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				Introduction

				INTO THE WOODS

				gen·ius n 1. the tutelary spirit of a person, place, or institution

				—The New Oxford American Dictionary, 2001

				
 
 
				One day when my daughter Brooke was one year old, she decided to take a walk. She opened the screen door to our summerhouse, stepped onto the flagstone walk, and headed down the dirt road that led into the woods. She walked with a purpose. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t even look at me. In fact, it was as if I weren’t there. She just stood up from the pots and pans she had been banging on the kitchen floor, made for the screen door, and pushed it open.

				As you can imagine, my first reaction was to stop her. I thought, “I can’t let a child that age, who has barely learned to walk, just walk out the door without even checking with me. Where could she be going? All sorts of things could happen to her. A responsible father does not let his one-year-old daughter take off into the woods on her own. It’s just too dangerous.” 

				In that first second, another thought arose: “Wait—there is no immediate danger. Let’s just keep an eye on her and see what happens. I don’t have to act . . . yet.” And so I just watched.

				As these thoughts collided, I detected the barest flicker of yet another thought: “She is acting as if she knows what she is doing!” Now, when people act as if they know what they are doing, I hesitate to interfere with their decisions. And Brooke’s whole demeanor communicated, “I don’t need your help.” So I decided to follow her.

				By the time she reached the dirt road that led into the woods, I had something of a plan. Somehow, I had to do four things at once: keep out of the situation, watch her, let her go, and keep her safe. A voice from deep inside told me that her decision to do this on her own needed to be honored. She did not look around for me, so I didn’t call her attention to my presence, but instead I followed at a careful distance, hiding behind trees and sneaking around corners, hoping she wouldn’t see me. And she didn’t. 

				As she trod the dusty gravel, shadows of leaves played on her hair. I kept my feet to the tire tracks, where I’d be less likely to kick a stone or break a stick. Around the first corner, she skirted the mud puddle. Taking the second corner, she looked up at the giant paper birch. She seemed almost to march as she followed the winding road all two hundred yards of its length through the woods. 

				When she came to the place where the driveway met the main road that went around the lake, she looked to the right and to the left just like an adult, or an older child who had been listening to adults about looking both ways. Her demeanor said, “This is my world, and I am comfortable in it.” Fearless, she seemed to be mapping out her place in this world: “Let’s see, what’s down this way? What’s up that way?” She paused for a couple of seconds, as if to ponder the situation, and then, very decisively, turned around and started home. 

				When she got back to the house, she went to her place on the floor as if nothing special had happened and, still, as if I weren’t even there. She did not come running to me so I could welcome her home. She did not tell me about her adventure. It was something she had done, and it was complete. 

				In the summer of 1967, in the outback of Litchfield County, Connecticut, I judged the environment safe enough for this adventure. There were wild animals, but the only ones I had seen in fifteen years were, as we often said, “more afraid of us than we are of them.” Cars were a danger, but they did not come down the driveway often, and they usually came slowly when they did. 

				Nonetheless, I am sure many parents would find my behavior at that moment in Brooke’s life irresponsible. Most parents would not have allowed her to wander on her own. They might have stopped her. They might have gone with her. I am pretty sure they would not have done what I did. It is not normal parent behavior, these days, to let a child launch off into the world on her own like that—certainly not at that age. And yet, as I look back forty-some years later, for that child in that moment, it was an example of brilliant parenting. Would that I were always so brilliant.

				What inspired Brooke’s adventure? After all these years of fathering, teaching, and running schools, I think I know. At least, I have chosen a name for it: genius. The ancient Greeks called it kharakter, the Romans called it genius, a great science teacher I know called it “the teacher within,” and we all have it. According to James Hillman1 and Thomas Moore,2 it goes by many names: soul, muse, calling, psyche, and destiny. It is the you that is becoming. It is our inner author and the source of our authority in the world. 

				More important than naming it, I have learned to trust it. In fact, I know trusting that “something” is the bedrock of all effective work with children—and, for that matter, with all people. As an educator, I have learned that believing in it, watching for it, encouraging it, and letting it work its way out into the world is the secret of education. 

				Our children are on their own journey. This journey is guided by their soul. In attempting to participate in their education, we have to partner up with their genius. This book is about the disciplines of such partnering.

				OUR CHILDREN ARE ON A JOURNEY GUIDED BY THEIR SOULS.

				
				Believing in your child and her genius is not so hard at first. Even though a child’s flaws and shortcomings show up almost immediately, most parents are able to maintain their wonderment at the divine perfection of their children right up to the first day of school. But school often puts this belief at risk: 

				“Amy clung to my leg the whole time, and finally the teacher had to pull her off me. She was the only one. The other girls went straight to the climbing structure, all shouts and laughter.”

				“Pete doesn’t tell me anything. I’m all, ‘How was school today?’ and he’s like, ‘Fine.’ ”

				“The other kids in the car are reading road signs. Sara is clueless. She can’t even read cookies off the cookie jar.”

				“Farida won’t practice the piano. I am spending all this money on lessons, and she refuses to practice.”

				“Be thankful she plays music at all. Ali can’t carry a tune.”

				“Cameron is always getting into fights.”

				“Jamie won’t stand up for herself.”

				[Insert your complaint here.]

				Whoever your child is, he or she will give you something to worry about before the end of fourth grade. Either that or you were not given the worry gene.

				When our children go off to school, parenting acquires other layers of challenge. When they say goodbye to us at the schoolhouse door for the first time, we know—we feel deeply—that we have been taken to the next level of parenting. We now have to watch, protect, help, love, and support from one step removed. We have to rise to all the challenges of parenting through and with others, from a distance, and with mostly secondhand information (if we get any at all). When the children go around the next corner, they vanish. They are out of sight. They are having their adventures under the watchful (one hopes) eye of someone else. 

				How can parents handle these new challenges effectively? How can we learn from them? What should we do when Isaac won’t get up in the morning? When Mattie keeps getting into trouble? What about dyslexia and the dreaded ADHD? How do we help Ellen stand up to peer pressure? 

				What if your child is excluded? What if her report card or his test score is disappointing? What if the homework looks too easy? Too hard? What if she fails? What do you do when he comes home and says, “Nobody will play with me!” or “The science teacher doesn’t know how to teach!” What if he tells you he is being bullied?

				What do you do if you hear from another parent that your child is being picked on by the teacher—and your child has said nothing about it? What if your son starts getting interested in boys—and vice versa?

				What do you do when your son starts using language or behavior you know he never learned at home? When your children try to play you and your partner against each other? How do you get Marilyn to clean up her room or to do her homework? How do you get Wayne to obey you? 

				Parents have been bringing me questions like this for many years, and of course, the list is nearly as diverse as the kinds of people in the world—that’s why education has kept me interested for so long. Very few such questions have generic answers that are any good, because people are different, and each relationship is unique. Hence, this is a book of moments in the lives of children, their parents, and their teachers. These are stories of unique characters in action. They do, however, illuminate some of the principles of education and some of the disciplines we need to be good stewards of our children’s genius. 

				The stories are not presented as blueprints for success. You will probably never have an opportunity to copy them. This is not a list of rules that you won’t remember anyway in moments of crisis. There is no formal training for parenthood as there is for teachers, and this book is not intended to fill this gap. The vignettes in this book are designed to provide both delight and enjoyment in the miracle of it all, and perspective and solace in the difficulty of it all. They put parents and teachers everywhere in the same communion: people who have decided to take responsibility for children and know that, to be effective, they have to keep finding the job inspiring.

				Whether or not you worry about your children, whether or not you can hang on to that wonderment at their divine perfection, our number-one job as parents and educators is to notice the children in our care and to delight in them. I hope this book will help you both notice and delight, as well as give you perspective and guidance on how to overcome your fears and offer an idea or two about how to handle tough situations. 

				If I could be granted one wish for our children, it would be that their parents and their teachers would keep their focus on the long run, entrusting the trials, struggles, and sufferings of the short run to the kids. I propose a shift in focus from test scores to enthusiasm, from getting into high school and college to getting the most out of it when you get there, from perfect behavior to learning from mistakes, from measuring up to making something of yourself, from independence to interdependence, from goodness to having integrity, from fear to love. 

				All these stories are true. This is not to say that all the details are presented precisely as they happened. For one thing, some of the names have been changed, though some have not. Some stories are composites of several stories, and some of the people are composites of several people. If, on reading a story, you decide that you are one of the parents, teachers, or students in this book, I am glad that something has resonated enough for you to think so. Know, however, that not only the names but also some of the specifics have been changed. None of this is about you. It is all about us.

			
			

		

	
        
            

PART 1: PLAY POSITION 

(If you care more about it than they do,
 you absolve them of responsibility.)

            


		
			
				Chapter 1

				PARENTS:
 THE FIRST TEACHERS

				Recently, the daughter of a friend sent me the following e-mail in response to my “From the Principal’s Office” column on the website www.divinecaroline.com:

				


				Dear Rick,

				As a mom, I often feel that I am hanging on by my fingertips. I’ll tell you why I don’t read the how-to books on parenting: It’s because I can’t parent with one hand and have the recipe book in the other. I need both hands, and sometimes both feet. Actually, most of the time I need my whole body and my mind and my heart focused on my children. I am pouring everything that is me into all that they are. When I get into bed, I have gone to bed because I can’t stay awake anymore, so I am not going to read myself to sleep with a good book telling me all the rules of parenting I violated today. I also don’t need some guy (or woman either) telling me what to do. 

				As the mother of a seven-year-old and a two-year-old, my secret parenting self-medication when I am feeling confused and overwhelmed is discovering that there are others out there going through the exact same thing. That is why I am addicted to The Nanny and Shalom in the Home. I love hearing about the bad behaviors and how they are resolved. I am craving reminders about why I am doing this and that I am not alone.

				That’s why I like your articles. In this era of “helicopter” parenting and the expectations we place on our kids, hearing the principal’s point of view is terrific. Since the parents are the original and the best teachers of our kids, how do we teach well? We know how to love ’em; how do we make ’em resilient and brave? Especially now that my oldest is off at school. It is different being the parent of a child away, and there isn’t much on the subject.

				Gail

				


				Yes, the parent is the child’s first teacher. I would add that parents continue to be the child’s primary teachers all the way through school. That is not to say, however, that parents should try to be the teacher. 

				While it is good for parents to see themselves as educators, it is critical that “parents” and “teachers” play their respective positions. The main reason that parents should not take on the role of teacher is that it is bad for children. You can see this quite clearly in a sound parental approach to reading.

				As parents, parents should read to their children every evening before they go to bed. The main purpose is that it is good for the relationship; secondarily, it is the age-old way of passing the culture on to our children (the old storytelling thing); thirdly, it is good for language development; and lastly it helps them in their natural process of learning how to read. 

				Most parents I know do this quite naturally. My wife, Victoria, did that with our daughter Lizzie with very few exceptions. When Lizzie was in bed with teeth brushed and pj’s on, Victoria would come in, Lizzie would ask for a book, and off they would go into their own little world together—sometimes for half an hour. 

				Even after Lizzie learned to read on her own, she would often want her mom to do the reading. By seven years old or so, this bedtime ritual had morphed into a mother-daughter talk—a ritual that continued into Lizzie’s teen years.

				One evening, as I was going down the stairs past the open door of Lizzie’s room, I heard: “Mom, can this be one of those times when I can tell you anything and you won’t get mad?”

				“Yes,” I heard her respond. “You can say anything, and I won’t get mad, and I won’t be hurt.”

				Of all the educational experiences Lizzie has had in fifteen years of excellent education, I believe that this has been one of the most important. But was it about reading? Not primarily. Reading was the vehicle for a tradition of connectedness, which stood at the core of their relationship for many years. Victoria did not “teach” Lizzie how to read; she created a context within which it was more likely that Lizzie would learn to read when her brain was ready for her to read.

				But in our culture, the lives of schoolchildren are distorted by READING!!!!! Reading has become this do-or-die thing that must be done by age six and a half or “my child will be below average,” and being below average is the kiss of death. Once you are below average, you stay below average for the rest of your educational career, and that will doom you to . . . or worse, and . . . you can finish the sentence.

				None of this is true, of course, and in their right minds, most parents laugh at this kind of talk. However, when their child is slow to read, it is not uncommon for parents to lose their minds and go into a tailspin of fear-driven behavior that can have detrimental side effects for the child. 

				Some of this fear-driven behavior includes turning home time into teaching time, whereby parents effectively turn themselves into teachers. All too often, parents take on the responsibility of teaching academic skills. When this happens, the child begins to feel surrounded by teachers. He can feel cornered and become increasingly anxious or angry, sometimes to the point of shutting down as a student, as if to say, “Okay, I quit. This isn’t any fun anymore. If you guys think you can pound this into me, go right ahead. I’ll have nothing of it. I’m going to go play. After all, that’s my job. I’m a kid, remember?” This can be bad for children. Children need teachers at school and parents at home.

				If you can teach reading without turning into a teacher, then go for it, but be careful. Ask yourself before, during, and after, “Is this fun for both of us?” If not, stop it.

				Teaching the child to read is the job of the school and the teachers in it. Parents can play a useful supporting role if they can do it without stepping out of their parent role. 

				When the school is not doing its job, it puts the parents in a dilemma. In fact, it is the core reason for the rise of homeschooling. If you are one of these parents and decide you need to start your own school at your home, do so carefully. You might want to design a little ritual that communicates: “For the next six hours, this room is no longer your playroom, it is the school room. My name is Mrs. Makeupaname [not Mom]; the disciplines at school are different from home; in school you ask to go to the bathroom . . .” and so on. You might want to do an outfit change like Mr. Rogers. A hat that says Teacher on it might be too ridiculous, but you get the idea.

				At least at first, children are happy to go to school; they want to learn; they want to learn all they can learn; they want to learn to read. By first grade, they are dying for homework. We can take that enthusiasm for learning away from them if (a) we care more about it than they do, (b) we get worried about their success, (c) we make them give up play (which is a child’s right) to take on schoolwork, and (d) if we turn their parents into teachers.

				CHILDREN NEED TEACHERS AT SCHOOL AND PARENTS AT HOME.

				Ryan’s parents wanted Ryan to come to our school. Although he was still only five years old, they thought that it was important to make sure he was prepared academically. In their conversations with me, they wanted to make sure that I was impressed with how hard they had been working to get Ryan up to speed in the skills of writing and reading and arithmetic. They were particularly proud of a new technique they were using: flash cards in the bathtub. When Ryan visited in the classroom, however, he was the only one of twelve students who was unable to pursue his own interests, work with others, and engage in the activities. He kept looking at the teacher for direction. In their conscientious attempt to make sure that Ryan was prepared, his parents were inadvertently undermining his ability to do what kindergarten would require of him. Their focus on academics (the job of the teacher) was ruining him as a student. Their obsession with academic acceleration caused them to get out of position. They interfered with their child’s job of self-directing his development, and they interfered with the teacher’s job of teaching academics. Playing position is often about trusting that others—your child, teachers, and other adults—will play theirs.

				Playing position is mostly a matter of being clear about who is supposed to make what decisions, and being sure that we play the parent position well. We don’t want to interfere with our teammates: our child, our parenting partner, our child’s teacher, or other caregivers. Sometimes this means deciding not to act at all, perhaps just saying, “Oh?” or “Oh!” or just “Oh.”

				Playing position is a matter of seeing your child as an authority while continuing to exercise your own. How can both people be the authority? It’s tricky, and finding the answer is the secret to a long and happy life in a world with other people. The central question is: Who gets to exercise his or her decision-making muscle, you or your child? 

				Play position. Always play position.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				AIR-TRAFFIC CONTROLLER

				In 1955—twelve years before Brooke took her walk—when I was ten years old, back before there were such things as “play dates,” my main activity was hiking off into the Connecticut woods, whether alone or with a friend. All that was involved in launching such “expotitions,” as Winnie-the-Pooh would say, was for one of us kids to yell up to our moms, “We’re going on a hike.” The reply was always, “Okay. Be back for dinner,” and we were off. 

				Adventuring into unknown territory was one of my favorite pastimes, and perhaps one of the most important elements of my education. By the time my friends and I were twelve, bicycles were widening our horizons. My mother, who had four of us to keep track of, was more relieved than worried that I was out on my own. She was like an air-traffic controller, launching four children and a husband into the world every morning and watching each of us circle back to what she hoped would be three-point landings every evening. Then we would sit together at her table and be a family. 

				Of course, she learned early on that with five loved ones to watch over and worry about, it was a mathematical probability that she could expect at least one of us to be “coming in on a wing and a prayer.” With me, it was usually bloody knees, but sometimes my mother dealt with bloody heads as well. From the perspective of us kids, a wound was always a badge of honor, proof of something—worthiness. Yes, worthiness, though with or without the blood, these adventures were always some kind of triumph.

				Though we never talked about it, I know now, looking back, that my mother, managing all those loved ones and trying to have a life of her own, often experienced psychic overload and went numb. (She could not allow herself to get mad; neither she nor I got good training in how to handle anger. Anger was evil, end of story.) Her relief, therefore, at having us go out the doorway, though subtly expressed, was strong enough for me to feel. I did not consciously register the nearly mechanical way she would get dinner on the table then, but fifty years later, I can tell that it settled firmly into my psyche. Now, when I remember her saying, “I just want to curl up with a good book,” I realize how draining the sustained attention to her five loves, those five responsibilities, those five pains in the neck, must have been. Being an air-traffic controller is intense work. Parenting is even tougher.

				Kids watch parents out of the corner of one eye. They are focused on their own business, a business that comes from within and is the result of many forces, interior and exterior. So all kids are badly in need of air-traffic controllers, because there is just too much to worry about, given those impulses from within and pressures from without. When they say, “Mom! No!” or complain, “Oh, Dad,” it is usually not because their parents are wrong, or even that they think their parents are wrong. It is because parental imposition is just one thing too many. This extra, additional variable that parents lay on children threatens to throw them off course, a course they would rather not have to correct. “It’s nice to have a parent in the control tower, but she doesn’t seem to realize what’s involved in flying this damned crate. She just has no idea of the pressures I am under! Sigh!”

				Back in 1955, the role of air-traffic controller was played predominantly by the mother. In some circles, it was even bad form for a mother to try to raise a child and work outside the home at the same time. (Even today, when it is expected that women will pursue careers, the mother is usually still the air-traffic controller.) My father, along with the vast majority of husbands, saw his role as bringing home the bacon. He felt strongly—even self-righteous—about this. His wife should and must focus on making a home for the whole family, including, but by no means limited to, the children.

				Wanting to lead her own life (she did go to college, after all) and feeling the burden of taking responsibility for our lives as well, she was relieved when any one of us could take care of him- or herself. From feeding myself (a big step forward) through doing my homework on my own and getting into college, the more I took responsibility, the more time she had for others and herself. I remember one dramatic moment in the hallway outside her bedroom when I said, “Mom . . .” and got the annoyed response, “Can’t I even go to the bathroom?!”

				“Of course,” I said. “You could have just told me.” (And I wondered why it wasn’t just that simple.)

				A generation later, when I was looking after Brooke on that Saturday morning in 1967, I wanted my child to be able to take care of herself in the world. Just as I wanted Brooke to be self-motivated, self-directed, and self-sustaining for her own sake, I also wanted these things for my own reasons. I wanted to be able to pursue my life, too. I loved my daughter. I delighted in her, loved playing with her, and found her growth and development a never-ending, jaw-dropping source of amazement. On the other hand, she was not my work in the world. I was a teacher at the time, and though I did not then know that education would be my calling, I knew I was supposed to have some life and somehow make something of myself. I knew that being the air-traffic controller for my children was not it. 

				Between the blossoming of my independence at age ten and Brooke’s birth when I was twenty-one, I must have gone on hundreds of adventures. The longer the radius of my world, the happier both my parents were. And between the ages of ten and twenty-one I faced many dangers. There was the time I found myself most of the way up a forty-foot cliff with no more toeholds to take up and no apparent way of going back down. There was the time I almost ran the boat aground in Narragansett Bay in the middle of the night. There was the time I dodged a truck and ran my Volkswagen off the edge of a bridge in the hills of eastern Kentucky. 

				For every near-death experience, I avoided a dozen perils. This makes well over a hundred things that my mother should have worried about, and I am sure she did. Nonetheless, she seemed to exude confidence that I could take care of myself in the world. Even when driving a car made the probabilities of death, homicide, or dismemberment much higher, I was not aware that my parents worried much. 

				It must have taken a lot of discipline on their part. However, I now suspect that it was not pure discipline. Having one more of their offspring off into the world was part of my parents’ selfish wish fulfillment of having fewer blips on the radar screen. Often, taking care of yourself is also good parenting. 

				TAKING CARE OF YOURSELF IS ALSO GOOD PARENTING. 

				There are not many parents today who see themselves this way—or if they do, they keep it well hidden. Parents I know seem more like helicopters than air-traffic controllers. They hover. Hovering is perhaps normal these days, but it often unknowingly stifles, inhibits, and in many ways is counterproductive to the discovery and development of a child’s genius. 

				To be sure, “parent involvement” is a good thing. However, the question is not “Involvement: more or less?” but “What will be the quality of my involvement?” Parents must ask themselves, “Why am I paying attention? Are these my needs or my child’s? Who is taking responsibility for what?” In the course of my career, as I have watched parents undermine their children’s self-confidence and undercut their effectiveness, I have developed Ackerly’s First Law: When a parent takes responsibility for something in the child’s realm (getting to school on time, homework, physical activity, what he is going to do with his life, and so on), it tends to absolve the child of responsibility for it.

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				MR. RICK, AIR-TRAFFIC
 CONTROLLER

				When I look back on what I have made of myself, I see that I have been fathering for more than forty years—not just my own four children, who are in their thirties and forties, but other people’s as well. It has been many things, but it has mainly been an education. Seven years after Brooke went for her walk, I became the principal of a private school in Kansas City, Missouri. Many years later, a parent from this school with whom I was reminiscing said, “I will always have this image of you on the first day of school, walking those hallways with the twelve-foot ceilings with one crying three-year-old on each hip.” As I think back on it, I realize that I have helped to parent thousands of children. 

				In addition to parenting other people’s children, in recent years I have become a grandparent. When, at the age of fifty-seven, I became headmaster of my fourth school—a school with three-year-olds, thirteen-year-olds, big trees, two sheep, and six chickens in the middle of a big city—my name changed, too. Instead of Mr. Ackerly, I am now Mr. Rick. It was awkward for me at first. But I got used to it, partly because it sounded a little grandfatherly, and especially because Mr. Rick doesn’t have to wear a coat and tie anymore.

				As the teachers and parents at my school are more and more the ages of my own children, I find them sometimes relating to me as their father, not just the stand-in father of the students. Now, this is not how I see myself. I am just a guy, Mr. Rick, playing a role: school principal. The kids, of course, are the students; the adults (all of whom I view as educators) are my colleagues and parent partners. But from time to time, surprised by a certain reaction I’ve received from a teacher or by an outburst from a certain parent, I realize they are not reacting so much to me in my role, but to some parent image they harbor inside themselves. So it seems that I am a quasi-father, pseudo-father, proto-father, stand-in father, and ersatz father. 

				Thousands of parents have entrusted me with the responsibility of watching over their children, keeping them safe, and educating them. When they are ready, the children just walk out the doors of their homes or their parents’ cars, through the gate of my school, and onto my radar screen. I become the air-traffic controller for hundreds of people. 

				What did I do last week? I reminded a student that his friendship with that other girl is more important than being right, advised a teacher not to get distracted by a parent’s anger and focus on what is best for the child, showed a parent that facing her fear about her child would make both the fear and the problem go away, helped a child see that taking responsibility for his conflict would fix the relationship, encouraged a teacher to find the words to tell it like it is to a parent, and supported a parent as she found the courage to talk to another parent who was bothering her.

				A moment of decision often requires a balance of two very sound educational principles, such as “Treat children as if they know what they are doing” and “Don’t ask children to make decisions they are not ready to make.” Finding the balance was a continual learning process and usually required others—colleagues, partners, the children themselves. It’s never ending, really, learning the difference between keeping children safe and allowing them to learn from their mistakes, between letting them struggle and letting them go, between setting limits for them and permitting them to discover boundaries on their own, between protecting them and letting them get their comeuppances, between giving them the freedom to fight their own battles and stepping in. These moments of decision are endless, and making the best one is not about which option is better; it is about who should decide, and when and how . . . and the hardest decisions come when you least expect them. 

				That’s certainly one reason I’ve never been bored.

				During the day, my radar screen is swarming with blips. It’s exciting and tiring. At night, though, my radar screen functions differently. When I wake up at four a.m., it automatically turns on and gives me a printout of relationships at risk. Then, whether I like it or not, I problem solve. There are some conversations I have rehashed and rehearsed and revised again hundreds of times. They actually get better each time, and when it comes time for me to have those conversations in the pressure of the actual moment, I do better than I would have had I said what I had originally been considering. So the radar screen works well for me.

				As air-traffic controller, I form partnerships with many other air-traffic controllers, and together we work to keep our children safe on their journeys. As partners, we play different roles based on our different authorities, which are themselves based on our different positions. Through triumph and tragedy, we learn together. 

				THROUGH TRIUMPH AND TRAGEDY, WE LEARN TOGETHER.

				
				Here is a road map that a sixth-grade teacher, Susan Porter, and I came up with many years ago to define those different positions. She still hands out this document to parents at back to school night in September. Parents and teachers should get together and read it to one another once a year.

				DEFINING THE PARENT-TEACHER CONTRACT

				As the teacher, I can and will:

				
						care for your child and make sure she is safe

						praise him when he deserves it

						be on her case when it’s necessary

						encourage him to find his strength and use it

						challenge her to use her weakness to improve it

						show him how to take charge of his learning

						be there for her when she needs extra help

						provide him with a wide variety of ideas, subjects, and activities

				

				

				I cannot:

				
						love her as you do

						protect him from disappointment

						make sure she is happy

						make sure he is not bored

						ensure she has friends

						make sure he gets good grades

						guarantee she will get into a good high school

						give him self-respect or self-confidence or high self-esteem

				

				
				

				These, with the exception of the first, are what the student must do for herself.

				
				

				As the parent, you can:

				
						know your child for who she is

						appreciate your child for who he is, not for who you hope he’ll be

						be there to console her when she needs it 

						listen to him in such a way that he feels listened to

						in listening, help her fight her own battles

						enjoy him

						delight in her

						have fun with him

						give her unconditional love and trust even when you don’t feel it’s justified

						believe in him even when your feelings tell you otherwise

				

				
				

				You should not:

				
						feel guilty for your child’s disappointing achievement or “poor” performance

						feel inadequate that you cannot respond to her every need on short notice

						compare your child to other students

						fight his battles for him

				

				
				

				What being a parent and being a principal have in common is the necessity of making sure that we don’t overplay our hands, that we don’t get out of our positions and exercise too much or too little force in trying to get our children to behave as we want them to. Supporting the genius of each blip on our radar screen is about making sure that in exercising our authority we increase the authority of our children. 

			

		

	


End of sample
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