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A man becomes the song he sings.

—Irish proverb




Parents Praise The Book of New Family Traditions

“I bought this book and read it cover-to-cover with a highlighter and a package of Post-it flags so I could refer to it again and again when “that” holiday/event/ritual/chance arose. I have given it as a gift as well several times and recommended it, and it is always cherished. A beautiful, innovative book that helps you establish your own family traditions.”

—Susan Wagoner

 

“When I got together with my husband, his daughter was ten years old. Your book helped make the three of us into a family. Before the book, recommended by friends, there were no rituals for the three of us. But this book opened doors for us. You helped me create relevant, fun, meaningful, and fresh rituals.”

—Linda McKittrick

 

“Since your talk and reading the book, I’ve been able to incorporate many of your ideas like half birthdays, painting rocks on the first day of spring, and on and on. I’ve also noticed how rich our lives were already with ritual. Little ones, like my sons touching my husband’s freshly shaved face in the morning to take some ‘good smell’ for their own faces when he leaves for work. Thanks for the fresh ideas!”

—Alexandra Barcohen

 

“My entire playgroup of moms went to the bookstore together and purchased a copy of your book some years ago. It is my number one recommended book for parents to this day. My copy is getting worn because I continue to refer to it. This book has had a life-changing impact on our family.”

—Jane L. Pierce

 

“Some parenting books are great but abstract. This one is so practical, and not intimidating. This has given me actual ideas of things to do with my family that will create meaningful memories.”

—Wendy Patterson

 

“I don’t know of a more unique book for families and significant family rituals out there than this one. One example of inspiration is that every Christmas, my family sat down and wrote out answers to a question about what each of us means to one another. Our sons are in their twenties, but I discovered they kept the questions and answers from those times. This has been a very special ritual for us, and it would not have happened without me reading your fantastic suggestions.”

—Mary Jane Mitchell






Preface

Author’s Note on the New Edition of The Book of New Family Traditions

For those who are not familiar with the original edition of this book, let me be clear about what it is, and what it is not. This is not the book of an expert. It is the book of a passionate journalist, a well-trained and credentialed reporter who interviewed dozens of experts and hundreds of families.

I’ve been researching family traditions ever since writing the proposal for my first book, The Heart of a Family, while I was pregnant with my son in 1994. I’ve worked hard all these years to check facts and provide reliable information, but my main job is to search for all sorts of families with powerful, memorable rituals and organize their amazing stories into useful tools for families.

Since its publication in 2003, thousands of parents have used The Book of New Family Traditions to help them create fresh, fun, and memorable family rituals and gatherings. I’ve heard from countless mothers and fathers who tell me it’s a well-thumbed resource they keep going back to as the seasons and years progress, using it to spice up existing rituals and add new ones as needed.

As the years have gone by, I have continued to write a newsletter on family traditions and magazine articles on the topic, and I still lecture and teach about ritual creation. I keep collecting additional great ideas for celebrations from the families I meet, the readers who contact me, and the traditions I create for my own family.

When The Book of New Family Traditions was first published in 2003, my son, Max, was nine. Now he is seventeen, so I’ve learned a lot from personal experience about how family traditions evolve and grow—and sometimes fall away. I also became a grandmother when my stepdaughter, Kate, gave birth to her daughter, Lucy, in 2008, opening a new window onto family celebrations.

I wanted to share all these resources and gather fresh research and family stories to make this book an even more valuable tool. Fans of the original will find that virtually all the previous content is still here, but nearly every category and section has been expanded with new examples and suggestions of ways to make holidays memorable and find little, practical rituals to smooth out the rough patches in a child’s day.

What’s different this time?

This book has always stood out from the pack by covering such wide ground, running the gamut from major holidays to everyday rituals like bedtime and dinnertime, and for including the quirky practices of creative families that live outside the box. But the 2003 edition was organized with holidays and major celebrations first, pushing everyday rituals into the second half. I have long believed that although most parents focus on the big events when they start creating traditions for their kids, what really matters most to the quality of a kid’s life is the everyday stuff. To a toddler, next Christmas is farther away than the next millennium, but if he has a bedtime ritual that makes him feel safe and loved, his life today is golden.

So I decided to reverse the book’s priorities in that direction, not only starting the book with everyday rituals, but also weighting the new material heavily toward daily, weekly, and monthly practices. Although there are awesome new ideas here for Christmas, Thanksgiving, birthdays, family reunions, and other big moments, I’ve really focused my search on powerful and practical day-to-day rituals. You will find a lot more ideas than before on how to use ritual to solve all the routine tensions of daily family life, like sibling fights, supermarket “gimme” tantrums, and bedtime meltdowns. I’ve especially ramped up the section on dinners, because I’m such a believer in the value of eating together daily. Solid scientific research continues to back up the anecdotal evidence that regular family meals are one of the best predictors that kids will grow up centered, confident, and resilient.

I also asked myself as I prepared the new edition: What has affected family life the most in the nine years since the original? Clearly, the answer is technology, which has swept through both our daily and our ritual lives. In 2010, I was startled by an article in the New York Times about how some Jewish kids were preparing for their bar/bat mitzvahs by studying online. There are multiple websites with names like MyBarMitzvahTeacher.com, where kids utilize up-to-the-moment tools like Skype and YouTube and iPods to learn their passage of the Torah in Hebrew.

Which is a good thing. Technology opens up all sorts of wisdom, ancient and modern,  and allows for new ways of learning and sharing and connecting. But there are definitely downsides, when it comes to keeping families close.

Everyone in this culture is relentlessly peppered with electronic messages, surrounded by enticing screens everywhere we go. The number of personal electronic devices has multiplied astronomically, and it’s way more fun to play a game or watch your favorite TV cartoon than learn how to share toys with your sister or have a real conversation at the dinner table when everyone is tired and hungry.

These are very seductive devices, because while everyone is engrossed in their own video game or TV show, there may be fewer fights among brothers and sisters. But what have we lost? When you stop and think about it, sibling fights are a type of ritual, too, ones that teach kids how to get along with other people. The idea isn’t to eliminate conflict but to use ritual as a tool to dissipate crises so your kids learn how to react in a positive way.

Certainly, technology isn’t going away, and I think the only real solution is for parents to figure out how to use it wisely. This edition explores the many ways in which they can harness these devices to actually bring their families closer by both creating and recording great memories. Whether it’s through a family blog or secret texting codes, or silly themed movies made on smart phones, families can create new traditions using technology to unite rather than divide them.

Truly, Americans are a nation of tradition lovers, people who cherish their roots. As before, I’ve included a very diverse group of families, from all sorts of ethnic backgrounds and religions and domestic arrangements, and if anything, the variety is even greater this time.

Here’s an important point: When it comes to ritual (and loads of other things), parents should feel free to borrow from good ideas that are already circulating, no matter that another family’s tree was planted in a different country or type of soil. I mean, whether it’s an apple tree or a fig tree or some other type of tree, there are certain principles of good stewardship that apply to virtually all trees. Am I right?

So, before you turn the page and skip some family’s ritual in the book because they are Christians and you are Jewish or Buddhist or Hindu or Muslim or agnostic, do yourself a favor and check it out anyway. You might stumble across a kernel of an idea that will inspire your next family celebration. Just because you didn’t grow up celebrating Kwanzaa or Passover or Arbor Day doesn’t mean you couldn’t start now. Maybe you’ve been celebrating Easter for years but would  like to add something new for the kids: Why not try the ritual of cascarones, confetti-filled eggs, so popular with Mexican Americans?

There are surely many traditions in this book that won’t fit your family, but my goal was not to present these hundreds of rituals just to be copied—I hope they will inspire. If you know additional creative ways to mark big occasions and deepen simple daily rituals, I hope you’ll share them with me, because I’ll never stop looking for more. Send me an e-mail at meg@megcox.com, or write a letter to me through my publisher.

I dedicate this book to parents in families everywhere who know that their kids’ childhoods will zoom by in a flash and are determined to break those years down into memorable moments and deeply shared experiences.
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 Introduction

Why Does It Matter So Much?

Kissing a boo-boo is both a ritual and a metaphor.

If your child takes a tumble, you scoop her up, dust her off, and check for cuts, bruises, or breaks. Even before any necessary medical attention, it’s time for hugs and kisses. Likely, there are certain words you always use at these times. “That’s my strong, brave girl!” or “Mommy’s here, and you’re fine.” Or whatever sounds right to you.

This is a ritual because it’s a series of actions we parents perform intentionally, in a particular order with prescribed words and actions. The holding and comforting of the child is as vital as the disinfectant and Band-Aid in keeping her safe, because it also works as a kind of long-term psychological talisman. The reassurance that loving arms will always be there to pick her up and keep her safe is a lot of what makes it possible for your child to keep taking one more leap into the big, unknown world out there.

And that’s where the metaphor part comes in. Ritual in general, all the little and big things we do together as families, works as a safety net, a security blanket, and an ongoing promise of protection.

I knew a family that actually had something they called the “Poor Sweet Baby Blanket,” a worn blanket they kept in a closet. When any member of the family had an atrocious day, they took the blanket out at day’s end and wrapped it around that person, while hugging him or her and saying the soothing words, “Poor Sweet Baby!”

Most parents already have a life laced with ritual and tradition, but they don’t always realize it. The dozens of small, often idiosyncratic actions and responses that occur every day just come pouring out of them from love and habit. These are things as simple as a catchphrase you say when you pull out of the driveway, or the precise way your toddler’s stuffed animals must be lined up at bedtime. Parents don’t glorify these things with words like “ritual” or “tradition.” But they should.

In my work, I start by trying to get parents to realize the supreme importance of these small gestures and how they fit alongside the bigger, more dramatic events and celebrations that constitute a family’s ritual life.

Let’s start with a definition. I sometimes use the words ritual and tradition interchangeably, but I prefer the word ritual because it covers more ground. It’s a stretchy word that covers everything from saying grace at the table to big ceremonies like weddings and funerals.

The dictionary says a ritual is an action repeated. Ritual is something you do in the same way over and over, on purpose. To me, family ritual is practically any activity you purposely repeat together as a family that includes a heightened attentiveness, and something extra that lifts it above the ordinary ruts. A habit isn’t the same at all. It’s something you do like brushing your teeth—without thinking, on automatic pilot.

Another difference between rituals and habits is the nature of your purpose. You brush your teeth so they stay clean and won’t fall out. You don’t have family dinners just for the purpose of putting food in your bellies: You gather together because you want to build a deep, satisfying sense of belonging for your tribe.

Here’s another way to describe the difference between ritual and routine, and it comes from an unexpected source, a California-based fitness trainer named Chip Conrad. I found this quote on his website:There is a great difference between routine and ritual. Routines are obligatory activities that require little or no thought. Rituals encompass spirit, magic, and that overused word, empowerment, to transform you to new levels of accomplishment and being.





Now, Conrad is talking about taking people to transformative, new levels of physical fitness. But he’s really made the distinction brilliantly, and I think families that work to achieve memorable, personal rituals will very likely tap into something magical. And they will definitely empower their children.

But what’s the extra pizzazz that makes an activity a ritual, not a routine? You need  to create a splash, throw some metaphorical sprinkles on top. Repeated words or actions, special food or music, and a heightened sense of attention can provide the juice you need. I wouldn’t call it a ritual if you sometimes sit on the front steps of your house, blowing bubbles with your kids. But if you do it every Friday while consuming cookies and lemonade and call it your “Welcome to the Weekend Party,” then it’s definitely a family ritual.

Many of my favorite rituals are extremely simple. There’s the mother who writes inspiring messages in colored chalk on her driveway and street for her daughters to find on the first day of school. Or the father who provides “monster spray” in a spritz bottle so his son can fall asleep every night feeling protected.

Ten Good Things Rituals Do for Children

1. Impart a sense of identity
2. Provide comfort and security
3. Help to navigate change
4. Teach values
5. Pass on ethnic or religious heritage
6. Teach practical skills
7. Solve problems
8. Keep alive a sense of departed family members
9. Help heal from loss or trauma
10. Generate wonderful memories


Ritual is a package deal. It’s everything we do to celebrate our families, not just on special occasions, but also every day, every meal, every bath, and every bedtime story. In ritual, little is big: Although dress-up holidays with lavish feasts are fun, it’s the everyday traditions that determine how we experience our families and demonstrate hands-on love for our children.

Intuitively, we know this is good, and we consciously pass down beloved traditions from our own childhoods. But the power of ritual and the need for it are far stronger than we realize. Anthropologists have never found a human culture without ritual!

Even the most bewildered new mom quickly realizes that her baby gets calmer with a settled routine for sleeping, eating, and other activities. And if you start singing a funny little song every time you get ready to dip her in the baby tub, she starts cooing in anticipation: The two of you are in a private sorority, and she loves knowing the secret handshake. Through rituals and traditions as simple as this, you are building the bond of your joined identity, defining your relationship by acting it out.

There’s no question that creating and sustaining family traditions takes effort. But if you enter into ritual making with an understanding of its awesome, multiple benefits, you will never want to stop.

Comfort and security are two of the most important benefits of early ritual, and these are not just things we need as babies.

Rituals also provide a sense of identity: Religious families build their beliefs into every tradition from high holidays to bedtime prayers. Sports-crazed families often have sports-related rituals, whereas musical families sing together. Children grow up feeling Mexican or Chinese partly because of ethnic celebrations and ritual foods. Kids who grow up feeling close to their extended families are those who regularly attend family reunions, or go to “cousins camp” at Grandma’s every summer.

Next to rituals of celebration, which include birthdays and holidays, the biggest category is probably rituals that help children handle transitions. Bedtime rituals, for one, are all about helping infants and children to switch gears from activity and togetherness to stillness and solitude.

But there is so much more going on. Rituals need to be conscious because they also pass on our values. That’s why many families add rituals of philanthropy to their holiday festivities and don’t just focus on gift giving. I interviewed members of one Jewish family that was so wedded to living their values about donating 10 percent of income to charity that they actually had a ritual of donating 10 percent of their Monopoly money when they passed Go in the game. No, that pretend money didn’t heal a sick person or feed a hungry one, but it was a ritual reminder of what mattered to them, threaded through their family lives.

Rituals can also be designed to teach practical skills, as in families where the kids take turns makingSunday dinner—even if they start off serving peanut butter sandwiches.

Savvy parents realize early that one of the most practical uses of ritual is in problem solving. Do the kids bicker constantly? Create a tension-diffusion ritual. Having a crisis every time you drop your toddler off at day care? Design a good-bye ritual that helps him feel loved but independent, ready to explore new grounds.

Ritual is also an important tool in helping families heal in times of stress or loss, whether it’s the backyard funeral for a beloved pet or the loss of the Little League championship. Looking back on the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorism, there was a constant focus, not just on the loss, but also on the rituals of mourning and healing, from New York City Fire Department bagpipes to the planting of a million daffodils around New York City. Victims’ families handled grief with their own private rituals, as with the little boy who ran around in his backyard every night waving a burning sparkler for his dad in heaven to see.

Ellen Galinsky, cofounder of the Families and Work Institute and the author of such books as Ask the Children, has done groundbreaking research on what kids really think of their lives and their parents. When she asked kids what they would remember most from their childhoods, Ms. Galinsky learned that it wasn’t big gifts or fancy celebrations, but simple rituals and everyday traditions; modest but personal gestures of love, like made-up bedtime stories, that left the children feeling safe and cherished.

Three Studies That Prove the Power of Family Traditions

Study 1

Teenagers who have dinner with their families infrequently (less than three times a week) are three and a half times more likely to abuse prescription drugs than teens who have frequent family dinners (five times or more weekly). Teens who rarely have family dinners are also two and a half times more likely to smoke cigarettes, and one and a half times likelier to use alcohol.

 

Source: A 2007 study, “The Importance of Family Dinner,” conducted by The National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at Columbia University (www.casacolumbia.org). Further, the center released a study in 2011 saying that 90 percent of adults who fit the criteria of being addicts began smoking, drinking, or using drugs as teenagers.

 

Study 2

Studies of families with alcoholic parents have shown that if the parents continue to perform the family’s established rituals and traditions, including the celebrations of major holidays, the children are much less likely to become alcoholics themselves. In a study group in which the parents were extremely scrupulous about continuing family rituals, only 25 percent of the children grew up to be alcoholic. Among those families in which ritual practice was haphazard, more than 75 percent of the children suffered from alcoholism as adults.

 

Source: Dr. Steven J. Wolin, psychiatrist and professor at George Washington University Medical School. Dr. Wolin said in an interview with the author that he has long been fascinated by cases in which children from extremely troubled backgrounds still  manage to grow up well-adjusted. With colleagues, he conducted a series of studies of families of alcoholics during the 1970s and 1980s, writing many papers on the results. In the Journal of Studies on Alcohol 41 (1988), he and several colleagues published a paper, “Disrupted Family Rituals: A Factor in the Intergenerational Transmission of Alcoholism.”

 

Study 3

Children who grow up with solid, satisfying family rituals, including such traditions as dinnertimes, weekend outings, vacations, and holidays, adjust much more easily and happily to college life.

 

Source: Dr. Barbara Fiese, a professor at the University of Illinois and director of the Family Resiliency Center there, has written often about the importance of meaningful family traditions in such publications as the 2006 book, Family Routines and Rituals (Yale University Press). Her many reports on the topic include “Reclaiming the Family Table: Mealtimes and Child Health and Well-Being,” published by the Society for Research in Child Development Social Policy Report 22 (4) (2008). The professor discussed her overall findings in an interview with the author.

 

These and other studies confirm what we know intuitively: Rituals and celebrations help kids feel connected and valued. This is where the rubber meets the road in terms of “quality time.” If parents make an effort to create traditions, and then routinely, reliably practice those traditions, they are sending a message very loudly that their kids aren’t just a bothersome distraction from plowing through the to-do list but are the central focus of life.

So we all want memorable, meaningful family traditions. But when do families need rituals and celebrations? And where do they come from?
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CHAPTER 1

Ritual Recipes: Getting Started

Many families start with holidays, a natural place to begin. There are also the rituals that just creep up on us: You serve pancakes with chocolate chips one Sunday, and then the next Sunday, the kids wonder, “Why aren’t we having the special Sunday pancakes?” A ritual is born.

But where else do rituals belong? What is enough? Can there be too many? What is the recipe for ritual?

There is no minimum daily requirement of ritual prescribed by the US Department of Agriculture or child psychologists, but if I had to reduce ritual life to a formula, I’d give families three goals to meet.

First, research and experience suggest that families should have one solid ritual of connection daily, and I’ll explain in a minute what that might look like. Second, I recommend they also plan a modest weekly family ritual. In addition, all major milestones, accomplishments, and relevant holidays deserve to be celebrated, leaving enormous leeway to individual families about which occasions they mark, and how. Third, but just as vital, I suggest applying rituals as a corrective whenever there’s a bumpy spot in the regular routine. Transitions are always tough for young children: Substituting a fun or silly ritual for a ritual of tantrums and fussing can miraculously smooth over rough patches.

If you follow the simple guidelines above, you’ll have all the major bases covered, and anything else will be gravy. You will soon find yourself and your kids becoming attuned to ritual, to the point that when some major event occurs or is coming soon, at least one family member will pipe up to say, “We need a ritual for this!”




Daily and Weekly Rituals of Connection 

Daily rituals of connection don’t have to take up much time and can take many forms. The important thing is that every family member gets to act or speak. Some families have breakfast together and compare their thoughts about the day ahead. Other families find it easier to connect after school each day, or at dinner or bedtime.

The Kyger family in Virginia saves its connection ritual for dinner. After a simple Quaker grace, during which family members briefly hold hands and pray silently, each person around the table has to share something “new and good” about their day, even the teenagers. Another family has a bedtime ritual called “gratefuls and grumbles,” when the children have to come up with one of each but must end on the positive note of something for which they are grateful.

Bobbi Conner, longtime host of the National Public Radio (NPR) program The Parent’s Journal, created her daily ritual of connection when her kids were small. It occurred right after she got home from work each evening. She writes about it in her excellent book Unplugged Play, noting that before she started doing this, her reentry time at home was extremely stressful. The kids were hungry and cranky and wanted to tell her things, but she felt pressure to put down her purse and immediately make dinner, and the tension escalated. So instead, she decided to really connect with them right after walking in the door. She would make a simple healthy snack, like apples and cheese, sit down with her children right away, and get caught up on their moods and news. Then, after everyone was reconnected, the kids happily ran off to play and Bobbi could calmly prepare a meal.

One of my favorite family rituals of all time, and a good simple template, was created by Suzy Kellett, a divorced mother of quadruplets. Starting when the quads were in grade school, she started having a relaxed “teatime” with her kids in the evening. As they got older, teatime would move a little later, until it eventually reached 9:00 PM or so. But every night, at the designated time, her four kids would stop doing homework, hang up the phone, and gather in the family  room for twenty or thirty minutes. In addition to drinking cinnamon herbal tea, the Kelletts were drinking in each other’s stories. All of us change continually, and such “check-in circles” allow us to witness one another’s transformations, while also celebrating what stays constant in our connection.

Weekly rituals also vary widely, including weekly meetings or a designated “family night.” One family has a weekly “pizza night” at home but structures the meal to include family business. Family members may tell jokes and rate their favorite sports teams while eating pizza, but over dessert, they always discuss current family issues, anything from behavior concerns to vacation ideas. It’s also fine if the weekly get-together is “movie night” in your family room. But in that case, it’s even more important to build in a conversational give-and-take component. Saying “please pass the popcorn” doesn’t qualify as a ritual of connection.

Many religious families use a weekly family night to help pass on their faith, devoting part of the evening to prayer. Some families have a meeting format, maybe half an hour that includes a review of everyone’s schedule that week and a discussion of chores. To make it fun, this is also a good time to pay the kids their allowances or designate a family “winner of the week,” based on attitude and accomplishments, and end with a special snack.

Five Signs You Need a Family Ritual

1. A big occasion is coming: holiday, birthday, new driver’s license, graduation, and so on.
2. A family member gets hit with major news, good or bad: a sports victory, hugely improved report card, death of a grandparent or a pet, big promotion.
3. A recurring rough spot clouds the family routine, a time when the kids always whine, such as during transitions. This rough patch could be bath time, getting dressed for school, starting homework, or bedtime.
4. The whole family, especially the kids, displays a general sense of boredom or malaise. Maybe it’s the winter doldrums or an economic downturn, but people need a lift.
5. You want to make “teachable moments” both fun and unforgettable. Among the lessons you seek to teach could be your values, the family’s history, or practical life skills.


In the following pages, this book will offer detailed ideas for holidays and celebrations, but families should also be on the lookout for unconventional milestones. Maybe your child isn’t ever going to be an Olympic swimmer but finally conquered a long-standing fear of getting his face wet or completed his first real dive. To celebrate such spontaneous triumphs, keep a package of instant brownie mix in your pantry. Make a brownie sundae, or use a star-shaped cookie cutter on the brownies to properly celebrate his stardom.

One of the most rewarding but under-appreciated uses of ritual is to smooth over rough spots in a family’s regular routine. Take the mother who had trouble getting her kids out of bed after weekends—she invented “Monday sundaes” for breakfast (frozen yogurt, fresh fruit, and sprinkles), which only get served to kids who are dressed and downstairs inside her time limit.




Ingredients:The Three Parts of a Ritual 

But once you know you want a ritual, how do you make one?

There is no “Joy of Rituals” cookbook, but after interviewing hundreds of families across the country and trying lots of rituals with my own family, I’ve developed some basic “recipes” for making memorable traditions.

A satisfying and thorough ritual has three parts: It has a beginning, a middle (the central action), and an end. Even a simple grace before supper has those elements: a nod or verbal cue that grace is to be said, the grace itself, and “Amen” at the end. Although extremely basic, these are similar to the three stages anthropologists observe in tribal rites of passage: First comes preparation, then action (and often transformation, say, from boyhood to manhood), and finally the stage of integration and celebration.

The reason you need some sort of beginning is that ritual is human life in capital letters: It needs to be punctuated, capitalized, elevated. Ritual is not normal life. It isn’t bland or boring but is vivid, whether by virtue of blaring noisemakers or solemn silence. Ritual requires intense focus, and a good ritual beginning gets the participants engaged. It tells people a ritual is starting, like the rising curtain before a theater performance.

A common way to signal a ritual’s start is by sound: a verbal cue, or special music, or tapping a fork against the side of a glass. Visual cues work, too.

If you think about a simple birthday celebration, the “beginning” is as basic as turning out the lights before presenting the cake. The  “action” stage is when the child blows out candles and makes a wish while everybody sings “Happy Birthday.” In the final or celebration stage, everyone eats cake and the child opens gifts.

Ritual beginnings make us aware that something special is about to happen, functioning like the verbal “Once upon a time” cue of a fairy tale. But special doesn’t have to mean complicated.

How to Start and End a Ritual

You will find detailed advice later in the chapter about the central action in a ritual, but here are some quick ideas about how to signal when a ritual, of whatever size, is about to start or end.

 

Beginning

Sounds: Clapping, bells, whistles, gongs, a drum roll, or other musical cues (play a fitting song on whatever device is handy). Or the absence of sound, a moment of silence.

Verbal cues: A prayer, a simple group chant, or a direct declarative sentence, such as “Let us begin.”

Visual cues: Lighting of a candle (or candles), lights turned out or flicked on and off, a curtain lifted, the dramatic entrance of a leader.

 

Ending

Choose from among the sound and visual cues from the Beginning section: You may want to bookend your ritual with something similar. If you turned out the lights, turn them back on. If you lit candles, blow them out. If you are doing musical cues, choose something that comes to a crescendo or fades to silence.

Possible physical cues for ending include bowing heads, holding hands (with a squeeze at the end), hugging.

Verbal cues: Silence. Simple words such as “Amen” or “Blessed be.” Or a pop culture or literary reference that suits the tone of your ritual, like “Mischief managed,” a nod to Harry Potter.



Keep in mind that the three-part format applies generally to more weighty or lengthy rituals. But it’s a good rubric to keep in the back of your mind when you set out to create a new tradition for your family.

This isn’t meant to denigrate simple rituals at all, because some of the simplest can be incredibly powerful. These often just happen spontaneously and should be treasured.

Two examples: I once interviewed a woman whose family had a simple ritual from her childhood of squeezing one another’s hands three times, to signal the three words I love you. On the day she got married and her father walked her down the aisle in church, he squeezed her hand three times. Only she knew that this was happening, a tiny personal ritual lodged invisibly within one of the grandest and most public, and she says it was one of the most moving moments of her life.

Another incredibly simple ritual, also between a father and daughter, was called “Gimme Skins,” and it simply consisted of the dad giving his little girl “high fives” with his palms before heading off to work. I met this woman years later, when she was running a day care center for a major corporation. She told me that one day when she was about three years old, she woke up late because she had been sick. Her dad had left for work without doing their little ritual, and she was so alarmed, without thinking, she literally ran into the street in front of her house naked! To an adult, this might be a tiny ritual, but its absence left a big hole in her day.

Whether your rituals are small and spontaneous or complicated and planned out, giving some thought to their structure and the signals that you send to family members and they send to you will make these shared moments more memorable.




The Two P’s:Find Your Purpose, and Make It Personal 

The seed for a ritual’s form, the central action of a ritual, grows directly from its purpose. That includes everything from holidays to problem-solving rituals. Figure out your purpose, and then you can imagine creative ways to achieve it that suit your family.

Take this problem-solving ritual: After they were in a minor car accident, the Suttons vowed they would never again forget to buckle their seatbelts, so they decided to invent a seatbelt ritual. The purpose, of course, is buckling, which becomes the ritual “action,” but this has to be preceded by a simple beginning to cue the behavior, which turns out to be Mary Sutton, the mother, saying, “Buckle up, everyone!” After they buckle, Mary asks her three kids why they do  this, and they all chorus back, “Because we love each other!” This qualifies as a “celebration” ending: The kids may not get cake or cookies, but there is an emotional payoff.

The first year my son went trick-or-treating, I invented the Good Witch of Halloween. My purpose was this: I was afraid he’d want to eat that huge candy hoard and I wanted to find a fun reason for it to disappear. Because Max’s birthday was two weeks later, I told him to put his plastic pumpkin full of candy outside his bedroom door the night before he turned three. The Good Witch of Halloween would come and take the candy for poor children and replace it with a small birthday gift, which he would find when he awoke. Not surprisingly, my son loved this ritual, and it achieved my goal.

For a Thanksgiving ritual, the purpose is to give thanks. But when it comes to narrowing down the millions of possible ways to do that ritual-wise, it’s helpful to focus on another P—make it personal. Take something from your family’s history or passions to create a ritual of thankfulness that will be much more meaningful than a generic ritual because it is specific to you.

One family I know loves to camp, so all of them dress up like pilgrims and Indians each Thanksgiving and canoe out to an island where they put on a rather primitive outdoor feast (they precook the turkey). Another family of avid needleworkers started a special tablecloth ritual for Thanksgiving: Every person at the table signs his or her name in pen on the cloth, and the family matriarch later embroiders over the signatures, a different color each year. Then there’s the family whose ancestors nearly starved out west, surviving one bad year only on turnips; they include a turnip dish every Thanksgiving, thankful they have so much else to eat now.




Ritual Actions 

The bigger and more ceremonial the occasion, the more elaborate the ritual, and the more attention must be devoted to the ritual’s central action. But what is the right action for a ritual? One that powerfully expresses the core emotional truth of the ceremony.

Think of the actions within a wedding and the way in which the ceremony combines speaking with doing. It isn’t just the vows that make us feel married, it’s also the action of placing rings on each other’s fingers. The circle is a powerful symbol of eternity, and we are placing this physical object around a part of another person’s body. A designer wedding dress, elegant flowers, and a string quartet will add to the atmosphere, but this simple act is the emotional core of the ritual.

But sometimes, there is no ritual pattern to follow. I decided, for example, to invent a  ritual when I legally changed my last name to that of my husband and changed my first name to Meg, instead of my birth name, Margaret. To me, this seemed to require a sort of baptism. I decided I needed to submerge myself and asked my friend if I could dive into her swimming pool before witnesses—in a dress. She is such a dear and understanding friend that she didn’t even blink (though my husband was a little dubious when I first suggested my plan).

I spoke to the group before I dived, explaining why I was doing this. I dove in and swam to the shallow end, where my husband stood waiting for me with a glass of champagne. We toasted, and kissed. And afterward, we celebrated with our friends, eating cake. I changed into a new T-shirt, on which my new name was painted.

I’ve thought a lot about what constitutes a major milestone in a child’s life, and how each can be marked. One way, borrowed from tribal rites of passage, is to create a threshold or gateway, an actual barrier that the child must cross through as he or she acts out this important transition.

There are lots of ways this can be done. Lynn Rosen and her husband tape streamers and newspaper comics across their kids’ bedroom doors each year on the night before their birthdays, and when they wake up (after alerting their parents to grab the camera), they burst through the paper, into their new age. I know of a private preschool where the kids “graduate” by walking across a bridge made of wooden blocks: They are literally embraced by the kindergartners waiting on the other side.

You could expand on this idea by organizing a “love gauntlet”—two parallel rows of people—and gently push and hug the celebrated one down the line.

In the case of my son, I’ve created thresholds using painted bedsheets, which are taped to the entrance over the family room. I cut a slit up from the floor, and Max has to cross through the sheet to get to his presents. (See Birthday section for details.)

Simple actions become profound when placed in a context of ritual focus and meaning: When I wanted to create a womanhood ritual for my niece on her thirteenth birthday, it was mostly about the words I spoke, but they carried extra weight because we were standing inside a circle of sparklers on the beach, in the dark.

If a ritual is about letting go, than the action of burying something in the ground is a possibility, as is releasing helium balloons. We did the latter after scattering my father’s ashes on the golf course. Tied to each balloon was a farewell message to my dad, and seeing those bright balloons swept out of sight by the wind provoked a visceral feeling of release.

If you can’t think of a ritual action, a great place to start is by mentally going  through the list of four elements (earth, air, fire, and water) and asking if any of them fit the core emotional truth. A ritual of remembrance, for example, could include lighting a candle (fire) and talking about a deceased person or pet, or planting a tree for that person (earth).

Starter Ideas for Using the Four Elements in Rituals

Earth

Earth is used for burying things in ceremonies of mourning or remembrance, such as pet funerals, or writing down a list of bad experiences or habits you want to get past and literally burying them in a box underground. Conversely, earth is symbolic of new life, new beginnings. To mark the beginning of a new baby, home, venture, or relationship, plant something. This could be in a pot or your yard. It could be seeds or baby trees, wildflowers, or flowering shrubs. Plant sunflower seeds every year with your kids to welcome spring. Months before turning fifty (a spring birthday), I planted fifty daffodil bulbs outside my kitchen window. Search online for an old-fashioned list of what different flowers and plants “mean,” such as red tulips to declare love and ivy as a symbol of fidelity.

 

Air

Air suggests wind and balloons, a ritual staple. There is an intimation of buoyancy and breeziness, which is hopeful. Kites are good, too: When my father turned seventy-five, my sister and I surprised him by flying down to the North Carolina shore, where my parents lived. We bought him a kite, then flew it together on the beach. The kite was frisky and brightly colored, and we passed the string from hand to hand. Other props for air rituals include pinwheels, streamers, or bubbles. Adults should blow bubbles more often: The  New York Times wedding column was once about a playful couple that was surrounded by family and friends blowing bubbles right after they were declared husband and wife.

 

Fire

Fire calls to mind everything from bonfires to the hearth at home. Fire can warm or destroy, making it apt for rituals of paradox: The phoenix arises from the ashes. The greatest ritual staple is a simple candle, which is portable fire. A candle isn’t as much a symbol of burning or purging as it is one of illumination, and the forces of light and good. Candles are also good for focus: Turn out all the lights (and shut off all screens), and look deeply into the candle flame for a family meditation session. There are many winter holiday traditions in this book centered around candles and fire, but fire can be used in more daily or weekly ways, to make dinner feel special. Have an annual fireplace dinner: Don’t forget to toast marshmallows! And if you are creating a ritual that calls for fire to purify, consider using that ancient Native American tool, a smudge stick. Some people make their own, but there are lots of online stores that sell these dried, tied bundles of grasses and herbs in various sizes. Sage is commonly used. A smudge stick is touched on the tip with fire and then the fire is blown out, leaving a smoking edge. Rituals should engage as many senses as possible, and smudge sticks tend to be quite aromatic, sort of a rustic incense.

 

Water

Water purifies, renews, and makes life possible, so it is suited to rituals of both baptism and cleansing. It can make a powerful statement: After a police corruption scandal in Harlem, local black leaders were seen literally scrubbing the sidewalk in front of the station with sponges and cleanser. Water can be solemn and soothing. When having a ritual near any body of water, from pond or pool on up, consider beforehand how to interact with that water: Dip a toe, splash your face, full immersion? Water can also be mischievous and playful: Think squirt guns and water balloons. One family I know had a silly ritual of dunking the father in the bathtub on Thanksgiving: It got started as a joke when he was bathing the kids before the feast one year and got very wet. Now, he and the kids put their bathing suits on, then get soaked together.



Just remember this: Start with your ritual’s purpose and let that guide you to a central ritual action. Your best chance of success is to keep it simple, and be playful. If you set a tone of having fun, of everybody having a say, then family members won’t feel awkward or too embarrassed to participate.

And please, do not feel you have to reinvent the wheel with your rituals. If there is any kind of remotely logical template already practiced in the world that works for you, grab it with both hands and tweak it a little to fit your family. My friend Amy Milne remembers that when she grew up, her artist father would invent variations on the old Pin the Tail on the Donkey birthday game that suited her. Like “Pin the Heart on Raggedy Ann.” And she does the same with her kids. Her son, Clark, was especially excited about playing “Pin the Light Saber on the Jedi.”

Another tip: When it comes to starting a new ritual, it’s vital to announce your plans in advance, so everybody knows what’s coming. Kids love routine, so the first time you try a new ritual, they might be wary, and adjustments may be needed before the family embraces this new tradition wholeheartedly. (And family rituals often need tweaking over the years, giving kids a bigger role as they age.)

Don’t worry about finding good ideas for new traditions. There are hundreds of them in the pages that follow. You can adopt these rituals and celebrations just as they are, or use them as the germ of a new idea.

Celebrate wherever you are right now, with whatever gifts you possess, as creatively as you possibly can. There is much talk about teaching children “life skills.” In my view, you shouldn’t just teach them manners, how to drive, how to cook, and all of that. You should also teach them how to celebrate. Food feeds the body, but ritual feeds the soul.

I’m not a Pollyanna about ritual: I don’t think it’s the only tool parents need to build a cohesive tribe, but I do think it’s a lot more powerful than most people believe, and the lessons for our children run deep.

Children raised with tradition, especially those who have watched their parents invent new rituals as occasions and milestones occur, learn that their own response to life can be active and creative and extremely personal. They’re going to be resilient children, confident they are loved and that they know how to express that love to others.

Some Lessons Learned: A Note on Humor and Letting It Rip

Being a sometimes bossy and rather earnest person, it took me a while as a parent to learn the supreme importance of a sense of humor in creating family traditions—along with the necessity of just rolling with the punches, whatever happens.

In family ritual, perfection is the enemy. This is a very hard thing for a controlling person to accept, but I have learned the hard way. The goal is to have your family traditions be more like a wildly original, outside-the-lines crayon drawing than a formally posed studio photograph in which nobody cracks a smile. Rituals are homemade and hand-crafted, not something made by factory robots, and they should look and taste and feel DIY (do-it-yourself), with everything that implies.

It turns out that the more outrageously imperfect a ritual is, the more kids love it and remember it. The family party your children never stop talking about is the one when the dog ate the cake. In one family I interviewed, in which the mom always hides treats before the weekly family meeting (the kids have to hunt them as part of the meeting ritual), the kids are still laughing about the time she forgot that she hid the cupcakes in the washing machine-and threw the clothes in on top of them.

I will never forget when my yoga teacher from the YWCA invited me to a simple coming-into-womanhood ritual for her teenage daughter. It was a potluck lunch, and we brought small gifts for the girl. Flowers that people brought were woven into a garland for her hair. Later, family and friends waited in the backyard for my friend and her daughter to come out onto the deck and say a few words. It was clear they were both nervous, especially the girl, who was shy by nature. I believe she was afraid to make a mistake, awkward partly because they were improvising as they went.

Suddenly, one of the two let loose with a very loud fart (they won’t say who was responsible). Instantly, everyone present broke out laughing and the girl and her mother  just leaned into each other, laughing hysterically. The tension was broken, and we could all let go and fully appreciate the moment and each other.

I hope you’ll remember many of the principles from this book, but especially, I hope you won’t forget the fart story. Anytime you find yourself getting all pompous about your big occasion or snapping at your kids because you are getting stressed about whether the turkey will be done at the same moment as the trimmings, do something just for laughs. I mean it! Break an egg on the floor, if you have to. Get everyone to bang pots with spoons to release tension, sing the silliest song you know in the loudest voice you’ve got. Get goofy.

Mischief managed.
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CHAPTER 2

Everyday Rituals




Daily Rituals 

The most vitally important rituals you can practice with your family are the ones you perform every single day. This consistency is especially important for infants and young toddlers: One day is endless for them, and the world is vast and unfamiliar. Being able to trust that certain things will happen each day at regular times in a certain order provides them with immense comfort. Ritual is an anchor, a home base.

But daily connections also keep older children, even teenagers, connected to their comfort zones, bringing them back to the safe haven that stays familiar as they change beyond all recognition. These rituals must grow and change to accommodate their new schedules and tastes, but I’m far from the first parent to notice that when you create a calm, steady zone inside a hectic life, kids are able to share all sorts of unexpected things. As they mature, they bring new things to the table—both literally and figuratively.




Mealtimes 

Let’s start with the ritual of daily meals. In some cultures, the simple ceremony of sharing a meal with someone makes you part of the tribe, and it’s impossible to overstate the importance of regular meals together as a family.

Obviously, conflicting work and school schedules can make this difficult, but do whatever you can to sit down and eat together as often as possible—even if that means that your “together meal” is a snack before bedtime.

To be effective as ritual, family meals need to focus on quality as well as quantity. Michael Lewis, a psychologist who has spent years researching American family dinners, discovered most families spend between fifteen and twenty minutes at the table, and a good amount of that time is spent nagging and whining. When people don’t have a mouth too full of food to speak, many of the comments run along the lines of: “Please pass the butter,” and “Stop kicking your sister under the table.”

So, getting everyone to sit around the table together is just the first step. As I said in the previous section on the parts of a ritual, it helps set the mood if you do something to signal the start of a ritual and the transition from ordinary time.

There is a good reason the stretch of time before dinner in households with children is known as “arsenic hour”: Early evening is the time when tired, hungry kids (and often grown-ups) can become button-pushing cranky. Even if sibling battles aren’t escalating at this time, every family member has his or her head somewhere else entirely: on the easy hit missed at baseball practice, the train wreck of a meeting at work, the daunting homework ahead, or that text message that just has to be sent to a BFF (best friends forever) right this second, or the world will come to an end.

Creating a dinner-is-starting signal is a great way to get everyone to change gears and refocus on the home team. This can be something incredibly simple such as ringing a bell or chime, turning the lights down, lighting a candle, putting on the local jazz radio station. You can say grace, hold hands, or say a one-sentence phrase in unison (even better if it’s a silly nonsense phrase that only means something to your brood).

Once the actual ritual of the meal begins, you’ll want some strategies to liven up the event, get the conversational juice flowing, and make sure the meal doesn’t devolve into a nag-fest on table manners. But first, some helpful ideas about getting started, for families that begin the meal with a blessing of some sort.

 


Grace 

Even for families that aren’t religious, saying grace before a meal can be a wonderful ritual of transition. It functions like a call to reconnection after a day of separation.


Simple and Good 

Some of the most profound graces are the simplest, such as the lovely Quaker grace “Us and this: God bless.” I also like: “Now my plate is full, but soon it will be gone. Thank you for my food, and please help those with none.”


Simplest of All: A Collective Pause 

Amanda Soule, a mother of five who homeschools in Maine and writes the hugely popular SouleMama blog, says her family’s mealtime blessing is extremely important. “Once everyone gets to the table, we just pause and hold hands and take a breath together. It’s a really simple tiny thing that feels huge. This pause before the chaos resumes makes us all fully present and aware in the moment we are sharing together.”


Sing for Your Supper 

The Hodge family sings together often, including for grace. A favorite is the Johnny Appleseed song that goes: “The Lord is good to me, and so I thank the Lord / For giving me the things I need / like the sun and the rain and the appleseed / The Lord is good to me. Amen.”


Holding Hands 

The Michaels of Minneapolis say a simple grace, and then all squeeze hands before they eat.


Taking Turns 

The Mowbrays take turns saying grace. Often they improvise, but in a pinch they keep returning to a traditional Christian blessing, “Bless us, 0 Lord, and these thy gifts, which we are about to receive from your bounty. Through Christ our Lord, Amen.”


Buddhist Blessing 

Karly Randolph Pitman, a mother of four in Bozeman, Montana, often does a variation on a Buddhist loving kindness blessing. It has three parts, and the Pitmans say each line together: “May I be happy, may I be healthy, may I be peaceful, may I be true.” The second time through, they substitute “you” and look at the others while saying it: “May you be happy....” The third time, they all chime in: “May everyone be happy,” and so on, extending their blessing to the whole world.

Choosing a Grace

Two terrific books are A Grateful Heart: Daily Blessings for the Evening Meal from Buddha to the Beatles, edited by M. J. Ryan, and Bless This Food: Ancient and Contemporary Graces from Around the World, by Adrian Butash. Both provide many blessings and draw from a wide range of religions and regions.



Tip Box for New Parents: Rituals and Rules Are Sometimes the Same

When it comes to setting rules and rituals for every day, make this your mantra: It is far easier to turn a long-standing No into a once-in-a-blue moon Yes, than the other way around. Make strict rules about no screens at the table, no watching TV while eating, no staying up late, homework first after school, and so forth. Kids quickly get used to the limits you set, even find them comforting (but don’t expect them to say so). Then when you bend those rules for a meal or a day, it will be a huge treat. Just eating finger foods on a picnic blanket in front of the TV will be a major occasion. Think about it: If they can do anything they want, all the time, nothing is special and everything is chaos. Then, if you try to push back and set limits later, they will fight you every inch of the way.






Dinner Family Traditions 

With a little planning and prodding, even hungry, preoccupied kids can make sparkling conversation.


Family News 

Patrice Kyger insists that her children each share a “new and good” that happened to them during the day. Complaints and bad news are allowed, but never without the compensating good news. The Kygers are also on the lookout for what they call “blurbs,” random comments that strike everyone but the speaker as out of context and hilarious: These are written down in a special book.


Dinner Toasts 

Amy Milne and her family clink glasses and make a toast at every dinner. “Sometimes it’s as simple as saying ‘To us,’ while other times we are honoring a special occasion,” says Amy, whose family lives in Asheville, North Carolina. “My parents always had a ritual to light the candles at dinner every night when I was growing up, and we had a candelabra on the table. The idea is to have something we do over and over, at home or in a restaurant, to celebrate that we are together. We taught the kids to always have eye contact while clinking.”


One, Two, Three ... Whine! 

Courtney Andelman got tired of complaints about the menu and such. When the moaning begins, she simply calls for communal whining so everyone can get it off their chests. She says, “Let’s all whine at the same time, here we go! One, two, three ... waaaaaaaah!” Then everyone at the table laughs—and eats her food.


Current Events 

Gloria Uhler’s kids had to come to the dinner table nightly with one topic of conversation related to current events. The rule was that all the children introduced their subject and shared some information they had heard or read. Everyone else in the family had to ask at least one question to keep the conversation going. If every night won’t work for you, try this as a weekly event.


Thankfuls and Untkankfuls 

At dinner, Elizabeth Elkin always goes around the table and has everyone share a “thankful,” which means something simple like a good grade or a sunny day. Often her two boys have three or four thankfuls to share. In cases where they are especially glum and can’t think of any, she will do a round of “unthankfuls,” but she refuses to leave it at that. “I start asking them: Do you have a roof over your head? Do you have food to eat? Do you have a family that loves you? They quickly get the point. As a breast cancer survivor, I often give thanks for health.” Sometimes kids need both a good model, and a pointed prompt.


Conversation Basket 

This was a real help in getting fun conversations going at my house. I decorated a small basket with ribbons and bought beads with letters on them. I spelled out the word talk and strung it on three ribbons, and then attached them across the handle of the basket, so they dangled down. When the basket is placed on the table at dinner, the ribbons ripple and sway, so it seems as if they are speaking the words to us, inviting us: “Talk, talk, talk” they say.

I cut pastel-colored paper into strips about two inches wide and wrote fifty different comments, questions, or instructions on them. Then I folded each one and piled them all in the basket, so we could take turns at dinner picking one. Often, we all wanted to respond to the query one person got, so we would each chime in on such questions as: “If a holiday were named after you, how would people celebrate?” and “Make up a nickname for everyone at the table, including yourself (nothing mean).” Another favorite was: “Tell us something you can do better than your parents.”

There are many variations on this ritual: decide if you want to do this every night, every other night, or once a week.

One thing we learned is the importance of refreshing the questions. We would take out the papers we had just chosen and keep them in a kitchen drawer for a while. Always keep blank papers and some pencils in the basket, and invite family members to add their own questions. Kids who can’t read or write yet will love this tradition, too, though they will need someone to help them with their contributions.

Sampling of Dinner-Table Conversation Starters

What would your personal robot do for you?

What can you do now that you couldn’t do a year ago?

What scares you?

What is your favorite movie pet?

Which character in Lord of the Rings (insert favorite movie or book) is most like you?

Describe your dream house.

What do you like to smell?

What cheers you up when you are sad?

What is the best game ever invented?

If you could have dinner with any person in history, who would it be?

What or who makes you laugh?

Tell us about a dream you remember.

You just won the lottery—$1 million a year for life. What will change in your life? What will stay the same?

What is the single best thing about you?

How would you make the world better?

What do you love enough to save for your own children?

If you could relive any day of your life, which day would it be?

What bad habit do you wish you could break?

What stories do they tell about you as a baby?

What was the worst day of your life?

What is your definition of friendship?

If you could possess a talent or gift that you weren’t born with, what would it be?

Who inspires you?

(See the rest of this list in Appendix 1 at the end of the book.)




Family Feast at 4:00 PM 

Marla Michele Must is a mother with three kids, and for her family, the best time to eat the big meal of the day happens to be at 4:00 PM, after school and before rushing around to various activities. “Later, they have ice skating or martial arts, or whatever, and it’s too hectic to sit down and eat a real meal at 6:00 PM or 7:00 PM. I realized they were starving when they come home from school, so why have them load up on snacks that are a waste of calories? Instead, at that point, we all sit down together and eat something healthy. Each of us has to share one thing that was unique or different that happened that day. They’ll be hungry again around 7:30 PM, and that’s when they have their weekday snack.”


Daily Family Almanac 

When her four kids were little, Letitia Suk of Evanston, Illinois, used to read an Almanac item from the Chicago Tribune called “What Happened on This Day in History?” at dinnertime. She got the idea to start a “Family Almanac” project and purchased multiple packs of three-by-five cards. She counted out 365 cards and wrote a date on each card, and started by entering birthdays and anniversaries and other important family dates.

Terrific Online Resource for Family Meals

Dr. Grace R. Freedman, a national expert in public health and public policy with three children of her own, is fascinated by how deeply the simple ritual of shared meals strengthens families. In 2007, she started a website called www.eatdinner.org, to encourage families to eat together more often, providing them with support in the way of fresh resources, practical ideas, and the latest related research.

This isn’t a recipe site, but it is full of good information and is frequently updated. The site does suggest great cookbooks for families, including for kids learning to cook, and it links to a whole bunch of other sites and blogs that are getting parents jazzed to make memorable—as well as healthy—regular family dinners.



Then, as the days and weeks went by, she would write down anything notable for that day as it happened. The cards became rich resources for documenting the past, so that as she pulled out a card on a particular day, she could remind her kids what had happened on that day in previous years. Every July 26, she would say, “On this day in 1993, we were at Old Faithful together. Remember that trip?” She kept this card deck of memories in the kitchen for easy access. It does require a bit of work to set up the Almanac deck, but once begun, this Family Almanac is easy to maintain and provides a big payoff!
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Mama’s Monday Update and Almanac

Flash forward, and these days, all the Suk kids are out of the nest. Except for the son living in China, the others still live near their parents. But the usual phone texts back and forth are pretty mundane and businesslike. So Letitia started a weekly ritual e-mail she calls “Mama’s Monday Update and Almanac,” in which she updates the kids on any current family news but also checks out the Family Almanac cards for the entire week ahead. “Remember that time in 1990 when our car died and we had to take a cab to church?” was one of the events she reminded them about. She comments, “It’s been so great to remind them of the bond we have together. Usually there will be a flurry of Reply All responses where the kids will chime in and say, ‘Yeah, I remember,’ or ‘No, that’s not how it was, Mom!”’






Unconvention Meals 

Don’t be afraid to break some rules about family dinners if it works for your family. Tailor meal traditions to your schedules, passions, and personalities. Paper plates are fine; distractions like television aren’t, as a rule.


Indoor Picnics 

Moving the meal from the table to the floor can make the same old carryout Chinese food or pizza feel like a special treat. If you don’t have a picnic blanket, an old sheet works just fine and goes right into the wash afterward.


No Reason Family Dinner Parties 

In the book New Traditions: Redefining Celebrations for Today’s Family, Susan Abel Lieberman wrote about the Singleton family and the “no-reason” dinner parties they have from time to time. The Singletons set the table with their best china and flowers, dress everyone up, and march the kids out the back door. The children walk around to the front, where their parents usher them in as honored guests. Sally Singleton told Susan that her kids get to practice their company manners, and they love these special nights.


King Henry VIII Dinners 

When Ellie Just was growing up, her mom would declare a meal from time to time where table manners were not allowed. “We would eat outside, throw our chicken bones and corn cobs on the ground. There was plenty of smacking of lips, burping and elbows on the table,” she recalls. Ellie could invite friends. (Origin story: Ellie’s mom started the ritual because her own mother was very strict about table manners, and they ate at Grandma’s house once a week. This was her antidote.)


Opera Meals 

One family I know occasionally declares an Opera Meal, and everybody sings instead of speaking, even to ask, “Please, pass the butter.” Being in tune isn’t a requirement, and they all get pretty silly. An alternative is to try a silent meal and see if everyone can communicate entirely with hand signals.


Finger Food Only 

Once a week, serve a meal that requires absolutely no utensils and let the kids eat with their hands. Even salad and vegetables taste better that way. This could be an all-appetizer meal (be sure to include veggies and dip as one way to keep it nutritious), or an ethnic dinner, for instance, Chinese dumplings and ribs.


Friday Night Special 

When her three kids were younger, Patricia Gray had a Friday night ritual of “pizza with a video on a picnic blanket with all the junk food I won’t serve at all during the week—chips, soda, topped off by hot-fudge sundaes. My kids looked forward to that every week for years.”




Making It Special 


Seat of Honor 

Some families have a special plate that a person gets to use to celebrate a major triumph or their birthday. Sue Eaves has something different, a way to dress up the chair itself when someone is celebrated. She saw a blog post about making a simple fabric slipcover for a chair and embellishing it, so she added the words “My Special Day” to the slipcover she made. It gets used on big days like birthdays, but also, Sue says, “It’s a great way to recognize the smaller things that often go unnoticed, like the first day our son put his head under the water in swimming class, and the day my husband signed a contract for a new job. It has become very important to us. Everybody asks if they can have it when they feel that something significant is going on.”


Spotlight Dinners 

Sydney Gines has these surprise dinners once or twice a year for each of her four kids. Some dinners celebrate an accomplishment such as “learning a complicated piano piece or breaking a bad habit,” whereas others are scheduled for “a self-esteem boost.” Sydney pretends company is coming, so the kids dress up a bit and expect a special dinner. When the kids come to the table, Sydney and her husband announce that the “special guest” is one of the children and throw confetti at him or her. A small gift is given, and the whole family lauds the spotlighted child.


Sunday Kids’ Choice 

Teacher Anne Hodge wanted her kids to share the kitchen chores and make Sunday dinners special. She started Kids’ Choice, and though her three children have to take turns cooking and cleaning up on that night, they also take turns making up funny rules for the meal. On Lego Night, the table was decorated with Legos, and then there was Changing Seats Night, and another time they could eat only with spoons.


Toast Night 

Barb Brock, a professor in Spokane, Washington, decided to make one dinner a week special, so on Thursdays, the family uses  fancy dishes even for carryout. Also on that night, each member of the family makes a toast. Making a toast is something kids love, as it seems like such a grown-up gesture. Eating by candlelight once a week is also a treat for kids.


Soup Nights 

Children’s book author Martha Freeman and her family host Soup Night every Thursday from October through March. Every September, Martha sends out a standing invitation to about sixty people, friends and neighbors, to come any Thursday they want after 5:30 PM, provided they bring bread or wine, or both. Martha makes huge pots of soup and provides paper bowls and spoons, plus apple juice for the kids. Her three children love the casual party atmosphere and seeing all their friends.
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Family Dinner Rules

An Excerpt from The Family Dinner: Great Ways to Connect with Your Kids, One Meal at a Time, by Laurie David, with recipes by Kirstin Uhrenholdt (Grand Central, 2010)

This book is a treasure box for any parent who ever wanted to get the most mileage out of family dinners. In addition to clever and doable recipes by Kirstin Uhrenholdt, a young Danish woman hired to help cook meals for the David household in Los Angeles, there is a great deal of practical information about getting family members to truly connect around the dinner table. An essential element of what has made family dinners so satisfying for Laurie David’s family is the list of ten rules by which everyone abides. Here is a streamlined version of that list from her book. I was already doing many of these, but I have adopted her suggestion to always have a pitcher of water on the table and am delighted to see my son reaching for that rather than pulling juice or milk from the fridge.

 

“Ten Simple Steps to Successful Family Dinners”

Step One: It’s a Date!

Laurie David (yes, she is the former wife of TV writer-star Larry David) is a big believer in having a set time for dinner. It saves a lot of nagging and reminding, and just gets built into everyone’s schedule.

Step Two: Everyone Comes to the Table at the Same Time

“Even if you don’t eat, you still have to participate (in my experience, the nonhungry participants usually forget they weren’t hungry and end up eating the whole meal,” says Laurie. (You can tell she has two daughters and no sons!)

Step Three: No Phones

“No ringing, vibrating, answering, or texting allowed.”

Step Four: One Meal, No Substitutions

“Be prepared for initial stubbornness and a few uneaten meals, but the phase won’t last long.”

Step Five: Everyone Tries Everything

“The rigid insistence in the old days on eating all of your vegetables only accomplished one thing—it turned kids into stealth veggie Houdinis....

Tasting everything is an important rule. It shows respect to whomever prepared the food and respect for yourself. Why not give your taste buds an opportunity to be pleasantly surprised?”

Step Six: No Television

“Your kids will argue with you that they can do three things at the same time (watch TV, eat, and listen closely to your every word, maybe even IM [instant messaging], too!), but it doesn’t matter. Here’s the good news: On special occasions, the television is invited to dinner and as a result of the novelty, it is a really fun treat.”

Step Seven: Tap Water Only, Filtered If Needed

“Serve it cold and preferably from a filtered tap in a clear glass pitcher. Garnish with slices of lemon, lime, cucumber, oranges, apples or sprigs of mint. Adding whole fresh or frozen strawberries, raspberries or blueberries to their glasses makes kids want to drink even more water in their attempts to reach the berry treasure at the bottom!”

Step Eight: Friends and Family Welcome

“I always encourage my kids to invite their friends and even their friends’ parents to dinner. ‘The more the merrier’ really puts everyone in a happy mood at the table, and everyone is on their best behavior, too.”

Step Nine: You’re Excused

At the David’s house, no one leaves the table until after dessert. Laurie says she believes that having a final little segment to the meal resolves unfinished business and brings a second act to the meal. She says she doesn’t do a big dessert every night, but that the end of her meals can mean sharing orange slices, or even just cups of tea.

Step Ten: Everyone Helps Clean Up

“No exceptions. It’s more fun and cleanup is faster when everyone chips in.”






Hello and Good-Bye Rituals 

Looking up and suddenly realizing that Mommy and Daddy have simply disappeared can be traumatic for a toddler. Are they gone forever? Although it can take a little extra time to act out a small ritual of leave-taking when you go to work or drop your kids off at day care or school, it’s worthwhile to help them work through those moments and realize that though you are gone, your love remains behind.

Some of the best of these little rituals give your children a tiny bit of power in deciding the exact moment of departure, and it’s amazing how little they abuse that, because you’ve made it playful and given them a feeling of confidence. They have seen this movie before and they know the ending: You always come back.

At the other end of things, it’s also helpful to have a greeting ritual to reengage with your children after you’ve been apart for hours or days. Simple hugs and kisses are great, perhaps some silly nicknames and endearments, a special handshake, or a reunion song if you feel like it. Don’t forget to also take the time to hear about their day. If you get them in the habit of sharing the details when they’re really young, maybe they won’t stop once they become self-conscious teens.


Surprise Daily Drawing 

Lisa Coughlin’s husband, Sean, knows that when his daughter, Stella, wakes up on a weekday morning, he will already have left for work. So every weekday night, after she goes to bed, he makes a quick drawing about something that happened that day and leaves it on the kitchen table for her to find the next morning. “The drawings are very simple with stick-figure people,” says Sean. “I have drawn her with her friends at the park or her cousins dancing, or she and I playing [the card game] Uno. It just takes me a minute or two to make the drawing and add a caption. The goal is to remember the little moments that may be forgotten in the crush of everyday life.” Some of the drawings have been framed, but many remain in the various notebooks Sean has used over the years.


Good-Bye Car Song 

Mary Routh, a mail carrier in Iowa, knew her daughter worried about her parents while she was in preschool. So she used to make up a little song to sing on the way to the school, with a prayer element, such as, “I pray that Daddy works hard and Mommy won’t get wet in the rain, and help us to remember to pick up milk on the way home.” It was a window into their day, and being able to sing about it and bless them made her feel like she had an active part: It became familiar, knowable, hers.


Day-Care Drop-off Magic Words 

Elinor Craig, a California mom, was having trouble getting her son, Mose, to separate at preschool, so she created a ritual in which he would pick a secret code word on the way, based on something he had seen. When they arrived, he would hang up his jacket, play a little with some toys, and then when he said the code word, such as “snowman” or “fire engine,” that would mean he was ready for her to leave. This cemented a feeling of closeness and conspiracy with his mother, and his peers never had to know he had any qualms about being left.


A Token to Remember Mommy All Day 

A couple of Karly Randolph Pitman’s four kids had separation issues at school, and she says she didn’t want them to feel guilty about that. “I was a sensitive child and grew up feeling like it was a character flaw. I have chosen to validate their sensitivity, and not make it wrong,” she explains. For two of her sons, she had tangible objects she would give them representing her, “so we were still connected.” Her youngest has a little aqua heart-shaped stone in a bag. “I usually kiss the heart and give it back to him,” Karly says. Another son carried a little Hallmark angel charm with an inscription on the back: “My heart is with you always.”


Special Handshakes 

On an old episode of the Oprah winfrey show, a father demonstrated the complicated handshakes he does with his son and daughter as part of a morning good-bye ritual. These were more like elaborate hand ballets than handshakes, but performing them before separating gives the kids a vivid reminder that their connection to Dad is close, and unique.


Circle Hugs 

The members of one family I know take a moment each morning before they all head off to work and school to do a quick circle hug in the kitchen. They face the center, bow their heads, and ask God to “bless this day and our love for each other.”


Daily Wishes 

Along with good-bye morning hugs in our house, we try to say at least two things we hope for the person that day. My son might say to his father, “For today, I hope your commute is easy and your work is fun.” Tailoring the wishes to the day proves we’re paying attention to each other’s lives: a comforting proof of love.


Special Kiss 

The popular picture book The Kissing Hand, by Audrey Penn, has inspired many a parent to create a special good-bye kiss for an anxious child. Leah Whigham Grendall is one of those parents. With the guidance of her two-year-old son, she and her husband invented a series of moves they do for good-byes, whether it’s at the morning school bus, or at bedtimes or other leave-takings. Leah or her husband kiss the boy in each hand and once on the lips, then follow up with a hug. At the age of five, he sometimes added other things, like literally pushing her out the door at preschool. “The push is always kid-size,” says Leah, “But I overexaggerate and leap through the door. ” Sometimes he wants lipstick kisses from his mom, so when he walks by a mirror, he will see them: love made visible. These again are powerful rituals of comfort, partly because the boy feels like he’s in charge of them.


Stuffed Animals in the Trees 

Right before meeting my son’s bus when he was in grade school, I used to grab a handful of his favorite stuffed animals and perch them on tree branches, rocks, and the swing set. He would get off the bus to find them and always walk in the front door grinning.


Homecoming Blessing 

To really feel conscious of resuming the family connection, some people devise simple rituals of homecoming at day’s end. Kathleen O’Connell Chesto, a writer on Catholic family ritual, suggests hugging the kids when they return from school and saying this simple prayer: “Lord, help us to be present to you in one another. Amen.”

Hello and Good-Bye for Divorced Families

Children of divorced parents who share custody often have serious issues of transition between households. No matter the ages of the children or how often they switch households, it’s very helpful to give some thought to creating comforting rituals for both departures and arrivals.

Keep things calm and predictable. If the kids have to travel a long distance and only make the switch a couple times a year, consider things like always having the same last-night meal, or always eating at the same pizza place, or going out for sundaes at Dairy Queen. Have a ritual for saying good-bye to the house itself, and any pets. Suzy Kellett has quadruplets who fly out to see their dad for part of every summer. The night before they leave, the kids bring sleeping bags into her room and they all “camp out” on her bedroom floor. That was their departure ritual for years, before they all grew up and left for college.

Of course, it also makes sense to create rituals for returning, whether related to food or activities. Take a walk together and discuss how the visit was, or sit around the table and have a snack, or play a favorite game.

Another idea is to practice something like the text in Goodnight, Moon only in reverse: have the kid(s) say “Hello” to various rooms, their toys, any pets and the house itself.

This is also a time when all the various smart phones and laptops can help the kids stay in touch with the household they just left. Once they get home, they can send a quick text message or short video to the parent whose house they just left, reporting any new and sharing “I love yous.”




Waving at the Window 

Louise Witonsky and her children used to rush to the window every morning as Daddy went to work, and wave. If it was dark and guests were leaving, they would flick the house lights off and on to say good-bye, and if the person leaving knew about the ritual, he or she would blink back with the car lights. Very simple rituals, but if they didn’t happen, Louise says, family members would miss them.


Reconnection Ritual at Day’s End 

Bobbi Conner, longtime host of NPR’s show The Parent’s Journal, had to learn some things the hard way while raising her own kids. She used to come home from work and try to prepare dinner right away but was confronted by cranky, hungry kids who wanted her attention. So she created a pause, a reconnection ritual, in which she would serve them a healthy snack like apples and cheese, grab a cuddle, read a story, and learn about their day. Once they got their “Mommy dose,” her kids drifted off to play and she was able to fix dinner in a more relaxed way.

“When things just feel rushed and out of whack with your daily family routine, in most cases the best fix is just a small shift in routine or a new ritual that lets you enjoy time with your kids,” says Bobbi. “Instead of thinking, ‘Our life is too hectic, let’s quit our jobs, sell the house, and move to Alaska,’ parents can make a new routine. Turn off the TV, play some new game for twenty minutes.”

Note: Bobbi’s excellent book, Unplugged Play is full of fresh, fun (non-electronic) games to re-engage with your kids.




Mom and Dad Away-from-Home Rituals 


Stuffed Animal Traveling Pals 

Every time I go on a trip, for years now, I pack a small stuffed animal named Gus in my carry-on bag. He’s an adventurous alligator who loves to travel, check out swimming pools, and drink beer. In every city I visit, I find somewhere to photograph Gus, even if it’s only in the hotel room, though sometimes it’s at a meeting or restaurant. I know that this is not uncommon: I remember spending time on a delayed flight comparing stuffed animals with the male engineer sitting next to me—I believe his son’s proxy was a plush lobster.
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Becky Romph says her kids pack “sleeping buddies” in her husband’s suitcase when he is getting ready for a business trip. One time, she reports, when her husband was in Ireland, the hotel left an extra chocolate candy each night for the sleeping buddy.


Coin by Coin to Count the Days 

When Elaine Mellon had to accompany her older son abroad for a boy-choir festival, she had to leave his five-year-old brother behind with Dad. Partly to make the absence visual and tactile, Elaine taped twelve quarters to a low table in their home. Every day, her young son would peel off one quarter, and his father would take him to church: He would donate the quarter at church to pay to light a candle and say a prayer for the safe return of mother and brother.


Message-Each-Day Calendar 

Suzy Happ sometimes has to attend conferences, and she has made special calendars for her son and daughter covering the exact number of days she would be gone. For every day of absence, there is a window (like an Advent calendar) that they can fold back and get a message from Mom. (This can be done quite simply: Draw the proper number of squares on a page, write a message or draw a little picture inside each, then cut out papers slightly larger than the size of the squares and tape or glue them on one side so they can be lifted up to reveal their secrets.) She might just write where she will be at that point, or wish them luck on a test or sports outing. Once she wrote, “At 8:00 PM, look up at the moon and think of me. I’ll be doing the same!” Each kid got one of these mini-calendars, and it was personalized for each of them.
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In a sentimental and popular commercial a few years back for Cingular (now AT&T), a father on a business trip finds his daughter’s stuffed animal monkey packed in his suitcase. He uses his phone’s camera to photograph the monkey on his travels and sends the pictures to his little girl at home. This is a great use of the tech tools many of us carry around: reminding our kids that we’re thinking of them. I’m also planning on making a book about Gus the Gator’s travel, using Shutterfly.com or iPhoto’s services for compiling digital photos into a personal, one-of-a-kind book. I’ve used both services before and they are excellent: I’ve made multiple copies of photo books for major birthdays and reunions, but I think there will only be a single copy of the Gus book, for my son.






Problem-Solving Rituals 

If there were one thing I could do to help parents most, it would probably be helping them to understand the immense power of ritual to ease the bumpy transitions of everyday family life.

The two most important secrets to problem-solving rituals are distraction and humor. This may seem simpleminded, but it has a sound basis in human psychology. Therapist Aaron Horowitz says that rituals sometimes work as a kind of “hypnotic distraction.” The distraction is helpful whether you are trying to coax a child to end a meltdown or use the potty.

We all love that kids live so fully in the moment, but sometimes they get stuck in that moment and they need help pulling out of it. Also, little kids don’t have the experience yet to know that they can be other than they are: If your son has never used the potty or gone without a pacifier, part of the problem is he can’t imagine being that kid. He can’t make that leap. By promising a reward or giving him a tiny ritual to perform or making him laugh (or all three), you are giving him something to focus on other than his fear or intransigence. Next thing you know, he’s used the potty or stopped hitting his brother, and you can celebrate and congratulate.

Humor is also an important part of the equation. One way to get kids unstuck is to just crack them up. If you can think up something goofy for family members to do whenever tensions soar, you’ll spend a lot less of your life organizing time-outs.


Friday Night Bubble Baths 

When my son was a toddler, he couldn’t get enough bubble baths, but the pediatrician frowned on that (some experts say chemicals in the bath products irritate little bottoms). I wanted to end the whining, so we started the tradition of Friday Night Bubble Baths. If Max would say, “Mommy, I want a bubble bath now!” then I could explain, “Well, it’s only Wednesday, honey. We have to wait for Friday. Tomorrow is Thursday, and the next day, it will be Friday Night Bubble Bath time.” A lot of problem-solving rituals are about turning a permanent “No” into a special-occasion “Yes”—and usually, it works like a charm.


Silly Soothing Songs 

A little ditty that announces a transitional activity works like magic. Karly Randolph Pitman, the mother of four from Montana, says, “I learned from the preschool teacher, if I am struggling, I create a song. They hated to wash their hands when they were little. So I invented the silly potty song, and the words go, ”We always wash hands when we go potty!”


Kissing/Wisking Ritual to Defuse “Gimmes” 

Courtney Andelman is a stay-at-home mom with twin daughters, and very savvy at problem-solving rituals. One of my favorites is the one she invented when her girls get the “gimmes” in a store. “When I am out with the girls and they want things, I say, ‘Make a wish!”’ Courtney explains. “So we whisper the wish into cupped hands, kiss the wish [kiss into the cupped hands], give it a big hug [the child hugs herself] and then throw it up to the North Pole. I try to stand close enough to hear the whisper!”


Seatbelt-Buckling Ritual 

Mary Sutton started this after her family was in a car accident. Luckily, there were no major injuries, but none of them was wearing a seatbelt, so it could have been bad. In their ritual, they pile into the car, Mary says “Buckle up!” and the three kids say “Why do we buckle up?” Then they all chorus the reply: “Because we love each other.”


Grocery Store Math Distracter 

Doni Boyd’s two kids, like most, nagged their way through shopping trips. So Doni came up with a savvy idea. “We gave them each a $2 credit for every supermarket trip, which really stopped them from begging to buy this and that,” says Doni. “The credit part was because we didn’t want to have to check them out separately. If they spent less than $2, they didn’t get paid the change until we got home and put groceries away. It worked great because they had to do some math to make it work, and if they wanted something worth more than $2 they had to negotiate with siblings and pool their money.”


Reward for Detested but Necessary Hygiene Tasks 

After clipping nails, Courtney Andelman gives her two girls temporary tattoos. She says that because they are so thrilled at the prospect of tattoos, they don’t stop to whine about the actual clipping part. And here is her advice on the topic of temporary tats: “The big trick with temporary tattoos is to use lots of water. The paper needs to get very soft to transfer the image well. We count together while we do this, which is probably how my girls learned to count to thirty at such a young age!”


Eight Common Rough Spots That Rituals Can Smooth Over 

1. Daycare or school drop-off 
2. Naptimes and bedtimes 
3. Grocery shopping and other errands 
4. Waiting (in lines, for restaurant food, etc.) 
5. Bathtime 
6. Hair brushing or other grooming 
7. Departure of a friend or family member 
8. Taking turns/Sharing during playtime 
Problem-Solving Rituals Basics

• Silly songs or rhymes, either about what is happening, or something wildly different that distracts
• Visual games, such as “The person who sees the most people dressed in red before our food comes wins!”
• Always bring and read books (This one saved our lives, waiting in long lines at Disneyworld to take Max, at four, on rides.)
• Comic choreography: Make-up goofy dance moves, even for sitting down






Rituals to Keep the Peace 

Kids will bicker and fight, especially siblings. But sometimes a brief ritual can calm the combatants. Teaching young kids to avoid violence is a powerful life lesson.


Family Huddle 

When the two Abbe kids have been fighting, especially in the car, their mother hollers out, “Family huddle time.” Even in a parking lot, they stop and huddle like teammates, stack their hands up in the center of the circle, yell out the family cheer (“Let’s go, Abbes!”), and punch their fists to the sky. Afterward, they go on their way as a united force.


Crazy Dance Party 

Members of the Pfeiffer family say that unity is always restored if they can laugh together. So when any of them feels it’s needed, he or she calls out, “Crazy Dance Party,” and starts a countdown from ten to one. By the time one is reached, someone has found a rock oldies radio station to listen to, and they dance like lunatics till everybody is laughing.


Shakespearean Insults 

This is one of those problem-solving rituals in which humor is the magic ingredient. Liz Hawkins, mother of four, had some fridge magnets on hand that were decorated with colorful insults taken from William Shakespeare’s writings. When her kids were little, she used to say, “If you’re going to fight, then you have to hug,” but when they got to be teenagers, she needed a new defense-against-the-dark-arts ritual. She got the idea to tell her warring children that if they were going to insult one another, they could only do it using one of these Shakespearean taunts. “They looked at me like I was nuts,” she says, but they soon rose to the occasion and discovered it was impossible to keep a straight face after calling their sibling “Thou crusty batch of nature!” (usually with their best British accent).

If your kids are too young for the bard, there are variations on this concept: I know one mom who announced to her kids that they could only call each other names in a foreign tongue. Because they don’t speak any languages other than English, they would quickly crack themselves up by inventing outrageous insults in pretend languages.

Three Tips on Handling Anger from Expert Naomi Drew

1. Create a cooling-off ritual for yourself:

Breathe deeply three times, then get a drink of water, go into another room, and listen to quiet music; or light a candle and calm your thoughts.

 

2. Help your children to create their own cooling-off rituals.

Some kids pet their dog, run around the yard, wash their face, write in a journal, or take their frustration out by making something out of clay.

 

3. Peace shield ritual:

Put a drop or two of essential oil of lavender in a spray bottle full of water. During a calm moment, have your children close their eyes and imagine a shield of light, protecting them from hurt and anger. Spray some lavender water in their direction to “lock in” the shield’s power. Next time they get upset, have them imagine the peace shield protecting them from hurt and anger.

 

Naomi Drew’s many books include No Kidding About Bullying: 125 Ready-to-Use Activities to Help Kids Manage Anger, Resolve Conflicts, Build Empathy, and Get Along (Free Spirit Publishing). Find out more at her website, www.LearningPeace.com.






School Rituals  


Preparing First-Timers

The beginning of preschool is one of the biggest transitions your children will ever go through, at an age when change is especially scary. Preparing them well and making the send-off a joyful ritual will equip them well for all the transitions ahead.


Meet the Teacher/Playground Picnic 

Most preschools arrange a tour of the school to acclimate the new kids. Take advantage of it, and try to engage your child in a conversation with the teacher. Take your camera and take a photo of the teacher, so she becomes even more familiar in coming days. On another day right before school starts, take your child for a special picnic at the school playground: Having had fun there and knowing her way around the swings will make her more comfortable on the first day.


Drop-Off Rituals 

Saying “good-bye” is terribly hard, especially at the beginning, so think beforehand about a ritual that might ease the transition for your child. Elinor Craig found her son settled in quickly after she let him choose a secret code word on the way: When he said, “It’s fire engines, Mom,” it meant he was ready for her to leave. One mother kisses her daughter’s hand before she goes, and tells her it’s a magic, all-day kiss: If she gets lonely and holds the hand to her lips, she’ll get a “love buzz.” Create a secret “big boy” or “big girl” handshake and hug combination, express your love in words, then if possible, get your child engaged with some toys on a table or a book on the floor before leaving. Never sneak out!


Pretend School 

Before school starts, begin the practice of “playing school” for a week, with your child’s stuffed animals filling in as some of the students. Engage in some of the activities you know are standard at your child’s new school, such as blocks or story hour. If you can get the names of a few other children who will be in the class, invite one or two over to join the pretend, and make sure to include a fun snack.
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Instant Book on First Day of Kindergarten

When each of her three kids started kindergarten, Kim lnglee of Albany, New York, took digital photos of every thing that child did to get ready for the big day: waking up, dressing, brushing teeth, combing hair, waiting for the bus. Being a reading teacher, she also wrote captions underneath: “Ben woke up on the first day of kindergarten,” “Ben made his bed on the first of kindergarten,” and so on. For each child’s book, she printed the photos on paper using her home printer, glued the pictures and captions onto card stock, made a front cover, and had the instant book laminated and bound at Staples or Office Depot that same day. “Just as they get off the bus that first day, they get this special book,” says Kim. “And the best part is that I write a mushy letter to them and place it on the back cover. I find them re-reading these books every now and again, though they are now eleven years old, nine, and seven.”






 Celebrating Back -to- School Days 

Even for older kids, the first day of a new school year is a big deal. Thoughtfully celebrating these days is one way to convey a sense that learning is a joy.


Think Harry Potter 

Muggles don’t get school supplies as nifty as pet owls and magic wands, but make your school shopping into a fun outing including lunch, and let your kids pick as many items as possible, even if their taste appalls you. Harry loves going back to Hogwarts partly because he had such memorable experiences there, so on the night before school starts, go around the table and talk about the most memorable events from the previous school year. Talk about the school play, a favorite teacher, the science experiment that blew up. The Giehl family of Colorado has a feast in the dining room on the night before and each kid receives a school-related present, such as a fancy pencil box or a globe.


First Week of School 

Erica Rawson, a mother of four in New Mexico, plans and cooks elaborate breakfasts for the whole first week of school. Her menus include pancakes, burritos, and the kids’ favorite, Breakfast Lasagna, in which the layers that are usually pasta are items like waffles and pound cake, the filling is berries and custard. Like many families, the kids pose for a first-day photo, but Erica got the brilliant idea of having her kids each hold up a handmade sign declaring which year of school they are about to enter.


Front-Step Photos 

Many parents take photos of their kids dressed up in new clothes, carrying new backpacks and lunchboxes, but posed in the same spot on the front steps. It’s wonderful to look at these photos over the years, and maybe even combine them in one collage.


Sweet Beginning 

On the first day of a new school year, Pam Skripak serves her kids homemade hot apple pie and ice cream for breakfast. Yum. (They get this on the last day of the year as well.)
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 Pep Talk in Chalk 

In Maryland, Kunni Biener used to wake up extra early on the first day, so she could write messages to her daughters on the sidewalk that led to their school. They giggled as they walked along reading “Good Luck!” and “Have Fun!” and when they reached high school, they started writing messages to each other in the street on the first day.


 Bus-Stop Party 

Gail Spencer always starts out the year by providing juice and bagels to the ten or so kids who wait at the bus stop with her kids.


Drop-Off Blessing 

Cheryl Maner started doing this when her son had to adjust to a first-grade teacher who was a good educator, but not cuddly like the kindergarten teacher. There were a few behavior issues, and she thought a ritual like this would help focus him: “May God bless you, may He smile his shining face on you, may He guide you and direct you in everything you do today [and she would insert particulars like ”including the spelling test“], and most of all, may God give you peace.” Her son, Parker, usually joins in and says, “Peace,” at the end.




 Rewarding Good Work 

Basically, I agree with Alfie Kohn, author of Punished by Rewards: The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive Plans, A’s, Praise, and Other Bribes, that it’s better (and more effective) to instill a love of learning than to try bribing a kid to succeed. Here are some rituals I think offer positive encouragement.


Report Card Dinners 

The Suttons of Casper, Wyoming, don’t eat out that often, but they have a ritual of a restaurant dinner for the whole family every time report cards come out. “They mostly get straight A’s, but we have the dinners no matter what,” says Mary Sutton. “We feel it’s important to reward the effort.” Even more important, she says, she and her husband feel like they really get caught up with their kids’ school lives at these relaxed meals. Thus, these dinners are more about celebrating their children as students than they are about tying certain rewards to specific achievements.


Book Rewards 

Books should be treasured, and one way to reinforce that is to make books the reward for good work. When my son was learning to read, we had “reading treasure hunts,” in which he had to read clues all over the house. After each hunt, he put a sticker on a sheet taped to the fridge and, after ten stickers, I took him to the bookstore and let him pick out a book.


Ms. Frizzle Awards 

One of the problems with rewarding good grades is that it encourages kids to take easy courses and avoid challenges. My favorite teaching philosophy is that of the fictional teacher Ms. Frizzle, from the Magic School Bus series on public TV. “Take chances, make mistakes, get messy!” is her motto, and such behavior leads to learning. Every month during the school year, give the Ms. Frizzle Award (a piece of white paper with fancy writing) to the family member who follows her advice and learns the most—parents included.




Homework Ritual

If kids learn early to set aside specific times for homework, they’ll develop the discipline they will need all the way through school and beyond. Establish the time for homework the first day of school, and dedicate a special “Homework Zone” in a bedroom, kitchen, or den. Ideally, this should be a quiet place, with no television or other distractions. Our son used to use the kitchen table, but as he worked his way up through high school, he gravitated to the bigger table in the dining room. It’s very easy to tell if he’s goofing off, when he’s stationed in such a visible place. We’ve also made sure his computer is downstairs rather than in his bedroom.


Brain Food 

It’s good to develop a transition ritual from school to home, with a snack and some goof-off time to start. Physical activity could be included, a quick phone call to a best friend, or fifteen minutes of a favorite computer game, but limit the time. Some kids like to take off their shoes or change clothes.


Q/A Partners 

It can get pretty boring sitting in your room staring at a textbook. Parents can help make it more lively, partly by drilling their kids on material that requires rote memorization. My friend Jean Donaldson used to toss a koosh ball back and forth with her kids while they recited math tables or spelling test words: The physical activity kept them from getting too lethargic, and I suspect the rhythm worked like a mnemonic device, helping to anchor the data in their brains.


Sentenced to Laughter 

It’s good to develop family rituals related to learning apart from the school curriculum. By regularly including games in which you play with words and use your brains for fun, you show that creative thinking is a lifelong form of play. There are plenty of great word games, including Scrabble®, but it’s also fun to buy a set of words to stick on your fridge. Magnetic Poetry@ has an early reader version, small words in big print, and you can keep them in an empty coffee can in the kitchen. Try to get every family member to invent a sentence a day—the more absurd the better—and read them aloud at dinner.
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Lesson of the Week 

Once a week, during a family meeting or Sunday dinner, have each person in the family share something valuable or fascinating he or she learned that week. Again, you reinforce that learning is a lifelong activity. At the same time, this exercise works as a lesson review for kids and may actually make them realize they learned something useful.


Country of the Week 

Once a week, on Sunday night or Monday morning, announce a country the family will focus on that week. Pick a country that’s in the news at that time, and start by looking up its location on a map or globe. Talk about why it’s newsworthy, and help the kids look up its language, history, and customs on the Internet or at the library.


Show and Tell 

Part of the daily homework ritual should include a parental review of what’s been done. Some kids feel a sense of accomplishment if they can make a checkmark on the calendar when they finish, or add a sticker. Compliment perseverance as well as creativity. You might create a winding-down ritual of a warm bath, or a back rub, or end the day by reading aloud from a book your kids enjoy.


Sunday Sundaes 

It’s important to set specific homework rituals for the weekends as well, so everything doesn’t get left till the last minute. One family gets together in the kitchen on Sunday nights for “make-your-own sundaes,” but only those with finished homework can come. You might have special treat food for weekend homework sessions: Instead of serving popcorn when you watch videos, save it for homework period.
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 Best Study Websites

Kids today have no idea how lucky they are to have such great online resources to help them study and do homework. But as we all know, not all web-based resources are reliable. Presumably, your kids’teachers are warning them about trusting Wikipedia and other sites as authoritative, but it’s also good to know about some study sites you can rely on.

One good resource is on the Microsoft website, the “Top 14 Websites for Students,” compiled by journalist and tech expert Marc Saltzman. Here you will find overall homework help sites he recommends like RefDesk.com and Fact Monster. But he also singles out specific sites for help in English, history, math, and science, such as Shakespeare-Online.com and Project Gutenberg. The latter is an archive of more than 36,000 free downloadable books, including most of the classic novels your kids will be assigned to read. Ulysses, anyone?

Find this master list at: www.Microsoft.com/athome/students/studentsites.aspx.






Playing Hooky

In general, I don’t advocate teaching kids to skip school. However, I know many families who allow it for one or two special days a year, and their kids haven’t turned into habitual truants.


A Day with Mom 

Julie Stockler was allowed to play hooky one day a year when she was young and has passed that tradition on to her daughters. When she was young, she would use her day off to go shopping with her mother at a department store and eat lunch in the ladies’tearoom. Her girls prefer to go to the movies or skiing, but they also treasure the one-on-one time with her as much as the forbidden pleasure of skipping out on school.


Surprise Kidnap 

One mother I know surprises her kids by “kidnapping” them from school one day a year. She pays attention to when tests and school field trips are scheduled and picks a day when they won’t miss much. The kids go off to school, their mother takes a shower and dresses, then shows up at school and surprises them. Once they get in the car, the lucky kid gets to decide how to spend the day.


Sty Day 

A friend of mine used to skip work and take one mental health day a year with her daughter, when they would never get out of their pajamas. They watched television and ate junk food all day, never taking showers or washing the dishes. (This explains the name of their annual frolic, taken from the farm structure typically occupied by pigs.) No one would argue that this is educational, but it sure was a fun contrast to work and school, and it didn’t hurt the daughter, who later graduated from one of the country’s top law schools.


Museum Days 

If you’ve ever been to a major museum like the American Museum of Natural History in New York City, which has one of the greatest dinosaur collections anywhere, you know how crowded it gets on weekends and school holidays. I started taking my son there when he was two years old, and it’s probably his happiest place on the planet. He’s learned so much and seen so many amazing exhibits, and I wanted to plant the idea early that this was a treat. Throughout grade school, I used to pick one day a year to pull him out of school so we could see the T. rex up close and eat dino-shaped chicken nuggets in the museum cafeteria. I always worked with his teachers to pick a day when he wouldn’t miss a test, major event, or field trip, and they were always cool with it. Starting with middle school, we stopped museum days, but he has such good memories of this annual tradition!




 End of-School-Year Rituals 


Teacker Tribute 

To encourage gratitude and practice writing, have your children write and decorate thank-you notes to their teachers. Encourage them to list specific areas in which they learned a lot, or an area where the teacher provided crucial, extra assistance. They might also bring a small gift, such as flowers.


Kid’s Choice Dinner 

Food isn’t the only thing kids choose when the Fitches of Columbus, Ohio, celebrate the last day of school. They not only pick the menu but also where and when to eat it. When Corey Fitch was nine, the year the ritual began, he decided he wanted to eat carryout Chinese food on the steps of his elementary school—at midnight. “We sat there eating noodles and talking about the past year,” says Sally Fitch. “It was wild and crazy, and he loved it.”


Ending the School Year with a Bang 

No matter how well he did in school, there were always a few obligations and events during the year in grade school that really annoyed my son. Our ritual for the last day of school started out with buying ice cream cones and signing up for the library’s summer reading program. But when we got home, there would be three or four brightly colored helium-filled balloons on strings, which I had tied to a drawer handle in the kitchen. Max would take a black marker and write things on the balloons he was joyful to be done with, like having to learn colonial dance, then he would gleefully stab each balloon with a pin. Not particularly edifying, I admit, but extremely satisfying, and it produced a real sense of liberation, a great way to start the summer.


Library Payback 

When Patrice Kyger’s kids graduate from elementary school, they are allowed to pick out a book and have her buy it for the school library, an act that makes them feel very grown-up.


Welcome Summer Party 

Carolyn Hecht’s son, now grown, always celebrated the last day of school by hosting a huge watermelon fight in the backyard. “There were always seven or eight boys, and it was a big, messy fight that lasted all afternoon,” says Carolyn. There are other activities and foods for welcoming summer in the backyard: You can serve lemonade or ice cream cones, and if it’s sunny, start the summer off with a squirt gun and water-balloon battle.
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Crystal Ball 

When Sandy Graham’s daughter, Jaime, finished elementary school in Denver, local teacher Barb Herman had students in the class write a letter predicting their own future: Where will they go to college? What will their major be? Future profession? Will they marry? Have kids? She saves all the letters and mails them to the kids in the spring of their senior year in high school. She has to track down a few who left the local school district, but her track record is good. And kids love seeing what they predicted for themselves seven or eight years before. Sandy suggests that any parent could execute this ritual and present the predictions list to their kids when they graduate from high school. Perhaps you could build a whole evening around filling in the form, complete with candlelight, robes, and a crystal ball. And parents might talk about what they expected for themselves at that age—versus the reality that emerged.


End-of-School Awards Dinner 

The Giehls of Colorado, who always have a fancy family dinner on the night before school begins, also have a feast on the day it ends, but with more fanfare.

The meal is served in the dining room, the food is festive, and the dessert is always spectacular. But the main ritual is the presentation of special posters Nancy has made for each child. The point is not to praise grades, but to applaud what each one learned and is still learning. After second grade, for example, Nancy described her daughter Julie on the poster as “reader, writer, pianist.” After the meal, each child is given a letter Nancy has written about the year’s highlights and the parents’ pride in his or her hard work. And they have their pictures taken next to their special posters.

Another highlight of the meal: a family survey about what special activities and trips they should plan for the summer, ranked by level of enthusiasm.

  How to Make an End-of-Year Award Poster
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Materials

 

Sturdy poster board from 
office supply or crafts store

 

Markers

 

Ribbon

 

Scissors

 

Class photo of the child that 
year or a photocopy of same

 

Pictures of your child at school 
(if you have them)

Magazine photos

 

Instruction

 

Cut the school photo into a round or oval shape and glue it into the center of the poster. Color around the photograph, making an elaborate border. Write across the top in marker: Star Student (child’s name) and the year. In an oval pattern around the central photo, place photos either of your child engaged in different activities, such as sports or studying, or drawings of such, or magazine photos that suggest these things. Write underneath each image something your child did or learned. Glue one end of a piece of ribbon next to the central photo, and glue the other end near the image of an accomplishment. Repeat the process, attaching additional ribbons to the central photograph and the surrounding images, so the ribbons radiate out like spokes of a wheel.






Pet Rituals 

I know a guy who sends postcards to his parrot when he goes on vacation (he mails them to the pet store where he boards the parrot), and a woman who sings a different lullaby for each of her two dogs at bedtime: She swears they recognize the tune. Many of the rituals we enact with our pets are more for ourselves, but routine comforts animals of all kinds. And rituals can help young kids relish the regular duties of pet ownership.


Walking tke Dog 

Dogs demand ritual and respond to it as devotedly as children, and this is especially true with the all-important routine of daily walks. Dog owners tend to have pre-walk rituals that include verbal cues and flourishes, such as having the dog carry his leash to the door. Adding on silly songs or other fun antics makes this more enjoyable for kids, too. Whenever my son visits Auntie Na (a.k.a., my husband’s ex-wife, Anita), he loves to walk her dog, Luna, and when he was younger, they always got ready for walking her with a special song. (“Get the poop papers, Peggy, we’re going for a walk, these dogs will poop so much, the neighbors will all talk....”)


Mealtimes 

Never tease a hungry dog about food, but many owners like to have their dog sit first and give him or her a pat on the head before placing the bowl on the floor. If your child wants to sing a special song or even say grace before the cat gets supper, why not? It will help a kid remember to feed his or her pet because the routine is spiced with fun.


Baths 

For most dogs, a bath is not a treat. Try to make it fun by having the kids put on their bathing suits and climb right into the bathtub with the dog. Pretend that you’re preparing the dog for a big dog show, while drying and combing your pet, adding embellishments like ribbons and maybe taking silly photographs.
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Birthdays 

The Pompi family celebrates the birthdays of all seven of their cats, and their dog. The cats get a can of tuna decorated with a candle stuck in it, and the dog gets a meaty bone from the butcher, also with a candle. The dog gets the biggest party, because he’s the oldest. Naturally, the Pompis sing “Happy Birthday” before helping their pets blow out candles.


Dog-Friendly Errands 

Gretchen Zimmer, who owns the Rocky Top Dog Park in New Jersey, engages in many regular rituals with her dogs. She goes so far as to frequent establishments that provide dog treats. “They love to ride in the car with me,” says Gretchen, so she always fills her gas tank at a station that provides free dog treats. She even goes to a drive-through bank where the teller puts money in the plastic tube—and sticks in a biscuit for each of Gretchen’s dogs. And get this, in warm weather, Gretchen takes her pets to an icecream kiosk called Lickit that always reserves cracked cones for dogs. If you have dogs, make your errands more fun by finding local businesses that welcome them, too: For little kids, errands can sometimes be fun, but often they make them restless. This adds an element of playfulness.


Pet Funerals 

The death of a pet is a big hurt for a young child. Ritualizing that death helps children work through a painful loss and teaches them to value all living things.


Goldfish Burial 

In the book How to Bury a Goldfish: And 113 Other Family Rituals for Everyday Life, Virginia Lang recalls the time she almost flushed her two-year-old daughter’s dead fish down the toilet. Instead, she and her daughter dug a little hole together in the backyard, put the fish in the hole, and planted a flower on  the spot. Her daughter invented a song about her pet. Ms. Lang recommends marking the calendar on the day a pet dies, as well as marking the ground where the pet is buried, either with a painted rock or by planting something.


Rats and Gerbils, Too 

My friend Sandy Graham has found that her kids grieve greatly even when a pet rat dies. Her son and daughter make a gravestone with a piece of flagstone or brick and a permanent marker. The pet is put in a metal cookie tin, resting on a scrap of fabric that is soft and pretty (often satin or velvet). All the pets are buried by a special tree, a big cottonwood, and during the burial ceremony, all four family members reminisce about the pet’s exploits and character. Sandy says a prayer asking God to welcome the critter into pet heaven with all the family’s previous pets.


Memorial Garden 

If yours is a critter-loving family, chances are, pet funerals will become a more regular ritual than you bargained for, and you may want to create a special garden for this purpose. You might consider planting specific plants for different animals, such as catnip for your favorite cats, or bright yellow sunflowers for a pet with a sunny disposition. You can paint a special marker for each animal, or place special garden decorations here, such as wind chimes or a birdbath. When my son’s beloved pet gecko, Dart, died, I found a brightly painted twirling garden marker for sale online that included a lizard. When Max’s pet frogs departed, they were buried under a big rock, upon which sits a small metal frog wearing a crown.


Celebration of a Pet’s Life 

My friend Anita had a cat named Madness (she was allergic, but this stray cat captured the attention of her daughter, my stepdaughter, Kate), who lived a long life and was a beloved family member. When the cat became frail and was approaching an age that translated into 100 human years, Anita threw a “Century of Madness” party. All the guests got an apron and a baseball cap decorated with the party’s theme and a drawing of a cat. There was an enormous cake, great food, and Madness himself was carried around the room atop an ornate pillow, so he could be petted and admired. Later, this cat’s death left a hole for sure, but the tribute (and all the leftover commemorative gear and photos) keeps his memory alive to this day.




 Chore Rituals 

Mary Poppins was right about that spoonful of sugar; we all have duties and chores, but rituals can liven them up. That applies to chores we assign our kids, and chores we must do ourselves, when they’d rather we play. If all else fails, invent specific silly songs for different chores; this works well with toddlers. Whistle while you work!


Laundry 

One of our babysitters started this ritual of letting my son “ride” the bulging laundry bag as it was pulled across the floor to the laundry room, and for years I performed this weekly. “Oh my goodness, my laundry is heavy!” I would moan as I tugged him along. Then, I’d pretend I was going to throw my son in the washer and set him down on top of it. One mother I know does laundry with her daughters on Friday night, creating “intermissions” in their video watching to go change loads. The girls bring their own dirty clothes to the washer in a baby carriage.


Ckarts and Stickers 

My mother had four kids and went back to work when I was in grade school. We all had to do our own ironing, strip and make our beds each week, and so forth. But it helped that she was an artist and provided very explicit directions in colorful ways: I remember a painted chart in the upstairs bathroom that even indicated what types of clothing to throw in the hamper, according to the day of the week. For today’s kids, it’s always good to create charts so that they get a certain type of favorite sticker every time they do their chores without nagging, and these can add up to a treat at week’s end, while providing a visual daily reminder of what’s expected.


Yard Work 

You’ll get a lot more work done if your kids can help. Get smaller copies of some of your tools, and give them their own part of the yard to tend. Have a regular routine such as always checking under certain rocks to look for insects, always climbing a certain tree, always leaving seeds or bread crumbs in the backyard for the birds.


Freeze Rest 

Elizabeth Elkin’s two boys, Noah and Eli, hate cleaning up as much as the next kid. So she decided to make it more entertaining with the “Freeze Game.” “I would play fun, upbeat music and they had to clean up as fast as they could while the music played.” When their mom stopped the music, everyone had to freeze, generally in silly and awkward postures, which got everyone laughing.


Mix a Privilege with a Duty 

Amanda Soule, a mother of five, assigns each kid a certain duty for the week: laundry helper, bathroom helper, dish dryer after meals, etc. One of the things that has helped compliance for the kid who has to be chief dishwasher, is that he or she gets to pick the music that the whole family listens to during meals.


Grocery Shopping 

Little kids can become very cranky sitting in those cramped metal carts. In addition to bringing a snack like a baggy full of Goldfish crackers, I always told my son stories when wewent on errands. My invented polar bear, Pete, would be in the grocery store with us getting into trouble, usually by climbing into the freezers and eating all the Klondike bars. We had brief but fun rituals for different sections of the market: When we came to the seafood section, Max always said “hello” to the live lobsters in the tank.
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 TV Rituals 

There are many good arguments against giving children too much television and screen time generally. Although I watched a great deal of television throughout my childhood, after college I lived without owning a television for at least a decade and I rarely felt that I missed anything. When I wanted to watch something special like a dance concert on PBS (Public Broadcasting Service), or the Oscars, I’d find a friend with a television who was watching and invite myself over. And bring food.

I know a good number of families that still don’t own a television, or limit their kids’ tube consumption drastically. Farther along in this section, you’ll find information and resources on how to limit overexposure to all types of screens in your household. But I did want to cover TV-centric rituals in this edition because television watching is so deeply ingrained in American life, and I believe that can be a positive thing if parents are disciplined about using it.

Let’s face facts: The vast majority of families already have daily and weekly traditions around watching certain shows, whether they religiously watch the evening news or their favorite sitcoms and reality shows, or wouldn’t miss kid faves like Sesame Street, The Backyardigans, or American Idol.

Another indisputable fact: Most Americans watch too much TV for their own good, which is one cause of our obesity epidemic. By the time the average American turns sixty-five, he or she will have spent twelve years watching television! Yikes.

 What the Experts Say

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that children under two have no screen time whatsoever, and that kids over two watch no more than one to two hours of quality programming per day.



Although there is a heap of mind-numbing junk on television, there are also amazingly educational, artistic, and powerfully thoughtful programs worth watching. Families that love football, baseball, tennis, and other sports have wonderful traditions of sitting around cheering on their favorite teams and booing their historic rivals, while eating special snacks.

Even the silliest comedy shows and their characters can become part of a family’s shared cultural references, the source of everything from family jokes to pet names. When Max was little, he loved every type of animal show, and we all learned a lot about exotic animals by watching with him. Our shared love of The Simpsons has led to all sorts of conversations about everything from what makes a family to chasing down the plentiful movie references in the animated show.

So-called “must-see TV” events truly bring us together as families. As we watch the Olympics together or the president’s State of the Union address, we have a chance to talk about current events and watch history unfold.

When it comes to creating family rituals around television, here are a couple of general principles that will work for most families:

 

Limit screen time: Be very intentional and direct about how much television time you allow. You don’t want to have to spend every moment working as a TV cop, so set very clear guidelines. Limit your kids to the amount of time they can spend each day, especially on school days, or just let them watch on weekends. In many households, the television does not get turned on until homework is complete.

 

Turn the activity from passive to active: Teach your kids to be media critics by discussing what you see during and after a program. Whether it is a science show or a sitcom, you can challenge assumptions, and talk about whether it is realistic. Keep a family TV diary so that after you watch a program, every family member can decide how many stars to award it and write a one-sentence review. Tell your kids to find a book at home that covers the same topic, and spend some time reading it together. Or make art based on what you saw: Draw your favorite characters from a show, or get a book from the library about how to draw cartoons. If it’s a game show, like Jeopardy, play the game yourself. If it’s a cooking show, head into the kitchen and make a snack together. Watch the latest episode of American Idol, then let every family member perform one song, whether dancing, singing, or playing an instrument.

 

Bring everyone together: Especially if your kids are older or far apart in ages, they won’t all want to watch the same programs. You may want to let each watch one or two favorite programs alone, but TV watching doesn’t qualify as a family ritual unless everyone is having a shared experience. And there should be an activity that follows, even if it’s just a short discussion of what you all just watched.

 

Curate your own programming: With built-in video recorders, on-demand programming, and rental services like Netflix, families have a great opportunity to personalize and control their viewing experiences. So think of yourself as the curator of your family’s TV time and pick and choose thoughtfully. Perhaps you can program Friday Night Videos and pick a different theme each month: One month, you watch only animal shows or movies, and the next month it’s World Travel Month, and you learn about different countries. Have a double or triple feature. Serve popcorn or cookies and milk at “intermission” or during the shows. Let the kids help shape the programming.
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Shoot Your Own Show

One way to keep your family active and creative is to turn the camera on yourselves. The tools for doing this are everywhere, and not terribly expensive or hard to operate. One of my absolute favorite things to do as a kid was to perform “shows” in the basement with my siblings. We might have a variety show or I’d write a short play; everyone would dress up, and we’d make paper tickets and invite our parents and neighbors to watch. Many families today have a digital movie camera of some sort or a video camera built into their smart phone. So why not get creative? There are endless options: Write a sitcom with five- or ten-minute episodes, film it yourselves, then post it on You Tube if everyone is okay with that. Or do a “reality show” about your own family, with everyone taking turns as cameraman and narrator.



This all just scratches the surface, but you get the idea. In addition, here are a few rituals shaped around television watching.


Dance to the Music 

Gail Prince says her family always used to dance like maniacs to the theme music at the end of a program they all watched together “It was the ’80s, and the music was always happy and upbeat and fun to dance to,” says Gail. Now that she is a mother, she does that with her kids, including during the credits for a movie.
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Because television watching is generally sedentary, it’s not a bad idea to create some sort of action ritual to get the whole family off the couch after every show they watch. Create a “playlist” of favorite pop songs—from any era—that make you want to move, and get everybody shaking and jumping and grooving for at least one entire song before sitting back down for more TV.


Mom’s Oldies: A Crask Course in TV Classics 

Michelle Olson lives in Minnesota, where the winter nights are cold and long. A few years back, she started a ritual of watching one episode at a time of an old sitcom with her daughters. This is always done after homework is finished, with everyone gathered in their favorite spot on the couch. “We have watched every single episode of I Love Lucy, in order,” says Michelle. “And now we are in the middle of The Brady Bunch.” I can relate: One of my family’s summer vacation rituals is finding a lauded TV series we missed and watching every episode in order. We especially love sci-fi shows like the short-lived Firefly.


Oscar Night Fun 

One woman I know, a single mom with a teenage son, loves to make a big deal out of the Academy Awards telecast. They eat a fancy dinner in front of the TV, using silver, fine china, and crystal. Another family tries to make up a menu that is themed to the movies in the running for best picture.

Other ideas: Dress up for the show like movie stars, cast your own ballot to predict the winners in major categories, then give a prize to the family member who got the most predictions right.




Technolgy and Traditions 

Double-edged sword is what comes to mind when I think about the high-tech times we live in today. What parent of a child far from home isn’t hugely grateful for the existence of cell phones? What grandparent doesn’t give thanks for Skype and other chat services that provide the chance to have a conversation with the grandkids while getting to see them at the same time, to watch as they play with the toy just sent, or observe their newfound skills in acrobatics or reading? Because of her daughter-in-law’s blog (theDailyLil.blogspot.com) my friend Janell Byrne got to see a video of her grandbaby, Lil, crawling—on the first day she reached that milestone.

Kids born today will never know what life was like before all the information in the world was at one’s fingertips. They’re experiencing a form of instant gratification that we are not wrong in thinking could be detrimental to maturity and discipline. And they are becoming accustomed to a form of multitasking that makes it harder for them to focus deeply.

Although he’s not allowed to do this while completing homework, my teenage son rarely has just one screen going when he’s on his own. He likes to watch a TV show on the computer’s screen while playing a video game in his lap on a handheld gaming device. When he’s sitting on the sofa watching TV with us, he’s often still playing a game with his hands. We were always adamant that Max couldn’t have either a television set or a computer in his bedroom. Ironically, now that he has an iPhone, he’s taking a mini-TV and computer everywhere he goes.

More and more, the multiplying and captivating screens in our lives are keeping people disengaged from one another, even when they are in the same room. It bothers me when I see a young couple eating dinner in a nice restaurant while staring into their laps instead of each other’s eyes.

If anything, that disconnection gets worse on the home front. We love our families, but we also argue with them, ignore them, and often take them for granted. Kids who have a screen in their hands are usually paying more attention to that than their siblings and parents. The addiction starts earlier and earlier: Toddlers are handed smart phones with videos playing to distract them from meltdowns. Teenagers, well, you do the math. The average teenager, studies show, sends more than 100 text messages a day.




What’s a Parent to Do? 

First off, don’t panic. There are pluses as well as minuses for families when it comes to this technology explosion. Just ask Anne Collier, a tech expert who chaired an Obama task force on online safety and serves on Facebook’s safety advisory board. The mother of two teenage boys, Collier founded the website NetFamilyNews.org to provide “kid tech news for parents.”

“The Internet is neutral: it’s how we use it that counts,” says Anne Collier. “You know your family’s values and rules and those need to extend into technology and cyberspace.”

Exactly. Parents need to have a strong sense of what they value and translate that into a clear and consistent policy about tech devices. Sometimes, I believe, it’s important to declare screen-free times and places, such as the family dinner table and during homework hours. On the other hand, it’s worthwhile exploring the very positive ways in which tech tools can be woven into existing family traditions, and even help start new ones.

Two Trusted Websites for Keeping Your Family Safe While Connected

To get specific details about how to control your kids’ use of all types of screen technology, you will find lots of resources at www.NetSmartz.org/Parents (run by the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children) and www.PTA.org/mediasafety.



As stated earlier, it’s much easier to start out with very strict limits on tech use with small children, and then relent only gradually.




Picking and Choosing Which Screens and When 

Theresa Routh Chapman and her husband are both teachers and made the joint decision not to allow their sons, at seven and four, to own any video game devices. They also strictly limit the amount of time their sons can watch television, sticking to family fare like Nature on PBS, which the whole family watches together.

The family isn’t opposed to technology per se: The boys join in for video chats to grandparents and send e-mails to cousins, aunts, and uncles. The ban on video gaming is getting tougher now that the older boy is in school, but the parents have clearly explained their priorities. “We would rather have him playing outdoors, or with his brother, or creating, reading or imagining,” says Theresa.


Setting Weekday and Weekend Time Limits 

Julie Buehler, a mother of two in Yardley, Pennsylvania, has a baby and a nine-year-old, and the older child is allowed just thirty minutes of screen time on weekdays, and that covers television, computer, and iPod. On the weekends, her maximum time to be on-screen is two hours per day. Like many parents, Julie worries about how hard it will be to keep these limits as her daughter ages.


Choosing for Interactivity 

In a Wall Street Journal column titled “Baby’s First App Store Download,” technology reporter Michael Hsu wrote about checking out some Montessori-themed iPhone apps. He says he didn’t like them as much as some simple apps that inspired his three-year-old daughter to explore the world by taking simple photos with the phone’s camera. He said they also liked to view family photos together that are stored on his phone and talk about the people. And, she loves a free Apple app called Voice Memos that allows her to record her own voice and then play it back.  Michael says he plans to restrict his children’s use of the devices but admits it’s hard to strictly ration cell phone use when kids see their parents with the devices constantly.

Discriminating among the endless offerings available is very important, especially for really young children.

Finding the Right Software

The tech tools we have today are just the baby steps in a revolution, and they are drastically changing how children learn and interact with the world and other people. There is no denying that among a vast amount of commercial dreck, there are some compelling and very educational games and apps coming out constantly. Find some local resources and gatekeepers to help you sort the good from the bad, including tech-savvy local librarians and teachers at your children’s school.

To name just a few outstanding examples, iPad games like Monkey Preschool Lunchbox teach kids their colors and numbers by counting out fruit and other items for a monkey’s lunch. A software firm launched by parents in 2010 called Montessorium is creating groundbreaking math and reading apps based on lauded Montessori educational principles.

Another very popular app helps families to play a game called “Geocaching,” a global treasure hunt that encourages kids to be both physically active and curious about the real world. Hidden containers called geocaches can be found by following clues to outdoor locations: Once a container is found, the person who discovered it takes out the tiny prize inside and places another token item inside for the next person, perpetuating the game. To find out more about the sport of geocaching and the app, go to www.geocaching.com.






Some Tech Tools for Creating New Family Traditions 

By necessity, this can only scratch the surface and the technology keeps changing, but the idea is to bend these devices to your family’s needs and values.


Family Blogs 

A family blog can become a virtual scrapbook that is also a source of creativity and fun for the whole tribe, getting your kids more involved in contributing text, photos, and videos as they age. It’s a great and not expensive way to keep your far-flung family and friends on top of your news.

Before starting a blog, browse around online and look at other family blogs to get an idea how varied they can be. There is a difference between a blog that is someone’s home-based business (Soulemama.typepad .com), and a blog that’s meant to be a virtual bulletin board for extended family, like the Crumley Family Blog, “a blog for the whole fam damily” (crumleyblog.com). A blog whose purpose is to generate income requires a different focus, high-quality photos, constant postings, and negotiation of business relationships, whereas a blog that is for simple family enjoyment and memory preservation can be extremely simple and casual.


Crumley Family Fun Blog 

As the Crumley family of four from Chattanooga, Tennessee, explains on the blog, “Our intent in keeping this blog is to keep family and friends up to date on our lives.” The postings, mostly by Alli Crumley, the mother, consist of a bit of description of family outings and events, plus photos and short videos. Alli posted about a St. Patrick’s Day ritual, for example, with a short video showing how she created a “rainbow” using streamers, which she stretched and taped all through the house and down the stairs: They ended by dangling over the dining room table, and underneath she left a “pot of gold” (a gold-painted pot with candy inside).  Visitors to the blog can type in a comment after a posting, and there is one from the boys’ grandmother saying she hasn’t been feeling too well lately and is happy the family had a fun holiday.


Spring Break Blog 

You may be thinking a blog is a huge commitment that needs to spotlight every meal and moment in your family life. But some blogs are created to mark a single event or experience, like the Miller Keithley family’s blog from 2009, which mostly covers the adventures of the family of five on a vacation to the Grand Canyon. The kids got to post their own comments on the trip, saying what they liked most, and there are inserted short videos. You’ll find it at MillerKeithley .blogspot.com.


Living Abroad Blog 

Wags Party of 6: Trying to Get Beyond Status Updates is the name of the ongoing blog kept by Susan Wagoner about her husband, who serves in the military, and their four daughters and their daily life in Japan. Living so far away from extended family, she uses the blog to share holiday celebrations, the first day of school, or her daughter Claire’s first ballet lesson. It certainly comforted everyone to see postings right after the earthquake and tsunami in 2011.

As a working (telecommuting) mom, Susan Wagoner is way too busy to keep up her scrapbooking, but she finds it much easier to maintain the blog. “It’s great to be able to share our life with family back home, but I confess my primary motivation is to get these cute stories and pictures down on ‘paper,’” she explains. “I’m planning on exporting the blog into a book each year or so.” Also, the blog exists as a reminder of different major happenings. Although Susan posts only a few of the photos from each day, she carefully saves all her digital photos on her computer, organizing them into monthly folders, so they can be appreciated and shared later when her daughters grow up.

One of the features included in the Wags Party of 6 blog, which is common to blog services, is that when you go to the Wagoners’ blog, not only does it display the most recent post first, but it also displays a list of other blogs they like. In this case, the list shows blogs kept by other members of the extended family. These are automatically updated whenever a new post is added, so that Susan can go to her own blog and get an instant update on what else is going on within her tribe: After the name of each blog, there is the title of the latest post and the time it was posted.

Family Blogging 101

The most popular free blogging platforms include Blogger, TypePad, and WordPress. All three of them have fans, though many say Blogger is the easiest to use for the technophobe, whereas WordPress and TypePad have more flexibility.

Go to Blogger.com (a Google product), TypePad.com, and WordPress.com to get specifics on how their formats work, and tour some existing blogs. Resources like these will also keep you updated about all legal requirements. For one thing, the Federal Trade Commission requires that bloggers declare any free products or paid advertising they receive on the blog or face heavy fines.

For a good step-by-step tutorial on what is involved in starting a blog for WordPress, try HowToStartABlog.org. There is a good explanation of how the various blog services differ at the website DigitalFamily.com, though Janine Warner’s website is mostly for professionals.




Memory Makers: Photos and Videos 

There has been an explosion of services online that allow families to save, organize, and share their digital photographs and videos. As both a mother and grandmother, I’m a regular user of these technologies and love the contrasting sense of immediacy and permanence they can provide. My stepdaughter regularly downloads digital photos of her daughter into Shutterfly.com, so my husband and I can easily view a couple of hundred recent photographs, then select a few to print out and save. She also uses the service to create beautiful hardcover keepsake books, including one I got for Mother’s Day during her daughter’s first year.


The Big Scrapbook in the Sky 

There are a growing number of online photo-storage and printing services that allow parents to “park” their ballooning supply of digital photographs at a central location, where they can be organized  into virtual or printed albums that friends and family can enjoy. Here is a rundown of just a few of the better-known services.

Popular sites include Shutterfly.com, Mix book.com, Snapfish.com, and Kodak Gallery .com. Check them all out and compare both prices and ease of use. Shutterfly makes really beautiful books but requires sticking to its library of templates. Mixbook is gaining ground because it’s more freestyle, allowing users to create their own designs easily. All of these sites allow you to turn your photographs into books, calendars, greeting cards, and other items that make good keepsakes (and family gifts.)

Another hugely popular site is Flickr.com, which allows you to create virtual albums of photographs and videos. The free Flickr service limits the number of photographs and videos you can upload monthly: If your photo and video stash is way bigger, you can pay the monthly fee for a Pro account. An important feature for families is that Flickr has privacy controls, so you can decide who views your material.


Games R Us 

Nintendo, Sony, and the rest have changed the notion of games forever with their new devices. Video games have made it possible for people to enter virtual places and live out their fantasies via an alter ego called an avatar. Games have also migrated to cell phones and portable devices like iPads, making games both more portable and more addictive than ever.

As a mom who was dragged kicking and screaming into the gaming world by her teenage son, I can attest that there is no putting this genie back in the bottle. Again, parents must inform themselves about what is available, set realistic limits on what their kids play and for how long, and look for the ways the various gaming devices and websites can be used to spark family fun and connection.


Meet Me Online Next Week to Play 

Playing games of all kinds was always a big tradition in Malinda McCormick’s family. So she was fine with it when her son, Dillon, began spending a lot of time playing online role-playing games in high school. But she never anticipated that when Dillon went away to college, playing World of Warcraft every Sunday would become a cherished ritual between them.

“Although I knew I could call or text him anytime at college, it seemed like our conversations were becoming less meaningful and we were starting to disconnect,” Malinda  explains. Her son had asked her before this if she wanted to play World of Warcraft with him, and when he came home from college in his junior year, she took up his offer. “Because he had played WoW a long time, he was a respected leader online in his guild [an online group that plays together],” his mother notes. “His guildmates were amused by the fact that I was his mom, but they took me in and seemed to watch their language when I was logged in!”
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Rather sweetly, Dillon began helping his mother within the game world, helping her acquire gold and the best weapons, but the cool part is that they began talking to each other online while playing the game. “Between slaying monsters, he would mention something that happened in school, or ask how things were going at home,” says Malinda. “It was how we started reconnecting in a very natural, comfortable way.”

But the ultimate was when Dillon turned twenty-one while away at school, and Malida plotted with his guildmates to set up a surprise birthday party within the game! “We chose to gather at a certain time before a planned raid,” says Dillon’s mom. “When Dillon logged in, we were all in Ventrilo together (an Internet-based voiceover tool for multiple users, similar to a conference call). About twenty people logged in from all over the world and sang Happy Birthday along with me. These kids were belting out the song and shooting off virtual fireworks, while Dillon’s WoW character danced around and did back flips. What can I say? It was a mother’s duty to make his birthday special, and it was genuine regardless of it happening in a virtual place.”


Two Family-Friendly Gaming Resources 

The Nintendo Wii gaming system really captured attention as a great source of family-friendly games. With multiple controllers added on to the system, which you play on your television screen, families are having great game nights and playing nonviolent, fun games. Wii bowling is a favorite at our house.

OhanaRama.com is a safe, private platform for families to play games together, even if they live far apart. Founded by tech industry veterans and targeted at kids between five and twelve, the OhanaRama games appeal to multiple generations by taking “old school” games like checkers and tic-tac-toe online. There are also educational games.

Diane Miller of California signed up for OhanaRama after her sister joined the service, then Diane’s eight-year-old son got involved. Next, her parents started playing online, too. “What we like about Ohanarama  is that it is by invitation, family only. So you don’t have to worry about who is trying to communicate with your kid online, and you have a real family connection,” says Diane. Her son plays turn-based games like checkers online with his grandparents, and there are other games, like Max Damage (which involves blowing things up), in which family members can go online and try to beat each other’s records.

Want to see which video games are good for families?

The site FamilyFriendlyVideoGames.com rates video games for parents, by age group. Another good resource is GamerDad.com, written by Andrew Bub, a father who has played video games for decades and blogs on “Gaming with Children.”


Facebook 

Facebook is the technology tool that has had the biggest impact on my own family traditions. Because all my nieces and nephews have Facebook pages, as well as my sister, I’m so much more on top of their daily lives and what matters to them. I can follow my nephew’s ice hockey career and see who my niece is dating. It was largely because one of my brother’s sons reached out to me on Facebook that we put together an in-person sibling reunion in the summer of 2011. My son isn’t interested in Facebook right now, but I agree with all the experts and parents who say it’s vital that you be on the “friend” list of your kids, so you can monitor what they’re posting and who they’re involved with.

Need to Unplug Your Kids? Celebrate Screen-Free Week

In the olden days, as American kids spent more and more time watching television and got fatter and fatter, a movement began to limit TV watching. A campaign was launched through schools and other organizations to get families to try a full week without watching the tube. Studies showed that a large majority of those families that tried the experiment made it through the full week. And even those that didn’t tended to cut back on the hours their families spent watching afterward.

In 2010, the TV-Turnoff campaign changed its name to Screen-Free Week, encouraging families to cut out all screen entertainments for a full week each year in April. To find out more, and to get lots of strategies for keeping your kids busy and happy during that time of abstinence, go to CommercialFreeChildhood.org/ScreenFreeWeek.



One of the most popular apps on Facebook is called Family Tree, which provides families with a way to share messages and information within their families while also reaching out and tracking down relatives and plotting a family tree. See this at Facebook .com/FamilyTree, or FamilyBuilder.com, which designed the app.


The Christopher Family Teck Traditions 

It’s no surprise that the Christopher family has loads of tech-related traditions. After all, the family business, run by Stacy Louise Christopher and her husband, Scott, is technology related, a mobile service/consulting business called Mr. Pink Computer Shrink. They run the business out of their home. Both parents and their son, Cousteau, twelve years old, each have a Facebook page and keep in touch that way, as well as by sending frequent, often joking texts on their cell phones. The Christophers, who live in Santa Barbara, are a family of free spirits. Stacy loves the sport of roller derby and continues to work as a referee for a local league. Her husband and son love skateboarding so much that they started their own YouTube channel (surprisingly easy to do), where they post videos of themselves and friends on their skateboards. Go to YouTube.com/Qwackpipe. Perhaps the oddest family ritual of all is one they call “Playing Dead,” which Stacy started after she read an article that said this was a popular activity in Korea. They all try to outdo each other by taking goofy photos of themselves pretending to be dead, whether photographed on a rock in the park or on the doctor’s examining table (while waiting for the doc to appear). They post the photos online and share them with friends.

Obviously, this is a family that totally embraces technology in daily life and as a way to celebrate together, and Stacy is currently working on a book about technology, parenting, and family values. Her basic take on the topic is this: “There are positive and negative ways families can use technology. But it has to be a managed relationship, with each family being clear about its personal family values.”




Bedtime 

I will readily admit that I’ve made many mistakes as a mother. But bedtime, that’s something I did really well. Early on, I put together a regular bedtime ritual with my son that included prayers, reading or telling stories, and a kind of incantation in the dark in which we said “Good night” to everyone in the family, nuclear and extended. Bedtime was the same time every night (with rare exceptions), and I remember it as a blissful, reliably relaxing half hour. What I don’t remember is ever having a single fight with Max—outspoken and argumentative since toddlerhood—over going to bed.

This is such a precious time of connection for parents and children that I’m including even more bedtime traditions than in the first edition.


Planting Good Dreams 

Some parents draw a circle with their finger on their child’s forehead at bedtime “to put the good dreams in,” but Sue McCandless goes even further. At two, Sue’s daughter started having terrifying nightmares, and Sue started inventing good dreams at bedtime to drive them away. The suggested dreams are vivid and action packed. “I’ll say, ‘Dream you’re riding a two-wheeler without training wheels in a race and your helmet is pink,’” says Sue. The outcome of the dream is left for Taylor to finish in her sleep. The girl says she often dreams what her mother suggests.


Proud-Prouds 

Tim Mullin wanted to end his daughters’ days on a positive note and started the ritual of asking them at bedtime to share something they did that day that made them feel proud. Then, he and his wife add something else the girls did that the parents want to specially praise. Tim and his wife often learn things during Proud-Prouds that they didn’t know about their kids’ day at school, and they try to praise things that reflect their values. “We tell them we’re proud of how hard they tried something and not just the successes,” says Tricia. “I don’t want them to think perfection is the goal.”


Monster Spray 

Matthew Pompi invented monster spray when his son complained that there were monsters in his bedroom at night. Matthew simply filled a plastic plant-spritz bottle with water and pasted a colorful label to the front. At bedtime, father and son spray under the bed, in the closet, and anywhere else monsters might lurk. Nathan takes the bottle to the bathroom during the night for extra protection and for overnights at Grandma’s house.


Good-Night Family Tree 

When my son was an infant, I started a bedtime ritual that includes good nights “to all the people Max loves.” The circle of family and friends that were named changed as he aged, with friends and teachers included in the school years. I would go through all the aunts and uncles and cousins and babysitters, and we always ended with “good night to all the grandparents up in Heaven. Good night to all the people we love.” My son would fall asleep feeling surrounded by love, and it was a great way to remind him of relatives he rarely saw.


Touch the Darkness 

Some children respond well to rituals that ease them toward bedtime one step at a time. Allison Defferner performs a ritual with her infant daughter that her own mother began: They open the front door and literally reach out their palms to “touch” the night before bedtime. Kathy Schuessler always drops her kids off in their rooms by linking them all together in a trainlike file and “choo-chooing” down the hall.


What We Learned Today Journal 

Liz Hawkins, a mother of four, began this when she and her husband were first married. In a hardbound journal, maybe six by nine inches, they would write daily something that they learned, often just one line, maybe sticking in a ticket stub from a museum or show they saw that day. The tradition continued and expanded once the kids arrived. The current journal, since 2002, is bigger, leather-bound, and was started when the family moved to Philadelphia. Jottings can be profound, or goofy. One day, one of Liz’s girls wrote “chocolate syrup sinks in milk.” Liz remembers writing once that shopping with her toddler daughter “was like shopping  with a hand grenade without a pin.” The family takes it on trips, too. They do the journal ritual typically around 9:00 PM, when someone yells, “Time to do the book!” If a parent is out of town, they have to put what they learned that day on their Facebook status, says Liz, or text it, and it gets written in the journal later. “Sometimes we are tired and cranky, but we do it. If someone can’t come up with a thing they learned, we might check the Wikipedia app for the daily fact. But really, it takes only ten minutes for all of us to do this ritual, and you really do make a connection.”


Rating the Day 

The Eaves family ends the day by sharing the good things that happened that day, plus anything bad or sad, and then each person gives that day a rating. “It can be anything from excellent to blah. We don’t try to force days into being good if they were not,” explains Sue Eaves. “It teaches us that most of our days are at least good, and those that aren’t, we get through them. Also, you can have a day that had some bad things in it, but that didn’t make the whole day bad. This has resulted in some interesting conversations about life.”


Bedtime Stories 

Telling stories is a great tradition in many families and cultures, and one of the advantages over stories in books is that you can tell your own in the dark. Kyna Tabor tells elaborate bedtime stories about her family’s pet cats, “an ever-growing cat nation.” Kyna finds her kids hurry to get in their pajamas and brush their teeth at night because they can’t wait to hear the day’s installment about “our cat who was a princess in another land.” I used to tell stories about an invented polar bear named Pete, and my husband specialized in the adventures of Jake, a blue bulldozer.


Hugs and Kisses for Sisters 

Debbie House, a divorced mother of two girls, says she decided to strengthen the family’s daily rituals after the divorce “because I wanted them to know that even though the family is divided by divorce, we are still a family. The nightly rituals remind us that no matter what, they will always be loved.” The hugs and kisses for sisters happen every night, even if the girls have just been squabbling. “After that, we do a Girl Hug that is the three of us together,” says Debbie.


Map Ritual 

One father I know uses bedtime to teach geography. His son has an enormous world map on the wall of his bedroom, and at bedtime, he closes his eyes and points somewhere on it. He and his father sit quietly and talk about what it’s like in that place: language, history, climate, and customs. At times, they get so intrigued that they look up additional information the next day.


Bedtime Countdown 

To keep her kids from popping out of bed constantly because they forgot to brush their teeth or collect their stuffed animals, Cora Berry created a bedtime checklist that stays on the bedroom door. As they go through each item on the list, which includes a prayer and bedtime story, she calls out “check.” After the last item, the lights are turned off.


In-Bed Massage 

Comforting physical touch is a great way to relax and let go of the day. Some parents have a tradition of rubbing their children’s backs or necks at bedtime and find that being relaxed sometimes helps normally reticent children share confidences. Others massage their children’s feet (warning: if they are especially ticklish, this might un-relax them). Scalp massage can also be extremely soothing, and some girls love to have their hair brushed and smoothed last thing.


Beyond the Bedroom Wall 

Novelist Larry Woiwode wrote a luminous novel by this name, and the title refers to a child’s bedtime ritual. The boy would lie in bed and picture himself in the room, then roam in his mind past the walls to his street, then to the edge of his town, and on and on. It’s a wonderful meditative exercise, like stretching one’s mind out to infinity.


Blow Out the Light 

Turning off the light can be a tough transition for small ones. Coming up with a ritual in which they “help blow out the light ” and make a wish may help. Or let them tuck in favorite dolls or stuffed animals.
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Bedtime Reading Rituals 

For some busy parents, bedtime is the only time they get to read aloud to their kids, and they want to make the most of it. For children, the combination of snuggling and story is heaven on earth. To avoid whining, some parents set limits, such as three picture books for a toddler, or just one chapter a night.


Six Tips for Starting a Bedtime Reading Ritual: 

1. Pick books at or below your child’s current level, as your little one may be tired and able to take in less at this hour. 
2. Start bedtime reading in infancy, and not just with cloth or board books. Simple picture books or rhyming books are great. 
3. Steer away from anything scary: Even at seven, many fantasy books, including Harry Potter, gave my son scary dreams. 
4. It’s generally best to read in the same place each night, whether it’s a comfy sofa in the den, your child’s bed, or your own bed. The books will vary widely, but as in any ritual, it’s more reassuring if some parts of the ritual stay the same. 
5. Always say the name of the author and illustrator aloud along with the title, as this helps kids understand that books are created by people. They will soon spot similarities between an author’s works, like those of Dr. Seuss. 
6. Don’t stop when your child learns to read. Share the reading, perhaps taking turns reading a page at a time. 

Stories from Far Away 

One of the best parts of many bedtime rituals is the story or stories that parents read aloud, or the retelling of classics like Cinderella and Goldilocks and the Three Bears. If you’ve got the time to do this and have a special story ritual for bedtime or naptime, it’s great to prerecord one of these, so it can be played for your child while you are away. Maybe you always read Goodnight Moon, and then say good night to various pieces of furniture and toys in your child’s room. How comforting it will be for your child to hear that familiar story, in your familiar voice.

Choosing Books

The whimsical Chinaberry catalog picks great books by age group and provides tips for reading to very young kids. Call 800-776-2242 for the free paper catalog, or go to www.chinaberry.com.

In The Read-Aloud Handbook, Jim Trelease explains why reading to kids matters so much. This book has sold over 1 million copies, and it certainly changed my life: It taught me there is no such thing as too much reading aloud, and I think it helps explain why my teenage son still loves books and reading so much. The book also includes detailed lists of recommended books for every age. Trelease has retired from speaking and touring in recent years, but he still maintains an incredibly helpful website that is packed with downloads, updated book recommendations, and the latest research on reading. Go to www.trelease-on-reading.com.

Some of our favorites for toddlers and preschoolers are: The Velveteen Rabbit, all the A. A. Milne works, and anything by Bill Peet. For grade-school kids, don’t miss the Guardians of Ga’hoole series, all the Eva Ibbotson novels, and the Artemis Fowl series.
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Although I didn’t have a digital audio recorder when my son was still getting bedtime stories, there is one model in particular I would recommend, because I’ve used it to do interviews for an oral history project. You can get a small, reliable, and easy-to-use digital recorder for a very reasonable price. Your spouse or babysitter can hit play if you cue up the story, or you can use the USB port to download your story onto an MP3 player such as an iPod. I’ve had very good experiences with the Sony IC Recorder, which costs about $40.






Beditme Prayers 

The idea that someone powerful is watching over them while they sleep (in addition to their sometimes fallible parents) is enormously comforting to children. Bedtime prayers are also a wonderful way to pass on religious traditions and beliefs, and help teach a child empathy and gratitude.


God Bless 

One of the simplest and most enduring bedtime prayers is for the child to ask God to bless each and every person important to him or her.


Thankfulness 

Even before we attended church together, I started saying a prayer in bed with my son every night. It was sort of a loose conversation with God, asking for help and guidance for our family and others, but the heart of it was gratitude. I always started by saying, “Thank you for this day, God,” no matter how rocky it might have been, and ended with, “Thank you for all the good things in our lives,” some of which I would list. At first my son was mystified that I seemed to speak to the ceiling, but later, he would insert his own pleas and thanks to God.


Widen the Circle 

Author Esther Ilnisky suggests that parents get their children to pray for others using what she calls “identity prayers.” They can pray for all the kids in the world who share their name, or are the same age. She also suggests children who are having problems at school should pray for God to help not just them but also all the other kids at the school having a hard time. Ilnisky is the author of the book Let the Children Play.


Prayer Search 

Any house of worship can provide guidance in finding suitable religious prayers for bedtime. The multidenominational website www.beliefnet.com includes a prayer library, which you can search by denomination or “need” or by text search.




Sport Rituals 

Although my bookworm son still hasn’t met a single sport he likes, most kids today participate with some degree of passion in one or more sports. Also, many families are fans of teams, actively cheering on their favorite pro teams, alma mater teams, and watching major sporting events like the Kentucky Derby, Super Bowl, and lndy 500. Rituals can celebrate victory, ease defeat, and help us perform at our peak.

Let’s face it, sports are primal and visceral and emotional. Every sport, and every team, even every stadium, has its own set of specific rituals: team mascots, songs, cheers, and the standard gear worn by hard-core fans. There are iconic traditions like baseball’s seventh-inning stretch. Whole books could be written about this stuff, and have been.

For your household, especially if you have a sports-crazy kid, you can use ritual to help your child work through the highs and lows that come with competition. Sports help prepare kids for life because they can’t always win, and rituals help us deal with whatever life hands out.

Ritual is also a tool that helps us dig deeper into each experience, making it that much more memorable, so it’s a perfect match for sports, whether you are playing or watching.


Play Like a Champion Today 

These words have long appeared on a famous sign at the University of Notre Dame in Indiana: Players touch it for luck before they head out onto the field to play football. There is something simple but powerful about the statement, and maybe you could adopt it as your family sports slogan. It’s a good message about focus. You could also create a short ritual to perform with your child athlete before every game or match that is similar to a huddle. Beware of inventing anything too elaborate or time-consuming, because if your kid or her team wins, you’ll be doing it a lot.


Divine Guidance 

Many great athletes ask for God’s help before beginning a game or contest. Kathy Chesto, a Catholic writer, always said this prayer with  her track-star son before he started a meet: “Those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength / They shall mount up with wings like eagles/ They shall run and not be weary/ They shall walk and not be faint.”


Celebrate Wins and Losses 

I heard about a Little League coach who brought helium balloons to each game. The kids would release them to the skies if they won and puncture them with a pin if they lost. Some prefer to celebrate a game well played, regardless of the outcome. All the people in my family are fanatical Cleveland Browns fans, and we always eat sundaes after watching a game on TV, either to celebrate or to console ourselves. (To help them win, we always wear team gear when we watch, hold hands during crunch plays, and tear apart our Ref doll, whose arms are attached with Velcro, during bad calls.)


Team Colors 

To cheer on any team, hang crepe paper around your kitchen in the team colors and try to serve food in those colors. Milk and mashed potatoes are among the foods easily dyed with food coloring. Or make big sugar cookies and ice them in two different colors, one on each half of the circle. Make small paper flags in team colors, glue them to toothpicks, and stick them in various foods or table decorations.


Personal Best Award 

Store a few sports tokens such as key chains, mini-trophies, or posters to give to your children after they work especially hard in a game. Maybe they didn’t score the winning goal but made a breakthrough in catching a tough pass: Show them you noticed.
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Your Family Olympics 

Once every year or two, throw your own family Olympics. Invite the cousins or friends and neighbors if you want. If you have a pool, make swimming one of the sports, and if there is a basketball hoop in the driveway, have a shooting competition. You can play it seriously and by the book, or make up silly games and invented sports that little kids can shine at. Don’t forget to create a colorful opening ceremony, where you parade around the yard and down the street.
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Fantasy Leagues

The practice of putting together a pretend sports team and then forecasting how your pretend team will do against others isn’t new. But with today’s tech tools, it’s gone completely epic, and it’s gone way past football to just about any sport with a decent fan base. Soccer. Golf. Surfing? There are loads of websites, books, and apps for picking your team, strategizing, and keeping up with the statistics of the players you pick. For extended families, across multiple generations, this has become an extremely popular family ritual. In the last couple of years, my husband’s family has gotten swept up in fantasy football, and they e-mail and text one another endlessly to discuss what players to pick before games and see which family member is “winning” each week.

If you want to learn more, CBS Sports and ESPN both have excellent websites that track lots of different sports. An online guide that explains the basics is www.fftool box.com/how_to_play.cfm. Perhaps you can dream up some great rituals to celebrate the winners in your tribe, both virtually and in person. Those who play in my family have a trophy: The name of each season’s winner is engraved on that trophy, and the winner gets to keep it until she or he is unseated the next year. Some families that have all the players in the fantasy league living nearby celebrate the season’s end in person (while trash-talking the victor as colorfully as possible).






Weekly Rituals 

Having a weekly ritual is like a family-time insurance policy: The payoffs are definitely worth the time invested.


Dates with Dad 

When people say they despair of staying close to a teenager, I tell them about Jim McCandless. Jim worked seventy-hour weeks and felt he was growing distant from his son, just starting junior high. They started weekly outings, and Jim moves mountains to keep that special night open. The key: His son dictates the activity each week, whether it’s playing catch, bowling, or visiting the local hobby store. Father and son were amazed at how much better they got to know, and enjoy, each other by keeping this weekly date.


Weekend Campout 

Teresa Schultz-Jones lets her three kids “camp” in the family room on one weekend night, but only “if they behaved well the previous week and did their chores.” The kids sleep in sleeping bags, watch videos, stay up late, and sometimes get pizza.


Kids Cook Night 

When Suzy Kellett’s quadruplets got old enough, she gave each one a cookbook and scheduled them to take turns cooking dinner on Sundays. (She calls it “Open Mic Night.”) The rules are: “You must cook something you’ve never cooked before, and you must invite at least one guest.” Her kids love it.


Wresting Night 

Yup, you read that right. Karly Randolph Pitman’s husband had done some wrestling coaching with local schools, and for fun the family declared Thursday nights as Wrestling Night. This is not an elaborate thing. “It started when the kids were really little, and the rules are no pinching or biting. My husband would show them a few moves, but mostly it’s just piling on, rough-housing.” But it’s parent authorized and supervised. And, at least one of her kids did go out for the sport later in school. The point here: Different parents [image: 024]

have different gifts and backgrounds, and sharing their special skills with the family can make for some memorable traditions kids will brag about for years.


Surprise Excursions 

Many families reserve Saturdays for errands, athletic practices, and household chores, and try to set Sunday aside as a special family day. One family I know goes to church in the morning, then saves Sunday afternoon for a special family excursion. The mother and father take turns picking the outing, keeping it secret until the last minute. One Sunday they’ll go apple picking at a local orchard, and the next week, it will be a visit to a museum or historical site. When the kids are a bit older, they will take turns picking, too.


Walking Talks 

Every Sunday, take a one-hour walk in a beautiful park or nature preserve. Take turns picking a conversational topic that everyone in the family can enjoy. You might answer a question like: “If you had a time machine, where would you travel?” or you can take the plot of a popular movie, for example, Toy Story, and jointly spin a yarn about your own toys in an adventure while you sleep or go on vacation. My family’s version when we were watching all the Lord of the Rings movies was to create our own add-on “fellowship,” which would accompany J. R. R. Tolkien’s characters on their adventures. My husband and I would often add a major historical figure, and our son would add Homer Simpson for comic effect.


Sunday Night Rewords: Guai Cards 

The experts always say it’s more powerful to “catch your kids being good” than it is to scold them for doing bad. So some parents create some type of weekly ceremony to praise and reward family members who live up to the family’s stated values.

Marla Michele Must of Michigan was inspired to create her Sunday night ceremony partly after watching the TV reality show Survivor. She liked the solemnity of the ceremony in which the contestants sit in a circle, with candlelight, and then discover who is being thrown off the show. “We do it in my bedroom, with candles,” says Marla. She sits in a circle with her three kids for what they call the “Guai Ceremony.” The family has two older biological siblings and a younger daughter adopted from China, and the word guai is Chinese for “being obedient.”  (Sometimes Marla also refers to them as “mensch cards,” the Yiddish word for a decent, helpful person.)

“I call it a family-incentive program,” says Marla. “To me it’s all about their emotional intelligence: I’m attempting to raise my children to be mindful and compassionate.”

Typically, the cards are awarded for doing something considerate for another family member or for something above and beyond one’s chores, but the kids can’t crow about their accomplishment: A sibling or their mother has to “catch them being Guai.”

The Guai Cards are simple cards that Marla prints on her computer. Each is worth one dollar, and typically each child will earn at least four a week. If they win ten, they get a nice prize, like a Lego set. But when one of them has reached that level, the others also get a prize, something smaller.

Marla keeps a printed sheet on her refrigerator reminding her kids to do right and listing some of the things they can do to earn Guai Cards. Here are a few:• Taking a garbage bag out to the garage without Mom asking 
• Showing extra kindness to a brother or sister 
• Not making things into a contest (letting another go first, for example) 



Partly because they get to decide when a sibling gets a card, Marla says, they really do pay close attention to one another’s behavior, but it goes beyond that. “They really notice how it feels when someone does something extra nice for them, and conversely, when a sibling upsets them.”




Weekly Family Nights 

There are many ways to organize a weekly family night, including around religious traditions. Having even one hour to share, learn, and play together will do a lot to keep you close.


Prayer and More 

The Suks of Evanston, Illinois, had family nights every Thursday for years, and they started with a kid-friendly dinner, “something like tacos that everybody loves,” says Letitia Suk. The meal started with a hymn reserved for that occasion, and this was also the only time the family prayed together. “We would go around the table, offering prayers to everyone from the president to a favorite grandmother,” says Letitia. After dinner, the family often went on a special outing, like a walk to the park.


Social Justice Night 

The Vogts of Covington, Kentucky, started weekly family nights to pass on Catholic religious traditions and a passion for social justice to their four kids. Family night starts by lighting a candle; then the family sings “Jesus Christ is the light of the world.” Each week is devoted to a single topic, often related to peace or social justice, that is explored with a Bible verse and then a related activity. The theme might be an upcoming holiday or the hurt of racism. One night the theme was blindness, and family members took turns being blindfolded.


Family Home Evenings 

Like many Mormons, the Hilton family of Las Vegas, Nevada, has these weekly family get-togethers on Monday. The children are young, so they last only about twenty minutes, including a special treat. The kids take turns picking a song and a prayer, and Nanette Hilton or her husband chooses the lesson. “It might be a lesson about honesty, or if a grandparent has died, the topic might be death,” says Nanette.

Great Resource on Family Nights

Susan Vogt gathered many creative ideas for weekly family activities into a terrific book called Just Family Nights: Sixty Activities to Keep Your Family Together in a World Falling Apart. Some of the themes covered are stewardship, protecting the environment, appreciating cultural diversity, and dealing with violence in the world, not just sibling squabbles at home, and prayer or spirituality. One night’s theme is homelessness; another night, the family explores conflict resolution by trying out activities to defuse anger, such as punching a pillow. The program for each evening includes additional suggested resources.




Family Banner 

Deborah Pecoraro is Catholic and started weekly family nights when the family lived in a predominantly Mormon area. “My kids felt prejudice from some of the Mormon kids, and we wanted to make them proud of their own religion,” she says. Deborah took her theme from a Catholic prayer titled “God Made Us a Family” and created a special family banner out of felt.

[image: 025]

How to Make a Family Banner
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One of the purposes of Family Night is to create a feeling of team spirit, a sense of shared beliefs, and your banner will help express that.

Materials

At a fabric or craft store, buy two yards (six feet) of felt in the color you want for a background. Banners are long but skinny, so you will want to cut the fabric at home so that it’s five or six feet long, by about two feet.

 

Also buy scraps or small squares of other colors, including white and black.

 

Instructions

Design: Plan your design on paper first. Give each family member some space, perhaps twelve inches square, in which to create their self-portrait. Save space above, below, or between the portraits for the family name and logo. A logo might include symbols of your heritage, like a shamrock for Irish roots.

 

Cutting: Have everyone cut out the felt to make their portraits, including details like neckties, hats, and baseball bats. Add pets, favorite toys in felt. Glue them to the background.

 

Hanging: Cut three or four felt pieces two inches wide and three inches long. Fold them in half, then stitch or staple to the back of the banner, forming loops. Buy a dowel rod from the hardware store to slip through the loops and hang your banner—all the time or just for meetings.






Weekly Family Meetings 

Family meetings may include similar elements like prayers and snacks but tend to have “family business” as their central purpose. That includes dealing with issues like scheduling, finances, and behavior. This is a fabulous forum for airing your core values, and a great way to practice communication skills. Stephen Covey, author of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Families, says that regular family meetings help kids move from “me” to “we” in their thinking and that they were the single most effective thing he and his wife did while raising their kids. The sidebar shows some guidelines I’ve developed.

Ten Guidelines for Great Family Meetings

1. Let Mom and Dad have the last word, but everyone gets a say.
2. Start by sharing the best thing that happened to you all week.
3. Keep the pace brisk and businesslike generally, but meetings should be brief for young kids, maybe fifteen minutes.
4. Go over the week’s outings, sports practices, doctor appointments, and so on, with the family calendar on the table.
5. Take turns being the leader when the kids are old enough.
6. State problems without blaming, then brainstorm together. One child might say, “It’s a problem that I’m the only one who washes the dishes.” He should explain why this is a problem, and the family can jointly discuss solutions.
7. Give a “family star of the week” award to the family member with the most awesome accomplishment.
8. Take five minutes to discuss big-picture questions such as: Where should we go for summer vacation? Is it time to get a dog? This will help make the sessions seem less like nag-fests and create that sense of family as team or tribe.
9. End with a fun activity or dessert treat. This could also be when allowance is paid out.
10. Keep next week’s agenda on the refrigerator: Anyone can add to it.
Tip: Barring emergencies, have the meeting at the same time and place every week! Better to have a mini-meeting than get in the habit of skipping.




Say Something Nice 

In the Brosbe family, you have to start the family meeting by saying something nice about someone else. Ellen Brosbe says, “It might be mundane stuff like ‘Thanks for letting me play your video game,’ but it’s important for them to thank each other.” The four kids have to take turns sharing a bedroom, so “rotating rooms” is almost always on the weekly agenda. Other issues that get discussed are everything from reminders to refill the orange juice pitcher to broad discussions like “Should we keep going to synagogue?” Ellen says her kids began getting surly about meetings when they reached their teens, but she says a lot of family issues got ironed out at these weekly sessions.


Getting to Know You 

Writer Jennifer Grant is a mother of four living near Chicago, and her clan has a family meeting at 6:00 PM on Sundays. There are gaps during the summer, but the meetings are pretty regular during the school year. The kids each get a parfait glass filled with 7 Up—and a cherry! The parents usually have a glass of wine, though Jennifer’s husband sometimes opts for a martini. The basic  purpose of the meeting is simple communication, a chance for everyone to touch base before a new week begins. There is always a simple playful activity, what Jennifer calls a “getting to know you sort of thing.” Everyone might finish the prompt: “What I like most about myself is....” Or “What I think people in the family misunderstand about me is....” “I think one reason my kids get along so well is that these family meetings give them trust in one another,” says Jennifer.


A Tradition of Debate 

The Vogts had weekly Family Nights plus weekly meetings. Heidi Vogt, daughter of Susan, says that she and her three siblings got annoyed that family meetings were undemocratic. “We would bring up things we wanted, but they would vote us down even though we were the majority,” says Heidi. “But we did get a chance to express our views, and I see now that it gave me a sense of what they really valued. We could never get them to put in cable TV, but they explained it’s because they felt they had better uses for that money.”

Note to Reader: When I first interviewed the Vogt family, it was more than a decade ago and I remember asking Susan how her kids felt about all the rituals and meetings. She told me to ask Heidi, because she was always the biggest complainer about having to go along with all the family traditions, especially meetings. I interviewed Heidi while she was in college, at Yale, and she told me that even though she was often reluctant, these values-oriented meetings affected her deeply. After college, she joined the Peace Corps. Later, she was a journalist, covering the war in Afghanistan. Her mom went on to write a terrific book called Raising Kids Who Will Make a Difference, in which she describes how she and her husband raised their kids. Interspersed in the pages are reactions from Heidi and her siblings to their upbringing, rituals and all.


Dealing with Grumps 

The Hassell family always starts their Monday family meetings with a prayer. The kids take turns being in charge of refreshments and supplying a good discussion topic, which includes major family purchases. If one of the children shows up at the meeting in a bad mood, Mary Bliss Hassell says, “We have a family discussion about how to treat someone who is grumpy,” and they soon bring the defiant one into the fold.

 Family Fun Night

Another way to slant your weekly family ritual is toward sheer fun, carving out one night a week when the television stays off while family members play games, eat treats, and act goofy. You could also call it Game Night.

There’s no better guidebook for doing this than Cynthia L. Copeland’s book, Family Fun Night! First off, Copeland is extremely thorough, so when she does a chapter on board games, she provides a long list of board games that are good for families, including some unfamiliar ones. Then, she closes with tips on inventing your own family game. There are chapters on movie nights, card games, video games, read-aloud family nights, talent show nights, and family memory nights, among others. For low-budget ideas, there is a list of ten family nights costing less than $10.
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More than 40 percent of American households now have gaming systems. Many are equipped for multiple players, but the favorite of families is the Nintendo Wii. My son loves video games of all kinds and has several handheld systems, but our Wii has truly been a family-bonding tool. I applaud this device, not only because we often play it together, but because it gets everyone off the couch (unlike my favorite low-tech games: Monopoly, Scrabble, and Apples to Apples)! There are some Wii sports games that come with the basic system, as well as an endless line of additional games. We are particular fans of Wii bowling, but my husband and son also like the golf version. And we have had a lot of fun playing the Wii Guitar Hero.




Discover the Magic of a Talking Stick 

One of the hardest tasks for young children is taking turns and learning to listen to others when they urgently want to speak themselves. The talking stick is a traditional Native American sacred object that can be a magical tool in family meetings. Whoever is holding the stick, and only that person, has the authority to speak. The stick is a visual reminder to focus on that person, who is supposed to speak truth from the heart. Children love the textures of the stick, and the feeling of literally holding power in their hands. Talking sticks are a good example of the almost mystical powers of focus that good rituals bring: I’ve seen shy, fidgety children get all solemn and collected when handed the stick. They are so concentrated on doing the “business” of the stick properly, they forget to be nervous and speak what’s really on their minds.

A major advocate of this ritual is Stephen Covey, author of the best-seller The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Covey has lectured and written about the talking stick: There is even a YouTube video of him explaining the principle. He points out that the value of the talking stick is in the listening as much as the talking: People feel understood, because they are allowed to talk long enough to make their point.
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How to Make and Use a Tatking Stick
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Materials

Get a thick stick, about an inch in diameter and ten to twelve inches long (though traditional ones tend to be longer), from your backyard or local park.

 

Smooth the ends with sandpaper, making sure there are no sharp edges or splinters.

 

Get bright ribbons from a fabric or craft store, plus feathers from your yard or the store. You can also use shells, beads, buttons, or other adornments.

 

Instructions

Wrap ribbons up the stick as far as you wish for smoothness and color, then let each family member choose one color of ribbon to represent their “voice,” and tie that ribbon tightly to the stick. Spread these ribbons out, so each has its own space. Add as many feathers and other decorations as you want, to the ends or all over. Personalize the stick for your family, perhaps tying on a small stone from your yard, a few hairs from your dog, or whatever suits you.

Traditionally, Native Americans sit in a circle when using a talking stick, and this works well. A circle is found over and over in the natural world, and each person in a circle has the same importance. You may wish to have a ritual way of starting the Talking Stick circle, as simple as holding hands for a moment or bowing to one another before you sit. You can sit on the floor, or at a table.

Decide on who will start, whether it’s youngest or oldest, or take turns going first. You may hold the stick any way you choose, but the traditional way is to hold the stick vertically, as though it were planted in the earth. After the first person speaks, he or she looks directly into the eyes of the next person before passing on the stick. Anyone who doesn’t wish to speak may pass the stick along silently. One idea is to use the talking stick just at the beginning of your meeting, as you share your thoughts, feelings, and news with one another. Put the stick aside as you move on to issues of family business, games, a snack, and so forth.

Note: If you have younger children, you might be better off with something “safer” than a stick. Some therapists, teachers, and preachers working with young kids actually use a stuffed animal, like a beanie baby, as the object that is passed around from person to person. In some cases, a “talking bowl” is the object used. Not every family will be able to craft a stick, but the concept of using an object that disciplines a group to speak one at a time is a very powerful tool for effective meetings of all kinds, not just family ones.





 


Monthly Rituals

A month is a naturally powerful, logical unit of time, measured by the cycles of the moon. The good thing about a monthly ritual is that it’s regular but also special. There is time for anticipation, and time, if you wish, to create slightly more complex gatherings. At my house, we even change our seats at the kitchen table on the first day of every month, and I love literally getting a new perspective on the familiar backyard scene.


Full Moon Bonfires 

Small children are fascinated by the full moon and other celestial phenomena. The James family of Spokane, Washington, started having full moon bonfires when their son was six. The family of four makes a small fire right in the driveway on the night of a full moon and toasts hot dogs and marshmallows on skewers.


Box of Goals 

Decorate a small shoebox or cigar box and keep it in the family room. On the first day of each month, have all the members of the family write on a piece of paper three goals they have for that month. It can be a task at school or work they hope to accomplish, or improving on a bad habit, but always something that’s in the power of the individual to do: Don’t allow it to become a list of “things” your kids hope they receive as gifts. Each month as you fill out a new list, check how you did the previous month.


King or Queen for the Day 

Each month, one of Cindy Whaling’s kids gets to be royalty for a day. When a new month starts, the child whose turn it is grabs the calendar, closes his or her eyes, and points to a date. Cindy draws a tiny crown on that date, with the kid’s name. The royal child gets to pick the dinner and activities that day. As they get older, they wisely learn to point at weekends, when sleepovers are allowed, says Cindy. Her youngest always wants to go to McDonald’s for a Happy Meal, which is considered too unhealthy on ordinary days.

Calendars for Kids
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At an early age, kids want to know what’s ahead and to follow along with the family’s schedule. It’s a great idea and a fun project to make a special calendar for each child to keep in his or her room.

You can do it one month at a time, using colored construction paper. As you make each month’s sheet, you can talk about what season that month is in, what holidays are coming, when family members have birthdays and anniversaries, and so forth.

 

Materials

 

Construction paper

Ruler

Crayons or markers

Thin ribbon

Instructions

 

Print the name of the month at the top and use the ruler to draw boxes for each day of the month. Write the numbers in each box, but save room for your child to add stickers or drawings to illustrate important events. Make a small hole at the right and left top edges of the paper, and poke ribbon through the holes, knotting the two ends of ribbon. Hang on a nail or hook somewhere low enough for your child to reach it. Start a ritual of checkmarking or crossing off each day, perhaps just before bed. (Give your kids a washable marker, so your wall won’t be ruined.)



[image: 031]


Full Moon Walks 

Craig Patchin wanted a special ritual to bring him closer to his children, and he spotted his chance when his oldest child was about to turn ten. His wife had bought a book called Walk When the Moon Is Full as a present for their daughter Bethany. Author Frances Hamerstrom, an ornithologist, wrote the book about the nature walks she took with her children during every full moon.

Inspired by this idea, Craig spontaneously wrote in the front of the book, “Happy Birthday. I make a pledge to you that we will go exploring every full moon this year. I love you, Daddy.”

The Patchins live in a semirural area, and every month that year Craig and his daughter walked after dark, usually for at least half an hour. Often, they walked to the top of a hill in a nearby meadow where they could see for miles. Bethany loved the ritual so much that her younger sisters and brother could hardly wait for their turn, and they still remember many of the things they saw and heard and talked about.

Says Kelsey, Craig’s third daughter, “One cold night when there was snow on the ground, we took a bunch of blankets and curled up in the hammock outside. My dad had to move a branch of the pine tree so we could seethe moon, and we talked about memories and stories.”

Now that all the Patchin kids have had their year of Full Moon Walks, they can’t stand the idea of never doing it again. Plans are that the ritual will be repeated when they each turn eighteen.

Tip: Vary this ritual to suit yourselves. You can do this every month or just in nice weather. Take turns between the kids, month by month. You can take long or short walks, vary your path, perhaps stay close to home and use binoculars or a telescope to study the sky. Keep a journal about your Full Moon Walks.




Giving-Back Day 

I heard about a family that does a monthly community service project. One day each month, the kids in the family fill “activity bags” with coloring books, crayons, and games, and they deliver themResource for Monthly Family Service Projects

Sondra Clark began volunteering when she was quite young, and by the age of twelve, she was working on volunteer projects in Kenya and Uganda. Now a young adult, she has really done her homework and produced a very family-friendly book stuffed with ideas for community service projects. Seventy-Seven Creative Ways Kids Can Serve is a great book to give to your budding community activist, but these are terrific ideas for projects for a whole family. She starts with very simple ideas like creating a backyard sanctuary for wildlife or collecting tennis balls for the local animal shelter and works up to more demanding projects. As a pre-teen, Sondra became obsessed with Jane Goodall’s career working with chimpanzees, and one of the nonprofits she recommends is Goodall’s Roots and Shoots project. RootsAndShoots.org, the website for the organization, gives kids and families lots of ways to make a difference. Another Sondra Clark pick is DoingGood Together.org, a website run by a Minnesota family that is full of doable projects for families.



 to the local hospital for children who are patients. Other possibilities: Your kids could make monthly visits to a local nursing home and read to elderly residents. They could bake cookies monthly and deliver them to the local fire or police station. Or sign up with a local environmental group to help clean up a nearby park. By going back to the same place, kids can form real relationships with those they help. (You may want to change the recipient of your help annually, as children grow and their interests change.)


Monthly Neighborhood Potluck or Pizza Blast 

We’re all too busy to stay as close to our friends and neighbors as we’d like. One answer is no-fuss entertaining that is built into our schedules. Designate the first Friday or last Sunday of every month for your Family Pizza Party, but vary your guests. This is the time to meet a new neighbor, get to know the parents of your kids’ best friends, invite the woman in your yoga class who looks interesting. Or ask the same four or five families and rotate between each other’s houses. Keep the menu simple: pizza, salad, and drinks.

Or start something similar to what New York Times writer Patricia Leigh Brown wrote about in an article: a monthly potluck dinner with her neighbors. The tradition is referred to where she lives as “First Wednesday” dinners, and they went on in her San Francisco neighborhood for decades. No dishes were assigned, everything was casual. At the start of every month, an index card would simply appear in her mailbox with the words: First Wednesday, written in magic marker.


Freedom Day 

My son complained that he was overscheduled. “I go to school every day, karate on Saturday, and church on Sunday. When is it my day?” he wanted to know. So I designated the last Saturday of every month “Max Freedom Day” when he was young, and he did what he wanted to do on those days (within reason). He would usually skip karate, and I could not schedule hateful appointments like haircuts. The whining over scheduling largely disappeared, and he had something to look forward to all month, every month.


Family Book Groups 

There is no more sustaining ritual in my life than my monthly reading group—why not extend this fun to include my own family? A Family Book Group can encourage the  love of reading, but it also provides a fun, shared activity. There is a generally greater conversational give-and-take than if family members were to watch a movie together, and unlike such rituals as family meetings, parents get to interact more like equals than authority figures.

Mother-daughter book groups are popular now, especially with pre-teen girls. But father-son book groups are also a great idea. And you could form a book group that paired your entire family with several other families, providing the kids are close enough in age to enjoy the same books.

Six Simple Rules for Family Book Groups

1. The more authority kids have, the better. As much as possible, let them pick the books and lead the discussion. 
2. It works well to have members take turns being leader. The leader should prepare questions in advance to guide the discussion, and present some background about the author or book topic. 
3. You can serve a snack or meal before the discussion begins and let the group members use this time for chitchat. 
4. Once it’s time to discuss the book, stick to the topic for at least half an hour. Be disciplined. 
5. Even a book group doesn’t need to be sedentary and can encompass creative as well as physical activities. To get the kids moving, dance or do some workout moves to begin. For little kids, ask them to invent a dance or exercise a character in that month’s book might do. In addition to talking about the books, include a component of the book group evening when the kids might draw or paint a character, or let them act out a scene. 
6. It’s important to have everyone respect others’ opinions. No judging. Members can disagree without having an argument. 



More on Family Book Groups 

Five Good Questions to Ask About Any Book:

1. Did you like the book? If so, why? If not, why not?
2. Which character was your favorite? Would you have behaved in the same way as that person?
3. Was there anything unusual in the way the author told the story? (flashbacks, multiple narrators, unusual slang, and so on)
4. How does this book compare to other books the group has read and discussed? Are the characters more or less believable? Which had the most exciting plot? Best ending?
5. What did you learn from this book? It could be something about an historical event, perhaps, or a sense of how other people live now and make choices in their lives.
Deciding What to Read

You can get a list of discussion-worthy books from your local library or bookstore. Many bookstores and libraries around the country also host multigenerational book groups on the premises, in case you would prefer having a book group that meets outside your home and includes others.

An excellent site for picking kid-friendly books is KidsReads.com, which reviews both classics and current books and even gives tips on starting a kids’ book group. Also helpful is that there are short reading guides for a long list of award-winning children’s books that include discussion questions specific to each title.

A good book to help parents choose books and get tips for making reading a big deal in your family life is Reading Together: Everything You Need to Know to Raise a Child Who Loves to Read, by Diane Frankenstein.



Awesome Resources on Book Groups for Girls—and Boys

Much has been written about the great joys of mother-daughter book clubs, including the way they encourage teen and tween girls to continue speaking to their mothers. Two excellent books on all-female groups are The Mother-Daughter Book Club (revised edition) by Shireen Dodson, and Book by Book: The Complete Guide to Creating Mother-Daughter Book Clubs by Cindy Hudson. There is also a very helpful website, www.motherdaughter bookclub.com, run by Cindy Hudson.

However, as the mother of a son who has always been an avid reader, I’ve been frustrated at the absence of alternatives for boys. Now there is a fantastic website called BookClub4Boyz.com (note the “Boyz” with a “z”), written by Laura, the mother of four sons. This website is just packed with great advice and suggestions about what to read. She even has a topic button on the site for “Biggest Belch Award,” listing titles with the type of gross humor beloved by boys. My son sure loved the Captain Underpants books in grade school! One of her tips for a reading group with boys: Start out with twenty minutes of full-out physical activity, so they can settle down afterward and quietly discuss the book.








End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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