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Acclaim for
Becoming the Parent You Want to Be

What the experts are saying:


“This unusually thorough book provides today’s parents with rich and abundant insights for discerning and fostering wholeness in their children. This is an enormously helpful resource which sheds light on many issues that are not addressed in other books on parenting.”

—POLLY BERRIEN BERENDS, author of Whole Child, Whole Parent; Gently Lead; and Coming to Life




“Through simple, direct language, touching human stories, and clear messages, the authors reveal sensitivity, understanding, and in-depth knowledge of both children’s and parents’ development. They know what is required for children and parents to grow and flourish. I think it will become a classic among books for parents.”

—BERNICE WEISSBOURD, President, Board of Directors, Family Resource Coalition




“Loving and inspiring, Becoming the Parent You Want to Be is a very helpful and hopeful book for the first five years.”

—WAYNE Dyer, author of Your Sacred Self




“I am impressed by this book’s thoughtful approach to the underlying issues of childrearing—the continual challenge to be and raise good people in a changing world. The diversity of families, children, and cultures in contemporary society is front and center in this book.”

—ELIZABETH JONES, Ph.D., Faculty, Human Development, Pacific Oaks College




“This wise guide will help mothers and fathers discover and value their own unique parenting styles. I recommend it highly.”

—JAMES A. LEVINE, Ed.D., Director, The Fatherhood Project, Families and Work Institute, New York City




“Becoming the Parent You Want to Be is sensitive to the needs of modern parents and offers practical advice for real problems. The real world stories and examples are a treasure-trove for parents looking for help. I’m going to recommend it to my colleagues and patients.”

—KATHI J. KEMPER, M.D., M.P.H., author of The Holistic Pediatrician




“In addition to being lively, encyclopedic, and reader-friendly, this is a useful guide for parents who want to reclaim their role in the new TV-dominated cultural environment.”

—GEORGE GERBNER, Dean Emeritus, The Annenberg School for Communication, Director, The Cultural Indicators Project




“Instead of prescribing a ‘right way’ to raise children, Becoming the Parent You Want to Be offers parents a wealth of ways to experiment, explore, and grow along with their children. I recommend this excellent resource wholeheartedly for parents, teachers, child care workers, foster parents, and anyone exploring their own early childhood.”

—CHARLOTTE KASL, Ph.D., author of Finding Joy and A Home for the Heart: Creating Intimacy and Community with Loved Ones, Neighbors, and Friends




“A masterpiece of wisdom! It’s easy to give advice and to treat parents as if they were all alike; but they aren’t. It’s a challenge to respond to them in all their diversity. The authors have risen to the challenge admirably.”

—JANET GONZALES-MENA, author of Dragon Mom: Confessions of a Child Development Expert



What parents are saying:

“Love drives this book.”

“Becoming the Parent You Want to Be is a little like being with a child—thought-provoking, challenging, and enriching; heartfelt, complex, and multifaceted.”

“Your book is like a parent support group in print. One that is always available when its 3:00 A.M. and you’re tearing your hair out.”

“After reading your book I feel so much more at ease dealing with family conflicts and crisis. I can actually smile now whenever I start to hear my children arguing in the background.”

“If every parent could read this book, we’d have a much better world.”
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Dear Reader:
    We regret that we are unable to answer individual letters or phone calls. We do read our mail, however, and if you have feedback or responses to this book, we’d be happy to hear from you. Janis offers lectures and workshops for parents as well as training for professionals. If you are interested in bringing her to your area, or if you want to be on our mailing list, send a note to the address below.

Laura Davis and Janis Keyser
P.O. Box 4097
Santa Cruz, CA 95063-4097
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INTRODUCTION: The Parenting Journey


Part One: A Framework for the Parenting Journey: Nine Principles

Nine Principles for the Parenting Journey

Chapter 1 DEVELOPING A VISION FOR YOUR FAMILY


Understanding My Values: What Do I Want to Teach?

Narrowing the Vision-Action Gap

When Your Values Differ from the Values of Your Partner

Look at the Bigger Picture

How Do Children Learn Values?

Chapter 2 LEARNING ABOUT CHILDREN


What Is Child Development and Why Is It Useful?

Getting to Know Your Unique Child

Learning to Observe

Magda Gerber on Observation

The Basics of Observation

Chapter 3 CULTIVATING A SPIRIT OF OPTIMISM ABOUT YOUR CHILDREN
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“We Never Give Up, Dad”: Somchai’s Story

Be Optimistic About Children’s Struggles
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Finding Your Own Sense of Optimism

Optimism Isn’t Blind

Chapter 4 UNDERSTANDING THAT PARENTS ARE ALWAYS GROWING
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What Keeps Us from Being Open?

Growing Alongside Your Kids

Doing It for Kenji: Maria’s Story

Ten Parenting Paradoxes

Chapter 5 LEARNING TO VALUE STRUGGLE AND DISEQUILIBRIUM


Letting Go of the Familiar

New Parents and Disequilibrium

The Heart of the Matter: Laura’s Story

The Things I Carried: Sari’s Story

Learning to Value Struggle

Disequilibrium During the Toddler and Preschool Years

The Benefits of Disequilibrium

Helping Children Deal with Change

Sometimes It’s a Matter of Time

When Change Comes from the Outside

Chapter 6 WORKING TOWARD A BALANCE OF NEEDS


Striving Toward Balance

New Parents and Time: Where Did the Time Go?

Balancing Work and Family: Whose Rhythm Do We Follow Today?

When We Need Children to Move at Our Pace

“Mom, Is There a Law Against Wasting Time?”

Being Real with Your Kids

What Is the Quality of Quality Time?

Memories Happen Now

Chapter 7 TEACHING CHILDREN TO FEEL SAFE, STRONG, AND GOOD ABOUT THEIR WORLD


The Man Who Hadn’t Learned to Be Kind: Janis’s Story

A Question of Perspective

Scared Kids Are Not Empowered Kids

Loud Girls

A Delicate Balance

Chapter 8 BEING HUMAN: WHEN YOU’RE NOT YET THE PARENT YOU WANT TO BE


“I’ve Been Surprised by the Extent of My Anger”

Expressing Anger with Children: A Developmental Look

When Parents Get Angry

Learning from Your Mistakes

Taming the Beast: Mei’s Story

Learning to Take Care of Yourself

Know Your Own Limits

When I’m Feeling Pushed: Maria’s Story

Chapter 9 BUILDING A SUPPORTIVE COMMUNITY


Friends Come, Friends Go

Connecting with Other Parents

Moving Beyond Competition

Learning and Teaching by Example: Leah’s Story

Building Support in Your Extended Family

Caring and Criticism from the Community

Not Until Every Child Is Safe

Making the World a Better Place: What Parents Have Done

Part Two: Children’s Feelings

Chapter 10 LEARNING ABOUT FEELINGS


Children’s Emotional Development: An Overview

Exploring Your Perspective on Feelings: Issues for Parents

Twelve Ways to Support Children’s Emotional Literacy

Chapter 11 RESPONDING TO CRYING AND TANTRUMS


Babies and Crying

What Exactly Is a Tantrum?

Toddler Tantrums

Eli’s Thunderstorm: Laura’s Story

Dealing with Tantrums: Issues for Parents

Five Strategies for Preventing Tantrums

Responding to Tantrums

Preschoolers and Tantrums: What Parents Can Do

A Tantrum in the Mall: Ginny’s Story

Chapter 12 HELPING YOUR CHILDREN DEAL WITH FEAR


Why Fears Emerge: A Developmental Overview

Mice, Foghorns, and Woolly Mammoths: Janis’s Story

Halloween Can Be Scary for Kids

Books to Help Kids Deal with Fears

Helping Children Deal with Fears: Issues for Parents

Strategies for Helping Children Deal with Fear

The Orange, the Bee, and the Flowers: Laura’s Story

In Their Own Way, in Their Own Time

Chapter 13 THE DANCE OF SEPARATION


Why It’s Hard for Children to Say Good-bye: A Developmental Perspective

Why It’s Hard for Parents to Say Good-bye

Daily Separations

Coming Home: Paula’s Story

Longer Separations and Reunions

Building a Bridge to Child Care

Finding Quality Child Care Programs

Changing Child Care

The Dance of Separation

Part Three: Children’s Bodies

Chapter 14 HELPING CHILDREN SLEEP


Sleep: A Developmental Overview

Sleep in Families: Issues for Parents

In the Middle of the Night: Laura’s Story

What Families Have Done: Sleeping Arrangements

Children Learn Independence in Many Ways

When You Want to Make a Change

Special Stories at Bedtime

Helping Children Who Are Having Nightmares

Recommended Bedtime Books

Eventually We All Find Sleep

Chapter 15 CHILDREN AND EATING: BUILDING A HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP TO FOOD


In Our Family, We Always …

You Provide the Food, Your Child Decides What to Eat

Trusting Children’s Food Choices: Issues for Parents

Infants, Young Babies, and Food: A Developmental Overview

Foods for Your Baby’s First Year

Weaning from the Breast or the Bottle

The Importance of Self-Feeding

Toddlers, Preschoolers, and Food: A Developmental Overview

The Role of Temperament and Metabolism in Children’s Eating

The Trap of Special Meals

What About Sweets?

Cooking with Children

Our Daily Bread

Chapter 16 FROM TOILET TRAINING TO TOILET LEARNING


Readiness for Toilet Learning: A Developmental Overview

Toilet Learning Begins with Diapering

Children’s Toilet Learning: Issues for Parents

Big Boy Underwear?

What Is the Adult Role in Toilet Learning?

Recommended Books About Poop

Bedwetting and Nighttime Dryness

Foibles of Newly Independent Toileters

Toileting As a Metaphor for Learning

Chapter 17 LEARNING ABOUT BODIES


Children Are Naturally Curious About Their Bodies: A Developmental View

Physical Play and Roughhousing with Children

Children’s Sexual Explorations: A Developmental View

Children’s Sexual Explorations: Issues for Parents

Responding When Kids Touch Their Genitals

“But They’re Touching Each Other”: Responding to Mutual Sex Play

“I Never Ran Up the Stairs So Fast in My Life”: Faye’s Story

The Milk’s All Gone: Laura’s Story

Talking to Children About Where Babies Come From

Talking to Children About Menstruation

Clothes On, Clothes Off

Learning About Bodies Together

Part Four: Dealing with Difficult Behavior

Chapter 18 UNDERSTANDING DIFFICULT BEHAVIOR
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So Which One Is It?

A Pair of Paradoxes
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Laura Davis: The Parent I Wanted to Be

In March of 1993, when my son Eli was born, my life changed utterly and irrevocably. Before Eli, I’d been a waitress, a car wash attendant, a bartender, a teacher’s aide, a reporter, a talk show host, a radio producer, a lecturer, a workshop leader, and a nationally known author. After the publication of my first book, The Courage to Heal, I’d spent years traveling around the country helping adults deal with the pain they’d experienced being sexually abused as children. I’d devoted myself to studying what went wrong in families, and in the course of doing that, I realized that what I wanted to do most of all was to come home and create a healthy family.

With my life partner and my teenage stepson, I built a nest and a family, a home I felt happy in. My newfound sense of peace and equilibrium led me to return to one of my most cherished dreams—to have a child of my own.

When Eli was born, we welcomed him into our family with love and no reservations. In those first weeks, I remember watching Eli sleep—his few strands of hair, his thin little arms, and the nursing blister that graced his top lip. I nursed him, slept with him, sang to him, held him. When I wasn’t doing those things, I pored over parenting books by the dozen. A precious life had been entrusted to me, and I wanted to do the very best I could. I wanted to be a good parent. Yet I didn’t trust my instincts. So I set out to find what the experts had to say. The result was completely confounding.

It was easy enough to find the books. The bookstores were full of them. There were books that told me how to feed my baby, change his diaper, bring down fevers, handle colic, respond to difficult behavior, use positive discipline and build self-esteem. I brought them home by the armful and read for hours in the middle of the night.

But there were major problems with my literary search. For one thing, many of the books contradicted each other. One said to sleep with your baby, that it promoted attachment; another claimed that it was of vital importance that your baby sleep alone. One book encouraged teaching two-year-olds to read. Another warned not to introduce letters to children until they were seven and got their second set of teeth. And each of these books was written by an expert with years of experience in child development. Each presented its message with conviction. As a new parent, I felt vulnerable and uncertain. Although I found nuggets of wisdom in many of these books, they often left me feeling confused, criticized, and, at times, inadequate. I wanted to do it by the book, but which was the right book?

The other problem was that none of these authors knew anything about me, my upbringing, my culture, my values, or whom I had supporting me in my life. None of them acknowledged what was unique about me and my family. None of them asked me to assess the feelings and strengths and vulnerabilities I brought to parenting. Each assumed I was a blank slate, ready to assimilate a new parenting theory and swallow it whole. Yet I wasn’t. I came to parenthood with my own strong ideas about what I wanted for myself, my family, and my new son. I needed help realizing my visions, making my dreams for my family manifest, but I knew what those dreams were. And they didn’t match up with the books I was reading. In frustration, I found myself asking the question: “Where is the book that is going to help me become the parent I want to be?”

When Eli was three months old, I had the good fortune to take an infant development class with Janis Keyser at Cabrillo College in Santa Cruz, California. The first day of class, it became clear that Janis’s approach would be different. She told us right away that you can’t look at babies and children outside the context of their families and the cultures they come from. So as we watched our babies play and explore, as we talked about their fussiness and their growth spurts, she asked us about our lives at home, our expectations, about what we valued and believed in. Janis wanted to know who we were, what we wanted for our babies. And not being blank slates, we all had something to say.

When the semester was over, a group of us continued to meet with Janis. We still get together once a month. We’ve discussed diaper rash, biting, teething, television, toys, child care, goodbyes, sibling conflicts, kids who won’t eat, gun play, tantrums, taking care of ourselves, intimacy, sex, and, more than once, getting kids to sleep. Janis provides insights, resources, ideas, and perspective on what’s happening with our children developmentally.

Janis models her philosophy of respect for children and parents by responding to us thoughtfully and by helping us find our own solutions. I learn something valuable at every meeting—as much from other people’s experiences as my own. Janis inspires me to question my assumptions, try new approaches, and see my role as a parent differently, but I never go away feeling ashamed or guilty.

And I’ve noticed an interesting thing. Time and time again, a parent comes in struggling with a particular dilemma: “Keith isn’t eating. What should I do?” And each time, as Janis listens and begins to probe, a more complex set of dynamics emerges: “My husband plays all these airplane games with Keith to try to get him to eat. He doesn’t want to waste food, but I don’t think it’s right to force him.”

In her work with each family, the problem at hand rapidly gives way to deeper issues: “What is it I want to teach my son about food and nurturing?” “My husband and I come from such different backgrounds. What should we do when we disagree?” “What does it mean for our kids if I do things one way and my partner does them another?” And sometimes, “It’s great to have all these ideals about parenting, but what about when I’m exhausted and I can barely drag through the day, no less be a great parent? When do I get some time for me?”

Again and again, the questions boil down to: What kind of parent do I want to be? And how can I get there from here?

    Part of my task in Eli’s early years is to build my own perspective, to carve out a point of view that will help me with all the complex and multifaceted choices I’ll be faced with throughout his growing-up years. As well as asking “What will fix things in the moment?” Janis has taught me to ask “What is it that I want to teach? What are my hopes for my child in the long run?”



In Becoming the Parent You Want to Be, we’ve tried to create for you the same kind of fertile, supportive environment that exists in Janis’s workshops. It is my hope that you find the voices and perspectives in this book as valuable, reassuring, and lively as I do my own parent’s support group.

—LAURA DAVIS

Janis Keyser: The Teacher I Wanted to Be

I started my work with families as a preschool teacher. I had always been fascinated with children and wanted to work with them in some capacity. However, not long into my work with children, I discovered parents. I loved my time with the children, but I began to relish those special moments at the end of the day when parents came to pick up their children and we got to talk.

Like many a new teacher, I started my work with parents by thinking about what I could teach them. I knew all these wonderful things about what was good for children and I wanted parents to know them, too. Parents were patient with me and steadily continued to teach me what they knew. As a young teacher I had a lot to learn about the love, dedication, and thoughtfulness parents bring to the job of nurturing children.

Over time, I learned to establish reciprocal dialogues with parents. As I taught them about child development, about what motivated their children’s behaviors, about ways to define problems and create solutions, they taught me about resilience, struggle, and creativity. As I taught parents about the experiences of children in groups, they taught me what it was like to deal with a child at home, in a family. They taught me about the unique challenges contemporary families face. Through their willingness to make mistakes, take risks, get back up and try again, they continually impressed me with their commitment, resourcefulness, and courage.

Parents have also taught me how to “find the question.” In my early years, I was eager to provide quick solutions, often offering several before parents even had a chance to finish defining what the issue was. But over the years, I’ve come to see my role as that of a facilitator and a catalyst, rather than as an expert with all the answers.

I bring twenty-five years of experience as a parent and a teacher to the writing of this book. I’ve taught preschool and college, led parenting classes, supervised new teachers, directed child care programs, and developed and coordinated programs for parent education. As a member of the Early Childhood Education faculty at Cabrillo College, I have had the opportunity to work with colleagues to develop innovative programs for parents of infants and toddlers and to provide leadership in peace education and anti-bias teaching.

I’ve had a long, rewarding apprenticeship in parenting under the tutelage of my three children. Eighteen years ago, when I was pregnant with Lee, I was full of excitement about trying out all the child development information I’d learned as a teacher. I wasn’t even wise enough to be apprehensive. I was confident that I knew all about children. But nothing I’d learned about babies and children prepared me for being with a newborn twenty-four hours a day. Being a parent was absolutely different from being a teacher. Although I was totally absorbed in and enraptured with Lee, I was also confused and lonely. I began seeking out other parents with new babies and I spent hours just looking at Lee.

Slowly, as I watched Lee develop and as I talked to other parents about their concerns, questions, anxieties, and delights, I began to feel more confident. I relaxed and started to believe that my baby was going to be okay.

Five years later, when Calvin was born, I learned a whole new set of lessons about sibling relationships. Like most second-time parents, I was amazed that my love for this new child only deepened my feelings for my first. And four years after that, when Maya was born, I was awestruck by how much more my heart could open—and by just how unique each child can be.

I’ve learned more from being a parent than from any other experience. As my most loyal and dedicated instructors, my children drill me repeatedly on each new skill, never giving up until I get it. Each of them has taken me to places the others never took me before. Each has challenged me to grow in a new way. Through my experiences and struggles with my children, I have a heightened sense of respect for all parents.

With my own children, and in my work with parents, there’s one phenomenon I’ve witnessed repeatedly: when parents feel encouraged, they develop a sense of competence and optimism that leads to more enjoyment of parenting and a greater appreciation of their children. Parents who feel supported are more open to learning from their mistakes, more willing to try new strategies when old ones don’t work. They’re able to think about what they want to teach their kids, and they’re better equipped to narrow the gap between that vision and the reality of their daily lives.

I’m committed to building a world where parents have the support they need to build healthy families—families in which children can learn, have fun, play, laugh, and explore; families in which kids can take love, safety, and being fed for granted. I continually work toward creating a community that respects parents for the enormity and importance of their task, a world in which all families are connected to a network of friends, education, and resources. Supporting families is not just crucial for the health of every child; it is crucial for the health of our nation.

When Laura first approached me about writing this book, I was thrilled to have an opportunity to create a family-friendly resource for parents that could begin to meet some of these goals. I envisioned a book that would offer concrete help to parents, answering immediate questions about eating, sleep, discipline, family conflict, tantrums, and hundreds of other concerns that arise in the lives of young children. I wanted to give parents relevant child development information so they could understand why their children were doing what they were doing. But more than anything else, I wanted to present a philosophy of respect for families that helps parents define their goals and develop their own creative solutions.

—JANIS KEYSER
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When we first become parents, our whole life changes. With the entry of a new human being into the world—and into our lives—priorities are reordered, family relationships shift, our worldview is permanently altered. Values and beliefs we’ve held for a lifetime are reexamined, and vulnerabilities we didn’t know we had come rushing to the surface. At the same time, we feel more love than we ever thought possible.

The first five years of our children’s lives are an exciting, wonderful, and challenging time. When we first meet our children, we know remarkably little about each other, yet within a few short years we know each other better than most lifelong friends. Parents and children bring out the best and the worst in each other. We experience our strongest feelings when we are together.

Kids offer us the chance to look at the world through new eyes. They remind us to notice the small things in life—a sow bug, a smile, a song. They help us understand our past and give us a connection to the future. They teach us new meanings for the words “commitment,” “love,” “frustration,” and “persistence.”

Children challenge us in myriad ways. As they grow, we’re faced with questions and dilemmas we never had to consider before: What should I do when my baby cries and won’t stop? When my toddler pulls everything off the shelves? When my preschooler sneaks change out of my wallet to buy candy?

Becoming the Parent You Want to Be can help you answer these and a multitude of other questions. It is full of practical information and advice for parents of children from birth to kindergarten, and it presents that information in a way that respects the unique history, values, and perspective each parent brings to the critical job of nurturing children. Throughout this book, we’ll help you clarify your own philosophy; at the same time, we’ll offer you ours.

Becoming the Parent You Want to Be is based on several assumptions about children. We believe that children are naturally eager, self-motivated, and competent learners who are capable of choosing their own learning tasks. We believe that children aren’t blank slates but, instead, actively participate in the construction of their own knowledge. Children come with their own unique personalities, temperaments, and developmental timetables, and we believe that readiness is essential to their capacity to grow and learn. We maintain that almost everything children do is an attempt to learn and that there is always a healthy impulse behind a child’s behavior. We assume that children experience and benefit from expressing a full range of feelings and that frustration and struggle accompany joy and triumph as essential parts of learning.

All of the things we believe about children, we also believe about parents: that parents are competent, motivated learners who actively participate in the development of their parenting philosophy. We believe that parents go through certain developmental stages that begin with the anticipation of parenthood and continue after their last child leaves home.

We believe that parents want to learn about parenting and about their children, and that they do the best job they can given their experience, knowledge, and resources. People come to parenting with their own unique temperaments, personalities, histories, and cultures. We believe that parents experience a full range of feelings and benefit from opportunities to express those feelings—and that frustration and struggle are as essential to the parenting journey as triumph and joy.

Finally, we believe that parents are human. We all make mistakes. We all feel uncertain. We all have times when we’re confused and don’t know what to do, and we all despair sometimes, trying to figure out if we’re “doing it right.” That’s natural. It goes with the territory. Being human, making mistakes, and learning from our mistakes are all parts of effective parenting.

Parents thrive when they have the support, compassion, and wisdom of other parents. To help meet this need, we’ve included the stories of over a hundred parents throughout the pages of this book. Look at them as people you’re conversing with, as people who’ve been where you are or where you’re going, who are struggling and trying to find answers, just as you are.

A wide diversity of parents are represented: mothers, fathers, stepparents, single parents, parents with disabilities, foster parents, gay and lesbian parents, and grandparents. You’ll meet men and women who’ve become parents through birth, adoption, or relationships with their partners’ children. You’ll meet African American parents, White parents, Asian American parents, Latino parents, Native American parents, and parents in ethnically mixed families. You’ll hear from people who came to parenting at different stages of their lives—teen parents and older parents alike. Most of the voices in this book are from parents whose children are still young—because we wanted to capture the freshness and intensity of those particular years—but we’ve included some older, more experienced voices to reflect a more seasoned perspective.

Although we interviewed parents from a diversity of backgrounds, with a diversity of children, we know we haven’t included everyone. Regardless of your particular background or circumstances, we hope that you find at least some stories in this book that resonate with your life experience, your goals as a parent, and the particular challenges you face.

At the core of Becoming the Parent You Want to Be are nine principles that deal with issues of time, optimism, struggle, anger, balancing needs, and learning as you go. Reading them will help you clarify what you want to teach your children, whether they are two or five or sixteen. You can find them in Part One of this book, and they lay the groundwork for the practical strategies and information that follow.

Our dream is that Becoming the Parent You Want to Be will be a helpful resource and support to parents, offering something thought-provoking, practical, and inspiring. We hope that this book will never sit neatly on the shelf but will be tangled in the bedcovers, dog-eared on the floor, dripping with catsup on the kitchen table, wrapped up with the muddy T-shirts in the diaper bag.



—Laura Davis and Janis Keyser
Santa Cruz, January 1997
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    Nine Principles for the Parenting Journey

Principle 1:
Developing a Vision for Your Family

As parents, it’s important that we hold a vision of the kind of parent that we want to be and that we strive to achieve that vision in our daily lives.


Principle 2:
Learning About Children

    Through learning about our children, and about children in general, we develop a perspective that leads us to be more responsive, effective parents.


Principle 3:
Cultivating a Spirit of Optimism About Your Children

    Believing in our children and enabling them to find their own answers are two of the greatest gifts we can give them.


Principle 4:
Understanding That Parents Are Always Growing

    We learn how to be parents as we go along.


Principle 5:
Learning to Trust Struggle and Disequilibrium

    Periods of disequilibrium—times we feel confused and off-balance—can be essential to our growth as parents.


Principle 6:
Working Toward a Balance of Needs

    A family rhythm that balances each person’s unique needs with the needs of the family as a whole creates mutual respect and harmony.


Principle 7:
Teaching Children to Feel Safe, Strong, and Good About Their World

    One of the most powerful things parents can give children is an open, optimistic, and safe connection to the world.


Principle 8:
Being Human: When You’re Not Yet the Parent You Want to Be

    All parents get angry and all of us make mistakes. Acknowledging and learning from our mistakes teaches our children invaluable lessons about being human.


Principle 9:
Building a Supportive Community

All parents need and deserve a community to support them in the critical work of nurturing and teaching the next generation.
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Principle 1: As parents, it’s important that we hold a vision of the kind of parent that we want to be and that we strive to achieve that vision in our daily lives.

All of us of us come to parenting with hopes for our children, our families, and ourselves. We imagine the families we want to create. We dream of all that we want for our children. We hold a vision.

Through the experience we gain as parents, this vision is continually reshaped. Our perspective shifts, our values change, and our understanding deepens.

At the beginning of her parenting classes, Janis asks everyone to bring in a list of three of the most important things they want to teach their children. As parents call out their answers, Janis writes them on the board. The resulting list is always a powerful testament to parents’ commitment to their children:


• I want my children to always feel cherished and loved, no matter what they do.

• It’s important to me to have a close-knit family that always pulls together.

• I want to be the kind of parent my kids can always talk to.

• I want to teach my children to make a difference in the world.

• I want to be able to give my kids a lot of the things I never had.



Creating and holding a vision is critical to us and to the health of our families. When we know what we are striving for, we have a yard-stick by which to measure our choices and actions as a parent. We learn to enact our values in the present and project them into the future.

    Understanding My Values: What Do I Want to Teach?

As parents, we are our children’s first and primary teachers. What we teach and how we teach it has a significant impact on our children. As Jean Illsey Clarke writes in her book, Self-Esteem: A Family Affair, “What families have in common the world around is that they are the place where people learn who they are and how to be that way.”

Offering values to our children is the thing we do that most clearly defines our family as unique: “The Sanchez family always has the welcome mat out.” “The Segals are always out supporting one social cause or another.” “You’ll be able to find the Wood Smiths out in the backyard with their hands in the dirt.”

We acquire values through our family history, our cultural perspective, and our life experiences. Many are absorbed naturally in childhood. In Janis’s family, these are called “the values we swallowed whole with our Cheerios.” Among these are some values we hold dear, some we are unaware of, and others we no longer believe in but still carry.

Having children also leads us to discover values that we previously considered unimportant. We find values that we’ve been carrying but not acting on, or beliefs that we want to make more explicit for our kids. We come to appreciate certain values in relationship to our children that were less obvious to us as single people. It’s one of the transformative parts of parenting.


    When Your Values Differ from the Values of Your Partner

Once you become a parent, you not only uncover values you didn’t know you held, you may also discover values held by partners, family, or friends that you didn’t know they held. Yoshiko became aware of this in the wee hours of the morning: “Our six-month-old baby had started crying and I was just about to jump out of bed like I always did, when my husband held me back, saying ‘Wait, don’t go to her, she has got to learn that you can’t always fix whatever is wrong. Erin needs to learn independence.’ I must not value independence the same way my husband does, because it didn’t make any sense to me to leave a six-month-old crying in the middle of the night.”

Many parents discover that they have very different ways of doing things from their partner. Thinking about what you really want to teach and discussing the areas where you disagree can be useful. You may discover that you and your partner hold similar values but have different ideas about how to implement them. Or you may discover that you hold different values.

This is not necessarily a problem. Children can benefit from parents who bring different values to the family. When partners are respectful of each other’s perspective, children learn that there can be more than one right way to look at things, and they get a chance to choose what is important to them.

It’s useful both personally and for the partnership if parents find some time to talk with each other about their current priorities and possible areas of disagreement. This discussion needs to focus on listening and communication rather than on who’s right. You may even want to each make a list of your five most important values and share ideas about how you want to pass them on. Or you could answer some of the questions in this chapter together.

Most parents are able to find the areas in which disagreement is acceptable and the areas in which agreement seems crucial—the bottom lines. It is essential that parents figure out how to respect the differences they can tolerate and how to work toward agreement on those that they can’t.*

    * See “When Partners Disagree” for more on resolving differences between parents.



Narrowing the Vision-Action Gap

The dreams we hold for ourselves and our children are impressive. Many of us enter parenthood with ambitious ideas about the kind of parents we are going to be. These hopes were safe and sacred before we had children—the reality of our daily lives didn’t challenge or tarnish them. But now we have to struggle to put our principles into practice, and that’s often harder than we thought it would be. As Laura once put it, “It’s a lot easier to be a parent in theory than in reality.”

None of us consistently lives up to our ideals. When we feel criticized, hurried, or stressed, we may not be able to figure out how to implement our values and, instead, may find ourselves making habitual mistakes. Inevitably, there’s a gap between our vision and the way we actually live. Even if we think we’d like to approach things differently, we may not have the practical experience or information to implement those changes. Yet the fact that we cannot perfectly embody our vision doesn’t make holding that vision any less important.

Our job is to narrow the gap between the vision we hold for ourselves and our daily practice as parents. Here are some ways to bring your vision and your actions into closer alignment:

• Clarify your own values. A careful consideration of the values you want to pass on is an essential first step in teaching children what you truly hold important. You can ask yourself: “What are the values I learned in my family?” “In my community?” “What are the five most important values I want to pass on to my children?” “Are there specific ways I’ve taught those values to my kids?”

• Look for opportunities to teach values. There are numerous daily activities through which we teach our children values. A simple trip down the sidewalk, stepping over the caterpillars, can demonstrate the way you value living things. Saving your daughter’s half a sandwich for later can show your commitment to avoiding waste. Allowing your son to cry teaches him that you value his feelings.

• Find parents who support your vision. Parents who are working to implement values that are similar to yours can support you as you work to put your ideas into practice.

    • Do some thoughtful self-evaluation. When we regularly reflect on what we have done with our kids in light of what we want to be teaching, we naturally bring our action closer to our vision.

[image: ]

Janis Keyser 1.2

Look at the Bigger Picture

It’s easy to get caught up in day-to-day struggles with our kids and forget the long view. When we’re dealing with problems, there’s a tendency to fall into parenting by objective—defining parenting success by “what works immediately.” If your one-year-old son has been biting, you ask yourself what will stop the biting. If your daughter isn’t using the potty, you define success by her increased use of the potty. And if your child isn’t sleeping as much or as long as you’d like him to, you focus on whatever it takes to get him to sleep through the night. Although these can all be important successes, just solving the immediate problem sometimes overlooks the underlying values you want to teach your child.

When you achieve “what works” by doing what’s easiest in the moment, you may manipulate your child or disrespect his feelings along the way. In doing so, you may undermine what you’re trying to build with your child. When you’re achieving “what works,” it’s important to ask yourself: “Have I succeeded in getting what I wanted, but lost something more important along the way?”

Rather than focus solely on the narrow end result, it’s vital to cultivate an attitude that the process is as important as the outcome. When we succeed in doing this, our kids’ behavior doesn’t always change immediately, but our relationship with them maintains a critical sense of integrity.
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Janis Keyser 1.3

How Do Children Learn Values?

Every interaction with children provides an opportunity to teach values. While no parent tries to make every kiss good night a lesson, it’s useful to think about the opportune times for teaching in families:

• Children learn about our values through daily interactions with us. When we think about teaching values to kids, we often think about taking them to church or having a talk with them about lying, teaching them about sharing, or encouraging them to give during the holiday season. Yet we teach values every day in our ordinary daily encounters.

• Children learn through our example. As one dad, Cully, explains: “My son has seen me pick up trash off the street and he’s asked, ‘Who dropped that?’ I answered, ‘I don’t know. But it was on my earth. So I picked it up.’ ”

Leah, who has cared for foster children from troubled families, says, “I do it because I know what I do makes a difference. I can’t fix the parents. I can’t fix society. But to me, loving one child is enough. The Foster Parents Association motto is ‘To touch a life forever.’ Even if they’re only in my home for twelve hours, they’ve had twelve hours of seeing that love can make a family work. They’ve seen people respecting each other. They’ve learned that it’s possible. I also love that it teaches my birth kids values I really care about: flexibility, compassion, and generosity.

“My children are really welcoming of the foster kids. Both of them like to go to the shelter to pick up the new kids with me. Emma, my five-year-old, is my little ambassador. She’ll meet the kids at the door and she’ll pick up their hand. She’ll say, ‘You don’t have to be scared. It’s okay to have feelings here. It’s okay to be angry. When we’re angry, we run around outside or hit pillows and shout, but we don’t hit each other. Nobody will ever hit you here. This is where my room is. This is where you’re going to sleep. This is your private place.’ ”

• Children learn through the values we strive toward. While it’s true that children learn through what we model, it’s not true that you need to have mastered a value before you teach it to your children. All of us have some values that are woven into the very fabric of who we are. At the same time, most of us have values we’re newly adopting, that we haven’t practiced or integrated.

Even if we move toward our values in tiny increments, children will pick up on our intention and commitment, and learn that they, too, can strive toward a vision they haven’t yet attained.

• Children learn values through the way we do things as a family. Kathleen shares how she teaches the value of family: “Once a week we have an evening where we sit around as a family and talk about the things we like about our family. We play games, sing songs, and do crafts. It’s a time when no one has other appointments. I love that time. It tells us that our family is a priority.”

• Children learn values and beliefs through their exposure to the larger world. Through friends, extended family, books, TV, and the experiences they have in their community, children absorb values and societal norms. Janis recalls, “My three-year-old friend, Melissa, came to me one day with the statement ‘All doctors are men.’ And I happened to know for a fact that the only doctors Melissa had ever been to had been women. Yet every time she overheard a conversation about doctors, they were referred to as men. Every book she read about doctors showed men. When she came home and told her aunt that she’d gone to the doctor, her aunt said, ‘Oh, did he give you a shot?’ All of a sudden, Melissa’s perception, ‘I thought my doctor was a woman,’ was challenged by the greater authority of her aunt and the accumulated weight of images from the world around her.”

• Children learn values through our explanations of the world. We can’t always control our child’s environment. We may have chosen the grocery store, but we don’t control all the people who are going to be in the grocery store. Our children sometimes witness or hear things we wish they hadn’t seen or heard. But the fact that we are with them or that they can come home and tell us about it gives us a chance to share our perspective on what happened. Even though we didn’t choose that experience for them, we get to help them figure it out: “I’m sorry that woman yelled at you for standing in the cart. I think she was worried about your safety. She doesn’t know that you can stand safely in the cart and she doesn’t know that yelling scares kids.”


FOOD FOR THOUGHT:
VALUES

• Who are the people I can talk to about my values?

• Where, in my family and community, have I found people who disagree with me in terms of my values? How do I negotiate those differences?

• When did I last have a conflict with another person (my partner, a friend or family member) about how to respond to a child? What values were each of us trying to teach?

• Can I think of a time when my child was exposed to a value that was very different from the values in our family? How did I respond? How did I help my child with that experience?
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Principle 2: Through learning about our children, and about children in general, we develop a perspective that leads us to be more responsive, effective parents.

Getting to know your children is one of the pure delights and formidable challenges of being a parent. Children and their parents start as strangers to each other connected by powerful bonds of expectation, instinct, tradition, and love. As we move through the years together, we have an ongoing opportunity to get to know each other intimately.

We learn about our children by watching them, sharing experiences with them, and interacting with them. Our understanding of them deepens as we learn about the nature of childhood. Knowing how children think, develop, and experience the world enables us to gain insight into our individual children.

What Is Child Development and Why Is It Useful?

Child development is the study of childhood. In the last hundred years, child development researchers around the world have built a large body of knowledge about how children grow. This research teaches us:

• Children go through certain predictable stages of growth. Children use a nipple before they use a cup; they walk before they skip.

• Each stage of children’s development builds on the success of the previous stage. Babbling lays the groundwork for later speech. Trust is necessary for later independence. Stages can neither be hurried nor skipped.

• Each child has her own unique timetable for development, yet there are broad norms that can provide useful benchmarks. Chelsea might take her first eager step at eight months, while Jack tentatively walks at fifteen months. Conversely, Chelsea might have few words at eighteen months, while Jack begins simple sentences at eleven months. Knowing the wide parameters of normal growth can help parents accept their child’s individual developmental clock.

• Children’s development is not linear or even. Often children take a few steps forward and several back. When a child first learns a new skill, such as using the toilet independently or spending the night away from home, she often “regresses” in other areas, forgetting already established skills.

• Disequilibrium is part of normal development. Child development theorist Jean Piaget coined the word “disequilibrium” to describe the out-of-balance times children often go through right before they learn something new. Children who are on the verge of crawling sometimes get fussy or start waking at night. Children who are just about to figure out how to play successfully with other children may become unusually aggressive. Knowing that children’s struggles are indicative of their attempts to grow helps parents understand difficult behavior and provide appropriate support.

• Mistakes are part of normal development. Children usually make many unsuccessful attempts before mastering a new skill.

• Children grow in different realms at the same time. A child who is sitting on the couch reading with his grandfather is simultaneously gaining knowledge in at least four different areas. Cognitively, he is learning about language and the concepts in the book. Emotionally, he is learning that he can trust Grandpa. Socially, he is learning to take turns talking. And physically, he is learning how to make his fingers turn the pages.

• Learning about child development gives us a framework from which to see and support our children. When you know that your child’s behaviors are normal for his developmental stage, you can respond accordingly, knowing that the resolution of a difficult behavior is often as much a matter of time as it is of teaching. When you understand that mouthing things is part of the healthy development of babies, you can provide a variety of safe things for your infant to suck on and move dangerous things out of her range. Once you know that four-year-olds love to feel skillful, you can provide your son with a sponge to clean the sink or pliers to help put a new bookcase together.
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Mary Warshaw 2.2

Getting to Know Your Unique Child

While all children share certain common developmental characteristics, each child comes with a distinctive personality. As one great-grandfather, Calvin, put it, “Everybody brings something special to this planet that nobody else brought.”

Even from infancy, kids have a knack for letting us know just who they are. Noni, whose daughter’s emotions are intense and changeable, explained: “There’s been nothing mellow about Sara from the day she was born. She had an intense cry and she let you know what she needed right away. She cried hard and laughed hard, and she’s continued to be that way.”

Charles, who loves the saxophone, said, “Kids are different, not only in terms of temperament but also in terms of their attributes and talents. You give my son Kenny something brass and he’ll play it—trumpet, trombone, tuba, any brass instrument. And I love reeds. I didn’t ever think about a tuba or trumpet. I was amazed when Kenny first brought home a trumpet. How did he get interested in brass growing up in a saxophone household?”

Even if you manage to get the baby you expected the first time around, having a second child—or a third—drastically increases your chances of meeting someone you didn’t expect in your family. With one child you can take credit or blame for whoever they are, but when you have another one, you realize that children start out with a lot already going for themselves.

Janis’s husband, Leon, recalls: “My first child was a fast mover. He was full of energy. He cried in continual, anxious bursts. My second kid was always cool. He’d cry one long hoarse cry. Then he’d wait for you to do something for him. If we were out of milk, I’d literally have time to go to the store and get the milk and bring it back before he’d cry out again. And the third kid was very different from the first and the second. And so on. None of them were even close to being alike. And I’ve got eight kids.”

Julie remembers fondly, “Neither my first or second kid drew on the walls. I thought, ‘It’s because of my superior parenting.’ Then the third one came along, and I realized I just never had an artist before.”
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Bonnie Aldridge 2.3

Understanding Your Child’s Temperament

Temperament is the term that is often used to describe the distinct characteristics each of us is born with. Our temperament underlies the unique way we respond to people, environments, and circumstances.

In her book Raising Your Spirited Child, Mary Sheedy Kurcinka outlines nine characteristics that make up temperament:


1. Intensity: the strength of a child’s emotional responses

2. Persistence: the ease or difficulty a child has stopping or letting go of an activity or idea that is important to her.

3. Sensitivity: a child’s awareness and sensitivity to tastes, textures, temperature, noise, and emotions

4. Perceptiveness: a child’s awareness of the colors, people, noises, and objects around her. Perceptiveness determines a child’s ability to stay focused.

5. Adaptability: a child’s ability to adapt to changes in her schedule or routine

6. Regularity: a child’s regularity or irregularity in terms of her daily rhythms—eating, sleep, and elimination

7. Energy: a child’s basic energy level—quiet and relaxed or on the move and busy

8. First reaction: a child’s level of comfort or discomfort in new situations

9. Mood: a child’s tendency to be happy and content or serious and moody.



Each temperament has its strengths and challenges. Characteristics that are considered “difficult” in children often develop into real assets in adulthood.

One thing that makes a child’s temperament easier or harder for parents to deal with is the “match” of the child with the rest of the family. Having a child whose temperament is very different from yours can pose significant challenges.

[image: ]

Janis Keyser 2.4

Bea, the mother of eight-month-old Sean and four-year-old Gabrielle, relates, “I’m kind of easygoing. Gabrielle and I like to be spontaneous, to take off at a moment’s notice. She has been that way since she was a baby. But Sean really likes routines. If we’re not home during his regular nap times, he can’t fall asleep. If I don’t nurse him in his familiar chair, he cries. Sean’s need to have everything ‘just so’ has really put a crimp in our style.”

Sometimes having a child with a temperament similar to yours can also be a challenge. Barry, the father of five-year-old Elizabeth, says, “Having two of us who are so intense is really hard sometimes. Why can’t she be a little more mellow like her mother?”

Although you cannot change a child’s temperament, you can play a significant role in helping her learn how to best manage the cards she’s been dealt. Janis recalls: “When Maya was five, I finally accepted that transitions were always going to be hard for her. This was not something that she was going to magically grow out of. It became clear to me that my job was not to change her, but rather to help her learn to predict and plan for circumstances that might be hard for her.”

Understanding that children have diverse temperaments and strengths can also help us put differences between children in perspective. Temperament gives us clues as to why children behave differently even though they’re the same age or are members of the same family.

[image: ]
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Learning to Observe

One of the main ways we learn about our children is through observation. When we consciously and thoughtfully watch our children, we gain invaluable insight into who they are and how to best interact with them.

Observation is something parents do naturally. As soon as our babies are born, we find ourselves gazing at them—both when they’re asleep and when they’re awake. Their every gesture, sound, and random movement keeps us spellbound. There’s a reason we find our babies so riveting. It’s nature’s way of making sure they’re protected and cared for.

Parents observe the ways their babies explore, the expressions on their faces, the tenor of their cries, the color of their poops, and the number of diapers they wet. We notice how long they nap, when they cry the most, and what seems to calm them. It is through this observation, this taking of mental history, that we begin to know our children.

After practicing observation in an infant class, Razel, the mother of eight-month-old twins, remarked, “When I sit back and observe my boys, I learn about the way they each solve problems. They’re like little scientists. And the amazing thing is that they each do it so differently.”

Most parents rely on observation to learn about their babies in the first year of life. But once children start talking, many parents assume that observation isn’t as necessary. Yet there are many things even verbal children can’t articulate.

Observing older children—watching their facial expressions, body language, tone of voice, peer interactions, and dramatic play—continues to give parents important insights and knowledge.


Magda Gerber on Observation

Magda Gerber is an infant development specialist who advocates a philosophy of respect for young babies. As the founder of Resources for Infant Educarers (RIE), an organization that offers training for parents and professionals who work with infants and toddlers, she believes children develop best in their own way and at their own pace. One of the primary tools Gerber teaches is observation.*

If we really pay attention when we observe children, we soon learn that everything children do is done with a purpose, that everything children do is ‘right’—from their point of view at the time they are doing it.

·  ·  ·

“It can be reassuring to see that your child enjoys spending time by himself or herself, and that being alone is something both of you need. Likewise, it is encouraging to see that your child is learning to solve a number of important problems without your help or intervention.

·  ·  ·

“When we deal with children, we are not merely one person. We are at least three people: we are parents of our children, we are children of our parents, we are adults with our own interests and needs. Often these ‘three people’ in us do not agree. Each sees something different when we observe, and each has different ideas about what should or shouldn’t be done about it.”

* The term “educarer,” a combination of the words “educator” and “caregiver,” was coined by Magda Gerber to describe the role of people who care for infants and toddlers. For more information on RIE, you can write to: 1550 Murray Circle, Los Angeles, CA 90026.



What Is Your Child Working On?

At any given moment, children are working on a complex set of things, and if you observe them, you gain insight into what it is they’re trying to figure out. At one point your daughter, Kerry, might be working on climbing. She may clear off all the shelves, not because she wants to use the things on that shelf, but because she wants to use those shelves as a climbing structure. She climbs to the top and stands there, loudly declaring herself victorious.

Knowing that Kerry is working on climbing enables you to stop and redirect her with respect for what she’s trying to master, rather than just with irritation that you have to put everything back on the shelves.

Sometimes discovering what children are working on requires more subtle observation. A baby, for instance, may be in the stage where he’s just discovered all the wonderful little things on the floor: bits of paper, shreds of leaves, brown spots, dust balls, fringes of rugs. Having just discovered his pincer grasp, the ability to bring his forefinger and thumb together to pick up an object, he is fascinated with picking up tiny objects.

That was the case with Delrio, a baby Janis observed in an infant development class: “The whole room was full of fun things to climb, foam ramps and balls and bells and brightly colored toys. Delrio’s father was saying, ‘Oh, look! Here’s something you can crawl up! Want to play ball?’ He didn’t want Delrio to miss out on all the wonderful things that were there. But what Delrio was really interested in was picking tiny little things up off the floor.”


The Basics of Observation

• Slow down. Try to put other concerns and agendas aside and take five or ten minutes just to observe. Get comfortable. Relax.

• Don’t interrupt or distract your child. Be as unobtrusive as you can. You don’t need to interject your own ideas or commentary into your child’s activities. This is not a time to get involved in your child’s play. Just watch.

• Cultivate a clear and open mind. Try to see what your child is doing without judgment or evaluation.

• Use descriptive rather than evaluative language. When you think about what your child is doing, try to use language that simply describes the activity: “He’s sitting on the rim of the sandbox, his feet are covered with sand, and he’s grasping the rim of the bucket in his right fist” rather than more evaluative language: “He’s playing so nicely.”



Why Observe?

As a busy parent, you may think you don’t have time for observation. If you have a limited amount of time to spend with your child, why spend it observing?

Observation can be valuable for a number of reasons:

• You get to enjoy your child. Moments of fascination, delight, and pride often accompany observation.

• You learn about child development. Jean Piaget formulated his theories about children through the careful observation of his own three kids.

• You learn what drives and motivates your children. When you watch children over time, you begin to get an idea of what interests them, how they explore, and what they’re trying to learn.

• Observation enables you to provide children with avenues to further their explorations. When you know your child is working on pouring, you can supply her with a set of plastic cups in the bathtub.

• Observation gives you a chance to see your children as they are. Most parents have some expectations about who they want their children to be. Yet it’s also important to balance those expectations by asking kids: And who are you? Observation can help you answer that question.

• Observation enables you to respond to each child as a unique individual. Janis notes: “I find I can interact with a child most appropriately once I’ve observed him. Otherwise I’m coming in ready to interact with all the children his age I’ve ever been with before, rather than this particular child.”

• When you see what children are working on, you can gain a new perspective on “mis-behavior.” This can help you move beyond your own frustration and respond more empathetically to unsuccessful behavior.

• Observation lets your child know she is important to you. When children see that we are interested in them and in what they are doing, they feel valued.


FOOD FOR THOUGHT:
OBSERVATION

• What are the natural times I observe my children?

• What have I learned about my children through observation? Have I ever been surprised by what I’ve observed?

• What are the things that get in the way of me observing my children?






End of sample
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Nine Principles for the Parenting Journey.
Children's Feclings * Children's Bodies
Dealing with Difficult Behavior.

Social Learning and Play + Family Relationships:
Growing Up, Growing Togather
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208
Putting It All Together:
When Children

Test Limits
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18. Understancling
Difficult Behavior
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Dea|ing with Difficult
Behavior
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19. Moving Beyonc|

Punishment
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