, “Before, I feared, in my most anxious moments, that he might be a delinquent. Now I know for sure!” Asking why has no fruitful end. At most, it puts the child on the defensive because you’re asking him to give just that, a defense.

6. Let your child struggle. Always answering your children’s questions or constantly telling them how to solve a problem is denying them the chance to develop their own skills of discovery and innovation. When your daughter says, “Mom, I can’t do this!” her frustration has an uncanny ability to stir up your anxious need to fix the problem. But if you rush to answer, then you deny her the space she needs to figure things out for herself. Let her struggle and work through solving it herself. Try saying, “You can’t? Man, that stinks. What have you tried so far?” When she responds, ask her, “So, what are you going to do about it?” The more you can calm your anxiety while watching your children struggle, the more you’ll be amazed at their growth (and yours).

7. Allow your child to disagree with you and learn to respect her argument. This is incredibly difficult for anxious parents, but allowing (and even encouraging) your child to disagree with you creates a profound mutual respect in the parent-child relationship. Questions like “This is what I think; what do you think?” show remarkable respect for your child as a separate individual.

As you become more and more ScreamFree, you can actually learn to learn from your child, choosing not to “yes, but” your child’s every point but actually validating her thought process and her importance in the relationship.

8. Rarely look your child in the eye when talking with him. I know this sounds absurd. But because eye-to-eye conversations are incredibly intimate and bring about high levels of vulnerability, they can lend themselves to patterns of intimidation and defensiveness. Yes, there are times, both for sweet and nurturing as well as stern and serious reasons, when it is very helpful to address your child eye to eye. But these times are rare, so use them sparingly.

If your goal is to allow your child to explore his space and share that process with you, then engage in a common activity that takes your eyes off each other while keeping you connected. This is how I was trained to do play therapy with children who’d been abused. We would go on a walk, build LEGO projects, play a game, skip rocks, throw the baseball, go shopping, and so on. These common activities both disarm you from a defensive or aggressive posture and also, most important, give you the adequate space to remain calm yet connected.

And if you haven’t guessed by now, that’s one of the main points to giving your child space—it makes it easier for you to remain ScreamFree. Becoming ScreamFree helps you create space, and creating space helps you become ScreamFree. Beautiful, isn’t it? And believe it or not, you’re already on your way.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. How much privacy do your children have a right to?

2. What’s the hardest part about extending more space to your child?

3. Has your child ever marked anything—a diary or a door—with a PRIVATE: KEEP OUT sign? Have they ever pulled away from you when you’ve tried to embrace or kiss them? What has been your reaction?

4. What are your deepest fears about extending your child too much space?

5. How much freedom does your child have to hate you? Disagree with you? Express anger toward you and your decisions?



Chapter Six

Resistance Is Futile; Practice Judo Parenting


Resistance is futile.

—the Borg, Star Trek

I have found the best way to give advice to your children is

to find out what they want and then advise them to do it.

—Harry S. Truman, former president


I am not a Star Trek nerd. I actually make fun of my friends who are, and I pray for them daily. But I do like one of the villainous enemies named the Borg. They are a race of cyborgs, and they all belong to one collective consciousness. (My Trekkie friends had to help me craft that sentence.) What that means is they all have separate bodies but no individual thought processes or will of their own. For the Borg, there is no such thing as individuality. When they capture others, they “assimilate” them into their collective being, erasing any individuality of the captured. From what you’ve read so far, you can see that the Borg do the exact opposite of creating space—they eliminate it. They are so powerful in this purpose of assimilation they simply utter one mantra: “Resistance is futile.” Regardless of your efforts, eventually you will be assimilated.

Unfortunately, the Borg’s way of operating is similar to a parenting model that many of us grew up with, and even more unfortunately, that many of us continue to practice today. You’ve heard it before, maybe even out of your own mouth: “You have a rebellious streak, young lady, and it’s my job to break you of it and mold you into [fill in the blank].” This is ultimately parenting by assimilation, whereby parents need to exercise their power to bring all the children into line. This makes the parents feel in control of the family.

In my relationship coaching and in my prior therapy practice, I’ve seen this type of family system many times, and whenever I do, I know one thing for sure: The parents feel threatened. They are unsure about their position of influence, and they feel intimidated by a child’s exertion of will. So the parents respond by stepping up their use of authority to counter the child’s—and this is where many familiar “power struggles” occur. When a child does not show an act of willfulness, then the parents assume she is fine, and they do not feel threatened. Thus, they do not need to exert themselves. What this dynamic leads to is a relationship based mainly on power struggles with little room for connection off the battlefield.

Far too often, the only way these parents connect to their children is by bringing them into the fold whenever they challenge the status quo. If there is no challenge, then the parents’ anxiety gets reduced and things remain relatively calm. But without challenge, there is no connection, and that’s the real tragedy here. A child in this kind of family is either the rebellious one in need of constant attention or the “lost child,” the one the parents “never have to worry about.” Both of those roles will create a difficult journey for the child (and parent) in the years ahead.

The ScreamFree way of parenting offers a different way. Ironically, it employs the same statement the Borg uses: “Resistance is futile.” The difference is that instead of saying it to our kids, we say it to ourselves.


THROWING DOWN THE GAUNTLET

When children exert their will, a lot of parents view their actions as a direct challenge to their authority. How many times have we heard this well-meaning piece of advice in parenting magazines and radio talk shows: “Whenever children challenge you, you’ve got to pick your battles.”

Listen to the language. The sentence assumes that the exchange between you and your child will be a hostile one in which there is a triumphant victor and a vanquished foe. This type of rhetoric assumes that the challenge issued by your child is just that—an invitation to battle. Instead of thinking of your next trying interaction with your child as an impending Waterloo, consider this: In your child’s developing growth, he is constantly testing you. In doing so, he is not plotting an invasion or laying an ambush. Rather, your child is testing you so that he can see that you are dependable, stable, and consistent. And trust me, he desperately needs you to pass.

You might be thinking, “You mean when my kids push my buttons, they don’t really want me to give in?”


Your child is testing you so that he can see that you are dependable, stable, and consistent. And trust me, he desperately needs you to pass.



Yes and no. Yes, your kids’ anxiety wants you to cave at that moment, but their “inner adult” is begging you to not get ruffled and to remain calmly focused on yourself.

I know this testing often feels like a fight. It feels as if your kids are digging a trench and loading their bazookas. What they are really doing, however, is throwing down a gauntlet. In medieval times, the gauntlet was a protective glove worn by knights. When thrown down at the feet of an adversary, the gauntlet was an invitation to battle. Picking up the gauntlet was an acceptance of the invitation, an acceptance of the mutual responsibility for whatever happened next. And the same is true in parenting. When kids throw down a gauntlet, they are testing you to see if you are willing to take responsibility for them and whatever they do next.

Children throw down a variety of gauntlets:

“I’m bored.”


“Are we there yet?”

“You’re not fair!”

“I don’t want to do it, and I’m not going to.”

“I hate you!”


Can you recall what the pit of your stomach felt like the last time Junior uttered one of these gems? Many parents find themselves reaching down, snatching up the gauntlet, and engaging their child in an all-out battle before they know it.

What does this have to do with the Borg? By employing the sentence “Resistance is futile” when considering a child’s emotional show of force, a ScreamFree parent can instead use that child’s own momentum to change the encounter completely.

Let me explain by mixing metaphors a bit. Judo, or “the way of gentleness,” is a discipline whereby the momentum of the opponent, rather than one’s own raw, brute force, is used to change the outcome of the encounter. It is a model of conflict, if you will, that chooses not to pick up the gauntlet. In a conflict, the student of judo is still engaged with the opponent, choosing to remain connected. But the participant is not going to attack the other or accept the invitation to fight. The judo participant is, instead, going to accept the other’s momentum as belonging to the other, something not to be resisted. Instead, it is to be respected. Just read the words of Dr. Jigorō Kanō, the father of judo:


If one enters a contest with the sole idea of not being defeated, automatically, the body becomes stiff and defensive….[Instead], the principle is to evade the opponent’s strength by changing one’s position to reduce the effect of the strength applied.1


Dr. Jigorō Kanō often spoke of the willow tree. He observed that in the harsh Japanese winters, seemingly stronger trees were losing their branches to the heavy snow while the supple willow tree simply allowed the snow to glide off its branches. The willow uses the weight of the snow and bends with it rather than attempting to overpower it.

This approach to conflict necessitates a willingness to learn about the other and a willingness to carefully observe the other and his or her momentum. Only then can you know how to respond without directly resisting the other’s invitation to combat.

You can already see the parallels between the judo model of combat and the ScreamFree mindset. Your children, through their own anxious efforts to handle their emotions and responsibilities, will try to engage you in a test. Think of the two-year-old deliberately picking up a forbidden object, immediately after you told him not to, while looking devilishly at you the entire time. Think of the school-age girl screaming that you’re the worst mommy in the world because you won’t let her do “what everybody else” does. Think of the teenager…enough said.

Your children, through their own anxious efforts to handle their emotions, will try to engage you in battle. These are all tests, tests that only become battles when we take responsibility for our child and pick up the gauntlet.



REFUSING TO PICK UP THE GAUNTLET

The ScreamFree mindset offers a way to opt out of these battles altogether. Remember, judo is the art of going with another’s momentum. “How can I employ my children’s desires for motivation, connection, and discipline?” the ScreamFree parent asks. “How can I bend like the willow tree when they throw gauntlets at my feet?” Let’s explore the possibilities with some common tests.



“I’M BORED.”

This is the classic gauntlet. And so often we are quick to pick it up. First, we get angry: “Bored? How could you be bored? Why don’t you go play upstairs with all of those toys I bought you? You know what’s boring? Working my job every day to buy you those toys—that’s what’s really boring!” Then we get anxious: “You mean you can’t find anything to do?” We might even think to ourselves, “Is this kid totally uncreative? What have I done wrong?” Finally, we overcompensate: “Look, you could go outside and find Jimmy, or you could go upstairs, or you could do this, or you could do that or this or that….”

A ScreamFree parent would choose not to pick up the gauntlet in the first place. “Wow, you’re bored? That stinks. I hate it when I’m bored. What do you think you’re going to do about it?” No resistance, just go with the momentum and actually join right alongside your child as she faces her own dilemma.



“ARE WE THERE YET?”

Another classic. You’ve been in the car less than ten minutes, and the complaints from the backseat have already started. And you’ve got another two hours to go! What is the typical, anxiety-driven response? To pick up the gauntlet, of course. “No, we’ve got an hour to go [we lie, of course, to make it sound better], so just sit tight and be patient.” Now the battle has begun: “A whole hour? I’m never gonna make it! You never said it would take that long. How long is an hour anyway? I’m so bored already.” (And they don’t even know it’s actually going to take twice that long!)

To repeat, a ScreamFree parent chooses not to pick up the gauntlet in the first place. “Wow, you’re already asking that question? You must really not want to be in the car today.” Empathy. “Come to think of it, I don’t want to be in the car either. And I really don’t want to be in the car for a whole two hours either. I think I want to be out of the car more than you do! What do you think?” By joining with your child, you can commiserate together (and actually have a fun time doing it).


A ScreamFree parent would choose not to pick up the gauntlet in the first place.





“MOMMY, I CAN’T DO MY HOMEWORK.”

Children’s schoolwork is supposed to make them struggle. It is designed to be difficult for them. That’s the whole point! Helping them too much with it would be like lifting weights for them and then wondering why they’re not building any muscle. Calm yourself down and let them struggle. Let them invite you alongside to help them through the struggle, but do not try to “be there for them.” You can’t. It’s their problem, not yours.

My son, when he was a junior in high school, asked me for help with a school project. It wasn’t chemistry or calculus, because he knew his knowledge surpassed my own in those areas years ago. No, this was psychology—a topic I know something about.

After about twenty minutes, however, I wished we were working on chemistry. Why? Because my expertise in psychology made me a terrible tutor. Maybe I wanted to show off in front of my son. Maybe I got caught up in the anxiety cloud that surrounds the college competition culture and became more interested in a good finished project than in helping him learn how to learn. For whatever reason, I watched myself give him answers, and I watched him grow more helpless each time I did so.

Have you ever noticed this process? You intervene too much in your child’s schoolwork, and then you watch her seem to get lazier and more ignorant as you proceed?

This is not a figment of our imagination; it’s a reflection of an ancient principle: “Give a man a fish and he’ll eat for a day; teach a man to fish and he’ll never go hungry again.” The same is true for our children. We don’t like to see our kids struggle, and we love to see them do well. When our child is battling with a puzzle, a math problem, or even a socially sticky situation, we tend to want to jump in and give him the “right” answer. Many times, this is the worst thing we can do.

Instead of being our children’s answer key, let’s become a sounding board. Let’s not make statements; let’s just ask questions. We should expect some resistance at first, but we can persevere and we have to; otherwise their problems are just going to get harder.

Our hope is not to create a shiny, accomplished shell of a student; our hope is to create the type of person who relishes the challenge of solving things on his own.

Here are a few questions you can ask the next time the homework gauntlet gets thrown at your feet:


• “What exactly do you need help with?”

• “What have you tried so far?”

• “Who in your class could you call for help?”




“I DON’T WANT TO DO IT, AND I’M NOT GOING TO.”

Ah, the sound of metal hitting the floor. Even as I write this, I want to pick up this gauntlet. “Oh yes, you are, young man. You’re going to start showing some respect around here. I’m sick and tired of hearing you say what you will and will not do. You don’t make the rules around here, mister, and it’s time you started accepting that fact.” If you haven’t said it, you’ve definitely thought it, right? I know I have.

A ScreamFree parent would choose another response. Choosing to focus on herself, the ScreamFree parent would pause and ask herself why this demonstration of will bothers her so much. “Why do I take it personally when he asserts his will? Do I feel threatened? Is he out of my control? How far is he going to take this? Am I raising the next Hitler?”

The irony is, of course, that the more we do take it personally and the more reactive we get to this demonstration of will, the more we will encourage it. Emotional reactivity simply creates more emotional reactivity.

But again, the entire goal of parenting is to launch our children into the world as self-directed adults. We want them to be capable of asserting their desires, making their own choices, and taking responsibility for their actions. We want them to be able to stand up for themselves and choose for themselves what they will and will not do. We just don’t like it when they practice demonstrating that will on us.

“Sure, I want him to say no to his buddies when they want him to try smoking pot, but I don’t want him taking that attitude with me when I tell him to come inside!”

Our goal is not to stifle our children’s expressions of will, desire, and emotion. Our goal is to help steer those expressions along the most productive paths. As you learn to keep your cool, you can see this defiant stance as yet another gauntlet, and you can choose not to pick it up. “You’re not going to come inside, huh? I guess you must really not want to because you usually don’t talk like that to me. I’m going to let you think about that for a few minutes.”

After a few minutes, you return to offer him a choice: He can come inside or face a consequence. And it’s totally his choice.


Our goal is not to stifle our children’s expressions of will, desire, and emotion. Our goal is to help steer those expressions along the most productive paths.



“Well, you’re not the boss of me!” may come his response. Another tempting gauntlet.

“You know what, son, you’re right. I’m not the boss of you. You are. And as the boss, you’ve got a choice to make: You can come inside in the next two minutes, or you can lose TV for the next two days. It’s your choice.”



WHY SHOULD OUR CHILDREN OBEY US?

Now let’s ask ourselves a very tough question: Why should our children obey us? What in the world is their motivation? Is it to please us? How long do you want that? Not very. What we want is for them to do it for themselves. We get frightened when we don’t see them operating from their own motivation.

So why in the world should my son obey me? Because I said so? Because he should respect my authority? Because he needs to learn to obey his elders? “He should do it just because it’s the right thing to do!” Right? Yes, yes, yes, and yes, from our perspective. But that’s not his perspective. Why, from his perspective, should he obey? What’s in it for him? What is his motivation for coming inside or going to school on time or turning in his homework? Why should he do any of this?

If the only answer I can give to this question is from my perspective, then I am simply inviting a losing power struggle. As long as I can answer only what I think his motivation should be, and that motivation is “because it’s the right thing to do,” then I am really saying that his motivation should be the same as my own. And I need him to obey because I don’t know what to do if he won’t. I don’t know how to relate to someone who doesn’t automatically want to do the right thing or doesn’t want to please me. 

But that sounds like responsible-for thinking, and we now know where that takes us. In order to adopt the responsible-to model instead, we need to start asking ourselves some more questions: What motivates our children? What do they really want? What questions can we ask that will help them discover and explore those desires instead of picking up their gauntlets and going head-to-head?

Doing this takes changing your mindset, I know. Initially this can be tough. And I’m not promising you it will eliminate conflict in your home. But part of changing your thinking should include the way you view conflict in the first place. Consider these words from Dr. Kanō: 


Before and after practicing Judo or engaging in a match, opponents bow to each other. Bowing is an expression of gratitude and respect. In effect, you are thanking your opponent for giving you the opportunity to improve your technique.2


Be the first to bow to your children. Not out of deference but out of respect and gratitude. Hopefully one day they will bow in return, but even if they don’t, you will have grown. And that’s what ScreamFree parenting is all about.

I close this chapter with a letter I received from a parent of three children, age four, two, and three months. See how she comes to understand the value of practicing judo parenting.


Dear Hal,

I’m writing to thank you for your help with my four-year-old. She is going through a bout of negativity and frustration lately that I haven’t been able to find a cure for. The other day, we wasted more than an hour of our day when she broke down trying to write the number 2. She traced it and then looked up pouting and said, “Mommy, I want to write a two, but I can’t do it.”

“Would you like me to make dots that you can trace?”

“No.”

“Would you like me to help your hand write it?”

“No.”

“Is there another way you want me to help you?”

“Tell me how to do it.”

“Okay. Put your pen on the paper right here and…”

“NO! I KNOW I CAN’T DO IT!” she screamed, and then broke down in tears. I was so frustrated.

Eventually, her tears turned into angry screams (which aren’t allowed in our house), so I sent her to her room, all the time wondering if I was making the right choice (and feeling like a really mean mom). I wanted to hold her and tell her it would be okay, but nothing I did was making it better. And sending her to her room just angered her more. The crying eventually stopped, and the number 2 was forgotten, but the day never really got better.

Then I read about your “judo parenting” concept. That’s why I’m writing—to tell you what happened today.

Here we went again. My daughter wanted to play on the computer, and I told her she could after she changed out of her pajamas and into some regular clothes (it was noon). She went to her room and laid out the clothes she wanted to wear while I finished up on the computer. A few minutes later, she walked in and said, “Mommy, I can’t get my clothes on.”

“Why, honey?”

“I just can’t get my tights on.”

“Do you want me to help you?” (We were about to reenact our “number 2” day.)

“No!”

So then I remembered about the gauntlet and the idea of nonresistance. “Okay, honey. Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.”

“But, Mommy, I really can’t get them on.”

“Okay, honey.”

“But, Mommy…” She started to cry and walked to her room on her own. A minute later, she cried a little louder. But then two minutes after that (I was watching the clock on my computer), the crying stopped and I heard her call me from her room.

“Mommy, I think I figured out how to do it.”

“Did you figure that out by yourself?” I asked, walking into her room.

“I did!” She was beaming. I couldn’t believe it. It’s later today, and she is sitting on her bed reading a book. She is much happier than yesterday, and so is her mom.

Thank you for your suggestions.

Jill T.

Alpharetta, GA





GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. Reflect for a moment on your childhood. How did your parents respond when you tested them? What could they have done worse in response? What could they have done better?

2. We’ve all repeated the mantra “You’ve got to pick your battles.” We do this because so often it feels like we’re in a war, trying to get our kids to do what we want them to do. What’s a more productive, more principled way for you to think about it?

3. What does it look like when your kids test you? How reactive do you typically become?

4. How might your family change when you stop resisting your children and start going with their momentum?



Chapter Seven

You Are Not a Prophet (and Neither Is Grandma)


Language exerts hidden power, like a moon on the tides.

—Rita Mae Brown, Starting from Scratch

There’s something wrong if you’re always right.

—Arnold H. Glasow, psychologist


This is a chapter about language. No, not about reducing the use of curse words around your children (although that would probably be wise). It is about the power of your language to shape your world and the worlds of each of your children.

Remember watching your children as infants, wondering what was rattling through their heads? I recall questioning what my baby’s thoughts could be. Since she had no words to attach to those thoughts, did she think in pictures or sound? I carefully watched the process of her learning those first words; those first sentences appeared seemingly out of nowhere. The next time you get frustrated because your children don’t listen to you, think of this: How do children learn to speak with an accent? Kids are actually fantastic listeners from the very day they enter this world. They have keen ears with which to hear every syllable, every inflection, every tonality in our conversations.

It doesn’t take long before they begin to articulate phrases that surprise us, utter thoughts that astound us, and repeat sentences that embarrass us. A woman named Cindy learned this the hard way.

When her daughter was three years old, Cindy took her on a walk through the park. There Cindy learned how well her daughter had been listening to one of her oft-repeated expressions. And of course, it happened at a ridiculously inappropriate time. It always does.

The expression was this: “You must eat your vegetables or you’ll get scurvy.”

This anxiety-based threat was something Cindy told her daughter repeatedly, even embellishing it with a horrifying picture of what scurvy can actually do (not that she really knew, but she painted a pretty horrible picture anyway).

Well, that day as they were walking through the park, Cindy and her daughter encountered three people walking toward them. One had an unfortunate physical ailment that prevented him from walking normally. As they passed the group on the sidewalk, Cindy nodded a polite greeting and kept walking. Her three-year-old daughter, however, had something to say.

She stopped in her tracks, turned around, put her hands on her hips, and proclaimed indignantly, “He should have eaten his vegetables!”

Almost every parent has a similar story, some even more embarrassing. What this one illustrates is another way we shape the relational environment of our home—through our use of language. Linguistic experts have been helpful in teaching us how powerful we are as parents in shaping the very thought patterns of our children. Language is the currency of all relationships, including how any of us relates to the world outside of ourselves. It gives us vocabulary to express thought, grammar to govern our interactions, and stories to shape our worldview.

You are probably aware of all this. You’ve most likely read or heard information about the language transmission process that has blown your mind. What you may not be aware of is how the words you use around and about your children actually shape their sense of space.

As we’ve seen in the last three chapters, keeping our cool helps create and honor our children’s space, their freedom to grow into self-direction. By placing limits on our own freedom, we thereby create and honor theirs. When it comes to our language, especially the words we use about our children, we again need to limit our freedom. We simply do too much talking about them. Too much comparison. Too much categorization. Too much prognostication. And it’s time to stop.

Becoming a ScreamFree parent means taking a very hard look at our own anxiety-driven need to label our child’s tendencies and predict our child’s destiny. Before you think you may not have this problem, keep reading. Let’s begin by looking at the power of labels.


THE POWER OF LABELS

All of us can recall countless stories of the power of labels. Even if they are innocently applied, they can become insidious. The truth is, labels are among the most powerful forces that shape our relationship with the world. Labels have the remarkable ability to stick far beyond their reasonable life span. I’m sure you’ve heard about two adult sisters still thinking about themselves as “the pretty one” and “the smart one.” With two sons, it’s usually “the athletic one” and “the smart one.” These labels affect us all. Each of us could list several that hang on us like the stickiest Post-it notes.


Labels are among the most powerful forces that shape our relationship with the world.



Take a moment now to glance at just a few of the labels parents commonly use. Which ones have you been carrying around all these years?



Gifted

Full of potential

Funny

An underachiever

A little slow

Lazy

High maintenance

Laid-back

Strong-willed

Beautiful

Melodramatic

The one we never have to worry about

A bit of a troublemaker

Skinny

Big-boned

A hard worker

The star

The black sheep



Now, not all of these labels sound damaging, I know, but trust me, they can be. Did you see any that apply to you? If not, think about it for a second. Now say the label out loud. Think for a minute how much this label has shaped your opinion of yourself. How has it shaped your decision making? Your career choice? Your mate selection? How does this label still affect you today?

The tricky part about labeling is that often these labels seem accurate. After all, they don’t simply arrive out of thin air. Labels are typically based on some observable trait or behavioral pattern. For example, one year little Johnny, despite his demonstrated intelligence, did poorly in school. So he’ll always be “an underachiever.” When she was seven, Suzy blew up in anger on a regular basis, so she forever is “temperamental.”

But try to hear this: You are not a prophet. Most likely you are also not a biogeneticist. You cannot predict how your children will turn out based on your own intuition or on your family’s physical, mental, and emotional characteristics.

“You know, he gets his temper from his daddy.”

What? How do you know that? What does that even mean? Is temper a biological trait a child can inherit? Or is it a learned reactivity? The scientific community is still conflicted when it comes to answering these questions, but we somehow have knowledge the scientists do not?

“You know, she’s gonna be controlling just like Mom was.”

What? Why would you pronounce such a curse? Just because your children demonstrated a certain pattern of behavior at one time does not warrant branding them with a label for life. And just because someone else—perhaps an aunt, a teacher, or a coach—slapped a label on them does not necessarily make it truth. We are so quick to judge our children according to small slices of life, without ever seeing a broader picture of the different possibilities.

I love the quote by noted poet, photographer, and legal guru Gerry Spence: “I would rather have a mind opened by wonder than one closed by belief.” Especially the belief of an anxious parent.

Whenever we label our children, even in innocent recognition of certain characteristics, we severely limit their space to become anything else. We risk permanently handicapping their future development. By labeling, we stamp out the wonder inherent in the childhood journey. But labels are not the only way of creating such a handicap and deflating a child’s curiosity.


Whenever we label our children, even in innocent recognition of certain characteristics, we severely limit their space to become anything else.





THE MAGIC OF THE SELF-FULFILLING PROPHECY

I was four and my brother, Jay, was five. It was Christmas Day at Granny’s house. All the extended family members were there. Jay and I were playing with our new LEGOs on the floor when something occurred to our dear granny. She observed that while I was struggling to stack two blocks together, my brother was busy building the Taj Mahal or some other monumental structure.

“Boy, Hal’s gonna have to make a living with his mind, because he’s sure not gonna make one with his hands, like Jay.”

This was an innocent comment, to be sure. My sweet Granny meant no harm by it, and the whole family laughed it off as a cute observation. Except the comment soon took on a life of its own. Sometimes it was retold for its own sake, but most of the time it had a reference. Anytime from there on out, what do you think was said when my brother did something creative or constructive with his hands? “You know, Granny always said that Jay would end up making a living with his hands.”

What do you think was told at family gatherings every time I did something outstanding in school?

“Well, you know, Granny always said that Hal would end up making a living with his mind.”

Here we are, more than thirty years later. Do I even need to tell you that my brother has done well in several hands-on occupations and can build or repair just about anything?

As for me, Granny wasn’t too far off. I’m a family therapist; I make a living with other people’s minds. Am I saying this is all Granny’s doing? Of course not. But there is some magic at work here.

All of us can cite one example of a similar story with similar results. Although it’s very difficult to determine how much influence such stories and labels have on us, we cannot deny one thing: They are powerful.

Let me say a word here about extended family. It’s very important to surround new parents with support, but often this very support is a potential minefield of conflict. I once watched a new grandfather with his daughter and her first child, a six-month-old boy. The baby was fussy around feeding time and was not taking to the bottle of formula. The mother tried several tactics to feed her son without much success.

In disgust, her father barked, “I don’t know why you don’t just give the kid cow’s milk! It worked just fine for you when you were a baby!”

The new mother pointed out research we’ve known for a while now, that infants’ stomachs aren’t ready for cow’s milk until a year old, but her claims went unnoticed.

“It worked just fine for you, and it’ll work for this kid,” her father insisted.

So let’s see. Since this new mother was a baby, we’ve landed a man on the moon, put a computer in nearly every home in America, and connected the world through an invisible network of technology, but we’ve made no advances whatsoever in understanding the nutritional requirements of infants? Here’s the difficulty: Whenever we choose any method of parenting that differs from how our parents raised us, we risk indicting them and their effectiveness as parents.

Yes, we will always owe a debt of gratitude to those who nurtured us into adulthood. And more than likely, your parents or extended family members have been extremely helpful in your parenting thus far. That does not mean we have to parent exactly like they did. Our ancestors did not get us to this point by reflexively repeating the past—we always do best when we are able to listen and learn from a variety of resources, including our extended families.

People love to categorize, compare, and contrast. For some reason, it helps parents and their extended families feel a connection to their kids, as if they really know them. And we love to know our children. After all, what kind of parents would we be if we didn’t? We’re the ones who’ve weathered the storms of the dinner table and the car rides and the bedtime blues.

So, as they venture out into the world, say for a sleepover, we arm the unsuspecting family with a list.

“They’re finicky, you know,” we warn.

This list may include sleeping habits, the order of bedtime rituals, and an extensive list of their favorite foods. When they come home saying all went well and they even ate green beans for dinner, we find ourselves putting them back into place: “But you don’t like green beans!” As if their palates are already determined; as if we are the gatekeepers to any new preferences.

Why do we do this? Because in our anxiety, we love to prophesy, to categorize, and to label. It helps us give some structure to our world. It helps us to feel involved, on top of things, and capable of handling whatever unknowns lie around the corner. But what does it do to our children?



ARE ALL LABELS DAMAGING?

Here’s a radical idea for you: What you say about your kids is more important than what you say to them. Sounds strange, but it’s true. In this light, how powerful do even seemingly harmless phrases such as “Daddy’s girl” and “Momma’s boy” become? Think for a second about the implied meanings behind such phrases. “Daddy’s girl”? Really? Does he own her? Will she continue to be “his” when she becomes a teenager, an adult, a spouse, a parent? When does she become her own? Does she ever? And let’s take a look at “Momma’s boy.” How do you suppose that would affect a boy’s sense of self or masculinity? We may toss these labels around in all innocence and affection, but they can hold incredible power in the lives of our families.


What you say about your kids is more important than what you say to them.



Think about some of the labels we mentioned earlier, like “gifted,” “funny,” and “a hard worker.” These don’t sound like such bad qualities. Well, they’re not. In fact, they are great qualities. But they are also horrible labels. Why?

Your child overhears you say, “Megan is such a clown all the time. She’s always making us laugh and really livens things up around here.”

If Megan hears this enough, what she will learn is this: “My job in this family is to make people laugh. Even if I don’t feel like it, I have to try my best to be funny. I heard Mom say so herself—I liven up the place.”

Try this one on for size: “My Dylan is such a hard worker. When it’s chore time, I can always count on him to set the pace for the other kids and show them how things are done.” What happens when Dylan doesn’t feel up to leading the way? Or doesn’t do it in a way you’re used to?

What we do with any repeated label, no matter how positive, is eliminate our children’s freedom to be evolving, developing human beings; we diminish their ability to choose their behavior and instead allow their label to choose it for them.

What we must learn as parents is to fight for our children’s right to evolve. We must fight for each child’s right to create his or her own uniqueness in the world. What a gift we give to our children by refusing to stunt their personal development by foisting some “personality” on them. What a gift we can give by stubbornly refusing to compare them with their siblings and not allowing extended family members to label or categorize them. We give them the gift of discovery and self-direction.

The first place for this to begin is within ourselves, naturally. Think of how we brace for an explosion at bedtime simply because there have been similar explosions recently. We’re already prepping for a battle when this ever-changing child may be in a completely different mood this time. I know this is incredibly difficult because you are so frustrated, but you must hold on to the truth that with children (as with the stock market), past performance is never a guarantee of future results.

Here’s a truth to live by: No one is ever…always…anything. No one is ever always lazy or always smart or always defiant. Just because your teenager wanted money the last time she did the dishes does not explain why she’s doing the dishes tonight. No good can come out of accusing our children. Just because your child struggled in school last year does not necessarily mean he will struggle every year. When we embrace this mindset, we create so much more space in our homes for our kids to experiment, develop, and evolve into their true, self-directed selves.



Strategies for Success

Change Your Vocabulary

Changing your vocabulary is an incredible way to defend your children from the onslaught of labels. Take the harsh words always, never, all the time, and constantly out of your vocabulary for good. Replace them with two more realistic and forgiving ones: can be. You’ll be amazed at the way this changes the very way you think about your child. By saying “can be” instead of “always,” you are recognizing the propensity for change. And change is woven into our very nature.

Here’s an example. The next time your daughter launches into a monologue about why her life is so unfair, resist the urge to say, “You are always so dramatic!” Instead, pause. Take a deep breath and state, “You can be really dramatic when you feel like it. It must be really tough to be twelve right now. I can barely remember being that age myself.” This small change acknowledges the inner thespian in your child, but it does not lock her into a “personality” where she loses her freedom to ever be different.



Expect Your Kids to Surprise You

Believe it or not, your kids are constantly searching for new chances to start new patterns. But since relationship patterns always involve other people, it becomes difficult to change the dance without changing dance partners. They cannot choose different parents, so it’s up to you to change.

What that demands from us as parents is a continuous, persistent desire to expect them to change, to act from their best character. By no means does this call for some pie-in-the-sky naïveté about their limitations; nor does it mean being lax in the face of continued behavioral patterns that cause problems. As we discuss thoroughly in the next section, there are consequences for those behaviors, and you must enforce those consequences with consistency. But you cannot let those patterns determine your feelings toward and beliefs about your child and his or her future. Despite limitations and mistakes in the past, we must continually fight for our children’s best character to evolve, fighting for their right to always, always change at a moment’s notice.



Become an Advocate for Your Child’s Evolution

Your children are works in progress. Their fates are undetermined, their personalities yet to be locked in place. Even their looks will change dramatically over time. You have to become a champion for your child’s continued evolution. Doing this means refusing to allow extended family members to categorize or label them. It means stubbornly searching for their best traits and choices and singling those out as the clearest indicators of their capabilities.

It means, most of all, constantly checking yourself internally and calming your deepest fears that because of this or that pattern of choices, a child is going to become violent or depressed or ugly or unemployable.

You are your children’s biggest influence, and what you think and say about them may shape them more than any other force in the universe. Champion their evolution and watch them grow.



Leave Your Mom and Dad

You have children of your own. You live and operate in an adult world. You are more responsible to more people than ever before. You are growing up. That means it’s time to launch from the nest. I know you probably don’t live at home anymore; I’m not speaking geographically. It’s been said that the umbilical cord is the most elastic material in the universe. The process of launching into your own adulthood is the most important journey of your life, and it is by no means an easy one. We’ve already looked at that in Chapter 4.

Your need for Mom and Dad’s input should decrease as your adulthood increases. Now, I know this is a hugely complicated issue, and it’s one that should be fully addressed in another book, but put simply, you need to be actively growing your relationship with your parents to a more adult-to-adult dynamic so you can parent your own children without still feeling like a kid yourself.



Know When to Say When

What we ultimately have to recognize is that our desire to understand and categorize our children’s behaviors is really a desire for something else altogether. In reality, we want to show ourselves and others to whom our kids really belong. Therein lies the problem. They don’t really belong to us. They belong to themselves. When we pigeonhole them into a certain pattern of behavior, we limit their ultimate potential. We limit their discovery. We take from them the one certainty in life: change.

Years ago, when they first came into the world, we gave our children names; let’s stop there.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. What label did you grow up with? How has that label continued to affect you and your decisions well into adulthood?

2. What labels have you already placed on each of your children?

3. How might your discussions about your children change if you absolutely refused to hang a label, prophecy, comparison, or curse around their necks?

4. When is the last time each of your children genuinely surprised you with their behavior? How did you react?

5. What would be different if you approached every new interaction with your children without an expectation of their responses?



 




Storytime

This story involves a man and his ten-year-old daughter both having to adjust to a terrible situation. Look for Robert’s revolutionary decision to create space, calm himself down, and become more available to his daughter than ever before.

A coaching client of mine named Robert got divorced shortly after his daughter, Jessica, was born. He later remarried. His relationship with his ex-wife remained quite contentious, and his relationship with his daughter suffered as a result. Suddenly Robert’s ex-wife discovered she had cancer and soon tragically passed away. Jessica was only ten years old and had endured more than her share of suffering. Now she had to move in with her father and his newly blended family. To make things even worse, she had to start at a new school in the middle of the year.

Robert had his hands full already adjusting to a new wife and her children. Now he took on the challenge of embracing his devastated little girl and the mixed emotions he felt over his ex-wife’s death.

He needed space and he needed to avoid intruding on Jessica’s space. Father and daughter were both facing a difficult challenge to grow.

Jessica was strong, but even youth has its limits. The Friday before Mother’s Day, Robert got a call from the school. The class had started to make cards for their mothers, but Jessica just sat quietly crying by herself. By the time Robert got there, she was inconsolable. He himself was gripped by a flood of emotions. He felt so much pain for his daughter.

And yet, to be brutally honest, he also felt inconvenienced, even angered, by this whole situation. He could have chosen to become bitter and resentful. Instead, he chose to grow.

This is how Robert was able to make one of the greatest parenting choices in history. Who knows where ideas like this come from? It doesn’t matter really. What matters is that Robert and Jessica connected that day in a way they’ll never forget.

Robert took Jessica out of school for the rest of the day. He called work and told them he’d be back in on Monday. Then the two of them went to Party City, where he bought helium balloons and permanent markers. They went to a nearby park, where Robert explained that just because Mommy died, there was no reason why Jessica couldn’t still send her a Mother’s Day card. They just needed to make sure the card could make it all the way up to heaven.

He showed Jessica how to write whatever message she wanted her mother to read on the balloons. The heartbroken girl wrote, “I miss you, Mommy. I love you, Mommy. I can’t wait to see you in heaven.”

When she was finished writing, they tried to estimate how long it would take the balloons to reach heaven. Then Robert set his watch alarm to beep in a few hours.

Robert used that time listening to Jessica, creating room for her to explore her own feelings. She moved from recalling her favorite memories of Mommy to venting anger at her death and all the changes it brought. This anger included having to adjust to life with Daddy, a new stepmother, and new siblings. All this change was just too much.

Robert could have chosen to become defensive when Jessica spoke ill of his new wife and her children. He could have objected when she talked about how much better it was when she lived with her mother. Instead, Robert chose none of these responses; he chose to remain calm and let his daughter explore her space.

Father and daughter were in a deep embrace when the watch alarm went off.

“Daddy, did Mommy just get her cards?”

“Yes, honey. She’s reading them right now.”

Robert wasn’t a genius. He was a confused and conflicted man who chose to set his own feelings aside for a moment to help his daughter sort through hers. He was a brave man who recognized that his emotional process was not his daughter’s business. As awkward as it was, he chose to be responsible to his daughter in that way. And he was able to revolutionize their relationship in the process.




 



PART THREE

KEEPING YOUR COOL MEANS CREATING A PLACE


There is no such thing as “fun for the whole family.”

—Jerry Seinfeld


A stand-up comedian tells this story about a hot Saturday afternoon. After working all day mowing the lawn, he walked into his house only to find it crawling with kids. He didn’t even know some of these little people. It seemed every person under the age of eleven in the whole neighborhood was in his house.

He was hot. He was tired. He was a little confused. What he needed was a good, long shower. Not only would that soothe his aching back and shoulders, but it would also be a great way to get away from the chaos that was loose on the first floor of his house.

Soaked and soaped from head to toe, he could feel the stress and tension leaving his body. But then he heard something alarming: the door to the bathroom swinging open. Next came the unmistakable sound of two six-year-old girls giggling. He was just about to tell them to leave when the shower curtain flew open.

There stood his daughter, pointing her finger toward the middle of his body and educating her friend.

“See!” she explained. “I told you!” The girls flew out of the bathroom in a flurry of laughter.

Kids need to know their place.

As we discussed at length in Part 2, great parents work at creating physical, mental, and emotional space for their kids. But space without place is chaos. You may have been wondering about this as you read the last part: “Okay, Hal, enough about space. When are you going to talk about discipline? Structure? Setting limits?”

I saw a commercial once with a woman on the beach, shouting that she wants to be free of the constraints of time, space, and her cell-phone calling plan. SUV commercials suggest that with their latest vehicle, there are “no boundaries.” The possibilities are limitless. There are no restrictions on what we’re capable of. We cherish these fantasies of unrestrained space.

But think about trying to live that way. Imagine the responsibilities that would come with unlimited space. Being omnipresent eliminates one of the longest-running excuses for not getting things done: “I can’t be two places at once!”

Also, think about the ramifications of unlimited space when it comes to others. If you’ve got no boundaries around your space, then what about others? Does your space eclipse theirs? The greatest conflicts in life—in all of human history—are the result of two people (or groups of people) claiming the same space simultaneously. When two kids are in the backseat of a car, they will sometimes draw a line down the center of the vehicle. “Better not cross over this line. Over here is my space.” And they go to war defending their kingdoms.

When your space bumps into someone else’s space, you discover your limits; you become a little more aware of your place. Place lets us know where our freedom stops and someone else’s freedom begins. Boundaries are both freeing and limiting. In fact, freedom without limitation would be disastrous. Space without place would be anarchy: no rules, no way to determine right or wrong, no means of discerning good guys from bad guys, no possibility of protection against predators, no way to order life at all. On the other hand, place without space has no allowance for free choice, emotional expression, disagreement, or exploration.


Boundaries are both freeing and limiting.



Using a metaphor I will explain in Chapter 8, I urge parents to set the table for their children, ensuring that every child has a secure place in the family. This place at the table is where each child is accepted as an individual yet expected to act as a member of the family system.

The truth is that you are already setting this table, one way or another, by how you set the emotional tone of the family’s interactions. The question is this: Will you set the tone with your anxious reactivity, or will you set the tone with your principled decisions?


Chapter Eight

Parents Set the Table by Setting the Tone (and Vice Versa)


Ask your child what he wants for dinner only if he’s buying.

—Fran Lebowitz, author

My mother’s menu consisted of two choices:

take it or leave it.

—Buddy Hackett, comedian


If you were to ask your kids to describe their ideal home life, you might expect something like this: “Getting to do what I want, when I want, for however long I want.” Sounds a lot like vacation or going on holiday. These times are great, aren’t they? Getting up when you want, wearing pajamas until noon, eating Cheetos instead of Cheerios for breakfast. It’s a chance to take a break from the mundane and just indulge. The kids love it, and we love it—for about three days. Then we all begin to get cranky. We start to tire of the lack of routine and the abundance of freedom. We long for the familiarity of home and the comfort of our schedules. As adults, we recognize this.

Children, however, lack the wherewithal to understand that watching SpongeBob SquarePants or Netflix for five straight hours while feasting on Cheez-Its could actually start to make them miserable.

When children are given too little structure in the home, strange things happen. They choose to do what they want, when they want, and then get terribly frustrated when they then find themselves unhappy.

Parents in this dynamic throw up their hands in disgust, thinking, “Why aren’t they happy? We’re letting them get what they want!”

Here’s something to think about: Children don’t always want what they say they want. (Rare is the young child who says he wants a regular dinner with his family and a routine around bedtime. Even rarer is the young child who functions better without those things.)

Stability and structure are necessary components in a healthy home. This chapter is about your role as a parent in shaping these things for your kids. We have a responsibility to our children to set a steady place for each of them in the family. Often we think of this responsibility in a condescending manner, as if it’s our job to “put these kids in their place.” This type of anxiety-driven emphasis on punishment, even embarrassment, is not what I’m talking about here.


Stability and structure are necessary components in a healthy home.



It’s better to think of this as making sure you’ve set a place for everyone at the dinner table. It is your responsibility to your family to set the table with calm, consistency, and commitment.

This means we’re talking about structure. “Structure?” you say. “What’s that?”

Structure probably seems like something that happens in other people’s lives. Believe it or not, there really are people out there who have structure in their lives. That’s because these people have a good sense of place. They know where things “fit” in the scheme of things. In their family, it’s an understood thing. Every family member has his or her place and knows what it is. They have clearly defined roles, an actual hierarchy in terms of authority, and a clear understanding of what choices are available to them and what consequences follow those choices.


THE TWO SIDES OF PARENTING

In his book Raising Children You Can Live With, Jamie Raser teaches us to understand the dual nature of our parenting role.1 There is a personal side to parenting and a business side. Under the personal heading fall such elements as fun, togetherness, nurturing touch, and play. These exist in special moments that draw us to our knees in gratitude and lift us to our feet with joy. They leave us dying to talk about our kids to anyone who will listen (or view—these are the moments we post on Facebook and long for everyone else to “like”).


There is a personal side to parenting and a business side.



The business side of parenting isn’t nearly as much fun. Under this category fall the basic operations of the family: setting schedules and rules; enforcing consequences; establishing curfews and bedtimes; and providing the basics of food, clothing, and shelter. Oh, and let’s not forget about supervising schoolwork and teaching how to clean those toilets.

Do children need to know they can have fun with you? Of course! Do children need to know you are the authority in their world? Absolutely. All of these things need to be done in order for the family to function in a healthy way. But how it gets done differs from family to family. Commonly, one parent performs the business side while the other enjoys the personal side. One stereotype is that Mom is the nurturer and Dad is the disciplinarian, but it can just as easily be the other way around. Sometimes the roles are not as clear-cut.

Maybe Dad is a loving papa to his little girl (who in turn battles constantly with Mom), while demanding perfection from his two boys. Or Mom is best friends with “Sis,” her eldest daughter, while tough as nails with her son (usually hoping to train him to be a better man than his daddy).

Of course, this is all complicated even more in single-parent families in which one parent is tasked with performing all the roles, usually feeling the pressure to offset or overcome the small doses offered by the noncustodial parent (if that person is in the picture at all). Blended families offer similar struggles but can get even more complicated with the stepparent trying to offset whatever side of parenting seems to be lacking.

All of these manifestations are attempts to work out the balance of the business and the personal—a difficult proposition, I know. One of the unavoidable truths about the way families function is this, however: The balance will work itself out somehow. It may not be the most functional balance, and it may leave one parent (or sometimes even the oldest child) having to do all the dirty work. What is most common is that the lines between the personal and the business get blurred beyond recognition.

This was the struggle of Jim, a divorced father of two school-age girls. He loved the fun times with his kids and he hated having to set rules and enforce consequences. So, in a very typical pattern, he would plead and plead with his girls to comply, all the while showering them with material gifts and lax curfews. When his daughters inevitably broke the rules, Jim would become so infuriated that he would explode. “I give them so much and all I want to do is enjoy my time with them! Why can’t they just obey me without me having to get upset like this?”

Jim would take it personally when his children broke the rules, and he would react by getting upset. Then, after his reactive explosion, he would feel tremendously guilty. In the end, he would allow this guilt to take him over, and he would back off any disciplinary action whatsoever. Of course, completing the cycle, his daughters would respect his authority even less and continue to disobey even the laxest of rules. In the end, the blurring of Jim’s personal and business sides led to a disintegration of both, with very little fun and very little structure.



THE SCREAMFREE MINDSET

What ScreamFree parenting helps you do is keep these two sides of parenting separate, leading you and the other parent to develop the balance within yourselves. This means you can operate, with or without your spouse, with all the seriousness you need to establish order without sacrificing the joyful times and feelings you really crave.

Here’s how it works: As you learn to calm yourself, it is far easier to operate out of your principles. And just as you teach your children, there is a solid principle about work and play. That’s right—you cannot play outside until you take care of your chores. In order to enjoy the personal parenting times with freedom and love, you have to take care of the business side first.

Taking care of the business side means asserting yourself as the authority in the family. You set the table, metaphorically, so that everyone—including yourself—can enjoy the nice dinner. This means setting your children in their place. Just as you recognize that kids need their room, you also claim your own right to privacy. You make rules and consequences very clear, in a matter-of-fact way, without any hint of anger or anxiety. Because you’re already working hard to give your kids their space (as we talked about in Part 2), putting them in their place does not come across as an authoritarian power trip. You are a calm and connected authority, one who does not need compliance in order to feel like the leader but one who naturally earns the respect of those he/she leads.

Some parents gravitate all too quickly toward the disciplinarian role, however, in an effort to control the uncontrollable. By exercising their power over those dependent on them, they get louder and more forceful, in an effort to mask their feelings of inadequacy and intimidation. This is not the ScreamFree way to provide structure.

“Setting the table” means focusing first on yourself and your role in any and every developing pattern. Let’s think about that for a second. If a behavior is getting replayed over and over again, it becomes very easy to focus on the other person, the one whose behavior you want to change. But here’s the trick—a pattern always involves more than one party. And if you’re experiencing a pattern with your child, guess what? Somehow you’re contributing to the ongoing behavior.

What helps is focusing on your part of the pattern without blaming yourself or anyone else for the entire problem. It is a pattern, nothing more and nothing less. And all patterns, no matter how ingrained, can be changed. Just change one part of the pattern—yours—and the rest will necessarily change along with you. So, again, it is profitable to focus on yourself.


All patterns, no matter how ingrained, can be changed.



Jim, the divorced father of two I just mentioned, eventually learned to focus less on his kids’ misbehavior and more on his own contribution to the problem, namely his reluctance to set and maintain a clear structure. The more he began to set that structure, the less he found himself taking it personally when his kids chose to defy. And the less he took it personally, in time, the more they respected him.

A perfect example occurred when Jim saw that one daughter’s bike was left out in the driveway. Again. He had purchased the bike for her so that on the weekends she stayed with him she would have it available. And he was thus thrilled whenever she rode it because that meant she was enjoying herself even while staying at Dad’s house.

But then she left it out in the driveway instead of putting it back in the garage.

Jim was so tempted to feel hurt and/or explode. After he purchased the bike, he and his daughter had gone over the rules in a very harmonious way. She agreed to put the bike away every time in an I’m-so-excited-to-have-the-bike-I’ll-agree-to-anything sort of way. But she left it out every time, and Jim was left either to scream until he got results or take it in himself.

But not anymore.

After confronting his own fears of fully realizing his authority to set structure, Jim decided to stop his part of this pattern. He said, “Honey, it’s obvious that you love your bike, and that’s great. But you have left it out in the driveway. So I want you to know that whenever you do that, you have a choice. You can choose to bring it in to the garage, where it belongs, and thus keep it to ride next time you come. You can also choose to leave it out in the driveway. I will not be angry. I will instead choose to respect your choice. But you need to know that if you decide to leave it outside, I’m going to take the bike to Goodwill in the morning.”

Instead of quietly hoping that each weekend visit would just go smoothly, without any need for disciplinary consequences, Jim realized in both thought and action that his place was to calmly help his daughters know their place. That’s what it means to be an authority in the home.

So, what are some of the barriers to fully accepting and asserting your authority as a parent? What exactly is the anxiety most parents have to address when it comes to accepting and asserting their position of authority?



“BEST-FRIENDS” PARENTING

You love your kids. You love spending time with them, you love having fun with them, and you love those wonderful times of personal connection. Because of the intensity of these feelings, parents find it incredibly tempting to compromise their principles. As a therapist, I see red flags anytime I hear about the best-friends type of relationship developing between a parent and a child. This is not so much because of what such a relationship does to the kids. (It can do plenty of harm, yes, and many others have said so before me.)

Rather, I see red flags because of what it does to the parent-child relationship. This best-friends type of relationship with their children is often an effort by parents to compensate for the validation they didn’t receive from their parents—and what they’re not yet able to receive from themselves and their adult peer relationships.

Parents are usually unaware of this process; they believe they are simply enjoying their kids and doing what’s best for them. They love to spend time with them and absolutely cherish those rare close moments of connection and affection. This closeness is almost intoxicating, especially as the children age, because later these moments become so irregular and fleeting. All of us look for and hold on to those loving moments of kindness, fun, and yes, even friendship with our kids.

But what can this approach to parenting do to the family? When taken too far, it undermines the parents’ attempts to set the table because they no longer have a position of authority. Once parents begin looking to their children to fill any sort of emotional need, the children can no longer look to the parents for stability and guidance. Seen in this light, best-friends parenting is obviously counterproductive.

Here’s a helpful way to think about it: You can be your kids’ parent, and their friend, but only in that order. The earlier, and more consistently, you can establish your role as parent, the more you can all then enjoy the personal friendship that develops as your kids grow up and become fully themselves.



GROWING CHILDREN ARE SUPPOSED TO WANT MORE SPACE

Now, you must understand that children don’t have a firm grasp on where their space ends and yours begins. So expect them to try to expand their space, enlarge their territory. They won’t want to share right away. They’ll keep saying “Mine!” like the seagulls in the film Finding Nemo (and again in Finding Dory). Your son will flip out completely when you all need to leave in five minutes and he has just one more level to go on his Xbox before rescuing the princess warrior. Your daughter will do the same when she needs a few more snaps to send out to her friends. They’re fighting for their space, defending their territory, trying to discover the borders of their kingdom.

But hear me well. I am not saying that you should let them run wild or let them act selfishly without any restraint. I’m saying just the opposite. Part of our responsibility is to provide our children with their own space by setting their place. This means giving them their room and letting it be theirs. It also means letting them know what is most decidedly not theirs. They’re not going to like it when you set those limits, but fighting for their space is a normal part of healthy development. Fighting to increase their space in this world, their kingdom, is their job.

Children have the very difficult task of asking for us to provide structure while striving to claim as much territory as possible. Parents have the very difficult task of setting limits on their children’s space while respecting their freedom within those limits. It’s tricky, sure, but parenting isn’t easy. It’s an opportunity for challenging growth.

In their book The 7 Worst Things (Good) Parents Do, Dr. John and Linda Friel shed some light on this topic:


Children need and desire structure. They don’t know how to ask for it directly. In weak systems, they also get seduced by the lack of structure. They get used to it, intoxicated by it, and then they can’t let go of the inordinate amount of power they have acquired. The ultimate dilemma for parents and children when it comes to this issue is that they both want to be liked because they love and care about each other and yet they both need structure. It surely isn’t the child’s job to provide the structure and at some unconscious level, children know this. The result isn’t very good.2


In other words, kids want parents to give in, but they also want them to hold firm. They are asking for two things at the same time. And in response to this quandary, it is our job to provide instruction. The very word instruction comes from the words in and structure. Basically, it means “to introduce structure into a situation.” According to this understanding, instructing our children is not simply telling them what to do; we must bring structure into their lives, giving them clear choices, clear time limits on those choices, and clear consequences for all of the above. Sometimes kids resist this structure. Unfortunately, too many parents then resort to either blowing up or running away; they either repeat their instructions louder, or they give up and give in. Why does this happen? Because doing so is easier than standing on principles in the face of adversity.



THE STRUCTURAL ACT OF BALANCE

Many of the cultural revolutions of the last half century have centered on rebelling against hierarchy. Citing the mantra of the 1960s, “Never trust anyone over thirty,” or the more recent disruptions to European and U.S. political structures, groups have sought to revolutionize society by challenging the structural status quo. And some of these challenges have altered society in much-needed ways—think of the challenges that ended segregation and those that champion equal rights for women. These challenges were healthy, necessary, and long-overdue corrections to the abuses of hierarchy, especially toward minorities and women.

But some challenges to authority have gone so far as to question the validity of any hierarchy at all. Since hierarchy is so easily abused, the argument goes, then the very structure of top-down authority must be discarded.

This reactive stance throws the baby out with the bathwater. Just because authority is easily abused does not warrant discarding it altogether. The damages of having no authority, especially in the lives of children, are just as horrendous as the damages of abusing authority. What is needed is a nonreactive acceptance of hierarchical authority. What is needed is ScreamFree leadership, a type of hierarchy that appreciates its influential role with integrity.

When it comes to providing structure for your family, balance is needed. You can choose to have a structure that is entirely too democratic, with no authority other than the consensus of all the family members, but this style always ends up as a chaotic mess of anxiety-led claims to unlimited space. Or you can choose a structure that is entirely autocratic, with nothing but extremely rigid, authoritarian rules to be followed…or else. The problem with this style, though, is that it always ends up as a constricting mess of either reluctant compliance or desperate rebellion. In fact, there’s some new research out there confirming what we’ve strongly suspected for a while: Strict, authoritarian parenting, using psychological intimidation to demand obedience, greatly increases the chances a child will end up bullying other kids or being bullied herself.

This shouldn’t come as a surprise—kids who’ve been bullied by their parents can either mimic that behavior with others or allow others to bully them as well. It’s what they know. What does come as a surprise is the new research showing that extremely permissive parenting can have the same effect as well—increasing the numbers of both bullies and the bullied.

Turns out being too hands-on (directing your kids’ every move) and being too hands-off (denying your kids the loving guidance they need) can have equally destructive effects.

To illustrate, let us return to the idea of setting the dinner table. In the chaotic family structure, dinner is always up for grabs. There is no set time for dinner, and it is usually catch-as-catch-can. Although this structure makes for a seemingly laid-back atmosphere, it is really chaotic because everyone’s appetites become out of sync and everyone’s timing becomes haphazard. Snack times blend into dinnertime and snack foods (those that are easiest to “catch”) become dinner fare. What really suffers is family togetherness and harmony, the personal side of parenting we looked at earlier in this chapter. I am not saying that the family dinner hour is the only time for togetherness and conversation; I am merely using the dinner table as an illustration for the overall family structure.

In the overly rigid family structure, family dinners are not only mandatory, they are the linchpin of the whole family lifestyle. There is no room for playing a little longer outside in the long days of summer, there is no allowance for switching seats at the table, there is never a time to huddle on the couch around the coffee table to enjoy a family show together on Netflix. In this unyielding scenario, place takes so much priority over individual space that there is no room for discussion, disagreement, or individual preference.

What often happens is a confusing back-and-forth between chaos and rigidity. The family will go weeks without any routine. Then, when the anxious parent finally has had enough, he or she begins to implement this new “from-now-on!” type of rigid schedule. This anxious reaction never inspires anyone to change, and the parent is left feeling exhausted and unappreciated, not to mention hopeless. And it’s what inevitably happens whenever parents lose focus on their own behavior and focus more on the behaviors of the rest of the family. They stop thinking about their responsibility to their family as the calming authority the family needs. And in this vacuum of authority, it is usually the children, the focus of the parents’ attention, that end up driving the family boat.

In my twenty-plus years of parenting, I’ve certainly fallen into this confusing imbalance, usually during a hectic baseball/lacrosse season. As a counselor, I’ve also been a firsthand witness to the sad situation of many families who allow their child to be the unquestioned captain of their ship.

Here’s an example. Consider Mandy, a small child who hated dinner. Not just what was being served (although she did balk at that) but the act of eating together as a family. When her mother asked her to sit at the table, Mandy blatantly refused. She insisted she was not hungry, yet she would ask for a bedtime snack only thirty minutes after the family finished eating.

By the time Mandy was three years old, she knew exactly how to get her way in all matters, not just those related to family dining. She had a great weapon, you see, and it was her fabulous set of lungs. All she had to do was utter a single piercing note, and family members were instantly brought to their knees and she was spared the “agony” of family dinnertime. The family came to see me because they felt trapped by Mandy’s tantrums.

And they were trapped—but not by her tantrums. They were trapped by their own anxiety about those tantrums. I listened as the mother spoke of Mandy’s outbursts.

“She just won’t come to the dinner table! We’ve about given up.”

I asked, “What’s the worst thing that could happen if Mandy doesn’t get her way?”

Immediately the mother replied, “We’d never hear the end of it! She would rant and rave until we finally gave in and let her play on the iPad instead. I just don’t think I could take such a scene.”

“So, you’re telling me that the worst thing that could happen would be that a child would throw a fit?”

“Well, you don’t understand. She can really scream. She once yelled so loudly that she was hoarse for three days!”

Before I could say another word, the father interjected, “Wait, is that really so bad? Is that really worse than what we’re teaching her by constantly giving in to her demands to avoid dinner? I mean, we can handle a little screaming, can’t we?”

“What would happen if you could?” I asked.

Silence filled the room. Our ability to calm ourselves down, even while our children seemingly go out of control, is the best way to set the table. Only then can we make decisions out of integrity. Only then, when we’re calm, can we decide what appropriate consequence needs to be enforced in response to that behavior.

And that’s where we’re headed next.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. What images come to mind when you think about “putting a child in his place”?

2. How much do your kids need to respect you in order for you to exercise your authority? What are ways you can act to earn that respect?

3. What family rituals would you like to implement? Which ones are you already doing that you would like to see continue?

4. What do you allow to prevent you from fully accepting your role as the one in charge?

5. Name a parent you know who does a great job balancing authority over and respect for his or her kids. What about that parent inspires you to find a similar balance?



Chapter Nine

Let the Consequences Do the Screaming


If I had to live my life again,

I’d make the same mistakes, only sooner.

—Tallulah Bankhead, actress

A life spent making mistakes is not only more honorable

but more useful than a life spent doing nothing.

—George Bernard Shaw, playwright


As parents, we have within our reach the greatest and most effective disciplinary strategy in the history of the world. Let’s make it even more grandiose. We have at our fingertips the most powerful teaching method ever devised or discovered. No, it is not military school.

The single greatest teaching and discipline strategy is a phenomenon embedded within the fabric of life itself.

Simply put, here it is: All of our choices have consequences. Every single one of them. It is a bedrock truth in life.

You know about this on several levels. You’ve seen the ripple effect of the smallest drop falling into a lake, for instance, and you’ve heard the notion about the mere flap of a butterfly’s wings leading to a hurricane across the globe. Every action we take has come in response to a million actions before it and therefore leads to another million actions afterward.


All of our choices have consequences. Every single one of them. It is a bedrock truth in life.



Do you know what commands the most respect in a leader? (Hint: It’s the same quality that leads to the personal maturity of self-directed people.) The quality that commands the most respect is an ability to accept responsibility for one’s actions, regardless of the factors leading up to those actions. This is what we all want for our kids.

We want our children to see their spot in the world and be aware of all the influences on their choices. And in light of all that, we want them to take personal responsibility for their choices and accept with dignity the repercussions, the consequences of those actions. You make a choice and you accept the aftermath of that choice—good or bad. That’s the type of maturity we want for our children. That’s the self-direction we’ve been talking about.

Well, here’s the good news and the bad news. Good news: As I stated earlier, the primary vehicle for nurturing that type of maturity in your child is at your very fingertips. It is bigger than you, more powerful than you, and it is always ready for action. You want your children to grow up and accept the consequences for their actions? Then all you have to do is welcome those consequences into your home. It’s really that simple.

Here’s the bad news: If you start to welcome consequences into your home, first you have to learn to accept those consequences for yourself. And we humans have been trying to avoid those consequences since the beginning of time. By choosing to read this book and take a good long look at your own parenting habits, however, you have proven that you are willing to accept the consequences of your actions. You are already growing in that ability.

But now it gets even tougher: You have to learn to watch your children suffer through their own consequences.


THE TRUTH ABOUT CONSEQUENCES

Marianne, a single mother of four, was engaged in a frustrating pattern with her fourteen-year-old daughter, Julia. Seems that mornings were getting harder and harder for both of them. They lived within walking distance of Julia’s school, but Julia preferred to catch a ride with Mom on her way to work. Every morning Julia whined and stalled, and Mom reacted by nagging and screaming. This pattern, not unlike one you may have enjoyed with your child this very morning, had been going on for a long time. And it was destroying their relationship. But one morning, instead of screaming and nagging, Marianne decided to focus on herself. She decided to stop her part of the pattern.

Here was her proclamation: “Julia, I’m leaving in ten minutes. If you’re not ready to go, I’m still leaving. It’s your choice whether you want to ride with me or not.”

This was neither a loud, boisterous threat, nor an anxious plea to comply for Mom’s sake. Marianne simply stated her intentions in a calm, clear voice. In the process, she highlighted Julia’s own choice in the matter.

You can guess what happened next. Ten minutes came, and Marianne went. Julia had to fend for herself. The way Marianne tells it, she didn’t even really think about Julia until she got the phone call around noon.

“Mom, what can I eat for lunch?”

“Don’t you have your lunch money for the cafeteria?” asked Marianne, somewhat confused.

“I’m not at school, Mom. You left me at home, remember?” Her tone of voice reflected her attitude: very entitled.

Pausing to breathe and calm herself down, Marianne then softly (but sternly) replied: “You are going to walk to school right now, Julia, and I will not write you a note. You will take an unexcused absence. You’d better go now so you don’t have too many missed assignments. Bye.” And Marianne hung up. She didn’t call back to check up on her daughter. Instead, she returned her focus toward herself and what she needed to accomplish at work.

Once home, Marianne learned that Julia did go to school and did take an unexcused absence. According to the school rules, that meant she would receive a zero on every assignment she missed. “Good,” Marianne thought. “Julia gets to learn a lesson about personal responsibility.”

Julia complained and pouted, but it wasn’t that much of a protest. She was too excited about going to the homecoming dance the next night—a hugely important occasion in her young life.

And that’s where the story gets really interesting. You see, although Julia was aware of one of the consequences of having an unexcused absence—zeroes on all missed assignments—she learned at school on Friday of another consequence: If a student has an unexcused absence the week of a school event, he or she is not allowed to participate in that event.

No homecoming for Julia.

You can imagine Julia’s response. Wailing, screaming, anguish. Of course, she blamed Mom. Mom could have waited for her that morning. Mom could have written her a fictitious note the next day. Maybe Mom still could. Even Julia’s older brother sympathized with his sister’s plight. He was the oldest, and according to Marianne, he and Julia hadn’t gotten along in years. Now there he was, carrying a sobbing little sister in his arms down the stairs, saying, “Please, Mom, can you do something about this poor creature?!”

You can recognize Marianne’s dilemma here, I’m sure. She was excited that she had finally held firm, refusing to give in to Julia’s pleadings that morning. That had been a tired pattern, and she had decided to focus on herself instead of trying in vain to change her daughter. She had acted with integrity. Julia had decided to call her bluff but then refused to take responsibility. Marianne could have reacted the same way as she had previously—more nagging and screaming, then finally caving in—but she didn’t. She chose to stop her part of the pattern, to stop acting as if Julia had no choice in the matter. Julia did have a choice in the matter, and that choice had consequences either way. With this realization, Marianne was setting Julia’s place. What Julia did with that choice, what she did with her space within that place, was up to her.

But now Julia and her brother and sisters (and her date!) didn’t see it that way. They all wanted Mom to cave in and fix the situation, to do whatever it would take to help Julia escape her fate. They were all furiously screaming for Mom to intervene and stop the natural and logical consequences from happening.

In the face of all this fury, here were the questions Marianne faced. Indeed, they are the questions all parents must face as they welcome choice and consequences into their parenting: Does the punishment fit the crime? Well, what was the crime here? Taking too much time to get ready in the morning? Disrespecting her mother’s own time requirements? Choosing to stay at home when she could have easily walked?

Does Julia deserve to miss the dance? That’s the emotional way of asking the question. And that’s the way the kids kept asking it.

Here’s the principled way: Is missing the homecoming dance a natural or logical consequence of Julia’s choice? The school believed so. And that’s the real issue here.

Consequences are not just the domain of parents. The repercussions of our kids’ choices are not just in our hands; as our kids get older, consequences belong more and more in the hands of other authorities. From preschool to the playground to the realm of personal relationships, the different domains of our kids’ lives offer consequences we may have no knowledge of or control over. This case was not entirely within Marianne’s jurisdiction.

Here is where it is important to learn Dr. Roger Allen and Ron Rose’s “inoculation” theory about consequences. In their book, Common Sense Discipline, they wisely ask us to remember how people become immune to polio—we each take a small dose of polio.1 The same is true with consequences. The more our children are exposed to the small consequences of their small infractions, the less they will be inclined to commit large infractions and experience large consequences. The sooner we can expose our children to the universal law of sowing and reaping (at whatever age they happen to be right now), the less they will need to have the larger consequences teach them as they get older. That’s the idea.


Consequences are not just the domain of parents.



As your kids get older, the realm of authorities they report to becomes larger than just Mom and Dad. And the consequences from those authorities become more severe. That’s when you as a parent have to discern whether you can and/or should intervene.

For Marianne to intervene and interrupt the process, she would have had to compromise her integrity. Here’s why. She would have to go back on her statement to her daughter. She would have to lie to the school and tell them Julia was sick. Marianne decided to ask herself what the consequences would be of that decision. With either decision (caving in or holding firm), what would she teach her daughter about life and how it works? With either decision, what would she teach her daughter about their relationship? Most important, with either decision, what would Marianne teach her whole family about her own level of integrity as their leader?



PROTECTING VERSUS EXPOSING: THE REAL STRUGGLE

We don’t like to watch our children make mistakes. And we don’t like having to take the time and energy to enforce the consequences. So instead, we scream. We threaten. We hope it works (meaning we hope our screaming forces them to behave the way we need them to). When it doesn’t, we scream some more—and then our screaming becomes the consequence itself. This doesn’t work, and we all recognize that fact. No one is learning or growing through this process, but what else can we do?

If you want to change, you can let the consequences do the screaming. You can learn to get out of the way and let the consequences do their job. How do you do that? Well, you can guess the answer: Learn to calm yourself down. But before you do that, you must actively become interested in calming yourself down instead of focusing on getting your children to stop making mistakes.

Here’s a question to help you confront your own anxiety: How do you balance protecting your kids from life’s dangers and yet also exposing them to life’s lessons? This isn’t merely a tough question; I believe it’s the most important question for you to constantly keep before you. The answer will change depending on each child, each situation, and each developmental stage, but the question itself never changes.

For instance, you’re not going to expose a two-year-old to the consequence of getting hit by a car in order to teach him not to play in the street. But what about when he’s seventeen? He’ll be in the street all the time, behind the wheel in the most dangerous form of transportation on earth. And you can’t be with him all the time. Sure, you could anxiously worry and pray he never gets into an accident or never gets a ticket. But remember the inoculation theory. The earlier he gets exposed to life’s lessons, the less likely he will need the school of hard knocks later down the road.

But some of us give in to our anxiety so deeply and so often that we always answer the question the same way: “I’m going to protect my children from every danger, even if it means denying them the experience of learning from experience.”

I love the part in Finding Nemo when Nemo’s dad laments losing his son. He says to Dory, the fish helping him find Nemo, “But I promised him that nothing bad would ever happen to him!”

After a wonderful pause, Dory tells the truth: “Well, that was a dumb thing to do.”

Our anxiety tells us to protect our children at all costs. Do whatever it takes to ensure they make it out of our responsibility alive and well. Our anxiety tells us the worst thing imaginable is for our children to experience pain, so we had better do whatever it takes to avoid that—even if it means overprotecting them. Even if it means smothering them and never letting them out of our sight. Even if it means neglecting to enforce consequences. Even if it means helping them avoid consequences.

As a high school teacher at a college-prep private school, my wife has the privilege of working with some incredibly bright, gifted, and overachieving high school seniors. The pressure is high for these kids and for their parents as well. What never ceases to amaze her, however, are the lengths to which some parents will go to prevent their children from having to suffer clear consequences for their choices. Whether it is begging and pleading for an extended deadline or actually finishing a child’s work, some highly reactive parents will do almost anything to prevent their child from experiencing the natural and logical consequences of their choices. The true irony is that in the name of their children’s education, these parents are denying their children the chance to learn. Learning from our mistakes is the most effective form of education possible.

I recently heard a story about a father who obviously could not stand the thought of his son having to learn through suffering. His son had a reputation, even among his friends, as a reckless driver. After one more ticket, a speeding violation (for going 75 mph in a 35 mph zone!), the son’s license was surely in jeopardy. That’s when Dad’s anxiety took over.

Turns out Dad was a judge, and he decided to use his influence to “make the ticket go away.” This kid’s friends now say he’s driving worse than ever. They’re actually afraid to ride with him, and they fear he’s going to kill somebody.



CALMING OUR ANXIETY WHILE WATCHING THEIR MISTAKES

I think Billy Joel said it very well in his song “You’re Only Human (Second Wind)”: “[Mistakes are] the only thing you can truly call your own.” There is a certain dignity in learning from our choices. We made the choice to stay out late, and we now get the experience of getting grounded as a result. There is a sense of pride there.

But most of us would love it if our children could learn without making mistakes. Think of how appealing that is. They would always act wisely, they would never have to go through the pain and anguish of tough lessons, and they would absolutely love and respect their parents’ wisdom and experience. Therefore, we would never have to console them when we want to strangle them, we would never have to enforce restrictions that actually restrict us, and we would never have to watch our children make the same mistakes we did. And that last part is huge. How many times have we heard (or said!) these two sentences:



I don’t want my kids to make the same mistakes I made.

I just want my kids to have some respect for my wisdom and experience.



The desires these sentences reflect are among the top desires of all parents, particularly those with teenagers. It is so infuriating for parents to watch their kids make a stupid decision that could have so easily been avoided! So many times we know firsthand about the logical consequences of a particular choice; if our child just had sought our wisdom or listened to our advice, he or she wouldn’t have to go through whatever’s coming next. And we wouldn’t have to go through it either.

Wouldn’t it be easier if our kids chose to call before they came in late? Wouldn’t it be wiser if they asked us for help before they tried to fix the overflowing toilet? Wouldn’t it be better if they just turned in their homework on time? We could have avoided all of this unnecessary pain!

Calming ourselves down while we watch our children make poor choices is about as difficult as it gets. It’s also our most important task if we are to retain any influence in our relationships with our kids. What happens when they do stupid things or make stupid mistakes? We panic. We get reactive. We scream. And remember, regardless of the words coming out of our mouths, what we’re really screaming is Calm me down! I can’t handle what you’ve done, and I can’t handle the fact that now I’m going to have to clean up your mess!

But think for a moment: Where do you want to be when your children do make a mistake (and of course, they will)? Where do you want to be in relation to them? Do you want to be standing over them, waiting for them to admit their mistake, show remorse, and acknowledge you were right? That’s where you are whenever you feel the need to say four of the most damaging words in any relationship: “I told you so.” And then we complain when our kids won’t talk to us about their problems or when they lie to us about their choices. No wonder.


Where do you want to be when your children do make a mistake (and of course, they will)?



But perhaps you want to choose to be somewhere else in relation to them. Perhaps you choose the other extreme position, under them. This is when you choose to help them escape the consequences, whether actively (fighting the school) or passively (neglecting to enforce your own house rules). You are beneath them, hoping they learn by the close call they avoided and hoping they never do that again. And then you complain that they don’t respect you or ever come to you seeking wisdom. Why should they? You’re beneath them! They come to you only seeking rescue. No wonder.

Choosing to welcome consequences in your home enables you to take a different position altogether. When you choose to welcome consequences, you become a life guide for your children, walking alongside them as they struggle and suffer. You position yourself as a leader who operates in reality. You recognize that the law of sowing and reaping is bigger than you, bigger than your child’s emotional explosions, and bigger than your anxiety.

That’s the position Marianne, the single mom we looked at earlier, decided to occupy. She chose to stay calm, stay committed to her decision, and stay connected to her daughter through the painful process. Even as Julia wailed with anguish and seethed with contempt, Marianne remained a ScreamFree parent. She did not preach, she did not blame, she did not tell Julia to calm down. Instead, she spoke with calm clarity about her position, her own hurt for Julia’s situation, and her availability if Julia wanted to talk or just cry. She even offered to take Julia and her date to the movies in lieu of the dance. That is in fact what they ended up doing, getting together with a group of other attendees after the dance was over.

Consequences are a constant source of truth, experience, and education. They often hurt and lead us to feel pain, embarrassment, and regret. But they also provide us with a constructive ScreamFree alternative.

It doesn’t take harsh words to teach our children right from wrong. Unfortunately, however, we sometimes equate being firm with our kids’ consequences with being hard on them personally. The next time you have an interaction with your child, pay attention to how you sound. How do you imagine she hears you? If you can press pause before you talk to her in the heat of the moment, you can ask yourself a few vitally important questions:


• How do I like to be talked to?

• Does it inspire me when people berate or belittle me?

• Would I rather follow someone who barks at me or someone who clearly wants the best for me?


The most influential people in the world are able to say hard truths in a soft way. Soft but clear. Like this: 


Hannah, I love you, and that’s why I need to tell you that you’ve lost screen time for the next twenty-four hours. You know not to bring the iPad into your room with the door closed, but you chose to do it anyway. I am not upset that you made that choice—it was yours to make. Ultimately, how you behave is up to you. But how I respond is up to me. So, tomorrow after school you can get access to screens again, if you choose, but not until then.


You can do this.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. How do you balance the need to protect your children from life’s dangers while still exposing them to life’s lessons?

2. Recall an instance from your childhood when you learned a difficult lesson by walking through the consequences of your actions. What did you learn? Who was there with you, helping you walk through it?

3. What are some mistakes you would actually like to see your child commit? Why? What might he or she learn from the experience?

4. What mistakes would you like to see your child avoid at all costs? Why? How anxious do you feel at the very thought of these mistakes?

5. For you, what is the hardest part about enforcing consequences?



Chapter Ten

Empty Threats Are Really Broken Promises


To what extent are children “spoiled” by material gifts and to what extent are they spoiled by their parents’ failure to make them responsible for the consequences of their own behavior?

—Edwin H. Friedman, Friedman’s Fables


(Note: I wrote the following story ten years ago, when my daughter was about to turn eleven years old. Now she’s twenty, away at college, and says she misses our pooch more than she does us.)

On my daughter’s next birthday, my family is getting a dog. I know this for a fact. This is not a prophecy, and it is not idle speculation. This is ironclad, a 100 percent guaranteed fact.

How do I know this to be true?

On that day, my daughter will turn eleven years old, and in our family we keep our promises.

It seems a few years ago “someone” promised a pleading little girl that when she was “old enough to help take care of it,” we would add a canine to the family. I say “someone” because I like to think it was my wife who made this promise. That way I can blame her when the beast poops in the living room. But no, it was me.

Now, maybe this promise to a little girl was made after long sessions of careful planning, after hours of deliberate conversation between her parents, and after clear consideration of all possible ramifications.

Yeah, right.

More likely it came as a promise uttered in haste, in an attempt to deal emotionally with an anxious situation. “When you’re old enough” is a great way to put off the inevitable or assuage the tears of a beautiful little girl.

So, since this idle promise was offered in a hurry and so far in advance, I can easily back out, right? I mean, we don’t have the space for a dog, and we don’t have the right backyard, and I can’t be held to a promise I had to make just to avoid breaking my daughter’s heart. Right? Surely there’s some way I can back out and still keep my integrity. I just have to blame my reactions on the whims of a little girl.

No. We will get a dog next year, simply because it was a promise. And, as both my children routinely remind me, “In this family, we always keep our promises.” We keep them even if they were made quickly, with little forethought, and done in an effort to deal emotionally with an anxious situation.


A WORD ABOUT COMMUNICATION

“But you promised!”

I guarantee you’ve heard those words at least once from each of your kids in the past year. And they usually hurt. Those three little words carry such pain and disillusionment.

Let’s focus on that word, disillusionment. One of the processes involved in our kids’ launch into adulthood is letting go of the illusion of their parents’ perfection. When they are little, our kids have to hold us up as perfect because that is what they need us to be. It’s a safety net. What they know is that all they need is provided (or not provided) by their parents, the All Powerful. Little kids need their parents to be big and powerful, because when you’re as short as a two-year-old, someone has to protect you. Kids need to be able to trust their parents will be able to slay the dragon in the closet or the monster under the bed. And kids need to be able to believe what their parents say is true. If they can’t trust their parents, their guardians against evil, what kind of a world is it?

Let’s take a step back and talk for a moment about communication. I know, every therapist always wants to talk about communication, but I want to try to simplify the topic. All communication comes down to two parts: what gets said and what gets done. “What gets said” refers to the actual words spoken or written. “What gets done” refers to the entire effect the message has on the relationship between the parties involved.

When I make a promise to my daughter about getting a pooch, what gets said is the stuff about the dog. What gets done is the establishment of an uncertain dynamic among me, my daughter, and the rest of my family. Will he or won’t he follow through? By then holding myself to this or any promise, even a promise I may want to take back, I create a dynamic that far supersedes even the happiness (or misery) of picking up a pooch’s poop. By keeping that promise, here’s what gets established:


• The world has a certain order to it.

• People are accountable to one another.

• Authority can be trusted.

• Words and actions have meaning and power.

• In this crazy and chaotic life, promises still matter.


And to a little girl, when her daddy shows all of this to her, what she understands is that she still matters. That’s what gets done with every promise we make, hold ourselves to, and then keep. And all those critical life lessons get taught without ever having to preach any of them. Just keep your promises, and those lessons teach themselves.



ANOTHER KIND OF PROMISE

Makes promise keeping pretty important, doesn’t it? Now comes another wrinkle in the quest to earn more and more of your kids’ respect. As challenging as it is, the entire process I just described happens just as effectively, just as powerfully, when those promises are for something other than gifts.

That process and those lessons get communicated just as wonderfully when the promise is to enforce the consequences of breaking the rules. That’s right: “If you do that again, you will lose your iPad for two days” is just as much a promise as “When you turn eleven, we will get a family dog.”

It’s very important for your children to believe that what you say is what you honestly believe and will actually do. I cannot stress enough what unfortunate consequences—both long and short term—you and your kids will have to endure if they learn you can’t be taken at your word. At the same time, I cannot stress enough how revolutionary your relationships become when your kids know they can trust your word no matter what. It comes down to integrity: meaning what you say, saying what you mean, and following through with what you promise.

The sooner you begin to incorporate this principle into your very bones, the sooner you will begin to see revolutionary transformations. For instance, think about the difference it would make if your kids knew for a fact, from repeated experiences, that you never give second warnings.


It comes down to integrity: meaning what you say, saying what you mean, and following through with what you promise.



But not all of us are ready to be taken at our word when it comes to the business of setting and enforcing consequences. Susan, for instance, liked to make big threats to her kids. She’s a comedian by nature, and everything she says and does tends to be funny. Her husband knows it and her kids know it. This sometimes made their family life a true joy. But sadly, this tendency toward silly humor made it difficult for any of them to take anything Susan said seriously. How could they?

Once I got to witness Susan’s effort to address her son’s behavior. As this seven-year-old kept pestering his mommy, this is what came out: “If you don’t stop, I’m going to saw your butt off with a plastic spoon!”

This threat was received with peals of laughter from everyone within earshot (including me). I could only wonder how her kids differentiated between her jokes and her serious comments. Needless to say, this particular threat didn’t have much of an influence on her young son.

Such comments are a subtle, passive-aggressive way of trying to avoid the business side of parenting—addressing serious issues in nonserious ways. As parents, we don’t like to do the dirty work and we wish we didn’t have to. We get so aggravated that our verbal instructions aren’t enough to modify our child’s behavior that we resort to whatever means available.

For Susan, that meant using a humorous threat, one that had no serious weight behind it. She hoped the resulting laughter might do the trick. You can imagine the uphill climb Susan faced as she began to say what she meant and mean what she said. Her kids refused to believe her at first, and Susan struggled with giving up altogether. That’s the way it always is when we start to change our part of a pattern. The others around us don’t know what to expect, so they crank up their efforts to bring us back to the old way of doing things—even if the old way wasn’t very effective. But Susan found out, as I’m confident you will, that patterns are just patterns, and all patterns, with our own persistent self-direction, can change.

Consider my client Thomas, who eventually learned the power of keeping his promises in order to change a pattern. Thomas was having huge problems with his teenage son, problems so serious that the boy was placed on some major restrictions. All of the restrictions were appropriate and could have been effective except for one huge detail: Thomas refused to set a date or condition for the restrictions to end. When pressed, he responded that he didn’t want his son to hold him to anything. He didn’t want his son to comply for a certain amount of time merely in order to get the restrictions to end. Here’s the problem: The son had no idea where he stood. He was left feeling more resentful because his father would not hold himself to any stated condition. Talk about a power struggle! The father had the ultimate power, and the son had absolutely no tools with which to fight. He was left not having a clue about his place in the universe. Not to mention he was losing trust in his father’s word.

Your kids actually want you to hold firm—how else can they grow to trust you, others, and the world if they cannot depend (sometimes begrudgingly) on your consistent follow-through?



THE POWER OF CONSISTENCY

“What you reap is what you sow.”

“You made your bed, now you’re going to have to lie in it.”

We love these maxims because they seem to reflect some bedrock principle of the universe. These and similar expressions can be found in all of the most revered spiritual texts and most studied philosophies. But these philosophies aren’t applicable just to the one receiving the consequences; they also apply to the one responsible for enforcing those consequences, and that means you.

Remember that being consistent will maintain stability in your world. Being consistent makes it easier to remain ScreamFree. And in turn, remaining ScreamFree makes it easier to remain consistent. Here are four principles to help guide your way:

1. Don’t ever set a consequence that is tougher for you to enforce than it is for them to endure.

How serious can you possibly be by grounding your teenage daughter for two months? Are you crazy? Do you really think it’s possible to babysit her that long? What about taking the iPad away from your eight-year-old for an entire week? What? Do you really want to have that much more pressure to entertain him? When we overextend ourselves, caving in when the emotional pressure hits becomes much easier. And thus, we break our promises and we break the finely knit fabric of trust with our children.

2. There are no shortcuts to setting or enforcing consequences.

Providing consistent discipline for our children is always time-consuming, sometimes exhausting, and never done from afar. That’s right, it’s supposed to be difficult. Remember, nothing asks us to grow up like helping our children grow up. And seeking to discipline with ruthless consistency is asking yourself to grow up. It takes more time than you have available, more energy than you think possible, and more strength in the face of constant criticism than you think you can muster. But I know you can do it, and in fact, you already are. Reflect on the times when you have been consistent, when you have followed through. I guarantee you’ve been able to do it more often than you think you have. Keep it going.

3. Choose only those consequences that you are willing to enforce.

At first glance, this statement may sound redundant. Or ridiculous. How can you choose something you’re not willing to enforce? It’s easy, actually: You let your anxiety choose it for you. Here’s what I mean. I am not going to tell you whether to employ time-outs or spankings or charts or any other particular consequence. People constantly ask me about these different techniques, and my answer is always the same: What do you want to do? I know this sounds like therapy-speak, but I want my purpose for asking the question to be clear.

For instance, what is your motivation for spanking? Look down deep, focus on yourself, and honestly answer the question. Why do you want to spank your child? If you say you do not want to but you believe it is needed, then you are not acting with integrity.

ScreamFree parents never do anything they don’t want to do. You are an adult, and you make every choice you make. If you spank without wanting to, then you need to focus on yourself some more. Why would you choose a consequence for your child if you did not want to choose it? Because he needed it? For what? Behavior modification? To calm him down? To show him who’s boss? In order for any enforced consequence to have its desired effect, it needs to come from the solid, principled decision of its enforcer. If you’re wishy-washy about spanking, that will get communicated very clearly. And here’s what else you’ll communicate: I am at my wits’ end here, and I do not know what else to do but resort to the most base-level power I have over you, my physical size and strength.

As you’ve learned throughout this book, what that really communicates is that your anxiety is driving the boat. And if anxiety is driving the boat, then you are not really in charge. A relationship can take only so many anxiety-driven interactions before becoming an anxiety-driven relationship.

So which consequences do you actually, authentically, want to enforce? I wanted to put my kids in time-outs because it taught them the same type of pause I’m trying to practice myself. Time-outs created the space we needed from each other. I’m not sure when the time-out became a preferred method of parental discipline, but I know it wasn’t around when I was a kid. Perhaps not during your childhood either.

We did have “go to your room!” however. In many ways, it’s the same thing—take a solitude break from whatever it is you’re doing right now, and reflect upon whatever it is you did. Simple, and in many ways, profoundly effective. Here’s why: Being forced to take time-outs as a child can develop into a habit of voluntarily taking time-outs as an adult. These are a few of the benefits of an adult time-out:


1. It creates a pause in the action.

2. It dramatically reduces the emotional stimulation from others.

3. It leaves you alone for a structured time and place, allowing for new, creative thoughts.

4. It creates emotional space for release, remorse, and the resolve to improve.


When we’re young, a time-out can feel like being placed in the penalty box. This is largely affected by how the parent enforces it. So, as you employ time-outs with your child, take care to frame them as such with your relatively calm tone and spirit.

In addition to time-outs, I also chose to take privileges and material possessions away from my kids, because that taught them to value such gifts. This was not done punitively or with a “how-dare-you-be-so-disrespectful-and-ungrateful” kind of resentment (at least I hope not). In order to let the consequences do the screaming, I tried to simply be matter-of-fact: “You went over to Brian’s house without telling us, and you know that means you won’t get to go over there again for the rest of this week.”

Finally, sometimes the consequence I wanted to enforce was simply telling them, with clear honesty, how their actions or words had affected me.

Choosing consequences out of our integrity eliminates the whole this-is-going-to-hurt-me-more-than-it-hurts-you falsehood our parents tried to foist on us. Kids can see through our lack of integrity quicker than anyone, and that is reason enough to enforce only consequences we actually want to enforce.

4. Choose only consequences you are willing to endure yourself.

A coaching client, Dan, once had an experience with a traffic ticket. Both he and his teenage son had received speeding citations in the same month. Dan was confused about whether to tell his son about his own ticket. This was his son’s third in the past year, which would likely cost him his license for a few months. Dan was understandably upset, but he wrestled with how upset he could possibly be, given his own speeding infraction.

“I guess, in some way, I taught him how to speed. I should probably teach him how to accept the consequences.”

Dan was so tempted to rescue his son by hiring a lawyer to make it go away, because a suspended license would upset the entire family schedule. You see, Dan Jr. and his two younger sisters all attended the same private school. And Junior had been driving all three of them to and from school every day. With Junior’s license suspended, Dan Sr. would be the one to drive them for the rest of the year. That’s a big disruption.

Thus, Dan Sr. was tempted to rescue both himself and his son. He found a lawyer who, for a large fee, could make both tickets go away. This was incredibly appealing. Dan could avoid any consequences for his own infraction, including having to drive his whole family around for several months.

But like Marianne, the single mom in Chapter 9, Dan was starting to grow. His integrity would not let him make such a cowardly choice. Calming his own considerable anxiety instead, he chose first to accept the consequences of his own mistake, even taking his son with him to his own court appearance for speeding. He then walked alongside his son as he went through his court appearance. (And then they all got to spend some quality time together in the car for the next few months.)

All these practical principles are dependent on one thing: staying calm. Consistent enforcement of consequences is the single most effective application of authority in the parent-child relationship—but only if you can think through your decisions calmly before you make them. By doing so, you greatly increase the chances that those decisions will be sensible, realistic, and helpful in facilitating everyone’s growth.

Stay consistent with your words, yes; but most important, stay consistent with yourself, even if it means choosing some discomfort and inconvenience. As for me, I got a dog and all the responsibility that dog ownership implies. And that turned out okay.

At least I didn’t promise her a cat.

For those of you wanting some more specific guidelines and instruction about applying consequences, here are some suggestions I’ve seen work best:


• Ages 1-4: Give time-outs to your child, and/or his toys, for as long as their age, in minutes (1 minute for a one-year-old, two minutes for a two-year-old, etc.).

• Ages 5-11: Increase time-out times (up to thirty minutes in their room, for example), but also start taking away screen time, time with their friends, material possessions, and other privileges.

• Ages 12-17: Still be ready to remove screens and privileges, but more and more, allow the natural consequences of their choices to do their work (bad grades, failed friendships, money lost on bad purchases and traffic tickets, etc.).

• Ages 18+: Enforcing consequences at this point is risky, considering their burgeoning adulthood. Remember, we’re raising adults, not kids, and adults know the best discipline is self-imposed—let your young adults to have every opportunity to do so before you step in.





GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. How well did your parents keep their promises and follow through on their warnings? What did their consistency (or lack thereof) teach you about trust, authority, and the ways of the universe?

2. When are you most prone to make threats you don’t keep? What effects has your inconsistency had on your parent-child relationships?

3. What consequences are you the most consistent with on a regular basis?

4. How might your increased consistency improve your relationship with each of your children?

5. How does remaining ScreamFree help you stay consistent? How does staying consistent help you remain ScreamFree? 



 




Storytime

This story involves a teenager, Lindsey, making the mistakes of, well, a teenager. Her actions are really nothing new. The response of her parents, Mark and Jennifer, however, were remarkable. Their choices display the incredible power of pausing and keeping our cool, and their family revolution is well under way.

Lindsey was thoroughly looking forward to her birthday. Not only would turning sixteen mean finally getting her driver’s license (after a year with a learner’s permit), but it would also mean a ten-day trip to Europe with her favorite aunt. For all of her fifteenth year, Lindsey had eagerly anticipated both driving and the trip.

As with most learner’s permits, hers prescribed that she could drive only with a licensed adult in the passenger’s seat. Her parents’ insurance went a step further, dictating that she could drive only one particular car.

As Lindsey’s birthday approached, the European plans came into place. Ten days on the Continent promised for an amazing trip indeed.

A month before the trip, however, Lindsey had to make the phone call all of us parents dread: “Mom and Dad, I’ve been in an accident.”

Arriving upon the scene, Mark and Jennifer remained calm. Their only concern was their daughter’s safety. Once they held her in their arms, they could learn the details. Lindsey’s boyfriend was driving his car with Lindsey in the passenger’s seat. He lost control and struck a tree. The car was mangled, but both kids escaped with only minor cuts and bruises. The police took down the details, and everything slowly went back to normal—until three days before the trip to Europe.

Racked with guilt and apparently growing more confident in her parents’ calm resolve, Lindsey decided to confess. “Mom, Dad, I was the one driving the car. We lied to you guys and to the police so I wouldn’t get in trouble.”

What would a ScreamFree parent do here? What type of emotional reactions would come to the surface? What would you feel: Infuriated? Disappointed? Would you feel torn? On the one hand, you might be impressed that your daughter confessed at all, yet on the other hand you might feel manipulated, knowing that with only three days before the European trip, canceling as a consequence would be difficult and expensive.

Mark and Jennifer felt all these things, which left them more confused than anything else. With an amazing self-awareness, they knew they needed to turn to principles more than emotions. They knew they needed to ask themselves that critical question: How do we balance protecting our child from life’s pains while exposing our child to life’s lessons? After much reflection, they finally made their decision. With the calm of a strong and loving mom and dad, they approached their daughter with nothing but well-wishes. They decided to send her off to Europe with warm embraces and hopes she would have the time of her life.

When Lindsey asked about the car and her license and all of that, Mark calmly responded, “We’ll have plenty of time to deal with that when you get back. Now let’s get you ready to celebrate your sixteenth birthday, sweetheart, by sending you to Europe.”

While abroad, Lindsey’s guilt crept up on her, and she called her parents in tears.

Resisting the urge to say, “Well, you should feel guilty, young lady! Here we are spending all this money and blah, blah, blah,” Mark and Jennifer spoke of nothing but their fondest feelings. They asked her about all she was seeing and doing. When she stopped and told them how sorry she was, they would just ask her to tell them more about Europe.

But what about when she got home? How long did it take them to lay down the law? Lindsey’s parents decided to wait two full days after she returned before addressing the situation. They heard stories, they looked at pictures, and they talked and talked about Europe. Then her parents set a meeting with Lindsey, and they had a long discussion about how to proceed.

Mark and Jennifer told Lindsey she was going to inform the police and the insurance company about her lie. Mark had already spoken with a lawyer and thus was fully informed about the possible ramifications. Lindsey might have to wait awhile longer to apply for a license, the lawyer said, and she might have to get another learner’s permit after that. Mark and Jennifer knew this could all result in a major inconvenience for the whole family. But they also knew they would stand right beside Lindsey the entire time, helping her walk through the tough consequences with dignity.




 



PART FOUR

PUTTING YOURSELF INTO PRACTICE


Our children are watching us live, and what we are

shouts louder than anything we can say.

—Wilferd A. Peterson, author


Doctors, psychologists, and yes, family therapists all have a word to describe their careers. These professionals operate a practice, not a perfect. This is not because they aren’t excellent professionals but rather because they have such a profound respect for the immense learning curve involved in attempting such professions. These practitioners are just that, practitioners, because the learning curve never ends—they never stop actively working on themselves and their work. They are always practicing, never getting to the point where they no longer need to work on their game.

And that’s what ScreamFree parenting is all about—learning to develop a practice. It is not about figuring it all out or eliminating your mistakes as a parent. It is certainly not about developing the right techniques for every situation. ScreamFree parenting is about continuing a path toward integrity. It is a way of learning to live according to lasting principles, not temporary techniques. It is a journey of constant learning and growing, refusing to ever believe that you’ve made it or you can’t learn anything else.

I hope that you, by reading this book, have begun to listen more to your core principles, and less to your anxious reactivity. That is the result of learning to pause and calm down. In this section, you will learn how to best begin that journey. Although it involves focusing more on yourself, the blessings that come from this journey are not just for you but for all those around you. The types of intimate, enjoyable, cooperative relationships you crave are waiting for you along this journey. These relationships won’t develop automatically, and they won’t always come quickly. But you are on a path that makes these relationships all the more likely.

There’s another helpful expression about practice. We often hear, usually in association with sports, that “practice makes perfect.”

But it doesn’t.

What is far more accurate to say is that “practice makes permanent.” What you practice over and over again gets ingrained as a pattern, and bad patterns are probably one of the reasons you’re reading this book. Therefore, developing a practice is recognizing you are always, always participating in either the creation of a new pattern or the continuation of an old pattern. What’s great is knowing that you can change any relational pattern by simply changing your part in it. Practice changing your part, and watch the changes begin around you.

Finally, look carefully at the title of Part 4. You might expect a self-help or parenting book to say something like “Putting the Lessons (or Techniques) into Practice.” That is not the emphasis of this section, or this book. At the end of the day, this book is all about you, putting all of yourself into your relationships, particularly those you enjoy with your children. This is about seeing your parenting as an engagement of yourself with each of your children as a separate, growing person. ScreamFree parenting is not a problem-solving or behavioral modification mindset for the kids; it is a growth mindset for us parents. And you are already growing more than you think.


ScreamFree parenting is not a problem-solving or behavioral modification mindset for kids; it is a growth mindset for us parents.



I urge you to dive into this section of the book with one vision in mind: Taking good care of yourself is your number-one responsibility to your family. As I hope you will see, the best way to put yourself into the practice of parenting is to make sure you are operating as the healthiest self you can be. I believe this is the great news you’ve been waiting to hear ever since you became a parent—it’s okay to want to take care of yourself as well as your kids. In fact, not only is it okay, it is the most important thing you can do to raise loving, responsible, and self-directed adults.


Chapter Eleven

Put On Your Own Oxygen Mask First


Self-love, my liege, is not so vile a sin as self-neglecting.

—William Shakespeare, Henry V

I define comfort as self-acceptance. When we finally learn that self-care begins and ends with ourselves, we no longer demand sustenance and happiness from others.

—Jennifer Louden


Back in 2006, Fritz and Tami Miller, business partners and dear friends of mine, returned from China with their first child. The adoption process meant spending countless hours in preparation for the trip, in legal dealings with the Chinese government, and in the long but glorious trek home with their new little girl.

What they hadn’t prepared for was the fact that eighty-seven other newly adopted Chinese babies and their parents would also be on the fifteen-hour plane trip home.

Now, my friends made it back to Atlanta all right with no permanent damage, but I can only imagine the look on the poor, frazzled flight attendants’ faces as they began to deliver their safety routine to the parents of eighty-seven adopted babies.

As the instructions began in Chinese followed by English, most people tuned them out. “Be sure your seatbelt is properly fastened….Locate the exit nearest you….In case of an emergency, use your seat cushion as a flotation device….In the event of a sudden loss of cabin pressure, oxygen masks will deploy. Place the mask over your mouth and nose and breathe normally. If you are traveling with an infant or a small child, be sure to secure your own oxygen mask first before assisting others.”

Suddenly many of these new parents perked up. The familiar instruction takes on a whole different meaning when a young life is literally lying in your hands. The thought of this tiny being, completely dependent on you, struggling for breath, is unbearable at best.

And because of the anxiety of that thought, it is far too easy to miss out on the wisdom of the flight attendants’ instructions.

Without proper levels of oxygen, our brains do not function as they should. Our judgment becomes impaired, and we are unable to perform the simplest of tasks. And yet if an airplane crisis occurs, what are we likely to do first? You guessed it: Most of us would panic and struggle like mad to mask our children before even giving a second thought to ourselves. But here’s the truth about airplane crises—and about life in general—and this is the amazing wisdom from the airlines: If you’re gasping for breath, you can’t help anybody else.

You don’t have to be in a crisis, however, to appropriate the wisdom of this statement for all of life. You cannot take care of your family unless you first tend to yourself. It’s that simple. And it’s vital to the health of everyone involved.


You cannot take care of your family unless you first tend to yourself.




WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE SELFISH?

Why is our natural response to avoid this thinking? I believe it is because we vastly misunderstand what caring for ourselves first really means. Most people interpret self-love as selfishness, an obviously negative trait.

For those in religious traditions, this seems to be an especially vexing dilemma. We get caught in a trap by thinking we are facing an either-or dichotomy in our relationships. Either I focus solely on myself or I focus on serving others, particularly my kids, who need me so much. Either I ramrod my way through life, looking out for number one, or I decrease so others might increase, even if I get trampled in the process.

It seems, on the surface, that taking care of others necessarily means neglecting ourselves, and vice versa. In discussing this with a small group of parents recently, one mother put it this way: “If I take care of me, I feel like a selfish jerk, like I’m doing something very wrong. If I focus on my kids, I sometimes feel like a doormat, busting myself to please and serve yet feeling very unappreciated for all the sacrifices I make.”

Exactly. That’s the false dichotomy. That’s the dilemma we all face.

“Sure, there’s a part of me that would love to focus on me and my needs for a change. But I can’t do that. I won’t do that. It’s just not Christian. Or moral. Or right. Right?”

Wrong.

Other cultures have a very different take on self-care. The Hebrew Bible and, later, the Christian New Testament seem to take self-love for granted. One of the great commandments in those scriptures is to “Love thy neighbor as thyself.” Our culture would be in serious trouble if we put this into practice with our Western way of “loving” ourselves. Think about it. What would it really look like to love our kids as little as we sometimes love ourselves?

Instead of packing them a healthy, balanced lunch with a loving note tucked inside, you’d shove a half-eaten doughnut and a Thermos of stale coffee in their book bags. What would it look like if we talked to our kids the same way we talk to ourselves sometimes after making a mistake? Most of us would berate them over and over, calling them names and finding it incredible that they made the same mistake yet again. “You stupid idiot, Hal; how could you do that again! You knew what would happen, but you did it anyway.” Maybe some of us already do talk to our kids that way.


What would it really look like to love our kids as little as we sometimes love ourselves?



So, what’s the solution? Is there another way to think about it, another way to live in our relationships? Thankfully, others before us have wrestled with this question. One fellow struggler whose thoughts are particularly helpful lived about a thousand years ago.

A French monk, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, seriously wrestled with how to balance our relationship with ourselves and our relationship with others and devised a model for explaining and developing these relationships, the “Four Degrees [or Levels] of Love.”1 His particular question was how to balance a love for self with a love for God, but I think it’s extremely helpful in learning how to balance all of our relationships. Allow me to summarize his system:2



FIRST LEVEL OF LOVE: “I LOVE ME… FOR MY BENEFIT.”

According to Bernard, this is the most selfish and the most infantile of the four levels. The practitioner of this level thinks, “I care for my interests alone, and I am interested only in results that immediately and ultimately benefit me.”

From a developmental perspective, this belief represents a necessary stage in our growth as individuals, whereby we learn the basic skills of survival. As infants we cry for food, for clean diapers, for comforting arms. This is natural and necessary. Unfortunately, most of us know a few adults who still function at this stage of development. And, honestly, most of us can recall many times when we ourselves have regressed to this stage. Usually this happens when we have so neglected ourselves that one day we snap and commit a remarkably selfish act that surprises even us. Clearly this is not the solution for a way out of the dichotomy.



SECOND LEVEL OF LOVE: “I LOVE YOU… FOR MY BENEFIT.”

Bernard believed this second level to be where most of us dwell, particularly in our relationships. Someone stuck at this level might operate like this: “I love you and care for you because I receive validation knowing I add value to your life. I love you because I need to in order to feel right, safe, strong, and worthy.”

In the words of Cheap Trick, “I need you to need me.” I love you because of what our relationship does for me, making me feel valuable and necessary. It also gives me reason to expect you to reciprocate my efforts. Bernard rightly questioned whether this way of loving others can truly be considered love at all, given that it is based on a hidden quid pro quo agenda. It’s the golden rule twisted inside out. Instead of “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” it’s “Do unto others so that they might do unto you.”

I agree with Bernard—this is, frankly, where most of us find ourselves in all of our relationships, particularly as parents with our kids. Think back on the mother’s comment about feeling unappreciated for all of her sacrifices. Who hasn’t felt that way? Who hasn’t wanted to quit making all those sacrifices because they keep going unrecognized and unreturned? But do we make all those sacrifices in order to feel appreciated? Of course not, right? We make all those sacrifices because we love our kids!

If that’s true, then what’s behind our need for someone to notice? This is not about wanting appreciation; it is about needing validation for all of our efforts in order to feel like it’s worth it to keep going at all. “If others don’t appreciate all my sacrifices, then why am I still making such efforts?” It is because I’m stuck at the second level of love: I love you for my benefit.



THIRD LEVEL OF LOVE: “I LOVE YOU… FOR YOUR BENEFIT.”

This brings us to level 3. I believe this level is deceptive because it appears to be the highest level of love and the most beneficial to the world. “I am selfless in that I am here for you; I am here to serve you, and my concerns and personal motives do not come into the picture at all.”

For a variety of reasons, this seems to be the stated and understood ideal for all relationships. We hear it in popular expressions such as “I’ll always be here for you” and “I’ll do anything for you.” We feel like good parents when we say to our kids: “You’re the most important thing in the world to me.”

Yikes! I don’t want that type of pressure, do you? Especially if I’m just a kid. That’s a whole lot of responsibility to carry around, the weight of being someone’s supreme significance. The truth of the matter is that this level of love, while sounding elegantly selfless, can never truly exist. And thankfully so. This is the type of thinking that lauds altruism and martyr-style parenting, never recognizing that no one can ever fully take themselves out of the relationship equation.

Thinking that I can serve someone else without any motives of my own only increases the chances for my self-deception and hidden expectations. You can see that ultimately this level of love always reverts to level 2, for I can never fully eliminate myself and my interests and my desires. Thankfully, we just weren’t made that way. We want relationships that involve others finding their own joy in being with us, pursuing their own happiness and ours. We do not want selfless martyrs living only for us—especially not a parent.

This brings us to Bernard’s fourth and highest level of love, which he believed is the only way out of the either-me-or-you dilemma. Read this carefully, for this model of relating yourself to the world will probably sound unfamiliar and may even come across as heretical to your former way of thinking. But I believe it is the only relationship that makes any sense at all. Not only does it form the foundation of the entire ScreamFree philosophy but I also believe it carries within it the power to create revolutionary relationships with our kids and everyone else in our world. 



FOURTH LEVEL OF LOVE: “I LOVE ME… FOR YOUR BENEFIT.”

A person operating at this level says: “I love me, work on me, and build myself up so that I can come to you from a position of wholeness, a position of fullness. I take care of me so that you don’t have to. From fullness I can then empty myself, my gifts, my love, my actions, for your ultimate benefit. I am the only one in charge of me, and I am the one ultimately responsible for me and my well-being. Therefore, as a steward of my greatest gift, my life, I need to take steps to ensure my health, my calmness of mind, my sanity, and my own validation as a person in the world. Thus, I can free you from having to provide those things for me, and in turn, I can truly serve you without needing you to serve me.”

Think of how this approach might radically change your relationships with your kids. You seek your own validation from within yourself so that regardless of how your children feel, behave, talk, or think, you are okay and are still committed to them. Think of the power in saying with all your actions “I take care of me so that you don’t have to. I therefore don’t need you to appreciate me or validate me in order for me to still take care of you and of all my responsibilities to you.” Loving yourself first is the only true way to be ScreamFree, because it is the only way to seek your own calm first. It is the only way to truly benefit your kids without burdening them with the need to benefit you. It is not their job—nor is it anyone else’s—to meet your emotional and physical needs. As an adult, one who is responsible to so many others you love, it is up to you to pursue your own emotional fulfillment. This doesn’t mean you don’t ever depend on other people, not by a long shot. But it does mean that your life and your health are up to you. The sooner you embrace that truth and embrace the calling to love yourself first, the sooner you can truly serve all those around you, especially your kids.


Loving yourself first is the only true way to be ScreamFree, because it is the only way to seek your own calm first. It is the only way to truly benefit your kids without burdening them with the need to benefit you.





OUR CULTURAL CONFUSION

I am aware that this vision of loving ourselves to the benefit of others offers a radical alternative for how to handle relationships, especially for those of us in the West. This is because we in the West suffer a profound confusion about how to relate to ourselves. Perhaps the most profound example of this confusion occurs in our bellies.

So many Westerners suffer from obesity. In 2007, obesity became America’s number-one health crisis, especially in regard to its impact on health-care costs. There is much attention, funding, and research on the genetic components of being overweight, and the diet and exercise industries are booming as well. This is because while people are overeating, they are also starving for a way to take better care of themselves.

I believe the major reason we are all getting fatter and fatter, despite all the advancements in science and the proliferation of self-help materials, is that we’re struggling with the very same false dichotomy we discussed earlier. For us to do all that is necessary to take better control of our weight and bodily health, we must learn to take better care of ourselves. And to do that, we have to make intentional decisions to spend time, energy, and money focusing on ourselves.

Think about it. The only way to change your habits is to intentionally focus on yourself. But this idea runs counter to everything we’ve routinely believed about where our focus should be located. It’s hard to take our focus off others, particularly our kids, when it feels like we’re being terrible parents by doing so.

We end up apologizing for having to take time out to exercise! Or feeling guilty for wanting to get away, or not cooking a big dinner, or buying healthier food at the store.


While people are overeating, they are also starving for a way to take better care of themselves.



I said earlier that other cultures do not seem to share our false dichotomy. The way the Hebrews and Jesus spoke, they already assumed a strong self-love. The Christian apostle Paul made the same assumption, at one point saying, “After all, no one ever hated his own body.” This conclusion was logical at that time and in that culture.

But who do you know who doesn’t sometimes hate his or her own body these days? Very few, I’m sure. Body-image issues surround us so much that we cannot escape breathing in a culture of endless comparison and resulting self-hatred. Recently the Dalai Lama spoke about a conference he attended in the early 1990s of Western psychiatrists and psychologists who discussed the topic of “self-hatred.” The Dalai Lama said that for the first hour of listening to these doctors, he thought his English was failing him. He asked himself and others, “Are they really saying ‘self-hatred’?” He says he had never, in his vast experience of Eastern philosophy and politics, even considered the notion of self-hatred. But these doctors were speaking as if it were a common, even epidemic, condition in the West. The Dalai Lama had no folder in his mind with which to categorize this human experience.

But we do in the West. We know it all too well. And in one of the most futile moves possible, we hate how we feel about ourselves, and yet we try to use that hatred to motivate ourselves to change. Let’s return to the weight issue. Fat Bastard, the obese Scotsman in the Austin Powers movies, summed it up this way: “I eat because I’m unhappy, and I’m unhappy because I eat. It’s a vicious cycle.”

As long as your motivation is your own self-loathing, there is no possible way to make a lasting positive change in your life. And the reason is simple. It’s because the bad pattern you’re trying to change, like overeating, is itself an attempt to make yourself feel better. By trying to cut it out, you are trying to eliminate the only thing that makes you feel good! No wonder we sabotage our diets and exercise plans! As long as we’re motivated by our self-hatred, then we’ll never sustain any effort that feels like deprivation, hating ourselves more. Even if it’s ultimately good for us.

This is because we don’t feel or believe we have a legitimate right to treat ourselves well in the first place. Loving ourselves, and all the effort that takes, feels far too selfish or narcissistic.

But here’s what is really selfish: Sacrificing yourself for the sake of others while secretly needing them to validate and reciprocate your efforts in order to keep going. And narcissism is not focusing on yourself. Narcissism is needing everything and everyone else to focus on you.

In contrast, true self-love—“I love me…for your benefit”—is always seeking to truly benefit others. The person who loves herself does not need others to recognize or even love her back in order to continue. Again, she takes care of herself so that others, particularly her kids, don’t have to. And that is truly loving, both to yourself and others.



RETREAT MORE, ESCAPE LESS

What does loving yourself look like? Well, that depends on if you choose healthy ways or unhealthy ways to do it. How do you differentiate between healthy and unhealthy ways to treat yourself? Ask yourself one simple question: “Is this activity going to benefit both me and those I love?”

In order to flesh this out, let’s look at the difference between an escape and a retreat. In the context of relationships, an escape is a purely selfish act. An escape is an unplanned action. It is often unintentional, and it is always done in haste. When you are attempting to escape from a situation, all you know is what you are running from—you honestly don’t care to know what you’re running to or why you’re doing so. An escape is based on the need for self-preservation, and it hardly ever involves a plan of return. At its heart, an escape is simply another form of screaming. It is an anxiety-driven reaction, and it carries all the seeds for creating the very types of relationships we’re hoping to avoid.

A retreat, however, is quite a different animal altogether. Retreats are intentional breaks from the action with the specific intent of regrouping and returning. In taking a retreat, you know where you are going and you know why you are going. You are retreating in order to benefit others as well as yourself. Retreats are a way to focus on yourself in order to become the best you imaginable. If you think this sounds selfish, consider this: Every great religious leader in history spent a significant amount of time in retreat before and/or during his or her service to the world. Consider Abraham, Moses, Buddha, Jesus, Paul, Muhammad, Gandhi, Mother Teresa. I’d venture a guess that not one of these figures was ever called selfish. Heretical, yes. But never selfish.

Here’s how escape and retreat are related: The fewer intentional retreats we take for ourselves, the more we will find ourselves unintentionally finding ways to escape. If we’re not diligent in carving out retreats for ourselves in the form of healthy activities, we are sure to find an escape somewhere. Escapes for you may include obvious bad habits, such as smoking, overeating, or drinking to excess. You may find yourself getting completely lost in social media or pornography or romance novels or the latest game app. Or you may even physically “check out” of your family’s life, pursuing an affair or just running away.

One way to lessen the likelihood of this desire to escape is to plan intentional retreats for yourself. Get some regular exercise, pamper yourself with a manicure, learn to play a musical instrument, meditate, seek personal growth. Pursue profoundly deep relationships with friends outside of your family. Take your spirituality to new heights, leaning on a higher power to provide you all the validation you need as a human being. Go after the employment or academic or entrepreneurial endeavor you’ve always secretly craved but could never pursue openly.

You may be asking yourself, “Who has the time? I don’t.” That’s just more evidence of the problem. You must create the time by choosing to put on your own oxygen mask first.

It is in the fabric of our culture, and it has been handed down to us generation after generation, that it is far better to deny ourselves, even hate ourselves, than it is to openly love ourselves first. A full discussion of our cultural difficulty with self-hatred and self-indulgence deserves its own book and then some. For our purposes here, I want you to think of it in very practical terms for how to accept all your responsibility to your kids.

In an amazingly confessional interview near the end of his life, baseball great Mickey Mantle made a touching realization. In reflecting on his broken body and disintegrated relationships (especially as a father), the mighty Mick sighed, “If I knew I was going to live this long, I would have taken better care of myself.”

How we live today determines so much of how we will live tomorrow. And how we live today and tomorrow determines so much about our relationships with our children. I want you to think of it this way: What has to last is what has to come first.



Your Health. A broken body makes it extremely difficult to provide for and protect your children. Your health is not an “extra” in your life—it is your first responsibility. You are the CEO of your body. If the board of directors conducted a year-end review, what would be their evaluation? Would they champion your efforts to lead and manage your body toward health, strength, and vitality? Or would they seek to have you fired and replaced with new management?

Your Self-Respect. Compromising yourself by making empty threats, giving in to whining, and rescuing your kids from consequences is not a way to build long-term relationships. It is simply a way of devaluing yourself in your kids’ eyes and in your own. Learning to calm down and operate out of your principles is your calling as a parent, so safeguard and develop your self-respect with everything you have. Your grown children will thank you.

Your Marriage. This is another huge topic worthy of a book of its own,* but know this: If you sacrifice your marriage for the sake of your kids, you will always, always end up sacrificing both.


Taking care of yourself for the sake of your kids is a lifelong commitment. I hope this chapter has inspired you to make yourself a priority. You are so important to the world, beginning with your kids, it is imperative you take this teaching to heart.

So go take care of yourself—we deserve you at your best.





*  And now there is one! It’s called The Self-Centered Marriage, and I absolutely believe it will forever change how you think about, and thrive in, your marriage.



GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. What is your initial, gut-level response to the idea of taking care of yourself for the benefit of others?

2. What are some ways you have neglected your own health—physical, emotional, mental, spiritual—for the sake of your kids?

3. What is the hardest part about taking care of yourself? What do you struggle with the most?

4. Describe the self-care habits you would need to develop in order to be at your best for others.

5. What commitment to your own care are you willing to make today?



Chapter Twelve

Revolutionary Relationships


Don’t you know

They’re talkin’ about a revolution

It sounds like a whisper.

—Tracy Chapman, “Talkin’ bout a Revolution”


Of all the chapter title decisions in this book, “Revolutionary Relationships” was the most difficult to settle upon. The word revolutionary is thrown around so much that it often loses any meaning at all. It carries a number of applications and has found itself attached to various expressions. From Marxist freedom fighters in third-world countries to the latest advancement in dishwasher detergent, revolutionary can describe almost anything.

What all these applications of the word revolutionary have in common, though, is the idea of a profound, effective, and lasting difference. A difference that changes our lives. Revolutions are turnarounds, upheavals, new starts. A revolution marks the beginning of the new, the creation of a reality we’ve only dreamed about. And I believe that’s why you’re reading this book. You want to turn around your relationships with your kids, creating new, lasting changes in your home. And that’s why I wrote this. My passion is to help introduce change into people’s lives, sharing the principles I believe all parents need in order to create revolutions in their families. These are revolutions that forever alter your days and weeks, your patterns and interactions, and the futures of your children and your children’s children.

I used to employ the term evolutionary (without the r) to describe the possibilities of ScreamFree parenting. I liked that the term spoke of change, of process, of something new and different emerging as a possibility. What I learned, however, was that evolutionary carries with it a connotation connected to natural processes outside of our own conscious influence. Think evolution and you might recall the Big Bang theory explaining the origin of the universe, an event that simply happened outside of any personal intent. Well, that’s not exactly what we’re talking about here, is it?

We’re talking about creating revolutionary relationships, about making conscious choices to take hold of our own emotional reactions, taking responsibility for our own growth as parents. These are not processes outside of our influence; we are not simply going to wait for our relationships to improve! Most of us have tried that, and we’ve learned it puts us in the unenviable position of needing everyone else to change. It doesn’t work. In fact, waiting on others has the remarkable tendency to help create the type of relationships we’re all hoping to avoid.


We’re talking about creating revolutionary relationships, about making conscious choices to take hold of our own emotional reactions.



Parenting does carry with it all the possibilities of creating evolutionary changes within us and our relationships. That is, there is a process larger than us working to transform us and our relationships. But this process works only if we have the courage to consciously take hold of ourselves (and let go of others). This happens not by accident or natural happenstance but by conscious choices you and I make to curb our reactivity, calm our anxiety, and respond according to our principles.


RESISTANCE TO THE REVOLUTION

It is important to remember, though, that history never saw a revolution without some form of resistance to it. And your revolution will be no different, even as it changes your family for the better. Even terribly oppressive governments have staunch supporters and citizens willing to die for something that is clearly not intended to serve their best interests. Why? One simple word: familiarity.

When we engage in a relationship, at any level, we function in a pattern with the other person—a dance, if you will. You’ve heard the expression “It takes two to tango.” The same is true for relationships. 

Each year, my wife begins her school year teaching A Doll’s House by Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen. This play examines the marriage relationship between the two main characters, Nora and Torvald Helmer. Nora is an irritating, childlike, manipulative woman who behaves in extremely immature ways. Torvald is an overbearing and harsh husband who treats his wife like an object. Nora sneaks cookies and hides money from Torvald. Torvald calls Nora only by pet names and often demeans her with insults. When my wife’s students discuss these characters, they often are quick to blame one character or the other for the faulty relationship. The comments usually go something like this:

“Nora is so annoying! I can’t stand the way she’s always dancing around the house acting like she’s fourteen. No wonder Torvald treats her like a kid—she is one!”

“No way! The only reason she acts that way is because of the way he treats her. He never talks to her about anything important and he’s always calling her ‘my little squirrel’—and ‘my pet’—puke. I don’t blame her for acting selfish; he certainly doesn’t seem to care about her.”

Well, they’re both right. Nora and Torvald are in a dance. He treats her like a child, so she acts like one. She acts like a child, so he treats her as one. Trying to figure out who started the pattern is about as fruitful as discussing which came first, the chicken or the egg, or discussing which horse is in the lead on a carousel. No one “started it.” And besides, it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that the pattern is strong. Is it strong because both participants like the way in which it serves them? No. Its strength lies in its familiarity.

We are more comfortable with the known—even in misery—than we are with the unknown. Patterns are so powerful because they provide stability, even if that stability is wretched. So it’s no wonder that when one person attempts to step out of the dance and change the pattern, he or she will encounter strong resistance.


We are more comfortable with the known—even in misery—than we are with the unknown.



When you start your ScreamFree revolution in your home, your children (and maybe even your spouse) will pull out all the stops to lure you back into the old dance. This is not a conscious or intentional effort on their part. And even though it may feel malicious or manipulative, trust me, it is not. It is merely a mechanism for their own survival in the family. They want things to go back to “normal,” even if they hated “normal” in the first place.

But you are learning to grow yourself up, and as you grow, you are able to withstand such efforts to pull you down. A client recently told me that after an extended period of practicing ScreamFree parenting, her thirteen-year-old finally had enough.

“I hate it when you’re calm!” she screamed.

If you’re getting that type of response, then you are building the immeasurable type of mutual respect in your home that creates and maintains revolutionary relationships. All you have to do is stay the course: Focus on yourself, calm yourself down, and grow yourself up. You will be amazed at your ability not only to implement the changes you want to make but also to withstand any resistance to your efforts. And you will marvel at what happens in your family when you do.



THE TRYING THREES

In an effort to keep you inspired as you begin your revolutionary journey, I want to tell you one more success story. This story takes us into that stressful phase reserved for parents and their toddlers, but with a few simple adjustments it could just as easily be a story about adolescents or teens, with whom we can dance in ways that are every bit as stressful and demanding. My coaching client Steve recently told me of an encounter with his three-year-old that well illustrates the possibilities of ScreamFree parenting. As you read about it, look for the test provided for Steve’s growth in this fairly typical situation (bedtime with a three-year-old). Then look even closer for the revolution Steve’s creating from the inside out by consciously deciding to stay both calm and connected.

Having recently moved across the country in order for his wife to return to work, Steve’s family had seen an enormous amount of transition as of late. Everyone in the family seemed stressed, as each had to adjust to new schedules, roles, and tasks. One Sunday evening, Steve’s wife had to go to the office. It was thus his job to put their three-year-old daughter, Sarah, to bed. With all the changes in the previous weeks, bedtimes had not been easy.

When faced with the chore of cleaning up her toys, Sarah moved into her most skillful stall tactics: acting too tired, talking in a cute baby voice, and so on. With incredible resolve, Steve refused to become reactive. He also refused to leave the scene.

As Sarah began to talk rudely to Steve, he calmly asked her, “What do you think will happen if you do that again?” They both agreed that the consequence would be a time-out. Steve gave Sarah the clear option of cleaning up or having a time-out. She chose to continue stalling. Steve calmly brought in her time-out chair and placed it in her room. Again, he gave her the clear choice. Sarah stalled and Steve resolutely put her in her chair. Sarah cried out, kicking and screaming. Steve offered to sit next to her, but she refused. She became adamant against cleaning up, so Steve proceeded to tell her of the next consequences.

The bright three-year-old knew this involved putting one or more of her toys into time-out for a day, so she ran down to stand in front of the playtime center, wanting to protect them. She assumed the stance of a hockey goalie, aiming to block any of Steve’s attempts to get past her. Steve somehow managed to contain both his anger and his laughter at the situation and calmly explained that Sarah really could protect her toys by choosing to clean up. Upon her repeated refusal, he then deftly managed to slip past her and pull out one of her favorite dolls.

Hysterical by then, Sarah grabbed for the doll, then ran to the couch, screaming, obviously tired, and still refusing to clean up. Once more, Steve stated her choices very clearly, and then she did something different. She now said she wanted Mommy. Here Steve faced his most difficult choice of all. He could have chosen to take such a statement personally, receiving it as an indictment of him as a parent. He could have reacted another way, choosing to force Sarah into compliance. Instead, he chose the moment as a window of opportunity to grow closer to his child. This would be a real test, one that challenged him but promised him great rewards for his efforts.

Steve sat beside Sarah on the couch, embraced her, and created some emotional space for them both. Sarah cried out that Mommy wasn’t supposed to go to work at night; it was too dark. She wanted her mommy back home.

Steve chose to hear his daughter’s plea: “It’s one thing for Mommy to go to work during the day, but she’s supposed to be home when it’s dark,” he empathized. The recent transitions were taking their toll on a three-year-old’s heart. Steve went with the momentum, saying, “Yeah, I miss Mommy too. She needed some special time for herself tonight, and that’s okay. But I miss her too.”

The two embraced for a moment or two, with Sarah beginning to calm herself and quiet her tears. Steve then offered to share a bedtime snack with her and talk about Mommy. He asked what she missed most about her mother. Sarah explained that she liked it when her mother is home at bedtime and lies with Sarah in her bed. Steve agreed that those are special times and reiterated that while it was okay for Mommy to be gone, he missed her too. (He couldn’t help but think about how many nights his wife had had to say those same words on his behalf.) They enjoyed their bedtime snack, with Steve setting his watch alarm to go off after a few minutes. This would remind them both that bedtime, and cleaning up the living room, still awaited.

When the watch beeped, Sarah was the one who said it was time to go clean up. Perhaps Steve’s hard work was paying off. She proceeded to put away her books and toys as Steve got her toothbrush ready and praised Sarah for her efforts to clean up. He even helped a little. Sarah then tried to go potty; again, Steve praised her for the effort.

Once in bed, Sarah asked Steve for a story, and he spun one of his classics. As Sarah’s eyes began to droop, Steve rose to leave, only to be hailed back with a special invitation: “Daddy, would you lie with me?”

Steve gladly accepted the request. As if that were not rewarding enough, however, he then experienced one of those rare moments that occasionally reward the hard work of ScreamFree parenting. Sarah looked into his eyes and explained, “I still miss Mommy.”

Choosing to remain nonreactive and to go with the momentum, Steve replied, “I know, sweetheart. I miss her too.” Sarah then ended their dialogue with the invitation we all long for: “Daddy, would you come closer?” He drew closer and began to stroke her hair. Sleep came but a few moments later.

As Steve left the room, he knew his hard work had paid off. He had not simply held his ground in the battle of attrition, as most of us try to do with our parenting. Steve had actually risen above the battle altogether. He had actually used a stress-filled time as an opportunity for growth and had walked away with the invitation any parent would love to receive: “Daddy, would you come closer?”



THE REVOLUTION WE ALL WISH FOR

Those words Steve heard that night are revolutionary words, especially because they came not from a manipulated and needy little girl but from the genuine wishes of a begrudgingly respectful human being.

And isn’t that what we all crave in our relationships? Someone to authentically invite us closer? Isn’t that the longing behind every human relationship? That someone would choose to be with us not because we had to coerce or trick or beg them, but because they genuinely wanted to?

Think back to your own childhood years. Even then you knew what you really wanted: someone who wanted you. Remember asking Mommy or Daddy whether or why they loved you? Was it simply because they had to? You wanted to know you were inherently lovable, outside of some blood obligation. You wanted to know your mom chose to love you, that your dad wanted to be close to you. That desire hasn’t gone away.

That’s what we all still want most in the world, from all of our relationships: freely chosen love. And that’s what we want most from and for our kids. We crave a relationship with each of our kids that springs from respect and their authentic choice, not from our heavy-handed or passive-aggressive manipulation. We also crave relationships for our kids that are models of respect and mutually chosen love. And that’s revolutionary.

I firmly believe that a revolutionary relationship with each of our kids is possible for all of us. And that means you. Regardless of your children’s ages and regardless of your past mistakes, such revolutionary relationships are possible for you.

Of course, the irony is that to grasp that type of revolution, you have to let go. It takes courage, but you must let go of your child’s reactions, you must let go of your child’s emotions, and you must let go of your child’s choices. What you must grasp, in order to start a revolution, are your own reactions, your own emotions, your own choices. “If you love them, set them free” is only half of the equation. The real key is learning to take hold of all the responsibility it takes to be you.

You are not responsible for your kids, their behavior, their feelings, or any of their choices. You are, however, responsible to them for your behavior, your feelings, and all of your choices. And every time you grasp that reality, you are indeed creating a revolution in your life and in the world.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. What do you think of when you hear the word revolutionary?

2. What type of resistance do you think you might encounter as you begin to change yourself?

3. What is one ScreamFree principle you can focus on this week? How might you go about practicing that principle today?

4. What type of relationship environment do you want to create in your home? Describe each relationship and what patterns you would like to change in order to revolutionize it.

5. What is one pattern you would like to end? What is your part of that pattern? What is one thing you could do differently, even without the cooperation or support of anyone else, that would change that pattern today? 




PART FIVE

TEN YEARS OF ANSWERS AND APPLICATIONS


Chapter Thirteen

Parenting in the Digital Age


Attention Parents: No Lifeguard on Duty

Good luck,

Every Social App

—J. J. Cannon


Since we published ScreamFree Parenting a decade ago, the world of technology has changed more rapidly than almost anyone could have anticipated. We now laugh at flip phones. I couldn’t give away my old Kindle reader if I tried. College students, the original audience, now abhor Facebook.

These sudden changes in our devices and social media platforms pale in comparison, however, to the ways technology overall has changed our daily lives. For instance, we don’t have to remember things anymore. I can neither recall my kids’ phone numbers right now, nor get to the grocery store without using a GPS on my phone, and guess what? I don’t have to. Another change is in how we manage our relationship anxiety. Why work to build a trustworthy relationship with my kids, for instance, when I can always just pinpoint their phone’s whereabouts at any time?

All this change, happening so quickly, is probably the main reason the most frequent parenting questions I receive are technology-related. So, here are some ScreamFree guidelines to help you navigate these tricky waters….


THE SAME SCREENS THAT SOOTHE A BABY WILL ENSLAVE A TODDLER AND A TEENAGER.

I opened this new 10th Anniversary Edition by telling a story about me screaming my head off at my infant daughter. She was in yet another colicky fit, and I completely lost it. That was way back in 1997, long before I could imagine the concept of sticking an iPad screen in her crib and calming her with instant pixels.

If I were doing it all over again, in 2017, I’m sure I would have tried it, though. A lot of new parents certainly are these days, if the checkout line at Walmart is any indication.

Even though this has been a relatively recent phenomenon, the research is starting to paint a clear picture: The more we expose our youngest children to mobile media, especially as a behavior modification tool, the more we decrease their attention span and the less they learn to regulate their own brains (and thus, emotions, thoughts, and behavior).

This alone should be alarming enough to give us pause before we thrust a movie or game into their eyeballs. But parenting can be enormously difficult, and life can be incredibly overwhelming, and we humans are almost always on the search for a quick fix.

This is why adopting the ScreamFree mindset is so critical. We all need to practice responding more, and reacting less, to every parenting difficulty. This doesn’t mean refusing to ever introduce a touch screen to a toddler, but it does mean we need to carefully manage that usage.

Failure occurs whenever we abandon what we want most for whatever it is we want right now. For instance, opting for doughnuts over dumbbells in the heat of the moment is clearly something I can choose. But if I do it enough, it won’t get me closer to the fit body I want most. Well, the same thing applies here. One of the things all parents want most are children who are able to manage their own behavior and pay enough attention to do well in school. One of the things we want right now, however, is for our kids to just be quiet!

We can certainly choose to use whatever tools we have to manage their behavior for them, whether it be a YouTube clip, a movie in the minivan, or an iPad game. But let’s be clear: The more we use these tools right now, the less we get the kinds of kids who can regulate their own emotions, manage their own screen time as they get older, and develop attention spans critical for learning. So, if this is what you want most, think about some guidelines:


• No screens of any kind until age two

• One hour of screen time per day for toddlers

• One to two hours of non-school-related screen time per day for school-age kids

• No smartphone till age twelve or thirteen

• Two to three hours of non-school-related screen time per day for teenagers (this includes TV)




JUST BECAUSE OUR KIDS CAN NAVIGATE THE TECHNOLOGY EASILY DOESN’T MEAN THEY CAN HANDLE ITS EFFECTS ON THEIR LIVES.

Our capacity for inventing connective technology has far outpaced our abilities to manage its effects on our lives. And I’m talking about us adults. I’ve got a fully developed frontal lobe but I still, stupidly, answered a text while driving yesterday. And last week I embarrassingly hit “reply all” on an email chain, not realizing till hours later I had damaged a relationship in the process.

How can we think our kids can handle it any better? Do we really think that just because they can navigate the technology itself better than adults, they can fully manage its usage, and its effects on their psyches, their relationships, their self-worth?

Maybe 45 percent of us do. According to the Pew Research Center, only 55 percent of parents say they actively limit the amount of time, or times of day, their teenager can be online. This is, frankly, terrifying.

I am certainly not advocating a micromanagement philosophy here, but when it comes to technology, many parents give too much space and not enough place. And one of the reasons for this is because we too often assume that because our kids know their way around an iPhone better than we do, they know how to manage its overall usage in their life.

Here’s an answer: Get educated about technology. Ask your most tech-savvy friend to help you learn about setting restrictions on a phone, filtering out inappropriate material at the router level (I like Disney’s Circle product), and spotting ghost apps (whereby teens hide their chat activity), for instance. Learn how Instagram and Snapchat and Tumblr work, and set up your own accounts so you can follow your kids’. And their friends’.

Here’s an even better answer: Get educated about what’s going on in your kids’ online social lives. Don’t snoop all the time (although having their phone codes is a must), and don’t pester them with questions. But consistently ask them about their life online. Just be curious, without an automatic judgmental tone. Ask them about a time when they felt bullied or mistreated on social media. Ask them to show you some of their favorite video clips or memes or which celebrities they love to follow on Twitter or Instagram. Just keep asking.



DON’T WORRY ABOUT BEING “LIKED.”

If we’re honest, one of the main reasons we parents struggle with our teens and technology is because we’re scared of being “disliked.”



“I know she took her phone into her room past bedtime, and I know we said that was against the rules, but what am I gonna do? Take away her phone? She’ll be so mad.”

“If I tell him he can’t have a Snapchat account until he’s fourteen, then he won’t talk to me—and he already shares so little!”



Before you decide what the rules will be for each age, and before you decide what consequences and privileges you’ll enact, say this aloud:

“I do not need to be liked, I do not need to be thanked, I do not even need to be treated with respect. What I need is to be clear, courageous, and calm.”

You can do this.



MACHINES DO NOT TEACH MANNERS.

We live in a world of such fast-paced communications change that it can be hard to match our manners to our new machines.

Here are some things to teach our kids—and ourselves:


• Text is not tone-free. Sarcasm has to be worded very carefully, as does sincerity. “That sounds great” can be taken either way, for instance. Add a smirk emoji, though, and your message gets clearer.

• Nothing is as private as you think, even Snapchat. The ease of taking a screenshot is perhaps the sharpest double-edged sword in our daily lives these days. Just ask the former honorable elected official from New York, Mr. Weiner.

• Breaking up is hard to do, but doing it by text doesn’t make it easier. It actually increases the chances of things getting nasty. If you want to experience the joys of grown-up romantic relationships, you have to be willing to talk like one. (Tell this one to your teens, like, today.)

• Clarity is better than brevity. If it takes longer to make your point absolutely clear, go ahead and type more than 140 or 160 characters. If it takes much longer, then go ahead and do the unthinkable: Call ’em.




TECHNOLOGY TIME-OUTS CAN REBOOT OUR BRAINS.

For millennia, humans have practiced fasting from food as a discipline for connecting with God (or gods), reorganizing their priorities, and rebooting their bodies and minds. This practice is so prevalent, it even gave us the name for our first food in the morning (when we are “breaking” our fast).

Well, scores of twenty-first-century humans are taking intentional breaks from mobile and screen-based technology and finding that these breaks can prove even more beneficial.

These tech-free fasts don’t have to be forty-day seasons in the desert; they don’t even have to last twenty-four hours. Turns out any intentional time away from our screens can help us reboot our brains, reclaim our attention spans, and refresh our relationships. This cannot only be a fantastic way to put on our own oxygen masks, but when we arrange it for the whole family, it can be like putting oxygen masks on those in our care.

Here are some other ideas we’ve heard from parents over the last few years:


• Institute regular Tech-Free Tuesdays, turning all screens off from dinner till morning.

• Send kids to outdoor summer camps that forbid technology. (Every summer for six years, my kids went to a two-week camp in the mountains of New Mexico, where cell signals and Wi-Fi went to die. They absolutely loved it then and cherish the memories now.)

• Take technology time-outs for yourself, and let your kids know what you’re doing and why. Again, this doesn’t have to be for long periods of time (which may not be possible with the necessity of your work).

• Buy or make a nice “phone basket” for use at dinnertime; place yours in it first and then pass it around.




SCREEN TIME IS NOT A PROBLEM TO BE SOLVED; IT’S A TENSION TO BE MANAGED.

Like it or not, screens are a permanent part of our lives now. Our work lives usually revolve around them, and our kids’ school lives do as well. Perhaps the biggest difficulty with this is we can no longer claim that a phone or tablet or computer is a “privilege, not a right.” It’s neither—it’s become a necessity.

But this is not a problem to be solved. Problems, like math equations, have clear solutions. This is correct, and that is not. Treating screen time as a problem will lead parents to make untenable proclamations: “Okay, no more smartphones, ever!” Or it will lead them to the other extreme: “Well, I give up. There’s just no fighting this. I can’t monitor everything, so I won’t do anything.” What usually happens is some sort of bipolar fluctuation: We come up with hard-and-fast rules, thinking we’ve got the problem solved, and we refuse to adjust as our kids get older. Then, with the introduction of ever-newer technology, we become overwhelmed and cave in to permissiveness.

Screen time is not a problem, however; it’s a tension. It’s a tension between two competing desires: On the one hand, we want to fight against the power screens have to decrease attention spans and delay interpersonal development. On the other hand, we certainly want our teens to benefit from the enormous connective and educational power in those screens, and we want them to be prepared to handle them as a profound part of their future.

This is a tension to be managed, and here are some guidelines:



	Resist getting your children smartphones until they’re twelve or thirteen, and then establish calm but very clear conditions for their use:

	They agree to give you all passcodes.

	You agree to never freak out whenever you’re alarmed about what you find on their phones.

	They agree to allow you to track them with Find My iPhone or a similar app.

	You agree to use this feature sparingly.

	They agree to answer whenever you call.

	You agree not to constantly troll them online, embarrassingly intruding on their social media profiles.



   
    	Start having conversations with your kids about social media before they even have access to it. Talk both positively about its potential (like the amazing world of pictures we can share instantaneously) and critically about its dangers (like the horrifying world of child pornography). Then, as they gain access, allow them to use one app of their choice for a while (like Instagram). As they demonstrate both capability and wisdom with their usage, you can add another (like Snapchat).

	Do not allow screens to be used behind closed doors until your children’s senior year in high school. Allowing a teenager to bring his laptop into his room with the door closed is an invitation to allow the darker elements of the Web into your home. By the time she’s a senior, she will have had a number of years under your management. Her senior year will be the dress rehearsal for her freshman year in college, where you likely won’t have much visibility into anything she’s doing.

	Set restrictions on your kids’ phones (Google how to do this on your particular brand of phone). No buying apps, no making in-app purchases (especially on games like Mobile Strike), limit adult content on websites, and set ratings levels on all media content (TV shows, movies, music).

	Set the adult-content guides on your TV and on your Netflix account.

	Consider buying Disney’s relatively new product, Circle, which helps you monitor and set limits on everyone’s Internet activity.





NOT ALL VIOLENT VIDEO GAMES ARE CREATED EQUAL.

Conventional parenting expert wisdom says we should disallow our boys and girls from playing ridiculously violent video games. I have to say, however, I found myself questioning this consensus as my son headed toward teenager-dom. Up to that point my wife, Jenny, and I had been very wary of violent first-person shoot-’em-up games. But whether it’s Call of Duty or GoldenEye, our son kept asking. Sometimes he begged.

Here’s what we said: You cannot own any shoot-’em-up game that involves killing other humans. Not even the ones involving World War II. Yes, Nazi soldiers barely qualify as human, but still. Now, the game Halo is all about offing aliens, so we told our son to have at it. Split ET’s head open, son, go for it.

Were we absolutely certain killing human-shaped aliens instead of human-shaped humans was inherently more humane? No, not really. At the same time, did this wariness about human-killing games come from a place that believed playing such games would turn our son violent? No, not really. All the studies are mixed at best, and the number of kids playing these games who do not turn into Columbine murderers is, obviously, quite staggering.

Here’s my best analytical, professional thinking: I recognize there indeed seems to be some destroy/protect gene inherent in a lot of boys (and some girls). I mean, take away their plastic guns, and you’ll soon see them firing at one another with sticks that look like .44 Magnums. Many kids simply like to do battle, and they love clear good guy / bad guy scenarios. I think this explains the intrinsic appeal of Star Wars, even episodes 1–3.

I did not want to stifle those inclinations in my son, but I did want to steer them. I wanted to guide them toward productive expression. This is what I believe about a number of childhood experiences and fascinations: emotions, touching their own genitalia, cooking, playing with fire, and so on. Simply put, I do not want to shame any naturally occurring fascination; I want to find a way to steer that fascination toward the most productive expression. Take fire, for instance. In the right contexts, it literally powers our world. It cooks our food, warms our homes, fuels our industries, and so forth. It makes life possible. Outside the right contexts, however, and left unguided, it is incredibly destructive.

Does this make fire bad? Of course not. The question we should be asking, however, is this: What am I doing to teach my children about the proper handling of fire, whether at the campsite or at the outdoor summer BBQ?

I believe I feel the same way about my boy’s fascination with battle, combat, and victory over enemies. In the right context, such competition is not only appropriate, it’s also downright necessary. At its extreme, it has rid the world of fascism, imperialism, and slavery. At more accepted levels, it fosters efficient economic growth, continued self-improvement, and court-enforced justice.

It is our job to appropriate this fascination for our kids, steering it toward the most helpful and healthy expression. And I think this is a good framework within which we can look at video games. Are first-person digital experiences inherently bad? Is make-believe bad? Is the desire to conquer evil and earn a hard-sought victory inherently bad? Of course not. I would argue that at varying levels, all these things are inherently good. Just like fire.

But discernment within those contexts is where leadership comes in. Simply put, guidance means drawing lines somewhere. As the English writer G. K. Chesterton once said, “Art, like morality, consists in drawing the line somewhere.” We as parents are called to lead our children into a productive adulthood. Period. That is our job: preparing them for the adult world. This means drawing lines somewhere.

With that stated, giving absolute yeses or nos is simply inappropriate. “Yes, you can compete in sports” doesn’t mean you can use any means to win during those competitions. “Yes, you can play video games” doesn’t mean you can play any video games. “Yes, you can play shoot-’em-up video games” doesn’t mean you can play any shoot-’em-up games.

Thus, Jenny’s and my delineation of the human-alien differentiation. Was it a scientific delineation? Was it totally arbitrary? No. Did it help us, in that instance, feel good about our leadership toward what we believe is a productive adulthood?

Yes. (To this date, our son is eighteen, and he has yet to shoot anyone.)



OUR CHILDREN ARE NOT OUR SOCIAL MEDIA TROPHIES.

I can remember the first time an adult helped make sense of the maddening experience of being a teenager. I was fourteen, talking with our school counselor. She simply asked me to imagine what it would feel like to be onstage all the time. Now, I was never involved in drama or theater, so I asked her for clarification.

“Don’t you sometimes feel as if everything about you, from each individual hair to everything about the way you walk, was on display for all the world to see?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly the way I feel.”

“And everyone was ready at a moment’s notice to criticize everything about your appearance, your words, your choices?”

“Yes! That’s exactly it!”

“Well, that’s the way every teenager feels.”

She was right. Now, thirty-plus years later, with everyone holding a mass social media organization in their pockets, teens feel even more onstage. And we would do very well to remember that. This is why our teens have so much anxiety about clothes! So much anxiety about acne! So much anxiety about who they’re seen with!

And this is also why we as parents need to refrain from adorning all of our walls, background screens, and Facebook pages with nothing but our kids’ mugs. Home should be at least one place where our teens can simply be, without having to always be on display. Unfortunately, this is not what’s happening. All of us too-proud parents are finding any excuse to post anything about our precious kids. And it starts far earlier than adolescence. Now, an infant born today can expect their whole existence to be plastered all over at least two different social media profiles. All in the name of parental pride.

I know I can’t stop this freight train on my own, but I can ask you, the reader, to ask yourself a question before you post another online photo of your darling child: Who is this for? Who is this supposed to benefit? What am I hoping to get out of this, and is it worth potentially putting my child on display like a trophy?



RELATIONSHIPS ARE ALWAYS MORE POWERFUL THAN RULES.

While the rest of these thoughts offer some specific guidelines for handling particular technology issues, I want to make one thing clear: Your relationship with your child will always be more powerful than any rules you set for his Internet usage. Or Netflix viewing. Or phone addiction.

Whether your daughter trusts you enough to share her struggles is more important than whether she shares her passcodes. How much your son feels your respect for at least a little of his privacy matters so much more than how much he fears your finding out about his browser history.

How little you freak out at your kids’ tech mistakes, and how well you can calmly correct them without fanfare, are far more important than any damage done by those mistakes (even if they involve sexting or porn).

In many ways, this is the entire point of this book: Parenting is not a series of techniques or a system of rules designed to determine a child’s behavior; it’s a relationship between two human beings at vastly different levels of development. That’s why our number-one priority, no matter what, must be to embody the calm, mature adult we wish our kids to become one day.




GROWTH QUESTIONS

1. What are your biggest fears about parenting in the digital age?

2. How much is too much screen time? What does your spouse or co-parent think? What do your kids think?

3. If your kids could change one thing about your technology habits, what would it be?

4. What management tools do you have in place to help your kids use digital and mobile technology safely?

5. What are your kids’ phone, tablet, computer, and social media passcodes? Where do you have them listed? 



Chapter Fourteen

Ten Years of ScreamFree Answers and Applications


The right word may be effective, but no word was ever as effective as a rightly timed pause.

—Mark Twain, writer


As I mentioned at the beginning, it’s been a remarkable ten years since this book initially came out. The world has changed so much and so quickly that parents’ heads are spinning (all the while trying to smile for the perfect Instagram post).

During this past decade, we at ScreamFree have been striving to create new, additional content to help parents put themselves and these principles into effective practice. We have tried to engage our followers with material that is relevant to their current parenting struggles and practical for their continued growth as people and parents.

In this chapter, you’ll find answers to many of the questions we’ve been asked by parents over the years. My sincerest hope is that you’ll find in these writings something that can equip you to pause today and inspire you to grow even stronger tomorrow. Parenting is among the most difficult tasks on earth and perhaps the most important; I hope these words can help. 


WHAT HAPPENS WHEN I BLOW IT?


Dear Hal,

I totally lost it with my eight-year-old daughter this morning. We both ended up in our rooms crying our eyes out, and I don’t know where to go from here. Have I ruined our relationship for good? What do I do now?

Katie M., Austin, TX

Katie,

I’m afraid I have some bad news; I’ve also got some great news, however.

The bad news is that these kinds of outbursts can create wounds. Sometimes those wounds take time to heal. Sometimes those wounds make getting closer a little more difficult because of the fear of additional pain—much like someone coming close to your bad sunburn.

But there is great news as well. Our bodies and minds and spirits are designed to heal and grow. What’s more is that we actually grow through struggle. Although the interaction you wrote about was far from ideal, it presents you and your daughter with an incredible opportunity to grow. It gives you an opportunity to shift from a head-to-head battle against each other to a shoulder-to-shoulder unified effort toward a mutually beneficial goal: connection.

Imagine what might happen if, now, you go to your daughter and say, 

“I hate that we are both sad right now. When I yelled at you, it was wrong. I try very hard, but sometimes I mess up, and you deserve better from me. That probably happens to you too. Are there times when you try very hard and still mess up? I love you and don’t like when we fight. Actually, I could use your help. What do you think we could do to keep from this happening again?”

How might that shift the conversation? Sure, she may respond by asking you to just let her do whatever she wants to do. Still, that would be an opportunity to have a shoulder-to-shoulder discussion about why you are uncomfortable with that. Although it could be tempting to see it as an opportunity for you to tell her why her choice was wrong or stupid or immature, and take an authoritative position, this will not lead to the outcome you are looking for.

This is an opportunity for you to listen, to empathize with her emotion, and to work together to find alternative ways to get what you both want. It is about shifting away from a battle of wills and shifting toward ways you both can live out a family standard while maintaining relational connection. She may surprise you with her ideas despite being only eight years old.

As I mentioned earlier, the wounds of this interaction may make your relationship difficult for a while, but it is far from over. The emotion you described occurs only because you both care. People who do not care do not cry in their room. They disengage. They become cold and distant. Leaning in and being authentic with your daughter about your desire for her help may just achieve the common goal of connection.

Take care of yourself,

Hal




LOVING YOUR KIDS ENOUGH TO CONFRONT THEM


It is not giving children more that spoils them; it is giving them more in order to avoid confrontation.

—John Gray, Children Are from Heaven


We don’t like to admit it, but let’s try: Each of us has often gone to extreme lengths to avoid confrontation with our children. Sometimes we don’t like to disappoint them. Sometimes we don’t have confidence in our own authority or in our ability to come up with an appropriate consequence. Sometimes it’s just plain easier in the moment.

But whenever we walk on eggshells with our children, we are treading on dangerous ground. Kids of all ages need to know that we are strong enough to confront them and mature enough to withstand their tantrums or tirades. It paradoxically makes them feel safe if they can’t blow us over, or make us blow up.

So, when your child bumps up against you or the consequences you’ve set for her, don’t tighten up and brace for the worse. Change your perspective and see it as a chance for growth—both for you and for her. For you, it’s a chance to flex your ScreamFree muscle and stay calm and connected in the situation. For her, it’s a chance to learn about the law of sowing and reaping, and about how her parents love her so much that they are willing to confront her.

Conflict is a necessary (and sometimes wonderful) part of life, and we need to equip our children to handle it. By showing her that you’re not afraid of it, and you’re willing to approach it with quiet strength and understanding, you are giving a gift that is certain not to spoil.

Here’s what it can look like in action. Picture this scenario: 

Your fifteen-year-old daughter is constantly taking too long to get ready, and you’re always arriving late for school, for events, for church, whatever. Yes, you as a parent could implement some disciplinary consequence, like removing a privilege or even leaving her behind once or twice. Using your positional authority over her like that may be entirely appropriate. But perhaps you’ve already done that. Or perhaps you’re tired of always going to that well, because you know it starts to dry up the more you use it (especially as they get older). So, what else can you do?

Well, first, Calm Down. Start by giving up the idea that you are the one who is supposed to find the right mechanism to change her behavior. Your job is not to control her behavior; your job is to manage your emotions so that she can learn to control her own behavior. That’s the core of calming down. It’s not just about lowering the rate of your heartbeat or the volume in your voice—it’s about letting go of others so you can take hold of yourself.

Now comes Grow Up. This means exactly what it says: Rise to a higher level of maturity so you can give the other person the chance to meet you there. This means clearly identifying your emotions about the situation. How do you feel about your daughter’s behavior? It has to be one word, and it has to be something other than frustrated. So, what is it? Do you feel unappreciated, ignored, unloved, betrayed, hurt? Are you scared about the trajectory of her behavior, and of your relationship with her? How does her lateness affect you?

Next, Grow Closer. This is where you actually do the confronting but only after you understand why. You are not confronting in order to change her behavior. Yes, you want your daughter to change, but you want it to be her choice, not your force, that does the trick. You are confronting in order to authentically represent yourself. Relationships are built on self-revelation, and they grow only when the levels of revelation escalate. Since you want your daughter to grow into adulthood, invite her into a more adult connection with you. At a peaceful time (away from the morning frustration), you calmly, one-on-one, reveal to your daughter how her actions affect you:


“Honey, I’m tired of our morning routine, particularly my part of it—trying to get you to hurry up. Whether you hurry up is up to you. What I want you to know is that when your ‘getting ready’ routine extends past the time we need to leave, all the while expecting me to wait on you, it leaves me feeling unappreciated and used. I’m not sure if that’s what you want to convey, but that’s certainly how it comes across to me.”


And then calmly leave the conversation, allowing her to, possibly, reflect upon her actions.

I know, I know, a huge part of you is thinking, “That’ll never work.” But it all depends on how you define work. If it means changing her behavior, then you’re right. It won’t work. If, however, it means changing your behavior, giving your relationship the chance to mature, and giving your daughter a solid invitation to adulthood, then it absolutely will work.

Trust me on this.



HOMEWORK HELP?


Hal,

My nine-year-old child doesn’t make doing his homework a priority. Sometimes he misses deadlines on assignments. I just want to sit there and watch that he completes his schoolwork. Is this the best strategy?

Mike M., Los Angeles, CA

Mike,

My short answer is no, not if you want his homework to become his priority. The homework battle seems to plague every house in the world. This is because around the globe we put so much stock in the education process. But the problem has very little to do with school. Homework just happens to provide a convenient territory on which to battle for control. Whose life is this? That’s the real question here. We parents are reluctant to give this area of life over to our children because we fear they will never take it as seriously as they need to (or we want them to).

We then allow this fear to shape our vision of the future, wondering if they’ll ever get an education, if they’ll ever get a job, and so on. So, we think, we had better nip this lack-of-motivation thing right in the bud right now by forcing them to do homework and get good grades (even if it means hovering over them every night until they’re eighteen). What inevitably happens, however, is that we actually prevent them from ever adopting their education as their own.

As long as we feel responsible for them and their education (which we equate with their whole future), then they will never feel responsible for themselves. But when we can calm our anxiety about their school, then we can be responsible to them in new ways.

This means offering to help, but only if they request it.

This means inquiring about progress but in the same way we might ask a friend about how her job is going.

This means pursuing our own life and our own continuing education.

The sooner we realize our kids’ schoolwork is theirs, their performance is not a direct reflection on us, and their grades are not an automatic predictor of their entire future, magic begins to happen: They begin to own it all for themselves.

Take care,

Hal




FITTING IN AND STANDING OUT?


The young always have the same problem—how to rebel and conform at the same time. They have now solved this by defying their parents and copying one another.

—Quentin Crisp, The Naked Civil Servant


Coming up with simpler explanations of complex relationship truths is, I believe, one of the things the world needs most. And I have found very few examples of this better than Mr. Crisp’s quote. In one sentence, he has captured beautifully the delicate moves our teens must dance on the tightrope of adolescence:


• How do I fit in with a crowd that makes me feel like I belong?

• How do I stand out, on my own, as an individual in charge of my own life?


Next time you see your teen following a funky fad, remember his desire to fit in. You may easily ridicule your son’s man-bun (as I do my son’s), knowing he’ll probably regret the pictures later, but it’ll be the same harmless way I regret my Thriller jacket with a million zippers (it was awesome).

And next time you feel your teen pulling away from you or openly pushing you away, remember her desire to stand out, on her own two feet. You have been by far the most influential shaping force in her life up to this point—it makes perfect sense she would want to resist that influence a little now in order to show you, and herself, that she has a budding future on her own.



HOW TO WIN AT YOUTH SPORTS (EVEN WHEN THEY LOSE)


Hal,

All three of our kids are involved in team sports. While this totally dominates our schedules, my husband and I have been okay with it, because we think sports can be so good for developing life skills. However, with all the emphasis on winning these days, it seems the youth sports world has gone crazy. How do we teach our kids good sportsmanship when the coaches and other parents seem to be willing to do anything to win?

Victoria T., Gainesville, FL

Dear Victoria,

Teaching good sportsmanship to our children is one of the great responsibilities of parenthood. So, how do we go about teaching this valuable lesson to our kids in a culture that seems to value it less and less? Good question.

While my children were growing up, I had the honor and pleasure of coaching about fourteen seasons of baseball, soccer, softball, basketball, and flag football. Most of my experiences were both honorable and pleasurable.

But there were more than a few occasions when I witnessed firsthand a lack of sportsmanship on the part of coaches. For me, this is a zero-tolerance issue. When my son was six, he went to a summer baseball camp that was essentially run by college kids, and he came home in tears after the second day reporting that the coaches yelled at the players and called them names for not trying hard enough. I paused, then went into full investigative mode, contacting other parents to see if their sons reported the same thing. I then contacted the coaches and the camp administrators. It turns out my son was telling the truth; the college-age coaches were practicing with six-year-olds what they themselves were experiencing from their own coaches…in college. 

The camp administrators were very grateful to hear from me, and they admitted that they were suspicious of one coach in particular. He was immediately removed, but it took a while for my son to trust coaches again.

I wanted my kids to love sports, to love physical activity, to love teamwork and structured competition. And bad examples from their coaches who cared more about winning games than winning hearts for sports were simply not acceptable. Period. 

I believe there are three elements to sportsmanship: rules, etiquette, and culture. As a coach and as a parent, I tried to pay attention to all three.


Rules. Rules are simply the structure of the game itself. Every sport has established rules that provide the freedom to play, much like railroad tracks give the train freedom to travel. The rules of the game are the nonnegotiables, and the best way to teach those rules is by obeying them ourselves. Cheating in any way is not just a bad example; it actually introduces the very chaos and instability of life that sports can help us conquer.

Think about it—life is very confusing and difficult. It is full of ever-changing people playing by ever-changing rules. Sports, at their best, invite us into a small world that can protect us from that chaos by providing a clearly agreed-upon structure that encourages freedom of expression and friendly, growth-inducing competition. When parents and coaches fail to teach the rules of the game, and fail to obey those rules themselves, sportsmanship is not the only casualty. Chaos triumphs over stability and security as well—something for us all to think about when tempted to play our best Little League player a few more innings than the time allows or to secretly send coaching signals to our budding tennis phenom.


Etiquette. Like rules, the practices of a sports’ etiquette can differ greatly from sport to sport. But unlike rules, these practices are not enforceable by referees or umpires or league commissioners. The practices of etiquette are not agreed upon by rules committees; they have evolved as a way for sports to retain a spirit of courtesy and respect between players and for the game itself.

In tennis, for instance, you shake hands over the net after a match. In baseball, you line up on the baselines and congratulate the other team with your right hands at the end of the game. In boxing, you touch gloves at the beginning of the first and last rounds. In basketball, you volunteer your culpability after a bad pass, a defensive lapse, or a hard foul. And perhaps no sport has more specific practices of etiquette than golf, from staying quiet during an opponent’s swing to avoiding someone’s putting line on the green.

These “rules” of etiquette are neither published in bylaws somewhere, nor even discussed between opponents before a game, but violating them can arouse as much anger as cheating. Etiquette is what makes the game humane, what elevates the game above animalistic conflict.

Teaching etiquette is therefore extremely important. That necessarily means educating ourselves as parents and/or coaches about the particular etiquette practices of a particular sport. I have never played soccer, so I had to learn about both the rules and the etiquette of “the beautiful game” as I signed up my kids to play it. I wanted to take an active role in this education process, both for my kids and me, so I invited them to watch soccer matches with me, and I invited some admitted soccer freaks over for dinner to talk to our whole family about the game.

What is absolutely important is to focus on how you and yours adhere to these practices much more than on how anyone else does. It’s easy and important to publicly call out rule infractions committed by anyone involved in the contest. It’s equally important to quietly practice the etiquette yourself without telling anyone else they should as well. This is an area where examples speak loudest. So exhibit the best etiquette yourself, teach your child to do the same, and then both of you be quiet about anyone else. When it comes to etiquette, it is far better to be viewed as an example than ignored as a know-it-all.


Culture. This is the area of sportsmanship that is the least clear-cut, but can be the most influential. All sports have a unique culture surrounding them, a culture that silently governs attitudes, shapes coaching and playing styles, and can even influence personalities and relationships outside the playing field. And it is because of this powerful influence that I advise parents and coaches to pay very close attention to it.

Take football, for instance. Football creates and maintains a unique culture, with both positive and negative applications. On the positive side, football creates a team-oriented culture. It is perhaps the most team-oriented sport of all because of its relatively rigid position roles and requirements. There are offensive linemen body styles and temperaments that are decidedly different from, and yet completely dependent on, wide receivers’. And all have to play together in order to succeed, more than any other sport. It is far more difficult for one player to dominate in football than in, say, basketball. This team emphasis in football is a remarkable metaphor for all the interdependencies that exist in life.

Another element of football culture, which is not so positive in my opinion, is the emphasis on toughness, even meanness. We see this in the behavior of both college and pro players, but it’s evident in Pony League practices too: Watch these coaches running elementary-school kids till they puke and then making them pick it up with their hands (I’ve seen it happen). No sport carries the go-to-war mentality like football, and that part of football culture is one of the factors behind the current concussions controversy. “Toughest is best” is football at its worst.

Thankfully, there are scores of examples of talented, successful football players who demonstrated incredible toughness while also exuding respect for their opponents, their own bodies, and the idea that it is still only a game. Walter Payton comes to mind as an example from my youth; Peyton Manning shined over the last two decades. These men were able to follow the rules of football competition, practice exemplary etiquette toward other players and the game, and exist as tough but respectful beacons within the football culture.

There are players in other sports who are able to succeed without fully succumbing to the worst parts of the culture of those sports. Wayne Gretzky rarely fought in a hockey game. Jack Nicklaus never cursed on a golf course and never talked badly about another player. Tim Duncan never talked trash on the basketball court. Roger Federer never loses his cool on the tennis court (but he does host a pizza party for the ball boys and girls at every tournament). Talk about these players with your spouse in front of your kids; root for these types of players on TV; invite your kids to admire them with you.

It is our job as parents and coaches to shape the culture of our families and our teams. Ask any business leader how difficult it is to shape the culture of a company. But the truth is that shaping a culture happens anyway. Every second of every day we function as leaders, and how we behave in our leadership roles shapes our surrounding culture, both positively and negatively. How we cheer for our teams, how we talk about other players and opponents, how we speak with the coaches and other parents, whether and how we volunteer for snack duty, how we confront rules violations—all these behaviors mold the cultures of our families and our teams. Kids are not just watching us—they’re inhaling the cultural air around them.

There is no magic recipe we can follow to make our kids respectful competitors. I can offer only a viewpoint that helps us remember that how we participate in sports is a character issue, one that can extend far beyond the boundaries of the court. And since, according to our ScreamFree mindset, the greatest thing we can do for our kids is focus on ourselves, this character issue is first and foremost about us.

Take care,

Hal




LEAD THEM TO MANAGE THEMSELVES


Educate your children to self-control…and you have done much to abolish misery from their future and crimes from society.

—Benjamin Franklin


There are few things I find more self-sabotaging than parents trying to manage their kids’ behavior. Recently I was in a conversation with other parents of teenage boys, and they were complaining about having to work so hard to get them up, out of bed, and off to school. These boys are all in high school.

“I’ve tried different alarm clocks.”

“I’ve tried different bedtimes.”

“I keep trying to cook a better-smelling breakfast, hoping that will entice him from his cave…”

I chose not to keep silent: “What has he tried?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you guys have talked about all you’ve tried to do to wake him up. What has he tried to do to wake himself up? Whose problem is it? Has he asked you to help him, or do you find yourself asking him to help you?”

Our job is not to manage their behavior; our job is to help them learn to manage themselves.



SPECIAL NEEDS, SPECIAL LOVE

During college, it was commonplace for me to enter into philosophical conversations about the nature of things. What is truth? What is beauty? What is love?

One of my philosophy professors stumbled upon us during one of these speculative conversations and simply told a story.

He had known a man in his church, a man whose only wife died while giving birth to their only child. Their boy did not escape the tragic birth unscathed either, unfortunately; it left him practically in a vegetative state. In one afternoon, this father’s life’s calling was cast: He was a widower who would raise an incapacitated son. The man and son went on to live the rest of their long lives together, my professor explained.

“You wanna know what love is?” he asked. “Here’s a man who, for the last forty years or so, has shaved two faces every morning.”

I must confess, I really have no idea what it must be like to be the parent of a child with special needs. Sure, I’ve been around hundreds of kids with physical and mental disabilities, counseled families of such, but that doesn’t mean I know the exhaustion of living with the daily dependencies (and nightly worries) of patiently raising a daughter with severe developmental delays or stubbornly trying to connect with a son with autism.

Sure, I watched firsthand as my parents battled my brother’s dyslexia and tragic head injuries, but that doesn’t mean I know what it’s like to watch my own child continuously struggle with reading or stay up nights Googling about head trauma and worrying about its effect on long-term life success.

And sure, I, unfortunately, even know the pain of watching my wife battle cancer. I know all too well the dilemma of struggling to handle the unknown future while dealing with the known, at times miserable, present. But I don’t think for one minute my experience can tell me of the dilemmas parents must face while deciding on treatment regimens and school schedules, or the horrible pain they must feel while holding little hands pricked with chemo IVs.

But many of you know these struggles. Many of you live these lives. And I thank you.

I thank you, special-needs parents, for all the ways you band together with other parents facing similar struggles. The networks of parents banding together, whether it be because of their autistic children or their dyslexic children or their cancer-surviving kids, are an inspiration to us all. ScreamFree Parenting groups have formed all over the country because people are recognizing the value of struggling together. Parents of kids with special needs have this awareness thrust upon them, but the rest of us sometimes try to cruise through life (and stumble through relationships) thinking that we’re not supposed to struggle. For letting me watch and become continually aware of how I can benefit from others’ support, I thank you.

I also thank you, special-needs parents, for your tireless attempts to wrestle with your own conflicting desires. On the one hand, you want the best possible support for your child in his battle, finding the best schools, the top techniques, and the latest research to justify special treatment. On the other hand, you strive to normalize your child and his surroundings, never allowing your child’s special needs to either rob him of the joys of life, or excuse him from the painful lessons that life has for all of us. Those of us without special-needs kids face this same internal battle, wanting to both protect our kids from life’s dangers and expose our kids to life’s lessons. For showing me how to fight this battle on both ends, equally holding up both protection and exposure as valuable, I thank you.

I thank you, special-needs parents, for your enduring efforts to emotionally connect with your children, even when they cannot connect with you. So many of you, especially those whose children have autism or developmental delays, continue to put yourself in vulnerable positions, looking (and desperately hoping) for the slightest signs that your children can reciprocate your affection. While learning to never need your own emotions reciprocated to keep you going, you can appreciate those fleeting moments with a heartfelt gratitude few of the rest of us can ever sense. We, instead, place ourselves in an endless chase, needing our children to appreciate us, respect us, or just acknowledge our efforts so that we can feel like good parents. For showing us all that it’s what we do, regardless of what our kids do in return, that validates our parenting, I thank you.

In many ways, all of our kids have special needs, because all of our kids are unique individuals, with different lessons to learn as they carve their own paths through life. But so many families out there know what it means to have kids with real special needs, families whose daily experiences, and choices in response to those experiences, give the rest of us hope that life can still go on.

I guess what I’m really trying to say is thank you, for teaching me what love is.



HE’S NOT MY REAL DAD!


Dear Hal,

After being in a horrible first marriage, I’ve finally found someone who loves both me and my daughter, and we are scheduled to be married. The problem is my daughter. She’s eight years old and refuses to accept him as a new member of our family. How can I get her to see him as an authority figure? He wants to be a great stepdad to her, but she is very resistant. What should I do?

Theresa M., Charlotte, NC

Theresa,

You should give both of them a little space. I can feel the anxiety in your question, and if I can feel it, you can be sure that they both do as well. Be careful. You so desperately want a harmonious family that you run the risk of driving both of them away with your pressure.

For your daughter: Let her struggle. Let her be upset. She didn’t choose to become a child of divorce. She feels powerless in her life and she is most likely wondering about her role in this new family constellation. Don’t maneuver or posture her to force any feelings toward your new husband. It will take time and a good dose of understanding.

For your fiancé: He sounds like a great guy, one I bet will be patient with your daughter. Let him take his time as well. Don’t put him in a bad situation by expecting him to discipline your daughter. That’s your job. For sure, when he’s alone with her, he can enforce your rules. But setting him up as a new enforcer is setting him up to be an easy target. Any time he tries to act like her father, she will resist. His job is to be your husband, not her dad. Ironically, the more you both can remember this and give your daughter space, the closer she will voluntarily get to him.

All in all, take a deep breath and relax. She is going through a huge transition and shouldn’t be expected to always act with maturity. If you think about it, very few adults going through a divorce always act with maturity. Both you and your fiancé can love her no matter what she does. In doing so, you’ll be creating the type of harmonious family you all really want.

Take care,

Hal




PARENTING KIDS WITH BEHAVIORAL PROBLEMS


Dear Hal,

My oldest son has always struggled in school. Over the years, we have dealt with several diagnoses: ADHD, visual-processing disorders, depression, sensory integration disorder, and even Asperger’s syndrome.

Well, now he is fifteen, and I feel like we have the same struggles as when he was seven. He is shutting down and giving up at school. Last year, I pulled him out of all special-ed classes, but he does still receive modifications in math in the regular classroom. I started thinking that he was living “down” to the expectations that had been tragically communicated and was fulfilling the labels that had defined him all these years. Funny how you also talk about the negative power of labels in your book, and boy, have I seen that.

In your answer to the question about the kid with possible bipolar disorder on your website, you mentioned the risk of being careful with the diagnosis, as sometimes lifelong “accommodation behaviors” are created, which can truly cripple the child later. I sat with that thought for a few minutes and felt such pain for my son. I can see in my son a total fear of rejection and failure, as this issue influences other parts of his behavior. I guess my question is this: How can I begin to help my son break free of some of these accommodation behaviors? What does my role in changing the pattern need to be? I can see how I have helped to get to this place, but I have no idea where to begin to change myself.

Marie F., Sacramento, CA

First of all, Marie, I love your question. It speaks so clearly of a mom dedicated to her own growth for the benefit of the whole family.

The issue of diagnoses and accommodation is thorny but obviously common. And I certainly am not going to attempt to solve the problem here. But I do have some observations that may be helpful.

In my experience as a therapist, and now as an author and speaker, I feel surrounded by two extreme perspectives. And representatives from both sides seem very eager for me to see it their way. One extreme is the large group of folks who decry ADHD and other similar child psychology conditions as being rampantly overdiagnosed, or worse, as entirely made-up illnesses that are simply an excuse for the symptoms of bad parenting. And the whole phenomenon is creating, they fear, an entire generation of kids unable and unwilling to tackle life’s challenges, kids with ready excuses hanging around their necks, justifying their own failures.

On the other extreme are those parents who couldn’t seem to wait for the ADHD diagnosis because it was this godsend answer to all the previously unanswerable problems in their home. These are the parents who then preface every statement about their children and their relationship with them with “First of all, you have to know that my son has ADHD.” For these folks, this diagnosis is both a curse to complain about and a blessing that excuses them from all their own struggles with their kids.

The truth is, both extremes usually scare me. The “ADHD doesn’t exist” crowd frightens me with their almost sanctimonious ability to assume an expert position over all struggling parents and children. The “ADHD is a godsend” gang scares me with their double-sidedness. They hate that ADHD exists because it’s causing all the family struggles they’re experiencing, but they embrace the disease because it provides a convenient explanation for all their family chaos.

Somewhere in the middle are lots of folks with lots of questions. Questions like yours. In this middle are parents who at times find themselves at a loss. “What’s going on with my child? Does anyone else have battles like this? Worries like this? Why does it seem like nothing works, nothing makes any difference? I don’t like the idea that he/she has a ‘disorder,’ and I certainly don’t like the idea of medicating my kid, but what if? Would it be so wrong to get a little help from science? I’m not looking for a way to abdicate my responsibilities as a parent, but something’s got to change.”

ADHD is an attempt to explain a common set of observed symptoms. Like depression, or a learning disorder, there is no blood test to diagnose it. All we have is an exhaustive scientific effort to collect, organize, and differentiate observed behaviors. But because all observation is up to interpretation and affected by the natural biases of the observer, behavioral science can never be as “exact” as a biological science. Never. (And even biological science struggles with its own levels of “certainty,” but that’s a topic for another time.)

That doesn’t mean ADHD isn’t “real.” It means it is only as real as those observing it already believe it to be. I know this is confusing. What this means is that as scientists deem it to be real, more and more parents and doctors will follow suit. And so on. This means that, yes, all behavioral conditions have the potential to be misdiagnosed or overdiagnosed, because once an explanation exists for someone else, it increases the chances of you becoming convinced that it might exist for you or your child.

So, yes, ADHD and other diagnoses are, in fact, labels. And you are correct, I devote an entire chapter in this book—Chapter 7—to the damaging power of labels, all such labels. So does that mean I think there’s no place for such diagnoses, except to damage those that receive them? No. What I believe is that all behavior occurs in a context. All behavior, including the distractibility and hyperactivity of ADHD, occurs in a pattern of everyone’s behavior around it.

We all would like to find a definite “cause” for a certain behavior, because we are all trained to think scientifically about cause and effect. We’re observing a certain effect, so we try then to identify a single cause. If we can do that, then we can find a remedy. But life does not occur in a vacuum, which is the only place where simple cause and effect actually exist. Life occurs in a context.

Let’s take a case of ADHD, where we observe Johnny struggling in school. And it keeps getting worse. He can’t remember to turn in the homework he’s already finished, he can’t remember to bring home notes, and he can’t stay focused during class. At home he’s belligerent, argumentative, and extremely resistant to any efforts pushing him toward improvement.

The question is this: How do we account for the seriousness of behavioral symptoms without accommodating to those symptoms and letting them become the primary identification of the person?

The accommodating behaviors to worry about are not your son’s—they’re yours. Yes, he can begin to accommodate himself to the idea that he’s “damaged goods,” but that begins by watching whether you think the same thing. What we say about our kids is more powerful than what we say to them. What we say about them begins to frame the entire context of their lives—it shapes how we prepare for every interaction with them, it shapes how others do the same, and it shapes how kids view themselves. 

Think about it: You begin to talk about your daughter being lazy, and then you ask your friends if their daughters are just as lazy. Soon the label gets fixated, and miraculously, she continues to demonstrate her laziness. So you battle directly against that, tell her to get off her rear, and then she gets even more openly, defiantly lazy.

Well, the same process happens with ADHD. You struggle with your child’s unfocused behavior and then turn to another, higher source to affix a label on your child. That label, or diagnosis, from a psychologist and a medical doctor, begins then to take on a life of its own. You begin to preface every discussion about your child with it, using it as the introductory explanation of her personality.

Once you decide that your child “has” ADHD, you may as well say that ADHD “has” your child. It becomes a badge with a double meaning.

But there is one way out of this mess: self-focus and self-restraint. Instead of focusing so much on your child’s behavior, return the focus to your own.

Marie, you’ve already started the process by asking what you can do differently. But you’re asking about your son’s accommodating behaviors, not your own. And yours are the only ones you can control. Begin by altering your language. Your son does not “have” these “conditions”; he exhibits symptoms. That is all. And if so, then you can treat the symptoms. Put him on medication, keep him on it—that’s fine. One of the fascinating (and at times maddening) phenomena about ADHD is that even after it’s been diagnosed, even after medication treatment has begun, many people still use the condition as the defining label of that child. My response is this: If it’s being treated, then why do you talk as if it’s still driving the boat?

But it doesn’t sound like you’re doing that at all, Marie. It sounds like you want to stop the negative power of labels in your son’s life. It sounds like you want to focus on the things you can control—your own behavior and attitudes. That’s where it all begins. And because of that, you’ve already begun.

Thanks so much for your feedback, and thanks so much for your courage. That you are posing this question tells the world that you are working hard to do right by both yourself and your kids. And your willingness to do so, especially by focusing on yourself and your own patterns, gives you every reason to hope.

Take care,

Hal




HELPING OUR KIDS EAT BETTER FOOD

America’s kids are less active and more rotund than ever, and it’s threatening humanity’s future. With skyrocketing child obesity rates, this battle is nothing to take lightly. Whether it’s the junk food that lines the aisles of Kroger, fills the Nickelodeon commercials, or populates the McDonald’s kids’ menus, parents and healthy nutrition seem to have the odds stacked against them.

So, with all of that noted, it’s easy to get motivated to gear up for battle, right? Given the gravity of the situation, let’s all get armed to go to war, beat back the tide of fat, and find the best way to get children to eat healthy foods.

If it’s a true, never-ending battle you seek, then go right ahead. Prepare for war. But if it’s a great relationship with your kids you really want, a relationship filled with mutual respect in which both parents and children naturally choose, on their own, to take an interest in their own nutrition, then prepare for a different path altogether.

Food battles are more about parent-child dynamics than they are about nutrition. Parents who allow the whimsical testing behaviors from their kids to dictate their own demeanor and behaviors are falling prey not to their kids’ immaturity but to their own. Adopt the ScreamFree path: Calm down and accept your position as the grown-up here (if you don’t first accept it, then your kids never will). When you’ve calmed your parental anxiety, you’ll begin to recognize a few certain truths about this issue:

1. No child under age six has ever voluntarily starved himself to death instead of eating vegetables. Yes, eating disorders are serious diseases among preteens, teenagers, and their families. But that’s not what we’re talking about here. We’re talking about young children beginning to make healthy food choices. And while it may be tough for you to allow your kid to go hungry, relax; he won’t do it for long. The question is whether his hunger will speak louder to him than your anxiety. If it does, then he’ll eat. If not, then you’ll need to deal with the next truth.

2. Parents anxiously needing their kids to eat the dinner they “slaved over” will always be wondering why their kids don’t respect them. Wanting our kids to respect us and others comes naturally. But needing them to respect us, appreciate us, and validate all of our efforts is a recipe for disaster. You know what people respect? Self-validation. We respect, and long to follow and learn from, leaders who exude a calm confidence and invite others to join them along a path of new discovery. Leaders who still follow that path even if we refuse that invitation. Our kids are begging us to lead them like that in all areas of life, including the arena of food.

3. Parents can never expect their kids to eat a more healthful diet than they do. Some of you may want to stop reading right here. But just like with our money habits, our eating habits are far more influential than our words of instruction. Kids can spot double standards from a mile away, and they certainly won’t follow someone they can’t trust. If we want our kids to exercise self-regulation and healthy exploration in their eating, then we first must do so ourselves. Try and go a week focusing more on your own habits than your kids’. Only then will you be humbled enough to exercise this next truth.

4. Parents must learn to both restrict and respect their kids’ choices. The principle here is to calmly acknowledge that our kids have choices in life, and it is our job to help them become good decision makers. That is not the same thing as making them eat their veggies. It is a matter of listening to and observing their preferences, offering them a balance of things they already like and things they haven’t tried, while highlighting the consequences of their choices.

None of these truths offers a magic prescription, but that’s because there is no such thing. I know that is really frustrating for parents who are mired in the battle of the bulge, but remember, you are hoping to create self-directed adults who choose, on their own, to be healthy. By committing yourself to the ScreamFree way, you will begin to see that the food battle itself is the real villain, and the relationship we have with our kids is the victim when we engage. So choose your path carefully, because a strong, vital relationship will go a long way toward creating the healthy patterns you desire.



THE INSANITY OF GETTING INTO THE “RIGHT” COLLEGE


Our numbers-driven society perpetuates a pressure on our kids to perform. High-stakes testing has taken the place of meaningful teaching and learning. College rankings and endowments are also predicated on numbers (for example, inflated GPAs, the ratio of applicants to acceptances and test scores). All of which adds up to an education system focused on competition, performance and rankings.

—Vicki H. Abeles, Race to Nowhere


The world has always been involved in some kind of collective insanity, but one kind seems to be gripping us all: the pressure to get into the “right” college.

I’ve counseled several New York families who were driven by this pressure, helping them manage their anxiety enough to navigate the competitive track toward the Ivy Leagues (by the way, their kids were just entering preschool). I’ve also counseled numerous “high-achieving” families, who were somewhat shocked to discover their children struggling with substance abuse, eating disorders, or even suicidal thoughts.

Just last week, my twelfth-grade teaching wife counseled multiple kids suffering from panic attacks while facing a week of five major exams.

This is insane. If you haven’t watched Vicki Abeles’s critically acclaimed documentary Race to Nowhere, I urge you to take a look. It powerfully highlights this insanity and the toll it’s taking on our teenagers, who while increasingly improving their math minds are endangering their mental health. It also highlights why millennials are swimming in college loan debt, accumulated primarily in pursuit of their dream school when “lesser,” cheaper schools were viable options.

Look, I get it. I have a twenty-year-old daughter in college and an eighteen-year-old son about to make the leap. There are a million forces pushing them toward this craziness, and unfortunately their mom and dad have echoed these pressures a time or two. But we have tried, and are trying, to emphasize three truths:

1. If you’re going to college, you’re there to get an education. That’s the purpose.

2. If you’re going to college, you’re going to graduate. That’s the goal.

3. If you’re going to college, the most important name on your college degree is not the school’s—it’s yours.

(The best resources I found for helping navigate the college selection craziness were a hilarious book titled Crazy U: One Dad’s Crash Course in Getting His Kid into College by Andrew Ferguson and an enlightening book on the truth that “elite” colleges are not all that, Where You Go Is Not Who You’ll Be: An Antidote to the College Admissions Mania, by Frank Bruni.)



THREE HOPES FOR MY TEENAGERS


Most of us remember adolescence as a kind of double negative: no longer allowed to be children, we are not yet capable of being adults.

—Julian Barnes


Adolescence has always been difficult. In our current digital realm, where teens live and breathe (and bully), that difficulty seems to have multiplied by a factor of ten. Add to this the ever-increasing pressures of college competition, and it’s little wonder why teen suicide rates are increasing.

This is why, some days, I try to keep my expectations for my teenagers fairly low. At a bare minimum, I want them to get into their twenties in three ways: Alive, Alert, and Alone.


• Alive—I want my teens to escape the clutches of suicide and car accidents.

• Alert—I want my teens to arrive in their twenties with a high school diploma and without an addiction to drugs, alcohol, or screen time (which includes video games, Netflix, social media, and porn).

• Alone—I want my teens to soar into their twenties without children of their own or spousal attachments.


As I stated, these three are my lowest expectations. My highest hopes are related to the above three but are far more optimistic and inspirational: Awake, Aware, and Away.


• Awake—I want my teens to embrace life and all its possibilities, soaring into their twenties with positive energy and hope for the future.

• Aware—I want my teens to have more than just a rudimentary education and a clear brain; I want them beginning their twenties having a library of personal experiences with the way the world works and an insatiable curiosity about and compassion for others.

• Away—I want my teens to launch into their twenties having already tasted scores of trips to other places and nights spent away from home so that they’ll be ready to pursue a life of, and on, their own.


As I strive to parent these teens into adulthood, I’m working hard to lead them toward these last three. But if I have to, I’ll settle for the first ones.



“FAIR” MAY NOT FEEL EQUAL


Live so that when your children think of fairness, caring, and integrity, they think of you.

—H. Jackson Brown Jr., writer


The term fair has been thrown around so much (particularly by children) that I think we’ve lost sight of what it really means. To exude fairness is to be without bias or dishonesty. It has little to do with equality and everything to do with integrity. But for years, “That’s not fair!” has been the rallying cry of every child who has ever felt slighted. What he really means is, “He got more than I did!” This is most commonly seen in reference to division of time or material possessions.

As parents, we should not be overly concerned with this kind of equality. This is because a fair person weighs each situation as it arises, understanding how context and history and priority inform the current division of resources. With this understanding, everyone getting an equal share of everything all the time at the same time is actually not fair.

A few examples:


• Your eleven-year-old should not get the same privileges at the same time as your thirteen-year-old. Just because Verizon is offering a two-for-one phone deal does not mean you should give the younger child a phone two years before the older one got it.

• Your four-year-old daughter should not get the same amount of direct attention as your new baby boy, because she is capable of doing many things on her own. Your new son needs far more of you right now. This obviously doesn’t mean that you can ignore your daughter and her sudden regression (which is totally normal), but don’t count the hours to perfectly equalize the one-on-one time.

• Finally, and this could be a difficult one to swallow, but bear with me: For those of us in a biological nuclear family, our kids should not get as much of our heart as our spouse. I know I’m crazy and even old-fashioned, but a prioritized marriage is good for kids; prioritizing kids above marriage is not good for anyone.




SELF-ESTEEM OR SELF-RESPECT?

In order to build our kid’s self-esteem, many of us have tried to praise them toward better performance. In order to protect our kids’ self-esteem, many of us have tried to shield them from any failed performances. These have all been well-intentioned efforts, and I don’t want any of us to feel ashamed by what I’m about to say…but: Kids feel better about themselves when they accomplish things by themselves.

Whether it’s building their first LEGO house, jumping over a log, or pooping on the potty like a big boy, kids love to feel accomplished and self-sufficient. This is why four-year-old Stuart on Mad TV was always saying “Lemme do it!” and “Look what I can do!”

This is also why saying no to their parents feels so good as well. That word, along with their small solo achievements, represents their burgeoning self-respect, which is what actually precedes self-esteem.

By all means, praise your kids’ efforts, and protect them from life’s worst dangers, but if you want them to truly feel confident about themselves in this world, also promise them that you will provide them every opportunity to accomplish more and more on their own.



HOW CAN I TEACH MY KIDS TO BE RESPECTFUL?


“Being disrespectful” is a big one on many parents’ minds. Especially when their kids talk to them in ways they wouldn’t have dreamed of speaking to their own parents. Here’s the problem: You can’t teach someone to respect you by telling him or her to respect you. You can earn it only by how you respond.

It’s paradoxical; our kids respect us when we don’t need them to respect us. It can start with something like this, said to your oldest, one on one:

“You can talk rudely to me if you want; I cannot control what comes out of your mouth. You, though, cannot control what I do in response; that’s up to me. You now have a choice: Continue talking that way to me or not—that’s up to you. If you do, I want you to know two things: (1) I will not get upset, because you’re not that powerful, and (2) You will not get to watch a screen of any kind for the next twenty-four hours. The choice is yours.”

You are not demanding your son respect you; you are simply speaking to him in a respectful way about his place in the universe. He is in control of his next action, and you are in control of your response. In this way he can no longer be “disrespectful,” because you have removed from him the power of determining your level of respect-worthiness. He is simply not that powerful.

Whenever we stop demanding our children respect us, magic happens: We start respecting ourselves, and they follow suit.

Trust me.




HELPING OUR KIDS THROUGH ADVERSITY


Adversity introduces a man to himself.

—Anonymous


Few things hurt like watching our children struggle. When we see them encountering any kind of pain at all, a wave of protective power surges within us—it feels like everything in us wants to shield them forever.

Of course, this protection is obviously a huge part of parenting. But with each passing year, as our children hear more of life’s demand for maturity, we parents have to learn to restrain ourselves. We have to learn to prepare more and protect less.

Why? Because safety and success do not offer the best life instruction. If we want to give our kids the best chance for future strength and maturity, we must let them taste the fruits of failure. We must allow them the dignity of digging out of their own holes.

Homework is supposed to be hard.

Responding to a friend’s insult is supposed to summon our courage.

Figuring out how to make more money in order to buy that shiny new whatever is supposed to take time, math, and effort.

If we want our kids to build muscle, we can’t lift their weights for them.



HELP! MY KID KEEPS LYING!


Hal,

We have recently had a problem with our eight-year-old daughter lying to us and to her teacher at school about things…anything really, topics both inconsequential and troubling. I am finding myself afraid. We’ve given her consequences and made our expectations well known, but it’s not working. Any suggestions?

Mahmoud B., Charlotte, NC

Dear Mahmoud,

I love this question, because lying is a very difficult issue, perhaps the most difficult for us parents. It’s also almost universal. Almost every kid experiments with the truth at some point.

While this is nowhere near the full word on the subject, here are two principles to consider, one specific and one general:


1. Don’t take your kid’s lying personally, especially from an eight-year-old. Her lying is neither a targeted affront to your leadership nor a specific slight at you. Age eight is an interesting cognitive time in which a child transitions from a world of wonder and fantasy to one that’s more concretely grounded in reality. As this transition happens, kids often test the leaders in their lives to see what’s real, what’s not, and whether their leaders know the difference.

2. Go out of your way to believe whatever your kid says, regardless. I know this sounds counterintuitive or maybe even nuts: “Why would I believe a kid who keeps lying to me? What am I? Stupid?” Here’s why: The truth, almost always, comes out eventually. When that happens, where do you want to be? It may feel good to trap them, expose their deceit, and stand over them, claiming, “I knew you were lying!” But does this inspire your kid to tell you the truth in the future? No, it does just the opposite; it leaves him feeling shamed, so he simply gets better at hiding the truth—especially if he thinks you’re not going to believe him regardless. When you overtly believe your child, even praising him for his honesty up front, then it gives his conscience the chance to guide his behavior and rise up to the level of person you clearly believe him to be.

Trust me on this.

Peace,

Hal



A LITTLE EMPATHY GOES A LONG WAY


When you are eight years old, nothing is any of your business.

Lenny Bruce, comedian


It is easy for parents to forget what it was like to be a kid. It’s easy to forget what it was like being so small, feeling as if no part of your life is up to you, and having to constantly play follow the leader.

Here’s a tip: The next time one of your children is battling you in a seemingly nonsensical way, like throwing a fit for no reason, try a little empathy: “Wow, seems like you’re having a rough day. Is this one of those days where it’s just tough to be eight?”

She may not automatically respond in a way that you’d like, but she’ll definitely get the impression that you’re trying to understand. And that can sometimes make all of the difference.



ALLOWANCES AND CHORES?


Mr. Runkel, I was wondering how you approach the idea of giving allowances to children. Should they be tied to chores? My husband and I are clueless, and there are just so many different opinions out there. I really like your approach on so many issues, and I’d like to hear what you think.

Carol, Decatur, GA

Hi, Carol!

Jenny and I struggled with this in our own home, so I understand your frustration in this “land of confusion.” In our information age, we can sometimes get overwhelmed with everything that is out there to help us! Let me start out by saying that whatever you settle on, be sure of the following:



1. You have asked yourself some questions about what you hope to accomplish in this endeavor. Check your plan against those answers before you start.

2. You are consistent in implementing your plan. No IOUs. Plan ahead and have the cash on hand.

3. You are flexible enough to change and adapt along the way. You may change your mind a year into it about how you want to do things. That’s okay. You are the adult and you are allowed to make some changes when necessary.



You can’t really go wrong if you keep those principles in mind. So, relax. With that said, you wanted to know my take, so here goes:

Despite all the confusion, there are a couple schools of thought when it comes to allowances. Some feel that the allowance should be tied to chores, and others believe that money and chores are separate issues. In our house, we fell on the side that keeps those two items in separate spheres. We gave our kids a weekly allowance in order to teach them how to handle money responsibly. We also gave them weekly chores to teach them how to behave in a family.

In a family, everyone should be participating in and taking responsibility for the daily stuff that needs to get done. I think most of us believe this, but in reality, few of us practice it. It is simply easier to do all of the work and then complain how the kids take us for granted. We get frustrated because they leave their stuff all around the house and then we grumble about it as we pick up after them, saying, “What, do they think we have a house fairy?”

Instead of tying chores to allowance, we expected everyone in our home to have responsibilities. Everyone pitched in and learned how to run a household. At first, this can be difficult, but it’s actually easier than figuring out at the end of the week what percentage of $5 a kid has earned when he did all but two of his chores.

We made a few exceptions, of course. We did allow for work over and above the chores to be compensated. Washing cars, power-washing the driveway, cleaning baseboards, and so on all deserved a little extra dough, in our opinion. 


Some Principles for Giving an Allowance

1. Money has energy and power all by itself and therefore receiving it early on, at a steady pace, can offer innumerable teaching moments. For this reason, we simply decided to give the kids a small amount every month, increasing it with each birthday.

2. We cannot give money to children, call it theirs, and still act like it belongs to us. This means we cannot completely dictate how they spend it. Instead, treat it like a trust. Up to a certain amount, they are free to spend without any parental input. (We decided, somewhat arbitrarily, on $30.) If they want to spend more than that amount, do not automatically say no. Just put conditions on it that will increase the likelihood they will at the very least act responsibly instead of impulsively. Here are the two conditions we established:


a. You have to speak to us about the proposed purchase, explaining what, why, and when, as well as the return policy.

b. You have to wait twenty-four hours before purchasing it.


3. No matter what, never freak out about how your kids spend money, or when, or on what. Money is one of life’s most powerful servants, but it is a ruthless master, and our anxiety about it is what feeds the beast.

Some Principles for Assigning and Managing Chores

1. Establish chores as a single part of a larger whole. This is a family striving to make its way on this planet, and that requires all members to play a part in something larger than themselves. Putting away your toys, then, is not just to appease Dad’s cleanliness fetish; it’s part of the whole family working together in love.

2. Don’t give a chore that everyone knows one parent will do regardless if the kids do it. If Dad needs the toys cleaned up and out of the way, he can pick them up. But this does not mean he will put them up where they belong. They might be put into a garbage bag and placed in a corner of the garage, where the kids can have one chance to retrieve them before they are given to Goodwill.

3. Don’t assign important chores unless you’re willing to let your whole family taste the consequences. If Junior’s job is to take out the trash, then the whole-house smell is on him. And like no. 2 above, if Mom can’t stand it, then she can pick it up. But that doesn’t mean she has to put it out. (Both my kids woke up to kitchen trash bags in their beds at least once, like the famous horse head in The Godfather.)



BLENDED FAMILY QUESTIONS


Dear Hal,

My husband and I form a blended family. How do we blend the two sets of kids when we have his children for only one week on and one week off? The children also attend different schools in the area, which makes me an unpaid taxi driver. Our upbringings and consequent parenting skills we now have are totally different from each other….How do we juggle these?

Debbie

Dear Debbie,

When listening to or reading someone’s question, I always pay special attention to the exact language they use. In this case, Debbie, the way you worded your final question is very telling.

Many people “juggle” life’s responsibilities: marriage, kids, work, school, kids’ activities, church, dinner, homework. Another expression I hear is “keep all the plates spinning.” What’s fascinating about these metaphors is that they both come from the playful arena of the circus or vaudeville. Jugglers toss multiple objects in the air and plate spinners spin multiple plates, all to the amazement and enjoyment of the audience. But in most families caught up in these circus acts, there is little amazement and little joy. This is because in these families, parents are the entertainers responsible for everything and the kids become the spectators of their own lives.

This can especially happen in blended families, where overly responsible parents (usually the stepmom, incidentally) try to overcompensate for the hardships of the divorce. I believe the biggest challenge facing blended families is the unspoken desire to make like a “normal” family. Considering that normal families are also caught up in the juggling act, this shouldn’t become anyone’s goal. I suggest striving to lead an “abnormal” family life, one in which one parent works hardest to figure out what her responsibilities are and what they are not. Here’s some help: 



• I am responsible for how I parent my kids, especially when I have them.

• I am not responsible for how my spouse parents his own kids.

• I am responsible for providing a stable home structure for my kids. I am not responsible for undoing or overcoming every hardship my kids face, even the ones I helped create but cannot take back (like a divorce).

• I am responsible for taking care of myself so that I don’t need my kids to comfort or acknowledge or appreciate me.

• I am not responsible for all the emotions my kids experience, and I should not take them all personally.

• I am responsible for loving my spouse and his kids but not in the same way I love my own.

• I am not responsible for raising my spouse’s kids.

• I am responsible for providing calm and calming leadership in my family.

• I am not responsible for anxiously trying to “blend” anything.



Debbie, those last two are obviously for you. I do not know you, or fully know your situation, but I believe you know you are trying to juggle things that are simply not your responsibility. Does that mean leaving things up to others, like your ex, your partner, and his ex? Absolutely. Does that mean beginning to leave more things up to the kids? Absolutely. Does that mean leaving things up to the mysteries of the universe? Absolutely.

But not everything. Concentrate on those things that are purely yours, those responsibilities that absolutely no one else can or should do but you. And perform in those to the best of your ability. You may find yourself actually enjoying just doing your part of the circus act.
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