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For Sue, Lucy, Jack, and Tucker . . . as always

—Edward Hallowell


Superparenting for ADD


Today Matthew is very stubborn. He lies. He never does anything the first five times you ask. He still torments his brother. However, he also holds car washes to raise money for the children in Afghanistan, he wins science fair contests, and he wants to be a policeman, a park ranger, an astronaut, and the president of the United States when he grows up. And you know what? I think he will be.

—A parent of a child who has ADD


Introduction

Childhood is about unwrapping the gifts you’re born with. Every child is born with certain gifts, some easy to unwrap, some difficult. Children who have the fascinating trait called ADD (or ADHD, the term that the official diagnostic system used across much of the world) possess extraordinary gifts, but these gifts are unusual in that they can be hidden, and even once found they can be quite difficult to unwrap. In this book, we offer you instructions on how to find and unwrap them.

We do not intend this book to be a comprehensive guide to the treatment of ADD in children. We have both already written our own versions of that. Peter Jensen’s include the academically oriented volume entitled Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder: State of the Science, Best Practices as well as his comprehensive guide to help parents find the help they need for their children, entitled Making the System Work for Your Child with ADHD. Mine include the series I wrote with John Ratey, Driven to Distraction; Answers to Distraction; and Delivered from Distraction, as well as the book I wrote with Catherine Corman, Positively ADD.

We don’t want to repeat what’s in those books, so we refer you to them for material not presented in this book, such as a detailed discussion of medications, a critical appraisal of alternative and complementary treatments, details of a proper diagnostic workup, an in-depth discussion of family problems that typically arise when a child or parent (or both) has ADD, a discussion of the biological and genetic bases of ADD, speculation on the influence of media and environment in the causation of ADD and ADD-like syndromes, advice on the classroom management of ADD, a discussion of the role of brain scans in diagnosing ADD, an in-depth discussion of the role of coaching and tutoring, and various other topics not presented in great depth, if at all, in this volume.

If all of that isn’t in here, what is in here? What is in here is what you need most as a parent (or teacher, or any concerned person) to bring out the best in your child if your child has ADD. I’ve written in my other books about the need to focus on strengths when dealing with adults who have ADD. Adults can handle this shift in emphasis, but I continue to hear from parents of kids with ADD that they need a more-detailed plan. They want to know what a strength-based model looks like day in and day out. They ask me, “What do we do?” It is largely in response to that question that Peter Jensen and I offer this book.

Based on a conviction derived from our combined half century of experience in working with children who have ADD, we know that they possess enormous—if often hidden—talents. So this book describes a method by which children who have ADD can do far more than just get by. They can thrive. They can soar beyond where they, their teachers, and even their parents might have thought they ever could. By identifying and developing children’s interests and inborn abilities, this method draws out the often-camouflaged talents and strengths of these remarkable children, children who, without the proper kind of help, often languish and lead lives of chronic dissatisfaction, frustration, and underachievement. But it positively doesn’t have to be that way! To the contrary, these kids can achieve at the very highest levels, and lead lives of tremendous success and joy. We emphasize what you need to know to fully unwrap the gifts embedded in those who have ADD. We follow a strength-based approach, which means that we start by looking for talents and only secondarily do we look at what’s getting in the way of the development of those talents. This is not commonly emphasized with ADD, and it ought to be. We present a positive, hopeful approach, because our experience as child psychiatrists and as parents of children with ADD, along with Peter’s perspective as a scientist studying ADD, has convinced us that this brings far and away the best results.

This book describes an overall approach rooted in the strength-based model, and explains the reasons for endorsing this model as well as a plan for how to use it. Chapter 13 briefly outlines how to make the diagnosis and describes various treatments, but in much less detail than can be found in our other books. The heart of this book is the explanation of a strength-based approach and practical tips on how to use it.

Over the years, parents have given us the most compelling descriptions of what it is like to raise a child who has ADD as well as the most salient advice on how to do it. We have learned more from them, and from their children, than from any other source.

I was, therefore, thrilled when Peter Jensen told me he had systematically gathered written reports from scores of parents, a few of whom are quoted in this book. As you read what these wonderful parents have to say, you will feel their pain and admire their courage. You will also learn from their advice. You will see how often they know their children possess unacknowledged or undeveloped talents and strengths, and how desperately they seek and need a strength-based model of treatment. You will wince as they speak of their frustration with other people—teachers, doctors, in-laws, grandparents, spouses—who just don’t get it, and who seem almost intentionally to overlook what a given child might be good at or potentially good at. You will marvel at their tenacity as they recount how many places they had to look before finding the right kind of help. And you will feel hope and joy as you see them and their children score various victories against great odds.

In combining the knowledge and experience of two child psychiatrists, this collaboration brings together authors of different backgrounds. I trained at Harvard and served on the faculty of Harvard Medical School for twenty years, but in my career I have primarily been a clinician who sees patients, as well as an author of some fifteen books. I have ADD and so do two of my children.

Peter is more the scientist and researcher, having served as associate director for child and adolescent research at the National Institute of Mental Health, where he was the lead NIMH investigator on the large Multimodal Treatment of ADHD (MTA) study. In 2000 he became Ruane Professor of Child Psychiatry at Columbia and the director of the Center for the Advancement of Children’s Mental Health; in 2007, he was named president and CEO of the REACH Institute (REsource for Advancing Children’s Health). He is the author of more than 250 scientific articles and book chapters and has written or co-edited eighteen books on children’s mental health. Two of Peter’s children have ADD. Together, we hope our professional and personal experience with ADD will bring a depth of understanding and insight to you in your role as a parent of a child with ADD.

In creating this book, we decided it would be best stylistically for there to be one narrative voice. So while the material presented here emerged from a joint effort, when you hear a first-person narrator, that voice is mine (Edward M. Hallowell’s). The term we refers to our shared convictions and experiences. Peter Jensen’s experiences or recommendations are noted explicitly as such arise. In the few areas where our recommendations or beliefs differ, we make this explicit.

For simplicity’s sake, throughout this book we use the term ADD, short for attention deficit disorder, rather than ADHD or AD/HD. When we quote other people, they may use the term ADD or ADHD. The significant point to recognize is that there can be ADD without hyperactivity. In other words, you can have an attention deficit disorder but show no signs whatsoever of hyperactive or impulsive and disruptive behavior. In the diagnostic manual that condition is called ADHD, inattentive type—or ADHD without the H. To me, that is cumbersome, if not ridiculous. So, unlike Peter, I just use the term ADD, and if hyperactivity is part of it in a given individual, I state that it is. Strictly speaking, I ought to call it ADHD or AD/HD, short for attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, because that’s the term used in the diagnostic manual. However, since most people in the general public know it as ADD, that’s the term we use in this book. When someone we are quoting uses the term ADHD or AD/HD, don’t be confused, as we use the terms interchangeably with ADD.

We now welcome you to our collaboration, a collaboration between us authors, you, and the millions of other people who dream of helping every child grow into the best possible person she or he can become. Depending on how it is managed, ADD can be a lifelong curse or it can become a lifelong blessing. We hope that this book helps you and your children turn ADD into a blessing, a gift you completely unwrap.

—Edward M. Hallowell, M.D.

—Peter S. Jensen, M.D.


Superparenting for ADD


Chapter 1



Love

THE ESSENTIAL STRENGTH

Nowhere in life do we see love burn more brightly, work harder, and achieve more than in the relationship between a parent and a child. This is real love. Messy love. Nonstop, never-off-duty love. This love forever changes you. When you have a child, you enter into a permanent state of psychosis. You go crazy. You fall insanely in love with the little baby, whether the baby is adopted or born to you. For first-time parents this love is new and quite unexpected. It’s a feeling we’ve never experienced before. We never knew we could become so selfless, so willing to give up everything for our baby. Buoyed by this lifelong, blessed madness, we plunge into the adventure called parenthood. To assist us in doing the most important and most difficult job in the world—raising a child—our single greatest ally is the protean force nature provides parents called love. And what a love it is! We doctors do not celebrate, honor, and emphasize it nearly enough. In this book, however, we do. Here, in our framework, love initiates and supports everything else. Love is the cornerstone of the model we build.

That’s because love is the single most powerful tool you can use to draw out your child’s strengths. How wonderful that it’s free, instantly available, and all but inexhaustible. It doesn’t do the whole job, but without it the job never gets done right. Love works unpredictably, in that you have no idea what strengths you are drawing out while you love your child. But if you keep loving and trusting that love, over the years the strengths will emerge. Without love, however, they often do not, or they emerge deformed. So keep your faith in love. Don’t ever give up on your child or on the power of love. Sometimes it is all you’ve got. But no matter how hopeless or desperate you may feel, if you keep on loving, your child’s gifts will appear one day, perhaps to your total surprise and the surprise of the world, like wildflowers growing through crevices in a granite rock.

Trust the process love initiates. Always listen for the song your child is trying to sing. Search for the instrument your child is destined to play. Look for the person your child is trying to become.

Those are not just pretty words. They define what matters most in raising children, especially those who have the fascinating, widely misunderstood trait called ADD. These kids particularly need someone who can perceive and draw out what is wonderful within them. It can be a selfless and frustrating process, one that only the best parents and teachers can stick with. But it is also true that any parent or teacher can be one of those best parents or teachers.

Some kids slide into life easily. They don’t need anyone to listen for the song they are trying to sing because they are born with a song the world already sings, so they naturally join right in. They are born with the instrument they are meant to play. They grow into the wonderful person they are meant to become without a glitch or a crisis. Life is free and easy. They fit in from the start. Good for them!

But then there are those who don’t fit in easily, if at all. They bounce back rather than join in. They cause problems for themselves and others. They become the subject of long conversations between various adults, the central theme of which is “What can we do about____?”

The answer to that question is clear, albeit rarely stated plainly and emphatically: love them. But there’s a catch: they’re not every minute of every day all that easy to love. Nonetheless, it is love, wise love, smart love, persistent and unremitting love that they need, first and foremost. More than anything else, these kids need someone to detect the beginnings of what’s positive in their oddball, offbeat, exasperating, or disruptive ways.

For love to do its transformative work—and nothing is more transformative of humankind than love—it must not be blind. It must see clearly and be brave. Through the eyes of this love, you see without illusion the child who stands before you, the child you actually have, as opposed to the child you always wanted or wished you had, and you love that child, the messy child, the child who doesn’t win the prizes or get the lead role, the child who doesn’t get top grades and who isn’t necessarily headed for an Ivy League school, the child who can’t play the instrument you wanted her to play, who can’t throw the fastball you wanted him to throw, nor was ever meant to.

As you come home at the end of the day and your child runs to meet you, it is important before all else that you see not the perfected version of that child or the version you might like to behold, but the actual child, the ragtag child who’s reaching out to you, the child who needs more than anything to be known and loved for who she or he truly is.

If you give that child your love, do you know what a difference you will make? Only all the difference in the world! You will become a miracle maker.

More than anything else, it is love that separates those who thrive in life from those who do not. Love is the main ingredient of the recipe that makes for happy adults. So revel in your love for your child. Enjoy your child. Spend as much time together as you can. Have fun with each other. Work problems out, whatever they might be, knowing that in the long run love will carry the day. This can be difficult, but if you commit yourself to doing it, you will be carrying out the most important and rewarding work in the world. It is work few people will notice, no one will grade you on, and no one will pay you to do. Indeed, your career may suffer if you give loving your child the time it deserves. You may not make CEO or first violin or top billing. But you will be doing the greatest thing a parent can do, which is to give your child the best start in life he or she can get. And on your deathbed, the place where perspective sharpens, you’ll rejoice inside that you gave all the love you could to the ones who needed it from you the most—your children.

This is in no way to say that if your child is struggling or if your child gets into major trouble, it’s your fault because you haven’t loved him enough or loved him right. Not at all. Some children will struggle no matter what. They are born with such problems that no one is able to make them all better. But to give them their best shot, rely on love above all else—love adeptly and creatively applied, love consistently and abidingly offered, love wisely and enthusiastically held out and always felt, even when you’re sad, angry, disappointed, or hopeless. Such love is muscular and magical. It stares adversity straight in the eye and never once blinks. It prevails.

As we said above, it is easy to love many kids, but it is not easy to love all of them. Those who have what we call ADD can be dishearteningly difficult to love at times, but these are the kids who need your love the most, because they get it elsewhere the least.

Even though love is the best “treatment” we’ve got for just about anything, there are several reasons that love doesn’t get more mention from doctors and other experts as a treatment for ADD (or any other condition, for that matter). First, it’s hard to define what love is, and it is therefore difficult to prescribe. Second, it is difficult to measure the results of applying it. And third, perhaps most important, love is not a quick fix. Most treatments that get studied scientifically in a prospective, double-blind, randomized trial produce results fairly rapidly, even within hours in the case of some medications, or within months or at most a year or two. Love doesn’t. Love is slow. Love often seems to be getting nowhere. It can take decades before you see the payoff for all those years of loving. The scientific study would have deemed your efforts useless long before you got to see the positive results.

And so experts recommend various complicated fixit plans, rife with charts, scripts, and the latest new thing, which parents read and study and try to implement, all the while with a sinking feeling in their gut because they know this latest plan won’t do much. They do their best to put it into action, because they need to try something, and yet they know it’s missing an essential element.

That essential element is the total child. Many of our scientifically established treatments are so directed at fixing shortcomings that the talents, charms, and core self of the child get ignored. What’s missing is the positive essence of the child. These treatment plans are ineffective—and grim—because they are not fueled with the positive vision of what a great kid is in the making. It’s disheartening to set up all these complicated interventions and carry out all these laborious treatment plans because they so miss the point of childhood: a time to explore and dream, a time to get into and out of mischief and funny places, a time when everything is possible and impossible all at once, a time to be king or queen of all the fields and skies and seas, a time when what matters so very much to grown-ups really doesn’t matter so very much at all. If you had that time once in your life, that time called childhood, your capacity to dream and feast upon very little never dies.

Rather than setting out to preserve and protect childhood, rather than setting out to develop and celebrate the child’s unique and individual strengths, these well-meaning treatment plans often drive along on square adult wheels, pedantically trying to turn lists, reminders, incentives, consequences, and the achievement of quarterly numbers into the stuff a child can grow on.

These plans are driven not by a vision of bringing out the best in each child but by a fear that a child will fail in life if he doesn’t learn to shape up and do things right, now and on schedule. So all efforts turn toward standardization, normalization, testing, and assessing. The more a child falls behind, the more he gets “help” to do better, which means to become more like the kids who aren’t falling behind. No one stops to think that maybe what works for the other kids just doesn’t work for this kid. No one stops to think that maybe the kid who is falling behind has talents that could come out if he were dealt with in a different way.

It is time for that to change. It is time for us to acknowledge that every child has gifts. It is time for us, the adults who care for children, to make it our business to discover and unwrap those gifts, no matter how difficult or frustrating doing that might be. It is time for us to develop child-rearing practices and school curricula that bring out the best in every child, knowing that every child has a best. This is a noble goal, a reachable goal, and one far superior to the mediocre, joyless, conformist, fear-driven goals of many educational and child-rearing plans in the United States today.

I went to high school with a kid who got mostly Cs and Ds and sometimes Fs. It took him five years to complete the four-year curriculum. He couldn’t do math, he couldn’t do foreign languages, he couldn’t spell. Socially, he compensated by making jokes about how stupid he was. Finally he graduated by the skin of his teeth.

His name is John Irving. He is now acclaimed as one of the world’s great novelists. But when he graduated from high school, he thought he was stupid. Others might have judged him a loser, a young man on his way to nowhere.

Instead, he unwrapped his considerable gifts. How? You’d have to ask him to be sure, but from all that I have learned about his life, it was because of love. His two parents never lost faith in him. They always believed in him. And rather than fussing too much over his poor grades and other shortcomings, they put their energy into supporting his strengths, one of which was wrestling. I can still see his mother sitting in the front row at wrestling meets, cheering like a rabid fan not only for John but also for all the other members of the team, match after match.

And the wrestling coach, a legend in New England wrestling by the name of Ted Seabrooke, took John under his wing and gave him a place where he could achieve mastery, and the confidence and optimism that that engenders. Irving is now himself legendary not only for his imaginative powers but also for his work ethic as a writer. I wonder how much of that came from those years with Seabrooke. As a teen with an undiagnosed learning disability, John discovered that hard work does pay off, especially if you apply it in an area of your strengths, which wrestling was at that time for him.

The combination of identifying strengths, creating a chance to succeed, and fueling the process with optimism and excitement leads to success and happiness most of the time. But it starts with love. Just think of John’s mom sitting there mat side, match after match after match, giving her son who was struggling academically a chance to feel joy and pride in what he could do well.

You can depend upon it: nothing works better than love. Our most common advice to parents who are having ongoing trouble with a difficult child is “Hang in there. Keep loving him. Keep showing up. Keep trying. Keep setting limits, offering new ideas, making deals, wrestling with one catastrophe after another. Just don’t give up. Don’t write him off. One day all your love and all your efforts—and his—will pay off.” Sometimes these parents get annoyed with us for giving this advice. They already know that, they say, and they want something more esoteric, something more elaborate, something new that will work. And I do have various new interventions to offer. But none of them is worth a nickel without love.

I’ve been in this business long enough—I started treating patients in 1978—to know that I’m right. I’ve seen teens go to jail but, because one parent hung in there and kept loving them, find great careers for themselves years later. I’ve seen children with ADD get tossed out of school after school, their parents told each time that this child is the “worst” (the actual word used) the school has ever seen, only at age twenty-five to own a million-dollar business and be as happy as can be. I’ve seen adolescents with ADD get so depressed that they wanted to commit suicide and even try it, only years later to be helping me counsel other adolescents on how much better life can get. I’ve seen girls curl up on the floor of my office crying, pounding their heads, saying how stupid they are and how life sucks and how they wish they were dead, only years later to be sitting in a chair in that same office telling me about their medical school acceptance, their upcoming marriage, or their having started their own business. I’ve seen boys spend most of their teens smoking pot and doing very little else, only in their twenties to find the right job and the right girl and turn life into a spectacular success.

The difference—every time—is love, love applied by someone, somewhere, somehow. Sure, treatments help, and help a lot. As the child psychiatrist and researcher, Peter Jensen tends to recommend scientifically proven treatments, such as carefully monitored medication and various forms of behavior therapy—using rewards and consequences to teach the child better behavioral control. I recommend whatever works, as long as it is safe and legal. I offer medication, I offer neurofeedback, I offer cerebellar stimulation, I offer nutritional supplements, I offer behavioral therapy, group therapy, couples counseling, family therapy, individual therapy; I offer coaching and tutoring, I suggest martial arts training, and I am always on the lookout for new and potentially useful interventions to help people who have ADD. But above all else we recommend love, because love makes the biggest difference. People who get love usually do well sooner or later. People who don’t get love too often don’t.


“Love your child for who he or she is, and try hard to keep that in mind when the times get rough. You, sometimes, are all they have. Their behavior is usually not willful, and they are not able to see themselves as their world does. How frustrating it must be to not truly understand why everyone is mad at you and to feel like you haven’t been let in on the secret. Get in a support group. It is helpful for you and your child to know that you’re not the only ones who live like this. Never, never give up! There are some valuable lifelong lessons to learn. Put your experiences and successes to good use!”

—Sally, mother of a son with ADD


But since it’s hard to define and hard to prescribe, how do we suggest that you learn to give love in the right way?

Try to catch on to the spirit and essence of your child. Spend time with your child just being there. Watch, listen, and interact, but don’t direct or worry about getting things done. Just hang out with each other. You’ll soon feel who your child is. Parents, more than anyone else, can sense who their child truly is. Before he gets labeled smart or stupid, hardworking or lazy, athletic or a klutz, friendly or taciturn, engaging or standoffish, before he gets labeled ADD or XYZ, a parent usually senses the beginnings of who this child really is and what she is all about. Hold on to that! Don’t listen too closely to the labelers and diagnosticians. We know about them; we are two of them. Out of necessity, we oversimplify; therefore in our diagnoses we miss the subtleties, the complexities, the richness that goes into what we call the spirit and essence of a child. If you don’t attend to the spirit and essence, they can get trampled on and quite easily destroyed. It is tragic how many children lose their spirit and essence growing up. You can protect that mainly by noticing it, naming it, and nourishing it. Doing that is what we mean by love.

It can sound like this:

“Sarah, you are so kind. When I was tearing up at Gammy’s funeral and you handed me that Kleenex, that was just so nice.”

“Tommy, you have a real knack with puzzles. I don’t know how you put that one together so fast.”

“Holly, you see colors better than anyone I know. All I saw was green, but you saw a hundred shades of green.”

“Tucker, you never give up. It’s amazing how you just keep at it, whatever it is.”

“Lucy, you notice everything. Nothing escapes your eye.”

“Jack, you are a master builder. What you did with that sand castle is just amazing.”

Simply noticing early and often whatever special talents and interests your child may show actually makes those qualities take root and grow. On the other hand, sad to say, if those qualities do not gain notice, they may not take root, and they may die. Noticing is to the growth of talent what sunshine is to the growth of a plant.

It is often forgotten that one of the most useful ways a parent can love a child is merely to notice who she is or what he does. It’s easy—but it is seldom given the top billing it deserves. Parents can get so preoccupied with what they want their children to do or who they want them to become that they overlook what they’re already doing that’s potentially worthwhile and who they actually are.


“The best advice we got was that if we ever needed help, we should ask for it, because there was always something we could figure out together that could help. The worst thing would be to allow ourselves to become so frustrated with our son’s behavior that we would stop loving him.”

—Marlene, mother of a son with ADD


As a parent, you probably have no idea how powerful your noticing, smiling presence can be. If your child has ADD (or anything else, for that matter), use your sympathetic imagination to try to see the beginnings of a flourishing adult in the scuffling and shuffling of the child you now have. Visualize your child grown up, not as the goof-off or criminal you fear he or she might become but as the best adult you can imagine him or her turning into. Imagine in what ways this child, this disorganized, stubborn, unheeding, inappropriate, misspeaking, and misdoing galumph, already has the makings of a superb you-name-it.

It is not you who will name it. It is your child, given the chance. However, it is you—is it ever you!—who can provide that chance, who can make it possible for that galumph to become the superb whatever-it-is that that galumph is trying to become. If you don’t ride shotgun for your child, if you let the world and its enforcers have their way with him or her, your child might still turn into a superb adult, because kids with ADD don’t give up easily, but, on the other hand, he or she just might not. The world can disassemble the spirit of a child, even a tenacious and valiant child. It can force children to knuckle under, thereby sacrificing the one and only chance they have to become the person they were meant to be. Few things are as sad as the sight of adults leading a masquerade life, a life of trying to be someone they were never meant to be, of trying to keep up and be “normal” when they were meant to be so much more than that.

A personal experience of Peter Jensen’s showcases how important it is to love your child in a way that speaks to him or her. It also showcases the fact that it often takes trial and error to find the right way to communicate your love, and then years—a seeming lifetime—to know that your love has made a difference in your child’s life.

Peter’s son David has ADD. He and his father often clashed when David was young. As even David now acknowledges, he was often mean to his siblings—he provoked them and was physically aggressive toward them. Even so, Peter himself can now acknowledge that he was too quick to blame David, to assume that he was always the perpetrator responsible for his siblings’ injuries or tears. On more than one unhappy occasion, Peter lost his temper, shouting, spanking, and scaring his son into submission and better behavior. Disturbed by his own reaction to David’s behavior, Peter sought therapy to control his temper, and did his best to apologize to his son—and his other kids—for behavior he hoped they wouldn’t emulate. In addition, he tried to institute new rules—star charts, rewards, clear consequences—around the house. With David, however, the die was cast, at least temporarily. Good behavior came as a result of being scared of and scared away from a close relationship with his father.

With the benefit of many years’ perspective, Peter and David can both see that Peter’s too-often short temper with his son made David feel misunderstood at best, unloved at worst. With uncanny insight, a very young David—eight years old at the time—put it best when he told his father: “Dad, sometimes when you consequence me or take points away, it just makes me want to be badder.”

As Peter puts it, “My behavior therapies were backfiring because they weren’t working within his model. They created a sense, in his mind, of unfairness and of being artificially manipulated. I just knew that somehow, as much as I loved him, I didn’t love him in such a way that he felt truly loved.”

When David was fourteen, he and his younger brother Jonathan were Boy Scouts and Peter signed on to be their scoutmaster. In order to not appear to play favorites with his kids, Peter called his sons “Mr. Jensen,” just as he used Mr. before the last names of all the other Scouts. It was awkward and contrived, but it was Peter’s careful attempt to create a level playing field within the troop.

“But,” Peter now relates, “it also triggered something in David, something that is easily triggered in kids with ADD. He didn’t like the forced and false formality, and he didn’t like my attempts to manipulate the situation—just as he had not warmed to the star charts and rewards systems. David was beginning to assert his own needs again, increasingly saying, ‘This is stupid, this Scout stuff.’ One day as we were organizing our activities, David grabbed a basketball and said, ‘Hey, guys, don’t do that stupid knot-tying stuff. Let’s go play basketball. Come on over here with me.’ So now I have my own son becoming the active ringleader of a revolt in front of everyone! I was extremely angry and felt my old temper rising to the surface. I was totally struggling within myself. I knew I needed to deal with David without going down those old paths.

“That night, I asked David to come up to my room. I decided I had to talk with him in a different way than he and I had done years before. So I knew that I couldn’t get angry, and I didn’t. I just told him my dilemma. As I was holding back tears, I said, ‘You know, David, I wanted to do this Scout thing because I wanted to have special time with you and Jon. And it’s just not working. It’s not working the way I hoped it would. You’re my most challenging Scout.”

David is now, at this writing, thirty, married, and a father himself. Recently, he told Peter (on Father’s Day) that he remembered well that teary discussion. Although Peter couldn’t be sure of it at the time, David assured him that it was at that moment that he knew his father loved him. “When you called me up to your room,” he said, “I figured you were going to chew me out, but you didn’t. You got through to my heart.”

“That story isn’t scientific evidence,” Peter says, “but it underpins my unshakable conviction that there’s crucial stuff we just don’t know how to measure. The little, subtle shifts that I made in my behavior, the shifts an observer couldn’t and wouldn’t see, become like the turning of an ocean liner. You don’t see the changes when the wheel is turned a few degrees. You don’t see the dramatic difference in the Queen Mary’s course, but you end up in Lisbon instead of London.

“Clinicians and parents shouldn’t think so much about shaping and changing behavior but should instead think about shaping and changing a relationship.” I so agree. Parents go to see doctors in the hope of getting their children to obey them, to do what’s right, to improve their scores or their performance. A common question we are asked by parents is, “How can I get my child to do what he’s supposed to do?” Of course, we do have various answers to that question. But underpinning every such intervention must be an emotion, a feeling. It is the feeling of positive connection, a feeling of being cared for no matter what, a preverbal sense of belonging to something positive that’s larger than yourself. If a child—or a person of any age, for that matter—has that feeling, right action will eventually follow. Too often, parents skip over the feeling and focus totally on trying to control the behavior.

“The whole idea,” Peter summarized, “is that you have to capture the heart before you can open the head for change. And that’s what my son was saying when he told me, ‘Dad, when you behavior-therapy me, it makes me want to be badder.’ I hadn’t captured his heart. We have to use a model that says you have to love these children first. That doesn’t mean bribing or spoiling. It doesn’t mean giving in or not setting limits or being permissive. It simply means acting out of love.”

A parent ought to be a child’s first and greatest fan. A man was once asked how he had achieved so much in his life. He replied, “In my mother’s eyes, I only saw smiles.” That’s where a great life begins: in loving eyes.
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