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		THE WORLD we live in is changing fast, and the world our children will inherit will be almost unrecognizably different and more difficult. Are we preparing them for it? Will they have the personal and financial skills to succeed? Will they have the incentive and the self-motivation to find their best selves?

		
			Just as the Eyres’ brilliant number one bestseller Teaching Your Children Values provided a road map for a whole generation of parents in the nineties, their new work, The Entitlement Trap, gives today’s parents a wake-up call and a warning about the trap of indulgence and instant gratification they may be creating for their children. Then it shines breakthrough clarity on what kids will need to cope with our new and unpredictable financial realities, and outlines a remarkable “family economy” that teaches kids to work and to accept responsibility.
		

		Here is a new approach for a new generation of parents. I predict that it will become the standard for families throughout the world who want to give their kids the training and the tools to succeed financially, emotionally, and spiritually in the economic hurricane of the twenty-first century.

		In the first half of the book, you will learn how to make your kids economically savvy and financially independent.... In the second half, you will learn that the family economic model is just the framework and the metaphor for lessons even more important.

	
		

		Introduction

		
			
			One Reason Parenting Is Harder Now Than It Has Ever Been

		
			
		

		
QUESTIONS PARENTS ASK US

		For the last decade or so, as a result of the interest in some of our books, we have traveled the world speaking to parents about their kids, about their families, and about their parenting. We have given hundreds of lectures and seminars in virtually every state in the United States and in more than fifty other countries to parents belonging to every religion and political persuasion and every economic and social demographic you can imagine.

		
			And in this often divided and polarized world we live in, here’s something very cool: Parents everywhere are much the same. No matter where or how they live, parents want to give their kids good values, a good education, and a chance to reach their full potential. And no matter what their philosophy or creed or politics are, they want to keep their children safe and protected from the world. One dad in Indonesia told us that his definition of a conservative was “a flaming liberal with a teenage daughter.”
		

		So we don’t have to change our presentation very much when we are with a group of Hindu parents in India, or Buddhist families in Vietnam, or Muslim moms and dads in Saudi Arabia. Their hopes and worries for their children are essentially the same, so our message to them is pretty much the same.

		
			Let us repeat that thought, because it is quite amazing! Whatever other differences they may have, political, economic, or religious, when it comes to how they think of their children, what they hope and dream for them, and their most basic concerns, all parents are essentially alike. They love their kids, and that one thing gives them more in common with each other, and with us, than all the differences combined.
		

		
			
				✽
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		Ironically, while parenting is perceived by the majority of parents everywhere as their most important job, it is a field in which we get very little instruction. Most parents don’t lack the desire or the commitment to be good parents, they just need a guiding philosophy and ideas about how to implement it. And they need them fast, because parenting, after all, is a fairly short-term proposition. In about eighteen years, about a fifth of our lives, a child is grown and gone, leaving too many of us wondering what we could have done better while they were here. By the time we figure parenting out, we are pretty much done doing it! Since we don’t have time to work it all out for ourselves, to learn entirely by trial and error, to come up with our own completely self-discovered set of ideas that work, one goal of this book is to do some of the discovering for you! We know you will adjust and adopt the whole ownership approach to your particular situation and to your unique and individual kids, but the basic structure will be there for you, as a start and as a proven foundation.

		
			Since all parents everywhere basically have the same parental aspirations and face the same parenting challenges, their questions to us are always much the same:
			
				Why won’t my kids put in the effort at school to reach their full potential?

				Why won’t they pick up their clothes or put away their toys?

				Why do they sometimes make such obviously bad and foolish choices?

				Why do they think they need to have everything their friends have?

				Why is it so hard for me to influence my kids . . . and so easy for their peers to influence them?

				Why can’t I get them to set some goals and to start feeling responsible for their lives? Or to work and to follow through on their tasks?

				Why can’t I get them away from games and gadgets, from cell phones and headphones?

				Why is it so hard to communicate with my kids? And to teach them responsibility?

			

		

		Perhaps Amy Chua and her “Tiger Mother” devotees would disagree and say that these are only the questions of indulgent Western parents who are raising spoiled and entitled kids, and that other parenting models, such as her “Chinese” one, are much more demanding and produce much more disciplined and accomplished children. But our experience suggests otherwise. These are the questions that parents everywhere are asking, including middle-class parents in China and the rest of Asia, and the vast majority of them do not want to give their children perfection-demanding discipline at the expense of love and self-esteem and a real childhood.

		
			But the interesting thing is that these questions, shared by today’s parents all over the world, were not the prime questions of parents one or two generations ago. Yesterday’s kids had a much greater sense of personal responsibility than today’s kids do. Think how things have changed: When your grandparents were young, children often worked for their parents; now parents work for their kids. When your parents were children, it took  more work to keep a household going than it does now, and kids did a lot of that work. And even when you were a child, there was some sense that kids owed a lot to their parents; now parents seem to think they owe everything to their kids.
		

		
			
		

		
TWO PARENTING EPIPHANIES: THE PROBLEM OF ENTITLEMENT AND THE SOLUTION OF OWNERSHIP

		
			Frankly, we were a little slow to see the picture clearly—the picture of what is happening to this generation of kids. We had been writing and speaking to parents about responsibility and values for more than a decade, and then one evening, as we heard those same questions about laziness and messiness and bad choices and lack of motivation for the umpteenth time from another large audience of parents in another large auditorium, we had a parenting epiphany: We realized that all the questions hinge on the same problem—and the problem is entitlement.

		
			
			“Entitlement” is the best name we know for the attitude of children who think they can have, should have, and deserve whatever they want, whatever their friends have—and that they should have it now, and not have to earn it or give up anything for it.
		

		
			And it goes beyond having to behaving. They think they should be able to do whatever they want, whatever their friends do, now, and without a price.
		

		This sense of entitlement contributes mightily to sloppiness, to low incentive, to boredom, to bad choices, to instant gratification, to constant demands for more, and to all kinds of addictions (including the addiction to technology).

		
			Perhaps the biggest problem with entitlement is that under its illusions, there seem to be no real consequences in life and no motivation  to work for anything. Someone will always bail you out, get you off the hook, buy you a new one, make excuses for you, give you another chance, pay your debt, and hand you what you ask for.
		

		
			Entitlement is a double-edged sword (or a double-jawed trap) for kids. On one edge it gives kids all that they don’t need—indulgence, dullness, conceit, and laziness; and on the backswing, it takes from them everything they do need—motivation, independence, inventiveness, pride, responsibility, and a chance to really work for things and to build their own sense of fulfillment and self-esteem.
		

		
			As we worked with our own children on the problem of entitlement, and as we focused more attention on it in our lectures and seminars on teaching values and responsibility, we had a second parenting epiphany: It was simply that feelings of entitlement are always connected to a lack of work and sacrifice and ownership. When people (adults or kids) don’t work for something, or give up anything for it, they never feel the pride of owning it or the will to care for and develop it. We began to understand that a sense of ownership is the antidote to entitlement, and from that point on, we have been developing methods to help children feel the responsibility of ownership.
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CROSSING THE GAP

		There is a gap between being a child and being an adult, a space, a breach, a journey . . . and how and when it is crossed will make all the difference in your own happiness and in that of your child.

		In many parts of the world, particularly the third world, kids are forced to jump the gap too fast or too soon. Because of poverty or the absence of parents, they have to play the role of adults while they are still children, missing out on much of the joy and learning of childhood.

		But in most of contemporary society, it is the opposite—children seem never to grow up because parents do everything for them, give everything to them, over-serve and overindulge, allowing them to avoid responsibility, to “move back in,” and to essentially continue to be children.

		Modern parents in America and Europe and most other developed countries unwittingly promote the worst of both worlds by giving their children license too early and responsibility too late. They allow their kids to do many things before they are emotionally and socially ready. And yet at the same time, parents (and the society around them) give kids a sense of entitlement that allows them to avoid most of the accountability and ownership that would help them become responsible adults.

		It is because of this environment of entitlement that parenting is a bigger challenge now than it has ever been.

		
			
		

		
TONE AND INTENT

		
			We are going to be blunt with you in this book. We are going to answer the question of where this sense of entitlement comes from—and most of the answer is you! We are going to tell you what to stop doing. But we are also going to tell you what to start doing and how to replace your child’s  sense of entitlement with a sense of ownership and responsibility. It is not an easy transition, but it can be an enormously enjoyable and worthwhile one that will affect your child’s whole life (not to mention yours!).
		

		It’s not all bad in this modern world of parenting. Many parents work harder at the job and think about it more than any past generation. Though we paint a pretty bleak picture of the entitlement trap in chapter 1, you will be pleased to find that not all the entitlement problems mentioned in the pages ahead apply to you, and your kids may be wonderful and motivated in many ways. But we all must recognize the new paradigm of entitlement that surrounds our kids, and take steps to immunize and protect them from it.

		The first two chapters present the problem and the solution in broad strokes, and the remaining nine chapters are all “how to”—how to give our children the responsible pride of ownership rather than the demanding laziness of entitlement.

		
			The bottom line for all of us as parents is results. So this book will not waste your time with anything that does not produce them. You may have noticed that we promised some results for each chapter right in the table of contents. We will do the same thing at the start of each chapter—results for your child, and results for you!
		

		We include stories and personal incidents extensively to explain and illustrate various points. Writing this book has taken several years, and the process of coming up with ways to help kids develop responsibility and cast off entitlement has involved working with thousands of parents around the world. We have taken the liberty of amalgamating some of their stories and combining some of their experiences for brevity. We sometimes relate our own family experiences (with our kids’ names changed—to protect the not-so-innocent) and sometimes merge what we have done with something another family has experienced. But rest assured that every idea we mention is based on real-life experience, and every method we suggest is tried and proven.

	
		

		
			Part One
		

		The Trap of Entitlement and the Rescue of Giving Kids Financial and Material Ownership

		
			
			How Kids Get Snared, and How 
to Spring Them with a New 
Family Economy That 
Will Prepare Them for 
the Real World
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		THE ENTITLEMENT PROBLEM

		
			
			HOW ENTITLEMENT ROBS OUR CHILDREN OF 
INITIATIVE, FULFILLMENT, AND HAPPINESS

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | Entrapment in a life of low motivation and high frustration.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | A roadblock to every form of responsibility you want to teach.

		
			
				✽ We sometimes call it indulgence, or instant gratification, or simply being spoiled, but the bottom line of what it is is entitlement!
			

		

		
			
		

		
UNDERSTANDING WHERE ENTITLEMENT COMES FROM, AND WHAT IT IS DOING TO US

		We will leave speculation on the macro effects of entitlement on society at large to the economists, the politicians, and the media analysts. Our focus here is the micro effects on our children! And on that level, there can be no equivocation about it. Entitlement is devastating our families by trapping our kids and setting them up for failure.

		And it is ensnaring children indiscriminately, regardless of geography, economic status, educational levels, or philosophical, religious, and political persuasions.

		A sense of entitlement (which is the polar opposite of a sense of responsibility) is endemic among children today. It is fostered by our demanding, narcissistic society where wants are confused with needs and where everyone seems focused on the notion that he deserves what everyone else has. Gone are the days when kids expected to have to work for something, even for approval. Everyone gets a trophy now, everyone is recognized, and everyone is special.

		Kids grow up in a reality-show world, thinking of themselves as the central character on the stage. They have a Facebook page, they are famous in their own minds, they are like rock stars, and to them there is no room (and no need) for true emotional empathy, or self-examination, or personal responsibility. Nor is there much incentive or motivation to learn to work.

		
			And they think they are entitled not to have limits or boundaries or discipline.
		

		
			It is parents, by not saying no and by giving kids what they demand, who become the ultimate enablers. We pour unearned praise over them, protect them from the criticism of teachers and coaches, give them everything from toys to automobiles, and make no connections between their  freedoms and their responsibilities. We seem to be working for our kids’ approval, rather than their working for ours.
		

		
			And as our lives get busier and busier, with both parents working, and as the disconnect grows between what we say our priorities are and where we actually spend our thought and energy, we parents give our kids things instead of time, spoiling them as we add fuel to the entitlement flame. We give them too much and demand too little of them; and thus we place our children in an environment and a mind-set where a sense of entitlement is the inevitable result.
		

		
			
				✽
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Examples

		How widespread is this sense of entitlement among kids? Widespread enough that every parent seems to have a close-to-home example of it! Recently we happened to mention on a blog that we were writing this book and asked for entitlement stories from parents. We were flooded! Personal vignettes of entitlement poured in for days. The stories ranged from children’s humorous ideas about who does what to entitlement demands so extreme that they resemble gallows humor.

		
			Here is a tiny sample of the responses we got:
			
				“OUR EIGHT-YEAR-OLD son was aghast when we suggested he might have to work to earn some money to replace the neighbor’s window  that he had broken while throwing rocks. He said, ‘You’re my mom—that’s the kind of thing you are supposed to take care of.’”
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			“I HAD been on a business trip for a week and was greeted by my nine-year-old son with a big hug. That night at dinner after a catch-up session about things that had happened while I was gone, he quietly and politely brought up something he had obviously planned quite carefully. ‘Mom, you’ve been gone a long time and you missed my band concert. How about buying me the new Wii game to make up for it?’”
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			“I’M A sixth-grade teacher and I called the home of a student who had been absent for three straight days to see what was wrong. The mother explained that her daughter had refused to go to school until she had the new name-brand jeans and shoes that she said all her friends had. ‘I’ll have the money Friday on payday and buy her the stuff and she will be back in class on Monday,’ the mother promised.”
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			“MY ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD seems to think there can be no constraints on her life. When she lined up two sleepovers for herself on the same weekend and I said no to the second one, she became totally indignant and stormed out of the house yelling, ‘Whether you know it or not, this is a free country and why should Emily [her friend] be able to go to both of them if I can’t?’”
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			“MY NINE-YEAR-OLD came up to me the other day and said, ‘I have to have a credit card . . . or a cell phone. At least one of them.’”
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			“I’M A stay-at-home mom and my husband works hard outside the home to provide for our family. When I asked our four-year-old, Drew, to help me with the dishes, he said, ‘Dad doesn’t ask for help on his stuff—you should really start working alone for our family, like Dad does.’”
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			“A FEW months back my four-year-old was asked to pick up her things and straighten the bathroom she had just destroyed by giving her Barbie a bath. Her response was, ‘Isn’t that what Maria is for?’ Maria is the very kind woman who has helped clean and babysit while I worked part-time from home the last couple of years.”

		

		
			[image: 010]
		

		
			
				“MY FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD daughter is in an AP history class this year that had summer homework. She told me we needed to buy the textbook online and it was $130. When I balked at the price, she admitted that the teacher did have some books that students could ‘check out’ for the year. ‘Yes!’ I said. ‘Do that.’ She was glum but said okay. Then yesterday she comes home from school and the first words out of her mouth are, ‘Mom! You have to buy me the AP history book! The one the teacher gave me is falling apart and I just can’t handle it!’”
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				“I WAS watching another mom with her little girl at the supermarket. The mom kept saying, ‘That’s not on our list,’ or ‘I didn’t bring money for that,’ and she even said, ‘That’s just not something you can ask your mommy to get.’ This child’s loud, demanding response was always ‘But I want it!’ The mom didn’t seem the least bit embarrassed, even though there were a lot of people around.”
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			“WITH US, it’s the grandparents that are the problem. My kids think that if they don’t take care of their stuff, it’s okay because ‘Grandma will buy me another one.’”
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			“I’M A single mom who works really hard at giving my kids responsibility and saying no to them when they ask for something for nothing. But how do I keep doing that when all their friends get everything they want just by asking for it? My son saved up for six months to buy a DS. He took it over to show his friend and the next day the friend’s parents bought one just like it for him.”
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			“LAST CHRISTMAS, as my kids ripped through present after present, not even bothering to see who it was from or say thank you to whoever gave them the present, I sat there in horror at what my children had become. And after they finished their pile of presents, they turned to me and to their grandparents and said, ‘Is that it?’”
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			“A FEW weeks ago, I was shopping with my five-year-old, who saw something he ‘really wanted.’ He got upset when I said no and angrily asked me why I wouldn’t buy it for him. My response was, ‘Because I don’t want to spend the money on that.’ He frowned, growled at me, and said, ‘Fine, then you just give me the money and I’ll pay for it.’”
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			“THE OTHER day our thirteen-year-old daughter, Kylie, asked me, ‘So what car am I going to get when I turn sixteen?’ I burst out laughing! I asked her why she thought that she would be getting a car when she turned sixteen, and she said, ‘Well, I’ll be old enough to drive.’ I was speechless. She didn’t say it with haughtiness or whine; it was all stated very matter-of-fact. I thought to myself, ‘What have we done?’”
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			“AS A teacher, I’m faced with this on a daily basis . . . entitled kids, instant gratification, or how about ‘Let’s give all the kids a trophy or a medal for every little thing they do!’ Teaching our kids the tough lessons is just that—tough—and I think way too many parents take the easy way out and give in.”
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			“AS THE HR director of a medium-size company, I get so tired of having high-school graduates walk into my office demanding pay increases and manager titles because they have now worked here  for more than six months and think they are now entitled to be recognized and rewarded.”

		

		
			
		

		
WHY ENTITLEMENT IS A TRAP

		Entitlement really is a kid trap, because once those entitlement jaws have grabbed a child, they hold fast! The reason this trap is a particularly bad one is that it stifles children’s initiative, encourages self-centeredness, and mutes their natural and healthy fear of consequences. It makes them feel like the world owes them a living and destroys the connection between effort and reward.

		Thus, our kids don’t learn to work. They don’t feel much incentive or motivation to do their best. And they don’t know much about consequences because someone always excuses them, gets them off the hook, or bails them out.

		It’s easy to blame the trap on the culture that surrounds us. We do, after all, live in an economic age of entitlement. We are exposed to hundreds of advertising and media impressions every day that suggest that we should have things now and pay later. We have come to believe that we deserve certain things whether or not we can afford them or even need them. Save us or bail us out.

		
			Just as we feel entitlement from our society, our kids feel entitlement from us. Even more so!
		

		The more we indulge, give in, over-serve, and spoil them, the more entitlement robs our children of the two prime elements of joy: (1) appreciation, and (2) work.

		
In Giving Our Kids What They Want, We Deprive Them of What They Need

		So as much as we might like to say, “It’s society’s problem,” the fact is that it is our problem and our kids’ problem, perhaps the biggest one they face, the one that will affect their future the most. Here is how the trap works, right in our homes, right under our noses with our kids:

		
			In the name of love, we give our kids
			
				
					✽ indulgence rather than consequences;
				

				
					✽ instant rather than delayed gratification;
				

				
					✽ laxness rather than discipline;
				

				
					✽ dependence rather than independence;
				

				
					✽ and entitlement rather than responsibility.

			

		

		We are trying to control our kids rather than giving them control, and, instead of teaching values, we are teaching them to value the wrong things.

		What is happening both in our homes and in our broader social culture turns into a powerful trap that snaps our kids’ initiative and holds them back from the responsibility, consequences, and choice-making that could prepare them to live happily and successfully as they grow toward adulthood.

		No parent would lay this trap intentionally. We are doing it in spite of ourselves. It is so easy to get swept away in our materialistic, competitive lifestyles, and we have failed to understand the dangers our indulgent society imposes on our kids or the negative effect of the economic topsy-turvydom of the world in which they are growing up. So instead of countering it in our homes, we mirror it. And as a result, we are not only  letting our children fall into the entitlement trap, we are pushing them into it.

		
			A sense of entitlement casts a wide net. Kids feel entitled to
			
				✽ name-brand clothes;

				✽ spending money;

				✽ technology, from cell phones and laptops to Wii games and iPods;

				✽ education at all levels, whether or not they apply themselves;

				✽ access to friends whenever they want, and to whatever their friends have;

				✽ “freedom” to do what they want and be where they want whenever they want.

			

		

		
The interesting thing is that the things kids feel entitled to are the very things we would like them to feel responsibility for

		Kids with a sense of entitlement feel that others, particularly their parents, are there to care for their every need, and that there should be no price to pay. It is this license and indulgence, this anti-responsibility, that makes up the jaws of the trap. And it does what all traps do—it catches them unawares and grabs them and holds them back from their potential, from adventure, from their independence, from their creativity, from their fulfillment, and from their happiness.

		It stymies their chances to develop self-esteem and self-reliance and self-discipline and all the other “selves” that can’t find traction in a world where everything is demanded and expected and nothing is earned and appreciated.

		Earlier generations of kids simply did not face this trap, or at least the trap was not nearly as big or as dangerous. Most of us who are parents  today did a little more for ourselves as we grew up because we had to and, frankly, because the work ethic was a bit stronger, and debt and instant gratification were a little less in style.

		
			
		

		
WHAT THEY’RE ENTITLED TO AND WHAT THEY’RE NOT!

		When does entitlement start? Is it ever legitimate? When does it begin to lead kids astray?

		Babies are entitled to be fed, to be nurtured, to be kept dry and warm. But when they think they are entitled to be held all night and all day, is that the beginning of entitlement? Certainly children are entitled to be fed and clothed and to be well treated. Most people would say they think children are entitled to parents who love them unconditionally and who think of them as their top priority.

		But at about that point on the entitlement spectrum, there starts to be some question, some debate.... Are they entitled to a college education? To a generous allowance? To having their room cleaned and their clothes washed and their meals prepared and to having things cleaned up after them? Are small children entitled to eat only what they want and like? Are they entitled not to obey you if they don’t like what you ask them to do?

		
			Sometimes for parents, it’s more about being wise than being generous. And it’s about what kids need more than what they want or what our love would like to give them. Yes, we may think they deserve it, and yes, we want to give it, and yes, they want it.... But is it wise, and is it really in their best interest, to give it?
		

		
			Often the dilemma parents have is that they feel two competing opposite sentiments, both well meant:
			1. We want to make them work and earn like we did.

			2. We want to give them everything we didn’t have.

		

		Can we find a combination, an amalgamation, of generosity and responsibility . . . and can our homes become a stronger culture than the peer, the media, the societal or the school cultures that flood over them?

		
			
		

		
THE FAR-REACHING NATURE OF THE PROBLEM

		The entitlement problem is not only about allowances and money and cell phones and “stuff.” Its tentacles reach into virtually every aspect of our children’s lives.

		It affects their education, because they feel they should not have to work for their grades, or that someone should do their homework for them, or that they, rather than the teacher, should decide what they want to learn.

		It impacts their relationships, because they think parents should step in and work out their fights or conflicts with other kids and that they should be able to do anything they want with anyone they choose.

		It has an effect on their health and their safety because they feel entitled to eat what they want (or not eat what they don’t want), go to bed when they feel like it, and do what other kids are doing whether or not it’s safe.

		It impacts their ability to set goals, because when one is entitled, who needs goals? And it impacts their ability to adopt and commit to values because when entitlement is the predominating false value, it chokes out all the true ones.

		It affects their ability to work, and to earn, and to care for their stuff, because within their entitlement attitude, all those things are optional.

		It touches on their pride, their sense of accomplishment, and their self-esteem, because those are things that come from working, earning, choosing, and owning.

		
			Bottom line: “Entitlement” used to be a royal term, as in the prince having the right to the title of king. But it now seems to apply to everyone, and may be the key problem of our age and the chief danger to our children. The prime concern of parents must be to find an antidote.
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		THE OWNERSHIP SOLUTION

		
			
			HOW CHOSEN AND EARNED OWNERSHIP CAN BE THE 
ANTIDOTE TO ENTITLEMENT, THE PREREQUISITE TO 
RESPONSIBILITY, AND THE INCENTIVE FOR WORK

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | a safe and clearly marked path from dependent childhood to responsible adulthood.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | a whole new model and paradigm for your parenting.

		
			✽ Giving kids true ownership offers them the chance to develop within themselves all of the qualities we want for them but can’t give them.

		

		
			
		

		
THE “HOW” QUESTIONS

		
			Now that we have given the “entitlement” answer to most of the “why” questions parents ask, let’s take a look at the most common “how” questions that parents have, and see if there might be an equally singular answer.
		

		
			How do I “unspoil” and motivate my kids?

			How do I communicate better with them?

			How do I teach them responsibility and values?

			How do I help them to cope and to thrive financially?

			How do I guide them to make good choices and decisions?

			How do I protect them and influence them more than the media and their peers?

			How do I help them reach their full potential?

			How do I combat and overcome their sense of entitlement?

		

		
			
		

		
ARRIVING AT THE ANSWER BY WORKING THROUGH SOME PERSONAL QUESTIONS

		To lead you toward the “how” and to help you see your situation more clearly, let us ask you, parent to parent, a little series of personal questions. Give your most honest and candid answer to each, and then compare your answer with those we generally receive from other parents.

		
			
				
				What would you like to give your kids?

			
				
				THE MOST COMMON ANSWERS:
					
						“Self-esteem” 
“Self-discipline” 
“Self-confidence” 
“Self-motivation” 
“Happiness” 
“Good judgment”
					

				

			

			
				WHAT IS THE PROBLEM WITH THIS LIST OF THINGS WE ALL WANT TO GIVE OUR KIDS?
			

			Most parents, when they think about it, realize that none of these are things that can be given. They must be developed from within. That’s why so many of them start with “self.”

			
				 


			
				
				WHAT ARE YOU GIVING YOUR KIDS?

			
				There are always some positive answers: “love,” “opportunity,” “education,” “freedom.” But there are also a host of obvious negatives:
				
					
						“indulgence” 
“instant gratification” 
“stuff” 
“materialism” 
“entitlement!”
					

				

			

			
				
				WHAT SHOULD YOU BE BE GIVING YOUR CHILDREN?

			
				Consensus usually comes quickly . . . and guiltily:
				
					“Responsibility. We should be giving them more responsibility.”

				

			

			
				
				“IS RESPONSIBILITY AN EASY THING TO GIVE?”
					 


				“No.”
			

			
				 


			
				“WHY?”
			

			
				A host of answers:
				
					
						“It’s easier to do things myself.” 
“They don’t want it, won’t take it.” 
“We don’t want them to fail.” 
“Their friends don’t have it.”
					

				

			

			
				Most parents try to give responsibility by saying something like this to their child: “I’m giving you responsibility! So now you’ve got to start taking care of all your own stuff!” But then nothing happens, absolutely nothing changes!
			

			
				 


			
				WHY NOT?
			

			
				The problem is revealed in one little word of what we say to our kids: “. . . start taking care of your own stuff.” The problem is that they don’t own it! And it is only when children perceive ownership that they can begin to feel responsibility.
			

			As parents, we must find reliable methods to get our children to feel the kind of ownership—of toys, of money, of goals, of grades, of choices, of their bodies, of their conflicts—that will foster responsibility and displace indulgence-based entitlement.

			And if possible, we must do it while our kids are young, before the exponential consequences of entitlement trap them for good in their teenage and adult years.

			
				
				Ownership is the lever that can spring kids out of the entitlement trap and motivate them to work for and earn what they want, to take care of things, to fight through difficulty, to  face up to their own problems, and to decide for themselves what they want from life.
			

			
				The ownership we are speaking of is chosen, earned ownership, something a child decides on and works for and takes pride in, something that is the opposite of the false ownership of taking whatever someone will give you, of constantly wanting more stuff, more privilege, and more latitude to do whatever you want.
			

		

		
			
		

		
LOTS OF COMMON FRUSTRATIONS AND ONE BIG ANSWER

		
			The main frustrations of parents with their elementary- and middle-school-age kids can be put into six categories. The “things that are driving me nuts” from a whole lot of moms and dads combine into a list that looks something like this:
			1. My kids are messy! No matter what we try (rewards and punishments in all varieties), they cannot seem to put their stuff away!

			2. My kids are physically lazy! Most of the time they are more interested in sitting around playing video games than in doing what needs to be done . . . or even going outside to play.

			3. My kids are mentally lazy! Homework seems to be some kind of a game to them, and a game they’re not very interested in winning.

			4. My kids want everything, and nothing is enough. And they want it right now! We can’t take them into any store without the constant chorus of “I want that.”

			5. My kids want to spend as much time as possible with their friends and as little time as possible with us.

			6. My kids can’t seem to think ahead or to “get it” about consequences, so they keep making goofy, silly, and sometimes dangerous choices.

		

		
What is the problem? What is lacking? Is there some missing ingredient in our families that is allowing all this to happen?

		Back when we were somewhere near the peak of our own parenting frustrations, we had some simple experiences that we now realize were the beginning of a whole new “ownership” approach to parenting. Some of these experiences were just things we observed....

		There was an apartment building we used to drive by in our neighborhood, and one year the owner decided to convert it to condominiums and sell the units to the renters. We watched the conversion, and it was transformational. The occupants did not change. The same people just bought the units they had been renting. Yet within days, the look of the building improved. Suddenly everything was cleaner, there were planter boxes and flowers on the balconies, the windows were washed, there was fresh paint everywhere.

		
			We made the simple observation that people often feel more responsible for what they own! Then we started to see both positive and negative examples of the way ownership is connected to responsibility. We noticed:
			
				✽ employees whose productivity skyrocketed once they were given some stock or equity in the business.

				✽ dirty, trash-filled cars in the Hertz return line because “it’s a rental.”

				✽ airlines that were transformed when shares were given to pilots, agents, and flight attendants.

				✽ our own kids forgetting or leaving books or backpacks or even clothes at school or on the bus or wherever—knowing that someone will replace them.

			

		

		Then one day one of our sons, eight-year-old Jason, came home from school on an early spring day, and he was missing an article of clothing. You might guess it was his jacket, but in fact it was his shoe! It was cold outside, and when he came in with just a sopping wet sock on one foot, I (Richard) reacted in typical parental fashion. “Where in the world is your shoe, son?”

		A friendly boy, he reacted conversationally. “Well, Dad, the snow is melting and there was water going down the ditch, and Chad and I needed a boat. The shoe worked great!”

		
			“But, son, where is your shoe?”
		

		“Well, you know where the water goes under the road.... The shoe went in the tunnel, but it never came out the other side.”

		“Jason! Do you know how much that shoe cost?”

		“No.”

		I was there with my hands on my hips, glaring down at him, and finally Jason got the message that I was upset, and his instinct was to fight back. He put his hands on his hips and glared right back up at me.

		
			“Well, it was your shoe!”
		

		“What do you mean it was my shoe?”

		“Well, you bought it, and you’ll probably have to buy me another one now, won’t you?!”

		
			After I overcame a couple of impulses brought on by that last comment, I had an “aha” moment—I realized something that would change my approach to parenting: Jason felt no sense of ownership of his shoe! Why  would he? He didn’t buy it; he hadn’t given up anything for it. He hadn’t even picked it out. And without the perception of ownership, he couldn’t have felt a sense of responsibility. What Jason felt instead was a sense of entitlement! He was entitled to another shoe!
		

		Since then, we have realized that the perception of ownership can not only keep shoes on kids’ feet, it has the potential to greatly simplify parenting and to literally rescue our kids from the entitlement trap.

		
			We realized in that little instant that not only did our kids not perceive ownership of things like their shoes, they perceived no real ownership of their spending money. Why should they? They did nothing to earn it, they traded nothing for it. They were using our money just like they were using our shoes. And since they perceived no ownership of the money, they also perceived no ownership of what they bought with it.
		

		
			
		

		
BACK TO OUR PERSONAL QUESTIONS TO YOU

		With that ownership paradigm in mind, let us ask you the last of our leading questions:

		
What are the things that you would like your children to feel ownership of?

		If you had a magic wand and could wave it over your children and have them suddenly perceive ownership of something—really feel that they owned it and thus take pride in it and care for it—what would you choose for them to own?

		We could start with the things already mentioned: ownership of their own money, of their own toys, of their own clothes, of their own games, of their own gadgets. But what about ownership of something beyond material things?

		
			What else would you like your children to feel like they own?

			What about your son’s education and his grades?

			What about your daughter’s body and her health and her safety?

			What about his relationships and his conflicts?

			What about her goals and her choices?

			What about his beliefs and his values?

		

		
			If the perception of ownership can be given to children, a sense of responsibility will follow, and a sense of pride, and a sense of purpose. But whether it’s Jason’s shoe, or your child’s grade in English, or the fight your daughter just had with her sister, if they don’t feel that they own it, they won’t work at it or take care of it.
		

		
			
				✽
 If the perception of 
ownership can be given 
to children, a sense of 
responsibility will follow, 
and a sense of pride, and 
a sense of purpose.

		

		
			In our ongoing dialogues with families we have discovered that there are workable (and enjoyable) ways to give young kids (elementary- and middle-school age) genuine ownership of all these things. Finding methods that will work for you is the key!
		

		At its core, the concept is as simple as Jason and his shoe. If he had bought that shoe with money he had “earned,” he would have perceived ownership of the shoe, and he would not have floated it down the ditch. And the same essential principles and family practices that can help Jason feel that he owns his shoe can also cause him to feel that he owns his grades and his education, his goals and his choices, and his conflicts and his relationships; and they can ultimately prevent him from floating away things like his potential and his opportunities along with his shoe.

		
How does one earn or gain the perception of ownership of something?

		
			This is a fairly easy question for most adults to answer, because all of us have come to earn and own and value things in three basic ways. All of them, of course, involve work:
			
				1. By working for something (as in earning money, or rewards, or possessions, or equity in a company), we gain ownership of it.
			

			
				2. By workingon something (as in mastering a skill, or creating a painting, or learning lines for a part in a play), we begin to feel that it belongs to us.
			

			3. By working with something (as in building a relationship with another person, or resolving a dispute or agreeing to a contract), we come to feel ownership of it.

		

		When we work in one of these ways, we feel the ownership that causes us to value something, to take pride in it, to take care of it. Each of these three kinds of work can be used as a method to give our children the kinds of ownership that will rescue them from the trap of entitlement.

		
			
		

		
TRUE OWNERSHIP VS. FALSE OWNERSHIP (EARNED VS. UNEARNED)

		True ownership is the antidote to entitlement and the prerequisite to responsibility. And true ownership must be chosen and earned by one of these three kinds of work. When we simply give everything to our kids, we rob them of these opportunities to work and they end up with a kind of false, unearned ownership that has a negative impact on both their motivation and their pride.

		For those who appreciate baseball analogies, “unearned runs” are scored as the result of “errors” of the defense rather than from the effort or accomplishment of the offense. Unearned runs do not factor into a pitcher’s ERA (earned run average).

		In parenting, unearned ownership is something bestowed by the overindulgent “errors” of parents rather than gained by the effort or accomplishment of the child.

		
			
				✽
 When we simply give 
everything to our kids, 
we rob them of these 
opportunities to work 
and they end up with a 
kind of false, unearned 
ownership that has a 
negative impact on both 
their motivation and 
their pride.

		

		Unearned ownership does not factor into a child’s IRM (initiative, responsibility, maturity).

		
What are the effects of true ownership on a person?

		
			As a person earns, obtains, and takes care of something that belongs to him, he develops self-esteem, self-discipline, self-confidence, self-motivation, happiness, and good judgment.
		

		
Why does that little list sound familiar?

		
			Because it is the very same list that answered the first question we asked you (What do you want to give your kids?). So it turns out that giving our children ownership allows them to develop for themselves all the gifts that we wish we could give them.
		

		
			
				New Answers to Old Questions
			

			Adopting the concept and solution of ownership causes a major paradigm shift that changes our answers to most basic questions about parenting:

			
				 


			
				
				WHAT SHOULD WE FOCUS ON WITH OUR KIDS?

			
				
				Not on giving them everything we’d like them to have, but on giving them a sense of ownership, because that is the prerequisite and motivator of responsibility and self-reliance.
			

			
				 


			
				
				WHY WORRY SO MUCH ABOUT MAKING KIDS RESPONSIBLE IN THEIR ELEMENTARY AND MIDDLE-SCHOOL YEARS?

			
				
				Not because their irresponsibility might inconvenience us, but because by experiencing the independence, consequences, and discipline that come from ownership our kids will be saved from instant gratification and future dissatisfaction.
			

			
				 


			
				
				WHO IS REALLY RESPONSIBLE FOR TEACHING RESPONSIBILITY?

			
				
				Not the teachers and coaches and tutors, but the parents. Get the help you can, but never forget that the buck stops with you.
			

			
				 


			
				
				WHERE IS THE PRIME PLACE FOR KIDS TO LEARN RESPONSIBILITY?

			
				
				Not in the school or on the playground but in a home that consciously teaches character, choice-making, and money management and all the other lessons that go with ownership. Your home and the “family economy” become a microcosm and a “case study” of the real world your children will soon enter.
			

			
				 


			
				
				WHEN IS PRIME TIME FOR TEACHING THE SKILLS OF OWNERSHIP-BASED RESPONSIBILITY?

			
				
				Not when they are preschoolers and incapable of really grasping or accepting responsibility (and when they deserve a real  childhood), and not when they are teens and the consequences of their mistakes are too great, but when they are elementary- and middle-school-age kids who are flattered by responsibility and who still think their parents are worth listening to.
			

		

		
			
		

		
WHEN, EXPANDED

		Before going on, we need to spend a little more time on this “when” answer. While even very small children can begin to feel a sense of equity in family, and can make simple choices for themselves, and set simple goals, there is a magical epicenter when kids are flattered by the notion of ownership and anxious to show that they are grown-up enough to accept responsibility. This important and fleeting (and often ignored) time is the elementary- and middle-school years.

		
			Ironically, these are the years least written about in parenting literature. If you scan the parenting section of bookstore shelves, there are endless books on toddlers and preschoolers, and even more on adolescents and teens. This is a classic case of the squeaky wheel getting the grease. There is so much turbulence and change in preschoolers and in teens that they get all the attention. The “middle-aged kids” in between are usually less trouble and less worry, so they are largely ignored. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”
		

		But what an opportunity missed! These elementary-age kids are so teachable, so flattered by responsibility, so conceptual and willing to try, and they still believe their parents know something! They have not yet, not fully at least, discovered sarcasm, cynicism, and the intense self-centeredness that will make them harder to teach (and to deliver ownership to) as they become adolescents.

		Still, the very best answer to the question “When?” is “Always.” A good motto is: “It’s best to start early, but it’s never too late.” We can start very young in transferring some kinds of ownership to small children; and while the methods may have to change a bit, we must try to give ownership to adolescents and teens before they leave home and have ownership come to them as an obstacle rather than an opportunity.

		
			
		

		
A DIAGRAM SUMMARY: THE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN OWNERSHIP, RESPONSIBILITY, AND WORK

		
			If kids don’t choose and work and earn, they will not feel ownership, and if they don’t feel ownership, they will not value or maintain or feel responsibility. The whole connecting concept can be diagrammed:
			
				[image: 019]
			

		

		All the connecting lines of the triangle work in both directions. Work creates ownership, and ownership motivates work. Ownership breeds responsibility, and responsibility serves ownership. Responsibility requires work, and work underscores responsibility.

		But the beginning point and the place to start with kids is the top ownership point of the triangle. Giving kids the real (and early) opportunity to own things, from money to choices, is what starts the process and leads, inevitably, to work and responsibility.

		
			
		

		
A METAPHORICAL CONCLUSION

		A brief metaphor to review the problem and the solution before we move headlong into the how-to’s:

		We spoke earlier of the space between childhood and adulthood. Think now for a moment of childhood as an island and adulthood as a continent. The island sits placidly in the Bay of Entitlement. To sail across to the high-potential continent of Adulthood, kids must pass through the Sea of Responsibility, and for that they need a ship—an OwnerShip.

		Childhood is a delightful island. It is safe because it is sheltered by the much larger continent of Adulthood, which protects it from winds and currents. But while it is a lovely, pleasant place, Childhood Island is also isolated and limited. The great destinations are on the Adulthood landmass where all kinds of adventure and opportunity await.

		But to get to the great continent of Adulthood, and all of its ports and harbors, one needs a ship that can not only get through the lazy, enticing Bay of Entitlement, but navigate the turbulent waters of the Sea of Responsibility that surrounds Adulthood.

		The great harbors of Fulfillment and Realized Potential and the ports of Success and Happiness lie on the far side of the Adulthood continent, and the only routes to them are directly through the rough Sea of Responsibility. The only vessel with enough power and range to sail children out and away from the protected Bay and then through the demanding Sea of Responsibility is the OwnerShip.

		While there are many ways to get an OwnerShip, the best way is direct from the shipyard of Parenting. The interesting thing is that the Parenting Shipyard really has to design its crafts to appeal to the residents of the Childhood isle, because many of them tend to want to just stay in the pleasant environs of Entitlement Bay. This tendency is worrisome because as nice as the Island is in the springtime, as summer comes on, it gets very hot and stagnant, and even turns putrid and toxic. Getting children onto their OwnerShips in a timely manner and on their way out of the Bay of Entitlement and into the Sea of Responsibility is both the key job and the ultimate reward or treasure of parents.

		Of course the OwnerShip does not just magically arrive one day, pulling up to the dock on Childhood Island so kids can scramble aboard. The Ship has to be built, and we parents are the builders and our homes are the shipyards. Ships are not easy to build, but once they are constructed, navigation of that gap between childhood and adulthood is so much easier and more pleasant.

		And so it is with giving ownership to children. It takes some time and some effort to make the transfer, to build the new paradigm, but it will be well worth it in terms of the time it will save and the trouble it will swerve around in the future.

		
			Just like shipbuilding, there is a natural sequence to it. First you build the hull, then the deck, and finally the mast and the sails. In the metaphor, the hull is real, participating ownership for kids within their own family. When they have real input and responsibility in family matters, they begin to feel like co-owners rather than tenants or servants in our homes, or pawns on our grown-up chessboards. Once kids have that family equity, we can start building the deck of our ship, which is the most basic kind of material ownership, of money and things. A meaningful turnover of the ownership of stuff like clothes and toys and the funds that buy them can  set a pattern and a precedent that can become the foundation or the deck for other, higher-reaching ownership transfers.
		

		Once the pattern of choosing and earning true ownership has been set (and practiced every day in a “family economy”), all of its principles and its benefits can be applied to even deeper and more important things. Kids can start putting up the mast of values and the rigging of choices and then unfurl the banner of their own goals as they begin to move forth on the sea toward their desired destinations.

		As our children learn to manage their own ship, parents become their consultants rather than their managers, and the initiative and independence of this ownership of character and mind begin to direct them toward their best selves.

		Then children can hoist the sails of their own schooling and education and catch the wind of responsibility for their own relationships and conflicts—and the health and safety of their own bodies.

		Of course, all the parts of the OwnerShip that we seek to transfer to our kids are interrelated. The deck and the hull and the mast and the sails all tie together. Children’s ownership of money will transfer to their ownership of their things, and their ownership of values will affect their choices and their goals, which in turn will impact their ownership of everything from their grades to their bodies.

		It is essential that our kids get out of Entitlement Bay before it starts to swelter and stagnate. The route through the Sea of Responsibility goes up the strait of Hard Work and into the passage of Delayed Gratification before it arrives at landfall and the desired destinations on the continent of Adulthood.

		It’s time now to get to the shipyard and start working on all the aspects of the OwnerShip. The rest of this book will be our blueprint and our guide.
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		GIVING YOUR CHILDREN OWNERSHIP AND EQUITY IN YOUR FAMILY

		
			
			HOW TO PROMOTE YOUR CHILD FROM SERF TO 
OWNER AND SELF-MANAGER

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | self-esteem, security, a sense of belonging . . . and responsibility for each other.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | a better connection to your children!

		
			✽ Our kids need the gift of a strong and personal identity, and parents are the ones who can give it. Children need roots before they can develop wings.

		

		
			
		

		
THE PROBLEM AND THE OPPORTUNITY

		
			DO YOU know why kids join gangs? It is because they crave an identity larger than themselves. They join for the “uniforms,” for the colors, for the tattoos, for the secret handshakes and the symbols. They join for the belonging. They join for the rituals and the traditions.

		Your children’s larger-than-self identity, of course, should come from their family. And the traditions that you develop and the rituals you follow within your home can be the key to that identity, and the glue that holds your family together.

		The more transitory and mobile our society and our broader culture become, the less root structure we have as individuals. It used to be that families stayed in one location, and that kids stayed in one school. It used to be that communities had longevity, and long-term family friends helped each other in the raising of their children. Cousins and uncles and aunts were part of the equation, and grandparents were close by, if not in the same house.

		
			
				✽
Kids need to feel owner- 
ship or equity in their 
own family. If they 
feel like unvalued, un- 
consulted employees or 
like pawns on a chess- 
board, both their secu- 
rity and their sense of 
responsibility will suffer.

		

		Nowadays we move more often, live farther from our relatives, and are all part of a much more fluid dynamic. Kids don’t have clear answers for who they are or where they are from, and feelings of insecurity and even isolation can be the result.

		
			But it shouldn’t be that way, and it doesn’t have to be. Parents can create a powerful culture of belonging and of connection and  of identity, and the keys to that kind of culture are roots and rituals, family ties and traditions. Kids need to feel ownership or equity in their own family. If they feel like unvalued, un-consulted employees or like pawns on a chessboard, both their security and their sense of responsibility will suffer.
		

		
			
		

		
ROOTS

		I (Richard) have a Scandinavian grandfather named Dan who was a good writer and journal keeper, and we are fortunate to still have his journals and some of his early writings from when he was a boy near Malmö in the south of Sweden. One night, I read one of his journal entries to our children. It was a story about a time when Dan’s family was so poor that his mother had to sell homemade lace aprons in the city center to put food on the table. She couldn’t make enough of them herself, so each of the children stayed up after their schoolwork was done to help with the stitching and assembly of the aprons their mom would take to market the next day. While they worked on the sewing each evening, they had fun talking together about what had happened to each of them during the day.

		It didn’t seem like a particularly exciting story, but a few nights later, when I asked our kids what bedtime story they wanted, they all said they wanted the one about Dan and the aprons. They seemed especially attracted to it because they understood that Dan was my grandpa, and their great-grandpa.

		We started looking for other stories from the lives of our parents and grandparents, and we began trying to keep track of them in a little folder. Then one summer while we were away on vacation, Linda got a painter’s canvas and painted a tree that had one limb for each of our kids, and one root for each of our ancestors. (It started with four roots that split to eight,  and then to sixteen.) We put a photo of each of our children on each of the branches, put ourselves on the trunk, and put a picture of one of the kids’ grandparents on each of the four roots going down from the trunk. Over the next few months, we researched and looked for photos of our eight parents’ parents, and then our sixteen parents’ grandparents to paste on the corresponding roots. Then we tried to come up with at least one little story about each of the twenty-eight ancestors represented. It wasn’t easy for some of them, but from the memories of aunts and uncles (and with a little poetic license to fill in the gaps) we came up with at least one story about each of them. There are exciting stories of shipwrecks and cowboys, but there are also some pretty mundane stories about things like walking a long way to school (uphill both ways of course) or churning butter.

		For a while, we weren’t quite sure why our kids liked these stories so much. Whenever we gave them a choice of bedtime stories, they would pick an “ancestor story” even though they had flashier, illustrated commercial alternatives. It mystified us. Then one night we got a clue as to why they liked them so much. After hearing a story about his Grandpa Dean, our eight-year-old, who happened to be learning fractions in school, went over to the ancestor tree painting, pointed at his grandfather’s picture, and with a glowingly proud smile said, “You know, I’m one-fourth him!”

		The Grandpa Dean story, by the way, was about a night when Dean, a sixteen-year-old who had just earned his driver’s license in the little Wyoming town where he lived, was driving home alone after dropping off his date. He took his eyes off the road for a minute to look for something on the floor of his dad’s car, and swerved and scraped a car parked by the hotel on the main street of the town. Scared, and realizing that because of the late hour no one had seen the incident, Dean just kept on driving. He was relieved, when he got home, to see that there was not much of a mark on his dad’s car, but he couldn’t sleep that night, worrying about what  he had done to the parked car. So he got up early and told his dad what had happened. They went together down to the hotel and found the car’s owner, who was staying in the hotel and was from out of town. Difficult as it was, Dean told him what he had done, and paid to fix the dent with money he had earned on his paper route. Dean felt good about himself, and his parents were so proud of him.

		“I’m one-fourth him,” said our eight-year-old. “I could have courage like that and be honest just like Grandpa Dean.”

		We had enough good experiences like this that we made the effort, over a period of time, to write all of the ancestor stories in appropriate children’s-story language, and put them into a big leather-bound book of blank pages that we found at a stationery store. The “roots book” sits on a shelf close to the ancestor tree painting, now accumulating additional branches for grandkids, and it continues to be the favorite for bedtime stories.

		
			But more than that, at its essence, it is a book of identity, of ownership , of belonging, and of security and connections for all members of the family.
		

		And over the years, the book has acquired another major section. It has become the official repository of our family traditions.

		
			
		

		
FAMILY TRADITIONS

		Early in our family, we had some sense that traditions were important, but we weren’t exactly sure why. We did certain things on Christmas and on holidays, traditions we carried over from our parents’ families, and we had birthday traditions and there were things like Sunday dinners and monthly “daddy dates” and “mommy dates” with individual kids. We were aware that a lot of these rituals were becoming part of the fabric of our family,  and that the kids loved them and wouldn’t allow us to deviate from them. But we still didn’t understand the magnitude of their importance.

		We finally grasped the power of family traditions one year when, for the first time, two of our children were away from home on my (Richard’s) birthday. My October birthday tradition involves jumping in autumn leaves. We rake them up, bury each other, stuff them down each other’s shirts, and just generally have a wild, crazy time. I kept thinking the kids would outgrow this silly little ritual and lose interest, but it just became more intense. By the time they were in high school, they wanted to invite their friends and move the tradition to the city park, where there were bigger trees and more leaves—where you could jump out of the trees and into the massive leaf piles.

		
			Finally, the autumn came when our two oldest had left home, a son in college, and a daughter volunteering in an orphanage in Bulgaria. A couple of days before my birthday, two envelopes arrived in the mail, and I was so pleased that they had remembered to send me cards. Linda made me wait until the actual day to open them, so early on the morning of my birthday I retired to my study and opened the first envelope. It wasn’t a card that fell out, it was a leaf, and it had a Post-it note stuck to it with a message from my daughter that I will never forget: Dear Dad, this is a Bulgarian leaf. The orphans helped me honor your tradition. Don’t forget, I’m still part of our family.

		I opened the other envelope and out fell another leaf, this one from my son. There was no note with this one (the difference between girls and boys, I guess); he figured “I’ll just send Dad a leaf; he’ll know what it means.”

		I just sat there for a while, staring at those two leaves, a little choked up, a little tear in my eye, beginning to comprehend the binding, uniting power of family traditions and the deep need kids have to belong—to have real ownership in their families.

		It was shortly after that “leaf experience” (and happily while the other children were still young enough to benefit from it) that we started writing down each of our traditions in the same big leather book where our family ancestor stories were. Something about capturing them in writing in that big book seemed to add to their weight and importance. They became more “official.” We could now look forward to them more easily, the kids could anticipate these rituals they loved in the days before and remember them in the days after. The smaller children illustrated the traditions, whether it was a drawing of how we hung the stockings at Christmas or how we floated Saydi’s birthday cake on a lake. The book became a treasure, but the real rewards were the “ties that bind” even as our children have spread out across the world.

		
			Besides “enshrining” family traditions by writing them down and illustrating them in a big book or on a calendar, parents can do a lot of “fine-tuning” and enhancing of family traditions. A good way to evaluate the rituals in your family is to ask yourself what each of them teaches your children. Sometimes this kind of analysis leads to some adjustments and alterations.
		

		On Thanksgiving, for example, our family tradition was essentially to eat way too much and watch football all day. Still, everyone enjoyed it and no one wanted to change it, but we did decide that we could add an element. We got a big narrow roll of paper from the office supply store and started the new family tradition of a Thanksgiving “thankful list.” One of the kids (hopefully one with good handwriting) would serve as scribe, and while we were sitting around, waiting for the turkey to cook and for the football telecasts to begin, we started shouting out everything anyone could think of that we were thankful for, and numbering the items as they were written on the long paper roll. They ranged from the sublime (“family love” and “sunsets”) to the ridiculous (“doorknobs” and “earlobes”), but  every one of them carried at least a brief burst of appreciation or gratitude with it, and the kids became obsessed with getting to one hundred, then to five hundred, then to one thousand, and for a couple of hours, our thoughts were focused on thanks-giving.

		The tradition continues, and over the years it has become a little competitive, everyone trying to think of more things than someone else, and all of us collectively trying to make the list longer than last year’s. Then we time each other to see who can read the entire list the fastest. Then we drape the list above the Thanksgiving table like a crepe paper streamer and dine beneath it.

		
			
		

		
THE FAMILY ROOTS/TRADITIONS BOOK

		For us, the big leather-bound book became a way of formalizing or emphasizing or honoring our family traditions and our family roots. Like many parents, we have learned that “props matter” with kids and that if you have a book that is big and impressive-looking and permanent and lasting, it tends to make the things you write in it or do with it more lasting also.

		The traditions part of the book is essentially a big, bound calendar, with a two-page spread for each month, and titles (and kids’ illustrations) for whatever tradition we have during that month. Having them laid out and arranged and “formalized” in that book allows the children to anticipate them, to remember them, and to look forward to something special and memorable each month in the family.

		All families have traditions—things we do at certain times, practices we try to continue from our parents’ families, things that are part of our regular schedule on Sundays or weekends, rituals that we always do on holidays or birthdays. The traditions already exist. But the thing most families can still do is to make a bigger deal of their traditions, emphasize  them more, honor them more, and appreciate them more. We can also improve and fine-tune our traditions, and perhaps cull out some that don’t work particularly well and replace them with new ones that might be a little more values-driven, or that work a little better. “Writing them up” in a special book can help us to do all of this.

		It’s all about putting new emphasis on your family roots and your family traditions. Do a little research and a little refining here and there. Develop some “props” that make everyone more aware of them and more interested in them. Have fun with them. Get the kids deeply involved with them. Give your family greater depth, greater permanence, greater individuality, and give your kids a bigger identity and a bigger sense of inclusion and belonging. This is how you give them real ownership and equity in their own family!

		
			
		

		
SMALLER EVERYDAY TRADITIONS

		Not all family traditions center on holidays or birthdays or other special occasions. And not all of them need to be formalized and written down in some big family traditions book. Some of the best traditions happen around the kitchen table and don’t necessarily require all family members to be there. The thing that got us going on the importance of dinnertime was a rather random experience we had in the Caribbean.

		A rich friend (always nice to have) had loaned us his lovely yacht for a week and we were sailing off St. Croix. Suddenly one day, and serendipitously, we saw an identical yacht sailing nearby. It turned out that it was the “sister ship” to our vessel. (Custom yachts are often made in pairs, and there are only two exactly alike in the world. It was remarkably coincidental that we ran into our “double.”)

		The owner of the other yacht invited us on board for dinner that  night, and he turned out to be Graham Kerr, the “Galloping Gourmet” of TV cooking show fame.

		The dinner itself was unremarkable, but the conversation was unforgettable. He lectured us for an hour about how all the problems in the world would be solved if families would have a real dinner hour and discuss anything and everything around the kitchen table.

		Perhaps “more families spending more time at dinner” is a little selfserving for a celebrity cook, but nonetheless his words rang true.

		
			Partly as a result of our encounter on the high seas, we started trying harder to have dinner together as often as we could. We never even got close to Graham’s admonition of “every night” but we certainly improved and managed to have “real dinner hours” at least once or twice a week and almost always on Sundays. Some “dinnertime games” evolved that have become part of the fabric of the institution and infrastructure of our family. Here are a few of them, with their rules and parameters:
			
				✽ The speeches game: Each family member has to stand up and give a one-minute speech on some random object (“coat hangers” or “smiles” or “shyness”). The kids’ ability to think on their feet and articulate improved, and humor was the constant by-product.

				
					✽ The “what’s similar” game: We would give the kids two dissimilar objects, like a telephone and a turtle, and they would see what things they could think of that were similar (both start with t, both have rounded surfaces, both don’t eat at McDonald’s, both would cease to function if a truck ran over them). The idea was to train the neglected, creative right hemisphere of kids’ brains and help them think divergently (where there are many answers) rather than convergently (where they all have to come up with one “right answer,” like in school). Incidentally, the preschoolers and young elementary-age kids were much  better at this right-brain, multiple-answer type of thinking than their older, school-conditioned siblings, who kept asking what the “real answer” was.
				

				✽ The “happy and sad” game: Each family member tells his or her happiest moment of the day and his or her saddest moment—sort of a “best and worst.” It was amazing how many things were shared—and how much we learned in a very short time.

				✽ The “question game”: We would give them a topic and each child would ask the very hardest question they could think of. Again, we were trying to get them away from the left-brain mind-set of school, where they are rewarded for giving “the right answer,” and move them toward a more curious state. We heaped on the praise for thinking of a good question. (And it was amazing to see them run curiously to the computer when dinner ended to find the answer to the question they had thought of.)

			

		

		
			
		

		
A FAMILY INFRASTRUCTURE

		The formalizing and emphasizing of traditions and family roots can be the beginning of a family “infrastructure” that not only builds family identity but adds to family efficiency. We often begin our presentations to parents by reminding them of the importance of family patterns, rituals, and practices that can be likened to a city’s infrastructure—to the roads and bridges that make a city efficient, workable, easy to navigate, and reliable.

		We were reminded again of the importance of infrastructure on a recent trip to India and through other parts of Asia. In India we felt we were risking our lives every time we stepped out the door of our hotel in Udaipur. Small three-wheeled vehicles whizzed past us within inches of the doorstep. There were no traffic rules that we could discern, and the  people weaving between the cars, cows, and rickshaws seemed to be taking their lives in their own hands with every step. When we ventured out, it was sort of like being in a video game, except that if you got hit, you couldn’t start over!

		Our next stop happened to be Istanbul, where new infrastructure was in place everywhere. Traffic was busy but organized, public transportation worked, and beautiful bridges spanned the Bosporus, which divides Europe from Asia. The whole downtown area was a sight to behold. Things were orderly albeit fast-paced. We felt the efficiency and security that a great infrastructure brings.

		Kids begin to feel a powerful and prideful sense of ownership and equity in the family as they participate in creating a family infrastructure of family symbols, traditions, laws, meetings, and mission statements.

		It takes time to institutionalize your family in this way, but, as with any good infrastructure, once it is in place, things run better and smoother and you end up saving time.

		
			And of course it is the process rather than the end result that gets families communicating and helps each child to feel included and important and recognized as one of the owners of the family.
		

		
			
		

		
FAMILY SYMBOLS AND FAMILY CULTURE

		Family symbols of various kinds are some of the simplest things that can begin to make your family feel like a unique entity, even a separate culture.

		We talked to one family who made up a family song while in their van on a long drive. It was kind of a silly song, they said, but the kids liked to sing it so much that it became part of their family fabric, and years later they would still sing it when they got together as adults.

		Another family told us that they had a family motto and a family slogan. “If the Boy Scouts or the soccer team can have a motto, so can we,” said the dad. Both the motto and the slogan were short and pithy, and they had both of them engraved on wooden plaques that hung in the entry of their home. Their motto was “No Empty Chairs,” indicating their desire to leave no one behind or excluded and to help each other reach their individual and collective dreams. Their slogan, which needs no explanation, was “Do what’s right and do it well.”

		Still another family showed us their family flag. It had two or three symbols and anagrams on it that meant something only to their own family, and they kept it on their family room wall except on special occasions, when they actually put it on a flagpole on the front of their house.

		Like it or not, our kids are part of many different cultures. There is the peer culture, the media culture, the school culture, and so many more! Our job is to create a family culture that is strong enough that it can, when necessary, supersede and override all the other cultures.

		
			
				✽
Our job is to create 
a family culture 
that is strong enough 
that it can, when nec- 
essary, supersede and 
override all the other 
cultures.

		

		
			
		

		
WEEKLY FAMILY MEETINGS

		One very strong part of a family culture is the communication and coordination that can happen through regular family meetings. Could any company or professional organization work very well (or last very long) without a recurring, regular meeting where needs and solutions and schedules are discussed and resolved? And would people in the organization  feel much pride or continuity or ownership if there was no regular time to plan, to evaluate and reassess, to set goals, and to air out grievances?

		Family meetings contribute to the family infrastructure and the family culture. They need not be long or complicated, but a simple weekly family meeting can coordinate schedules, resolve disputes, plan the week, and allow a little discussion of a value or principle.

		If you aren’t currently having regular weekly family meetings you will probably be relieved to hear that you are definitely in the majority. In the myriad of families we have spoken with, those who hold weekly family meetings are rare. But families that do have them swear that they are one of the key things that hold their family together.

		The objections and excuses are universal: “We don’t have time.” “I’m not in town often enough to be consistent.” “My kids won’t do it.” “My husband won’t do it.” The list goes on and on. But when we can persuade parents to try it, they quickly see the value it holds for their family.

		Our own family meetings evolved through the years according to the ages and maturity of our children and yours will probably do the same. Start where you are. It may be difficult to convince teenagers that this is a good idea, but when they hear that it’s an opportunity for them to register complaints in an organized, noncombative setting and plead their cases for things they want to do that they think you may not understand, they will be more willing. Refreshments also help.

		There are as many different ways to hold family meetings as there are different families. You will have to figure out what works for yours. Here are some ideas and examples and guidelines:

		
			
			Where, when, and how long should the meeting be: For the majority of time that we had kids at home we had our meetings every Sunday afternoon around the dinner table. No friends were allowed. It was family only!  With preschool children, twenty minutes may be the maximum length of time you can hold their attention. If you have older and younger children, have the early parts of the meeting with the younger kids and a short lesson on the topic of the week, and then let them go play or go to bed while you continue with your older children.
		

		
			
			Format: In our case, we always started with a song chosen by one of the kids and a prayer. Other families who aren’t comfortable with singing and praying simply call the meeting to order. As weeks go by and the kids get a feel for the routine, assign a child to prepare an agenda, conduct the meeting, and keep everybody on task. Nothing is more delightful to most seven- or eight-year-olds than to feel empowered by being in charge. Teenagers may need a little persuasion if it’s new to them. Once you start having meetings, you may find that the children are the ones who keep you going. Most kids will love that feeling of unity and of having the chance to confront or address their parents in an equal setting.
		

		
			
			Schedule: After the song and prayer, we talked about the schedule for the upcoming week. It makes us smile now to think back on one of our youngest children conducting the family meetings and saying, “I’d now like to turn the time over to Mom to go over the schedule for the week.” At one point, we had so many kids involved in so many activities that we had to get them to twenty-seven different lessons and sports activities every week. It was quite a process to get everybody where they needed to be and have a little cheering section for sports activities as well. Life in those days would have been total mayhem without some pretty serious car pools and schedule planning that went on in the weekly meeting.
		

		In the business of today’s world, often with a single parent or with both parents working, family life is always a juggling act. A family meeting to work out the details is crucial. If you have a preschooler, just a few  minutes may be required to give him the security of knowing what the schedule will be and whether or not Dad will be able to come to his peewee soccer game on Saturday.

		
			
			A short “value lesson”: Almost every idea or system you will come to in this book can be discussed or worked on in a family meeting. You can have a lesson on some aspect of handling money or setting goals or whatever you feel is the greatest need that week. And if you want to include a brief values-oriented “lesson,” go to www.FamilyNightLessons.com, where you will find simple, one-page summaries of universal values that any child who can read will be able to prepare and present to the family in a matter of minutes.
		

		
			
			Gripe session: Next we asked if there were problems or concerns that the kids wanted to talk about. Sometimes there were none. Other times it led to a long and edgy conversation (depending on the age and feistiness of the kid who brought it up). It was always helpful to know what was going on in their minds and was a great forum for healthy discussions. Kids feel empowered by a regular opportunity to express their “gripes” or suggestions for what changes are needed in the family.
		

		
			
			Fun and refreshments: Do your best to keep the feeling light and upbeat. In fact, call it a family party instead of a family meeting if that helps. And be sure that there are “refreshments” at the end. (The kids claim that is the most important part.) Once a month or so, in the family meeting time slot, just go out for a fun family activity instead of having a formal meeting.
		

		
			
			Consistency: We strongly suggest a regular, set time once a week. If one parent has to be out of town, he or she can “attend” the meeting via Skype or even a conference call with the home phone on “speaker.” Think of it as a business meeting that you are required to attend. Once kids see how dedicated and devoted you are to the weekly meetings, they will come up with fewer excuses themselves.
		

		
			
			Ownership: The most crucial element of family meetings is letting the kids feel that they have equity in what is happening. Reason with them with verbiage like this: “Our family is the most important thing in the world to us and we want to make it run more smoothly by having a family meeting. What do you think? We are going to need your help to make it work. Your little brother may not like the idea so if you can help him get excited about it, that would be great. Do you think this could be important in helping our family work better? After a few weeks we’d even like you to conduct the meeting so you can add what you want to say and keep us on track. Do you think that would work? What would be the best time to hold the meeting each week? When should we start?”
		

		
			
		

		
FAMILY LAWS

		All lasting institutions have standards of behavior—laws that govern people’s interactions with one another and with their surroundings. Family laws that your kids participate in creating become part of the family identity and pride—part of your family culture and part of the ownership they feel in the family.

		On a family trip or vacation, or in a family meeting, a special one where you have a little extra time, establish your family laws with full participation from your kids. And decide what the punishment or penalty should be for breaking or violating each law.

		We discovered when our children were very young that what they needed, even though they would never admit it, was boundaries: family laws that let them know very clearly what is expected and what the consequences would be for breaking the law!

		We have a dear friend who is a country doctor and seems to know just about everything about everything! He raises thoroughbred dogs, among  other things, and when people come to pick up their new prize puppies they always comment on how well-behaved they are. When asked to share his secret, he says, “See that high fence out there around that big field? That is what we call the ‘safe boundaries.’ These dogs have plenty of room to roam but they know exactly where their boundaries are. The fence gives them a certain feeling of security, and I think that is why most of them become well-behaved and respond to training much better than those who are allowed to just run wild!”

		So it is with family boundaries, aka laws. We wanted to let our kids have ownership in our family laws, so when our first two children were only three and two, we opened nominations for family laws. Of course, when we got out the paper and pencil to write them down, the three-year-old instantly had a good idea. Looking directly at her mischievous little sister, she said, “I think we should write: ‘Never hit other little girls!’ ”

		“Well, what a great idea,” we agreed, and we wrote it down.

		Then the two-year-old piped up with her nomination (and one we thought was a good idea, too, as we had just the day before found her headed for an electrical outlet with a fork): “Never pud in puds.” We knew exactly what she meant, praised her, and wrote it down.

		Over the years each child had ideas for new laws, and we dutifully added them to the list. Finally our oldest, then eight, came to me one day and said, “Mom, we have thirty-two family laws. There is no way we can remember all that! Even in the Bible there are only Ten Commandments! We need to simplify.”

		“You are so right, honey!” I said. And from that day on we decided that henceforth we would have only five family laws with the added feature of a very clear punishment or consequence added to each one if the law was broken! Since we discussed each law many times in family meetings and since the kids helped to formulate the consequences, it became  so much easier for everyone to know exactly what the boundaries were and what would happen if the laws were broken. We even made up a goofy little song to help them remember the five laws, which we often sang at the beginning of a family meeting when the kids were little.

		
			Our five family laws (with their attendant “punishments” or consequences) were:
			
				✽ Peace (Go to the repenting bench—more on this later)

				✽ Respect (Start over—meaning you get another chance to answer respectfully)

				✽ Asking (If we don’t know where you are, the next time you want to go somewhere, you can’t go)

				✽ Order (Can’t leave the house until you straighten up your room)

				✽ Obedience (“Please” is our trigger word—which means you have to do it)

			

		

		
			The consequences mean more to us than they do to you, because we role-played them in our weekly family meetings. For additional details on how to set up family laws and consequences, go to http://valuesparenting.com/happyfamily3.php.
		

		
			
		

		
FAMILY MISSION STATEMENTS

		For many years, we have been neighbors and friends with Stephen and Sandra Covey. They live down the road and have been our mentors in writing, speaking, living the Seven Habits, and, perhaps most important, in raising our kids. One evening several years ago while we were having dinner together, Stephen asked us, “Do you have a family mission statement?”

		They assured us that it was important enough to warrant a weekend away with the kids for the sole purpose of creating a mission statement together.

		So we did. And little did we know what an impact it would have on our family! That weekend will always stand out in our children’s memory—and maybe as the time when they really felt true ownership in our family. We rented a small hotel’s conference center (cheap on weekends), and during our first session we asked the kids to think about their favorite “visionary” words that would describe what we really wanted our family to accomplish together—words that described our family the way they wanted it to be. Later we had them each find a private spot to write out a couple of sentences that included their words and was their vision for our family. The two who were too young to write each drew a picture to illustrate our ideal family.

		Then we reassembled and discussed everyone’s ideas and had fun talking about a vision for our family. After that we sent them off to the hotel pool or the game room for a while before we reconvened. In another session we asked the kids to write just a few sentences about their own personal mission statement. When we got back together at the appointed time, those who wanted to share their personal mission statement did so. With delight we heard things that we never would have imagined could come out of their mouths! After each thinking session we sent them for a playing session.

		By the end of the two days and one night we had come up with a one-page document that everyone agreed would be a good statement of what we were about as a family. So we patted ourselves on the back and were glad that was done!

		Not! A few months later, in a family meeting, we asked the kids to tell  us what our family mission statement was. They tried but most could only remember a few of the specific words they had suggested.

		So we devoted a whole family meeting to reading through the original one-page document and shortening it to one paragraph. Six months later, the kids couldn’t even remember much of that! So we condensed it again—this time down to three words, sort of a “family mantra” version of the family mission statement: words that summarized and symbolized everything we had been talking about for all those months. Keep in mind that it was this process of thinking together, boiling down, simplifying, and refining that was the important part and the part that gave the kids ownership.

		
			Our three final words were “Broaden and Contribute,” which may not mean much to the casual observer but meant a whole paradigm to our kids. For our family, it meant that it was the responsibility of each person in the family to broaden . . . to get the very best education possible according to his or her gifts and strive to really learn how the world works—to become citizens of the world—and to be “in the world but not of the world.”
		

		Then, because we had the advantage of that good education and other broadening advantages, our next responsibility was to contribute—to find ways to give back. We had talked extensively in our mission statement sessions about how one of the most important things in the world was to love and serve others so we could each in our own way make the world a better place. That concept, we decided, applied to helping just one person as much as it did to helping broader society.

		When we posted the final mission statement on the fridge on a piece of construction paper, no one could have known what an impact those three words would have on our family. Years later, the teenagers found a calligrapher  who engraved the words in gold leaf and they had them framed to hang in the front hall.

		In terms of “broadening,” each of our nine children has figured out their own ways to do so. All have at least one college degree and have studied abroad. All took time off from college to do humanitarian work and service outside the country. And all have been driven by that “broadening” word to read widely and to be curious about a lot of things. To most of them, “broadening” has come to mean traveling the world and learning from cultural experiences. It has literally influenced everything about them, including how hard they work and how they spend their money. We believe they would all choose airfare to some exotic and broadening destination rather than a new car, or want to go to an underdeveloped place for a service opportunity rather than on a cruise. (Well, not really sure about that last one, but you know how parents brag.)

		In terms of “contributing,” each has found his or her own way. One daughter went to India as a twenty-two-year-old after graduating from Wellesley College to help in an orphanage, and ended up renovating an old garage to give a real home to the orphans and going out on the streets to recruit old women who were homeless and helpless to come in and help with the kids. One son can’t wait to get to his job every day teaching second grade.

		Because of that little mission statement, humanitarian expeditions to Bolivia, Africa, India, and Mexico have become some of the brightest patches of fabric in our family “quilt” as each child has grown immensely from life-changing experiences in the third world. We have learned that this kind of expedition costs less than a family trip to Disneyland and that the broadening and contributing that results from getting out of our comfort zone are worth the inconvenience a thousand times over.

		In our family, our mission statement led to another kind of  ownership—the ownership of relative privilege—and the perception that material blessings carry with them the responsibility to serve.

		
			But whatever directions it takes you, the most important part of conjuring a family mission statement is to give the kids ownership in its formation. If you as the parents come up with something that you think sounds great, it’s probably not going to fly. Let the kids figure it out. It is best to start when your family is young, but it’s never too late.
		

		
			We recently gave the challenge of coming up with a family mission statement to a group of parents in Canada and then we went back to their group six months later to see how they were doing. One terrific single mom, beaming with pride, rushed up to me and said, “Do you want to hear our family mission statement straight out of the mouths of a six- and eight-year-old? It took us a whole month to boil it down and this is it: ‘Be thinkful, be thankful, and be bananas!’” Out of the mouth of babes! Those kids wanted their mom to remember that they were there to be thinkful, thankful, and to have fun!
		

		
			
		

		
A FAMILY “SECRET CODE” FOR COMMUNICATION

		For years, everywhere we spoke to or interacted with parents, one of the questions that came up was: “How do I discipline my kids in a public place?” What do you do on an airplane when two of your kids are fighting, or in the shopping mall when a child is throwing a tantrum, or at church when one kid is criticizing or making fun of another?

		We started looking for symbols and metaphors and simple, imaginative ways of influencing kids’ subconscious minds. We ended up spending nearly a year coming up with a “secret code” for family communication and discipline that would help parents in situations like this.

		We finally developed a series of symbols that allowed parents to say  just one specific word that would mean more to kids (and affect their behavior more) than another big long lecture. We decided to use animals in the code since all kids, whether they admit it or not, have an affinity for creatures of the natural world.

		There are nine animal symbols, each a code word for some kind of behavior modification. For example, “whales” refers to humpback whales, who communicate openly within their families or “pods,” who “sing” instead of yell, and who, according to marine biologists, never interrupt. After some role-playing in a family meeting (and looking at a lovely line drawing of a whale family done by an exceptional Russian artist named K von), kids are prepped so that the next time they begin to argue or fight or interrupt (in public or otherwise), parents can just make eye contact and say, “Whales,” and they know exactly what it means.

		Crabs were the negative symbol for criticism and pulling each other down. Crabs, if you put two or more in a bucket, will never escape, because their instinct is to pull each other back down every time one tries to climb up and out of the bucket. So whenever kids are criticizing or making fun of each other, parents just say, “Crab,” as a reminder to stop pulling down and to boost up or praise each other instead.

		
			The other seven secret code symbols from nature are:
			
				
					✽ Commitment
					
						• (The Geese)

					

				

				
					✽ Discipline
					
						• (The Elephant’s Trunk)

					

				

				
					✽ Accountability
					
						• (The Bear)

					

				

				
					✽ Awareness of Danger
					
						• (The Frog)

					

				

				
					✽ Freedom
					
						• (The Fleas)

					

				

				
					✽ Consistency
					
						• (The Tortoise)

					

				

				
					✽ Security
					
						• (The Redwood Trees)

					

				

			

		

		
			To download line drawings of the animals and the stories that go with them, go to http://valuesparenting.com/nurturing/index.php.
		

		
			 


		
			 


		The great thing about this kind of a secret family code (other than the fact that kids love secrets and codes) is that it increases kids’ sense of ownership in the very real and very important institution of the family. It’s a family code, and it’s a secret, and only family members know what it means; thus it leads to security, identity, and a strong sense of loyalty.

		
			
		

		
SUMMARY

		The concept of giving children ownership starts with helping them to feel inclusion and equity in the institution of their own family. Viewing themselves as an important and influential part of an entity and an identity larger than themselves gives children security, stability, and a sense of belonging that will keep them grounded and that will open the opportunities to give them the other kinds of ownership that follow. “Family equity” comes with a family infrastructure made up of things like rituals and traditions, laws, mission statements, communication codes, weekly meetings, and full participation by kids in all manner of family activities. It takes some time and effort to set up this kind of ownership-sharing family infrastructure, but once it is in place it saves both time and effort and  establishes an environment in which other kinds of entitlement-busting ownership and responsibility can flourish and grow. All lasting institutions (from a club to a school to a whole country) have rules of behavior and well-established traditions that give members security and belonging. Our family institutions are no exception.
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		OWNERSHIP OF THEIR OWN MONEY

		
			
			HOW TO IMPLEMENT A NEW FAMILY ECONOMY 
OF EARNING, OWNING, AND SAVING

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | more initiative, motivation, and delayed gratification . . . and a sense of responsibility for earning, saving, budgeting, and giving.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | less need to nag, along with the delightful sensation of being more like a bank and less like the dole.

		
			✽ Teaching kids how to work depends on teaching them why to work, and the best “why” is ownership!

		

		
			
		

		
A FAMILY ECONOMY THAT IS A KINDER, GENTLER MICROCOSM OF THE REAL WORLD

		
			THERE IS one more thing, besides traditions and rules, that all lasting institutions have. It is an economy, or an organized way to share responsibility and to reward initiative and excellence. Developing a well-thought- out family economy can help to give identity and a sense of value and belonging to your children.
		

		But a responsibility-sharing family economy can do much more than that. If it is set up properly, it can help kids learn how to earn, budget, save, spend, and give money in ways that prevent or eliminate the attitudes of entitlement. There are few more important skills to learn in these turbulent economic times.

		So . . . once you have given your children the emotional ownership of equity in your family, the next step is giving them the monetary and material ownership of “their own money” and “their own stuff.” This will not happen if we give kids money via a handout form of allowance (which actually becomes part of the entitlement problem). Instead, real ownership of money can be established through the “family economy” that is the subject of this chapter and the next (chapter 5). The idea is to set up a system in which kids are rewarded and paid for their work and where they then become responsible for the purchase and ownership and care of their own things. This type of family economy can become an in-home microcosm of the real economic world, albeit a kinder, gentler, more forgiving version.

		
			
		

		
THE PROBLEM AND THE OPPORTUNITY

		We had just finished a parenting presentation to a very affluent group of parents in which we focused on teaching responsibility. An excited father  came up afterward and said he had been so moved by our message that he had decided, right there on the spot, to sell his big home in the city and move his family to a rural farm where “everything’s harder and there are cows and chickens and eggs and crops so that my kids can have some real responsibility.”

		Well, without question there is a lot of responsibility to be learned on farms, but why do we assume that urban or suburban lifestyles and a reasonable amount of comfort have to work against our parenting and against our children’s chances of learning responsibility? We told this dedicated dad that we thought he should think about it for a while, and that he might consider some specific ways that he might teach initiative and responsibility just as well in the city, using money and a family economy as his vehicles, rather than farm chores. Money, we suggested, is actually as good a raw material for discipline and delayed gratification as are chickens or cows. After all, money can be earned, budgeted, saved, given, and managed—and together, those abilities make up a pretty good definition of responsibility.

		
			
				✽
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urban or suburban 
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		Having said that, money certainly can, and often does, have a negative impact on the responsibility our children feel, and it stems from how we handle money, and the way we hand it out to our kids.

		I remember clearly the first day that I realized as a father that allowances were working against us and that money was helping me spoil my  kids much more than it was helping me teach them anything. It was a Saturday morning, and I was trying to catch up a little on sleep when I was awakened by loud knocking on the locked bedroom door. Groggily, I got up and opened it to find three little kids with their hands out yelling, “Gimme my money, gimme my money, it’s allowance day.” It occurred to me in my sleepy state that the whole scene looked a little like a welfare office. These kids were lined up for the dole, and I had just opened the window. (Now, we should all be grateful for welfare and unemployment benefits and safety nets, particularly in tough times, but modeling a social safety net was not our intention!)

		
			We had created an economy in our house, all right, but it was an entitlement economy! Our kids, I suddenly realized, saw no connection between performance and reward; they perceived no real ownership in the money we gave them or the things they bought with it, and they were learning the antithesis of initiative and responsibility rather than the essence of it.
		

		Over the next several months, we worked with some other parents who had some of the same concerns, and developed what we started to call “the home-based family economy.” We had the goal of creating a microcosm of a real workplace in each of our homes—one where kids would have household and personal responsibilities through which they would earn their own money—and thus be better prepared to handle the real economic world someday.

		Since then, the “family economy” has been tried and perfected by thousands of other parents, and has proven to be a surprisingly fun way to give young children the sense of ownership that is always a prerequisite to even the most basic forms of responsibility.

		
			
		

		
ESTABLISHING YOUR OWN RESPONSIBILITY-SHARING FAMILY ECONOMY

		The system described in the next several pages works best with elementary- and middle-school kids between age seven and the early teens, and we think eight is the ideal age to begin. (In fact, we suggest that if you have kids under eight, you invite them to officially join your family economy and family bank on their eighth birthday.)

		While aimed at that age, parts of the family economy we are about to outline work well with kids as young as four or five. And the whole program can also be inaugurated with kids up to at least fifteen or sixteen, though your methods of explaining and implementing it may have to be adjusted for teenagers.

		The essence of an effective family economy is a system wherein kids can earn their own money by doing some of the work that goes on within and around the home. By doing this work and accepting this responsibility, children feel useful and valued within the family unit, and view themselves as a meaningful part of the institution. Thus they perceive real ownership of the money they are paid for their efforts. They are then in a position to buy the things they want, to make choices and judgments about what they need, and to feel ownership and pride in what they purchase. They are also enabled by this kind of system to feel the satisfaction that comes from getting work done or from saving for something or finding a good deal. And they learn the sacrifice of delayed gratification and the lesson (relatively inexpensively) of making a bad choice or running out of money and thus not being able to do something they want to do.

		Begin your own thinking about a family economy by calculating or at least estimating how much you are spending on a child in a typical  month. Don’t count food or heat or housing, but do count clothes, toys, entertainment, and all the other things your child asks you for.

		You may be surprised by how much it is, but make the commitment that you will begin to develop ways that your child can earn most of that money by doing things within the home that you otherwise would have to do yourself.

		The idea is that you will then essentially make your child a job offer. You will do so by negotiation and in a manner that sounds to your child more like a great opportunity than a threat. You will make a list of all the tasks and responsibilities connected to the household and talk together about the logic of having part of the money that comes into the home go to those who do parts of the work that the house and the family require. You will discuss which things on the list your child could do and how much pay each one would be worth. You will explain to him that if he takes the job and the salary, he will keep track of his own work with a chart or a Peg-Board or a computer program and will get paid each week according to how many of his responsibilities he remembered and completed. He will understand that he no longer has to ask you for things he wants because he will have his own money to buy them. You will announce that there will be a family bank in which he can keep his money and that he will get a checkbook and can use a check to get money out of the bank and a deposit slip to put money in.

		When it happens, this whole conversation will be a flattering one for your child because you will be essentially telling him that you feel he is now old enough to earn his own money and buy his own things in pretty much the same way that you do. You will also make it clear that by being part of a family economy where he can earn and save and buy things and have a bank account in the family bank, he will be getting ready to do all  those same things when he leaves home in a few years for college or work or his own life.

		Let us summarize the overall concept of this type of family economy before getting into the details of its implementation:

		
			The basic thesis is that if kids are given a legitimate and fair way to earn money, they will develop initiative and motivation because they perceive ownership. If they have a chance to budget and buy more of their own things, they will learn discernment and discipline. If they save and invest their money, they will understand delayed gratification. And in the process, both their gratitude and their generosity will have a climate in which to grow.
		

		
			The basic process is to take the money you are already spending on your kids and reroute it through their ownership and choices. This way, you are creating a natural economy where part of the money that comes into a household goes out to those who do part of the common work around the home.
		

		
			
				✽
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			The basic premise is that it is better to have children learning the lessons of earning and spending and saving (and making mistakes in all three) while they are young and the stakes are small than when they are older and the stakes are large (and when banks start sending them preapproved credit cards).
		

		
			The basic props are a family bank: a big wooden box, maybe painted silver or gold, with a big padlock on it and a slot in the top; a checkbook for each participating child (a real checkbook, if possible, with the child’s  name imprinted on it, and a check register—get them from a bank or a check-printing company, or use some old checks of your own); and a basic Peg-Board with four pegs for each child (the bigger the better, and the pegs had better be tied or chained to the board or they are sure to be lost).
		

		Keep in mind now, as we discuss the details of implementation, that this system is not just about money; it is about responsibility and initiative and self-motivation—and money is just the vehicle or the raw material that is used in the process. In this context, money is no longer the thing we fear will spoil our kids, or entitle them. On the contrary, it is the substance and the symbol we will use to teach them to earn, to save, to choose, to budget, to sacrifice, and to give. Money is a good tool because it is a very basic form of material ownership which translates easily into the ownership of the things we choose to buy with it.

		This chapter focuses on the ownership of money itself—on its earning and its care and saving. Then chapter 5 focuses on the transfer of that ownership to what the money is used for—the budgeting and spending and giving of money and the ownership of material things and of the opportunities to contribute that come out of how we choose to use money. Both of these chapters (these two parts of the family economy) focus on children. But there will be many implications for adults as well, and parents who seek effective implementation may find that changes in their own example are the most powerful teaching tools of all.

		
			
		

		
IMPLEMENTATION

		Don’t be in a rush to implement everything all at once. Take it a step at a time, and make it a thorough process, involving a lot of discussion and questions and answers. Use the step-by-step outline below as a guide,  but alter the system and the ideas to fit your family and your kids. (For example, maybe you will decide to use a chart or a computer program rather than a Peg-Board.) If it takes a few weeks to get to full implementation, that is fine. Better to have it fully understood than to dive in without adequate preparation. Here is the sequence:

		First: Announce to the child that you believe he or she is now old enough to become part of the family economy and to become a member of the family bank. This will mean that he will be able to have more money than he has had previously, but he will be expected to earn it, and he will then be responsible for buying the things he wants rather than asking you for them. He will have an account in the family bank, and will have his own checkbook so that he can take money out of the bank by writing a check and put money in with a deposit slip. Show him how the checkbook has a check register so he can always keep track of how much money he has. (Have $50 in the account, if this is a reasonable sum for your family, as a new-member bonus, and already written at the top of the check register.) Tell him you are very proud of him and excited for him to have a checkbook and a bank account just like you.

		Second: Explain that there is a certain amount of money that comes into the household, and there are certain tasks that need to be done to keep the household going and in good shape. Make a list of all the jobs, upkeep, and maintenance that are required. Include specific things like cleaning each room, fixing each meal, mowing the lawn, doing the wash, keeping the front hall clean, etc. (Take your time and make the list as long as you can.) Also include things like getting kids ready for school, making sure homework and music practice are done, getting everyone ready for bed. Ask if it makes sense that those who participate in the work in the home get part of the money that comes into the household.

		Third: Ask how the child thinks he can get more money into his bank  account and into his checkbook. Explain that you have decided that he is old enough to have responsibility for some of the things that have to be done in the household, and that if he can remember to do them, he will get paid on payday, which will be every Saturday. Be sure he understands that this replaces allowance, that it is a more grown-up system, and that he will be able to earn a lot more money than he used to get from allowance, because he will be doing some of the work and because he will need more to buy most of his own things, including his entertainment, his toys and clothes, his video games and personal stuff, and all of the things he usually asks you for.

		Fourth: Introduce the Peg-Board (which should have his name on it) and explain that he’ll get four pegs each weekday, and each will count toward the amount he earns for the week. The first peg is the “morning peg” and can be put in when he gets up on time, gets ready for school, eats breakfast, and has everything together to leave for school on time. He can put the second “homework peg” in after school when he has finished his homework (and his music practice or whatever else you want him to do after school). The third “zone peg” can go in when he has checked on and cleaned up his zone. (Each child should have one small “common area” or “zone” of the house used by everyone—a hallway or a closet or the front porch—that he is responsible for cleaning.) And the fourth “bedtime peg” goes in if he is in bed by bedtime, with teeth brushed, prayer said, school stuff laid out for the next day.

		By the way, the word “zone” came about when we were trying to initiate our youngest son into the family economy. He was a pretty headstrong and independent kid (this is Earl) and he had a deep aversion to terms like “job” or “task” or “chore,” and we were trying to make it all the more palatable to him. He did love basketball, so we tried a different term. “Do you know what a zone defense is, son?” “Sure,” he said, “it’s when instead  of guarding one guy, you have a certain part of the court, and you don’t let anything bad happen there.”

		“Exactly right,” I said, knowing I had him now. “So now your zone is the front hall and stairway, and all you do is just be sure nothing bad happens there. You check it each day and be sure it is straight and clean.”

		Fifth: Explain that before bed each weeknight, he can get a slip (3 × 5 cards or Post-it notes work fine) and write a “1,” “2,” “3,” or “4” on it, depending on how many of the pegs he got in that day. He must then get the slip initialed by a parent (or by the sitter if the parents are out) and he can then put it through the slot in the top of the family bank. On payday (Saturday) the bank is opened by the banker (a parent) and each child gets his slips and totals up his points for the week. Five weekdays with four pegs a day yields a maximum of twenty points. How much pay the child gets depends on how many pegs he got in during the week.

		As mentioned earlier, the best way to determine how much a child can earn each week is to calculate how much you have been spending on him in an average week—on toys and clothes and entertainment and personal effects. (Be prepared for a shock—it is more than you think!) Set your economy up so that if your child gets all or most of his pegs, he can earn most of the average amount you have been spending on him. (We usually suggest two-thirds of that amount for a good, consistent nineteen- or twenty-peg week.)

		And remember, there are some things your child will probably never buy for himself (underwear, for example, seems not to be on the “must have” radar of most kids) so you will still need that other third of what you’ve been spending on him.

		In our experience, children who are buying their own clothes, toys, games, and entertainment begin to value those things more, to be more  discerning about them, and to feel greater appreciation and gratitude to you on the occasions when you give them one of them—even underwear!

		Pay will probably not come in cash. Instead, it takes the form of a credit entry in the child’s check register, initialed by the banker (you). The child can then withdraw money by writing a check. He must bring along his checkbook when he goes shopping with a parent, and write out checks for what he wants, always being sure to deduct it in his check register before writing the check. The check goes to the parent, who then pays for the items, making sure the child understands that the amount has come out of his account in the family bank.

		The beauty and benefits of the family economy will begin to manifest themselves right away.

		
			Suddenly the kid you hated to take shopping or anywhere near a mall (because you had to say no about a hundred times—every time he said, “Can I have that?”) is actually fun to take along because this kind of conversation begins to happen:
			
				CHILD (with you in a store): “Can I have that?”

				YOU: “Sure.”

				CHILD (looking at you like he must have misheard): “I can? I can have it?”

				YOU: “Of course you can. Did you bring your checkbook?”

				CHILD (a look of horror): “Oh no, I forgot my checkbook!”

				YOU: “I feel your pain, son; I’ve done the same thing myself. I hope you remember it next time.” (Be matter-of-fact, like a banker, instead of emotional, like a parent.)

			

		

		
			Then the next time you are together in some commercial establishment (and he has remembered his checkbook), the conversation continues:
			
				CHILD: “Can I have that?”

				YOU: “Sure, you can buy anything you want. Got your checkbook?”

				CHILD: “Yep, and I want to buy that. Hand it down to me.”

				YOU: “Okay, here it is.”

				CHILD: “How much is it?” (a question that has rarely occurred to him before)

				YOU: “Well, look at the price tag.”

				CHILD: “Nineteen ninety-five. Twenty dollars?! They want twenty dollars for this? Do they think I’m stupid? Put this back up on the shelf, Dad!”

			

		

		And the learning goes on!

		
			 


		
			 


		THERE WILL come the time when the eleven-year-old pays a hundred bucks for a pair of jeans she really doesn’t need and then asks if she can take them back the next day (after wearing them and throwing away the sales receipt) because she forgot she needed money to go to a movie with her friends.

		And the time when you see your son trying to sell his old computer game that he doesn’t use anymore to his younger brother without factoring in any depreciation.

		And even the time when your daughter sees the flood victims on TV and comes to you with her checkbook and says, “Can I send some of my money over there to help those people?”

		The fact is that once kids perceive ownership, many things become possible that just were not feasible before. Things like giving. Things like real gratitude. Things like taking care of possessions and taking pride in belongings. And even things like saving, because your family bank should pay interest (more on that in a moment).

		
			
		

		
CAUTIONS

		A few things to watch out for:

		
			
			What you don’t want is to create a disproportionate focus on money or to make your kids into little mercenaries who respond to every request with “How much will you pay me for that?” Be careful to make it clear to the child that the family economy applies only to a limited number of things. Explain that it is just a system to help share some of the tasks and to help kids have their own money to buy their own things. Tell them that this is training to be sure they will know how to handle money and how to be responsible after they leave home. Be sure they understand that “getting paid” does not apply to things outside of what is represented on their Peg-Board and that they should never ask to get paid for other things that you ask them to do, or for keeping their own room tidy, or for doing other things that they are supposed to do simply because they are part of a family.
		

		Explain that there are also bigger, more important reasons than money for doing the things on the Peg-Board. We do our homework so we can learn and so that we can get good grades and get into college. We get ready for school so Mom doesn’t have to bug us and so we don’t miss the bus. We take care of our zone because we all share our house. The money is just a little bonus, a little kicker, and it is only paid for the tasks included in the economy; and the reason we have the family economy is to teach us how to handle our own money.

		
			
			Don’t do too much reminding. The whole idea is to have a system that polices and motivates itself. Adopt a matter-of-fact attitude that essentially conveys that “if you remember to do the things, and put in your pegs, and get your slip signed each night, fine, you will get paid for them. If you don’t, you won’t, because that’s how economies work.”
		

		Kids will gradually (some faster than others) develop their own  motivation if you just let the system work. Some will feel the need for money (or more money) very quickly, because they are concerned about clothes, or because they already have things they want to buy. Others will get motivated later when something comes along that they really want. Still others will be motivated just by the system itself and their desire to do well and to please you.

		Given a little ownership and initiative, young kids become very creative. One of our boys, after weeks of forgetting to fill out his slip most nights and thus not getting paid much on payday, came up with his own innovative plan. He put a big rock under his pillow and when he went to bed and felt that rock, it reminded him to get back up and do his slip for the day, get it initialed, and put it in the family bank.

		
			
			Don’t “rescue” them all the time or bail them out. The hardest thing is to just let the system work. If kids spend all their money on Saturday and don’t have anything left when they want to go out with their friends that night, just say you are sorry, that you have made the same kind of mistake yourself, and hope they do better budgeting next week. If they spend their money on a too-expensive brand name, let them figure it out themselves. If they ask for a loan (which they will), tell them it’s not that kind of bank.
		

		Really letting the economy unfold and develop is the key, so try not to expect some kind of magical quick fix. Biting your tongue and letting them make poor purchase decisions is hard, but remember that the whole idea is to learn from mistakes made now while the stakes are small. Give a little advice now and then, especially if they ask for it, but remind them that it is their money and their decision. (This does not mean, of course, that you can’t have rules about things they cannot buy.)

		
			
			Give your attention to the positive behavior, and ignore or pay as little attention as possible to poor performance. If you have two kids, and one gets  nineteen of his twenty pegs that week, and the other gets three, what you don’t want to do is focus on the second kid and say something like “When are you going to get it? Look how much your brother got. What’s the problem?” Instead, ignore the underachiever and focus on the go-getter: “Wow, nineteen out of twenty! How did you remember every day? Do you have a system? I don’t remember reminding you once! Way to go!”
		

		Remember that this family economy is a reward and incentive system, not a punishment or penalty system. Don’t take points away for bad behavior. The downside should simply be the absence of the reward and of the praise and attention that goes with doing well. Don’t confuse or try to integrate your family economy with your family legal system. Keep them separate.

		
			
			Be patient! Some kids will pick up on and be motivated by the family economy right away, and others will be less so. We are still waiting for the full learning to manifest itself in our twenty-four-year-old! Let the system, and its natural consequences, have time to work. Children who don’t care much about clothes or toys may take longer to get into it. But if you are patient, the time will come.
		

		The important thing is to hang in there. Your tendency will be to want it all to work all at once, but just be content with small breakthroughs and let the system gradually take hold and evolve.

		
			
		

		
EXPANSIONS

		As the pegs and the bank and the checkbook and the responsibility for buying things become established, you can begin to introduce various expansions and additions to the family economy:

		
			
			Interest: Let the child have a second, interest-bearing account in the bank that is separate from his checking account. Have a passbook  for keeping track. Negotiate the interest, but let it be high, and pay the interest often so his money grows fast, but put in the stipulation that the money in that savings account is for college, and agree on the percentage of college tuition that he will pay himself.
		

		To be honest, we got conned a little by our own kids on interest. When we first told them that the family bank was going to pay interest (and when we explained that that meant if they just left part of their money in the bank, it would grow), they were pretty excited. But our proposal of 5 percent annually was a non-pleaser! “Annually?” said the thirteen-year–old. “Doesn’t that mean once a year? We can’t wait that long.” The kids proposed once a month, and we compromised at once each quarter, or every three months.

		Then the nine-year-old really got us. He said, “I’m not very good at fractions or percents yet, but I could figure ten percent because all I’d have to do is move the decimal point!”

		So we ended up paying 10 percent interest each quarter! And it didn’t take that nine-year-old very long to essentially figure out compound interest. He said, “Wow, if I leave my money in there for two years, it will double?!”

		In our case, since the interest-bearing savings part of their family bank account was earmarked for college, we decided to really shell out the interest and let it grow. Better that part of the money for college flow through the kids, so that their ownership of that money can turn into a sense of ownership of their college education.

		
			
			Transfers to “real” accounts: Many of the families who have instituted the family economy and used it successfully for several years have established a practice that goes into effect when a child turns fifteen. That year, the child goes down to a real bank (or better yet, a brokerage) and transfers all their money from the family bank account to the real account. Kids who have  been writing out checks for a few years are ready to have their own money in a place where they can use it without the assistance of their parents.
		

		
			
			High-interest savings set aside to pay a percentage of college costs: Many of the families we have worked with chose to follow our high-interest policy with the stipulation that everything in the interest-bearing savings account would go toward college. With this in mind, some families pay even more than 10 percent per quarter. At rates like this, some of you may want to run out and find these families so you can invest your own money, but remember, they are not federally insured!
		

		One proud dad told us of his experience taking his eighteen-year-old daughter to the college where she had been accepted so she could pay for her first semester. She had been a part of their family economy for years, and they had agreed that the part of the money that she was saving and earning interest on would be used to pay 20 percent of her college tuition. He said he watched her hand shake as she wrote out her largest check ever to the bursar. “Dad,” she said, “that is a lot of money!” He said that he thought to himself, “You should see the check I have to write!” The real payoff came a moment later when the daughter continued, “If it costs that much, I better study really hard!” Ownership of one’s own education! Think of the benefits of that! (We will get into it further in chapter 10.)

		
			
			A game that becomes reality: Many family banks that we have observed began as teaching devices for small kids, but have morphed into real family banks as the kids have grown older. Many families have now converted their family banks to LLCs that contain funds that kids can borrow from, interest free, for the down payment on their first house, or as matching funds for graduate school, or whatever the bankers (the parents) choose to allow. Obviously, this will depend on your own financial situation, but for many families it is an excellent way to help and assist older children in a businesslike way that does not destroy their independence.
		

		
			
			Formulas: Families often develop a 10-20-70 formula, meaning: give 10 percent (there is something truly beautiful about an eight-, or ten-, or twelve-year-old picking a church or a cause of his own choosing and writing out a check from his own money to “give back”); save 20 percent (as mentioned, it’s surprising how quickly kids can catch on to the concept of compound interest); and live on the other 70 percent. Parents often set up a second account within the family bank for the 20 percent, this one a savings account with a passbook and with interest.
		

		
			
			Rub-offs on parents: One by-product of a family economy is that parents feel motivated to shape up their own financial lives. In a well-run family economy, kids often learn lessons of budgeting and saving and giving that their parents still have not learned. We’ve heard of many cases where moms and dads have spruced up their own economic savvy and become more financially responsible because of the example of their own kids.
		

		
			
				
				✽
One by-product of a 
family economy is that 
parents feel motivated 
to shape up their own 
financial lives.

		

		
Variations

		The ideas outlined here are just that, ideas. The best family economies are developed and tailored by parents to meet their own situation and their own particular ways of doing things. The important thing is that there is a clear and easily understood way for kids to earn “their own” money by doing things for the common benefit of the family. They will then be given the opportunity to learn to spend, save, and give with that money.

		When we speak to parents’ groups, we often schedule a “return visit” in order to follow up, answer questions, and see how they are doing with the ideas we recommended in our initial presentation. The creativity and individuality that parents come up with for the family economy are truly amazing. For example, one dad (who was a building contractor and land developer) rushed up to us on our second visit and excitedly told us that “the family economy is really working, and my kids have so much more initiative and motivation than they did, and they really take care of their stuff now.”

		“Well, that’s great,” we said.

		“Yeah,” he said, “but you know, we don’t use that Peg-Board stuff.”

		“But that’s how the kids earn their money,” we said. “That starts the whole ownership that makes the system work.”

		“Nah,” he said, “not in our economy. What we do is, on Saturday morning, I make out a list of the jobs that need to be done, and the kids each bid—by sealed bid—and the low bid gets the job.”

		Hey, whatever works! And whatever fits best with what you are used to and familiar with. The important thing is that kids have the opportunity to earn and to feel ownership.

		We’ve seen variations on the bank, on the checkbooks (some families have set up computerized accounts and spreadsheets and even family bank debit cards, because they think checkbooks are outdated, and their biggest worry is helping their kids be responsible with consumer credit), and on the amounts paid, and saved, and given. But the important thing, again, is the transferring of ownership, and with it, the transfer of motivation, discipline, decisions, and initiative.

		
			
		

		
SUMMARY STORIES

		It’s not just parents who set up an elaborate family economy who can teach the lessons of restraint and careful handling of money. Any parent who learns to say no begins to teach these things.

		One of our friends, now a mother of four, tells the story of her best wake-up call about ownership: When she was in her first year of college, she was there on a scholarship and was busy in several organizations including a sorority. Because of her heavy work load, her dad had promised to send her a certain amount of money to live on every month.

		One month she found that because she had bought a couple of extras, she was entirely out of money with one week left to go before more money arrived. She called her mom and asked if she thought her dad would send the money for the next month a little early since she was entirely broke and without food. Her mother said that she thought he would and that she’d have him call her back.

		Shortly her very loving dad called her back and reminded her that they had decided together on a certain amount of money that would be sent every month and that no way was he going to send more until the next month started. She would just have to figure it out! Horrified, she started going through the cupboards of the sorority house to see if she could find some canned goods to keep her alive for the coming week while praying that some guy would ask her out on a dinner date that weekend. “That was one of the best learning experiences of my life!” she told us. “I learned a lot of lessons about money, budgeting, limits, and especially ownership that week that I will never forget!”

		And lest we begin thinking that giving kids ownership as an antidote to entitlement is only important for affluent or upper-middle-class kids or just for kids in “rich” Western countries, here is another story:

		The year before we wrote this book, we spent some time in a rural and very poverty-stricken part of southern India at a humanitarian project called Rising Star Outreach with our youngest daughter and our newly married son and daughter-in-law, who had embarked on a nine-month “humanitarian honeymoon.” Before we got to the project, our married couple joined us in Mumbai (Bombay), where we were giving an impassioned speech about the importance of giving kids ownership at a meeting that included some of the wealthiest families in India. Then just two days later, as we arrived at the humanitarian project, we found ourselves amid a startling change of venue with the poorest of the poor of India—families affected with leprosy!

		This project was started by a wonderful woman who, on a visit to India several years before, had discovered that children of families who had been affected with leprosy, whether it was a parent or grandparent, were “untouchables” and their children were not allowed to go to school and therefore destined to a life of begging on the streets. With her wonderful “this is just wrong” mentality, this powerful woman went home and started raising funds from wealthy friends and donors to build a school in southern India exclusively for these children.

		What we found at the project was amazing! Bright, happy faces of almost two hundred children greeted us at their beautiful new school, which included a computer lab to die for! Suddenly parents of “normal” kids in the surrounding villages wanted their children to go to “the leprosy school.” The untouchables had become very touchable indeed, now that they had computers in their school.

		Our schedule only allowed us to stay for a week, but our newly married couple and our youngest daughter stayed on and soon began to realize that the biggest problem that the leprosy-affected children were having was—believe it or not—entitlement. Good-hearted donors had rallied around them to provide beautiful uniforms, had given them all they  needed for school—paper, pencils, pens—and prized possessions, such as toys, games, and new shoes for everyone, all sent for free by loving benefactors in America.

		But there was a problem! The kids didn’t have to work for anything. In trying to figure out how to cope with this variation of entitlement, our three volunteering kids came up with the idea of a Star Store where kids could buy things with stars they had earned by doing their chores, brushing their teeth, helping with the younger children, and doing their homework. With the dedicated effort of the house-parents, counselors, and teachers, those kids began feeling a remarkable degree of ownership. The children brushed their teeth with brushes they had “bought” from the Star Store, and did homework with their “own” pencils without being asked or reminded. And suddenly they were much more appreciative of any help they got from volunteers. Again we were reminded that ownership works at any economic and social level.

		Recently in Florida a woman who was in charge of all the foster care in her county came up after our speech and said that a light had gone off in her head during our presentation as she realized that the biggest problem with foster children, especially those who drift from household to household, is that they feel no ownership! She said she had decided to write up our family economy system for giving kids ownership and distribute it to all her foster parents so that the kids could begin to feel more a part of their foster families and understand the values of ownership and responsibility.

		
			
		

		
WRAP-UP

		So whether it is kids from affluent or middle-class families, from foster care, or from the leprosy colonies of India, feelings of entitlement can be  generated in children by the situations that adults place them in. And the surest escape is to change those situations in ways that allow kids to feel genuine ownership. This is the essence of a simple family economy that is built around choosing and earning.

		Financial and material ownership is the prerequisite and the fundamental key to responsibility. And giving kids ownership of money is the precursor to giving them ownership of their things, of their savings, and of their ability to give. And this kind of material ownership can be the forerunner of giving kids ownership of their goals, their education, and their whole lives.
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		OWNERSHIP OF THEIR OWN STUFF

		
			
			HOW TO EXTEND THE FAMILY ECONOMY FROM MONEY TO 
THINGS AND TRANSFORM YOUR CHILDREN FROM SELFISH, 
SLOPPY USERS TO CARING, TIDY OWNERS

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | more skill at prioritizing, budgeting, decision-making, and orderliness . . . and the acceptance of more responsibility for their clothes, toys, and privileges.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | a chance to do less negative nagging and more positive praising!

		
			✽ We are surrounded by things. And those that we perceive as ours, we take care of. But we do not feel real ownership of things unless we have paid or sacrificed something to obtain them.

		

		
			
		

		
STARTING EARLY WITH “GUNNY BAG”

		You don’t have to wait until your kids are old enough to participate in the family economy to start teaching them to value and take care of their things. The best way to start early with this goal is to establish the idea of a place for everything, and everything in its place. Let your preschooler help you decide where everything goes and praise him profusely when he puts things away.

		One of the best-organized children’s rooms we have ever seen looked a little like a neat-freak mechanic’s workshop. Similar to the wrench and tool silhouettes on the wall behind each hook in a shop, this bedroom had the outlines of each toy traced on the wall right behind the shelf where it was kept. Putting away toys was like putting together a puzzle, and there was a nice kind of satisfaction when every toy sitting on the shelf matched up with its outline.

		For less obsessed parents, various toy bins, each labeled (or pictured) with the type of toy that goes in it, can help. Similar labels can go on kids’ clothes drawers. Other families we know have simple rules of organization like “only two toys out at a time” that help.

		But we have to admit that the best method we ever found for getting preschoolers to put their stuff away involves a character called Gunny Bag. Here is his story:

		We had tried everything to get our messy little kids to clean up after themselves, or at least to put something away once in a while. We tried fining them a quarter for everything of theirs we had to pick up. We tried throwing things on their bed so they had to put them away before they could climb in. (But some of them just climbed in anyway and seemed to enjoy sleeping with all their toys!) We even tried keeping all  their clothes and toys in our big utility/laundry room instead of in their bedrooms so all the mess would be confined to one place.

		Nothing worked!

		
			Then one day a neighbor who knew how frustrated I (Richard) was with my untidy kids gave me the best preschool method ever. He told me to get a big laundry bag and draw or sew a face on it, with the drawstring opening as the mouth. Introduce Gunny Bag to the kids and tell them that he lives in the attic or on the highest shelf in the kitchen and sometimes (you never know when) comes down and eats any toys and clothes that are left out. He comes back on Saturday morning and regurgitates the stuff, but if it doesn’t get put away right away, he eats it again.
		

		When we introduced Gunny Bag, the preschoolers formed an immediate love-hate relationship. They loved the fun and games, but they hated that he might eat their stuff.

		The change was wonderful. I would come home from the office and instead of the old pattern of yelling and lecturing the kids about neatness and spending a half hour supervising their forced cleanup, we now had a fun new pattern. I would just say, “Hey, do you hear that scratching noise? . . . I think Gunny Bag is coming!” They would run around like crazy, putting all their toys and clothes in their places where Gunny Bag could not eat them. Gunny Bag would go from room to room looking for something to eat, and crying and crying when he couldn’t find anything. The kids would laugh and laugh. (Sometimes it was the kids who would cry and cry when Gunny got to something and ate it before they could grab it out of harm’s way.) It was a game that everyone enjoyed over and over again, and the house became much neater.

		By the way, there was a side benefit to Gunny Bag. On Saturday when he came down to regurgitate, the kids quickly grabbed the stuff they  loved and put it away. But there were always a few things left in the pile. “Quick,” I would say, “put it away before he eats it again!”

		“Oh, we don’t want that stuff,” they would answer. “We don’t even know whose that is!”

		We found that we had all kinds of junk around that no one even claimed or cared about, and Gunny Bag became our “de-junker”—and a great benefactor to the local Goodwill store.

		Incidentally, one mom who picked up on the Gunny Bag idea told us a hilarious story (though maybe not so hilarious for the child involved). Unable to find a suitable laundry bag, she used a big Williams-Sonoma shopping bag. It worked just fine, and like most parents who have tried the idea, she was pleased with the new neatness that overcame her four-year-old daughter. Then one day while they were shopping together, they happened to go into Williams-Sonoma. The little girl took one look at the bags staring down at her from everywhere and started to scream!

		For years now, every time a parent of young kids asks us about tidiness, we recommend Gunny Bag. There must be thousands of Gunnies now, all over the world, each with their own face and personality. We should have a Gunny Bag convention sometime!

		
			
		

		
LEARNING HOW TO CLEAN AND ORGANIZE

		
			We have to remember that while Gunny Bag for younger kids and ownership for older kids will motivate them to take care of their stuff, they still have to actually learn how to do it.
		

		Parents often find themselves urging their kids to clean their rooms or to put away their stuff, and then realize that the kids don’t do it partly because they really have never been taught how.

		I (Richard) remember one day looking into my eight- and ten-year-old boys’ closet and being so dismayed by the huge tangle of everything they had thrown in there that I decided I was going to have to be their example. I went in and cleaned and organized my own closet and then the next day “invited” them in to see it. I “hammed it up” a bit.

		“I just feel so good when I look in here,” I said. “Everything is in a certain place and I can always find what I’m looking for. Look, see this pair of shoes I bought last month? They cost more than a hundred dollars, so I keep them right here on this rack. Look, I put my long-sleeve shirts here, and the short-sleeve ones here. And look, here’s the box with my socks in it—see how I’ve got them all matched up? It just makes me feel organized and good. I just love my stuff. I picked it all out for myself, and when I see it all in here all tidy and in order, it makes me want to sing.” I broke forth in a tune to their jaw-dropping utter amazement.

		
			
		

		
GRADUATING FROM GUNNY BAG TO OWNERSHIP

		The bottom line is that both Gunny Bag and teaching the convenience and order of putting things away are good preparations with young kids prior to their adoption and induction into the family economy. But once they are old enough (we suggest age eight) to be inducted as members of the family bank, the real fun begins. They have now outgrown the games that work so well with small children, and they have entered the age where they are actually flattered by responsibility!

		I (Linda) walked by our eight-year-old son’s room one evening and noticed him neatly putting his shirt on a hanger and hanging it in his closet. “Good for you, son—great to see you taking care of your clothes.” He had been on the family banking system for a couple of months, and his reply, though not altogether respectful, was gratifying: “Duh, Mom, this  baby cost me twenty-nine ninety-five. Do you think I’m going to leave it lying around?”

		
			
		

		
A NATURAL PROGRESSION

		Once kids feel genuine, earned ownership of their money, it is an easy and natural progression to transfer that ownership to their toys and clothes. Because they perceive ownership of the money they have earned, they will also perceive ownership of the things they buy with that money. Ownership of “stuff ” should be thought of as an outgrowth of the ownership of money, so what we are talking about in this chapter is the spending and budgeting and giving of money and how the work and care and responsibility that went into the money can now transfer into how they use it and what they use it for.

		
			The ownership of things discussed in this chapter is both the result and the motivation for the “money system” of the last chapter. It’s the result because kids own and take care of what they buy with their earned money, and it’s the motivation because it’s the things they want to buy that motivate them to earn and save. In other words, the two work together, exactly like they do in the real world. And with kids, neither the result nor the motivation is very predictable, and both can fluctuate wildly, depending on the particular kid. Think of this chapter as “part two” of the family economy where we will review how kids get their money and then focus on how they use it in ways that give them ownership of stuff.
		

		When we first introduced the family economy to one of our boys, he was not the least bit interested. We told him how much he could earn and how much fun it would be to buy his own stuff and he was completely nonplussed. “Thanks, Dad, but I think I like the old system better—you know, where you just give me money when I ask for it.”

		Having failed with the carrot, we tried the stick: “But we won’t be giving you money now, son, because in our family, when you turn eight, you need to start earning your own money—otherwise you won’t be able to buy anything.”

		“That’s okay, Dad, I don’t need anything anyway.” And the interesting fact was that he really didn’t think he needed anything. He didn’t care what he wore or how he looked, and he had all the toys he needed or if not he would just use something of his brothers’. For a while it really looked like the whole family economy thing would not work for this boy.

		Then one day he fell head over heels for computers. He wanted games, he wanted software, he wanted flash drives, and he had figured out that it all cost money. He entered our bedroom kind of sheepishly one Saturday morning and announced, “Dad, I’m ready to go on the family economy and start earning.”

		As mentioned in the last chapter, the full-fledged family economy means that kids start buying all their “own stuff ”—toys, games, snacks, clothes, entertainment (not the mandatory, no-option things like food, school fees, or music lessons). And the best way to figure out how much they should be able to earn in a week is to figure out how much you are already spending on them and then channel about two-thirds of that through their earnings and family bank accounts.

		
			Then, once you are a banker, start acting like one! Don’t give random handouts of money or ad hoc loans whenever a depositor wants one or needs one or forgets his checkbook or has buyer’s remorse or makes a bad purchase decision. Be matter-of-fact like a real banker. Be polite and say you are sorry and that you feel their pain. Even offer to give some consulting on budgeting or saving or whatever might help. But let natural consequences prevail! Remember that mistakes made now carry small consequences and may avoid much bigger mistakes later.
		

		One family told us of a daughter who was really motivated by their new family economy and remembered to get her pegs in and seemed to earn “the max” or close to it almost every week. But she was also a natural spender. On Saturday “paydays” she spent every penny she earned within hours. She bought things she didn’t need, she ended up with no money for the rest of the week and couldn’t go out with her friends or buy the things she wanted for fun or needed for her wardrobe. Her parents were sympathetic and polite but didn’t bail her out. When she needed clothes, her mom took her to the Goodwill store because it was all she could afford.

		One day after her friends invited her to a movie and she couldn’t go because she had spent all her money again, she came to her dad in tears and begged for his help. The wise father took her out for ice cream and then showed her how to make up a simple budget. They talked about how much she thought she would need for clothes each month, how much for entertainment, how much she should try to save, and how much interest it would earn in the family bank. They talked about putting some away for charity or for giving to whatever worthy cause she found, and she decided, and wrote down with his help, the categories of expenses she would need each week and how much could go to each of them.

		The father told us that the daughter thanked him “like I’d just given her a new iPad or something.” She said things like “You’ve saved me, Dad,” and “You’re so smart.” And what made it amazing, he said, was that it was her initiative. “She asked me to teach her the very things I had wanted to teach her.”

		So let the system work, and be patient, and be willing to suffer a little embarrassment for a while when a child does not act as motivated, or dress as well, or make as good purchase decisions as you would like him to.

		
			
		

		
“ IN OUR FAMILY . . .”

		One thing we love to hear parents say is: “In our family . . .”

		A mom in one of our audiences had set up a family economy and was sticking with it through thick and thin. She said most of the objections by the kids in the early days related to their friends. “Well, Tyler gets to have one, and so should I.” Or, “None of my friends have to do that.” Or, “When she wanted to have one of those, her dad just told her that if she got a B or an A on the test, he would buy it for her.”

		“I’ve learned to listen respectfully,” the mom said, “and then to say something like ‘Thanks for telling me how it works with your friend Tyler, honey, but in our family . . .”

		
			Of course, to get away with this approach, you must be sure that you have set up the ways it works “in our family” with thoroughness and clarity. The weekly family meeting discussed in chapter 3 is the most consistent and reliable place and time to talk about (and even role-play issues to do with) the family economy, about buying things, about budgeting and saving; and to talk about the risks and rewards of being more in control of your money and your life than most of your friends are of theirs.
		

		
			
		

		
DON’T CONFUSE THE FAMILY ECONOMY WITH THE FAMILY LEGAL SYSTEM

		One of the most predictable questions we get from parents when we present the family economy is: “Well, what if they want to use their own money to buy things that I don’t want them to have?”

		In chapter 3 we talked about the importance of having a family legal system, complete with family laws that everyone has agreed on, but that is ultimately governed by the top management of the family—the parents.  The fact that kids, via the family economy, now have their own money does not mean that they can violate the family legal system with it. If you have rules about what ratings of movies they can see, or what kind of video games they can play, or about modesty of dress, or about anything else, having their own money does not allow them to violate any of these laws.

		And don’t confuse the family economy with the family legal system by fining your kids or by taking away money for bad behavior or the breaking of family laws. “Fines” make a child’s money feel less like his own. They destroy the benefits and motivations of ownership since a child knows parents can take it away anytime they judge him guilty of some action or broken rule. The only penalty for a child not doing the jobs and actions expected in the family economy should be that he does not get the money. The “natural consequences” punishments mentioned in the family laws section of chapter 3 work better than fines and they keep the economy separate from the legal system.

		
			
		

		
DECIDING WHAT IS INCLUDED AND EXCLUDED IN THE FAMILY ECONOMY

		When we present the family economy to a group of parents, initial reactions range from shock and dismay (“Buy all their own clothes?” “A checkbook when they’re eight years old?” “Do you know what my kid would buy if he could choose?”) to delight (“That will allow me to say no less often, to correct less, to punish less.” “There will be less begging and more working.” “Better they learn at eight, when mistakes are small, than at eighteen, when mistakes are huge!”).

		But the first question parents have when they try to help their kids transition from ownership of money to ownership of stuff is, “Exactly what are they responsible for buying for themselves and what do I continue to  buy for them?” Frankly, we think it’s better to start with the idea of “everything”, and then pare it back a little when realism sets in, than it is to start with just a few things they need to buy for themselves.

		
			Probably the simplest way to break it down is that kids have to buy all the things they want, while parents still buy some of the things they need. Discretionary items, things where there is a choice involved, things that present dilemmas and require decisions . . . these are the things to include on the list of what kids can and should buy for themselves with their “earned money”: toys, games, entertainment, cell phones (if you allow them), personal effects, gifts for friends’ birthdays, clothes, snacks, and so forth.
		

		Household things like food, utilities, and Internet should not be included, nor should mandatory, no-choice-or-options items like school fees, lunch fees, and the costs of activities you agree on like piano lessons or Little League teams.

		Big-ticket items from bikes and expensive athletic shoes to computers and Wii games can often be negotiated and “matched.” If a child says, “Dad, the bike is three hundred dollars; if I save a hundred and fifty, will you pay the other half?” go for it! Paying a percentage is usually good enough to give kids the ownership mentality and benefits.

		We like to see parents put clothes on the “kids buy” list, although you can bet there will be a lot of things kids will never buy for themselves (think underwear). There are lots of lessons of decision-making and caregiving involved with clothes, and if you design your economy so they can earn enough to buy most of their clothes, there will be real benefits.

		
			
		

		
EXPERIENCES AND CONVERSATIONS

		
			We get hundreds of stories from families who have adopted or are experimenting with the family economy. Some are full of frustration, some full  of humor, some full of joy; and they illustrate how many variations there are and how various families have adapted it to their own needs and their own style. Let us share just a few:
			
				“MY DAUGHTER is great at getting her pegs and earning her money, but wow does she have a hole in her pocket. She spends it all the day she gets it. We are thinking of paying her half of what she earns on payday and holding back the second half until the middle of the week.”
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			“MY SON had seen one of those humanitarian infomercials on TV about starving children in Haiti. With tears in his eyes, he came to me with a check from his own little family checkbook—made out to “children in Haiti” for one hundred dollars of his hard-earned money. I realized that by giving him ownership of his own money, we have also given him the true ability to give!”
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			“WE HAVE instituted interest in our family bank—at a high percentage, and the kids really want it; but by the end of the week they never seem to have any of their money left to save.”
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			“MY BLAKE, I’m afraid, has become a miser! He won’t spend any of his money because he really gets it about interest and he knows if he leaves it in the bank, it will get to be more and more.”
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			“AT PAYDAY on Saturday our third-grade daughter took a look into our family bank and said, ‘Dad, I don’t think all our money is in there. If we all wanted to withdraw all our money, would there be enough?’ I found myself explaining the Federal Reserve System to a nine-year-old.”
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			“ONE BENEFIT of our family economy is that it has turned our kids into value shoppers when it comes to clothes. The younger one looks for sales, and the older one, who used to have to have the ‘right brand,’ won’t go near the expensive labels anymore because she has figured out she can get something just as good at the outlets or at Costco for a third of the price. She even figured out that she can actually find those ‘cool brands’ she used to like at the recycled clothing store.”
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			“I GAVE my daughter a new outfit that I know she liked the other day and her eyes actually welled up with tears as she thanked me for it. Before we had the family economy, she would have just taken it for granted, but now she knows how much it cost and how much work she would have had to do and how much she would have had to save to buy it.”
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			“ONE DAY when my daughter was having a hard time with her household job, I asked her if she wanted to go back to the old system of ‘the dole,’ and she said, ‘Yes.’ I said, ‘Too bad.’”
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			“I’LL TELL you one thing about the family economy. It has put an end to hand-me-downs! Our younger boy wanted the shirt that the older one had outgrown and I overheard the older one saying, ‘I paid thirty dollars for that shirt. I will sell it to you for twenty-five.’ Guess I am going to have to teach him about depreciation.”
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			“IT WAS fun to take our fifteen-year-old down to Charles Schwab the other day to open her investment account. She took all of her family bank savings and deposited it. The guy who was setting up her account started telling her about the checks she would have with her account. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘I’ve been writing checks for seven years.’ Then he started telling her about her debit card. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘they work just like checks and I always keep track in my check register.’ Then he started telling her about interest. ‘I know,’ she said again. You get the picture.”
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			“I OVERHEARD my ten-year-old talking with his friend. The friend said, ‘My dad just gives me money when I ask him for it.’ Our boy said, ‘I don’t have to ask my dad for money because I earn my own.’”
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			“WE HAD quite a time negotiating the interest rate our family bank would pay on the kids’ savings accounts. Our nine-year-old said, ‘I’m not very good at fractions or percentages, Mom; why don’t  you just make it ten percent, and I can just move the decimal point?’ Then our other boy said, ‘Every year is not often enough to get interest; how about every season—spring, summer, fall, and winter—interest four times a year?’ We ended up agreeing to 10 percent quarterly, but with the stipulation that it all was set aside for college and that they will pay 25 percent of their tuition.”

			
				 


			(By the way, this was a near carbon copy of the way our kids had conned us, and we were glad to hear it had happened to someone else!)
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			“OUR BOYS binged a little when we first started the economy, buying candy and treats and silly little toys, but running out of money a couple of times cured them, and now they are really careful and price-conscious about what they buy.”

		

		
			[image: 032]
		

		
			“EVERY TIME our daughter Jenn runs out of money, she wants a ‘payday loan.’ She says, ‘Just loan it to me, Mom, and I’ll pay you back on Saturday when I get paid.’

			“You can sure see how the buy-now-pay-later mentality gets started. She is finally getting it that there are no loans from this family bank. But the whole thing has opened up bigger discussions about what people should and shouldn’t borrow for. We even got into appreciation and depreciation, and the other day she said, ‘Okay, I’m only going to borrow money for my college and for a house someday, because those two things are going to go up in value instead of down.’”
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			“I ACTUALLY do make loans to our kids once in a while if they are really desperate and if something has come up that they couldn’t have anticipated. But they have to sign a promissory note and pay interest to the bank and so it is becoming less frequent.”
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			“OUR DAUGHTER is pretty motivated anyway, but she really ‘got it’ about earning when she decided that she wanted to go to horse camp. She had to save three hundred dollars and the family economy was too slow for her. She got a bucket and some rags and started around the neighborhood offering to clean people’s cars for five dollars. Have we taken this too far?”

		

		One thing you notice as you read through these parent comments and case studies is that the discussions and parent-child interactions that come from experiences with the family economy are vastly more beneficial than random lectures from parents. Letting kids earn their own money and turning over the buying and owning of “stuff ” to them leads to all kinds of communication and all kinds of learning. In this mode, parents can become valued advisers instead of arbitrary dictators.

		
			
		

		
BUDGETS AND FORMULAS

		One of the most common outgrowths of the operation of a family economy is some kind of budgeting.

		When a child complains that he doesn’t have enough money to do something he wants to do or to buy something he needs, a parent can be  in the position to say, “I used to have the same trouble myself. So I do something called ‘budgeting.’ It’s kind of an adult thing, but now that you earn your own money and buy your own stuff, I think you might be able to do it. Want me to show you how it works?”

		Get some paper out and help the child do a simple budget. “How much will you need this week for entertainment? Do you need any clothes? Are you still saving for the iPod?”

		Some families discuss and set up formulas like the 10-20-70 mentioned earlier. (Kids write out their first check each week for 10 percent of what they just got paid for giving—to a church or a charity. Then they write out a second check for 20 percent to put into the interest-earning savings account in the family bank. Then they budget out the remaining 70 percent for spending.)

		
			
		

		
BALANCE SHEETS AND INCOME STATEMENTS

		From the budget and formula, it is only another step to actually help slightly older kids have their own personal balance sheet and income statement.

		It’s best not to force this—just let it come. When a child is having a hard time keeping track of things or remembering where his money went, tell him there is a tool businesses use that might work for him. At the end of the month, help him learn to use an Excel spreadsheet or other in-and-outflow tools for keeping track of earning and spending; this can give the whole family economy a technology boost that keeps it going and takes it to the next level.

		And if the child is interested enough, you can also show him how to do a simple balance sheet, showing the value of the things he owns and keeping track of them.

		
			
		

		
OLDER KIDS AND CARS

		We think one of the biggest mistakes parents make, and one of the biggest opportunities they miss, is when they buy their teens a car. It is, in some ways, the epitome of entitlement, and it forfeits a parent’s opportunity to move the family economy to a new level.

		If and when you feel your teen is ready for a car (and this depends on circumstances, on maturity, on where you live, and even on how much you may need a driver to run errands for you), let it be an extension of the ownership paradigm.

		
			Our friend Darren Hardy, now the publisher of Success magazine, told us the story of his early love of cars, and of his parents’ early announcement that if he ever wanted one, he would have to buy it for himself. He started saving his lawn-mowing money when he was eleven, and five years later, after he had his license, he finally bought an old, big (safe) car. Talk about perceived ownership! He cared for it like a baby, paid his own gas and repairs and an agreed portion of the insurance, and had a true case study of earning, saving, budgeting, choice-making, and motivation.
		

		
			
		

		
UNSPOILING YOUR KIDS—THE CLOSEST THING TO A QUICK FIX

		
			One mom who volunteered at a preschool on the Upper East Side of Manhattan told us of her experience trying to teach a little lesson about nature and the changing seasons. She was sitting cross-legged on the carpet in front of their bright and cheerful little faces. “Who can tell me anything about the four seasons?” she asked with a big smile. One four-year-old shot his hand up immediately and with perfect confidence announced, “It’s the very best hotel in Hawaii!”
		

		Kids today, regardless of their economic level, and at younger and younger ages, have a pretty posh idea of what is normal, especially compared to the rest of the world. They see poverty or hunger or hardship on TV occasionally, but it really doesn’t sink in.

		Most parents know, on an instinctive level, that it would be good for their kids to realize how privileged they are and how much they have relative to the rest of the world. But how to go about it? How to teach that lesson? How to unspoil our kids and awaken their awareness and appreciation?

		
			We are usually against quick-fix answers in any aspect of parenting, and the real answer for how to unspoil kids is this whole book. But there is a way to jump-start the process of changing indulgence and entitlement into gratitude and responsibility. And it is a way of helping kids begin to feel real ownership/responsibility of their privilege as well as of their stuff.

		Here’s the story of how we came to it:

		
			
		

		
THE BEST IDEA EVER FOR GETTING KIDS OUT OF THEIR BUBBLE

		When our youngest was about ten, one of our dear friends started a nonprofit humanitarian outreach organization called CHOICE Humanitarian. He encouraged us to try an expedition for families to travel to a third world village for a week to help villagers with a project (building a school or a clinic or digging a well or building an irrigation system).

		We were ripe for this, because we were seeing signs of our children having no understanding of how lucky they were and especially teenagers who were totally occupied with what we call “mirrors”—thinking mostly about how the world viewed them!

		Realizing that it was a perfect time for all our kids to make a paradigm  shift and discover some windows to the real world, we announced just after Thanksgiving that their only Christmas present that year was going to be a ticket to Bolivia! Even after touting how adventurous it would be, it was a bit of a hard pill to swallow for our ten-year-old. We offered to leave her home with Grandma if she wanted Santa to find her. She thought about it for several days and then finally “converted” to the adventure. We got the proper immunizations, packed backpacks with our own things and our other bags with everything from hygiene kits to crafts and supplies for the kids in the village.

		On Christmas morning a limo arrived with Santa as the driver to take us to the airport (we couldn’t resist that little flair!). We flew into La Paz and then boarded a bus with our bags and supplies piled on top and headed for the Altiplano, a fourteen-thousand-foot-high area of Bolivia nestled among the beautiful Andes mountains. We could barely breathe as the ecstatic, colorfully dressed villagers in their native costumes met us at the end of the dirt road and danced us into the tiny village of Tuni, accompanied by their own Bolivian pipe band. By the time we arrived in the village we were literally breathless and covered with confetti that the villagers had thrown at us all along the way at the joy of our arrival.

		Our project was helping them finish a water project. When we arrived on Christmas Day our goal, along with several other families who were in our group, was to turn on a faucet in the center of the village on New Year’s Day that would bring running water from the stream a half mile away into the center of the village for the first time in their history. This would replace the generations-old system of village women carrying the water on their heads from the river.

		Every morning we reported to a shed to grab our picks and continued digging trenches about four inches across and a foot deep for the water pipe. Little grandmas worked circles around our big strapping sons, who  could not seem to breathe enough of the thin air to keep them swinging their heavy picks (a tool I’m afraid they had never been introduced to before!).

		During breaks our kids played with the village kids, who showed them how to do some village crafts and play simple games. The long evenings without electricity caused conversations around campfires that never would have happened in the comfort and technology of home.

		Our kids were clearly amazed at how little these good people had and how they were able to manage just fine on rice and beans.

		As we worked, some of the villagers were a little dubious about whether water would flow through the water pipe that went up and down through the hilly ground. But we kept going, trench after trench. On New Year’s Day it was a moment of joy to see the villagers full of pure delight when, with much ceremony, the town mayor turned on that faucet and water spewed out. But the look on the faces of our own children was totally priceless!

		Because that humanitarian service was so life-changing for each of us, this type of expedition got in our blood. And we found that, with some effort to find discounted airfares, these trips to third world villages actually cost less than a family vacation to Disney World, particularly because our accommodations (in tents) cost nothing, and most of our travel expenses were deductible in the form of donations to the sponsoring 501 (c)(3) charitable organization.

		The next year, instead of a family vacation, we went to a remote village in Kenya where we built a huge cistern by the school to catch rainwater in anticipation of the next drought. Our kids also learned how to make big red bricks from the local mud for an addition on the tiny village schoolhouse. We could see their self-centered “mirrors” on their own lives turning into selfless windows to the wider world! They loved seeing how  happy the village kids were despite their desperate circumstances. Being so removed from their world gave each of our children time to think about the blessings of their own lives.

		After a week in that village we enjoyed an amazing safari experience on the Maasai Mara and then climbed Mount Kilimanjaro as a family. On the plane on the way home we asked our kids which they had enjoyed the most: the village, the safari, or Kilimanjaro. Unanimously, and without a moment’s hesitation, they all said, “The village!” They liked the place where they served and sacrificed.

		
			In hindsight, we got much more than we gave on those two service expeditions as well as several subsequent ones to Mexico (with a great organization called AscendAlliance.org). The best part of a humanitarian expedition is that it bursts the big bubble of entitlement and relative affluence that our children have been living. For our family, service expeditions became almost an addiction.
		

		
			
		

		
CLOSER TO HOME

		Of course, we don’t have to travel halfway around the world for our kids to see “the real world.” We have wonderful neighbors who are now grandparents and have always taught their children that, as G. K. Chesterton put it, “Service is the only door out of the dungeon of self,” and as Mother Teresa said, “We cannot do great things on this Earth, only small things with great love.” They have taken their children once a month to homeless shelters, family shelters, Catholic charities, and international immigrant centers in their city for years. Now that the children have children of their own, it has become an extended family tradition. Middle-school and high-school grandchildren come to their home once a month on their own initiative to rally around that month’s humanitarian projects.

		Their specialty is sandwiches. They have found, over the years, that shelters can never have too many sandwiches. After calling ahead to find out the needs, and armed with six or seven dozen sandwiches, which they prepared themselves, often with homemade bread, they descend on the shelter or soup kitchen as a family and always stay long enough not only to hand out the food but to talk and visit with the people as they eat.

		Last Easter they made dozens and dozens of Easter eggs and had a blast decorating them for the people at the shelter. Don’t kids always wish they had an excuse to make and decorate more eggs than they can eat? And how often do you think a homeless guy sees Easter eggs, let alone eats one?

		This extended family always tries to become acquainted with the people they serve and always asks them how they’re doing. They worry about the ones who appear ill, and they soon realize that some homeless people are mentally ill, but many are just down on their luck, especially during a recession. When they talk to smart, articulate adults and their cute children in the family shelters and realize that they have been living in their cars, they suddenly realize “except for the grace of God, there go I.” Once you get kids worrying about someone else, you’re on your way to raising a healthy, responsible young adult.

		We admire these friends so much, because they have found a way to combine great family time with service time. One of their favorite sayings, and something that seems to guide what they do, is from the Buddha: “A generous heart, kind speech, and a life of service and compassion are the things which renew humanity.” They claim that kids as young as eight really understand and buy into that motto. We have watched them for years, and can guarantee that both children and grandchildren will forever remember the wonderful times they had with their parents and grandparents while serving those who are less fortunate.

		Whether you pop your kids’ bubble by going to Bolivia or by going to a local shelter, let your children be part of the financial contribution as well as the service. Kids who earn their own money can feel the joy of giving something that is really theirs to those who need it more than they do.

		
			
		

		
REVIEW

		Once again, as in every chapter, it is all about ownership! When kids feel ownership of their money, that ownership transfers to whatever they do with it. The feeling of ownership brings about motivation and pride and causes children to take more initiative and to take better care of their things. It also empowers them to budget and to save and to make purchase decisions and to save for the future and to give. And all of those experiences make them better at choices, better at caring about things other than themselves, and more prepared to live in the real world.

		There probably couldn’t be a better conclusion to this chapter than the real-life accounts of two of our grandchildren. (Two of our most economically advanced grandchildren, by the way—we love them all dearly, but believe us, many of them are works in progress!) First, a recent post from our ten-year-old grandson’s blog. (That should tell you something about him—he already has his own blog.) His name is Ashton, and he has been “earning his own money and buying his own stuff ” for a couple of years.

		
			
				WHEN WE were visiting some friends in California a couple of years ago, they had a really cool LEGO set called Mindstorms. You could build robots and program them to do cool stuff. Anyway,  I REALLY wanted to get my own Mindstorm. Only one thing stood in the way: it cost 270 dollars, and my parents don’t just buy you stuff—but they were willing to help me earn the money myself. I had some money from my jobs and responsibilities around the house but it wasn’t near enough. So I made these “10-year-old-for-hire” fliers and took them to all our neighbors offering to walk dogs, entertain kids and a LOT more. A man up the street paid me five dollars for taking in his trash cans a few times. Another neighbor paid me 20 dollars for walking her dog while she was gone. After a few weeks, I had earned 100 dollars. When I put that with what I had, there was only 120 to go! I didn’t give up. I kept saving my money from family jobs, pulled weeds, babysat, and saved everything I got (even though there were some cool movies and stuff I wanted to go to and other things I wanted to buy). I FINALLY earned enough money. But, when I was ready to buy it, the price went up to 290 dollars! I still didn’t give up. I worked SUPER hard until I had 290 dollars! I bought it, and since then I’ve been making tons of cool robots.
			

			
				The best part about it is that I know that I actually earned it, not just received it as a gift. I think that it even makes it more important to me. Along with getting the Mindstorm, I also learned a lot about earning and saving money.
			

		

		
			And then there is our granddaughter Aniston. Ana has had a love affair with horses since she was two. She is nine now, and has bought her own horse and paid for her own riding lessons. We asked her to write down how she got her horse, and here is her slightly shortened but otherwise unedited story:
			
				MY NAME is Aniston, as my grandfather said, and I would like to tell you about how I earned the money for my riding lessons, horse camp, my horse Cocoa, and all her supplies and tack.

				The first thing that you need to know is that I LOVE HORSES. If you love horses and don’t have a horse, you should listen very closely. From when I was three years old, I knew I wanted to take horse riding lessons. My mom and dad said I had to pay for half of my riding lessons so I started earning money by doing my jobs at home and asking for money instead of toys for my birthday and Christmas. When I first started taking horseback lessons, I loved it but my money was disappearing quickly. I just couldn’t earn enough at home, so I decided to clean bathrooms. My mom taught me how to clean bathrooms really well. For each bathroom, I got $5. I started asking people if I could clean their bathrooms—like people I knew from church and in my neighborhood. But, that still didn’t cover everything. So, after I realized that I would have to earn big time, I decided to have a snack sale in my neighborhood. I earned $150 on one Saturday! Now with my earned money from home and from snack sales, cleaning bathrooms, and gifts for birthdays and Christmases, I was able to take riding lessons every week for a whole year.

				Then I decided I wanted to go to a summer horse riding camp for one week.

				But it was over $400! I knew this would be a really tough one, but I was up for it after all I’d been through. I had a garage sale and sold a bunch of my toys and my special recipe cookies and I still had a little saved up from the bathroom cleaning. Just two weeks before the camp started, I had earned enough to cover my cost for the camp.

				After the awesome week of riding horses, I set a new goal to earn enough money to buy my own horse. I thought that that would be VERY hard because I knew that I would still have to earn money for the stuff for my horse: the oats, the tack, the hay, and the fencing. While I was worrying about how much a horse would cost my mom found a horse on craigslist and this is what it said (not exactly): “mare 20y.o. well broke $200!”

				That is about as perfect as horses get! I had to write down all the costs and benefits of getting that horse and see which one, “cost” or “benefit,” had the most listed. Of course there was the most benefits but there were a lot of costs too. I made my decision and wrote down two final questions when I go to pick her up.

				Trailer habits?

				Is she allergic to anything?

				I had to ask around to borrow a trailer. We finally found one.

				One of the answers to my question was that she is very good at getting into a trailer. We got her home and she loved it at our house. And to this day I still can’t believe that I have a horse!

			

		

	
		

		
			Intermission
		

		A CONCLUSION TO PART ONE AND AN INTRODUCTION TO PART TWO

		
			We always appreciate a brief intermission in a play, especially if it is a thoughtful production and we need a moment to digest the first act and to anticipate what is coming next. You have finished Act 1, so take a moment, pause and stretch, and see if you are with us on the basic points so far:
			
				✽ That ownership is the antidote to entitlement and the prerequisite to responsibility.

				✽ That children, through the right kind of participation in a home-based infrastructure of family laws and traditions, can feel a secure sense of belonging and equity in their family.

				✽ That you can create a family economy that mirrors the real world and provides the environment for kids to learn to earn, save, budget, give, and care for the things over which they have ownership.

				✽ That it is this sense of ownership that triggers the feelings of identity, confidence, and pride that allows the growth of self-motivation, self-discipline, and self-esteem.

			

		

		If this book were just about financial and material ownership (and responsibility), we could stop here.

		But we are just getting started, because as ownership is expanded into non-material, non-financial areas, it can bring the same kind of pride and responsibility into play with things that are ultimately much more important than money or clothes—things like their education and their choices!

		So take a deep breath as we make the transition from helping kids to take on the ownership of “outer,” things, like their entertainment and their toys, to helping them take ownership of “inner” things, like their values and their goals.

		Before the lights flash and the second act begins, let’s reinforce a few things in our minds, because they are principles that apply to both the outer and the inner.

		
			
		

		
STARTING AND STOPPING

		
			A family economy is the most natural thing in the world. After all, the family is the basic unit of our society’s economy; and the original meaning of the word “economy” (oikos/nomos) is “the law of the house.” This whole new way of dealing with money and material possessions is a gateway to understanding the myth-busting and liberating new parenting paradigm of ownership! No matter how many behavior-modifying parenting techniques we learn and practice on our children, it often feels like we are just hacking away at the leaves of the problem. Better to go after the root, and the root is all about what our children feel that they own!
		

		
			But in order to start implementing an effective and successful family economy, there are some things you need to stop doing:
			
				✽ Treating your kids as your subjects or your serfs

				✽ Giving them a no-effort-required allowance

				✽ Buying everything for them

				✽ Paying any attention at all when they tell you what their friends get

				✽ Paying all of their college expenses

			

		

		Another way to say it is that, to make this new system work, you need to be prepared to remove the three barriers of (1) old beliefs, (2) old excuses, and (3) the old fallback position of not having time to make positive changes.

		
			1. These three beliefs need to be reset immediately:
			
				• The belief that you should try to give your kids all the things that you didn’t have when you were a kid.

				• That you should always bail out your kids when they make a mistake.

				• That the way to get your kids ahead is by managing and pushing them, whether they like it or not.

			

		

		
			2. The three excuses that need to be rooted out:
			
				• “Oh, they’re just kids.”

				• “That’s just how the world is now.”

				• “Well, their friends don’t have to.”

			

		

		And get over playing the ultimate trump card of “I can’t do it now because there’s not enough time.” Remember that, like any infrastructure, some extra time is required to set up systems of ownership and responsibility, but that soon these very systems will begin to save you time.

		
			
		

		
METHODS

		Once you’ve cleared away those barriers and bought in to the idea of ownership, we will try to do our part by giving you the practical methods that will make this new system work. But a good parent doesn’t expect perfection the first time or look for immediate results or a quick fix. He or she is willing to work at it and gradually produce meaningful results.

		
			
				We feel that a good parenting method ought to meet five criteria
			

			1. It should help us make our children happier and more responsible, even as it contributes to the stability and permanence of our families.

			2. It should be fun and mostly enjoyable. If it is heavy or oppressive or boring, it will never last. And it must be calming in the sense that it takes some of the negative emotion and pressure and frustration out of the parent-child relationship.

			3. The idea must save time! The last thing any of us need is a bunch of complex procedures or practices that completely weld us to our kids and make it so there is no time or energy for anything else. It may take extra time or effort to set it up, but once established, it should be a time-saver.

			4. It should turn over more of the initiative to kids, and thus motivate them in ways that help them to become increasingly self-reliant and self-disciplined. After all, the ultimate goal of parents should be to work ourselves out of the job.

			5. The method should mirror the real world, and thus prepare kids to live in it.

		

		
			
		

		
BEING PROACTIVE AND PACING YOURSELF

		The other thing about a good method is that it should be positive and proactive rather than negative and reactive. Too often, parenting is done on the defense! We react to our kids and try to deal with their issues as they come up. Few of us would run our businesses or approach our jobs this way. (“I’ll just go to the office or the plant and sit there and hope that when a problem comes up, I can react to it and solve it.”) We wouldn’t approach our golf game in that kind of defensive, reactive way either, or a hobby or our church assignment or even our vacation. Instead, we would have goals or a destination, and plans or a route to get there. Good parenting needs to be an offense, and that is exactly what a family ownership infrastructure is.

		
			Don’t try to implement all the ideas at once! Each method will, over the long term, save you time and cut back frustration, but like any infrastructure, it takes time, and if you try to do too much too fast, you will add to your stress rather than reduce it. Pick the types of ownership your family needs most right now, and start with those. And don’t be in a hurry! Often it is the process of building the infrastructure that is half the fun.
		

		
			
		

		
INTRODUCTION TO PART 2

		
			We live in a time when well-intentioned families are flooded by today’s toxic cultures, which can mud-slide them away like saturated houses without the underpinnings of clearly thought-out commitments or the buttresses of proven parenting practices. It’s hard to enjoy our kids if we spend too much time feeling stress over not knowing what to do, or guilt over what we haven’t done. And as we just said, parenting, like any other worthwhile pursuit, needs goals and plans and good ideas; and none of  us has time to rediscover the wheel! The family economy and the financial and material ownership approach of Part 1 is the hub of the wheel. Part 2, coming up, is the spokes of mental, social, emotional, and spiritual ownership.
		

		As much as most parents are interested in the kind of economic savvy and responsibility that can come to their children through financial and material ownership, we are all even more interested in finding ways to help them find the motivation and initiative to find and fill their full potential in their education and their relationships and to develop and adopt goals and values that will make their lives rich and complete. Once again, the key is ownership, and the same basic principles that applied in Part 1 will work in Part 2.

		Okay, the lights are flashing, the intermission is over, and Act 2 is about to begin....

	
		

		
			Part Two
		

		Physical, Mental, Social, and Emotional Ownership

		
			
			A Pattern for Helping Kids 
to Proactively Pursue 
Their Potential
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		OWNERSHIP OF THEIR OWN VALUES

		
			
			HOW TO HELP YOUR KIDS DEVELOP AN INTERNAL CHARACTER 
THAT WILL LAST (AND PROTECT) FOR A LIFETIME

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | Principle-based lives, protection when you’re not there, and responsibility for behavior and beliefs.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | The opportunity to do less preaching and more sharing . . . and to have less worry and more peace of mind!

		
			✽ One of the most common questions we get from parents these days is some variation of “How can I protect my children?” The best answer (and as time passes, the only answer) is to teach them strong and lasting values.

		

		
			
		

		
LEGACY

		The real legacy that most parents want to leave their children is the legacy of values. We want our kids to have character and to care. We want them to grow into honorable, dependable, responsible people.

		

		
			But trying to force them to live by your values, or manipulating them to adopting the values you think are right or best, will not work. There will be no sustainability. Ultimately, your children will live by their values, and the ultimate key to successful parenting is to help them find ownership of the values that will make their lives as full and as fulfilling as possible.
		

		
			We have had a little experience with this challenge—not only with our own children, but with the millions of parents we have reached with our New York Times number one bestseller Teaching Your Children Values. Let us tell you a little of the story of that book, and focus for a moment on the central idea that made it successful.
		

		We were having family dinner at home one evening when the call came from Oprah’s senior producer. Oprah liked our new book, she said, and could we come to Chicago in two weeks to be on the show? “Bring your kids,” she said, and we assumed they would enjoy sitting in the studio audience and watching the five- or ten-minute segment we would do on the show.

		The kids (we brought six of them) loved the stretch limo ride from the airport to the Drake Hotel the day before the show. It wasn’t until we got the message envelope at the front desk that we realized two things: (1) We would be on with Oprah for the full hour, and (2) So would all the kids.

		Panic set in. A full hour on a live-taped show that reached twenty million people, talking about parenting and values, with our kids right up  there with us, some of whom had never in their lives gone ten minutes without some kind of fight with a sibling. Teaching children values? Right! How about the value of drugging them before we went on the air?

		But fortune smiled on us. Maybe they were mesmerized by the bright lights, but they all behaved reasonably well and even answered Oprah’s questions with enthusiasm and aplomb.

		So here’s the point: Oprah liked the book for the same reason as the parents who bought it. It was a simple system. It took twelve universal values and set up a pattern where families focus on one value a month. The book had “months” instead of chapters. Parents found that by concentrating on one value for a whole month, they could really teach it. The book laid out methods for each age group, and with the “value of the month” on their minds, families would find illustrations of it (or the lack of it) in everything from TV shows to real-life situations with friends.

		
			We didn’t fully focus on it at the time, but we realized later that the conscious, willful adoption of a specific value each month can lead to real ownership of that value by children. Concentrating on and trying to apply a particular value consistently and conscientiously for a full month gives a familiarity and commitment to the value. And parents who are always pointing out the value’s benefits and applications can ingrain them into the mind of a child. The values are repeated each year so they are reinforced and further enhanced over and over as years pass and as children grow to grasp them on deeper and deeper levels.
		

		
			
				✽
Conscious, willful adop- 
tion of a specific value 
each month can lead to 
real ownership of that 
value by children.

		

		
			We advocate the following twelve monthly values:
			
				
					
					JANUARY: Loyalty, Service, and Dependability 
FEBRUARY: Respect 
MARCH: Love 
APRIL: Unselfishness and Sensitivity 
MAY: Kindness, Friendliness, and Humor 
JUNE: Honesty 
JULY: Justice and Mercy 
AUGUST: Courage 
SEPTEMBER: Peaceability and Happiness 
OCTOBER: Self-Reliance and Potential 
NOVEMBER: Self-Discipline and Moderation 
DECEMBER: Fidelity, Commitment, and Faith
				

			

		

		
			(Go to http://valuesparenting.com for more detail on each of these twelve monthly values.)
		

		One postscript to the story of that first Oprah show: A few months later we were in Las Vegas to cheer for one of our boys who was playing in a basketball tournament. We were in a buffet line that extended out into the casino of a big hotel. The smaller kids were bored and started asking for quarters to put into the slot machines and it seemed like a harmless way to keep them entertained.

		
			We didn’t realize that “our” Oprah show had rerun that morning until an elevator door opened and out stepped several women who had apparently gone up to their rooms to watch it. They stood there staring at us for a while and then one came over and said, “You are the ones who were just on Oprah!” and then, cocking her head toward the kids at the slot machines, “You were talking about teaching children values!”
		

		
			
		

		
OWNERSHIP BY WORKING ON IT

		Thinking back about that values book, we realize now that what we were advocating was one of the classic methods of obtaining ownership. When you focus on something, practice it, and work on it, it becomes yours—like learning your lines in a play or the notes of a piano piece and finally feeling like you own them.

		Working together, as a family, on one particular value each month, and then repeating the same values month by month the next year, and the next, is the best way we know to give your children a committed form of ownership of the basic values that are essential to a well-lived life. Focusing on a specific value gives kids real ownership of that value, particularly with an annual repetition. (It is amazing what different things a child grasps about a value as a ten-year-old versus what he understood as a nine-year-old.) And it is fun just to imagine the legacy parents can leave with a child if he has focused on a set of values every year over the whole course of his childhood.

		
			
			ValuesParenting.com has methods ranging from stories to games to role-playing that can help children internalize each of the twelve values. The website also has feedback boards where parents can share the best and most effective methods they have found with their own children.
		

		
			
		

		
STARTING YOUNG WITH VALUES AND FAMILY IDENTITY

		Even preschoolers can learn the terminology and feeling of the monthly values. Many families put the value of the month on a poster or a banner in their kitchen or family room, and little kids can learn to recognize the word, to use it in their little vocabularies, and to grasp the basic concept of what it means.

		We like walking into the family room of one particular family we know, because above the mantel of their fireplace is a big sign that says “The Barnes Family’s Value of the Month.” Then there are two big hooks where they hang the new value on the first day of each month: . . . “Honesty” . . . “Courage” . . . “Respect.” The parents tell us that the sign not only keeps them focused and aware of the value they are concentrating on that month, but builds the sense of identity and belonging that each child feels in their family.

		There is something quite wonderful about preschool children using words like “self-reliance” and “dependability” and actually knowing what they mean.

		A by-product of this value-a-month focus is that it increases and enhances the family identity we wrote about back in chapter 3. The whole sense of “We are a family—We do things together—We care about each other—We have our own family values” is a powerful and important touchstone in helping children to feel secure and to have the confidence and shield of an identity larger than self.

		
			
				✽
There is something quite 
wonderful about pre- 
school children using 
words like “self-reliance” 
and “dependability” and 
actually knowing what 
they mean.

		

		
			
		

		
ENHANCING YOUR OWN EXAMPLE

		We all know the power of our examples and the truth of the old phrase “What you do speaks so loudly that I can’t hear what you say.” But it never comes into play more powerfully than in the teaching of values.  During the month you are working on Honesty, you can’t say to your phone-answering seven-year–old, “Tell him your mommy isn’t home,” or exaggerate how long you were stuck in traffic within earshot of your child who was with you. So the supplemental benefit of working on a value each month with your kids is that you recommit to living it yourself!

		A troubled-looking young mom came up to us one evening after a presentation we had made on teaching kids values. “I just don’t know how many of those I can feel good about teaching my kids,” she said. “You don’t agree with the values?” we asked. “Oh, yes, I agree with them all,” she said, “and I would love to teach them all to my children, but I just don’t know if I can, because I haven’t always lived some of them myself, and I think I would feel like a hypocrite!”

		We reassured her that she could teach the values—that she could save her kids from always having to learn from their own mistakes. And we tried to help her redefine the word “hypocrite” as someone who is not currently living the values he or she is preaching. We told her, “If you are committed to a value now, then you are not a hypocrite in teaching it to your child.”

		
			The way to really get some traction in teaching a particular value is not only to exemplify it yourself, but to call attention to your example and to the way that living the value makes you feel. During the month you are focusing on the value of respect, you might say things like, “Did you notice that I tried to show respect to that homeless person by talking to him and being interested in his life?” “The reason I opened the car window and got that moth to fly out instead of swatting him is that I have respect for all living creatures.” “I called your teacher ‘Mr. Thomas’ instead of his first name because I wanted to show respect for him as an educator.” “I feel so good right now—I respected my body by only eating half of that very sweet dessert.”
		

		
			
		

		
WEEKLY RECOGNITION AWARDS

		We all know that kids repeat behavior that they get attention for, and we’ve been impressed with families who have a simple awards ceremony at their weekly family meeting that connects with the value of the month. A simple award can be created for each value—the Honesty under Pressure (HUP) award during the Honesty month, the Leader for the Right (LFR) award during the Courage month, and so forth.

		One family with three elementary-age children designates part of their weekly meeting to what they call “value awards.” The person conducting (often one of the kids) says, “As you know, we are working on the value of Kindness and Friendliness this month. Who’s in the running for the KF award?” Everyone tries to think of an incident during the past week when they were especially friendly or kind to someone and relates the experience. A winner is chosen by a family vote, and the award (a simple framed drawing of the letters “KF”) goes on that person’s bedroom door for the week.

		
			
		

		
STORIES AND VICARIOUS EXPERIENCE

		There are, of course, all kinds of books and stories about values and their application—for kids of all ages—that teach a value by the vicarious experience kids get from hearing the story.

		And perhaps even more powerful and relevant are the positive and negative examples that seem to come up in everyday experience as we focus on a particular value.

		One mom told of a single day during the month when she and her family were working on the value of Self-Discipline. Her son got up late and missed the bus. Her daughter had not saved enough to buy the new  makeup she wanted to get that day. Another son stayed at his friend’s too long and didn’t get his homework done. In one day, she had several real-life experiences to illustrate the problems that result from a lack of self-discipline. She also found several positive illustrations of the value during the same day.

		
			
		

		
MEMORIZING

		Memorizing is not very much in favor among educators today. Rote learning and other repetitious methods are thought to be less creative and stimulating than other forms of instruction.

		But oh, how memorizing focuses the mind and trains the concentration! And it can also be a form of gaining mental ownership of concepts and values.

		Part of our family economy was a provision that if the kids got 90 percent of their responsibilities done for the week (eighteen of their twenty possible pegs for the five-day school week), they would get their money doubled. We wanted to reward consistency. The problem came when a conscientious child worked hard but forgot a couple of things and came up just short—earning sixteen or seventeen pegs. We felt like we needed a way for the child to be able to make up the difference and get the bonus of doubled earnings.

		So we began giving them a “bonus peg” for memorizing particular quotes or scriptures or sayings that we would find that tied in with and taught the value of the month. The idea turned out to be a huge hit. They could get up to two bonus pegs each week, and there were two benefits: (1) It allowed a child to meet his or her goal of eighteen or more pegs, and (2) It implanted the month’s value more permanently in his or her mind.

		Even today, we find our kids can remember the things they memorized  ten or more years ago and, more important, that those passages still influence their behavior and guide their values.

		
			We live in a day where it is easy to find quotes or sayings we love that fit the value of the month. Just go online and Google quotations on a particular value and pick the ones you like best. A few examples of some of our favorites (not necessarily the best, but those that served our purpose then and that our grown children still remember and use today):
			
				JANUARY

				
					
					Loyalty, Service, and Dependability

				
					 


				
					“One thing I know: the only ones among you who will be really happy are those who will have sought and found how to serve.”
				

				
					—A. SCHWEITZER
				

				
					 


				
					 


				
					“If you don’t like your lot in life, build a service station on it.”
				

				
					—ANONYMOUS
				

				
					 


				
					 


				
					“The strength of a family, like the strength of an army, is in its loyalty to each other.”
				

				
					—MARIO PUZO
				

			

		

		There are personal stories, by the way, to go with each of these quotes that illustrate how well certain short sayings lodge in kids’ minds and begin to affect what they do. One family told us their experience during their month on Loyalty with a son who had the common problem of always wanting to be with his friends and never with his family, particularly his younger brother. Walking down the hall past his room, the mom overheard her friend-centered son say on the phone, “I know everybody’s going, but it’s my little brother’s last game of the season and I think I better be loyal and go cheer for him.”

		
			FEBRUARY

			
				
				Respect

			
				 


			
				“A soft answer turneth away wrath; but grievous words stir up anger.”
			

			
				—OLD TESTAMENT, PROVERBS 15:1
			

			
				 


			
				 


			
				“Great Spirit, help me never to judge another man until I have walked in his moccasins for one moon.”
			

			
				—NATIVE AMERICAN PRAYER
			

		

		One family that had memorized the proverb above said it had an amazing effect on their anger management problems. Their ten-year-old daughter took the phrase literally and with remarkable willpower simply started speaking softly to her twelve-year-old brother, who was always bickering with her about something. After a couple of weeks of getting no reaction from her, he became less combative, too, and their relationship improved markedly.

		
			MARCH

			
				
				Love

			
				 


			
				“Yesterday is but a dream and tomorrow only a vision, but today, well lived, makes every yesterday a dream of joy and every tomorrow a vision of hope.”
			

			
				—THE SANSKRIT POET
			

			
				 


			
				“Clarity of mind means clarity of passion too; this is why a great and clear mind loves ardently and sees distinctly what it loves.”
			

			
				—BLAISE PASCAL
			

		

		
			APRIL

			
				
				Unselfishness and Sensitivity

			
				 


			
				“See how the masses of men worry themselves into nameless graves, while here and there a great unselfish soul forgets himself into immortality.”
			

			
				—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
			

			
				 


			
				“Someone who is all wrapped up in himself makes a very small package.”
			

			
				—ANONYMOUS
			

			
				 


			
				“The most beautiful people we have known are those who have known defeat, known suffering, known struggle, known loss, and have found their way out of the depths. These persons have an appreciation, sensitivity, and an understanding of life that fills them with compassion, gentleness, and a deep loving concern. Beautiful people do not just happen.”
			

			
				—ELISABETH KÜBLER-ROSS
			

		

		A mom who had focused one month a year with her daughters on the value of Unselfishness and had them memorize several of these quotes got a real payoff when her older daughter, painfully shy and in her first year of college, e-mailed that she had made up a quote of her own that was helping her to be more confident and less self-conscious. Her quote was: “A realization of the universal lack of self-confidence strengthens one’s own.”

		
			MAY

			
				
				Kindness, Friendliness, and Humor

			
				 


			
				
				“The reason the angels can fly is that they have learned to take themselves lightly.”

			
				—G. K. CHESTERTON
			

			
				“I expect to pass through this world but once; any good thing therefore that I can do, or any kindness that I can show to any fellow creature, let me do it now; let me not defer or neglect it for I shall not pass this way again.”
			

			
				—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
			

			
				 


			
				 


			
				“It is easy enough to be friendly to one’s friends. But to befriend one who regards himself as your enemy is the quintessence of true religion. The other is mere business.”
			

			
				—GANDHI
			

		

		
			JUNE

			
				
				Honesty

			
				 


			
				“Ay, sir; to be honest, as this world goes, is to be one man picked out of ten thousand.”
			

			
				—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
			

			
				 


			
				“I hope I shall always possess firmness and virtue enough to maintain what I consider the most enviable of all titles, the character of an ‘Honest Man.’ ”
			

			
				—GEORGE WASHINGTON
			

			
				 


			
				“A false balance is abomination to the Lord; but a just weight is His delight.”
			

			
				—OLD TESTAMENT, PROVERBS 11:1
			

		

		
			JULY

			
				
				Justice and Mercy

			
				 


			
				“The essence of justice is mercy.”
			

			
				—EDWIN HUBBELL CHAPIN
			

		

		
			For this value, and in this month, it became a habit to read from one of our family’s favorite books (and musicals, and movies), Les Misérables by Victor Hugo. Our older adolescents were both fascinated and instructed by the interplay of the Justice of Javert and the Mercy of Jean Valjean.
		

		
			AUGUST

			
				
				Courage

			
				 


			
				“Sweet are the uses of adversity which, like the toad, ugly and venomous, wears yet a precious jewel in his head. And so our lives, free from public haunt, find tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, sermons in stone, and good in every thing.”
			

			
				—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
			

			
				 


			
				“In the battle of life, it is not the critic who counts; nor the one who points out how the strong person stumbled, or where the doer of a deed could have done better. The credit belongs to the person who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood, who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; who does actually strive to do deeds; who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotion, spends oneself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement; and who at worst, if he or she fails, at least fails while daring greatly so that his place shall never be among those cold and timid souls who never knew either victory or defeat.”
			

			
				—THEODORE ROOSEVELT
			

			
				 


			
				“Our doubts are traitors, and make us lose the good we oft might win, by fearing to attempt.”
			

			
				—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
			

		

		It is sometimes quite amazing how much a memorized passage can influence a child. I took our seven-year-old, basketball-crazy son Evan to the NBA all-star game one year and in the preliminary activities, there was an age-division slam dunk contest with appropriately lowered baskets. It was obvious that Evan really wanted to participate, but the idea of going clear down onto that basketball court in front of all those people terrified him. I didn’t want to push him too much, so I just waited.

		Suddenly he jumped up and walked down to enter. He ended up winning his age group and came back up just glowing with pride. I asked him what made him jump up and enter. With a wide smile he said, “I thought of ‘Our doubts are traitors, and make us lose the good we oft might win, by fearing to attempt.’ ” Seated next to us and overhearing, another dad’s mouth dropped open. My mouth just smiled.

		
			SEPTEMBER

			
				
				Peaceability and Happiness

			
				 


			
				“Happiness? It is an illusion to think that more comfort brings more happiness. True happiness comes of the capacity to enjoy simply, to feel deeply, to think freely, to risk life, to be needed.”
			

			
				—STORM JAMESON
			

			
				 


			
				“Happiness is a thing of here and now, the bright leaf in the hand, the moment’s sun, the fight accomplished or the summit won. When things go well, happiness may start; but joy is the secret smiling of the heart.”
			

			
				—ANONYMOUS
			

			
				 


			
				“The man who is wisely idle is the most cultural man. . . . Those who are wise won’t be busy, and those who are busy cannot be wise.”
			

			
				—LIN YUTANG
			

		

		
			OCTOBER

			
				
				Self-Reliance and Potential

			
				 


			
				“Why should we be in such desperate haste to succeed, and in such desperate enterprises? If a man fails to keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears the beat of a different drummer. Let him follow the beat he hears, no matter how measured or far away.”
			

			
				—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
			

			
				 


			
				“Sow a thought and you reap an action; sow an act and you reap a habit; sow a habit and you reap a character; sow a character and you reap a destiny.”
			

			
				—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
			

		

		
			NOVEMBER

			
				
				Self-Discipline and Moderation

			
				 


			
				“Be ye therefore perfect, even as your Father in Heaven is perfect.”
			

			
				—NEW TESTAMENT, MATTHEW 5:48
			

			
				 


			
				“Organize yourselves, prepare every needful thing; and establish a house, even a house of prayer, a house of fasting, a house of faith, a house of learning, a house of glory, a house of order, a house of God.”
			

			
				—MORMON SCRIPTURE
			

			
				 


			
				“The finest workers in stone are not copper or steel tools, but the gentle touches of air and water working at their leisure with a liberal allowance of time.”
			

			
				—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
			

		

		
			DECEMBER

			
				
				Fidelity, Commitment, and Faith

			
				 


			
				“A thing of beauty is a joy forever.”
			

			
				—JOHN KEATS
			

			
				 


			
				“Never accept a miraculous explanation of something unless the alternatives are even more miraculous.”
			

			
				—DAVID HUME
			

			
				 


			
				
				“And I said to the man who stood at the gate of the year: 
‘Give me a light, that I may tread safely into the unknown.’ 
And he replied : ‘Go into the darkness and put your hand into the hand 
of God. 
That shall be to you better than light and safer than a known way!’ ”

			
				—MINNIE LOUISE HASKINS
			

		

		
			Sometimes memorized quotations not only help kids understand and commit to certain values, but give context and familiarity both to history and to current events and media. A family with two teenagers went to see the 2010 Oscar-winning movie The King’s Speech and recognized the Minnie Louise Haskins quotation used in one of King George VI’s early radio speeches to rally a discouraged England as war edged closer.
		

		
			
		

		
REVIEW

		By focusing on one particular, well-defined value each month, children can gain ownership of basic values—internalize them in a manner that will positively affect their decisions and choices and help mold their characters and personalities.

		Methods for teaching values include memorization, recognition awards, and, of course, your own example. But the best and most impacting method of all is simply your own conscious focus on a single value each month so that you and your children develop “ownership by working on.”

		The primary benefit of helping your children to perceive real ownership of basic values is that those values will guide their lives. It will also impact the subjects of the rest of the chapters in this book. The values they own will influence and guide your children’s decisions and choices (chapter 7), their goals and life objectives (chapter 8), their body care (chapter 9), their education and study (chapter 10), and their relationships and conflict resolution (chapter 11).
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		OWNERSHIP OF THEIR OWN DECISIONS

		
			
			HOW TO HELP YOUR CHILDREN MAKE, 
RATHER THAN FALL INTO, CHOICES

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | More personal courage and fewer peer-pressured mistakes . . . and the acceptance of more responsibility for their personal habits, their safety, and their friends.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | Faith that your children will make wise choices in difficult circumstances.

		
			✽ It is by thinking about choices, along with their alternatives and their consequences, that we come to own them. Elementary-age children are capable of gaining this type of ownership, and of making many of their most important decisions in advance!

		

		
			
		

		
CHOICES ARE INHERENT IN OWNERSHIP

		Whether you knew it or not, the minute you started working on giving your children ownership, you started helping them learn how to make good choices. Think back to earlier chapters. There are choices involved in family meetings and mission statements, choices involved in participating in a family economy, choices involved in earning and saving and budgeting and buying, choices involved in picking out and owning and taking care of things, choices involved in committing to and living by certain values.

		In essence, ownership itself is all about choices, and choices are all about ownership.

		But in this chapter, it is time to zoom in more closely on the actual ownership of the decisions themselves—on helping our kids to understand alternatives and consequences, and to take full responsibility for the choices they make. This is a pivotal chapter, because owning choices and understanding how to make good ones can become a valuable tool for our kids as they assume ownership of their own goals, their own relationships, and their own bodies.

		
			
				✽
 In the metaphor from 
chapter 2, it is the Own- 
erShip that gets kids to 
the land of Adulthood, 
but then they move on 
by following the roads 
of choices and decisions 
that can lead them to the 
plateaus of achievement 
and realized potential.

		

		
			
				✽
 In the metaphor from 
chapter 2, it is the Own- 
erShip that gets kids to 
the land of Adulthood, 
but then they move on 
by following the roads 
of choices and decisions 
that can lead them to the 
plateaus of achievement 
and realized potential.

		

		In the metaphor from chapter 2, it is the OwnerShip that gets kids to the land of Adulthood, but then they move on by following the roads of choices and decisions that can lead them to the plateaus of achievement and realized potential.

		
			
		

		
THE PROBLEM AND THE OPPORTUNITY

		
			Let’s think for a minute about the process of choice-making. When adults make a decision, we generally do at least a little thinking about it first. We have some idea of the alternatives, and we take into account the costs and the consequences. At least we know that those are the things we should do in making decisions. We understand that we have choices, that they are our choices, and our consequences. Taking ownership of them lies at the very core of personal responsibility.
		

		But kids (and unfortunately in this age of entitlement, lots of grown-ups, too) often don’t make decisions like this at all. They make choices by default. They do something simply because they want to or because it feels good or because they see someone else doing it. They don’t perceive it as a decision—rather as something that happens because they desire it or feel that they deserve it.

		It is the thinking through the alternatives and consequences that creates ownership of the choice. It is a case of “ownership by working with.” And the sooner and the more clearly we convey that notion of ownership to our children, the better the decisions they will make.

		
			
		

		
GETTING BLINDSIDED

		
			Not thinking things through or taking responsibility for choices may explain why children fail to make good decisions, but it does not fully explain why kids sometimes make such really terrible choices—the kind that reduces their chances for long- and short-term happiness and success, not to mention often devastating the lives of their parents.
		

		What makes adolescents experiment with drugs, or shoplift, or do something destructive just for the “fun” of it? Are they plotting and  conniving little criminals—evil, black-hearted demons that are hell-bent on getting into trouble and making their (and your) lives harder? Or are they making spur-of-the-moment mistakes because they are blindsided by situations they never anticipated and by peer pressure they are completely unprepared for?

		Could a little advance preparation, in the form of role-playing or case studies, help them anticipate and be prepared for the tough moments when hormonal activity or the desire for acceptance is driving them to do something foolish? Could thinking through decisions before they are actually confronted by them give kids ownership of their choices?

		
			
				✽
 The worst time to make 
any decision is at the 
very moment of tempta- 
tion, when peer pressure 
is staring them in the 
face. But that is exactly 
when most kids make 
their worst choices.

		

		Obviously, the worst time to make any decision is at the very moment of temptation, when peer pressure is staring them in the face. But that is exactly when most kids make their worst choices.

		The more bad examples, bad situations, and bad role models a child is exposed to, the more likely he is to make bad choices similar to those he sees. With today’s levels of technology and communication, kids are exposed to more wrong choices than ever before. Their windows are computer monitors and television and video screens, their companions are keyboards and headphones, their voices are rap music and advertising, and their role models are celebrities of all varieties from sports figures and musicians to pop idols to assorted folks who are famous for just being famous.

		Our kids are exposed to all the wrong case studies, and their fellow  travelers are often “friends” you don’t know or those you secretly wish would move to another part of the country. (And even that wouldn’t help much, thanks to social media and other modes of instant communication from anywhere.)

		So as parents we all ask what we can do, and how we can help.

		
			
		

		
AWARENESS

		First of all, parents need to know what is going on in their children’s lives. The importance of observation cannot be overstated. It can be very time-consuming and distracting for parents who are struggling with multiple demands and obligations of their own, but there is no substitute for it. Parental awareness of what kids are doing, who they are with, what they are watching or playing or listening to, is a fundamental prerequisite to any kind of prevention or correction.

		I (Linda) decided long ago that I would, despite the inconvenience, drive more car pools and create more opportunities to entice kids to congregate at our home rather than somewhere else. I figured that the more chances I had to observe my kids and how they interact with other kids, the more I would know about what was going on in their heads.

		
			I was driving the junior high car pool one day and felt almost invisible as I listened to the conversation in the backseat. It was all pretty innocent until a comment from one of the girls made the hair on my neck stand up: “When is Aubrey going to tell her mom that she is pregnant?” I listened in silence, but my knuckles were white as I gripped the wheel and I could hardly wait to drop the last girl off and find out from my daughter what was going on. When the last one finally hopped out and slammed the car door, I yelled breathlessly, “Laura, who is pregnant?” My daughter looked a little confused for a moment and then said, “Mom, it’s a soap opera!”  I was speechlessly happy that Aubrey was a TV character rather than one of Laura’s friends.
		

		But it is amazing what kids talk about with each other in a car while you are driving them to a ball game or a dance lesson or a field trip. It’s like they forget you are there, and oh, the things you can learn. The same kinds of interesting observations come when they are hanging out at your house. I have always tried to have the best snacks, the most games, anything that would make them say, “Let’s go to the Eyres’,” and my unapologetic motive was to do as much legitimate eavesdropping as possible.

		
			Find the best ways to ask and listen, and find the best times. Generally, the later it is at night, the more a preteen will tell you. And the worst communication time is often right after school, when we say, “How was your day?” and they say, “Fine,” and we say, “How was school?” and they say, “Fine,” and we say, “Would you like to elaborate?” and they say, “No” or “What?”
		

		
			Even beyond an awareness of what kids are thinking, parents need concrete ways to help their kids anticipate some of the dangers and temptations they will face and to understand that they can own those choices, that they can make good decisions with cool heads before they find themselves in unexpected situations they can’t control. While they are not substitutes for investing time and effort in observing and listening to your children, the methods suggested here address the need we hear so many parents express for ways to give their kids real ownership of their choices.
		

		
			
		

		
THE CONSEQUENCE GAME

		Kids as young as six or seven can enjoy the consequence game, which is played with 3 × 5 index cards. This is a good way to begin giving ownership  of choices to small children. In each round of the game, tell a brief story and then on the front of the top two cards, write two alternative actions and their short-term consequences. For example, the story could be: “Your teacher gives a surprise spelling test and you have not studied the words.” On one card write: “Cheat on the spelling test—and get an A,” and on the other write: “Don’t cheat—and get a C.”

		On the back, write the longer-term consequence: “Next test you are unprepared again. Pretty soon you get in the habit of cheating.” And on the second card: “You work harder on your words for next week and gradually become a better speller who gets better grades.”

		Or to teach a lesson about shoplifting, tell a story about a friend who says, “It’s exciting to shoplift, and you never get caught. Just go on the other side of the shelf and put a candy bar in your pocket.” On one card, write: “You snatch the candy bar and it tastes great when you eat it outside the store.” And on the other: “You say no, and your friend doesn’t share the one he took.”

		On the back, write: “You feel guilty because you know stealing is wrong, and the next time you try it, you get caught.” On the other card write: “You’re glad you didn’t do it and you tell your friend that there are better ways to get a candy bar.”

		Make up your own cards to reflect real situations your kids are likely to encounter that involve anything from being kind to other kids and recognizing danger to respecting older people and avoiding imitating friends who are doing things your child knows are wrong.

		
			As you make up and tell your stories, use and explain the words “decision,” “consequences,” and “long-term” and “short-term”; and emphasize ownership terms like “your own decision.”
		

		
			
		

		
A LIST OF DECISIONS IN ADVANCE

		Once children are eight or nine (and even more effectively as they approach their teens), you can try something much more comprehensive and personal than the consequence game. Kids this age are conceptual and logical enough, with your help, to think very specifically about some important decisions they will face in the immediate years ahead. And it is this kind of advance thinking that will give them ownership of their choices before they even get to them.

		Start by getting your child a nice journal or diary (journaling is a good idea for many reasons) and help him or her set aside the last page for “Decisions I Have Made in Advance.” Write that heading at the top of that back page and ask your child if she can think of some choices she can make right now, even though it may not be time to implement them yet.

		Have a little fun with it (depending on the child’s age) by asking things like “Can you decide now what college you will go to or what job you will have?” or “Can you decide right now who you are going to marry?” Get her to say “no” or “not yet” on a few, and then begin asking things like “Can you decide right now if you will experiment with drugs?” “Can you decide right now if you will cheat on tests?” “Can you decide right now if you will smoke?” “Can you decide right now if you will be extra nice to kids who have problems or special needs?”

		Explain that lots of bad choices are made because people have not thought them through well enough in advance, and that by making some of the decisions now, before the hard moments come, you can think clearly and make the right decision. And writing a decision down, and actually signing your commitment with your personal signature and dating it, can make that choice very real. In fact, it can give you ownership of the decision.

		
			Some kids, again depending on age and temperament, will want to write down a lot of things and sign and date them all right now. They will want to do this mainly to please you or to tell you what you want to hear. Slow them down a little, reminding them that this is going to be their decision—they are going to own it. You may want to set a guideline that only one decision in advance can be written in the diary each month, and only after it is discussed with you and the child feels really sure about it.
		

		
			It is extremely important not to pressure kids into writing down a particular decision that you are pushing for. It will never be their decision until they think it through and make it for themselves. So don’t manipulate or pressure or even encourage too much. In fact, it is a good idea to do the opposite. When the child thinks she is ready to totally commit to a decision in advance, you, as the parent, can become sort of a devil’s advocate. For example, if your child says she’s ready to write “I’m never going to ride with a driver who has been drinking,” use your imagination and do some role-playing of future situations she might find herself in, and see how she responds. “Well, Jessica, I’m glad you want to make that decision in advance, but before you write it down and sign it, let’s do some imagining. Let’s say it’s six years from now, you are fifteen, and you are at a party and one of the coolest guys there offers you and your friend a ride home. You saw him drinking, but he seems fine, and your friend says yes and jumps in the car. Both of them are yelling at you to get in, and it’s only a couple of miles to your house. And, by the way, it’s a boy you have always wanted to get to know.”
		

		Use your imagination and make it as hard a situation as you can, and then ask your daughter what she would say and what she would do. She will probably be a little uncertain, at least about exactly what she would say, so suggest that she think about it a little more, and that you will give her some more case studies in the days ahead. Tell her that when she is  really sure, and knows exactly what she will say and do, she can write it down on that last page of her journal, and sign it and date it.

		If you have a child who wants to write down bad decisions on his list (and this does happen), or who uses the whole exercise to rebel, or push back, or be facetious, you should back off and try again later. You may have to do some remedial work on the values from the last chapter, or tell him some compelling stories about the consequences of good and bad choices. Work on other methods from this chapter until the mind-set and the mood is right, because good decisions in advance require a good attitude and a willing buy-in from the child.

		One of our favorite experiences on a recent speaking tour was when we did the Decisions in Advance exercise with some cute kids in Istanbul. As I (Linda) explained the process, and put them in imaginary situations where keeping their decisions might be very hard, one darling twelve-year-old boy named Andrew seemed absolutely determined that he would never experiment with drugs. With all the other kids and parents in the audience looking on, I gave him a tough, devil’s-advocate scenario or role-play: “Well, Andrew, what will you do if you are at a party—let’s say three years from now—and your two best friends are begging you to just try a little white pill, and a cute girl you really like says, ‘I had one and look, I’m fine, I feel great.’ There’s a whole group of kids looking at you and urging you to try the pill. They have all swallowed one, and they seem fine. What would you say?” He looked up at me with steely resolve in his dark brown eyes and said, “I would say, ‘I promised myself when I was twelve years old that I was never going to try drugs. Do you want me to break my promise?’ ”

		Right on! That kid is ready to face the world. Not because his parents are nagging him never to get involved in drugs but because he has made the decision himself. He has ownership of that decision, which makes his resolve so much more powerful!

		
			In your own family, don’t be in a hurry to get a big list signed, sealed, and delivered. Remember that it is the process of thought and discussion and role-playing that is so valuable. Having the journal and the Decisions in Advance list on the last page is just a focal point and a prompt to revisit the question and talk about it more when the opportunity arises. Let the list evolve and grow over time, and invite kids to suggest their own scenarios or to think of situations they might find themselves in a few years hence. Celebrate each time a thoroughly thought-out advance decision is added to your child’s list and dated and signed.
		

		As you discuss possible advance decisions that your child might make, and after you have given a couple of case studies of your own, invite your son or daughter to share with you some possible scenarios or situations they have been in or think they might possibly find themselves in sometime in the future. This becomes an interesting way to subtly invite children to tell you somewhat indirectly what is going on in their lives.

		
			Parents who have tried this idea have absolutely loved it! Here is a list of the ten most common Decisions in Advance (though there are many variations on how they are worded) that have evolved in families we have worked with:
			1. I will not experiment with drugs.

			2. I will not smoke.

			3. I will wait to have sex until marriage (or real commitment, or real love, or until after high school—lots of variations on this one).

			4. I will graduate from high school.

			5. I will graduate from college.

			6. I will never ride in a car with a driver who has been drinking.

			7. I will not cheat on tests.

			8. I will always tell my parents the truth.

			9. I will avoid pornography.

			10. I will never bully or make fun of anyone.

		

		
			
		

		
“SECOND SEVENTH”

		
			With upper-elementary- and middle-school-age kids, a good way to lead into the Decisions in Advance exercise is to explain the “second seventh” concept. The second seventh deals with our life expectancy, which sounds a little gloomy but bear with us. The discussion might be built around questions like these:
			
				“LISA, do you know what the average life expectancy is for someone your age?

				“Actually, it is about eighty-four years. Now, what if we break that average life span into sevenths . . . How many years would be in each seventh of your life?

			

			
				
					✽
 It is the second seventh, 
the one they are now 
living in or soon to 
enter, that contains the 
majority of life’s biggest 
decisions—choices 
about drugs and sex and 
safety, choices about 
school and career, choices 
about friends.

			

		

		“Twelve years is right! So your life, if you live to the average age, will have seven parts with each lasting twelve years. Get it?

		“Now let me ask you this: Which of those seven sevenths is the one when you will be making your life’s most important decisions?”

		
			 


		
			 


		Kids quickly realize that it is the second seventh, the one they are  now living in or soon to enter, that contains the majority of life’s biggest decisions—choices about drugs and sex and safety, choices about school and career, choices about friends, and perhaps even about marriage and children.

		This kind of life segmenting and projecting can be a motivator for kids to think harder about the decisions they can make in advance.

		
			
		

		
CASE STUDIES

		I (Richard) am a product of the Harvard Business School, where everything is taught and learned by the case study method. The whole idea is to put yourself in hypothetical situations with imagined challenges and problems in order to think through in advance the pros and cons of certain actions and to practice decision-making and analysis vicariously. This helps one make decisions with a cool head and with proper calculations—and ahead of time rather than at the moment of pressure and urgency. If grown-ups need this kind of training and preventative medicine, why not give the same thing to our children?

		Trial and error is one of the worst (and most painful) ways to learn and to choose. We should do everything possible to help our kids think things through in advance when they can be calm and analytical and can apply their best thinking and their best instincts to things. And the best way we have found to do that is this Decisions in Advance method. It literally gives kids ownership because they have thought through the choice and made it—thus, they own it. It is theirs. And because they own it, they will be inclined to protect it and to keep it. This is not a guarantee, but it is a valuable barrier that will be one more line of protection between our kids and the ever growing array of choices that are laid out so attractively before them.

		As suggested in the sample list above, the case study or Decisions in Advance method does not only apply to the avoidance of bad choices. It can also be helpful in making good and potentially fulfilling choices before the less beneficial detours become evident and distracting in our kids’ lives. A child’s positive decisions in advance might go beyond “I will graduate from college” to things like “I will find a way to help the disadvantaged.” One thoughtful sixth-grader signed and dated and decided in advance to “sit by someone in the lunchroom once a week who is by themselves or looks like they need a friend.” It is amazing what kids come up with when presented with the opportunity (and with the encouragement of a praising and interested parent).

		
			
		

		
PERSONAL STORIES THAT WORK LIKE CASE STUDIES FOR OLDER TEENS

		Using the Decisions in Advance idea with mid to older teens is not nearly as easy or simple as it is with preteens, but it can still often be extremely useful. With older adolescents it usually requires some personal testimonial from a parent, like: “You know, I wish I had done this kind of thinking more when I was your age. We all make some choices we wish we could change, but we can sometimes start over and decide how we will do something from now on. I still do that. In fact, I have some decisions in advance I have made as an adult, and I want to share them with you.”

		By sharing some of your own decision dilemmas and by telling personal experiences that adolescents can relate to, you humanize yourself in their eyes and make yourself seem more personal and vulnerable rather than unapproachable and omnipotent. A friend told us how much she appreciated her father when he said to her, “You can learn from your mistakes but it will be less painful if you learn from my mistakes and other  people’s mistakes.” This is not to suggest that you bare your soul and tell your kids about every mistake you have ever made, but it is a fact that teens always respond best to a parental attitude and approach of “I’m not perfect, but I’ve been around a while and maybe you can avoid some mistakes I’ve made.” One dad simply told his daughter the true story of how sick he got as a fourteen-year-old when his friends dared him to smoke a cigar. It was such an awful experience that he never tried smoking again. If you try hard enough, you can create a powerful vicarious experience through role-playing or case studies.

		I (Richard) was once mentoring a young teenage boy who had no father. He was beginning to get serious with his girlfriend. He was from a conservative, religious family that had encouraged him to wait until he was much older to even think about becoming sexually active, and I knew the girl he was dating did not think that way. I took this boy fishing one day—out on a lake in a boat so that he couldn’t walk out on me if he didn’t like the subject I was about to bring up. I asked him about the girl and about their relationship and then wondered out loud if he had thought much about how far he would (and wouldn’t) go with her physically. He said, a little too quickly, “Oh sure, we’re not going to do anything.”

		I shifted into case study mode. I described a situation he could find himself in—alone in a parked car, feeling a lot of sexual excitement, and with the girl as the aggressor. The description had enough detail that he blushed and squirmed.

		Then I said, “What would you do?”

		Again a little too quickly he said, “Oh, I’d take her right home.”

		“Wait a minute,” I said. “I gave you a lot of detail in the situation I described; now you give me some detail in what you would do.”

		Realizing that it might be the only way he would get back to shore, he shrugged and began explaining, “Okay, I would sit up, I would fish the  car key out of my pocket and put it in the ignition, I would start it up, I would say, ‘It’s late, I am taking you home.’ I would put it in gear and drive. . . . ”

		He wasn’t too thrilled with the discussion, but he did think it through, and we even caught a couple of fish.

		Months passed, and I had almost forgotten all about the conversation when I ran into the boy at a Christmas gathering at a neighbor’s home. He said, “Can we talk?” and I said sure. He had a sort of urgent, earnest look and he said, “No, can we talk privately?” We found an empty bedroom and when we had closed the door he gave me that earnest look again and said, “It happened!”

		
			I said, “What happened?” He said, “It happened, just like you described it. How did you know?” Now he had my full attention, and I said, “What did you do?” He smiled for the first time and said, “I sat up, I fished the car key out of my pocket, I put it in the ignition. . . .”
		

		Then this boy said something I will never forget. “Thanks, man! I had no idea how strong those urges could be. If I hadn’t practiced that with you, there is no way I would have made it out of there without doing something that I just know wouldn’t have been right.”

		As mentioned, you may also want to think of some stories about yourself as an adolescent, about times when you faced tough decisions, and even when you made a bad one and had to pay for it. When the moment is right, and you feel a level of trust with your child, there is nothing that will mean more to him (or get his attention faster) than you saying something like, “Let me tell you about a choice that I made once that I wish I could go back and do over. . . .”

		Again, you certainly don’t have to tell your kids about everything you ever did wrong, but some selective recall of times you faced tough choices  can help (and can amaze them that you really were once their age and things were not that different way back then).

		
			
		

		
PRO AND CON LISTS

		
			One of the keys to helping children make good decisions is to help them like to make decisions—to enjoy the process. We become better at the things we enjoy!
		

		One dad told us about his son who was struggling to decide which elective class to take as he registered for his first semester in junior high school. “I hate decisions,” the boy said. “Why do we have to have these elective classes?”

		He could choose only one elective, and there were only five to choose from, but he was so used to having his curriculum handed to him that he viewed the decision as a burden and a chore.

		The dad picked up a yellow pad and the two of them started making up a simple pro and con list for each class. Who was the teacher? Was it something he liked? Something he was good at? Something he wanted to be good at? Something he was interested in? Would he have any friends in the class?

		Maybe it was just having his father’s attention, but the boy looked up from the list and said, “Dad, I like making decisions!”

		Helping kids figure out pros and cons, or rank things from one to ten, or think ahead to what something might lead to in a year, can be a great discussion as well as good decision training. Using simple analytical and decision-making tools with children helps them not only to make better choices, but to appreciate and enjoy and even relish decisions and the decision-making process.

		
			
		

		
TWO KINDS OF DECISIONS

		After doing a little work with decisions in advance and with tools like pro and con lists, you will be in a position to help your child see that there are two basic kinds of decisions in his or her life: (1) Choices that are essentially between a right and a wrong, and (2) Choices that have multiple alternatives where it is a matter of figuring out what is best rather than what is right.

		
			Right and wrong decisions can be made in advance, and are best made before the pressure of the moment. They usually have only two alternatives : to do drugs or not to do drugs, to go to college or not to go to college, to be honest or not to be honest. They have a good and a bad answer (though they are not all moral decisions; some may be about what is best for you to do, right or wrong, for your best future). The most important thing about them is that they are made best when made in advance.
		

		
			The multi-alternative kind of decisions are best made by analysis, and in the case of faith-based families, by prayer. A great many of them (college, marriage, career, etc.) come in the “second seventh” of life (see pages 158–59), and they cannot be made well until our children know most of the alternatives and can weigh them against one another.
		

		Both kinds of decisions should be viewed as opportunities, as privileges, as outgrowths of the blessing of freedom and agency. Both should be relished and enjoyed. Teach your children that it is by making decisions that we design our lives and create ourselves.

		
			
		

		
GRANDFATHER’S SECRETS

		
			One threat to almost all the forms of ownership being advocated here is grandparents—because Grandpa and Grandma think they are entitled to spoil their grandkids!
		

		You can work to get your kids earning their own money and buying their own clothes as outlined in Part 1, and then a “spoiling” grandparent can come along and ruin it all by giving lavish gifts of money and presents. And you can work to help kids feel that their values and their choices are their own, only to have grandparents come along and tell them exactly what they should do and what they should pursue. In short, grandparents can be the enemy of the conversion-to-ownership process unless they are informed of what you are trying to do and brought in as allies.

		But it turns out that one of the most valuable contributions that grandparents can make to their young grandchildren is in the area of decision- and choice-making.

		We try to get all of our extended family together each summer for a family reunion at a lakeside cabin in Idaho, and I find myself looking for non-threatening and un-usurping ways to contribute to the values-thinking of my grandkids. I came up with something at a recent reunion that seems to be working.

		I found some small unique polished rocks from Brazil in a market and picked out one for each of our grandkids over eight years old. Then during our reunion I took the six of them for a little outing and explained the “values stones” that I was going to give them.

		
			I told them that there were three “Grandfather’s secrets” that could help them understand life better and help them make good decisions and be leaders. They were simple but important, and all they had to do to receive their rock was to memorize them. In just a few minutes, they had learned all three:
			1. Most kids are waiting for someone to lead them; they just don’t know it yet.

			2. Joy is the goal of life and a choice you make.

			3. Your conscience will help guide you in all decisions, large and small.

		

		Then we talked about each “secret” for a while. I gave them spur-of-the-moment case studies:

		“Two of your friends want to try smoking some cigarettes they found. What are they really waiting for?”

		“You are feeling grumpy and unhappy because you struck out in the baseball game. What can you do about it?”

		“You are about to join with some other kids in making fun of a little kid with a funny haircut. What can guide you?”

		They soon figured out that the right answer to every question I asked them was one of the three “secrets,” which they quoted back to me perfectly.

		It was a remarkably fun little discussion, and then I threw in the kicker. “The idea is for you to carry this smooth little rock around with you for a year, until the next reunion. Keep it in your pocket or your backpack, and when you feel it or see it, let it remind you of the three secrets and help you remember to live by them.”

		They sat there staring at me, intrigued but not yet committed. So I went on:

		“If you can do that, and keep track of the rock for a year until our next reunion, your reward will be a Bennie.”

		Of course their question was, “What is a Bennie?”

		I pulled out a hundred-dollar bill and showed them the picture of Benjamin Franklin—and I had them! (Grandparents, you see, are allowed to use bribery if it is well thought out and for a good cause!)

		As the year went on I shot them each an e-mail occasionally (all live some distance from us) and asked them to e-mail me back the three secrets, word for word, and to tell me any experiences they had had with them or  with their rock. As of this writing, the discussion is alive, we are halfway to the next reunion, and they all still have their rocks. We’ll see....

		
			
		

		
WRAP-UP

		The Decisions in Advance method for making “right-wrong” decisions has resonated well with parents we have talked with all over the world. Some of the most gratifying feedback we get is from parents who brag a little about the list of decisions their kids have made on the back pages of their journals and how much safer those kids (and the parents) feel now that they have a certain ownership of those choices. Teaching kids how to analyze and list pros and cons for their multi-alternative decisions gives them a powerful feeling of ownership of the choices they make. This kind of ownership increases commitment and generates a true sense of responsibility and an acceptance of consequences.

		As parents, we can talk to and lecture our kids about various dangers and choices until we are blue in the face, but it is only when we help our children become the owners of their decisions that the chances for making big mistakes start going down and the chances for avoiding painful errors start going up.
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		OWNERSHIP OF THEIR OWN GOALS

		
			
			HOW TO BECOME YOUR CHILDREN’S CONSULTANT 
RATHER THAN THEIR MANAGER

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | Motivation, creativity, self-determination . . . and responsibility for their future and their potential.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | Less worry and more security about where they are and what they’re doing.

		
			✽ When a young person comes up with a goal that is truly his own, the entire parent-child dynamic changes. Instead of a supervisor, nagger, pusher who gives orders, you become a valued consultant who gives help.

		

		Watching parents trying to get their children to set goals often makes us smile—because, frankly, some of our well-intentioned parental attempts are laughable. The parent says, “Hey, you want to set some goals for the school year?

		“What about in math? You’re pretty good at math, aren’t you? I’ll bet you could get an A. Write that down. ‘An A in math’—that’s a good goal. Way to go! Now, let’s set a goal for English. Isn’t this fun, setting your own goals?”

		The kid hasn’t said a word yet, or thought a thought (other than “How do I satisfy Dad enough to get out of here?”).

		
			We all know that goals set for us by others have little effect on our real desires, and hold little motivation. For goals to work positively in our children’s lives, they have to set them for themselves! Encouraging and helping them to do this is not an easy or a quick task. It’s a process that requires a lot of patience and a lot of backing off by parents. But when it actually occurs, when kids really set their own goals and thus feel ownership of those goals, something magical happens. Those self-set goals provide tremendous incentive. And they throw an amazing switch in parent-child relationships, which allows the parent to transition from a nagger and a lecturer and a critic to a consultant who is helping the child with his goal.
		

		
			
		

		
EXAMPLE, TIMING, CHARTS, AND CATEGORIES

		In watching and analyzing parents’ efforts to help their children set goals for themselves and feel ownership of those goals, we have concluded that there are four keys: Example, Timing, Charts, and Categories.

		
Example

		
			Share some of your goals with your child. List some goals visibly on a chart of some kind and explain them. Do so with some excitement and animation. One dad told us about his discussion with his ten-year-old son:
		

		“Robby, I think you are old enough to know a little more about something really exciting—goals! Lots of adults set goals about things they want to do because it’s really fun to work on a goal and to get it accomplished. Let me show you a couple of my goals. Look, this first one is about tennis. My goal is to become good enough to beat my friend Phil by the end of the year. See, these are my plans to reach that goal.... See the lesson every Wednesday? And see this little chart I check off when I hit one hundred balls in a row off the wall? I’m going to do that twice a week now.

		“And here’s another goal. People have something called cholesterol in their blood, and mine is a little too high. See on my chart—it’s 220 right now, and my goal is to get it down to 180. Here is my plan.... See, this is what I can eat and this is what I can’t eat. And here is the exercise plan, because eating the right stuff and exercising is what lowers cholesterol. I’m going to the doctor to have it measured next month, and I hope it will be down to 200. And by Christmas I hope I will meet my goal.

		“I get excited about these goals because it feels good to work hard on them and to get closer and closer to them, and it will really feel good when I make them!

		“I was thinking about it the other day, son, and you know what—you might be old enough now to set some goals for yourself! What do you think?”

		The little guy was only eight, but the dad said he jumped at the chance and felt empowered and mature because his father thought he was old enough to do such a grown-up thing.

		
Timing

		To work well and to be motivational, goals need a natural timetable. For kids, the best time span for long-term goals is a school year. A school year is long enough to allow some subdivision into short-term goals that lead up to the yearly goals; yet a year is short enough that kids can accomplish some substantial things and get rewarding, motivating praise from parents.

		Once school-year goals are established, semester goals and monthly and then weekly sub-goals can be set that lead up to them.

		
Charts

		As stated earlier, props mean a lot to kids, and having a big, permanent goal chart that is visible and prominent in a child’s room can do wonders for keeping him aware of and focused on his self-set objectives.

		When we were trying to get our rather young kids to set their own goals, I went to the store one day and bought three rigid foam-core boards for our three elementary-age kids. I presented them to the three at a family meeting the week after I had shown them some of my goals. I said something like, “I got you these cool boards so you can write your goals on them.”

		The blank surfaces of those big white boards kind of sucked them in and they were ready to start filling them up with goals.

		
Categories

		Before they got too far, we had a little discussion about what categories they might want to set goals in, and it was actually pretty obvious to them.  One said, “Well, grades, I guess.” Another said, “Activities,” and his older brother corrected him, “That’s called ‘extracurricular.’ ” Then our daughter said, “Well, there ought to be something on there about being a better person.... That’s the most important thing.” We decided to call the third category “character goals,” and each of the kids divided their foam-core boards into three sections, labeled “Grades,” “Extracurricular,” and “Character.” Something about having that blank three-category chart in front of them focused their minds, and in an hour or so each had written down some pretty interesting goals. They were not, perhaps, exactly the goals we would have set for them for the school year, but they were their goals and it started to make a difference from day one.

		For parents, the trick is being patient. Let the process unfold. If the only thing that happens when you introduce the goal chart is that a child sits there and stares at it for a while, that’s okay. He is thinking at least a little about goals. Talk it up some more and try it again the next week.

		
			
		

		
PROPS AND PLANS

		One family told us that when they introduced goal charts in their family meeting and handed each of their children a blank poster, it led to a discussion that started on a bit of a downer, but then climbed beyond expectations. The older daughter, after hearing the parents’ brief little pitch about goals, said, “I don’t want to write stuff like that down because then when I don’t do it, I won’t feel like so much of a failure.”

		Before the dad could answer, his son did it for him. “Yeah . . . but if you don’t set a goal at all, you’ve got nothing to push you. Even if you don’t make it, you’ve got something to motivate you, and you would probably get more accomplished than if you didn’t have a goal.”

		They said it took several sessions before the kids really set their goals, but they would just bring it up in their weekly meetings for a few moments, hand out the charts, and let it develop. They also made a chart for themselves (the mom and dad) and showed the kids their own goals within the same three categories, but with “Job” substituting for “Grades” and “Physical and Personal Development” instead of “Extracurricular.” They bragged about their own goals a bit and emphasized how good it felt to work on them.

		One of their three kids started to get it and wrote down some goals . . . and got extensive praise for it from both parents. Before long the other two were coming up with stuff to write down, too.

		
			
		

		
GOALS VS. PLANS

		In another family, the parents categorized the goals a little differently, asking the kids to set a couple of school-year goals in five areas: “Physical,” “Mental,” “Social,” “Emotional,” and “Spiritual.”

		
			One of the initial problems their daughter had was in differentiating a goal from a plan. Some of her first efforts looked like this:
			
				
					Physical goal: practice tennis twice a week. 
Mental goal: study each class for 30 minutes every night. 
Social goal: try not to be moody, and talk to everyone.
				

			

		

		They praised her efforts, but then tried to explain to her that a goal is something you can arrive at or accomplish, like the finish line in a race, and that plans are the things you commit to doing in order to move closer and closer to that accomplishment.

		
			She was only eight, but she got it! Her next set of goal proposals (the kids presented them in the weekly family meeting) was a little humorous, but spot-on in terms of each goal being something she could “check off ” within a time frame. For example, three of her “Physical” goals were:
			
				Hit ten balls in a row over the net in a tennis rally with Dad.

				Learn how to do a backflip on the trampoline.

				Get to the “normal” range on the weight chart. (She had figured out for herself at her school physical exam that she was a little overweight—and the parents tried to make sure that this was not an obsessive or anorexic thought.)

				
					 


				
					 


				Some of her plans were:

				Practice tennis twice a week.

				Jump on Jenny’s trampoline whenever I’m over at her house.

				Fast foods once a week only; eat only fruit for snacks, and no Big Gulps.

			

		

		You will find that the goals that come from your children’s hearts are quite amazing and often pretty funny. Our youngest daughter always seemed to come up with out-of-the-box goals that kept us smiling. At age seven, one of her “Physical” goals was particularly appropriate because her teeth were so prone to decay. Her school-year goal was “Get only three cavities,” and her plan, bless her heart, was to brush and floss every day (something we had been trying to get her to do for years).

		Her “Social” goal that year was “Be 30 percent nicer.” We’re not sure just how she quantified that, but it was great that it was in her mind, and we could tell she was really working at it.

		
			
		

		
START YOUNG

		Young children are really quite amazing when it comes to goals, because goal-setting in its simple forms is a very natural and intuitive process. Kids can quickly see the relationship between what they work on and what their results are, and they are empowered by making those connections.

		
			
				
				Goal-setting in its simple 
forms is a very natural 
and intuitive process. 
Kids can quickly see the 
relationship between 
what they work on and 
what their results are, 
and they are empow- 
ered by making those 
connections.

		

		
			The Joy School preschool (see www.joyschools.com) curriculum that we created many years ago (and that is now used by tens of thousands of parents worldwide) has a unit called “The Joy of Order and Goal-Striving,” which focuses on giving three- and four-year-olds experiences that lead to a sense of personal accomplishment and control over parts of their environment. We have had quite remarkable feedback about preschool goal-setting experiences from parents and teachers.
		

		One three-year-old set his goal to stop sucking his thumb. The time frame was two weeks, and after the first week he was pretty discouraged. “I just can’t help it!” he said. But at the start of the second week, this little guy brought to his teacher the small piece of tattered blanket that he rubbed when he sucked his thumb, and he said, “Put this up on the refrigerator and don’t let me have it because if I do, I will never reach my goal.”

		Another Joy School kid, a four-year-old girl, set a goal of learning to tie her shoes by herself. The teacher made her a pie chart with eight wedges and told her she could color one in each time she worked on the  goal. By the time she had colored in all eight wedges, she could tie her shoes, and you have never seen a prouder face!

		Once a child has really set a goal of his own—one that has come out of his own head, one that he feels ownership of—a magical transformation takes place; and it is a transformation not only of the child but of you! Instead of his manager (or his drill sergeant), you now become his helper, his coach, his consultant! You are in a position to say, “Can I help you with your goal?” The initiative has shifted. Since it is his goal, he is responsible for it, he is invested in it, and he cares about it and is motivated to work for it. And your help becomes something he begins to appreciate and even seek rather than something he resents or is intimidated by.

		
			
		

		
PIE CHARTS AND MEMORIZING

		The progressively filled-in pie chart just mentioned can actually be a useful (and motivational) tool for the goals of kids of all ages. This visual device, which marks gradual accomplishment, is a great trigger for offering praise and attention and for giving encouragement.

		One dad told us that pie charts were the breakthrough for goal-setting with his two elementary-age children. The zero-sum game of a goal that is not accomplished until it is finished was discouraging for his kids, but once they each had a little pie chart next to each goal on their chart, they began to feel like they were making progress. And Dad felt like he could heap on the praise because they had colored in one or two of the wedges on their chart and it gave him something positive to focus on.

		In fact, he liked the symbol of progressive, step-by-step accomplishment so much that he started putting little pie charts by his own goals at work and at the gym.

		
			The memorizing method can be used here as well. One dad, following  our suggestion, had given his ten-year-old daughter the chance to earn family economy make-up points for memorizing certain quotations and he realized that he could pick quotes that were about the goal-setting process:
			
				“Whatever your mind can conceive and believe, it can achieve.”

				“Whether you think you can or think you can’t, you’re right.”

				“The three steps to accomplishment are 1. Set a goal, 2. Create a plan, 3. Work hard and work steady.”

			

		

		He said the amazing thing was how his younger, seven-year-old son also learned the quotes and seemed to understand them and was able to apply them to his own little goals and to his efforts to achieve them.

		
			
		

		
SHORTER-TERM GOALS

		Once kids have set some school-year goals, the stage is set for them to gear down those long-term objectives (a school year is a very long time for a child) to shorter one-semester goals and then to monthly and weekly goals.

		It’s a good idea to have some kind of family outing at the start of each new semester to create an atmosphere for refining the yearly goals. Help kids break down their school-year goals into two parts—what they hope to do in each of their two semesters.

		Then at the beginning of each month, try devoting the whole of one of your weekly family meetings to setting monthly goals. Using the school-year goals on their posters or foam-core boards as a guide, along with the two-semester breakdown, have everyone (including parents) see how well  they do at chopping the goals into more manageable pieces that can be accomplished in the month ahead. A child’s goal for a final grade might be reduced to a grade goal on a paper or test coming up that month. An “Extracurricular” school-year goal of getting accepted into a certain piano teacher’s class might be broken down to a monthly goal of finishing the level 5 piano book. A mental goal of reading a certain number of books could be broken down to finishing a particular book that month, and so forth.

		Then on a weekly basis (we often did it around the dinner table before Sunday dinner), the monthly goals can be broken down into a couple of basic short-term goals for the week ahead.

		We found that any more than two or three weekly goals was too much for kids, but by the time we had reduced our categories to “Grades,” “Extracurricular,” and “Character,” it was fun to see the kids come up with something simple in each of those three areas—a focus on the most important test, or on one specific piece on the piano, or on being nicer to one particular kid. What made it interesting (to us as well as to the kids) was that they began to view those weekly goals as stepping-stones toward the longer-range goals that they had spent so much time and thought coming up with. The more the long and short term fit together in their minds, the more motivated they were on the weekly goals.

		One family told us proudly about their five-year-old goal-setter. It had became such a status thing in their family culture—to be able to sit around and set weekly goals just like Mom and Dad—that the kindergartner wanted to join in. “But you can’t write yet,” the mom pointed out, “so how will you set goals?”

		“I can just draw them,” she said, and sure enough, she drew two vertical lines down her paper, dividing it into three sections, and then she  drew a goal in each of the three spaces. And she got the right goals in the right spaces! Mom and Dad had not even realized that she knew there were goals for school, goals for activities, and goals for character, but as is usually the case, she had been watching her older brother and sister pretty closely, and she drew a smiling face in the first space (“My teacher smiling at me because I did good”), a little stick figure playing a big box of a piano in the second space (“Me playing ‘Twinkle Twinkle’ without messing up”), and two stick figures holding hands in the third space (“Me with somebody, I don’t know who, because my goal is to be nice and make a new friend this week”).

		Most of us know how great the power of goals can be—so why not start early!

		And when we have the patience and persistence to actually help kids come up with and set their own goals, the ownership and pride they feel in those goals will be the best training imaginable for a successful life.

		
			
		

		
SUMMER GOALS

		The counterpart to school-year goals is summer goals. This is a great time to focus on a different kind of goal-setting.

		Thinking back, it was our traditional family vacation at a wonderful little lake in southern Idaho where our kids probably had their most concentrated focus on short-term goal-setting. We wanted to try to blend in some purpose and satisfaction with the summer fun, so we told the kids that they could pick three areas where they wanted to improve and set a summer goal for each of the three.

		The real reward, of course, would be that they would get better at something and feel the pride of accomplishing it, but as a bonus, or a  “kicker,” we would also pay them a certain sum for reaching each of the goals. They could then use the money to help with the purchase of the back-to-school clothes that they had to pay for themselves.

		We had goals like “Learn four songs on the violin,” “Read two books off the school’s summer list,” and even “Learn to slalom on one water ski.”

		
			The best part of it was that they had something constructive and self-conceived to work on during the long summer afternoons rather than falling into the common kid’s mantra of “I’m bored.” And we had something to praise and reward them for. It also seemed to prepare them for the more serious and more extensive school-year goals that they would be setting at the end of the summer. For a look at some of the creative summer goals created by our grandchildren, go to http://71toes.blogspot.com/2009/06/summer-goals.html.
		

		
			
		

		
RELATIONSHIP GOALS

		Even most accomplished adult goal-setters fail to realize how powerful a relationship goal can be. Instead of dealing with some kind of measurable achievement, a relationship goal focuses on improving a particular relationship with another family member or loved one. And the vehicle for a relationship goal is a descriptive qualitative paragraph instead of a quantitative chart.

		Relationship goals take imagination, so kids are often better at setting them than adults. The idea is to write a short description of the relationship you want to have with another family member five years from now. It can have a positive effect on the communication and bonds within a family!

		
			One single mom who tried this found that her two kids were more adept at it than she was. The three of them sat down on a Sunday afternoon  in 2010, and each tried to write down a “relationship goal” for the other two. The nine-year-old girl wrote:
			
				“IT IS 2015, and I am fourteen. My brother is sixteen. He can drive now and he drives me to school. We enjoy being together because I am good at telling him what girls think. He looks after me. We tell each other everything and we trust each other. He helps me decide what classes to take and I help him with his math because I am better at it than he is. We are each other’s best friends.”

			

		

		Whether these relationship descriptions ever come fully true or not, they can have a guiding influence on how kids view each other and communicate with each other (and with their parents!). They are a form of goal-setting that is well worth the writing time in a couple of family meetings. And like accomplishment goals, a five-year relationship goal or vision can be broken down into yearly goals that can have some real effect on how kids treat each other and how they treat you.

		
			
		

		
CHAPTER SUMMARY

		
			The key, of course, is simply to help kids work on personal goals enough that they feel ownership of them. As we give children the opportunity (and the props) to set goals of their own, we reap four primary benefits:
			
				1. Communication.Goals (and thinking about them) are great conversation starters, and parent-child communication improves and centers on things that are meaningful to kids. You get into discussions that give a lot of insight about what is going on in their brains and in their hearts.
			

			
				2. Thinking ahead.Kids begin to develop the pattern of thinking ahead—something that is usually not natural for them.
			

			
				3. Being proactive. Elementary-school goal-setting is the beginning of a whole life of proactivity and of acting rather than being acted upon.
			

			
				4. Ownership. Goal-setting ties in so well with several other ownership forms. Goal-setting can be an important method of feeling ownership of bodies, of education, and of stuff. And the interplay between ownership of choices, ownership of values, and ownership of goals leads to better objectives, better decisions, and a better-lived life.
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		OWNERSHIP OF THEIR OWN BODIES

		
			
			HOW TO GIVE THE GIFT OF HEALTH, SAFETY, 
AND FULFILLED POTENTIAL

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | A perspective in which they view their body as their most valuable possession and thus care for it and protect it.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | Less lost sleep over drugs, sex, weight, eating disorders, safety, tattoos, and every other body-related worry.

		
			✽ It would seem that one thing that kids would feel a natural ownership of would be their own bodies, but quite the contrary, they seem to think they are indestructible and entitled to a maintenance-free body that they can do anything they please with (and to).

		

		
			
		

		
THE PROBLEM AND THE OPPORTUNITY

		
			Children say, “My body,” but take their physical selves for granted rather than feeling real ownership. However, as they begin to work with their bodies and to make them conscious, prominent parts of their values, their goals, and their choices, they begin to feel the kind of awareness, pride, and ownership that will minimize the amount of pain their body can cause them and maximize the amount of joy it can give them!
		

		
			
		

		
START EARLY!

		It was during the time that we were developing the curriculum for Joy School (mentioned on page 176) that we began to understand how great a capacity very young children have for appreciating and getting joy from their physical bodies. One whole unit of the school is called “The Joy of the Body,” and it contains games and exercises on our joints as hinges and our eyes as cameras and our brains as computers.

		The children we were working with quickly developed a true awe of their own miraculous bodies, and it was a simple, short step from there to getting them to want to take care of their bodies—to keep them clean, to put the right fuel into them, to exercise them, and to be careful with them.

		The same kind of reasoning and sequence (from appreciation to maintenance and protection) can be brought about with elementary-age and adolescent kids. This can be the basis of a form of physical ownership that will lead to a real sense of physical responsibility and a mind-set that can keep kids free from all the varieties of abuse that have the potential to ruin their lives (and ours!).

		
			
		

		
DRAWING ON THE LAST THREE CHAPTERS—CHOICES, GOALS, AND VALUES

		
			As you have already discovered in the previous three chapters, many of the values kids can take ownership of involve and relate to their bodies—like the value of health and the value of safety. Similarly, many of the goals they can begin to own for themselves relate to developing and keeping their bodies strong. And so many of the choices and decisions we seek to help them make are directly about this one and only body that will be theirs for a lifetime.
		

		
Choices about the body

		The choices kids make are often body choices relating to their diet, their exercise and activity, and to what substances they take into their bodies, and what activities and experimentations they perform with those bodies.

		As parents, we spend endless time and stress worrying about our kids’ bodies—from safety and eating habits to exercise and appearance. More than anything, we worry about the more extreme and dangerous things they can do with their bodies.

		And here’s the problem—it seems that the more we worry about these physical aspects, the less our kids seem to care. It is as though they leave it to us, and since we are always fussing, they don’t think they have to. Plus, they feel that youthful invincibility. So they either refuse to pay attention at all to what they eat, or they go to the other extreme and become obsessed with their bodies and develop eating disorders and addictions. Similarly, they think either too little or too much about exercise and fitness. And thoughts about safety rarely cross their minds!

		What a breakthrough it would be if we could find ways to help them make good choices about health, their own safety, their own physical condition, and their own appetites!

		
			
				
				The desire to maintain 
strong and healthy bod- 
ies and to protect them 
from potential harm 
begins with ownership— 
with the realization that 
we only get one body and 
this is it.

		

		But we must remember that the desire to maintain strong and healthy bodies and to protect them from potential harm begins with ownership—with the realization that we only get one body and this is it. As parents, it is our job to understand that kids may not necessarily possess this basic ownership awareness and to awaken them to it. The decisions that stem from this awareness are broad and consequential—from choices on such matters as sex and drugs to eating choices, safety choices, and health choices of all kinds.

		As you continue to use the consequence game (see page 152) with younger kids and to do Decisions in Advance (see page 154) with older kids, be sure that options and consequences about the body and advance decisions about the body play a prominent role.

		
Goals about the body

		Similarly, a significant number of the goals kids set (see chapter 8) should be about their bodies.

		As kids think about goals related to sports, to healthy eating, to exercise, and to hygiene, it will help them to obtain a feeling of ownership of their own bodies.

		It is a classic example of “ownership by working with” and it leads to  a greater consciousness of how fragile their bodies can be, but also of how strong and responsive their bodies are to good food and good exercise and good habits.

		
Values about the body

		If you have adopted (or plan to) the “one value a month” approach from chapter 6, take time to go through the list of twelve values in a family meeting and ask kids which of the values have anything to do with their bodies.

		
			One mom who tried this said she was amazed at the connections her kids could make. They connected every one of the twelve values (from page 132) to an application with their bodies:
			
				
					✽ Being loyal to your body by taking care of it.
				

				
					✽ Showing respect for your body by not abusing it.
				

				
					✽ Really learning to love your body.
				

				
					✽ Being sensitive to your body’s needs.
				

				
					✽ Taking care of your hygiene and appearance so it’s easier to be friendly.
				

				
					✽ Being honest about what you eat and about what you weigh.
				

				
					✽ Being fair (justice) to your body by giving it the sleep it needs.
				

				
					✽ Having courage to say no to dangerous activities, or to drugs, or to risky sexual experimentation.
				

				
					✽ Trying to stay peaceful and calm so your body is not stressed.
				

				
					✽ Being self-reliant in remembering to exercise so your body can reach its potential.
				

				
					✽ Using self-discipline and moderation in eating.
				

				
					✽ Avoiding casual sex with an eye toward saving your body for the commitment and fidelity you want with the person you marry.
				

			

		

		Parents can use the value of the month, whatever it is for whatever month, as a reminder and consciousness-builder of the importance of the body and of the need to care for it and protect it.

		
			
		

		
“BIG TALKS”

		There is a lot of evidence suggesting that the more (and the sooner) parents talk with their children about various dangers—from drugs and gangs to pornography and early, recreational sexual activity—the less likely those kids are to experiment.

		We often ask audiences of parents when they think the best time is to sit down with a child and have the “big talk” about sex or drugs. Interestingly, the most common answer for drugs is “Very early,” but the most common answer for sex is “When they start asking about it.”

		Wait a second. Think about that for a minute. Shouldn’t the “Very early” answer apply to sex as well as drugs? Isn’t “When they ask about it” the worst possible answer (next to “Never”)? Wouldn’t “When they ask” probably mean that they already know more than you wish they did, or that they already have some information from the two most dreaded sources—media and peers?

		
			When we question parents about what they are most worried about or fearful of in the popular culture (the media culture and the peer culture), the top three answers are always violence, drugs, and sex. When we ask them to rank these, they usually come out in that same order—first, violence; second, drugs; and third, sex. When we ask them which they have had the “big talk” about with their kids, the order is still the same. Most have had talks about violence they’ve seen, whether fictionalized on the screen or the more personal varieties like bullying in the playground. Fewer, but still the majority of parents, have tried to broach the danger of  drugs in earnest, and fewer still—far fewer, actually—have bit the bullet on having the “big talk” about sex.
		

		We try to reverse parents’ thinking a little by asking them to compare the percentage of kids who imitate the violence they see in video games or media (a tiny fraction, thank God) with the percentage who imitate the drug use they observe (more, but still a minority) with the percentage of kids who imitate or act out the casual, recreational, and earlier and earlier sex they are introduced to through the media (a large majority).

		There is an interesting irony here: It seems that the more abstract and personally unlikely the danger, like violence, the more parents are willing to talk about it; yet they avoid the most concrete and real danger, like experimental or recreational sex—the one that is most likely to affect their children’s bodies directly.

		There are enormous benefits of early, preemptive strikes in all of these areas of danger and concern, but particularly with regard to sex. Clear, simple discussions with kids still young enough to be open, trusting, and fully confident in their parents are the only way we have ever found to help children feel like they truly own their bodies and own the choices about what they put into them and what they do with them.

		If the “big talk” happens before the experimentation, before the sexual games and the “hooking up,” and even before the misinformation and misimpressions from peers and media, it gives parents the power to set the agenda, to become the source of information against which the other inputs will be weighed. Particularly in the area of sex, parents can have, with a seven- or eight-year-old, a positive and informing talk about how beautiful and awesome physical love can be at the right time with the right person. This kind of a talk not only provides the best chance of avoiding dangerous, early experimentation, it becomes the basis for a healthy sex life later within a committed marriage.

		We have found that having the big sex talk is actually quite liberating because it makes all other subjects so much easier to broach. Kids literally feel like “Wow, if we can talk about that, we can talk about anything.” It paves the way for similar but easier talks about any other body-using or body-intake activity from drugs and smoking to safety and risk-taking to diet and exercise.

		
The Best Way to Do the Big Talk About Sex

		Many years ago, just before our oldest child turned eight, someone gave us a great idea about talking to a child about sex. They convinced us that eight is the magic age for the big talk. Kids that age are too young to be really embarrassed and yet old enough to get what you’re saying on a basic, wholesome level. We have ended up following that suggestion with each of our children—with varying degrees of humor and bewilderment, but always with a strong sense of being glad we did it.

		
			About two weeks before the child turns eight, we begin a dialogue that goes something like this: “On your birthday your dad and I (both parents, except in the case of single parents, when a grandparent or some other trusted member of the opposite sex should be included) are going to take you out to your favorite place to eat and then we are going to tell you about the most amazing, wonderful, awesome, beautiful thing in the world! We’re not going to give you any hints about what it is, but you will be amazed! It’s going to be so exciting!” A week later and then leading right up to the day before we go, we remind them that we are going to be talking about the truly incredible thing on their birthday. “We can’t tell you what it is, but it is about you, and it is awesome!”
		

		
			When the day comes, off we go, armed with a positive and not too heavy book that kids can help read and with an actual dialogue that tells  us what to say at every step in the discussion (and what they will likely say back to us). Our favorite kids’ book is “Where Did I Come From?” by Peter Mayle, and the actual dialogue is from our own book, How to Talk to Your Child About Sex. You can also go to http://valuesparenting.com/talktokids.php to find the same back-and-forth dialogue (parent says this, child says this, etc.) that will help you make your big talk a positive and memorable (and less intimidating) experience.
		

		The whole thing should be approached in an informational and positive way that assures the child that sex, in the right place, at the right time, with a person you are truly committed to, is one of life’s most beautiful and amazing experiences. Once you have set that positive agenda for your child, all of the negative, frightening, and silly misinformation that will come at him from friends and media will have less effect and less power to propel him toward early and dangerous experimentation.

		Once you have had the big talk, the whole subject is more open and everything is easier. And things around you become teaching methods rather than threats. When something mildly objectionable comes on TV, instead of changing the channel and yelling, “Why are you watching this junk?” you can ask your child how she feels about it, or simply say “What is wrong with this picture?”

		The goal is to help your kids become good critics and to question “is that really the way it is—or the way it should be?”

		Once your kids know the “secret” about how beautiful and amazing sex can be at the right time with the right person, you can talk with them about and prepare them for the kinds of things they will probably hear other kids saying—dirty jokes, false information, and bad ideas. Ask your child to tell you when he hears anything like that, or anything he does not understand.

		We had a rather dramatic “payday” for the efforts we had made with  one of our sons to help him view sex positively and to wait for the right time with the right person. We had done the age-eight big talk with him and managed to keep a fairly open dialogue all through his teen years about what he was thinking, feeling, and experiencing. After college, he married a fabulous girl and they took a job in New York and moved to Manhattan. Home for a visit one summer, they asked to take us to dinner and insisted on a particular restaurant. When we got there, they had to sit at a certain table. During dinner, our son reminded us that this was the very spot where we he had experienced his “eight-year-old talk.” Then his beautiful wife reached into her purse and handed us “the result.” It was a pregnancy test that read “positive.”

		This same son, by the way, helped his younger middle-school brother develop a better attitude and a stronger resistance to pornography. He simply said, “You know, all that stuff does is dilute the beauty of the real thing!”

		
			
		

		
THE HORSE-AND-BRIDLE ANALOGY

		The real key to giving children a positive, happy sense of ownership of their own body is to focus as much as possible on the wonder and beauty of the physical and to make the body the subject of respect and awe. This works so much better than negative, fear-based approaches.

		
			A good analogy that many parents have used successfully with their children is that of a horse and a bridle. Even though most kids are not particularly knowledgeable about horses and perhaps have never ridden one, they are usually aware of and somewhat interested in horses and horse riding so the symbolism works. Simple discussions with fairly young kids can build around questions like this:
			
				
					How much do you weigh, son? 
Do you know how much a horse weighs?
				

			

		

		About ten times as much as you! And how strong do you think horses are?

		So let me ask you this: How can people ride horses and make them do what the rider wants?

		A bridle is an interesting thing. It has a bit that goes between the horse’s teeth, and it allows you to make the horse turn or stop or do what you want with just a gentle pull on the reins. Isn’t that cool?

		Now here’s the thing: Our appetites are kind of like horses. What are some of our appetites?

		Appetites for what?

		Are these appetites pretty strong?

		So just like with the horse, what might we need?

		
			What could be a “bridle” for our appetite for food? What could be a “bridle” for our appetite to just sleep all day? What could be a “bridle” for our appetite to try drugs? What could be a “bridle” for our appetite to try sex while we are still too young?1

		
			
		

		
THE CAR ANALOGY—AND EATING HABITS

		For many kids, an interest in cars starts early and peaks as it gets close to the time when they can drive. So simple car analogies often work, particularly with younger elementary-age children:

		
			 


		
			 


		What determines how long a car will last?

		What do we have to put into a car? Would you want to put any bad gas into it?

		What can ruin the paint?

		How do we fix it?

		
			 


		
			 


		Simply ask your child how he is like a car. See how many analogies and comparisons he can come up with. Can our bodies break down like a car? What can prevent breakdowns in our cars and in our bodies? Does it matter what kind of fuel we put in them? What makes cars sick? How do accidents happen to cars? Is it the same with bodies?

		What kids eat is more about habits and availability than it is about careful, conscious choices. When you let your young children have “their food” based on what they like and what they will eat, you end up giving them high sugar- and salt-content food full of preservatives and perpetuate their taste for junk. When the foods available in your home are healthy and sensible, your children form better habits, and as a by-product develop a sense of taste that appreciates a greater variety of food.

		
			
		

		
EXERCISE, AND HELPING KIDS TO LIKE THEIR OWN BODY AND FIND THEIR OWN SPORT

		In the constantly comparing world where our children live, it is easy for them always to find other kids who do things better, who look better, are stronger or taller, and so on. A parent can do a lot for a child’s physical self-esteem by pointing out the particular physical gifts that child has, and by pointing out that kids develop at different rates and that some of the things a child wants to be good at will come with time.

		
			One parent explained it this way:
			
				“WE DESPERATELY wanted our daughter to have a sport in which she could excel, so we had her on every team and in  every lesson we could think of, and it was driving us (and her) crazy.

				“One night we sat down together and decided that by the end of the school term, she would have to get it down to two sports, based on which ones she liked most and which ones she was best at. Then, we decided, by the end of the next term, she would have to choose one individual sport and one team sport and limit herself to those two so she could really reach her full potential.

				“It turned out that she was actually relieved by the discussion because some of the lessons we had put her in and the teams we had put her on didn’t really interest her much.”

			

		

		
			Another mom had tried to get her son involved in any sport, and failed miserably. He just was not interested. He was a bright boy, and he knew that he was not particularly coordinated, but more than that, he just had so many other things that he liked better. She realized that there were two things he really loved that she could tap into. He liked setting goals, and he loved to do things with his mom. She was doing an exercise regimen each morning with an exercise DVD, and she simply asked him to join her. It was a progressive exercise system, and she had set some goals for when she would achieve various levels. While he was not competitive in traditional sports, this boy became almost obsessed with catching up to and then going ahead of his mom. The efforts led to some endorphins that made him feel better, and he began to shape up and shed some of the weight he needed to lose. His mom, genuinely proud of him, gave him the kind of recognition that spurred him on, and he discovered a whole physical side of himself that he had never before even thought about.
		

		
			
		

		
THE RISK RATING SYSTEM

		How protective do you want to be with your child? Do overprotective parents rob kids of initiative and make them fearful and risk-averse?

		We wondered if one of our boys could possibly survive his childhood—and if he could ever go for a week without some kind of injury. He was the most accident-prone child you can imagine. He also happened to be pretty good at math, and one day a quantitative way of talking to him about risk occurred to me.

		“Son,” I said, “things are risky in two different ways. Some activities are risky because if something does happen, it will be really bad. Others are risky because it’s pretty sure that something will happen, even though it probably won’t be too serious.

		“For example, if you were hiking, there wouldn’t be too much chance of falling off a cliff, but if you did, you might get killed. Let’s call that a “one/ten” risk, because on a scale of one to ten, there might only be a ‘one’ chance of falling off a cliff, but what could happen to you would be a ‘ten.’

		“Now, if you play basketball for a whole season on the team, there might be a pretty high chance that you would get banged up once in a while . . . maybe a nine or ten chance, but it probably would be something like a sprained ankle or something not too serious, so it would be a ‘ten/one’ risk.”

		Then I gave him some case studies of some of the things he was doing, and he scored them according to how likely they would be to cause a physical problem and how serious that physical problem might be.

		The whole discussion got him thinking more about risk, which was my goal, and it allowed me to make some points in a way that seemed analytical rather than personally critical. “For example, son, what if you  were rock climbing with your friends and didn’t have the best equipment or supervision?”

		He ranked that one a “four/nine” and began to get the point that what we wanted to avoid were things where the last number was high and the first number was inching up there also. He began thinking a little more and taking risks a little less.

		Riding bikes and driving cars (or driving in cars with teen drivers) can fit right into the risk-rating system. Help kids realize that when they ride a bike without a helmet, the second number goes way up. When they drive around with inexperienced drivers, the first number goes up. And when they ride with a driver who has been drinking, both numbers skyrocket.

		
			
		

		
DOCTORS, HOSPITALS, AND REHAB CENTERS

		As a kind of last resort, particularly in cases where kids are really disregarding or abusing their bodies, they may benefit a lot from a visit to a hospital or a rehab center or even an emergency room—each of which, like a repair shop, is trying to fix bodies that have been mistreated or that have had an accident of some sort.

		If you do feel the need to resort to this kind of reality shock treatment, be sure you visit the facility first so that you have a little preview of what goes on there to help you decide if your child would benefit from the experience.

		
			
		

		
SUMMARY

		Instilling a sense of ownership in our children with regard to their physical bodies may be (along with teaching values) the best answer to one of the most common of all parental questions: “How can I protect my kids?”

		This is an area where learning by trial and error and by personal experience is the worst of all possible methods. We must try to tie ownership of the body directly to ownership of values, choices, and goals and to find vicarious methods of examples, case studies, and talking things through in advance that will give children the strong desire to care for and protect and maximize the functionality of their own bodies; and which will give them the chance to learn from somebody else’s mistake rather than from their own.
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		OWNERSHIP OF EDUCATION

		
			
			HOW TO GET CHILDREN WORKING 
ACADEMICALLY FOR THEMSELVES 
RATHER THAN FOR YOU

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | More concentration and love of learning . . . and responsibility for homework and grades.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | The opportunity to be less of a truant officer and more of a tutor!

		
			
				
				✽ Oh, if children could only learn that if they work for their education, their education will work for them.
			

		

		
			
		

		
“I BETTER STUDY HARD”

		A little more detail on the college tuition story told earlier about how ownership of money can translate into ownership of grades and education:

		The father walked into the bursar’s office at Wellesley College with his eldest daughter. He was there to help her move in for her freshman his eldest daughter. He was there to help her move in for her freshman year, and one of the first tasks was to pay the balance of her first semester tuition. She pulled out her checkbook and began writing out her own check for the portion of it that they had agreed would be her responsibility. She took her time, and her hand was shaking a bit as she wrote more zeros than she had ever put on a check before.

		As she handed it through the window to the cashier, she looked up at her father. “That’s a lot of money, Dad.”

		The father thought of saying, “You ought to see the check I have to write for my share,” but what he said was, “Well, you’ve been saving for a long time for this, haven’t you, honey?”

		Then came the statement from the daughter that every parent longs to hear:

		“Yes, I sure have, and now that I’m here and paying for it, I am going to make it worth it by getting all I can out of it. I am going to study like never before!”

		The dad said that one sentence was a huge payoff for the effort he had made, through their family economy, to help her to perceive ownership of the money she earned, and responsibility for the things she would purchase with it. Now it was literally translating, in front of his very eyes, into ownership of her education.

		You know, don’t you, what new freshman students receive in their mailbox the first week? Credit cards! Preapproved! Kids who show up for school without any economic training or experience are a danger to themselves  and to their parents (if not to the whole economy). If they have to learn the lessons of budgeting, of saving, of delayed gratification at age eighteen, those will be expensive lessons. It is so much better if they have learned them earlier as a child growing up in an effective family economy.

		But even beyond paying for part of their education, kids need to understand (and we need to teach them) what the real and lasting value of education is to them and to their future lives. Just as kids need to know the value of what money will buy in order to value money, so they need to know the value of what their schooling will get for them in order to perceive the value of education. Teach them this in every way you can, and tie it in to what they have already learned about the ownership of money and of goals.

		
			
		

		
“REAL PAY” FOR GRADES

		One of our daughters had one of those friends you wish would move to Saskatoon or somewhere else far away. This little eighth-grade buddy of our daughter Sally was always saying things we wished Sally wouldn’t hear, giving her bad ideas we wished she hadn’t thought of, and bragging about things she could do that we didn’t allow our daughter to do.

		One day she told Sally that she got $100 for every A on her report card, and Sally, of course, brought it to our immediate and urgent attention.

		We had always had a thing against paying for grades. It was not part of our family economy, and it seemed like such an artificial motivation and a bad substitute for an understanding of the lifetime “real value” of education.

		But it sounded pretty good to Sally!

		We thought about it for a couple of days and sort of blundered on to an answer that actually worked beyond our expectations.

		I (Linda) started looking up studies I had heard about regarding education-based variables in people’s earning potential and found that in that particular year, the median annual income (in round numbers) for people without a high-school degree was $25,000; for those with a high-school degree it was $35,000; for those with a college degree it was $56,000; and for those with a professional graduate degree it was over $100,000.

		
			I shared these numbers with Sally, and we talked about the connections between grades and getting into colleges, getting into really good colleges, and going to graduate school. She must have done a little thinking about it, because from the backseat of the car pool a few days later, I heard this conversation:
			
				SALLY: How much did you say you get for every A?

				FRIEND: A hundred dollars. How much do you get?

				SALLY: Well, I actually get like seventy-five thousand every year for the rest of my life if I get mostly A’s.

			

		

		The bragging little busybody of a friend had nothing more to say.

		Sally’s explanation of her pay for grades was not very complete, and I’m not sure the friend got it. But the point is that Sally got it, and her motivation for working for good grades was based on real numbers from the real world rather than on some form of parental bribery.

		And it was also kind of fun to hear (or not hear) her little know-it-all buddy become completely speechless for once in her life.

		
			
		

		
IT’S NOT JUST GRADES, IT’S GIFTS

		Of course, ownership of education is about much more than grades. Helping children to love learning itself, and to see education as a process  of self-discovery and of recognizing their aptitudes and gifts so they can build on them for their college major and their career—these are the real measurements of educational success and the real areas where we want our children to feel equity. So our task is helping kids to feel ownership of their talents, their aptitudes, and their particular propensities and skills as well as their grades and academic performance.

		That’s easy to say but very hard to do!

		One day as I (Linda) was right in the middle of a lunch conversation with a friend, her son Ryan called from school. We had just been talking about this boy’s athletic talent and my friend was obviously proud that he was the star of the sophomore football team at his high school. By the time she had finished listening on the phone for a couple of minutes to his problem, she was visibly upset. I could only hear half of the conversation, but as her tension grew stronger, her voice got louder and louder.
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		“Ryan, I don’t care if practice is going longer than usual and you may have to miss the football dinner tonight. You know you have an appointment with the tutor at five-thirty!” (Silence while she listened.)

		“I’m sure the coach will understand if he knows the circumstances. You’ve got to be brave and tell him that we have paid a lot of money for a  tutor for you so that you pass the retest of the biology test that you failed last week. If you don’t get some help tonight, there goes your grade! Do you know that the test is sixty percent of your grade?”

		By now she was yelling. “If you don’t want to talk to the coach, I will! What’s his number? Well, can you find out? Never mind, I’ll call the coaching office and get ahold of him. You’d better be out there at fivefifteen because your dad is giving up a lot to be there to pick you up and take you to the tutor. If you’re not there, you’ll have to pay the tutor his fifty bucks out of your own pocket, and you’ll be grounded!”

		After the phone call, she apologized. “I’m so sorry for yelling but that’s the only thing he understands. Unless I yell, he just doesn’t get it! He is fifteen and totally in la-la land! He loves the social part of high school and the sports, and he would probably rather flunk biology than miss all the fun at that football dinner.”

		She went on, “His second love is wrestling, and that season starts next week. His grades are awful! If he doesn’t do better in biology and geometry, he won’t be eligible for wrestling or football next year! Somehow he just doesn’t get it! Sorry, give me another minute. I’ve really got to call and see if I can reach that coach!”

		I couldn’t help but smile and be oh so glad that this kind of teenage moment was over for me! Don’t misunderstand, I love teenagers! But not every day and in every way. Most are so prone to thinking about themselves and how everything affects them! We call it looking into mirrors instead of windows. In their eyes, it’s always their own reflection. How do I look? What does he/she think about me? What can I say to be cool?

		Somehow we need to help them see through windows . . . to try to capture what the needs of others might be . . . and to see more clearly the long-term consequences of how much priority they give to their studies and their grades.

		
			
		

		
APPLYING THE OWNERSHIP OF VALUES, CHOICES, AND GOALS TO THE OWNERSHIP OF EDUCATION

		
			Once again, there is great opportunity here to use some of the earlier forms of ownership as methods to teach and convey ownership of education. Love of learning, training of the mind, and the accomplishment of academic excellence come into play in our children’s values, in their choices, and in their goals.

		
Values

		Within the “Value of the Month” structure discussed in chapter 6, there are several values that offer abundant opportunities to connect to education.

		
			✽ When you are in the Respect month, put some of your attention on respecting teachers and respecting the whole institution and idea of learning.

			✽ When you are in the Self-discipline month, focus on sticking with things and getting homework done on schedule.

			✽ When you are in the Reaching Potential month, apply it to doing one’s best in all subjects.

			✽ When you are in the Love month, talk a lot about what it means to have a love of learning.

			✽ And when you are in the Justice month, discuss the law that says that we get about as much out of our education as we put into it.

		

		
Decisions

		Hopefully one of the Decisions in Advance (chapter 7) that your child will make will have to do with finishing high school, and likely another  with graduating from college. Each education-oriented decision in advance that a child makes helps him or her feel more ownership of education.

		And with younger children, some of the consequence game choices in the decisions chapter should be designed to relate to the child’s current education situation or challenges, such as, “You just barely get by in math and you get your brother to do your math homework for you.” Short-term consequence: decent grades and more time to play and goof off. Long-term consequence: you never get math and every year it gets harder and harder and you get worse and worse. (Followed by opposite effort with opposite results.)

		
Goals

		“Education” or “academics” should be one of the three categories on a child’s “goal chart” (from chapter 8), and indeed, setting educational goals and goals for grades is likely the most direct way to help children feel ownership of their own education.

		By setting school-year, semester, monthly, and weekly academic goals for themselves, kids can create their own motivation to discipline their study and can progressively develop into better and better students.

		
			And indeed, when children have set their own detailed academic goals, you, as explained in chapter 8, become a consultant to your kids and thus they will welcome rather than resist your help because it will be help with their goals.
		

		
			
		

		
OTHER IDEAS FOR HELPING YOUR CHILDREN THINK CLEARLY ABOUT THEIR EDUCATION

		Work with your child to chart a possible course for his or her education. If she is athletically or musically inclined and not interested in schoolwork,  show a possible scenario where athletics or music along with good grades might be a ticket to a free education. If you have a child who is mentally gifted but hard to motivate, reason with him about using his gifts and about the necessity of good grades to get a good education.

		Take him to visit places that pay a minimum wage—or take him to any site where grueling manual labor is going on and (without disrespecting that labor) help him understand that education is what allows a person to have more pleasant and interesting jobs and to earn more money. A menial summer job could also help him get a grasp on the real world.

		If you do want to offer some kind of bonus for good grades, make it more than simple bribery. One very wealthy father we met in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, said that he realized that when his son was young, he was very cerebral but had no practical sense for how to handle money. He smiled as he told us that his son was pretty much a nerd! He decided that instead of offering a new phone or computer for good grades, he would give a cash bonus that could not be spent—only invested in the stock market. He had helped his son learn how to carefully invest his gradebonus money and now said to us with pride, “My son is now twenty-six and is not only very cerebral but very rich!” We may not have the volume of money that this father did, but any of us can make the effort to get our kids thinking about investing. One of our boys recently observed, “When I bought my first iPod, I was so happy. Now I realize that if I had bought Apple stock with that money, I could buy an iPad for everyone in my university.”

		Visit college campuses with your children as early as age twelve or thirteen. This can open the vision of what amazing things are available there and help them to begin thinking how much fun and how valuable a good education can be.

		Don’t give up on those children who are floundering, and remember  that every child has his own unique way of learning and of processing information. Although schools are getting better at recognizing right-brain learners and those who need special help, it is still difficult to see a child struggle with learning disabilities. We struggled for many years with one of our sons who was trying so hard but was so right-brained that he just wasn’t keeping up swimming in a sea of left-brain learners, testers, and achievers. When he still wasn’t reading much in the seventh grade, we were almost sure that we would never get him through college. Fortunately, this child was our best goal-setter! He was determined to accomplish what we once thought was impossible. He gradually became conscious and accepting of the visual and metaphorical way he learned, and he somehow found good people to help him and ended up graduating with a 3.4 GPA from a Division I school where he also played basketball and was co-captain of his team that went to the NCAA tournament. Because of athletic scholarships, his education was basically free while our hardworking, more academically oriented kids had to pay through the nose!

		Discuss the value of your own education with your child or the hardships you’ve endured because of the lack thereof. Sometimes just talking with our kids about the educational course of our lives will open their eyes to what they do or do not want for their own. Each story will be different but as you discuss where and when you went to school, how the financing was handled, and what you would or would not change about what happened, it will almost surely be an enlightening discussion for you both.

		As suggested in earlier chapters, case studies can be great tools for helping your kids see the dangers and pitfalls of not regarding their education as seriously as they should. Have your kids think of good and bad endings to Ryan’s story (earlier in this chapter). Ask them what they would do if they were parents who had a child who was very smart but just wouldn’t study because he or she was lazy or more interested in other things. Think  of scenarios from real life that you or those you know may be dealing with and let your kids propose solutions.

		
			
		

		
RECAP

		One reason this chapter is near the end of the book is that to help our children develop a sense of ownership for their education, we need to bring to bear the lessons and the mental results of many of the other forms of ownership—ownership of money that goes toward education, ownership of goals and choices and values that are about education, and ownership and equity in a family that cares about and values education.

		It is by combining and focusing the effects of these other kinds of ownership that we can help our children think about education as a personally valued and prioritized element of their lives.
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		OWNERSHIP OF RELATIONSHIPS AND CONFLICTS

		
			
			HOW TO HELP YOUR CHILDREN LOVE ONE ANOTHER AND FIND 
NOURISHING FRIENDS WHILE AVOIDING TOXIC ONES

		
			 


		
			 


		
			
			RESULTS FOR YOUR KIDS | Accountability, better friends, reduced sibling rivalry, and responsibility for relationships and temperament.

		
			 


		
			
			AND FOR YOU | The blessing of becoming less judge-and-jury stressed and more matter-of-fact calm.

		
			
				
				✽ Resolution, like responsibility, is a product of ownership, and kids can’t resolve a conflict until they figure out how they contributed to it.
			

		

		
			
		

		
THE PROBLEM AND THE OPPORTUNITY

		Ultimately, over the course of their lives, taking responsibility for their relationships may have more to do with our children’s happiness than any other factor. After all, it is relationships, particularly within families, that large public opinion majorities say are the most important thing in life.
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			If we can help our children to feel ownership of their relationships—so it is their friendship, their conflict, their loyalty, their argument—it will give them lifetime skills in human interaction and perhaps preserve the marriages and families that they will someday have themselves. And it will take us, as parents, out of the middle of everything!
		

		
			
		

		
YOU CAN’T BE THE JUDGE AND JURY

		
			“What did you do to her?”
		

		
			“What did you do to him?”
		

		
			“Who started it?”
		

		
			“Why did you do that?” “Don’t you know better than that?” “Why did you retaliate?” “Is that any way to treat your brother?” “Don’t tell me what he did wrong, I want to know what you did wrong.” “Okay, that’s enough. Go to your room.”
		

		And on and on it goes. Parents trying to be the policeman, the judge, the jury, the warden, and the jailer. It’s a terrible situation to be in, and  you usually get it wrong. And the children don’t learn anything because you take over and own their conflicts.

		
			
		

		
THE “REPENTING BENCH”

		We were living in England and one day, driving past an old church, I (Richard) had an idea. Our small children had been particularly feisty lately—that is the kindest way to express it—and it seemed like we were spending half our time trying to sort out their conflicts.

		The old Church of England building was either going out of business or redecorating, I’m not sure which, but they had pews for sale. I bought one—a short, hard, uncomfortable one—and wedged it halfway in the trunk and brought it home.

		I shared my idea with Linda, who helped me refine it a bit, and at our next family meeting we introduced the repenting bench.

		We explained that we were tired of trying to figure out who was right and who was wrong every time there was a fight or a squabble or an argument or an erupting sibling rivalry. After all, they weren’t our disagreements, they were theirs!

		The repenting bench, we explained, was where any two kids who were fighting or arguing would go (or be sent) to resolve it.

		
			To get off the bench, we told them, three things were required:
			
				1. Think of what you did wrong. Not what the other kid did, but what you did. It takes two to tango, and you have to think of and admit what you did to contribute to the problem.
			

			2. Say you are sorry and that you’ll try not to do it again.

			3. Give the other kid a hug.

		

		The fun part of that first meeting was the role-playing that came next. We had Sam and Kate reenact the fight they had had the day before (to the encouragement and cheering of the other kids) and then we sternly demanded, “To the repenting bench!”

		Sitting on the bench, Sam and Kate’s acting skills really came out. “She started it!” “He hit me!” “I had it first!” “She called me a name!”

		
			“You’ll be there on the repenting bench all day if you keep just telling me what the other person did. The only way off is to tell what you did.”
		

		“Okay, I did call her a name.” “And I slapped him.” They role-played getting it right—and then the apologies—and then the hugs and being “released” from the bench.

		Then there were a couple more role-plays involving the other two kids. It wasn’t hard—we had plenty of recent material to draw from.

		
			And then came the predictable question, from little Evan, the feistiest of them all: “Well, what about when you and Mom argue? Can we send you to the bench?”
		

		“Absolutely! We will go to the bench, and we have to do the very same three things to get off.” (Over the years, we have spent a lot of time on that bench ourselves, sometimes prolonging the repenting a little—and the hug—for the benefit of our watching kids.)

		
			We now have a lot of years of experience with the repenting bench, so let us give you some observations and feedback we have received from “users”:
			
				
					✽ It really works—even with preschoolers, and extending up into the teen years—by giving kids ownership of their own disagreements and conflicts. Working kind of like a double “time out,” the repenting bench calms the whole house and removes the emotional bickering that destroys the peaceful atmosphere we would all like our homes to have.
				

				✽ Giving this kind of social and emotional ownership to our children, teaches them that there is no bailout and no one who is going to intervene; and there is no way that they can whine and spin the facts and get the other kid punished. Gradually, steadily, under the watchful presence of the repenting bench, they take possession of and become responsible for their own conflicts.

				✽ The repenting that happens on the bench, especially with small kids, can sometimes be a little perfunctory—almost a ritual, and perhaps not always as sincere and heartfelt as one would wish—just a way to get off the bench. But it is still better than you trying to be the judge and jury, trying to figure out who did what and who is most or least to blame.

				✽ Some kids get so good at “repenting” that they never even make it to the bench. They hear “to the repenting bench” and they are already hugging, saying, “I pushed her,” and “I’m sorry and I’ll try to never do it again. There, Mom, see, I repented so I don’t need to go to the bench. Come here, Sara, so I can hug you.”

				✽ The real beauty of the system is that little tiffs and disagreements get nipped in the bud—they are resolved before they start to grow. For our family, the greatest blessing is that our kids, now grown, are each other’s best friends, without the burden of long-unresolved and buried bad feelings or resentments.

				✽ Our repenting bench, over the years, has provided a lot of entertainment and drama. Fights often turned into laughs. Teens tried to send their friends to the bench. Stubborn kids were sometimes on it so long they had to eat their meals there.

			

		

		For us personally, the funniest time of all was just recently when we were downsizing and preparing to move from our home of thirty years, the home  where all the kids had been raised. Little of our furniture was going to work in our new place, so we wanted the kids to have it. To avoid conflicts and disagreements about who would get what, we decided to hold an auction. Each of the kids got $30,000 in Monopoly money, and we hired a real, top-hatted, gavel-striking, fast-talking auctioneer.

		We marked every item in the home with a bid number and let the kids walk around and have pre-auction discussions and try to decide what they wanted most and develop their bidding strategy. Two of the older kids were living away and hooked in by conference call so they could bid.

		The auction went on for hours and we found that some of the items generated fierce competitive bidding, while other things that we thought would be hot items drew no interest at all. (The big, nicked-up, memoryladen round kitchen table, to our surprise, actually got no bids at all.)

		Then we came to item 52: the repenting bench.

		The bidding went wild! And almost all the kids were in on it. It finally got down to two bidders and they bumped each other up over and over again until, finally, Evan won with a bid of $17,000, more than half of the bidding money he had!

		After the auction was over, I asked Evan about it. “What’s up? You spent most of your money on that one little old bench.”

		He responded, “Hey, I spent half my life on that baby!”

		The repenting bench has worked wonders for our family and for literally thousands of other families who have used it as the core and the symbol of their family’s legal system and of their desire to resolve little conflicts before they grow into big ones.

		Of course you don’t need an old pew from a church. You can use two chairs or a love seat or even a stair on your staircase. But, again, remember  that props work with kids, and—if you have the space—get as impressive (and uncomfortable) a bench as you can. Keep it in a very public part of the house, preferably the kitchen or the family room where others can be aware of those who are “in jail” and where it is convenient for you to observe and release them when they are ready to repent.

		Evan recently reminded us that he had a real breakthrough back in the day when we were using the repenting bench so regularly. At first, he not only refused to admit that he had done anything wrong, he literally could not think of what it might have been. He was so feisty and so sure he was right about everything that he couldn’t even make up anything he had done to contribute to the conflict. And it never occurred to him to just ask the other kid—who always knew and would have gladly told him.

		Anyway, Evan spent some long hours on the bench—long after the other kid had done his or her repenting and gone on his way (though we would ask the other party not to leave the country since he or she might be needed back at the scene of the bench to say yes if and when Evan finally figured out what he had done and wanted to ask for forgiveness).

		Then one day, at about age nine, Evan learned the word “provoked.” From then on, the moment he got sent to the repenting bench, he would say, “I provoked her.” He was always right!
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WHAT ABOUT BULLYING?

		Although working out sibling rivalries is a huge part of establishing good relationships among your kids, there is obviously a lot more to relationships than just working out conflicts at home.

		
			One of the most devastating things for kids is to feel that that they are being intimidated and disparaged by their own peers. Kids who are bullied are usually the quiet and sensitive ones who don’t just let it roll off their backs as others might. In the eyes of a bully, they are just too smart or too nerdy or too different or even too new. (It’s often the child who just moved in who becomes a target.)
		

		Parents should never underestimate either the seriousness or the commonness of this problem. Surveys indicate that at least half of all kids have been bullied at one time or another, and nearly 10 percent on a regular and near-continual basis.

		Be aware of the devastation that bullying can cause. Children who are bullied experience real suffering that can interfere with their social and emotional development, as well as their school performance, and in some the feelings of oppression can lead to serious depression and even suicide attempts.

		Bullying behavior can be physical or verbal or cyber, and it usually involves a group of kids picking on or ridiculing one kid. The online version can be particularly devastating because the victim may have no idea who is involved or how widespread the participation or readership is, and since he doesn’t know, he always imagines the worst.

		Insecure kids who haven’t been taught much about diversity and tolerance and who hear prejudicial or intolerant statements from their parents are most likely to participate in bullying. This is not always the case, however—there are those who just desperately need to have power over  someone else, or who just jump on the bandwagon of some ringleader bully, or who go after another kid as a form of retaliation because someone else has gone after them.

		
			You need to be savvy enough and ask enough questions to be aware early if your child is either receiving or participating in any form of bullying. Have zero tolerance for either one and intervene early and firmly. Forget about the old idea of letting kids work it out for themselves. You work it out by going directly and candidly to school counselors, teachers, or principals and by going to the parent or parents of the other kids involved.
		

		
			This does not mean that your child can’t also try to solve or avoid the problem. The four best practices a child should know (and these can be rehearsed in role-playing situations in your family meetings) are: (1) Walk away or avoid a bully. (2) If you can’t walk away, simply say, loudly and firmly, “Leave me alone!” (3) Stay with friends or in a group as much as you can. And (4) Always tell parents and teachers when you experience bullying or see it occurring.
		

		
			
		

		
BEING A “LOSER”

		
			While bullying is never funny, we got about as close to humor as you can get in this area when our grandson had a little brush with very minor bullying on his second week of kindergarten at his school on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. This is the way his very sensitive mother described McKay’s situation:
			
				LAST WEEK McKay told me that someone at school called him “a loser.” It broke my heart. At our next family meeting his dad shaped the lesson around how to act in tough situations. He asked, “McKay, what did your friend call you in class the other day?”

				He slouched a little and squirmed in his Spider-Man chair and said, “Oh, she called me a loser.”

				I began to tear up.

				Then his dad continued, “What did you say back to her?”

				“Well,” said McKay, “I said, ‘No, I’m funny,’ and then she said, ‘No, you’re a loser,’ then I said, ‘No, I’m funny,’ and she said, ‘No, you’re a loser,’ and I said, ‘No, I’m funny,’ and it went like that over and over and over again.”

				“Okay, then what did you do?”

				“Well, I just forgave her.”

				“That’s very good, McKay. Sometimes people say mean things because they need a friend. So you should be especially nice to those people.”

				To which McKay replied with an innocent smile, “Yeah, and I think she just called me that because she thinks I lose things a lot!”

			

		

		One of our sons was experiencing a huge issue with a bully in the sixth grade. This son is a self-described introvert and was always very bright and very quiet. One of the boys in his class began throwing insults at him at every available chance at recess and as soon as the teacher stepped out of the room. We were not sure how long this had been going on before he told us. It had gotten so bad that every time the teacher left the room, the boy would march over to our son and think it was really funny to pop him on the ears with both hands as though he were playing cymbals.

		Richard decided it was time to intervene. Much to our son’s horror, Richard got the bully’s name and address and he took our son to the house for a spontaneous visit. Just as they drove up, the father and son were going into the house, returning from a karate class (just what that  kid needed!). Richard sent our mortified son off to talk with “the kid” for a few minutes while he had a few words with the father.

		Then it was the father’s turn to be mortified. He had no idea what had been going on and was so grateful to know so he could correct the situation. That kid never touched or said another unkind word to our son after that day. And he quit pestering others in the class, too. We hope we convinced our son that the whole thing was the other kid’s problem and not his.

		Things don’t always work out that easily. The father could have been a jerk himself and could have defended his son’s actions. It might have been necessary to get coaches or school officials involved. But whatever it takes, do it, and do it quickly.

		If a child can see bullying for what it really is—a need for power, a result of a dysfunctional home, or an inordinate need to feel superior to someone else—it empowers the victim immeasurably. He may not be able to make things turn out all right immediately, but it will help him label it as the other kid’s problem and not his, and it will give him some sense of “ownership by understanding” of the situation.

		
			
		

		
RELATIONSHIP GOALS REVISITED

		The relationship goals discussed in chapter 8 can be a powerful tool for kids as they gain a feeling of ownership of their friendships and relationships. For most, it is a very new concept. Even among adults, the setting of relationship goals is almost unheard of. Most of us set achievement goals because they are quantitative and easy to measure, but relationships don’t seem to lend themselves to goal-oriented thinking. However, as outlined earlier, relationship goals can be very effectively pursued by writing a future description of the way you want it to be.

		The thing to remember is that kids are probably better at this method than adults. Children are imaginative, and the exercise of writing a description of a relationship with a family member as you want it to be in a year, or in three years, is an activity that can have great appeal to elementary-age kids. They can expand this idea to brief descriptions of the friendships they want to have and the kind of friend they want to be.

		Do it with them! Heap praise on their efforts! Get the descriptions out of wherever you file them every couple of months and let kids read and add to what they have written about their future relationship with each member of your family and with their friends.

		
			
		

		
RECAP

		Children can begin to feel ownership of their relationships in both the positive sense of friendships and the negative sense of conflicts. As they do, they begin to value friendships more and to be better and more sensitive friends themselves; and they begin to feel responsible for their disagreements and for working them out and resolving them. They also begin to think about and understand why others act as they do and to realize that when someone else mistreats them, it is that other person’s problem and not theirs.

		Relationships will always be challenging, for both kids and adults. But when we talk about them and work at them in conscious, open, and visible ways, we give our children a feeling of control and ownership. We remove fear and insecurity and we add love and understanding. What better gift could there be?

		As with each of the other types of ownership, the process will lead to maturity, to the kind of pride that cares for and improves, and to the acceptance and welcoming of another kind of responsibility.

	
		

		
			Postscript
		

		A PARENT’S PERSPECTIVE

		
			GOING BEYOND OWNERSHIP TO STEWARDSHIP
		

		
			✽ As wonderful as ownership is, there is a higher and more mature paradigm that parents should be thinking about for themselves even as they strive to give ownership to their children. This higher perspective is stewardship!

		

		Once you have navigated the Sea of Responsibility on the OwnerShip, you will have arrived on firm land and from there, in order to continue your progression as a person, you will need a new kind of Ship.

		As a mature parent, even as you use the ownership paradigm to teach your children responsibility, you will begin to feel the need for a higher and more liberal and perhaps more spiritual paradigm for yourself.

		You need a SpaceShip—a way to look at life that can lift you above the competing, proving-yourself, self-centering construct of ownership. You now need the paradigm of StewardShip!

		Most of us, as we get older and gain perspective, begin to realize what a tenuous term “ownership” is. Things pass through us. . . . Ownership is fleeting. If yours is a spiritual paradigm, God owns all and you can’t take it with you; and if your perspective is more secular, you probably acknowledge that nothing is really permanent, and anything outside of us cannot really be thought of as “ours” for very long.

		And the real problem is that the ownership “tree” grows very troublesome “branches” of comparison, competition, pride, judgment, condescension, envy, and so forth.

		For mature parents, where the ownership paradigm really breaks down is when it comes to our most prized “possessions”—our children! Few parents perceive ownership of their children (and it’s extremely problematic when they do). Children, ultimately, are owned by God or by the universe or by themselves, depending on your perspective, but certainly not by us.

		
			However, we are stewards over them, that is for sure. We are the ones with the responsibility, the ones where the buck stops, the ones with the ultimate responsibility!
		

		The beauty of a stewardship attitude is that it is even more motivational than ownership. Being given something by God or by the vast and imponderable power of nature and circumstance can make us feel even more  responsible than owning! Stewards accept and care for something until the time comes to hand it over to the next steward. We are stewards over this earth, and that motivates us to be green, to be watchful, and to conserve and preserve. And we are stewards over our children, and that motivates us to give them all of our care and love them with a wisdom that allows us to turn their lives over to them, having built them the foundation they will need to make their lives become whatever they want them to be.

		Ownership, then, or the illusion of it, is a great training ground. Perceiving ownership is, for our children, the best way of learning responsibility and accountability, and the best way of feeling the joy of caring and of improving. Ownership gives our children the incentive and teaches them the principles of virtually all the values we want them to have.

		
			But even as you use the principles of ownership, hold in your mind the fact that it is not the end goal or the final condition. Teach your children ownership not only as the prerequisite to responsibility, but as the precursor of stewardship. 2 Teach them ownership as children so that they can one day be like you in perceiving stewardship and in growing their own branches of awareness, humility, empathy, and the feeling of stewardship for children of their own.
		

		
			
				✽
The beauty of a steward- 
ship attitude is that it is 
even more motivational 
than ownership. Being 
given something by God 
or by the vast and impon- 
derable power of nature 
and circumstance can 
make us feel even more 
responsible than owning!
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			1. For additional details on many of the ideas and methods herein, readers are invited to the following websites:
			
				
				http://valuesparenting.com/
http://joyschools.com/
http://powerofmoms.com/
http://TheEyres.com

		

		
			2. Readers are also invited to follow these Eyre family blogs:
			
				
				http://valuesparenting.blogspot.com/
http://www.deseretnews.com/blog/81/A-World-of-Good.html [inactive]
http://71toes.blogspot.com
http://bostonshumways.blogspot.com/

		

		
			3. The Eyres’ weekly column can be found on Mondays at:
			
				http://www.deseretnews.com/site/staff/10023/Linda-Eyre.html
			

		

		
			4. And finally, Richard and Linda welcome questions, comments, input, and feedback via the “contact us” button on www.valuesparenting.com.
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