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A Picture of Positive Parenting 

Many years ago, on a trip to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, our class got to see several original Impressionist paintings. I remember our teacher pointing out how the images had been created by separate bits of color, and how these little dots and lines and strokes all came together to produce a picture. If you stood close enough, you could see interesting specks of color, pieces of information that looked nice but communicated nothing in particular until you stood back a bit and saw how they all worked together. The lists in this book likewise present bits of information: little dots, if you will, that work together to create a picture; in this case, a picture of positive, loving parent-child relationships.

In my work with parents—in my workshops and in my writing—I often include a short survey to determine whether or not we’re all trying to paint the same picture. I’ll ask the parents how strongly they agree with statements like the following: “I want my children to believe that I love them unconditionally, no matter what,” “I want my kids to feel emotionally safe in their relationships with me,” “I want my children to be able to think and make decisions, especially when I’m not there.” “I want my kids to be strong and confident enough to resist peer pressure,” “I want my children to cooperate and do what I ask,” “I would prefer having win-win interactions to win-lose interactions.”

Getting agreement on these goals has rarely been a problem. The hard part comes when we start to look at how we actually act in our relationships with kids—when we examine how our behaviors shape the nature of our relationships and how they contribute to the behaviors and beliefs that children develop.

Our relationships are products of a number of factors, not the least of which are the actions we bring to them. Just as certain colors and brush strokes will create particular images, moods and impressions for an artist, certain parenting beliefs and behaviors can encourage and support particular outcomes in the relationships parents create with their children. Often, the most familiar  behaviors will take parents in entirely different directions than they would like to go. In some cases, their actions can actually make it more difficult for them to achieve their aims!

For example, it’s difficult for children to feel loved unconditionally when love is most often expressed in association with certain behaviors, achievements or particular choices about their appearance. (I’ve heard some parents say, “Of course I love my children unconditionally. And I really love them unconditionally when they make the honor roll.”) It’s hard to feel emotionally safe in a home where parents use power, anger, disappointment or unhappiness to get kids to do what they want.

Often, the same parents who claim to want kids who can think and make decisions independently also want kids who immediately do what they are told. Many parents who want kids who can indeed “just say no” would be incensed if their kids ever just said no to them. And some parents who want to create win-win interactions are very uncomfortable with the notion of giving children choices other than “do it or else.”

But we can’t have it both ways. It’s like wanting to lose weight while insisting, “But I always eat six doughnuts for breakfast!” Whenever our policies, our habits or our behavior patterns do not support our goals, we have two choices: We either change our behaviors (eat a  healthier breakfast) or change our goals (quit wanting to lose weight).

In terms of parenting, let’s say your goal is to increase cooperation and minimize conflict in your relationship with your kids, but at the end of the day, you notice that you seem to get exactly the opposite—a minimum of cooperation with maximum conflict. At this point, you’ve got a choice: You either give up your goals and accept things the way they are, or you change. If you want the relationship to change, the way you interact with your kids is going to have to be different somehow, with different thoughts and belief systems, different responses to their behavior, different ways of asking for what you want, different words, a different tone, a different attitude.

This process doesn’t have to be quite as overwhelming as it sounds. Even the greatest transformations start with small changes, which is why I started looking at the “pieces” of the parent-child relationship that are easiest to change. I wanted to identify small, specific parenting behaviors, beliefs and attitudes that could alter the course of the relationship in a big way. The result is the following collection of lists: techniques and ideas, actual questions and statements you can use to help accomplish a particular goal, and loads of practical suggestions that can help you “paint” a picture of the kind of relationship you want.

If you find that your intentions include encouraging cooperation without relying on threats, nagging and punishment; if you hope to minimize conflict without constantly giving in or giving up; if you wish to build confidence, independence, resiliency, responsibility and decision-making skills in your kids; and if you want to create an atmosphere of mutual respect, love, trust and consideration, you’ll find some terrific suggestions here. You’ll discover bits and pieces to help bring your parenting attitudes and approaches more in line with what you’re trying to accomplish, and to strengthen, validate and build on patterns you already have in place. If your parenting goals are significantly different from those mentioned above, you may want to read through the lists to get a sense of what an alternate “picture” could look like and why it would be well worth considering.




Where These Ideas Came From 

From my earliest days as an educator, I’ve been curious about what “works” in relationships between adults and kids. To be sure, a number of items in these lists come from my own experiences and observations. To gain a broader view, I set out to determine what had worked for other adults from a wide variety of cultural, economic and educational backgrounds (in some instances requesting and receiving information through  an interpreter).1 I handed out surveys and polls in my classes and workshops, and received hundreds of creative, touching, practical ways to approach and prevent problems with kids—many of which would never have occurred to me otherwise. In certain instances, I relied upon interviews with friends, associates and a number of individuals I consider experts on related topics.

Their suggestions, ideas and experiences are noted in the lists. When a list item states that “one parent discovered” or “several parents noticed,” I’m referring to these contributions, the majority of which I received anonymously from unsigned surveys or from people who did not wish to have their names included. While I have acknowledged individuals whose feedback I specifically sought, for the sake of readability I have used their contributions within the lists as well.

In addition to strategies they had used as adults, many of the ideas people shared came directly from their own childhood—experiences they remembered as well as the effects those experiences had on them. Certainly, many of the comments and ideas they shared conveyed happy childhood memories. However, several contributions clearly reflected painful (and often avoidable) events from their early lives. I’m convinced that the eagerness   with which so many people participated in this project reflects a desire to help parents become more aware not only of the choices they have, but also of the potential impact their comments and actions can have on the children in their lives.




Using These Lists 

In evaluating contributions and ideas for these lists, I tried to provide information for parenting children of all ages, and to offer a variety of approaches in order to accommodate a variety of needs, budgets, preferences and personalities.

You don’t have to try—or even agree with—every idea on every list. For example, I asked parents to share boundaries they used to encourage cooperation from their children and received a wide range of responses. These parents swore by the examples they shared, although many admitted that it took them a while to get comfortable with the idea of only washing clothes that had been put in the hamper, “closing” the kitchen after a certain time or leaving their children in charge of getting their books and homework assignments to school themselves.

Clearly, we only set boundaries we need to set. If you don’t mind washing clothes and picking them up off the floor, then you don’t need a boundary to increase hamper use. However, many parents found that until they set  this boundary (and this was a very common example), they ended up nagging, scolding and criticizing, and they still ended up with both jobs! Boundary setting is a great alternative, but only if a boundary needs to be set and only if the parent is willing to follow through!

If you find that a particular suggestion—or even a particular list—is not applicable to the ages or developmental levels of your own kids, move on to one you think would better apply in your situation. Likewise, if a particular technique doesn’t fit into your value system or your time or your budgetary constraints, look for a more suitable suggestion. Look for ways to make the principles and techniques described work for you and your children. (For example, you probably wouldn’t spend much time explaining how to use a lawnmower to a two-year-old; however, your teenager may benefit greatly from such instruction, just as your toddler would benefit from instruction on using certain toys or avoiding certain safety hazards common in her world.) The ideas in these lists are not things you should or must do to accomplish a particular goal. They are simply strategies and concepts other families have found to be useful or helpful. Try techniques that fit the ages and needs of your children as well as your lifestyle, your goals and what feels comfortable to you. Add your own ideas as they occur to you. In the margins of this book, on sticky  notes or even in a journal, jot down things you notice or techniques you try.

When I started brainstorming the topics I wanted to address in this book, I looked at a variety of issues that challenged parents to define their roles and goals when interacting with kids. Several lists examine somewhat abstract concepts (like power dynamics, feelings or responsibility). Other lists look at specific issues (such as homework, chores or monsters in the closet) as opportunities to apply more general principles in concrete, day-to-day situations.

Some list items are clarified or expanded further in other lists, and many concepts appear repeatedly in different forms throughout the book. The overlap is deliberate, intended to tie ideas together, connect concepts, create layers and patterns, and define the type of relationship in which cooperation has a chance to occur with a minimum of conflict. Additionally, many ideas are relevant to more than one list, and certain concepts are repeated to make sense to the parent who reads this book in bits and pieces, rather than studying it from cover to cover.

Because a number of parents had difficulty identifying their relationship goals, there are also lists that describe the kinds of kids most parents say they want, as well as the kind of home environments, beliefs and  family dynamics that support—or undermine—the development of these characteristics. These lists create a context and definition for the kinds of relationships the other lists attempt to build. I believe these lists are essential, especially for parents who need an extra nudge to give up a few of their old behaviors, or for parents who are afraid that letting go of traditional, authoritarian control techniques will leave them at the mercy of uncontrollable and obnoxious children. These lists are also helpful for parents who know there may be a better way but aren’t sure what that looks like, and for parents who didn’t even realize they had a choice.

The problem with a book like this is that it can be very tempting to take the suggestions presented in the lists and use them out of context just because they seem like good ideas—focusing on the “dots” in isolation, rather than stepping back to see how they work together to create the picture. While I’ve seen some relationships turn around fairly quickly when parents make even the slightest shifts in their behaviors or attitudes, there’s the danger of imagining that a few new tricks will bring about a quick fix. Of course, there will be times that you’ll see immediate results, but keep in mind that building relationships, like creating a work of art, is a process that unfolds and develops over time.

Don’t let the idea of improving your relationship  overwhelm you. If you’ve ever remodeled a house (or even cleaned one that was particularly dirty or cluttered), you know that the entire project, while daunting, can actually be broken down into a number of small, manageable processes that are easier to tackle. It’s the same with relationships—even relationships with a history of conflict and no-win power struggles.

Start with something simple and watch what happens. Say “I love you” for no apparent reason, especially if your kids aren’t used to hearing you express this sentiment. Communicate your unqualified appreciation for a kid you’ve been especially critical toward. Try changing a threat to a promise, asking for a particular behavior in a more positive way. Rather than looking for ways to react to problems and infractions, start thinking in terms of prevention. Maintain your commitment to a better relationship, and a lot of the little things will take care of themselves.




A Few Assumptions . . . 

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have a bit of an agenda here. Yes, these lists are designed to take parents in a certain direction, precisely because I believe that certain directions are more constructive, more positive, more effective, more healthy and less stressful than others. Simply collecting parenting ideas without some  framework or context would have made no sense to me, and the number of contradictions inherent in just throwing together a bag of tricks would have been confusing, if not downright dangerous.

Before we get to the lists themselves, let’s troubleshoot a bit. For example, whenever we talk about change, it’s natural to come up against some resistance. It’s always easier to complain, to want someone else to change, or even to believe that change is impossible than it is to examine and alter our own actions. However, if you’re reading this book, you’re probably looking for some new ideas and are open to thinking about different ways to interact with kids. I applaud you. You’re more likely to parent successfully when you are conscious and deliberate about the choices you make rather than simply (and automatically) imitating the patterns you learned from adults in your life as you grew up.

Beware of the tendency to give up when you’ve had a bad day, especially when you’ve said or done something hurtful or destructive. The fact that you even notice is a very big deal! Be patient and trust the process. For the most part, kids can be remarkably flexible and resilient. They change when we change, although this process may take some time. If you would like your relationship with your kids to improve, look for things you are willing to change in your own actions, attitudes and  language. Things may get worse before they get better, but the very act of becoming more aware of how you interact with others is a huge step in personal growth and a cornerstone of building better relationships.

Also, watch your reaction to some of the ideas here. Sometimes the greater the resistance, the better an idea may serve you. It may be well worth your while to reconsider a particular idea to which you have had an initial negative reaction, or at least to explore why you’re having a hard time with it. If a particular list seems to be going in an unusual or unfamiliar direction, check for a box at the end of the list—you may find additional information to explain the purpose of the ideas in the list or to tie in the suggestions to a larger context.

I have tried to present the list items in a format that would be readable and accessible. The biggest obstacle from a writing standpoint was the use of pronouns. When I started jotting down list items, I didn’t pay particular attention to whether I used “child” or “children.” In addition, some items that talked about a single child used “he” in later references; others used “she.” Reading a list from beginning to end, I found that a lack of uniformity left me with a bit of literary whiplash. Therefore the original lists were revised. With a few possible exceptions, all items in a particular list will either be singular or plural; all singular lists will use either “he” or “she” throughout.

While it may be obvious that these choices were made to increase the ease with which a reader could move from one list item to another, I recognize that reading a list that refers to a single male child has the potential to alienate a parent of three girls. And I know that seeing item after item with the words “your children” may be distracting to a parent of a single child. It is my hope that regardless of your situation, the point of the list item will not be limited by the number of children mentioned or the gender of the pronouns used. Examples that use “she” also apply to boys; those with “they” will apply to a single child. I ask your indulgence here, and your flexibility as well.

 

Remember, the best solution to parenting problems is always prevention—preventing the problem from continuing, from getting worse, from turning into other problems or from happening at all—even if that means backing up, looking at what in the relationship supports the problem (or created it in the first place) and making changes where they will do the most good—in the relationship itself. This book will help you fill your paint box with tools and colors you may never have tried before. I wish you great happiness and success in the lifelong development of your craft, and in the creation of your masterpiece—your relationship with your child.




PART I

 Character Building




Character Building

Character traits such as responsibility, courtesy, respect and self-discipline do not develop in a vacuum. As a parent, you play an important role in the development of your child’s character, not only as a role model, but also as a teacher or mentor. The following lists offer examples of things you can do to model (or demonstrate) these character traits as well as things you can do to teach them to or encourage them in your child.

To clarify the purpose of character development, some lists describe children who have certain character traits. Other lists describe those who are at risk—vulnerable to problems such as peer pressure, low achievement or substance abuse, for example—children who would certainly benefit from greater strength of character. Still  others describe the supportive behavior of caring adults who create an environment in which character strength can emerge.




12 Ways to Be an Effective Mentor

• Accept your child unconditionally, just the way she is. Begin with her wherever she is in her development. Remind yourself that she’s “right on schedule!”
• Appreciate her uniqueness. Give her space to go in different directions than you may have imagined or desired for her.
• Validate her reality or experience, even if it’s different from yours. (See “14 Ways to Respect Your Child’s Reality” for more information.) 
• Enlarge her concept of the world and her understanding of how it works.
• Believe in her. Encourage her with love and faith (instead of threats, demands or derision) to help her achieve, confront her fears and go beyond her perceived capabilities.
• Support her need for emotional safety, some of which will come from the love and acceptance you offer, and some of which will come from the structure and limits you provide.
• Challenge her beliefs to expand her perception of possibilities for herself.
• Help her through a hard time by being there, by listening and by having faith in her ability to persevere and overcome adversity.
• Provide an outlet for her feelings without judging, advising or compromising her sense of safety.
• Help her discover hidden facets of herself. Widen the frame of her self-perception by helping her see herself beyond who she is now.
• Inspire an appreciation for new things. Light a fire with your own passion and appreciation for something that you enjoy or value.
• Demonstrate the kinds of behaviors and values you would like her to learn. Model virtues such as self-discipline, fairness, honesty, integrity and responsibility in your interactions with her and others.





12 Ways to Model Responsibility and Self-Discipline

• Return things on time and in the condition you borrowed them.
• Don’t blame or make excuses; take responsibility for what you do and what you say.
• If you make a mistake, apologize and make it right.
• Change behaviors that are ineffective or destructive.
• Follow through on commitments. Do what you say you’ll do and be where you say you’ll be. When possible, deliver more than you promise.
• Pick up after yourself. Don’t assume someone else will take care of it.
• Ask for what you want. Let people know what you want by communicating directly.
• Spend only what you can afford to spend.
• Deal directly with your child when a conflict arises between you and him. (Talking to a counselor or  brainstorming with your spouse is very different from “Wait until your father gets home.”)
• Model responsible language instead of “victim talk.” For example, say “I don’t want to do that” rather than “He won’t let me”; “I made a bad choice” rather than “She made me . . .”; or “Please lower your voice when you talk to me” rather than “You make me so mad when you talk like that.”
• Make choices based on your values and your child’s needs, rather than deciding your actions based on how some other adult will react to your decision. Examine your need for someone else’s approval or the need to avoid criticism or conflict.
• Keep your promises.





9 Characteristics of Responsible, Self-Managing Children

• Responsible children cooperate for some reason other than another person’s reaction or approval, such as curiosity, the satisfaction of finishing, the joy of learning or doing something, or having access to a meaningful privilege or activity.
• Responsible, self-motivated children are far less vulnerable to things like peer pressure than conformers or “people-pleasers” (children who are motivated by approval). Although responsible children generally care what others think and will consider other people’s feelings and needs, they can make decisions in their own best interests, even at the risk of ridicule or rejection.
• Responsible children consider their options, rather than just doing what they’re told. They tend to cooperate more consciously than people-pleasers, considering various options rather than automatically making a choice to avoid conflict or a negative reaction from someone else.
• Responsible children are less likely to blame their choices on someone else. They may make bad choices, but it will usually be from a lack of experience or poor judgment.
• Responsible children have confidence in their own instincts and their ability to take care of themselves without putting themselves at risk, just to keep someone from making fun of them or abandoning them. They can understand and express personal needs, and believe they can influence and control their own lives.
• Responsible children can make the connection between their behavior and the consequences of their behavior. Negative outcomes are the result of their own choices, not someone else’s fault.
• Responsible children tend to develop good decision-making skills because they have had practice seeing which options are available, predicting the outcomes of the choices they make, making choices and experiencing the consequences of their choices.
• Responsible children do not necessarily depend on authority to motivate them. They are more likely to ask questions and take some initiative than simply waiting to be told what to do.
• Responsible children may experience conflict between what they want and what someone else wants, but they can often negotiate win-win solutions and resolve this conflict without acting in negative or destructive ways.





10 Ways to Encourage Responsibility, Independence and Self-Management

• Communicate unconditional love and approval regardless of whether or not your child makes cooperative choices. Watch your attachment to specific outcomes. (In other words, don’t offer choices hoping or expecting your child will pick the “right” one in order to get your approval.)
• Be a role model. Take personal responsibility for your own behavior and happiness. Be willing to change behaviors, beliefs and attitudes that do not work for you.
• Be generally more concerned with process (for example, how your child learns or makes decisions) than outcome (the actual results of your child’s choices or behaviors). Try to keep your long-term objectives in mind, especially maintaining the quality of your relationship.
• Offer choices within limits you find acceptable. (This is a great way to encourage cooperation without resorting to threats or demands.)
• Trust your child’s ability to make good decisions, even if you haven’t had much evidence yet. Offer choices you know your child can handle. As she gains skill and confidence, widen the number or types of options you offer. Limit the number of choices you make for your child, even though you will often know what’s best for her.
• State contingencies positively, promising positive outcomes “as soon as . . .” or “when you finish . . .”
• Keep your interactions reward-oriented. Start thinking of consequences as the positive outcomes of your child’s cooperative behavior, good choices or remembering to do what she said she would.
• Respect your child’s needs and desires. Even though you will have the final say in most situations, remember that her needs and feelings always matter.
• Examine why you feel threatened or insecure when your child demonstrates independence and initiative. Do whatever you can to deal with your feelings without interfering with your child’s growth.
• Allow your child to experience the consequences of her poor choices (in non-life-threatening situations) in order to learn from them. Allow your child to take  responsibility for her own behavior and to change behaviors that aren’t working for her.





11 Things You Can Do to Build  Irresponsibility in Your Child

• Lie for him.
• Make excuses for his behavior.
• Correct (or pay for) his mistakes for him.
• Model a lack of responsibility, commitment and follow-through yourself.
• Refuse to believe that he is capable of doing what he’s been accused of doing.
• Fight his battles for him.
• Tolerate and excuse abusive or unacceptable behavior from him or others in order to avoid additional conflict.
• Be sloppy about holding him accountable for his behavior, especially if you’re tired, frustrated or starting to wonder if it’s worth the bother.
• Routinely let him get away with things if he has a good enough excuse.
• Do his chores and take on his responsibilities. Tell yourself it’s easier to do it yourself.
• Let him have privileges even if he hasn’t followed through on his commitments or what was required first. Use rationalizations like “Just this once” or “Okay, but this is the last time.” Add “I really mean it this time” even though you don’t.It’s natural to want to protect your child from the negative consequences of poor choices, to look for reasons to let him off the hook. Be careful because this tendency will ultimately interfere with his ability (or willingness) to take responsibility for his behavior. It’s important to believe in your child without idealizing him, and also to recognize your value and importance in his life even when you aren’t bailing him out or fixing his problems for him.









15 Characteristics of Children at Risk2

• They do not feel valued and secure, either in the family or in school.
• They do not feel “heard” or listened to. They do not believe their opinions are valued or important.
• They have difficulty predicting outcomes and thinking things through.
• They have a hard time seeing the connection between their choices and the outcomes or consequences of their choices.
• They have unrealistic expectations of themselves, others or situations.
• They lack a reasonable tolerance for frustration. They have difficulty taking no for an answer.  
• They have a high degree of despair, pessimism and negativity. They believe that they cannot realistically affect or change their lives for the better.
• They have a hard time expressing feelings constructively. They tend to “stuff” feelings or “blow up.”
• They often have a hard time balancing consideration for others with consideration for self. They may either blame and avoid responsibility or act and feel overly responsible for other people. They have difficulty asking for help.
• They may have few interests (other than TV or video games). They rarely invite other kids to their homes.
• They may be perfectionistic, self-critical, reluctant to try new things and fearful of failure. They may become compulsively involved in projects and have a tendency toward overachievement. Or they may be reckless and seem indifferent, demonstrating poor school performance, dislike of school and poor attendance.
• They have difficulty thinking independently and can often be easily influenced or talked into things.
• They have friends who use drugs or alcohol, have favorable attitudes toward drug use, or experience early first use of drugs or alcohol.
• They lack a strong belief system.
• They rarely share their feelings and thoughts with anyone in the family.All children will display some of these characteristics or behaviors from time to time, and many will not be at risk. However, if a number of these characteristics are present, particularly over a long period of time, children may be inclined to make self-defeating or destructive choices. The good news is that these characteristics can be turned around by loving (and patient) adults, safe and structured environments, and opportunities to learn and practice more constructive behaviors.









7 Characteristics of Families of Kids at Risk3

• Family pattern of verbal, physical, emotional or sexual abuse.
• Family history of substance abuse, addiction, compulsive behavior or co-dependency (behaviors that support or excuse substance abuse, addiction or compulsive behavior). Use of illegal drugs around kids. Heavy recreational drinking in the home.
• Family pattern of inconsistency or neglect. Lack of accountability to family for behaviors or whereabouts. Or overinvolvement and control of kids, lack of privacy, lack of boundaries with other family members.
• Family pattern of reactivity, rigidity, perfectionism, dishonesty, double standards, shaming, blaming, mistrust, disempowering, victimhood, intolerance, boundary violations, self-righteousness, denial or  enabling (failing to hold a person accountable for that person’s behavior).
• Family pattern of dismissing feelings, distracting or rescuing kids from their feelings, or using kids’ feelings as an excuse for shaming, ridicule or making kids wrong.
• Infrequent or inconsistent expressions of love and acceptance. Conditional love based on appearance, achievement, social competence, performance or how well kids take care of adults’ needs. Lack of emphasis on the unconditional worth of kids.
• Infrequent expressions of recognition, validation, acknowledgment. Recognition usually linked to effect of kids’ behavior on parents. Praise expressed to manipulate and control.





10 Dangers of Encouraging Obedience and People-Pleasing

• People-pleasers are motivated by external factors, such as the need for outside (and usually conditional) approval. They often do what others want in order to feel safe, worthwhile or valued (for example, “so my friends will like me more”).
• People-pleasers do what others want, to avoid disapproval, punishment, ridicule or abandonment, or for fear of hurting, disappointing or angering someone else. Their decisions rely heavily on another person’s anticipated reaction.
• People-pleasers may obey anyone who appears to be important, powerful or popular. They tend to be highly influenced by peer pressure. They are far more vulnerable than other children to adults who may not have these children’s best interests in mind.
• People-pleasers have a hard time saying no, even when saying yes would be unwise, inconvenient or even unsafe for them. Their negotiation skills are limited.
• Obedient children have a hard time seeing the connection between their behavior and the consequences of their behavior. Their sense of responsibility may be limited: “He made me do it,” “Everyone else was doing it,” “She started it.”
• Obedient children are likely to blame their choices on someone else. They don’t have to take responsibility for their choices (or how their lives turn out) because they were just doing what someone else told them to do.
• Obedient children may have a hard time functioning in the absence of authority. They lack initiative and would just as soon wait for someone to tell them what to do. They often depend on others to make decisions for them or make their choices simply to impress someone else.
• Obedient children believe that their ability to influence or control their lives depends on their ability to keep others happy, even if doing so inconveniences them, compromises their boundaries or principles, or jeopardizes their safety.
• When people-pleasers experience conflict between what they want and what someone else wants, they may express this conflict as compliance, guilt,  passive-aggressiveness, resentment, helplessness or victimization.
• People-pleasers lack confidence in their own instincts and the ability to act in their own self-interests. They have difficulty understanding or expressing personal needs, or asking directly for what they want.In the context of this book, the word “obedience” refers to the notion of simply doing what one is told, usually without evaluating the request, in order to avoid disapproval, rejection, abandonment or some other negative, hurtful or punitive outcome. Contrast obedience with “cooperation,” which will look about the same in terms of how the child is acting, but which is motivated by something besides the reaction or approval of another person. Our real goal in building responsibility is encouraging cooperation, not obedience. In doing so, we can achieve the same behavior results without compromising the child’s emotional safety or ability to act on his own behalf.









14 Ways Parents Encourage People-Pleasing and Dependence4

• They discourage decision-making and rarely offer choices (other than “do it or else”). Instead, they get what they want by making demands, ordering or telling. They tend to be authoritarian, critical and judgmental.
• They communicate conditional love and approval for “doing what you’re told.”
• Their happiness, pride and peace of mind depend on their children making the “right” choices. They use their reactions and feelings to control: “I’m so disappointed that you didn’t make the honor roll,” “I’m so happy when you clean your room,” “I work so hard all day, and this is the thanks I get.”
• They focus on immediate and short-term goals, often at the expense of long-term outcomes. They assume that their relationship with their children will somehow remain (or become) close and loving regardless of how they behave.  
• They mistrust their children’s ability to make good decisions. They make most decisions for their children: “I know what’s best for you.”
• They state contingencies negatively, threatening that “if you don’t . . .”
• They keep their interactions punishment oriented, focusing on the negative outcomes of their children’s misbehavior, poor choices or forgetfulness.
• They discount, ignore or fail to respect their children’s needs: “My house, my rules.”
• They feel threatened by their children’s independence, initiative, creativity, individuality or thinking skills. They may discourage, undermine or prevent these characteristics and behaviors.
• They protect their children from the negative consequences of their poor choices. They take responsibility for solving their children’s problems or make excuses for their children’s behavior.
• They do things for their children that the children are capable of doing themselves.
• They’re uncomfortable seeing their children struggle and often jump in to “help” before their children have  a chance to fully explore possibilities or figure something out.
• They reward dependence, self-sacrifice or devotion to serving the parents’ needs (or the needs of others).
• They believe that their role is to teach their children  what to think (rather than how to think) and count on their children to do as they’ve been told when adults are not around, even at the risk of peer rejection or disapproval.All parents will display some of these behaviors from time to time—they are certainly familiar and, in many cases, may be fairly automatic. Occasional lapses will not put children at risk. However, if the tendencies listed above describe the way you frequently act with your children, you may be creating unnecessary obstacles to the development of their self-management skills. (See “10 Ways to Encourage Responsibility,  Independence and Self-Management” for more positive alternatives.)

“I don’t know the key to success, but the key to 
failure is trying to please everybody.”

—Bill Cosby  
actor









10 Ways to Encourage Your Child’s Individuality

• Don’t compare her to anyone else, including yourself, her siblings, the neighbors or other children her age.
• Accept that she may like many things that you don’t, and that she may hate things you really value and like. Remember that these differences are among the many things that make her special.
• Make a list of your child’s talents, preferences and best attributes. Add to this profile whenever possible.
• Difficult as it may be, drop your agenda for who (or what) you want this child to be (or become). Accept your child for who she is and was meant to be.
• Examine your attachment to her appearance, interests, preferences and goals. (To what extent do you need her to look or be a certain way so that you feel competent as a parent or validated as a person? To what extent are you embarrassed by—or apologetic for—the choices she makes?)
• Encourage her attempts to explore her identity, even though it may seem to take her in some strange directions sometimes.
• Quit worrying about what the neighbors (or your in-laws) are saying.
• Let her select and wear her own clothes. (If she’s young or has a hard time making decisions, you may want to limit the choices to “either of these two sweaters” or “any T-shirt in this drawer.”)
• Support and encourage her individual interests. Respect the fact that she may lose interest or change her mind as she explores different things.
• Remember that today’s identity may soon be yesterday’s experiment.Remember that your child needs and deserves love, acceptance and respect regardless of what she does with her hair, who she wants to date or which career she wishes to pursue. (Minimize her need to act out for power or attention by allowing her to meet those needs in positive, healthy and constructive ways.)









16 Ways to Model Courtesy

• Say “please” and “thank you” in your interactions with others, including your interactions with children.
• Don’t interrupt when someone else is talking. If you have to cut in, say “Excuse me,” whether the person speaking is an adult or a child.
• Don’t talk in movie theaters while the movie is on.
• Let someone pull out in front of you when you’re driving (and acknowledge similar courtesies extended to you).
• Cover your nose and mouth when you sneeze or cough.
• Chew with your mouth closed. If you have something to say, swallow first!
• Never litter.
• Pick up after your dog on walks.
• Clear your table at fast-food restaurants after you finish eating.
• Knock before you open a closed door.
• Put the seat down.
• Hold a door open for someone.
• Offer your seat on a bus or train to someone who may need it.
• Write thank-you notes to acknowledge gifts or kindnesses. Make a point of letting people know you appreciate them.
• If you chew gum, chew quietly. When you’re finished chewing, wrap your gum and throw it in the trash.
• Be considerate of people’s allergies and sensitivities with regard to things like smoke, perfume, food, noise, environmental toxins, paint, exhaust or caffeine, even if these things don’t bother you.Modeling a behavior you want from your child teaches that behavior far more effectively than simply telling him to do it. Also, if you do these things consistently, your request that your child do the same comes across as much more reasonable!









13 Ways to Model Respect

• Listen. Make eye contact when your child is talking to you.
• Knock before entering your child’s room, especially if the door is closed.
• Use language, words and a tone of voice that would be acceptable to you if your child were speaking to you.
• Value your child’s need for fun and the time he spends with his friends.
• Give your child space to have different opinions and preferences from you (or other members of the family).
• Value your child’s need for privacy. Don’t open his mail or listen in on his phone conversations.
• Ask before using or borrowing something of his.
• If your child is struggling with something and is in no danger of getting hurt, hurting anyone or ruining something valuable, ask him if he wants help before you step in and do something for him.
• Allow your child to respond to situations differently from the way you would, without criticizing, shaming or ridiculing him.
• Stop tickling or teasing when your child asks you to—immediately and without comment, ridicule or judgment.
• Call your child what he wishes to be called. Resist calling him names or nicknames that embarrass him, or names he feels he has outgrown.
• When someone asks your child a question, let your child answer for himself. Resist the temptation to speak for your child, especially when he is present.
• Introduce your child when you encounter someone who hasn’t met him. When you meet a grown-up friend who has a child along, be sure to say hello to the child as well as the adult.





19 Ways to Build Environmental Consciousness

• Minimize waste. Recycle and conserve as much as possible.
• Reuse boxes and shopping bags. Take your own bags to the grocery store.
• Help develop a recycling program at your place of worship or your kid’s school.
• Landscape your yard for birds or wildlife. Build a birdhouse and feed the birds.
• Notice nature around you. Watch a sunrise or sunset. Look for animals or special shapes in clouds. Climb a tree and get a bird’s-eye view of the world. Take a walk and look for different-colored flowers.
• Plant a garden, giving your kid her own plot. Participate in a community garden.
• Minimize the use of pesticides or chemicals in your home and yard.
• Look for and buy products in environment-friendly packaging.
• Start a rock collection.
• Dispose of motor oil, batteries and other damaging or hazardous materials properly.
• Plant a seed or a tree and watch it grow.
• Turn the water off while you’re brushing your teeth.
• Help clean up parks or neighborhood streets.
• Carpool with friends. Instead of using a car, walk or ride a bike on occasion.
• Wrap presents in foil or the Sunday comics (both of which you can recycle).
• Start a compost pile.
• Grow your own herbs or vegetables.
• Do arts and crafts projects using materials from nature or saved from the trash.
• Suggest (or require) that a portion of your kid’s TV choices be devoted to shows on nature, science or the environment.





End of sample
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