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			Praise for
You Can’t Make Me (But I Can Be Persuaded)

			
				“I love the practical strategies and valuable insights from the hearts and lives of strong-willed kids—including Cynthia herself! You’ll definitely want to make this book part of your parenting library.”

				—Dr. Kevin Leman, New York Times best-selling author of Have a New Kid by Friday

			

			
				“In You Can’t Make Me, Cynthia Tobias provides help and hope for all of us with a strong-willed child of any age. Her extremely practical and time-tested tips will show you how to provide the strong-willed child love balanced with limits, relationship balanced with rules, coaching balanced with cheer-leading, and discipleship balanced with discipline. This book will be worth its weight in gold to you and your strong-willed child.”

				—Walt Larimore, MD, best-selling author of God’s Design for the Highly Healthy Teen and Why A.D.H.D. Doesn’t Mean Disaster

			

			
				“Parenting was never designed to be easy, and parenting a strong-willed child can be daunting. Cynthia Tobias has written a book designed to encourage parents to celebrate their children—yes, even if they are strong willed! I love how she has provided tried and true strategies that will bring out the best in our children. Her inclusion of stories from parents who are ‘in the trenches’ serves to remind us that successful parenting is possible for all of us. I love Cynthia’s wisdom—but her heart for children made me love this book!”

				—Janet Parshall, nationally syndicated talk-show host

			

			
				“At Focus on the Family, we often hear from parents who are frustrated and burned out by their strong-willed kids. Cynthia Tobias’s book is tailor-made for them. It will help moms and dads not only address the challenges but also embrace the blessings of having a strong-willed child.”

				—Jim Daly, president of Focus on the Family

			

			
				“You Can’t Make Me is a must-read for every parent of a strong-willed child. Cynthia Tobias is the go-to expert on this subject, and you can’t afford to miss out on her incredibly helpful guidance. This book is insightful, grounded, and immeasurably practical. Read it today and start bringing out the best in your strong-willed child!”

				—Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott, authors of The Parent You Want to Be

			

			
				“What a great book! So simple yet so profound. Time and time again I have recommended this book to teachers and parents. Growing up a strong-willed child and having one, I know firsthand how valuable the tools and ideas are in this book. Every parent and teacher should read this!”

				—Mary Rice Hopkins, popular family/children’s recording artist
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			To my strong-willed dad,
Robert Ulrich,
who has consistently shown me how to use
my strong-willed nature in a way
that brings honor and glory to God.
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			And to my strong but very patient, compliant mother,
Minnie Ulrich,
who has never quit praying for both of us!

		

	
		Introduction to the Revised Edition
Here’s How I Know It Works!

		My very own strong-willed child, Mike, came bursting through the door with his usual force and energy. He was fresh from yet another week of being a counselor at a summer YMCA camp. I marveled at how quickly the years have passed and here he was—twenty years old and about to enter his junior year in college. Could it possibly be?

		“Mom, I have to tell you something.”

		I’ve learned to appreciate every opportunity to talk about his life, so I stopped what I was doing and listened.

		“The camp kids were driving me crazy. I was so frustrated, I was ready to scream.” He paused and put his finger in the air to make a pronouncement. “So, I decided I’d better read one of your books.”

		I raised my eyebrows. “Which book did you read, Mike?”

		He shrugged and grinned. “You Can’t Make Me.” Before I could react he rushed on. “And you know what? It works!”

		I wasn’t prepared for this. Was this my strong-willed child, who appears in every chapter of the book, telling me he was now using it to understand the kids he was counseling at camp?

		For the next twenty minutes Mike regaled me with examples he had read in the book, emphasizing the strategies he had used successfully with his campers. We reminisced over stories from the book that he remembered and laughed about the ones he had forgotten or was too young to recall.

		Since the first edition of You Can’t Make Me! (But I Can Be Persuaded) came out in 1999, literally thousands of parents and educators have taken the time to actually write or personally deliver overwhelmingly positive and grateful responses to the powerful and effective strategies in the book. I’ve been humbled and encouraged to see the hope in their eyes and hear the joy in their voices.

		But I have to tell you, by far the most meaningful endorsement I could ask for is the one from Mike. After twenty years of living with and loving my strong-willed child, after the prayers and tears, trial and error, perseverance and frustration, failure and success, he is reading and endorsing the book that describes him as the quintessential strong-willed kid.

		So as you read this revised and updated version of You Can’t Make Me, believe me when I say I’m still in the trenches with you. I’ve parented a great strong-willed child and his equally wonderful but more compliant twin brother. I will never be able to make the claim I did everything right. Far from it! I am eternally grateful that God has been gracious in supplementing my well-intentioned and often inadequate efforts with His grace, love, and wisdom.

		My fervent prayer is that you will benefit from the wisdom and advice of the many strong-willed children and their parents you are about to meet in this book. Most of all, no matter how things turn out, I pray you will be glad you never gave up on the relationship with your strong-willed child. You’ll never be able to truly measure the difference it will make.
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			 Part I


Defining the Strong-Willed Child
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				Now here’s a surprise: The master praised the crooked manager!

				And why? Because he knew how to look after himself. Streetwise people are smarter in this regard than law-abiding citizens. They are on constant alert, looking for angles, surviving by their wits. I want you to be smart in the same way—but for what is right—using every adversity to stimulate you to creative survival, to concentrate your attention on the bare essentials, so you’ll live, really live, and not complacently just get by on good behavior.

				—Luke 16:8–9
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		Who Qualifies as a Strong-Willed Child?

		How Can You Be Sure It’s Not Just Stubbornness?

		A grandmother came around the corner and found her grandchild sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall.

		“What! Are you in time-out again?” she asked.

		“Oh, Grandma, it’s no big deal. I pretty much live here.”

		[image: ]

		Richard loved football, but he didn’t care much for studying. By his junior year in high school, his grades were so poor, there was no assurance he would even be able to graduate with his class. His parents, it seemed, had tried everything—threats, bribes, promises—to no avail. In desperation, Richard’s father issued an ultimatum: “Richard, if you don’t get those grades up immediately, you can’t play football.” And this boy who loved football as much as life itself squared his shoulders, faced his dad, and quietly said, “Then forget football.” And everyone lost. Richard lost what he cared about most, and his parents lost what they believed was their only leverage.

		[image: ]

		Guests were about to leave and a mother wanted her three-year-old daughter to say good-bye. Strong willed as she was, the child refused. The mother said, “You don’t have to say good-bye—just say something.”

		With that the child waltzed into the room, held out her arms in a ballerina pose, and said, “Ta da!” then walked out of the room. She turned to her mother and said, “There, that should hold them for a while.”

		[image: ]

		“Angela!” Exasperation was evident in her mother’s voice. “Angela, I said get over here right this minute!”

		Standing in the aisle of the department store, I watched the face of this beautiful five-year-old suddenly darken into an angry scowl. “No!” she cried. “I want to go see the toys now!”

		Her mother looked exhausted as she grabbed Angela’s hand and began to drag her screaming daughter through the store.

		As they passed me, the mother rolled her eyes and muttered, “Just another ordinary day.”

		[image: ]

		If you are the parent of a strong-willed child (SWC), you’ve fought hundreds of battles like this with your own child—probably before he turned two years old. You know how frustrating it can be to see your bright, loving, creative offspring instantly turn into a stubborn, immovable force. What did you do to deserve such defiance? How could your wonderful kid turn into such a monster?

		Is it disobedience or determination?

		You see them everywhere—these strong-willed kids. You may think they’re just stubborn, defiant, difficult, and argumentative. But that’s not actually the definition of “strong-willed” at all. Those words describe bad behaviors as a result of strong will that’s taken a wrong turn. Strong will, in and of itself, is a very positive trait. A strong-willed person is not easily daunted or discouraged, holds firm convictions, and doesn’t often accept defeat. A person using strong will in positive ways is fiercely loyal, determined to succeed, and often extraordinarily devoted to accomplishing goals.

		So how do you know whether you truly have an inherently strong-willed child (SWC) or a child who is just temporarily defiant? After all, every individual comes into this world with a wonderfully complex and unique set of traits, characteristics, and temperaments. Research has also shown that we are pre-wired with certain tendencies when it comes to taking in and making sense of information. These preferences, or learning styles, determine how we learn, how we decide what’s important, and how we communicate with the rest of the world.

		It’s not really surprising that two parents, who are probably pretty different from each other already, will have children who are an interesting mix of opposite styles. And if you have a strong-willed child, these differences can be magnified. As parents, we often believe our children should do things our way—after all, we are living proof that our way works! But SWCs may have very strong convictions about doing things that make sense to them too.

		As parents, we can often overlook the fact that our children have their own views of the world, and we may wear ourselves out trying to change their basic nature as we try to get them to do things that make sense to us. Parents rarely set out to deliberately frustrate their children. And believe it or not, children don’t usually try to intentionally annoy their parents. But when two opposing styles meet, something has to give.

		A few years ago on a flight to Orlando, I sat next to a frustrated parent. Bob is a former fighter pilot for the United States Air Force. He was serving as an instructor as he prepared to retire early. I learned quickly that he had five kids and that two of them were driving him crazy. We laughed good-naturedly, and I began to tell him some of the principles I cover in my book The Way They Learn. As we talked about the different learning styles, he was intrigued.

		“This is beginning to make sense,” he claimed. He leaned closer and told me why he was so frustrated with two of his beloved children. “How tough can it be,” he asked, “to remember to make a check mark in a little box on the chart posted on the refrigerator?” Before I could reply, he continued. “And don’t those kids realize you don’t brush your teeth before you put on your pajamas? You put on your pajamas first, then you brush your teeth.”

		I grinned at him. “Bob, how do you eat M&M’S?”

		He replied without hesitation. “Oh, I always eat the primary colors first.” He looked puzzled. “Why? How do you eat them?”

		“Well, I just sort of pour them in my hand and pop them into my mouth.”

		“Oh no! Don’t you realize that the Mars candy company has no specific formula for how many of each color go into each individual bag? You can’t just consume them randomly before you know what you’ve got!”

		I laughed. In jest I said, “Bob, you are a sick man!”

		He joined my laughter but suddenly looked thoughtful. “You know, I always thought my children were being disobedient if they didn’t do everything my way. I’ve already figured out what works best and what methods are most efficient. I assumed that if they do it any other way, it’s just pure and simple insubordination!”

		Bob and I spent the next couple of hours discovering and celebrating the differences between him and his wife and each of their children. He was delighted to read through the learning styles charts and checklists, and he seemed relieved to learn some ways to motivate and inspire his own SWCs.

		How strong willed are you or your child?

		Strong will, of course, comes in all styles. In over twenty-five years of teaching and working with learning styles full time, however, I have found that SWCs, whether children or adults, have several characteristics in common. Take a few minutes to read the following checklist and mark all the items that describe you personally. Then go through the list again for each of your children and measure the degree of strong will each child appears to possess.

		Checking your SWC quotient

		Mark only those statements that are true most of the time for each member of the family:

		[image: ]

		The Strong-Willed Child (SWC) …

		
			almost never accepts words like “impossible” or phrases like “it can’t be done.”

			Parent 1 _____

			Parent 2 _____

			Child 1 _____

			Child 2 _____

		

		
			can move with lightning speed from being a warm, loving presence to being a cold, immovable force.

			Parent 1 _____

			Parent 2 _____

			Child 1 _____

			Child 2 _____

		

		
			may argue the point into the

			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		Your score: How much strong will do you have?

		
			
					0–3
					You’ve got it, but you don’t use it much.
			

			
					4–7
					You use it when you need to, but not on a daily basis.
			

			
					8–10
					You’ve got a very healthy dose of it, but you can back off when you want to.
			

			
					11–12
					You don’t leave home without it—and it’s almost impossible not to use it.
			

		

		It takes one to know one!

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		An opportunity with great potential
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