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Parents With a Mission and a Plan
CHAPTER 1
What It Takes to Raise a Child Today
When you do the common things in life in an uncommon way, you command the
attention of the world. —Unknown
Raising a child is not as much about doing the right things with your child as it is
about being the right kind of parent.
It takes passion and purpose to be a parent today. It’s your role to guard the future welfare of your children and strengthen the family. There are many men and women who simply enter into parenting, and then there are some who enter it armed with a willingness in body, mind and soul to make a difference for their child. More than ever, your job as parents requires a combination of vigilance, preparedness, intelligence and integrity. The role of parent is serious business that takes courage and determination.
It Takes Determination!
You must acknowledge that destructive forces impinge on the strength of today’s family. Senseless violence, absent parents, early abandonment and neglect, high tech entertainment, robbing young children of their most creative, imaginative years; single dimension screen stimulation disallowing any chance of human interaction; stress-filled routines and dumbed-down education are all tragic influences on family stability.
Today’s youth exist in a very confusing world. It must seem that relationships are interchangeable, and people are disposable. Weapons are so prevalent that having our bodies scanned by metal detectors at entrances to office buildings, airports and even schools is now commonplace. With a “click” on a home computer, a child can bring a world of knowledge and information into their grasp, and with another “click,” they can be exposed to every kind of sexual exploitation possible and invite perpetrators into their lives.
Topics addressed by books in my library alone provide a dramatic statement of the plethora of problems children face: loss of a parent, cutting and self-injury, overcoming bulimia, anger management, defending against bullying, the impact of TV and movie violence, mismanaging the internet, “babies” having babies, earlier and earlier exposure to drugs and alcohol. What for generations were considered tragedies of childhood are now common elements. Teen pregnancy, weapons in schools, adolescent suicide, mood disorders and addictions are all commonplace for children in our society.
Your willingness to look at these destructive influences puts you in a better position to prepare and protect your children. Definitions from your youth of right and wrong, moral and immoral, beneficial and harmful, good and bad do not exist in the same way for your child. It is imperative that you acknowledge this difference, because within this confusing, indiscriminating, distorted chaos your child has to become an adult.
Though changes in our world are happening at breakneck speed, the developmental stages of childhood and adolescence are changeless over generations. Each task is mandatory for everyone regardless of their environment. The tasks can neither be slowed nor hurried. You have the responsibility to your child to provide a sane context within which development can occur. Now, more than ever, being a parent is a tough job.
It Takes Getting Quality Information!
It’s not that people don’t want to be good parents or build strong relationships; they simply don’t know where to begin. Too often, the model of parenting provided by previous generations is not effective and reliable sources are hard to find. Children with ineffectual parents and parents with unmanageable kids are featured on TV programs 24 hours a day. Unfortunately, that’s where most people are getting their examples of parenting, marriage relationships and family interactions. Prime time sit-coms and TV talk shows make up the bulk of expert sources accessible to most parents. Problems seem to be so big and overwhelming that even most parenting texts address only a single problem, and then only when it is completely beyond control.
Too often, we find adolescent girls single-handedly and suddenly faced with pregnancy and motherhood. Naive and unprepared couples enter into marriage and parenthood with little sense of the tests and responsibilities to be faced. They don’t know how to incorporate a new little being into their lives.
No preparation is required for parenthood. Isn’t it ironic? Parenting classes are court-ordered only when a divorce is taking place or when there has been a domestic violence charge. Parenthood comes with little or no preparation, yet the welfare, health, happiness and stability of the lives of children depend upon their parents’ willingness and ability to create and nurture strong personal relationships within the family.
It Takes a Strategy!
It is time to address parenting from an assertive, courageous perspective. It is time to declare the mission for raising a child today. You have to know what you are trying to accomplish as a parent. What is your fundamental vision for your child’s life at a point eighteen or more years down the road? Respectful, purposeful parents are resolute in their goal to raise up a child to be an adult who is responsible, productive, contributing and caring. This bold mission, simply stated, is the solid foundation from which parents launch into the challenging task of raising a child to adulthood.
In concept and practice, I invite you to accept the call to truly know your child, to understand your child at each developmental stage, to recognize your child’s challenges as they grow and appreciate their distinct, unique abilities. Most importantly, be a respectful, purposeful parent by answering the call to cultivate within yourself the attitudes and attributes that match the needs of your children at each developmental stage.
You can do a lot to “problem-proof” your kids. By using the term, “problem-proof”, I’m claiming that a parent who utilizes the principles proposed in this parenting approach will insulate their child from many common problems and reduce parent-child challenges.
Purposeful parents want to know how to do that and need a solid strategy that carries them through their child’s life from conception through adolescence. Parents who take their job seriously know what they want to accomplish and develop a strategy to give their children a foundation to be relatively problem-proofed.
It Takes a Plan!
We see so many kids with problems that derail their lives. When you have a plan that effectively prevents these problems, even when the plan is implemented late in your child’s life, you have succeeded as parents and have made your job easier. My experience tells me that parents want such a plan. They want to be assured that their best parenting efforts will defend their children against all kinds of difficulties.
When children are raised without respect and understanding, they are left lacking in many areas of their lives, resulting in potentially serious difficulties:
• lack of acceptance among peers leading to aggression, violence, and bullying;
• lack of self-esteem leading to school failures, isolation behavior, and self-harm;
• lack of a sense of belonging leading to group and gang affiliation and involvement with the drug and alcohol culture;
• lack of understanding of purpose leading to rejection of responsibility and self-discipline;
• lack of regard for true authority creating a defiant attitude and rebellious behavior; and
• lack of a true understanding of LOVE increasing the risk of unexpected pregnancy and early emancipation.
It Takes Secure BOUNDARIES! The best defense is a strong offense
The responsibility for securing your home lies with you, the parents. You need to be in charge of constructing boundaries around your home and family members, boundaries that are strong, yet flexible; secure, yet permeable. Boundaries are like fences that enclose a piece of property. They are the invisible fences that surround the emotional system we call the family. The area within the boundary defines the environs which will receive attention, be nurtured and preserved. The area within the family boundary includes the home and the household of interrelating individuals and roles. Attention to the area within the boundary is paramount for the health and thriving of all included.
The Best defense is a strong offense.
The family boundary serves a couple of purposes: one, it marks the area to be fostered, and two, protects it from encroachment.
I often use the analogy of growing and tending a rich, lush pasture in which cattle or horses can flourish. So it is with the attention and nurturing given to the home, the household and the relationships within which children grow. A child flourishes within a home and household that has time and attention given to it.
Picture the various types of property fences that you see in your neighborhood or community. There are chain-link fences, picket fences and brick walls. There are fences with gates and even fences with gate-keepers. Some fences are designed to keep something in and others are designed to keep something out; some built just to create a visual barrier. Each type has a specific purpose, and everyone is benefited by a fence that serves its purpose.
So it is with the invisible boundary line that surrounds a family. It is constructed and maintained by the adults providing for the specific needs of the family. There is no one family boundary that serves all families at all times, any more than there is one type of fence that serves all purposes at all times. It is important, therefore, for parents to give thoughtful consideration to their family’s needs and vulnerabilities; and structure the most effective boundary to provide the greatest benefit.
Changes in situations, in relationships and in cultural influences often prompt a boundary change. So does growth and development of each family member. Sometimes rapid change requires us to adjust our family boundaries. “MY SPACE” and “FACEBOOK,” the popular web-based social networks have completely blown a hole in protective boundaries once established by parents in previous generations. Parents of teens used to naturally have more control and influence over the friends and relations their young people were engaged in. Now, vigilant, attentive, caring parents welcome their jobs as “gate-keepers” early in their children’s lives so that their children value that important job and become adept at it as they mature.
Twenty-first century technology is challenging family boundaries like nothing ever has before in history.
Securing the “homeland” against encroachment and invasion by harmful forces is an important purpose of boundaries. One approach to building an effectual defense against these threatening forces is to understand what leaves our children vulnerable. The respectful, attentive parent understands that influences within the family boundary are far greater than any outside force.
While most parents will protect their children from the constant barrage of news around the globe, or the graphic violence displayed on TV and in the movies, they fail to recognize that hostile words and combat between mommy and daddy is an even greater threat to a child’s security. While some parents of small children will prohibit their children from playing imaginative games with toy guns and toy swords in order to curb violent tendencies, they ignore the violent words exchanged in the presence of their children.
Vulnerability increases with proximity. A war between parents is more traumatizing and injurious to a child’s sense of security than a war between nations or the animated shootings on a computer screen. Mom and dad’s watchfulness of strife within their relationship and within their children’s relationships is crucial. A child, who lives in fear and anxiety cannot play, cannot learn, cannot trust their peers, and cannot even drop into restful, peaceful sleep.
It Takes Attention!
Two men I know, one a colleague, the other a client, serve as perfect examples of the outcome of a home filled with threat and fear. Both men grew up with older brothers who taunted, teased and physically abused them. For Terry, a fellow therapist, the insecurity and lack of safety he felt into adulthood made him hyper-vigilant. He never sat with his back to the door. If arriving to a meeting when most everyone was seated, he would initiate a sort of “musical chairs,” playfully re-arranging the attendees to assure that he faced the door.
I identified this hyper-vigilance again with Burt, a 43- year-old client who had received the same abuse at the hands of his older brother. For Burt as for Terry, there was the deep resentment toward his parents for not providing protection. Both of Burt’s parents worked long hours and left him and another sibling in the “care” of the oldest brother. Burt could never convince his parents, even in the face of physical evidence, that his brother was physically abusive. The resulting fear and anxiety governed his life.
Vulnerability should be a choice made by an individual. When a person chooses to be vulnerable, true closeness can occur. It is when we are willingly and openly vulnerable that we fall in love or give ourselves over in friendship. Parents have the duty and responsibility to provide safety and protection for their children so that, with maturity, their children are secure in choosing to be vulnerable in a relationship.
The safeguarding and securing of the “homeland” takes place in two ways: providing a family boundary that is strong, flexible, secure and permeable, while fostering and nourishing the relationships that inhabit the family environment.
It Takes Respect!
With the concepts presented in this plan, you as the parent have the advantage of a basic format that provides a guiding force for raising responsible, productive, contributing and caring young people. This format of respect includes self-respect and respect for others. By its nature, respect is the basic, fundamental essence of all human interaction and relationships.
Respectful boundaries promise children a fortified sense of security in all areas of their lives:
• a sense of acceptance among peers allowing for leadership qualities to come forth;
• a sense of self-esteem leading to success in school, sports, music and in all chosen areas of interest guaranteeing self-respect and respect for others;
• a sense of belonging leading to appropriate and healthy social affiliations and strong friendships;
• a sense of purpose pointing the way to responsible behavior and decisions, and sound self-discipline;
• a regard for authority producing a cooperative attitude; and
• a true understanding of LOVE creating a compassionate, caring spirit for family, friends and every person.
An adult with self-respect understands that parenting comes with the responsibility of gaining knowledge about children’s development and growth and about the abilities and individual needs of their child. Self-respecting parents have the confidence to cultivate within themselves the attitudes and attributes necessary to take their child through the challenges and opportunities of each age and stage of development.
A child is never left lacking of acceptance, self-esteem, a sense of belonging, an understanding of purpose, regard for authority and a true understanding of love when raised with respect.
The nature of respect in parent-child relationships, the blueprint for implementing respect and the principles of respect are addressed in the next two chapters.
What does it take to raise a child today? You have the courage to ask the question. Congratulations! You deserve a straight answer, which I provide in this bold, positive, proactive approach to parenting. I offer a way to achieve emotional, mental and physical health instead of laboriously attempting to fix problems and dysfunction.
It requires fierce determination for parents to see their mission through, from conception to adulthood. It requires more time, especially during your child’s younger years when you are more important than peers. It requires you to know your child, to know what he is exposed to, to know who she is with and to know when changes are taking place. If ever they needed you, they need you now!
Parents who know they are needed and know how they are needed, cultivate within themselves a deeper understanding of parenting, not just how to do the right things with their children, but how to be the right kind of parent. With the determination and devotion to raise up boys and girls to be responsible, productive, contributing and caring adults, their worthy mission is fully accomplished.
CHAPTER 2
The Family Blueprint Based on Respect
Erect a pup tent or a cathedral— you have to know your objective. You raise a pup tent from one sort of vision, a cathedral from another. —William Strunk Jr. & E.B.White
Over the years, my work as a family therapist has truly provided certain insights into parenting and family relationships. As I work with parents and families trying to help them resolve problems and supporting them through their struggles, I find my most important task is often to help them design, or re-design, the structure of their family.
Whether young couples joining in marriage, mature couples coming together each with children of their own or even same-sex parents welcoming a child into their relationship, the challenges these families face is not just a single problem. Most difficulties demand parents to look at their design or plan.
A number of years ago, my son, Johnny, helped me realize the key concept in a successful family design. His discovery came at a time when a couple of his friends were experiencing very troubled times in their families. He was only seventeen, but already aware, in his own way, of how a family has a “design.” After hearing about the difficult times his friends were having in their families—the criticism, conflict and shaming—he came to talk to me.
“I just don’t understand why it has to be so hard,” he said. “You respect me, and I respect you. It’s that simple. Why do their parents make it so hard?”
I was struck by the clarity of his family design. Could it be that simple? Could a design based on RESPECT provide a plan? I wondered how it had appeared to him and his brother as they grew up. Had they been “respected” as ten year olds, as five year olds—as two year olds? What had they seen between their parents that they would define as respect? Was it respect that they felt in their relationship with each other?
The reason Johnny’s statement continues to be so thought-provoking is that his design is based on an attitude. It’s a mental “blueprint.” His conception of respect as the essential attitude that, once adopted, could outline an entire course of thinking and acting is profound. And, especially of value, it acts as the blueprint for parent-child relationships in a family.
After months and years of considering and studying the simple wisdom of his statement, I offer this key for building a good parenting blueprint. This work has helped me define and characterize what respect looks like at different ages and under various circumstances, especially in the parent-child relationship.
Like a building, the family is a very complex structure, a system with many interdependent parts. A family doesn’t automatically come with a plan, but just as a blueprint is essential for the construction of a building, so a design is essential for the making of a family. No one would consider building a new house without a good set of blueprints. Yet every day, couples enter into marriage with no deliberate plan for effective parenting and with little appreciation for the commitment involved.
In construction, blueprints show where the building is to be built in relation to the property boundaries and according to the topography of the land. They also provide minute details like which direction the doors will open and where the light switches go. A good, thorough job of producing a quality blueprint can make the contractors’ and laborers’ jobs easier and more efficient.
The blueprint tells each worker or subcontractor their role in constructing the building and shows how these roles and tasks are interdependent. When workers who pour the concrete foundation do it according to the plan, then the carpenters are able to follow exactly the measurements provided by the plan and construct walls that are plumb and square. When the walls are plumb and square, then the drywallers and bricklayers can finish their jobs with precision.
Blueprints show how each phase of the project builds on the one before. The roof cannot go on before the walls go up. Walls and floors must wait until a good foundation has been laid. The blueprint defines and outlines a process by which the building will be constructed. This process is as important as the details of construction during each phase.
Good, accurate blueprints also help the builders deal with change. Often, during construction, a closet is enlarged or a bathroom rearranged. One family may add a fireplace and another, an extra space in the garage. Blueprints allow change to be incorporated into the building and show each contractor how the specific change will affect their part of the process.
A good set of blueprints minimizes the chance that something will be constructed wrong and have to be corrected later, a repair which could be costly or irreparable.
As I watch families, I try to picture their “blueprint.” What guides them through the construction of their family? What is their design? I especially like to observe “healthy” families to evaluate what makes them healthy.
I have often found it an effective therapy tool to encourage my clients to do this same type of “family watching.” When the parenting model of a family—or of a parent-child relationship—has been less than adequate, a good way to gain insight is by watching other families and learning from their blueprint. This approach is true for all family roles: husband to wife, mom to dad, sister to brother, but especially parent to child.
It is through this “family watching,” through meeting extraordinary parents in my practice, through hearing stories told by parents in my parenting classes, and within my own family experience that I have developed this simple parenting plan, based on respect. Respectful parents have taken the responsibility to devise a plan that makes their family work. They have a blueprint by which parent-child relationships are defined and problems are resolved.
A good design allows for flexibility and change within the complex dynamics of the family structure and effectively incorporates each family member and relationship: parent to child, husband to wife, and sister to brother. While life changes and challenges threaten to take kids off course, and the process may not always be smooth, the blueprint keeps the family moving in the right direction.
Whatever stage you are in, it is the perfect time to design your parenting blueprint based on an attitude of respect. A respectful attitude has properties and characteristics that assure the action and the outcome.
As I discuss how to build a blueprint based on respect, I invite you to overlay the blueprint I present onto families with whom you are familiar. Try it out in your own family if you are struggling to create healthy parent-child relationships. Ask yourself what “stage of construction” your family is in. Are you sharing with a partner the excitement of the birth of a child? Are you without a partner, frightened and alone as you await the birth of a child? Are you about to “blend” families or add new family relationships? If you are experiencing a change in family structure read on.
The “Respect Effect”
I saved an article from an issue of Parade Magazine where an interviewer asked a group of teenagers to describe how someone in their life had helped them to succeed. The article, though certainly dated, embraces a timeless concept. One reply, from a 14-year-old boy, is included here:
I did not want to have Mr. Ludden as my math teacher. I’d heard that he yelled at students and handed out Detentions. I was shaking when I walked into his classroom.
To my surprise, he treated me with respect. And as time passed, I realized he was a great teacher. He had great methods and could explain the whole lesson in five to ten minutes.
During seventh grade, I was really depressed and had trouble making friends. A lot of times, I just sat down and cried. But Mr. Ludden still treated me with respect. He actually cared about his students and wanted to help them. He helped me realize that I control my own destiny. Every day that I walked out of his classroom, I felt better about myself.
After Kurt Cobain committed suicide, Mr. Ludden took the whole period to talk about it. He said it was alright to get mad and express your feelings. He made me think about a lot of things differently.
In the middle of eighth grade, I left Vandenberg Middle School and California. I’ll never forget what Mr. Ludden said when I told him I was going away: “You’re a good kid, and you deserve a good life.”
When I wrote Mr. Ludden that one day he would see me on ESPN playing for the St. Louis Blues, he wrote back that if I ever made it to the NHL, he’d like to be my manager. I promised I would give him a buzz the day that happened. And I have every intention of doing so.
—Brendan Cherry, 14, Noblesville, Ind.
If you were to ask one hundred people to define “respect,” I would bet that almost every definition would include some aspect of how respect makes a person feel. In the letter above, the boy described how it felt to be respected by a teacher at school. Someone else might define respect as a feeling they got from a family member or friend.
It is understandable that respect would be defined as a feeling when we look at the actual definition of the word, “respect.” “Webster: v 1 a: to consider worthy of high regard: ESTEEM.” The act of respect requires one person to attribute worth to another. A respectful act or attitude cannot take place without the assigning of worth. They go hand in hand.
It is always interesting to me when a parent, seeking counseling for a misdirected, depressed, troubled, in-trouble teen wants me to work on his self-esteem. I always translate this into “self-respect.” Self-respect is a direct outcome of being respected by others. When value and worth are ascribed to a child by his parents, when he is treated with respect, the outcome is a child with self-respect. When worth is withheld, self-deprecation, self-doubt and self-destructiveness are the result.
When respect is felt in a relationship, it is reflective of the value that one person holds for another. You can see why respect within relationships, especially family relationships, is so powerful. When, within the confines of our most intimate, most personal, most vulnerable relationships, we have worth and value; when the people who know us best, with all our flaws and blemishes, still hold us with value, what could be a more potent affirmation?
Fifteen-year-old Mike is a shining example of how this works. His grandmother brought him to see me. Mike lived with his grandmother because she was the only person in his life who had not given up on him. Considering the need to circumvent a predictable and hopelessly negative introduction to Mike, I offered my hand to Mike. Knowing absolutely nothing else positive about Mike, I liked the way he shook hands. I commented what a firm, strong grip he had and shared with him my father’s assertion that you can always judge a man by his handshake.
Immediately, Mike saw himself as having been judged favorably in my eyes. The first thing I knew about Mike, I found of value. This told him that I found value in him, that he had worth, and most importantly, that he had my respect. This was the beginning of my work on Mike’s self-esteem and the development of his self-respect.
Too often, respect is known more poignantly by its absence, as was the case in Mike’s life. He lived in a sea of disrespect experiencing nothing but neglect, name-calling, putdowns, degradation and abuse. When we feel we are not respected or are never shown aspects of respect in our relationships with others, we become despondent, depressed, anxious or full of rage. Ultimately, these feelings can develop into tendencies toward self-destructive behavior or violence, as Mike had demonstrated by threatening the life of a fellow classmate.
In cases like Mike’s, what we are describing is how respect—or the lack of it—makes us feel. The feeling of being respected is inextricably intertwined with the sense of value and worth. If our children, spouses and other family members respond with “feeling” respected and behaving with self-respect, then we know we’re on the right track. That’s the “respect effect.” Respectful qualities defeat any challenge.
Respectful qualities in a parent look differently depending on the situation, age and stage of their children. Parents with a plan of respect match their own attitudes and aptitudes with the needs of their children at each stage of development and in each situation.
Even when unpredicted and unwelcomed events change the course of “natural” development, a design or blueprint of respect keeps families on course. I’ve seen amazing examples of parents who, recognizing that they could not change the circumstance, were determined to change their attitude about it. Joannie’s powerful resolve kept her at the bedside of her hospitalized 15-year-old, brain-injured daughter. For three months, while Leanna lay in a coma, mom stayed to massage her muscles, manipulate her joints and provide The Family Blueprint Based on Respect 23 a variety of stimulation for her brain. The community of family and friends showed up the first night and then quickly dwindled over the following days until Joannie was left to fight the battle for her child’s life alone.
While hearing one negative, hopeless report after another from doctors, Joannie persevered knowing that if there were any hope that Leanna would ever function normally again, it was in her hands. Joannie seized a window of opportunity knowing her daughter needed her in that moment like she would never again need her. Both Joannie and Leanna were rewarded as month by month and step by step, Leanna defied the sad predictions of her doctors.
During a child’s life, from conception to leaving home, respect takes on different characteristics: • During pregnancy, respect looks like vigilance and preparedness;
• Diligence assures safekeeping through birth and infancy;
• Purpose and perseverance triumph in the toddler years;
• Patience reigns through the play years;
• Intelligence refutes failure in the school years;
• Faithfulness sees the adolescent through trials endured—
• With integrity being the true and sure instrument in the hands of the parents of teens.
When you do the common things in life in an uncommon way, you command the attention of the world. This is a statement that characterizes the respectful parent. We recognize parents who remain vigilant, who have the desire to stay the course and go the extra mile for their child.
Challenges posed in raising children today are serious and can be overwhelming. When parents understand that what lies inside of them is greater than any problem or situation their child will face, they hold the key to their child’s future.
Respect, as the key attitude of the family design, works equally as the key to our society’s design. Individual families comprise the millions of threads that combine to form the fabric of our society. Today, the assault on the family unit is critically threatening the strength of this fabric.
The breakdown of the family unit correlates to increased teen pregnancy, academic under-achievement, learning and behavioral difficulties and suicide occurring at younger and younger ages. The proliferation of gang activity and domestic violence are further testimony to the impact of the loss of family cohesion.
There is truth in the statement, “It takes a village to raise a child.” Being a purposeful, respectful parent does not prevent a person from addressing the greater needs of a society where others’ children go hungry, where babies are abandoned and where kids are abused and neglected. Rather, it arms them for an intentional and committed response to such situations. When one turns inward, considering their own convenience, desires, interests and goals, there is not room for society’s needs, much less a single child’s needs. When an adult who has brought a child into this world turns outward from themselves and considers and responds to that child’s needs before their own, they, in turn, consider and respond to the needs of all children in society.
At the heart of any effective social or humanitarian program is a respectful, purposeful parent enlisting other such parents. They are heroes because they serve a greater purpose, one that is outside of serving self. However, the true hero is a hero first in his own home.
Every child needs a hero, and if that hero is his or her own parent, the child is benefited beyond measure.
Raising a child is not as much about doing the right things with your child as it is about being the right kind of parent. With your vision and determination to create a family blueprint based on respect, you are laying the foundation for your children to be relatively problem-proofed. Respect always shapes and transforms children, adults, situations and environments. Respect is the solid, unchanging principle that sustains the family structure throughout all childhood changes and developmental phases.
CHAPTER 3
What lies behind us and what lies ahead of us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us. —Ralph Waldo Emerson
Purposeful, respectful parents have principles they live by. These principles are not imposed on them like laws, rather they are truths that lie inside of them, certainties that can be trusted and relied on. Principles have power because they are impersonal; they respond in the same way to everyone, no matter what and no matter who. They provide sure guidance bringing about the highest results in our lives.
The following seven Principles of Respect are certainties that can be trusted and relied on. They will guide you, as a parent, in respectful interactions and responses with your ever-changing and maturing children.
Respect Principle #1
Respect Starts With the Parent!
Few people understand that respect is literally set in motion as it flows from parent to child. Notice again my son’s profound statement, “You respect me, and I respect you.” The description is parent to child, then, child back to parent. We usually think in terms of honor and respect being offered from a subordinate person to another of higher authority or from young to old. Certainly, this is one aspect of respect, but the genesis for this response comes much earlier. Within the family structure, the senior family members, the authority figures, must first set respectful attitudes in motion. What this means to our blueprint is that the parent is in charge of initiating the process.
As parents, we expect, and at times demand, respectful behavior from our children, but we don’t comprehend the importance of the first part of the statement, namely, “You respect me.” When the initial element of the process occurs— the parent respecting the child—then the corresponding response naturally follows—the child respects the parent. Imagine how rewarding and reinforcing it is as a parent when you initiate the flow of respect and then watch as it flows back to you and to other family members.
If you are just beginning to understand this aspect, you may not always be able to recognize what respect looks like as it flows from parent to child. That’s okay because it doesn’t always look the same. A parent respecting a three-year-old looks very different from a parent respecting a 16-yearold. It’s important to know and understand the difference. That constant change is probably one of the hardest parts of parenting.
In the following chapters, I’ll talk about parenting and parent-child relationships marked by the different phases of the family life cycle. Displaying respect to a two-year-old, to an adolescent, or even to a spouse can only be effective if we understand the basic abilities, needs and limitations of the individual within each development phase.
The job of initiating respect must be the parent’s because respect is born out of understanding, and the job of understanding is the parent’s. Seeing understanding and respect flow appropriately from parent to child is like watching a miracle.
This was the case with Jillian and Jason. Jillian, a 30- something mom, had a stinging revelation about the true nature of respect while in a family session with her son and new husband. She was bringing 12-year-old Jason to me to “fix” his sullen, withdrawn, hostile attitude. She was telling me about what Jason’s past year had looked like, thanks to a 50/50 custody arrangement: two-weeks-with-mom alternating with two-weeks-with-dad. Since Jason was not about to give his mom the satisfaction of talking to “a therapist,” she proceeded to describe Jason’s routine of getting up late for school, never remembering to bring home the right papers from school, throwing himself in front of the TV and then withdrawing into his room to play on his computer.
Keeping my attention focused on her, I genuinely and gently responded, “That must be very frustrating for Jason to be divided between the two homes. Just when he gets acclimated to the one, he has to leave to go to the other. How do you think that feels to him? How do you think that looks from behind his eyes?” I’ll never forget the length of the pause that came with that question. It was obvious that new wheels began turning in her head. When she finally spoke, she said, “I don’t know. You may have a hard time believing this, but I really don’t know. I’ve never thought about it. I know that I have had my expectations of how he should feel, and I know what I have needed him to do, but honestly, I’ve never thought to look from behind his eyes.”
After that session, Jillian began making more of her parenting decisions from that perspective. Conversations with Jason’s dad opened up dramatically because as the two of them worked together from this new perspective, they had less conflict. Likewise, conversation opened up equally dramatically with Jason as mom began listening to him to learn how things looked from his perspective. In a short time, Jason, experiencing the benefit of this change, asked to re-join the soccer team and began making plans with friends. Slowly but steadily, his school performance improved, and his smile and energy returned.
Respect came with mom’s willingness, desire and courage to understand her son. It happened for her with a simple, but significant shift in her thinking. She valued her son more than her own expectations and needs, reaping rich rewards in the contentment and happiness she saw return to Jason’s life.
“Looking from behind our children’s eyes” is one way to understand how they see situations, other people, events and themselves. The relationship with our children that has developed since their first breath of life, gives us an advantage in knowing and understanding them. This is a critical point. Children begin with their first breath to express preferences and perspectives. Attentive parents who nurture their relationship with their infant have a real advantage in the subsequent years. Respect starts with the parent, and starts early when the only return is the knowledge that you are benefiting your child.
Understanding has great potential to grow as we share each step and moment of maturation with our children. With this understanding comes respect as we consistently extend value to our children, acknowledging their unique qualities and perspectives. Respect comes with the effort and the intent to understand another person.
Respect Principle #2
Respect is Visible— Puts LOVE into ACTION
As soon as respect appears in a relationship, people notice. People respond to it, no matter what their age. A new young family just starting out with their blueprint may find the appearance subtler, but if a family has been working for a long time without a blueprint, the impact will be dramatic.
What makes respect so noticeable? It feels good! It feels good to receive respect and it feels good to give it. Respectful interaction manifests itself in positive, healthy feelings about ourselves and those around us. And healthy relationships—both inside and outside the family—are rooted in and dependent on us feeling good about ourselves.
An example of the concept of “respect is visible,” occurred one evening in the home of one of my clients. I considered the entire family to be my client although only the mother was in therapy. I loved them all and had such compassion for their struggles, but the family never had a parenting blueprint from which to work.
The situation, not an atypical event for this family, developed when the 15-year-old son defied a command given him by his father. A heated argument ensued between the two quickly escalating into pushing and shoving. The son tried to leave but was restrained by the father. As usual, the mother became involved, begging the father not to hit the son.
“Don’t do that. Please,” she said. “He’s not a child. He feels so degraded.”
The normal process continued as the father now turned on the mother screaming, “So what do you want me to do, Sue? “What the hell do you want me to do?”
The usual chain of events would have led to continued screaming and possible violence, but this time the circle was broken. Sue replied, “Let’s sit down and talk like three adults.” She stunned them. They sat down and talked.
To some families, this course of action seems obvious, but to many, there are no obvious or simple solutions because there has never been a basis for communication or a family design to help.
As Sue recounted the story to me, and told me how she replied, I was very proud of her. She was a novice at this respect stuff and had just started trying to put it into practice. She was amazed at how her response in this situation had built a basis of respect for each of them. While reacting to her own desire and need for respect, she had offered a mature, respectful solution and a way out for her son and husband as well. They noticed, and they responded. It was a new and different way of resolving conflict for them, and it made a difference. For the first time, respect had replaced violence and anger, and each participant had departed the situation with a more positive sense of self-worth.
LOVE has become a very nebulous term in today’s society. I hear it used in many contexts and thrown around carelessly. People say that they “love” each other, and then do so many hurtful things. LOVE is not real unless it is put into action. This simple truth is seen in the eyes of children who are deeply hurt by “unconscious” parents.
Respect is the active evidence of LOVE. That’s probably the most important point with this Principle of Respect. LOVE is a feeling word, while RESPECT is an action word.
Five-year-old Brandon and seven-year-old Todd came to see me with their daddy. All three were very sad and hurt because Mommy had just left. She was bored and frustrated with her marriage, and resolved her discontent by having an affair with her sons’ hockey instructor. Once when the boys and their dad were in my office for a counseling session, mom called dad’s cell phone. Dad answered because they only heard from her once a day. She asked to speak to the boys, and because of the quiet office and phone connection, we all could hear her side of the conversation.
As she spoke first with Brandon, and then with Todd, asking about their day at school and their afternoon activities, she kept repeating, “I l-o-v-e you!” drawing out the word to accentuate it. With each “I l-o-v-e you,” Todd’s eyes met mine and his whole face expressed annoyed confusion. Finally, he drew the conversation to a close, and as he clicked off the phone, his eyes met mine once more. This time, his eyes brimming with tears and no confusion on his face, he said, “this doesn’t feel like love.”
When the verbal expression of LOVE is not backed up with the corresponding ACTION, the words actually defy the intended feeling. Even a child knows that!
Show respect, and you will show love. You cannot separate love from respect. Respect is LOVE in action!
Respect Principle #3
How do you spell “respect?” I’d like to convince you that it is spelled “t-i-m-e.”
TIME spent by parents with their children serves both as a prevention strategy and a corrective strategy, but it always demonstrates respect. The object/s of our attention and time is what we honor.
For some parents it is disheartening to be told they need to take more time in their relationships with their children. The most precious commodity of our society is time—and now I’m telling you to spend more time with your children. That’s because establishing mutual respect in relationships takes time—it is not a “quick fix.”
In the example of Sue’s family (Respect Principle #2), the solution she offered took time. To stop, sit down and talk requires more time than many are willing to give.
As a part of my practice, I have developed and present a workshop for parents of adolescents, entitled “A Pathway to Trouble-Free Teens.” Increasingly, I am struck by the number of parents attending who are hoping to find some kind of “quick-fix” or “magic pill.” Initially, they lose patience when they discover the time required to achieve positive results. There is a magic pill though. It is called TIME, and it can be administered as a preventative measure or a corrective treatment.
I love to affirm parents who already are providing one of the most substantive, problem-preventing, time-consuming activities children can have in their family, that is, regularly having dinner together. Researchers have demonstrated the importance of time and daily family rituals to help strengthen family ties. One study actually proved the reduced rates of marijuana use or no use at all when children and adolescents regularly have dinner with parents.
Many experts in the family therapy field go beyond what seems to be common sense and have documented research that provides evidence of the importance of parents spending time with their children. Renowned psychiatrist Robert Coles states, “The frenzied need of children to have possessions isn’t only a function of the advertisements they see on TV. It’s a function of their hunger for what they are not getting—their parents’ time” (Selekman, 2002, Living on the Razor’s Edge).
Mary Piper, author of Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls, affirms one of my long held beliefs that therapists need to move away from family therapy models and instead begin “treating people’s schedules” (Selekman, 2002, Living on the Razor’s Edge.
Dr. Foster Cline, of “Love and Logic” fame and from whom I was privileged to receive clinical supervision early in my career, shared with me his formula to determine the length of time necessary to bring about change. In my own work with families, I have found it to be quite accurate. Dr. Cline estimates that for each year a particular behavior has been in place, it will take one month of modified behavior to bring about a relatively permanent change.
If we go back to Sue’s family, since her son is 15 years old, and has been raised to this point without a healthy parenting design, it would take about 15 months of modified behavior to see a permanent change in outcome. If Sue and her husband would begin a new parenting blueprint based on mutual respect, they could expect to see consistent change and healthier relationships in a little over a year. In Sue’s case, with four younger children, it would be well worth the commitment.
The following is an extraordinary example of the value of time well spent between a father and his son. Tom was walking 10 yards behind his nine-year-old son, Danny, who had been kicked off the school bus for disruptive behavior. Danny’s mom and dad had determined that making him walk back and forth to school for two weeks might help Danny realize the bus is an easier way to go. However, Danny lived about four miles from school, and the route included some pretty busy streets and intersections. So, Tom accompanied him both ways every day, watching from a protective distance. Of course, that required Tom convincing his employer the value of this time and his need to take those parts of the day to “be with” his son.
Danny’s parents understood that this opportunity for him to experience a direct and immediate consequence for his behavior would only come this once, at this time. No one else in Danny’s life, not a teacher, a bus driver or a policeman, could help him understand the consequences and the rewards of his actions in the way that his parents could through this simple discipline.
It is difficult not to get discouraged when we deal with struggles in our family. This is especially true after years of developing parent-child relationships without a good blueprint. Often, as the children grow into the adolescent and teenage years, things just seem to keep going wrong.
In working with family after family, it becomes clearer that respect is the foundation of our relationships with our children, especially with our teens. If respect is lost—or has never been created—then we are forced to resort to emotional leverage to achieve our goal in the shortest amount of time. This means we will use something like embarrassment, humiliation, guilt or shame to gain some advantage in a situation. Leverage can bring about a quick change, but seldom a healthy, permanent one.
Using emotional leverage in any relationship is the tactic employed when there is an unwillingness to take time.
Regularly using embarrassment and/or guilt, careless name-calling and physically overpowering a child holds profound risk. The risk is that your child’s sense of worth is sacrificed for a quick fix. Time devoted to your child, the situation or the problem conveys a message of value. The person who receives your time reflects his or her priority in your life. Your child will know at a very deep level that they are worth the time. That translates directly into their personal sense of worth.
Let’s look at how each of those tactics works when used by a parent.
Embarrassment is a natural occurrence in life and can never be avoided entirely. Even a loving, conscientious parent will naturally cause some embarrassment in the normal course of teaching, guiding and disciplining their child. However, when embarrassment is used intentionally to change behavior, harm is done. Children who are embarrassed by their parents learn very quickly that they can’t trust their parents, that they need to protect themselves from their parents and there is no way to build a relationship on fear and broken trust.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/25064 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!