

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 1990 by In The Company of Kids[image: ], a division of Children’s Health Systems, a subsidiary of Children’s Hospital Medical Center of Akron. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Villard Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

Villard Books is a registered trademark of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Guarendi, Raymond.
Back to the family / by Ray Guarendi

p. cm.      eISBN: 978-0-8041-5072-9
1. Child rearing—United States. 2. Parenting—United States.
I. Eich, David Paul II. Title.
HQ769.G87   1990   649′.1—dc20      90-30036

v3.1




Preface

In January 1987 I was invited by a very special teacher to interview a very special family. The purpose of that first interview was to determine why these parents and their children were role models for other families. During the next eighteen months, one hundred families from all fifty states would share their stories of family life: their values and concerns, the good times and bad. Back to the Family is the result.

This book is a message of hope and confirmation for all of you parents, regardless of your suburban environment, big-city address, or rural post-office box. It does not matter that you may have only two little ones or a house of ten or more, or that this might be your second marriage or that you might be a single parent. Nor will it matter if you are a New York professional, a Cuban refugee, or of Jewish descent and living in the Blue Ridge Mountains. If you or your children are in less than perfect health, you will still fit in. And finally, whatever your own childhood was like, whether Pollyana or boot camp, you will be able to identify with the families in our story.

For you see, what you are about to experience will reinforce your own beliefs about strong family life. In the end, I believe you will realize what we did: that fostering traditional values is not reserved for only the best of families, but, rather, for those families who can say they did their best.

David Paul Eich                
Executive Director            
In The Company of Kids[image: ] 


Foreword

I am a clinical psychologist with a special interest in family life. When Children’s Hospital of Akron asked me to author a book about excellent families, my first question was, “How did you determine excellence?” As this project’s designers explained their rationale for asking Teachers of the Year to search for outstanding families, I saw the merit in their approach. Still, I was determined to study the interviews firsthand and judge for myself if these families are as good as others say. Within the first several interviews, I had my answer. These mothers and fathers showed a real understanding of what makes family life work. What’s more, so did the kids. Many were teenagers, as a group notorious for not seeing eye-to-eye with anything remotely resembling a parent, yet they were showing maturity far beyond their years. Repeatedly I thought, “These kids could teach us grown-ups a thing or two about childrearing.” As a psychologist and a parent, I understood what these families were doing. It made sense, but studying their philosophies and life-styles was enlightening. They were putting the best theories of mental health professionals into elegantly simple practice, with enviable results.

This project has been far more than an opportunity to study strong families. It’s also changed my personal life. I’ve always thought myself a good father to my son and daughter. In writing this book I’ve come to realize how much better a father I could be. I’ve learned much from these families. I believe you can, too.

Dr. Ray Guarendi
April 1990
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Chapter 1
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The Quiet Experts

More and more experts are telling parents how to be parents. Everywhere you look and listen there’s a childrearing specialist giving advice on how best to raise an emotionally fit child in an emotionally fit family. Back to the Family asks a very different group of experts to speak out—those trained by experience and skilled by years of trial, error, and success: excellent families themselves.

A parenting expert’s advice on how your family should be living may or may not be useful to you. The ultimate value of that advice lies years away in how your children mature. But the success of exceptional families is visible for all to see. They are doing and have done what most of us are hoping to accomplish for our children and families.

This book began when Children’s Hospital Medical Center of Akron designed a project to study family life at its best. For several years, we have visited, interviewed, and maintained ongoing contact with the most exceptional families we could locate throughout the country. We sought to identify the factors underlying their success. What were the childhoods of excellent parents like? How do strong families juggle careers and children? What phases and stages do these families endure? What are their most effective forms of discipline? How do parents reach unreachable adolescents? How are family decisions made and house rules established? We heard about the insecurities, fears, and guilts of even the most competent mothers and fathers. We interviewed the children for their perspective on what makes a good parent and family. In effect, we studied three generations within each family.

One question sums up the guiding aim of this project: What can families everywhere learn from these highly successful families? Put another way, how can others benefit from their wisdom as well as imperfections? What we uncovered was a wealth of parenting ideas and practices for a strong family life. Some of these findings most likely will affirm your own beliefs. Others may surprise you.

Certainly not everything that these families say and do will relate to your own family. What is helpful to you will depend upon your family’s values and life-style. Excellent families will tell you what works for them. You select what will work for you.

TO DEFINE EXCELLENCE

Excellence is a slippery concept, especially when applied to families. Is it measured by the number and scope of the children’s accomplishments? Does it reflect the stability of the home life? Does it tap into a child’s character or the family’s cohesiveness? Or is it some combination of all of these?

It is not possible to measure the quality of a family precisely, as there are no objective gauges of excellence. If there were, excellence would be a much less slippery concept. One thing is certain, though: Excellence, as defined in this book, does not mean material success or status. We weren’t interested in talking with famous families. We didn’t seek heads of households who were also heads of companies. We didn’t look for the most prodigious of child prodigies. We searched specifically for those families who embodied the highest commitment to family life and whose children collectively showed strength of character.

Since no standard criteria for family excellence exist, and most likely never will, we turned to the next best thing. We looked for the best judges of excellence available. And our search brought us to the National-State Teachers of the Year organization.

The rationale for using teachers to identify excellent families is that no one spends more time day in and day out getting to know children and their families than does a teacher—not a psychologist, counselor, social worker, or pastor. No one sees a broader picture of healthy and unhealthy families. And no one sees a more long-term picture. Not only do teachers watch a child develop through the course of a year, but often they’ve taught more than one child from the same family. In most cases, the teachers who selected these one hundred families had had contact over many years with two, three, sometimes four or more of their children. After observing the same high level of maturity and emotional adjustment, child after child, they felt confident that exceptional parents were behind it all. The best indication of a family’s excellence is the consistent quality of its younger members.

Just as no profession is more closely involved with children and families than teachers, few teachers are more involved than those selected each year to represent the best of their profession—State Teachers of the Year. The title Teacher of the Year is not an easy one to earn, but is the result of a long and exacting test. Every year students, teachers, and administrators make their nominations for State Teacher of the Year. These nominees begin the process of demonstrating to their respective state departments of education that teaching for them is more than a career; it is a commitment, one by which they continuously strive to reach well above the accepted standards of their profession. For example, the Teacher of the Year from Ohio, as part of her screening process, compiled a seventy-five-page scrapbook covering her experiences in teaching starting with her first days in the classroom. Competing with more than one hundred other outstanding educators from around the state, she was judged one of four finalists. At that point, she traveled to the state capital for a series of extensive personal interviews before being awarded the title Ohio State Teacher of the Year. With the winners of each state or territory, she subsequently joined the competition for National-State Teacher of the Year. Here the selection procedure becomes even more rigorous. Representatives from top educational organizations throughout the country closely study the candidates and select finalists based upon their contributions to students, schools, and communities. Each of these teachers is once again visited in person. Videotaped sessions and reports are given to the judges, who make the final selection.

Our judges of excellence, then, were teachers who themselves had been judged excellent by demanding standards. In short, we asked the very best of teachers to help identify the very best of families.

As expected, the teachers responded with irrepressible enthusiasm. From all fifty states came nominations of families who, said the teachers, when compared to all the families they’d known in their careers, clearly stood out in terms of the overall quality of their family life. Typically, the teachers confirmed their individual judgments by asking colleagues and administrators, “What one family that has come through this school over the years has most impressed you with its commitment to family life?” Frequently, the same name, almost like a reflex, came up.

When asked specifically why these particular families, the teachers responded with comments like:


•  “This family is, without a doubt, the most loving, most unselfish, and most extraordinary family I have met during my thirty-year teaching career. Dennis and Barbara give of themselves constantly, and the result is a family of children eager to learn more and who excel in everything they do. These parents have made a difference.”

•  “Of all the families I’ve had contact with in my eighteen years of teaching, I selected the B.’s. While they did not seem truly outstanding, that is, newsworthy, I realized that this search is for ordinary families who manage in an unobtrusive way to love and nurture each member. They do it by being totally committed to parenthood and involved in the lives of their children.”

•  “All members of this family are unique in their zest for living and in their ability to all talk to each other, sharing experiences and wonderful conversations. They are a blended family and have learned to accept each other’s differences, failures, and successes. They are a delight to know.”

•  “It would be difficult for me to find parents with as much love and dedication to their children as Jim and Melinda. They have one biological daughter and have adopted four handicapped children. They face difficult decisions daily and have major responsibilities, financially and emotionally. But in all the time I have known them, I have never heard them complain. They have given a home to children who otherwise might not have been adopted, not merely a house, but a true home where they are loved, respected, and nurtured. They also exhibit the sense of humor necessary to survive the daily hills and valleys of parenting.”

•  “What distinguishes them, I believe, is their closeness, not only with their immediate family, but with their extended family, and the enjoyment they all derive from each other. No other family in my acquaintance shares such a special relationship in this regard.… The other thing is the support which they give each other. In good times as well as in times of trouble, they rally around each other like nothing I’ve ever seen. Difficult times that pull some families apart pull these folks together.”

•  “The L.’s are as enthusiastic about family life as anyone could hope parents would be. They exude feelings of love, excitement, and success in what they’re doing. In short, I’ve never encountered another family who demonstrates the mutual respect and love for all family members that this family daily shows. In this environment everyone excels, parents and children.”



Judging from such descriptions, the teachers feel very confident that they succeeded in what they were asked to do—to capture that slippery concept, excellence.

[image: ]

The philosophy underlying this book can be captured by the phrase: To learn from the best. The Teachers of the Year identified for us the strongest families they had ever known. We will introduce them in WHO ARE THE EXCELLENT FAMILIES?


Chapter 2

[image: ]

Who Are the Excellent Families?

The one hundred families who speak throughout this book live in all fifty states. They make their homes in big cities, on small farms, in medium-sized suburbs, and in towns so little that, as one father quipped, “Both city-limit signs are on the same stick.” They are farmers and pharmacists, secretaries and social workers, teachers and tellers, surgeons and salesmen, homemakers and managers—“two closely related careers,” said one mother of several youngsters. They own small businesses, work in factories, program computers, drive buses, and teach college-level geology. In some families, one parent works outside the home. In some, both do. And a few have seen neither parent employed for a time.

White, Black, Spanish-American, Asian—the families represent several races and colors. Catholic, Baptist, Lutheran, Presbyterian, Jewish, Methodist, Mormon, Episcopalian, Christian Scientist, Buddhist—a range of religions appear in this sample of successful families.

Parents’ educations range from seventh grade to M.D.’s and Ph.D.’s. Most are either high school or college graduates. Some left college to raise their family and never returned. Others enrolled in college while raising their family. And a few said they were forced to return to college to be able to help with their kids’ seventh-grade science projects.

Some families call themselves poor, but quickly add, “only in a material sense.” Others earn incomes near the upper economic levels. The majority began in somewhat tight monetary straits and grew more economically comfortable over the years, even after taking into account their teens’ tastes for a back-pocket label.

The typical family makeup is two parents, married once to each other, raising two to four natural children. There are also families headed by a single parent and families with step-parents, half-siblings, adopted children, foster children, and every combination of the above. In addition to five biological children, one family in New Jersey has opened its door to more than fifty foster children and infants, including several youngsters with severe developmental handicaps. The median number of children is three, but the range is from two to eighteen—and all eighteen in that family are biological children. You can bet this family will later hand us a few creative strategies for quelling sibling battles, including calling out the national guard! A few of the larger households tell of the recurrent side comments and side looks they attract from others. A veteran mom of eleven from South Dakota observes, “I think people around us were more apprehensive and anxious about our big family than we were. I remember someone saying to me, ‘Lucille, when are you going to quit having babies?’ Feeling it was no concern of theirs, I said, ‘To tell the truth, I haven’t figured out what’s causing them yet.’ ” Last we heard, Lucille had figured it out. She said she saw a film about it.

The youngest child in these families is seven months old. The oldest is forty-four years. Most children are in their middle to late teens, with many in college or having recently left home to begin their independence. Some parents did confide their worry that the kids would sneak back in a few years. The slant toward families with older children is related to the screening process used to find these families. The National-State Teachers of the Year looked for households with at least a decade of family life under their belts. As one teacher put it, “I know families who I think are outstanding, but their kids are too young for anybody to really predict with confidence how they’ll turn out. The pie just isn’t cooked yet.” Older children are more reliable “proof” of a time-tested quality family life.

Though generally in good physical health, these families know handicaps and chronic illnesses. Several have children with learning disabilities. In one family, both dad and son are learning-disabled. A single-parent mother is raising a son and a daughter with Tourette’s syndrome (an epilepticlike condition marked by involuntary bouts of tics, animallike sounds, even cursing). A California family is caring for a profoundly handicapped daughter who, at age fifteen, is just now learning to walk. Death has also touched these homes. Some have lost spouses, others children. A few live with the daily reminder of their mortality. A family in New York has a four-year-old daughter with a chronic, likely terminal blood disorder. Cerebral palsy, diabetes, epilepsy, pituitary growth disorder—conditions some families are living and loving with every day. Perhaps the most besieged family is one from Wagoner, Oklahoma, who experienced the near death of a six-year-old son in an explosion, an operation on their nine-year-old daughter for a life-threatening tumor, and a debilitating stroke affecting a third child at age twenty-two. Happily, all are now recovered and well. Through their lives these families will show that excellence doesn’t necessarily follow a smooth road. Sometimes it emerges from the no-choice need for emotional durability.

A CROSS-COUNTRY ALBUM

Any composite picture of these families would not do justice to the rich variety of life-styles present. A sharper look at their personalities can be gained through a series of “snapshots” focusing on a unique aspect of a family’s life.

Let’s begin in New England. New Hampshire is the home of a family named, appropriately enough, Love. Their seven musically talented children are naturals to play the von Trapp family in The Sound of Music and, in fact, have performed for Maria von Trapp herself.

In Vermont, we can eat bean sprouts with the most “natural” family in this book. All of them are vegetarians. All wear clothes of natural fibers. All use no household appliances. And all are evidence that you don’t need technology to raise a great family.

Rhode Island is the home of a family formerly from New York City and now living in Providence. Father, blind since his mid-twenties and prior to marriage, was chosen as a 1969 National Handicapped Person of the Year. He and his wife have shared a common vision in raising their eight children, including a son who plays professional basketball. This father is living testament that excellent parenthood emanates from the mind and heart.

In Florida we can visit another large family—eight children, aged ten to twenty-three. If it’s early evening during study time, dad will be making sure that any child who has no homework chooses a letter of the encyclopedia from which to write a report on a subject of choice. His philosophy is that children can never learn too much about the world they live in.

In Fort Knox, Kentucky, resides a military family that has lived in many places throughout the country. Wherever they’ve dwelled, they’ve taken the gold in their family life with them. According to mom, that gold is having two children who, at ages sixteen and nineteen, know right from wrong and who live what they know.

We can learn a lesson in strength through adversity from a Wisconsin family who weathered a tornado that completely destroyed their home, put both parents in the hospital, and permanently disabled the father. Nevertheless, in every member’s opinion, the whole family emerged stronger after the storm.

In South Dakota a family reunion softball game is in progress, pitting a family’s nine daughters against its nine sons. Just your basic eighteen-child family. At last tally the girls were leading the series, three games to two.

Lincoln, Nebraska, is home to a single mom and her two teenage girls. Working full-time as a teacher, mother still makes time to instill the singular values that helped her younger daughter be selected as most caring girl in her senior class, and her older daughter achieve honor-society status and academic scholarships.

In downtown Dallas, Texas, live a mother and father extremely appreciative of their life in the United States. Separately, they fled Castro’s Cuba and are firmly convinced that only here could they be blessed with the family they now enjoy.

The family at one Houston address could be a real-life My Three Sons. All in their twenties and living on their own, the boys flew back to be with their parents during the family interview. Probably to make sure they wouldn’t say anything incriminating.

In Tucson, Arizona, a mother and father are watching their two adopted children head in separate, but equal, directions. Son is a National Eagle Scout with a chestful of awards. Daughter has a learning disability and has used it to fuel her drive to place herself on her high school’s honor role.

At the base of Mount Shasta, near the border of California and Oregon, a family shares its home with a pet pig, a dog the size of a horse, and a mouthy bird. Everybody, even the animals, enjoys listening to Merritt, aged ten, play piano with the skill that earned her fourth place in her age group at an international competition.

In Montana, we can knock on the door of a family who probably isn’t home. They’re most likely en route on one of their ten-hour round-trip drives to support their high-school-aged son’s athletic career. Montana is a big state.

Alaska is home to a mother and father whose more successful marriages came with their second spouse. Beginning their new family twelve years ago with three children, one of whom was “his” and two “hers,” they now enjoy five children who are “ours.” Their example shows that family cohesiveness derives from love and commitment, not genetics.

These cross-country snapshots offer us a glimpse at the individuality of these families. For a closer look at who they are and why they live the way they do, we need to visit a few of their homes, observing and talking to them firsthand, as our interviewers did.

EXCELLENT FAMILIES CLOSE-UP

The Love family, Jerry (aged forty-one) and Rita (also forty-one) and their seven children, aged six through nineteen, live in Tilton, New Hampshire. Jerry owns and operates a hardware store. Rita considers her most fulfilling calling to be “wife and mother.” She says, “If someone were to ask me what I’ve done with my life, I would say ‘Family.’ ”

Two words used by the interviewer to capture the personality of the Loves were “unassuming” and “spiritual.” Rita, a petite woman, quickly shared her nervousness and doubts that she could put her thoughts into meaningful words. Over the next several hours she then offered moving and eloquent insights on successful family life. Prior to the interview Jerry and Rita asked the interviewer to join hands with them praying to God for wisdom and guidance in their answers.

Looking back on her most vivid memories of childhood, Rita said, “My mom used to take all the kids in the neighborhood on hikes. Sometimes there were as many as twenty of us.” Rita continues this practice with her own children, considering it a source of family cohesiveness and a prime time to talk about anything and everything.

While Rita described her upbringing as “not made of real up’s and down’s. It was more an even-keeled, repetitive sort of thing,” Jerry recalled a childhood marked by hardships, even trauma. “I had to leave home and live with some friends when I was a teenager because of the difficulties my parents were having. While I was away, our home caught on fire. Everyone else in the family got out, but my father was still inside. He lived for several days until he died. At that time, as much as I thought I didn’t like my father, I still knew I loved him. That was the paradox for me. Today, I know I love him even more than I could imagine then. This is much of what brought me to my own feelings about my children and fatherhood today.”

Rita and Jerry always pictured a large family but didn’t plan it out child-by-child. Says Rita, “I think we got pregnant on our honeymoon, and although we wanted six kids, they were coming so quick that we calculated, at the pace we were going, we’d have about forty.” That thought alone must have scared them because they stopped at seven.

We asked them, “What were the best of times in your parenting?” “We are still in the midst of the best of times,” said Jerry. “Talking to my children like adults and watching them begin college are the best of times. My daughter called the other night from college and said, ‘Dad, you talk to me like a parent, but you write letters like a friend.’ What a feeling! I am experiencing adulthood with my children.”

Rita likewise took a wide-open view of the best of times with her children. “The best of times as a parent is parenting. I tell people who don’t have children, ‘You can’t know what you are giving up when you say you don’t want to be a parent. There is no way you can sense what you would be missing unless you are a parent.’ I am so glad this is what we’ve given our life to—raising our children and to each other.”

When have they failed as parents? Rita: “The times I fail most are when I get angry. When I get angry, I cease to function. Feeling what the kids are feeling is the most important thing to me. When I’m angry, I don’t listen. Then I am totally ineffective. All the things that make someone a good parent are gone when they are angry. At my angriest times, I try to go off privately, sometimes cry, then come back and talk to everyone like I should have in the first place.”

Jerry also sees his biggest parental failure as anger, not toward the children, but toward Rita. “If I am angry at Rita around the children, I feel I have not been in control as father of the household. I don’t know how the kids see it, but I see it as a parental failure.”

What lessons about discipline have they learned from their children? Rita has learned to be flexible in her firmness. “If a child is being grounded for a week, there is a need to stick to the punishment. But once in a while, a child has really learned his lesson. I think it is then okay to call off the discipline. We try to be in tune to those special times when the kids will gain more by our cutting short the discipline than by letting it drag on. Rather than being resentful of the continuing punishment, the kids appreciate the unexpected freedom and their parents’ sense of judgment.” Jerry thinks it is wise to “sometimes give the children a say in how they are disciplined. There are times when I give them several choices.”

If Jerry and Rita were going to write a book on parenting, we asked, what would they include in it? Unconditional love heads Jerry’s how-to’s of childrearing. “Praise and encourage your children constantly, whenever and however you can. Don’t tell them they’re good. They are better than good. They are great.” Rita, too, focused on the positives. “Make the love relationship with your children the most important, and the other parts of family will follow. It isn’t work or play that makes life happy or not happy, it is your relationships. If you are together as a family, you can be out all day working and at the end of the day, you will have a wonderful feeling. Also, instead of giving to children material gifts that wear out or are outgrown, give gifts that last—traditions, music lessons, education, travel, hobbies. It is amazing how perceptive children are. They recognize and value the gift of our time.”

One question made the Loves pause an extra while before responding: “What have your children accomplished?” Jerry and Rita could have cited their oldest son’s acceptance to MIT and their second son’s recent acceptance to Princeton, along with numerous citizenship and scholastic awards for all the children. They didn’t focus on any of these. Instead, Jerry said quietly, “My children are sensitive human beings, sensitive to others’ feelings, sensitive to where they fit in society, sensitive to where they are going, and how that affects not only them, but this family.” Rita added, “I think they seek after good instead of bad. The quality of a person is what he seeks, and the kids are sensible here.”

An integral part of every family interview was separate interviews with the children. When fourteen-year-old Nolan was asked, “What are your family responsibilities?” he surprised the interviewer with his perspective. “Aside from the normal chores, my responsibilities are, as a brother, to support and set an example to my siblings. As a son, I am responsible for respecting and obeying my parents. As a family member, I am responsible to remain honest and to keep up the family reputation outside the home.”

When asked, “Why do you think other people think your family is special?” six-year-old Echo replied, “Because we can get along so good, because we love each other, and because we are one of the people who are getting written about in a book.”

Ten-year-old Aubrey said his best times with his parents are “when we get good grades and when we are with them. I like to have them around.”

Seventeen-year-old son, Fayvor, said his best family times were “when my parents spent time with me that I needed and at the time I needed it. I felt happiest also when doing something useful for my parents without being asked.” Of course, at age seventeen, Fayvor is not always pleased with his folks. “My parents handle arguments by exercising supremacy. They—mom usually agrees with dad—like to think they are right. They will end an argument when they think it is getting out of hand. Lately, since teenagers also like to think they know everything, we older children have made it increasingly difficult for my parents to just cut off an argument. If they do, they can rest assured the same argument will turn up in one form or another later on.” In case you can’t tell, Fayvor is the feisty one of the bunch.

Perhaps the best picture of Ginger and Garrett, aged eighteen and nineteen, can be found in portions of an essay Ginger wrote for herself a few days after her brother left for college. Her recollections during the trip to school create a touching portrait of siblings and their bond.


•  “My memories brought me back to when we had been small. I smiled at the thought of his appointed protection over me that had bordered on tyranny all throughout grade school. That same protection had molded and merged with genuine care and concern as we grew. My heart ached at his tears when the boys at school labeled him ‘bookworm’ and ‘four-eyes’ when he wanted so much to be star of the Little-League baseball team. I had to laugh at the ridiculous arguments we had gotten into, and recontemplate the more serious debates we had engaged in of late. I remembered the countless times that he had worked mathematical solutions into my very frustrated brain, and the times I had asked for an honest opinion on an outfit, or given an unasked opinion of his.

“I relived seventeen years with my big brother. I felt the good times and the bad, the love and the frustrated anger. I don’t believe I had ever before realized or valued more the bonds of love and understanding that we have.

“I did not cry as he gave me a final hug and a ‘See ya, Sis.’ I did not trust myself with words, but gave him a brave smile. There was much perhaps that I could have said. But now when I look back, I realize that words were unnecessary. Those memories and feelings that I cherished would not disappear from his mind any sooner than they would disappear from mine. I realized that he was in truth entering a new life, a new phase of his life, but he was not entirely leaving, and never would entirely leave, the old one behind.”



The Loves—their name tells their story.
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Jay and Mary Willett live in Phoenix, Arizona. They have two children, Jason, aged nineteen, who is in prelaw at the University of Arizona, and Meisha, aged twenty-one, honor student, college sophomore class president, and “very wholesome,” according to her dad. The Willetts feel a special gratitude for their children, as each nearly died in their young lives. At age eighteen months, Jason needed an emergency tracheostomy to breathe, and at age ten, Meisha survived open-heart surgery.

Jay briefly played professional football, but is now an artist and high-school teacher. Mary works part-time outside the home as a substitute teacher. The Willett’s interview was marked by tears and intense emotion. Some minutes into it Jay’s voice began to tremble, and soon he was sobbing. Mary, too, began to cry. After regaining his composure, Jay said, “Forgive me, for as you see, I am a very emotional person. When you asked me what are my fond memories of my children, it suddenly hit me that I could no longer hold and protect my son and daughter in my strong arms. The days of childhood are gone.” The scene was powerfully moving. Here was a six-one, 230-pound man—an imposing image of the word macho—filled with such sensitivity and warmth for his family, and sadness because his childrearing experience was nearly complete.

Taking us back to his own childhood, Jay revealed the roots of his emotional nature. “I remember a home, but I don’t remember being in it very often. Whenever my father was home, there was always pain because he was always drunk. He was a strong, powerful guy and he was dangerous. He abused me until I got too big to push around. The more my dad was around, the worse times were. The poverty wasn’t so tough. Having to deal with my father was what made it tough. He was the epitome of exaggeration in every sense. If I knocked a glass of water over, he would knock me over. For years I walked around with a giant chip on my shoulder. I held up a facade of toughness. But I never really was a tough person; I was just tough for the sake of it. I wasn’t a bully. I wasn’t even a fighter. My father would sometimes show up on the holidays just in time to be totally obnoxious and destroy whatever joy existed at the time. My mother tried very hard to do what she could to hold things together, but she just wasn’t strong enough.”

How did Jay emotionally survive his abusive childhood? “Athletics meant everything to me. I was recognized that way. High school and college were the height of my self-esteem. I think I got most of my values from my football coach, the YMCA director, and my uncles. My mother remarried when I was in high school, and we moved out of a slum apartment into a home. That made an unbelievable difference in the way I saw things and the way I felt.” The interviewer later commented that Jay’s story was one of the most inspiring he had heard. Not only did Jay emerge intact from a background seemingly designed to create future maladjustment, but he has worked to become a model father, determined to show and give his children the very opposite of everything he knew as a child.

Mary’s childhood by comparison was near idyllic. “Our home was very solid, with high values and standards. My parents provided my sister and me with a loving environment and lots of traditions. I can only remember a couple of times when my parents argued. When I married Jay and we had our first argument, I thought we were ready for divorce. My upbringing was really a bit unrealistic in that sense.”

When asked how he overcame his own upbringing to become the parent he is, Jay responded, “The first thing I did was to work hard. Whenever I could, I tried to make a little extra money painting or doing carpentry work. I wanted to first provide a house that was far superior to anything that I had. That was one part of being a good parent. I also tried to play with the kids whenever I could. When I wasn’t working, I was home. I remember the song “Cats in the Cradle.” After that song came out, I used to think back and try to figure out what I had done with my kids that would keep them coming back. Have I given them the time they needed? I worked hard at not being a person who never had time for his kids, and who then would never have time for him.”

When asked, “Your family has been nominated by others who perceive your relationship as something special. What do you think that something is?” Mary replied, “I think there is a lot of love here. There is a lot of touching, hugging, crying. There is some misunderstanding, too. But we always try to come back, rehash it, and talk it out. If there needs to be an apology, we make it. We can’t let things go by. Some things may be uncomfortable, but they are talked about.” Jay feels their specialness derives largely from support. “We give a lot of support to our kids, openly and among the family. People can see this.”

What was Jay’s one wish for his children? “I would want my kids to always stand up and face the wind. I think that is a reflection of the strength that is often required of people to maintain themselves in our society today. I hope we’ve taught the kids to stand up and face things as they come, always being accountable for their own actions.”

Mary hesitated little in considering their most important contribution in raising their children. “I think it is example. We are not perfect and we certainly make mistakes, but Jay and I have had a mutual goal—raising these two kids—and we have dedicated our lives to it. It will be difficult when Jason leaves next year, because we have really surrounded ourselves with them and their activities.”

The Willett children both do well academically. What kinds of things did Mary and Jay do when the kids were younger to help foster their sense of achievement? Mary: “First of all, we had extreme TV limits. Then, there was reading, every day before naps, and at night there were book readings. I would say Jay was more the recreation person with them, and I was more the reader and the one who got out the flashcards.” How about athletics? Jay: “I would never push my kids athletically. As a matter of fact, I wouldn’t let Jason play football until he was a freshman in high school. I have never even coached my son except on occasions when he’s asked for it.” Athletics are something Jay and Mary support one hundred percent, but remain determined not to relive any of their own athletic dreams through their children.

The Willett family—born of the resiliency of the human spirit.
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Retha Kilpatrick is a single mother living in Sweet Water, Texas. Her two sons are Cole, aged eight, and Clay, aged eleven, making Retha the head of one of the younger families in this study. Retha supports her family on her bookkeeper’s salary, which she calls “lower income.” A single mom for the past six years, Retha considers herself poor economically, but fabulously wealthy in family life. When asked, “Why do you think others see you as such a good parent?” Retha gave the credit to her sons. “I don’t think others would see me as a good parent if I didn’t have good boys. They make parenting a joy.” Retha downplayed her own role in the success of her family, but as the interview progressed, it became obvious that Retha’s style of parenting is so lovingly natural that she seldom gives conscious thought to her parenting abilities.

The interview began by seeking the one experience Retha most remembers with her father and mother, and how her upbringing affected her own parenting. “My dad was a farmer. So many times when he was farming near the house I’d get on the tractor with him. It was hot, dirty, and noisy, but that was okay because it was just him and me. It was too noisy to talk, but we were together and we both liked that.…

“When I was six years old, my horse threw me into a barbed wire fence, nearly cutting my ear off and cutting my leg badly. We lived twenty-five miles from town, and I remember the strength mom had, to get me to town so the doctor could sew me together. She was so strong through the whole thing.…

“Because my parents involved us kids in their lives and outings, I have done the same with mine. I kiss, hug, and tell my kids often how much I love them because physical affection was and is important to me, too.”

Retha shared her main anxieties as each son came along. “I never thought about them being unhealthy. I felt God would take care of them. My main apprehension came when I was pregnant with my second child, Cole. I loved Clay so much it seemed impossible to be able to love another child that much. Of course, I realize now how silly that was, as there is more than enough love for each of them.”

Thinking about the best times in her parenting, Retha said, “My sons are eleven and eight, so I feel I’m just getting a start on parenting. But I’ll never forget when I delivered them, that immediate love that is complete, unexplainable, and so strong. Now, it is when I’m walking along the river with Cole, not even talking, and have him just put his hand in mine and squeeze. Or when Clay says, ‘Mom, I need a hug!’ These are just the beginnings of the best times.”

Retha was not ashamed to speak of her parental failures. “When I’ve behaved badly or scolded them unfairly because I’m down or tired. The way I deal with this is to call them to me, hold them, and tell them, ‘Mom behaved badly, I was wrong. Please forgive me.’ This makes me feel better, plus it shows them it’s okay to say, ‘I blew it. I was wrong. I’m sorry.’ ”

As a single parent, Retha knows that no matter how much love she shows for her sons, when it’s time to discipline, she has to act fast and firm. Otherwise, two energetic boys could quickly overwhelm one thirty-four-year-old, working, housekeeping, childrearing mother. “A couple of years ago, the boys and I were going to a carnival with my brother, his wife, and three boys. Being on a very limited income, I explained to the boys before we left that we only had so much money to spend, so they could each have only two rides and a hot dog for supper. If they didn’t want that, we would have to stay home. If the other boys got more, my boys were not to complain. They agreed that two rides and a hot dog was enough. Everything went smooth until supper. Clay decided he wanted fried chicken. When I reminded him about our agreement, he started to throw a fit in the restaurant. I immediately took him outside and explained that because of his actions, he would have to sit in the car quietly, while the rest of us ate supper. I could see him from where we were. That made an impression on him, his brother, and three cousins. My sister-in-law thought I was cruel, that I should have given in. Was I cruel? I think not, because he knew the consequences of his actions, and he chose to disobey. Now I don’t have that problem with him, or his brother or cousins. I try to make sure the boys know beforehand what is expected of them, so there is no confusion.”

Retha also makes sure to find time for herself. “To save my sanity as a single parent, and so I wasn’t feeling like a martyr, I started setting aside one night a week for myself. On that night I don’t have to do anything—cook, clean, play with the kids, unless I choose. It works nicely. The boys fix themselves peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Mom reads, stitches, or maybe even gets a baby-sitter and a date.”

When we asked Retha what advice she would give her children when they had children of their own, she summed up her whole childrearing philosophy in one sentence: “Treat your kids as you like being treated.”

The Kilpatricks—a single mother and a complete family.
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The Loves, the Willetts, the Kilpatricks—families who felt flattered to be profiled up close. Throughout the remaining chapters of this book, these families will speak again, as will ninety-seven other families, who all share a common bond: They are fully committed to making family life succeed.

THE DIVERSITY OF EXCELLENCE

The word that best captures the makeup of these one hundred families is diverse. Since nearly every demographic combination is present, families that closely resemble your own in their structure are likely present. By their very diversity, these families are sending an identical message to all families: There are no social, geographic, or educational barriers to excellence. Excellence doesn’t depend upon your hourly wage, address, or the number of degrees after your name. You don’t have to be a biological parent with only natural children to develop a strong family life. You can be an adoptive parent, a single parent, a parent of healthy or handicapped children. A lifelong spouse or a particular set of religious beliefs are not requirements for excellence. And you certainly don’t need to be a psychologist or counselor to raise an emotionally fit child. Indeed, there are no psychologists among our families. And I’ll admit, I’m a shade nervous about how that reflects on my career choice.

Excellence lies within you. Your drive to make your family the best that it can be need not be blocked by your particular life circumstances. To be sure, your path may be more winding and littered than some, but as each chapter of this book will show, excellence is an internal quality, not easily squashed by external conditions. It is a desire to make the most of yourself and your family, whatever your talents or situation.
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While diverse in their life-styles and composition, these families still reveal far more similarities than differences. The primary similarity is the high quality of their family life, which we will look at next in EVIDENCE OF EXCELLENCE.


Chapter 3
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Evidence of Excellence


“If ‘special’ means exclusive, or precludes someone else from being special, then we’re not. Everyone has something special to offer as a family.”

Mother, Las Vegas, Nevada



The credibility of every insight or bit of advice in this book depends upon your being satisfied that these families are indeed special and worth hearing. The nominating teachers fully believe this, as they based their selections upon years of association with these parents and children. What is it that the teachers saw to convince them of these families’ quality? This is the question we will now answer.

CONSISTENCY: A MARK OF EXCELLENCE

There are 387 children in our sample of families. To our knowledge, none have ever been in serious trouble with the law. None have been suspended from school. None have an alcohol or a drug problem. This is an amazing testament to the power of a healthy home life, especially given the tricky and seductive nature of the world in which kids grow up today. This unblemished record is even more impressive considering the reality that some kids by their nature are just hell-bent on learning about life the hard way, no matter how good their parents are. As Lucy, the seasoned mother of eighteen, reminisced, “No one is perfect, but with seventeen married, no forced marriages, no wrecked cars, and never having to go to Police Court, in spite of all our mistakes, we have to look at the end results.” There was more than a hint of pride in her voice. There was downright relief.

Quality is more than just the absence of negatives. It is also the presence of positives. When describing the children in these families, the teachers consistently spoke to their moral character, their social sensitivity, and their overall maturity:


•  “These are two very well-adjusted children who excel both academically and socially.”

•  “All the W. children are givers, and by giving, they are receivers.”

•  “In the many years that span their first to last child these parents have nurtured polite, well-rounded young men and women.”

•  “Each son has a solid sense of self-esteem and, in turn, accepts the differences in his family members, friends, and human beings in general.”



Attributes such as well-adjusted, well-rounded, and solid self-esteem are as hard to measure as excellence. As personality traits, they are broad, general descriptions. However, the social and academic accomplishments which follow naturally from these traits are measurable. Certainly an exceptional child can come from an emotionally struggling family. An excellent family, through no fault of its own, can turn out an emotionally struggling child. But where there is consistency in character in all the children, achievements tend to be consistent as well. Here are some examples:


•  A family in Nevada has seen each of its seven children inducted into the National Honor Society. Among them are one class valedictorian and two salutatorians. (It wasn’t uncommon for all the children in a particular family to be honor students, as diligence in academics was both encouraged and expected.)

•  Two of three children
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To the families, who shared their lives
To children, who forever benefit from a loving family
To Him, who makes it all possible
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