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From Willful to Willing


A wonderful woman who lived in a shoe

Had so many children,

And she knew exactly what to do.

She held them,

She rocked them,

She tucked them in bed,

“I love you, I love you”

Is what she said.






Have you ever thought, I have tried everything possible to get my child to get dressed (or do his homework, or clean his room) and then sadly said to yourself, “I give up”? Have you ever punished your child and later felt guilty for having behaved in a way that you swore you never would? Have you ever promised yourself to exercise regularly, eat better, or spend more time with loved ones, but found that the promises you made to yourself are difficult to keep? Have you then given up, or felt guilty?

I wrote this book to help you permanently change your own behavior, because only by learning to discipline yourself will you be able to successfully guide your children’s behavior. I will show why achieving self-control and self-discipline allows you to know exactly what to do in order to discipline your children.1

If I asked you to teach a class in nuclear physics, could you do it? Probably not. Could you teach your child how to pole-vault? Again, probably not. You cannot teach what you do not know.

Yet we often demand that children acquire skills that we ourselves lack. We ask children to do as we say, not as we do. Parents yell, “Go to your room until you are in control of yourself.” A mother grabs a toy that two preschoolers are tussling over and says, “You know better than to grab toys from your friends. It’s mine now!” Husbands and wives battle with each other, using attack skills such as name-calling and withdrawal. Then they demand that their children resolve conflicts calmly, by discussing them. Our own emotional intelligence is primitive at best, and whether we admit it or not, we pass our emotional clumsiness on to our children.

For most of us, being consistently in control of ourselves represents a major change. So this book is about change: It’s about learning to change your own behavior, and your children’s behavior, so that you can grow closer, embrace and resolve conflict, and enjoy life. Once you model self-control for your children, they will show better self-control than you have ever imagined they could achieve. Delightful surprises await you.




Once you model self-control for your children, they will show better self-control than you have ever imagined they could achieve.




Imagine telling your child one time to take a shower—and him actually marching off to do it! Imagine promising yourself to either conquer your clutter, or to relax about it—and then keeping your promise. This book will help you realize these possibilities and many, many others.

Easy to Love, Difficult to Discipline can help you become the person you want your child to emulate. It will take your self-discipline and child-rearing skills to new levels. You will learn how to move beyond policing your children with rules and consequences, and discover how to create a home in which healthy relationships flourish and your children voluntarily choose to cooperate.

Sounds impossible? The revised Mother Goose nursery rhyme at the start of this chapter contains all the needed ingredients. If you want your children to change, you must begin by becoming a wonderfully loving adult. You must focus on what you want to have happen instead of what you don’t want. You must rely on love, not fear, to motivate yourself and your children. When you learn to love yourself, you will be ready to teach your children to love themselves and one another.

This is a radically different approach from the one summarized in the original rhyme, which goes like this:



There was an old woman who lived in a shoe,

She had so many children

She didn’t know what to do.

She gave them some broth

Without any bread;

She whipped them all soundly

And put them to bed.



Have you ever manipulated your child with food like Mother Goose did? (“If you behave while I shop, I’ll take you to McDonald’s.”) Have you ever, in desperation, spanked your child? Unsure of how to proceed, have you sent your child to his room, or put him in “time out”? How often have you felt like the tired “old woman” (or a tired old dad) after surviving a day with your children, fighting battle after battle? The house really can feel as cramped as a shoe with laces tied too tightly.


How would tomorrow feel if you did know what to do? When your children tormented one another, you would be able to teach them how to resolve their conflicts, rather than resorting to playing “bad cop.” When your children refused to clean up, you would know how to help them move past resistance and toward cooperation, rather than turning to nagging, punishment, or doing the task yourself. When your children lost control, you would know how to help them calm down and reorganize themselves, rather than out-shouting them. Imagine knowing exactly what to do!

TIMES HAVE CHANGED AND SO MUST WE

When it comes to describing our social situation, “Times have changed” is an understatement. There have been many shifts in our society, yet none so profound as the shift from roles to relationships. Building steam in the late fifties, society began to enter bold new territory. Collectively, we decided that the roles of the past were too limiting. The roles of husband and wife had been explicitly defined. The role of child (to be seen and not heard) and the role of parent (as boss) had been clearly articulated. Relationships were based on these prescribed roles. As long as everyone performed their ordained duties, all was well. Yet in the comfort and safety of these roles, we felt something missing, especially in the case of those who were relegated to the subservient roles. The powerless group (women, people of color, people with disabilities, children) rebelled. Consciousness expanded and people boldly demanded more. We wanted relationships, companions, and closeness based on equality of worth rather than on hierarchical, prescribed roles demarcating the powerful from the powerless. Sadly, however, we did not have the relationship skills or social competence to make these new relationships work. Divorce rates skyrocketed. Businesses instituted shakeups in search of employees who could take more initiative and who had the necessary people skills. Children became demanding, and parents felt at a loss as to how to respond. We placed ourselves on new ground. As we continue to seek meaningful relationships with one another, we must also learn the skills of interaction that promote respect. We must obtain new tools for new times. Easy to Love, Difficult to Discipline is a skill-based book to help parents build respectful relationships with themselves, with each other, and with their children.

All parents demonstrate or model a code of conduct and a value system. This is done through their day-to-day interactions with others. Until we become conscious of these patterns of interaction, we will not be able to guide the morality of the next generation. Most of us model respect when we are calm and when life is going our way. However, what happens to our values when we are stressed and life becomes complicated? How do we behave when traffic is backed up, when our children forget their permission slips, when our spouse fails to stop by the grocery store again, or when our mother-in-law keeps harping about our parenting choices? What happens to treating each other with respect during these times?

Easy to Love, Difficult to Discipline relates to us all. Every one of us at times is easy to love, and every one of us at times is difficult to live with. It is easy to love our children when they do what we ask, when we ask. It is easy to love our spouses and partners when we agree on how to raise the children. It is easy to love ourselves when we live up to our personal expectations. This book is about the other times. The times when life does not go as we had planned. When others don’t act as we had hoped. And when our own actions are not something we want to write home about.

Easy to Love, Difficult to Discipline presents a framework of discipline called loving guidance. This framework is built on the premise that how we perceive a situation dictates the actions we will take. In order to change behavior, we must focus on our perceptions as well as on our actions. Loving guidance imbues parents with the Seven Powers for Self-Control. These powers are perceptual skills that enable you to become proactive rather than reactive in conflict moments, allowing you to stay in control of yourself and in charge of children.

Self-control must be the first priority of all parents. Self-control is not pretending to be calm in difficult moments. It is the ability to reach out and empathize with others, to accept and celebrate differences, to communicate feelings directly, to resolve conflicts in constructive ways, and to enjoy feeling close and connected to others. It is the ability to embrace conflict as a teaching opportunity rather than viewing it as a disruption. The Seven Powers for Self-Control are ways of perceiving and thinking. If we adopt these ways of seeing difficult times, we remain self-disciplined enough to begin the process of disciplining others. Each of the Seven Powers has a slogan to help you remember to use that particular power in times of conflict. The Seven Powers for Self-Control and the slogans that support them are as follows:


	The Power of Perception: No one can make you angry without your permission.

	The Power of Attention: What you focus on, you get more of.

	The Power of Free Will: The only person you can make change is yourself.

	The Power of Unity: Focus on connecting instead of trying to be special.

	The Power of Love: See the best in one another.

	The Power of Acceptance: This moment is as it is.

	The Power of Intention: Conflict is an opportunity to teach.



From these Seven Powers for Self-Control emerge the Seven Basic Discipline Skills. These are the only skills you need to constructively respond to any difficult moment. Parents who draw upon the Seven Powers for Self-Control and use the Seven Basic Discipline Skills create a home that models the Seven Values for Living. This will happen automatically. As parents change their attitudes and behaviors, so will their children. Each of the Seven Basic Discipline Skills has a slogan to help remind you what you can expect from using the skill. Listed below are the slogans and the values that you will be modeling and teaching your children.


	Composure: Living the values you want your child to develop. This teaches integrity.

	Encouragement: Honoring children so they will honor you. This teaches interdependence.

	Assertiveness: Saying no and being heard. This teaches respect.

	Choices: Building self-esteem and willpower. This teaches commitment.

	Positive Intent: Turning resistance into cooperation. This teaches cooperation.

	Empathy: Handling the fussing and the fits. This teaches compassion.

	Consequences: Helping children learn from their mistakes. This teaches responsibility.



TO DISCIPLINE AND TO TEACH ARE THE SAME ACTS

This book is about parents teaching their children how to behave, not about parents controlling their children’s behavior. Discipline situations with children occur over conflicting needs. The conflict may be between adults and children, or between children. You actually teach your child to resolve his own conflicts with the corrective discipline tools that you use. Your discipline tools evolve into the interpersonal skills your children adopt and then carry with them into all their future relationships. When you look at discipline in this way, you can see that your guidance system involves much larger issues than getting your children to finish their chores or go to bed on time. Your approach to discipline demonstrates conflict resolution for your children, and it teaches them how to get their needs met for the rest of their lives.




Through discipline, you teach your children how to resolve the conflicting needs of different people.




Adults are wracked by conflicts. These conflicts can be within ourselves, with a spouse, or between neighbors or countries. The divorce rate today is about 50 percent. In the twentieth century, warfare has claimed 150 million human lives. The United Nations Children’s Fund estimates that in the last decade alone, wars have killed 1 million children, disabled 5 million others, and left 12 million children homeless. Clearly, people need a better way to resolve conflicts.

LOVING GUIDANCE: THE BETTER WAY

Historically, when a child’s needs collided with an adult’s needs, the needs of the adult took clear precedence. Parents considered any strategy that made the child give up his own needs a success. Parents maintained discipline by negating their child’s needs, usually through some form of coercion. In sum, powerful adults dominated powerless children.

Recently, the trend has reversed. Powerful, strident children seem to dominate powerless adults. Parents who know that they do not want to repeat the patterns that governed their childhoods, but lack a better approach, have simply flipped the equation. They have negated their own needs and let the children rule.

There is a better way. It moves beyond issues of control, or power. When you use loving guidance, you teach your child to meet his needs in a socially acceptable manner without either denigrating himself or attempting to dominate others. “Socially acceptable” means that the self-respect and safety of everyone involved is preserved. Loving guidance empowers you and your child, instead of pitting you against each other. It strengthens your entire family.




Teaching is about giving. Control is about getting.




To teach your child to respect limits, you need three essential ingredients. First, you need the Seven Powers for Self-Control, to change how you perceive a conflict situation. Second, you need the Seven Basic Discipline Skills, to change how you respond to the conflict. Third, you need to understand how children develop. With these three ingredients, you can respond calmly to any challenges your children offer. You will learn and practice them in the chapters that follow.


Teaching is about giving, while control is about getting. Earlier methods of discipline suffered from a lack of emphasis upon teaching. By learning the methods of loving guidance, you will discover how both you and your child can get your needs met in a socially acceptable fashion.

WHAT ARE YOU TEACHING?

I have been teaching for twenty-five years. I have taught children of all ages, and I have taught adults in parenting classes, at universities, and through my work with families in crisis. Teaching has led me to far-flung places, and introduced me to people of many cultures.

Ida, a medicine woman with whom I worked in New Mexico, taught me a profound lesson. Ida used the words “learning” and “teaching” interchangeably. At first, I thought she spoke English poorly, but eventually I came to realize that her synonymous use of these words contained great wisdom. Ida taught me that we fool ourselves when we pretend that learning and teaching are separate activities, with the teacher giving something to the learner, and nothing to himself or herself. Moreover, we have mistakenly treated teaching as a special activity that we do only at designated times. I’ve found that teaching and learning occur continually, and that teaching is a constant process for everyone, not just for those whom we call “teachers” or “students.” I have come to realize that whatever I teach, I learn. At every moment, you teach other people and reinforce in yourself your sense of who you are, and what other people mean to you. Teaching and learning are actually the same.

If you scream at the driver who cuts you off in traffic, you teach that you are better and wiser than the other driver, and that “inferior” people deserve no respect. You teach that judging others as adequate or inadequate is your role, and that people who make mistakes must be condemned. Think of the many lessons we teach our children as we interact with life. You can teach them to fear, hate, and struggle against things that don’t go their way. Or, you can teach them to be open to life, with all its mystery and unpredictability. You can decide to teach your children to treat other people with love, respect, and trust even when things do not go the way they “should.” Your methods of discipline impart these lessons, because the need for discipline arises at times of conflict, and conflict arises when life refuses to go as you had planned.

THE JOURNEY FROM FEAR TO LOVE

This book will take you on a journey from fear to love. Nothing holds more power than love, yet love has been neglected as an element of discipline, and many hurtful things have been done in its name. I define love as an action that has the following four results:

1. Love increases security and provides safety. You might bark at your child, “Get over here or you’ll get lost!” But wouldn’t it feel better to say something like, “Stay close to me in the store so I can keep you safe. If something happened to you, I would be sad. I love having you with me.” Fear separates, love unites.

2. Love travels from the worthy to the worthy. When we feel good about ourselves, we tend to focus on the beauty in our own lives and the goodness of others. When we feel bad about ourselves, we tend to criticize and judge others. If you want to teach your child, rather than blame him, for problems that arise, you must first rediscover and accept your own worth. To extend love to others, you must love yourself. Fear judges, love enjoys.

3. Love looks for the highest and best in people and situations. Imagine that you are having lunch with your child in a restaurant and your waitress has bungled your order. Instead of saying, “She is totally clueless, and ought to lose her job,” give her a break. Say, “We all have off days. Let’s help her by giving smiles and kind words.” Fear focuses on what is missing; love sees the best of what is.

4. Love accepts what is. Fear looks to blame because things are not going as they “should.” Love looks for solutions as it accepts what is. Instead of shouting, “Should the newspapers be spread all over?” calmly say, “Put the papers in the recycling bin.” Fear looks for blame, love seeks solutions.


Loving guidance is based on these definitions of love. Its goal is to teach children to express themselves honestly while acting responsibly within a safe environment. The times that problems arise are when children feel entitled to express themselves freely, but do not temper this freedom with a sense of responsibility, or when children grow up feeling responsible for everyone and everything, squelching their own desires in a constant, hopeless search for approval. You can raise children who feel both free and responsible, but in order to do this, you must first feel free and responsible yourself. You cannot teach skills you do not possess.




There is a way to raise children to be both free and responsible.




THE PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL COST OF RELYING ON FEAR

The journey from fear to love will both fascinate and challenge you. Most of our own parents relied on fear-based discipline. As children, we feared punishment. (“Clean this mess up now, or else!”) We feared the loss of their love. (“If you act that way, you’ll be sent to your room.”) We feared that we were not good enough. (“I work hard to keep this house neat. Why can’t you do your part? All I ask for is a little assistance. Is that so much?”) The worst fear instilled was the fear of abandonment. (“If you are not ready when I count to ten, I’m leaving without you. One. Two…. I mean it!”)

Raised on fear, we now rely on fear with our own children. The use of fear may be blatant, as in the above examples, or it may be more subtle.

Several so-called modern approaches to discipline still rely on fear. One such approach is the use of rewards and punishments. (“If you behave, I will buy you a candy bar,” or, “If you don’t clean that room, there will be no Little League practice for you.”) Children fear being deprived of treats or missing cherished activities.


Reasoning with children is another “modern” discipline method that is actually rooted in fear. Parents probe their children with questions such as, “Why did you hit her? Was that nice?” or, “How would you feel if I hit you?” These questions imply that the child is mean or stupid, and can leave him fearing that he is a failure. Parents often ask their children to resolve conflicts without teaching them how to do so. (“Talk to each other and work it out. If I have to get involved, you will both be sorry.”) Children reasonably fear being unable to find solutions because they lack the social skills needed to “work it out.”

Fear-based discipline focuses both you and your child on what was not done or on what was handled the wrong way. Fear-based tactics can be loud (“Do you call this room clean?”), or soft-spoken (“Come on, honey, remember to finish what you start”). When you constantly focus on what your child has done wrong, you highlight his imperfections and they come to take an exaggerated place in your child’s self-concept. The result is children who grow up to feel they are “not good enough.” Every adult I know battles with his or her own worth in some way. Some adults become arrogant, trying to prove their worth to others. Some overachieve, while others underachieve. Many adults eat or drink to excess, and some push their children to excel in order to overcome their own sense of failure.

When you rely on fear-based discipline, you trigger physical stress responses in your child that hamper his ability to learn from you. When your child experiences stress, stress hormones are released. One of the chemicals released is called cortisol. High cortisol levels can damage brain cells in an area called the hippocampus, which plays a major role in memory and learning. You want your child to understand and remember the lessons you try to teach, yet how often have you heard him say, “I don’t know,” or “I forgot”? When you rely on fear, you impede the hippocampus and actually derail your discipline goals. Research has shown that fear-based discipline actually fosters the behaviors that parents are trying to eliminate. Such strategies teach children to be more resistant to parental authority and may alter their brain chemistry for life. Nature provides the construction materials to build the human brain and nurture serves as the architect that designs it.




Your interactions with your children literally shape their brains.




It’s likely that fear tactics were programmed into you during your childhood. Unless you become conscious of how subtle and manipulative fear can be, you will unconsciously teach your children to feel they are “not good enough.” When you instill feelings of powerlessness in your children, their relationships with you and others inevitably become riddled with power struggles.

Love’s goal is to develop healthy relationships which naturally inspire cooperation. With these relationships in place, children are more likely to choose to improve their behavior and are more amenable to learning social skills. Conflict occurs when you proceed without first eliciting cooperation.

Throughout the book I will be offering you examples. The wording in the examples may seem awkward at first. You may wonder, “Why didn’t she use ‘please’ or ‘thank you,’ or other common phrases in the examples?” The answer will come. For now, read with an open mind and open heart. Shifting from fear to love requires that we change how we talk to ourselves and our children. I offer specific language suggestions to get you started. Ultimately, of course, you will adapt the wording to your own personality. In the following examples, which parent would you prefer to be?

The situation: Two boys are sitting outside eating pizza. Carter, age four, adores John, age ten, whom he is visiting. Carter spits on John’s pizza. John rushes inside “to tell.”



• If the parent uses fear: John’s mom comes out and commands, “Carter, stop spitting! How would you like John to spit on your food? That’s nasty! If you don’t stop, you will have to sit alone and eat. I know you two can get along. Don’t make me come out here again.” John sneers, “I didn’t do anything.” He plops himself down at the picnic table and gives Carter an irritated look. After John’s mother returns indoors, Carter spits on John’s food again. John pushes Carter off the bench and Carter starts to cry. John’s mom returns and sends John to his room and Carter home.

• If the parent relies on love: After John says, “Mom, Carter is spitting on my pizza,” Mom responds, “Go outside and tell Carter firmly, ‘I don’t like it when you spit on my pizza.’ I will go with you.” They walk outside and John says to Carter, “I don’t like it when you spit on my pizza. Stop spitting.” Carter sits quietly. John’s mom then says to Carter, “You want John to pay attention to you and talk to you, don’t you?” Carter smiles and nods in agreement. “You didn’t know what to do, so you spit on his pizza.” “Yes,” Carter says softly. John’s mother responds, “You may not spit on John’s food. John does not like it. Listen to him. When you want John’s attention, start talking to him. You both like trucks. Ask John about the truck he saw yesterday.” The boys then started to discuss forklifts.

These examples show fear-based and love-based discipline in action. The parent who used fear tried unsuccessfully to dominate the situation and eliminate the conflict. The parent who used love taught the children new skills so that they would know how to resolve the conflict.

CHOICE VS. FORCE

I conduct many workshops and lectures nationwide. Again and again, I’m asked questions that begin with, “How do I get my child to____?” I usually respond, “I don’t know; have you tried duct tape?” The audience laughs, and we talk about how tempting it is to fall into fear-based discipline. Fear-based discipline has as its foundation the belief that adults can “make” children behave. When you ask yourself, “How can I make my child____?” it’s a cue that you are seeking a control strategy based on fear, force, or manipulation. Remember, if you use these tools on your children, they will use the same skills to influence people in their lives, including you!





If you try to direct your child’s behavior through fear and manipulation, he will learn to use the same strategies—on you.




Love-based discipline is built on the belief that children choose whether or not to behave. The basic question you ask yourself when you use discipline-based love is, “How can I help my child to be more likely to choose to____?”

WHAT YOU THINK IS WHAT YOU GET

If you ask yourself for evidence proving that your spouse is a jerk, your brain will search its data files, retrieve all instances of “jerk-like” behavior, and give you a printout within seconds. With this printout, you can convince yourself that you married the world’s greatest moron. If, however, you asked your brain for documentation of how wonderful and loving your spouse is, your printout would read like an ode to his or her virtues. My point? To get new answers, you must ask new questions. Catch yourself when you start to think, “How do I get my child to____?” Stop right there and change your mind-set by asking instead, “How can I help my child to be more likely to choose to____?” Changing the question is critical. Loving guidance requires you to discipline your mind first using the Seven Powers for Self-Control and your child’s behavior second using the Seven Basic Discipline Skills.




Change requires motivation. The motivation can come from fear or love. The choice is yours.




I once worked with a kindergarten teacher who was struggling with a very active five-year-old boy who could never stand in line without fidgeting and pushing. She said she had tried everything to “make” him stand in line properly. She had taken away privileges, put him in time out, and sent notes to his parents. She had lectured, reasoned, and promised him rewards. All of her strategies were attempts to force the boy to stand “nicely.” None had worked.

I asked this teacher if she had asked the child for his suggestions. She had looked for guidance from his parents, the school counselor, and a behavioral specialist, but not him. I know that you cannot “make” someone do something they do not want to do so I asked the boy, “What would help you stand in line with your feet still, like mine are now?” The boy looked at my motionless legs and said, “You would have to nail down my shoes.”

I realized how hard it was for him to stand still and plotted a strategy to help him succeed. I had the child trace his shoes onto construction paper and then cut out the shoe shapes. Then we taped them to the floor at the spot where he would line up each day. As he successfully met his teacher’s expectations, her joy in him returned. It sustained and fueled their relationship; and teacher and child felt successful.

Manipulative methods do not work because the belief that underlies them is wrong. How many times have you tried to make your toddler stay in his bed at night? How often have you tried to make a miserable person happy? Isn’t it futile and exhausting?

If you believe you can “make” your child mind, then you will resort to tactics that you will hate yourself for using. You will cajole, coerce, bribe, beg, force, threaten, give up, and give in. You may even resort to violence if your child defies your will. (The underlying belief in this case is that if your child ignores your will, then his will must be broken.)

Your job as a parent is to strengthen, not break, your child’s will. That will has a vital role to play in ensuring his safety and the fulfillment of his potential. It may drive him to write beautiful novels, master a sport, invent a computer program, or enter politics. His will can give him the strength to choose healthy foods and relationships, and to think positively. It can empower him to refuse dangerous drugs and peers, and avoid premature sex. He will need his will to control his impulses when he is angry so as not to injure others or himself. Your child’s will can only serve him if it is left strong and whole, not if it is weak or broken.

The following chart shows the beliefs that underlie fear-based discipline and the values we teach children when we adhere to them. Remember that since teaching and learning occur simultaneously, when we use fear-based strategies, we are also reinforcing these values in ourselves.





	
Belief


	
Value It Teaches Children and Strengthens in Us





	

	It is possible to make others change. Failure to make others change equals failure on our part.




	
When others don’t do what you want, you must try to bend them to your will. Might makes right.





	

	When we succeed in making others behave, we have power.




	
Power comes from overruling people.





	

	When we fail to make someone obey, it is their fault. We are entitled to blame them and others.




	
If someone does not do things your way, he or she is bad and lazy and deserves hardship.





	

	If others would change (do as we say), we could be happy and peaceful.




	
Blaming others for your upset is justifiable. Other people are responsible for your behavior.





	

	Children must feel bad in order to learn how to behave better in the future.




	
Revenge is the answer to life’s upsets.





	

	Conflict is bad, disruptive, and must be eliminated.




	
If you are good enough, conflict will never trouble you.





	

	Fear is the best motivator for learning.




	
Fear is more powerful than love, and coercion is stronger than cooperation.








Are these the values you want to teach your children? More to the point, are these the values on which you want to base your own life? Are these not the values that contribute to a violent world? The belief that drives fear-based discipline is that if you could control the world (and all its people, institutions, and events), you could avoid all upsets and conflict. In reality, controlling others creates more conflict and, even if it didn’t, it is very hard work. There is a better way.

DISCIPLINE BASED ON LOVE AND THE VALUES IT TEACHES

The following chart shows the beliefs that underlie discipline based on love, and the values that loving guidance teaches children and reinforces in us:





	
Beliefs


	
Value It Teaches Children and Strengthens in Us





	

	Changing ourselves is possible and, as parents, it is our choice to decide whether or not to change.




	
You are in charge. You can become the person you want to be.





	

	By choosing to control ourselves instead of others, we will feel empowered.




	
Power comes from within.





	

	When things don’t go our way, we will seek solutions.




	
You are responsible for your own feelings, thoughts, and actions. Your choices have an impact on others.





	

	In order for children to learn how to behave, they must be taught.




	
You must teach others how to treat you. You cannot expect them to magically “know.”





	

	Conflict is an essential part of life, and it presents us with an opportunity to learn a missing skill or let go of a limiting belief.




	
Conflict is a part of life and mistakes offer us opportunities to learn.





	

	Love is the best motivator for learning and growth.




	
Love is more powerful than fear, and cooperation is better than coercion.











To teach is to demonstrate by example.




MOVING BEYOND QUICK FIXES

Shifting from fear to love requires you to move beyond relying on quick fixes. It is helpful to understand that misbehavior plays a useful role in your children’s development. It’s not necessary to squelch every misdeed, so slow down, and enjoy the journey. If you promise a three-year-old child a cookie for sitting quietly in the grocery cart, you probably will have an angel in the aisles. If you threaten your child with a spanking, he will probably suck back tears, repress his feelings, and straighten up. But the calmed-by-cookies child may grow up to be obese because he soothes himself with food. The threatened-by-spanking child may grow up to be so distressed by emotions that he threatens to leave his wife whenever she becomes angry, because he considers her to be hysterical.

Parents have been seduced by the notion of quick discipline fixes long enough. In our society, people expect quick fixes for all sorts of problems. If you have a headache, take a pill. If you are tired in the morning, drink some more coffee. If your child seems out of control, naturally you want a trick or easy technique to control him. But, with maturity, we come to recognize that there are no “magic bullets.” If you are tired or headachy, or feel out of control, there are reasons. Assuming they are not medical reasons, their solution may involve changing certain habits. This book is about lasting inner change for you and your child. Such change demands time, effort, and persistence.

THE ROLE OF MISBEHAVIOR IN YOUR CHILD’S DEVELOPMENT

If you were going to Tibet, how would you learn about Tibetan customs? You might read a book, talk to people who have been there, or carefully observe the people you met when you got there and hope you interpreted their behavior correctly. However you prepared, you would make mistakes, and your best lessons would come from your errors.

Misbehavior actually serves many wonderful purposes in your child’s development. It would be misguided to try to stop misbehavior. Your goal is better framed as preventing the likelihood of misbehavior being repeated and becoming habitual. You can do this by responding to misbehavior wisely when it happens.

Babies enter human society unable to read or talk with those who have more experience than they have, and they have only limited abilities with which to interpret what they observe. For children, a huge amount of learning comes from making mistakes. Adults often call these mistakes “misbehavior,” yet they serve a vital function for a child. Children learn the meaning of yes by declaring no. They learn the meaning of yours by proclaiming mine. Likewise, they grasp the concept of fairness by perceiving unfair actions, and the concept of patience by making constant demands. Misbehavior serves children as a communications system. Adults must learn to read children’s signs.

APPRECIATING MISBEHAVIOR

Misbehavior serves these seven essential functions:



1. Through misbehavior, children learn what is safe and what is not. No child is born knowing to stay on the sidewalk or to say no to peers who suggest dangerous experiments. The only way children learn these lessons is to run toward the street and feel peer pressure. From your response to these situations, your child starts to figure out what is safe and what is not, and how to behave toward other people who are pushing the limits of safety.

2. Misbehavior teaches children how to communicate in order to get their needs met. Megan, age four, and her mom were in the grocery store when Megan dashed away from her mother, down the aisle where the toys were shelved. Fury overcame her mother. After she found Megan, she grabbed her shoulders and said, “Never leave my side in a store. Never!” Tears rolled down Megan’s cheeks as she pointed to a doll. Her mother rolled her eyes and began walking away. Megan grabbed the doll and pursued her mother, who said, “No, you have a hundred dolls.” Megan began whining, “Not like this one.” Finally, her mom said, “Okay, but that is all you get today.” Mom has now taught Megan how to get what she wants. She must: 1) run off to locate it, 2) ignore her mother’s comments, and then, 3) beg. All misbehavior offers an opportunity to teach and to learn. Our responses to misbehavior teach children how to get their needs met.

3. Misbehavior helps children learn what thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are appropriate to have toward others. Zachary ran into the house, shouting, “Drew is a butt-head, and I hate him!” A parent could respond, “Is that nice? We don’t talk about people like that in this house.” This judgmental response teaches Zachary nothing about appropriate ways to express frustration. It leaves Zachary with three choices: 1) stop feeling frustrated, and pretend all is well when it is not; 2) learn to be passive (say nothing), aggressive (say bad things about people but not to your parents), or passive-aggressive (get back at your friends subtly); or, 3) doubt your right to have certain feelings (“I shouldn’t feel like this”). Do any of these options sound familiar to you?

Children vent their frustration with others as well as they can. Parents need to teach them better ways to express themselves. A parent might say, “What happened? You seem so frustrated.” Once the child has told his tale, his parent can teach him the coping skills he needs. Zachary might say, “Drew was cheating at checkers. He took too many turns.” The parent could then say, “You didn’t know what to say to make sure you got your turn. So you called Drew names and came home. If that happens again you could say, ‘Drew, I don’t like it when you take double turns. I want my turn.’ Let’s practice now.”

4. Misbehavior teaches children how to say yes to healthy things and no to unhealthy things. We all need this skill. Saying no is powerful. Learning to say no also involves learning to accept no from others. Discipline has a great deal to teach children about no. If you cave in when your children plead, you fail to teach them how to accept or give a meaningful no. (Think about how important saying no will be when your child reaches his teens.) If you hurt children when you say no, you teach them to hurt others with their noes.

Yes and no define relationships. You cannot really know who you are until you can say no to another. If you cannot say no, you will live through the other person, trying to be the person you think he or she wants you to be. Saying no defines who you are and is therefore a positive force, not a negative one. Saying no strengthens character. It is a shield against manipulation, and it can educate other people about you. Saying no literally teaches others how to treat you. Children learn about no through the type of discipline they experience.

5. Misbehavior defines for children what is their business and what is not their business. When conflicts arise, you have an opportunity to help your child learn his job description in life.” April made me do it!” your child exclaims. “Is April your boss? Can she tell you what to think and feel and do?” you might respond. “I had to do it because April said…,” retorts your child. “You had other choices, but you couldn’t think of them at the time,” you might explain. “Your job is to think and ask yourself, ‘Do I want to do this? Does it feel right to me, or am I doing this so that others will like me?’ You control your choices, not April.” An adult or child who is upset often needs to be empowered by being reminded that he controls his own thoughts, feelings, and choices.

6. Misbehavior teaches children responsibility. Responsibility is the ability to respond to the moment. Children who misbehave are clearly saying, “I do not know how to respond appropriately to this moment.” If they did, there would be no misbehavior.

7. Misbehavior provides children with opportunities to learn self-awareness and self-discipline. Children can only learn to establish, maintain, and regain self-control by losing control, and so each of these out-of-control moments is a teaching moment for you. Children learn self-discipline in three stages. First, they find the limits by experimenting with them. Second, they retest their findings by repeatedly doing what they were told not to do. In this way, they test whether the limit is firm. If a child senses indecision, he will keep testing until he achieves clarity. To further solidify their findings, children may tease and provoke others, which gives them more information about what is permissible and what is not. Finally, children internalize the limits.


DISCIPLINE IS A LIFELONG JOURNEY, NOT A TECHNIQUE. ENJOY IT!

Again, the goal of this book is not to help you eliminate conflict—although it will occur with less frequency after you’ve mastered the powers and skills—but rather to teach you how to respond to it constructively. If you diligently apply the powers and skills of loving guidance, you will be astonished at the results. However, to reach your destination, you must not obsess about the outcome. Instead, enjoy the process of personal work and growth. Paradoxically, the less you focus on the desired result (a happy, respectful, responsible child), the more easily it will come.

A fable demonstrates this point. A young boy journeyed far from home to study with a sage. When the boy met the teacher he asked, “How long will it take before I am as wise as you?” The sage answered, “Five years.” Stunned, the boy said, “That is a long time. What if I work twice as hard?” The teacher then responded, “Ten years.” “That is crazy,” shouted the boy, “what if I study all day and all night?” Calmly the sage replied, “Then it would take you fifteen years.” “I don’t understand,” said the young boy. “Every time I promise to work harder to reach my goal, you say it will take longer to achieve. Why?” “The answer is simple,” replied the sage. “With one eye fixed on the goal, you have only one eye left to guide you on your journey.”

Relax. Enjoy this book and the process of change. Be willing to let your old beliefs go and let new ideas enter. Do the exercises. Practice the skills. At the end of the book, in chapter 12, there is a seven-week program that summarizes all the essentials of loving guidance. After you have read the book, pondered its principles, and practiced the skills, commit yourself to doing the seven-week program. Let yourself move from being willful to being willing, and watch how your children follow your lead. The journey starts in the next chapter, with learning the Seven Powers for Self-Control.


1A note on my use of pronouns: I did not want to refer to your child as “he” throughout this book, but using “he or she” and “him or her” felt awkward. Instead, I alternate the use of masculine and feminine pronouns chapter by chapter. In chapter 1 I use “he” and “him,” in chapter 2, “she” and “her,” and so on.
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