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Foreword

ELI LIEBER, PH.D.

I was flattered to be invited to read Tom Sturges’s manuscript. Tom and I have known each other for a number of years as parents raising our children in the same community. Our boys attend school together. Both of our families are regularly present and busy in the community. You can’t help but get to know the families who are, because—like them or not—you keep seeing them contribute their time, energy, skills, and other assets to schools, sports programs, and events in your community.

Focused on the well-being of children, I’ve spent many years as a professional social science researcher of parenting styles and practices and how they affect the environments in which children develop. Involved in this work from psychological, anthropological, and cultural perspectives, I have learned that there are many ways to be a successful parent. Communication is where I start, and that’s one reason why chapter 2 in Parking Lot Rules resonates with me to my core. Here Tom tosses out clever ideas about engaging and being engaged with your child, and shows that you can have a great time getting to know your children and helping them get to know themselves.

Through the realities of my work I have learned that there are many different degrees and forms of parenting challenges, and many ways to struggle with them. I typically focus on families dealing with a particular type of challenge, and I search, amid their struggles, for signs of success so we can learn as much as possible about what’s going right. Illustrative cases of success can be shared with those facing similar challenges, to help them try to solve their problems. It’s true that what works for some cannot be expected to work for everyone, but watching and learning from successful models is a great way to witness creative problem solving in real-life action.

We all want to guide our children, but as we know, this requires self-control. Tougher still is the fact that when we get busy, hungry, tired, or distracted, our patience and thoughtfulness can go out the window—as does our poise when disciplining our children. The one passage I drew big circles around in Parking Lot Rules was this chapter 5 quote: “The power of forgiveness can make everything right again.” Brain surgery? I don’t think so, but this just got me, and it’s a great example of how Tom reminds us of the fundamentals. No matter the extent of our dedication, love, or experience, there are times when we can all use a little reminder of what we expect of our children and ourselves.

I write here not just as an academic, but also as a father of four lovely children, as a husband, a friend, and a person who cares about the well-being of the children around me. You could say I am an interested observer of people such as Tom and of their activities in the community that affect children. Like those positive models I look for in my work, Parking Lot Rules provides a great example of success.

With heartfelt warmth and an entertaining, engaging style, Tom shares his personal ponderings, struggles, strategies, and solutions for child rearing. His anecdotes are delightful and clear illustrations of the creativity and patience that successful parenting demands and of how Tom has found ways to succeed. Because of who I am, there’s a lot in here that grabs me, including the Caboose Rule, Start the Conversation Over, Coaching Is a Privilege, and Any Game / Any Time; and most of chapter 3, Manners Matters—lots of slaps on my wrist coming up!

Tom Sturges is living proof that the dedication of mind, time, and energy can be marvelously rewarded. From what I have seen, there is no bigger commitment in life than dedicated parenting, and there is no more powerful a reward than the deep, unique happiness that comes from the love of one’s children. This reward comes just as much from the immediate smiles, trust, and the warm melting of their bodies into ours for comfort as it does from knowing that we have successfully launched our children into adulthood while giving them the certainty that we will be forever watching with loving hearts.

The approach Tom lays out for us in Parking Lot Rules is not an easy one. For many reasons, not all parents can or do show such dedication to the active raising of their children. Yet it is always a blessing to learn something new from another person that improves your spirit, your set of parenting tools, or anything else about your life. In Parking Lot Rules, Tom Sturges shares a tremendous variety of gems. He shares them in such an interesting and articulate way that it is hard to imagine any reader putting this book down without having gained something valuable from it.



Introduction

Sixteen years ago, when my son Thomas was born, Antonina, his mother, and I were suddenly thrust into a role for which we had no training, no experience, no expertise, no real knowledge, and, really, nowhere to go to get it.

We were…parents?

Sure, I had hung out with lots of other people’s children, but it is a whole different game when you are suddenly 100 percent, completely responsible for another human being. As I stared lovingly at the complete stranger in my arms, who was busy squawking his little head off, it occurred to me that I did not know a thing about raising him.

Absolutely nothing.

It is harder to get a driver’s license than it is to become a parent. With a license, at least you get a pamphlet to leaf through before the big test. Not so with parenting.

There were more self-help books than help-your-children books. There were more dependable guides about walking through Europe than there were dependable guidelines for taking the right steps as the kind of dad I wanted to be. There were books about getting pregnant, naming your zygote, what to eat during the fifth month, the value of listening to Mozart during the third trimester, all that kind of thing. There were books on throwing children’s parties and inspiring young minds with arts and crafts and hanging mobiles, some good books on coaching baseball and soccer and dealing with an angry teen.

But I did not want just to be a dad: I wanted to be the greatest father that there had ever been. I wanted my children to be talking about me their whole lives, and how great it was to have me for their dad. I wanted to be the John Wooden of parents. It was all about the legacy for me, from the first moment I looked Thomas in the eye.

But how do you teach a child to be kind and honest, insightful and inquisitive, athletic, curious, loving and gracious, thoughtful…? How do you give a child a huge heart, an understanding of loyalty, and the courage it takes to be a good sport, a good brother, and a good son? Where do you even find the book that teaches you how to teach him?

There were books, but none that spoke to me about the real tasks ahead: Being a parent. Raising a child.

I wanted to be so much more than a casual observer of his life as it went by me. I wanted to be the gardener of his soul. Unfortunately, there were no tools in the shed. No sharp blade to till the soft soil of his endless potential, no pail of kind water to nourish the seeds of hope I planned to plant in his heart, no rake to gather the fallen leaves of his life’s disappointments, no compass to direct where to lay out his big dreams.

I had plenty of passion but no knowledge, a great wish list of things to do with him and for him, but no wisdom of how to put any of them into practice. I had will, but not way.

So I started to come up with my own ideas and guidelines for raising Thomas. I would overhear an occasional nugget of wisdom spoken by a complete stranger. I would speak to other parents about their adventures in parenting, and ask if they had anything they could share with me. I never assumed I was always right in what I did, and was open to every suggestion that was made to me. I always tried to imagine how the child must feel in any given situation. I would always try to take into consideration just how much bigger we were than he was, and how that must impact any conversation or interaction between parent and child.

After many stops and starts, I began to write down the ideas that worked best. I kept notes on my parenting, carefully identifying those ideas that were good, and why, as well as those that were not so good, and why not. A trend began to emerge. Every idea that did work utilized some aspect of patience, respect, tenderness, caring, encouragement, inspiring, passion, listening, trying harder, never giving up, and always putting the child first.

Ideas that did not work were also plentiful, unfortunately. These included Darkroom Baths, Child Steers While Daddy Drives, and probably the worst idea ever: Downhill Tricycle Drag Races (aka, Time Trials), in which boys speed down a steep hill into a huge pile of trash cans while trying to catch a tennis ball thrown at them by yours truly. How Many Peas Fit in an Ear (a counting game) was such a bad idea it is hardly worth mentioning.

But the good ideas became rules for Thomas to live by, and for us, his parents, to live by while we were raising him. This was the beginning of the Parking Lot Rules.

I imagined that the Rules would be like guardrails on a bridge. He might not ever need them, but it was good for him to know they were there. These were rules that protected and defended him, rules that guided and mentored him. The Rules brought a mantle of respect into every day of his life. They could help him better understand the complex and challenging world in which he was growing up.

The early ones were easy, and logical. Stand next to me in a parking lot (Parking Lot Rules). Your Child Has to Know Where You Are (when out shopping, for instance; not the other way around). Wear a brightly colored and numbered jersey when we travel (the John Elway Rule). No Reason to Hit—Ever and the No-Yelling rules were, of course, naturals. The Four Best Times to Wash Hands and No Hands to the Face (the Bon Jovi Rule) helped him avoid many colds and sick days out of school.

Soon we needed rules to play by. The Tap-Tap Rule (how to quickly and immediately stop any game), the ESPN Rule (how to tell a story about a child’s accomplishments to others), and the Game Day/Next Day rule (how to treat a child athlete on the day of the contest) proved to be very effective. Coaching Is a Privilege was inspired by a friend who quit baseball because of a mean-spirited Little League coach.

With all the sports and all the playing, there were all the little injuries that children endure when they are having lots of fun. Take the Pain Away, Freeze It / Then Clean It, and Slow-Motion Replays soon found a place in Thomas’s life. Thomas was never the one weeping on the sidelines during a tough game.

As Thomas got older, things of course changed. Disciplines and Punishments became necessary elements in his world, and new rules were created to allow for them. The Truth Reduces the Punishment by 90 Percent was the first. The Ten-Second Rule (how long a parent should wait before saying anything) and Five Very Effective Nonviolent Punishments also fit very well. When Sam arrived—the other greatest thing that ever happened to me, about six years later—the Rules required more flexibility, to allow room for two boys in the equation, not just one. Kids Court, The Five Best Times to Talk to Your Child, Smile When You See Them, Start the Conversation Over—each of these ensured that both boys were playing on the same level field, in spite of the six years’ difference in their age, intellect, and physical prowess.

Sam also brought with him different challenges, and different rules were required. It turned out that he was much more sensitive than his brother to criticism and praise, and my inability to recognize this trait inspired the rules Lyric and Melody as well as Treat Her Like Your Boss, and the Yes-Not-What rule.

         

The more I loved these boys, the more I got out of loving them; the more I parented them, the more I got out of parenting them. The more I gave, the more I got. The better I was able to make their childhood, the better I started to feel about my own.

It occurred to me then, and the idea has never left me, that if I could raise my children right, it would heal me. If you can raise your children right, it will heal you, too.

This point was made particularly clear to me when Thomas was about to be three years, two months, and one week old, exactly the age I was when my father died, the day everything changed, the day I lost my way and did not even know it.

I had carefully marked the calendar, and counted down, and then when we were having lunch on the actual day, I said, “Thomas, this is a very important day for Daddy-boy.” He looked up at me earnestly and said, “Dad, can I ask you a question?” I looked at him lovingly and replied, “Of course, of course. What is it, Son?” He bit his lip with great sincerity and looked me right in the eye. “Dad, can I have another cookie?”

The rest of the day passed like any other, but somehow everything had changed and everything was different. I felt a weight had been lifted from me, like a bar taken off my heart, like watching silent lightning flash across a distant sky. I realized that I was as innocent and helpless the day my father died as my Thomas was asking me for the cookie. He could not know what was going on, and I realized that, way back then, neither did I. Daddy’s Gone to Heaven was almost the same as Daddy’s Gone to Ralph’s.

That day I forgave myself for losing my dad.

I felt a deep scar inside me heal just a little bit, and I discovered, quite by accident, that by loving my children I could recover my own lost childhood.

         

Now that both my sons are a little older, I can see how well the Rules have worked and influenced their lives, enabling them to know what to do and when to do it in almost any circumstance.

They are both amazing children and inspire my parenting.

This is not to say they are perfect. A few days ago Thomas and I were sitting next to each other at one of the big family dinners. He was upset that I used his cellphone without asking and was more than a little rude in the way he told me. I asked him to please excuse himself from the table and meet me in the kitchen.

Very respectfully, quietly, and without embarrassing him, I let him know this was not how sons speak to their fathers. Even though it was just the two of us, I whispered it to him. I also reminded him that I was imparting this news in the most respectful way I knew how. He agreed that he was in the wrong and thanked me for not embarrassing him in front of the rest of the family. We returned to the table, rejoined the dinner, and said no more about it.

This moment with Thomas illustrates the most basic premise of the Parking Lot Rules. It is impossible to show a child too much respect, but it is worth the effort to try. Showing respect must be the first and most important ingredient when facing any situation where children are involved.

There is no one way to raise children. Each one of them is a unique gift, with remarkably individual needs and wishes and hopes and dreams. Meanwhile, parenting is a real-time event, very much in the here and now. It requires flexibility and insight, and wisdom not yet gained, and the awareness of when to say just the right thing and when to say absolutely nothing.

Guidance is hard to come by, and my hope is that parents who are committed to raising amazing children will find in these pages a range of options to choose from when it comes to their most precious creations, their children, and the most gratifying experience they will ever know, parenting those children.

These are the Parking Lot Rules.



Chapter 1

EVERY DAY





PARENTING IS A FULL-TIME, twenty-four-hour-a-day collection of duties, obligations, privileges, and promises. It is a series of steps we take every day to protect, defend, educate, nurture, sympathize with, mentor, feed, drive around, cheer for, and provide whatever else is needed for our children at any particular moment.

Our children, in turn, agree to let us do these many things for them. The relationship between us and our children is not equal, and not necessarily balanced, either.

Our first responsibility as parents is to get our children through each and every day of their lives healthy and happy and confident in the fairness of the world around them.

Here are some ideas to keep your children safe, healthy, respected, and cherished, every single day.



#1

PARKING LOT RULES

In a world inhabited by cars the size of small houses, the parking lot can be an incredibly dangerous place. Children are often distracted and unaware of the chaos going on around them—the dangers of getting from the car to the store and back.

The drivers of the SUVs rumbling by are likewise in another world: watching their own children, talking on their cellphones, listening to the radio, organizing for their next stop, just as you are probably doing. Will they triple-check the rearview mirror as they back out? You hope so, but maybe not. The last thing they are looking for is your children.

Teach your children Parking Lot Rules, that they need to be right next to you always and whenever you are in a parking lot. There is to be no trailing behind. No racing ahead. No exceptions. Right next to you.

The moment you near a parking lot, either to or from the car, call out “Parking Lot Rules” and your children will know that they absolutely must be by your side. If they have toys in their hands, or Game Boys, or PSPs, or (if you’re lucky) a good book, it gets put away that instant.

Nothing is more important than their walking next to you, holding your hand, and safely getting back and forth from the car.

This rule can apply in other situations as well. There will be times when you perceive a danger that your children have missed: perhaps raised voices or the sound of broken glass or a stranger acting erratically. If you call out to your children to watch out for the danger, you simply call more attention to yourself and the vulnerability of your situation.

Instead shout out “Parking Lot Rules.” Your children will know instantly and instinctively that they need to be by your side, that instant, no questions asked.



#2

FINGERS FINGERS

Getting in and out of the car—which happens a million times during childhood—can be dangerous for children if they are not paying attention, and especially as the car door is closing. This is often the precise instant that they reach for you, or push their sister, or drop a toy and go to rescue it.

As you are about to close the door, call out “Fingers fingers,” and teach your children that this means that they should pull their hands back instantly, and protect their fingers.

Your children will soon become accustomed to heeding your warning and will instinctively protect themselves and their beautiful hands. This rule will also remind you to take one last look before you shut the car door.

There is no feeling worse than closing a car door on fingers, whether your children’s or someone else’s.

Once the injury starts to heal up—and the bruises fade, and the cast comes off, and the new nail grows in—you will have to suffer through the retelling of the story for exactly as long as the rest of your life. It will become a milestone of their childhood, and a millstone of your parenting.

A little warning can make all the difference and give your children that extra second that they just might need to pull fingers out of danger.



#3

GROW THE TREE YOU GOT

Imagine that there is a tree growing in a front yard somewhere. Imagine that it is a tree born of one of the most magnificent oak tree strains in the world, the Kentucky black oak. But then imagine that the man who owns this particular house does not care for the beautiful oak. He always wanted an Australian acacia growing in his front yard.

So he does not appreciate the amazing tree. He hardly notices how it shoots into the sky, filling the air with the musky scent of amber and coal. He does not see its branches seeking the freedom of the clouds. He does not know and does not care that its massive roots feed younger and smaller trees nearby.

When the oak fails to yield the occasional purple blooms that the acacia would have given, he is dismissive of the shade it provides. When the wind blowing through the leaves of the oak does not whistle the susurrus of the acacia that he remembers from his youth, he stands deaf to the birds who twitter as they make their home in the oak’s wide branches. When the oak scrapes the front of his house trying to survive a vicious windstorm he is unforgiving and cuts off the branch.

The oak cannot do enough to please the man, and soon the man does not even see the magnificent tree when he comes home. There is a gift waiting for him in his front yard every single day but he does not notice it.

What has this to do with the raising of amazing children?

Parents often visualize a whole scenario of activities that will take place when their children finally arrive. Two very dear friends of mine were no different in this regard.

Edgar and Sonya had tried for many years to have children. Every attempt brought more expectations, and every failure somehow doubled those expectations. Finally they were rewarded with a son. Patrick was several weeks early, but survived to become a healthy young man.

My friends pictured Patrick as an athletic boy, given to prowess in any sport to which he set his mind, with great hand-eye coordination. He was sure to be the high school jock his dad had almost become. From the earliest days his room was filled with balls and bats, while posters of his father’s sports heroes fought for wall space next to Barney, Rugrats, and Teletubbies.

The weight of the parents’ dreams must have been overwhelming for Patrick. Although he did try soccer and baseball for one season each, it turned out that he was not very athletic. Patrick could not throw or kick a ball and could not have cared less.

By the time he was eleven, Patrick was going out of his way to avoid any discussion about sports. If it involved a ball or bat or glove or puck, he wanted no part of it.

Pretty soon the only sound you could hear around the house, at least when the talk turned to athletics, was the father looking at his son and letting out a long and noticeable sigh. Patrick was forced to wear this mantle of failure, especially around his father. As a result, father and son never had a chance to become friends. To this day they maintain a polite but very distant relationship.

Patrick’s dad had his heart set on raising an Olympian, and so missed out on raising the painter and storyteller his son turned out to be.

If there is a lesson here for parents, it is that we must recognize the innate gifts and individual talents that each child possesses. We must separate our own expectations from those of our children and give them a great life based on who and what they are, not who or what we had always hoped they would be.

Oak, acacia, redwood, or pine. Athlete, dancer, artist, or scholar.

Grow the tree you got.
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