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Introduction

Although I have been a school and family counselor for more than thirty years, I have never met a genuinely disobedient child or teen. What I have encountered are myriad disoriented kids. When we do not provide our children with well-defined boundaries, they react by being difficult and defiant. They feel unsafe and unsettled, and we become frustrated and confused. Inevitably, our children sense our disorientation, which increases theirs, and a truly unhealthy, self-perpetuating cycle is activated.

As the imperfect parent of two teenagers, I am all too aware of the feeling of free fall we parents experience when challenging disciplinary situations arise. We grasp at any solid handhold to break our spiraling emotional descent, and although some parents think we can find solid ground in the advice of experts, who tell us to choose a parenting style and stick to it, I have my doubts about how well this works. Anything we stick to can become “stuck,” and we cannot effectively enforce a rigid disciplinary method on our kids because they are constantly growing and changing, and their emotional needs shift with equal frequency.

Since the publication of my book Simplicity Parenting and the worldwide movement it spawned, the value of slowing down and simplifying family life has been affirmed by countless parents. The same idea applies to dealing with disciplinary issues. For instance, when our tween or teenager exclaims, “Don’t treat me like a little kid!” we may well be off base, and our son or daughter may be right. But he or she may also be wrong. We may be directing our child appropriately at that moment. Complicated stuff. How does any parent know if he or she is on the right track?

The Soul of Discipline will explore such questions. In my view, it is critical when we discipline children that we “hold” them emotionally when things are too complicated or unclear. At other times—when they are doing well—we can relax our firm, caring embrace and apply a lighter touch. You may intuitively recognize this way of being present in your child’s life. Let’s explore how your intuition can become a practical, creative tool that can be used in a kind yet firm way to provide your child with the support he or she needs when difficulties arise.
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The Three Phases

Underlying my philosophy of discipline is a three-tiered Governor-Gardener-Guide parenting approach—three phases of parental involvement that build on each other, three roles which can be used to appropriately calibrate how you respond to any and every challenging disciplinary situation.

Here is a quick overview of the three phases:


• The Governor oversees the early years—helping a child feel safe, control impulses, and learn to follow direction by showing him who is in charge. This builds healthy foundations for …

• The Gardener cultivates the flowering of the tween years and encourages a child to see that he or she is a part of a family in which everyone depends on one another. The parent is still in charge but now reaches out to a tween to hear how she sees things and what plans she may have. This naturally leads to …

• The Guide oversees the teen years. He or she knows the terrain ahead and listens to a teen as they plan together the best path to achieve his goals, hopes, and dreams.



The Governor-Gardener-Guide roles are an excellent way to adapt your disciplinary approach as a child grows, but you can also look at them from another angle—as a three-step process for supporting your child’s specific needs rather than their age-related developmental stages. These stages can be described as:


• Base (Governor Principle): This involves building foundations that are broad and deep. The intention is to help a child of any age be able to control impulses, follow direction, and accept boundaries. Children are taught to direct willpower so that it is effective rather than the cause of trouble.



If this is in place …


• Middle Ground (Gardener Principle): When the foundations of impulse control are established, kids will become team players. They can make their plans while taking other family members into consideration. The intention is to help your child develop empathy, understand the feelings of others, and strengthen his or her social abilities.



If this is in place …


• Top Tier (Guide Principle): When a child has learned to accept appropriate boundaries and appreciates that others in the family have needs, he or she can build a path to healthy decisions. This is the time to encourage and guide his or her choices.



What this book will avoid doing is giving you a lot of seemingly sensible advice that builds a family situation in which you end up giving your kid too many choices and freedoms that he or she can’t handle. A parent intuitively feels that this kind of situation is off base, and it sets you and your child up for a fall. Everyone feels frustrated, and your discipline is precarious and unstable.

But What If Things Are Already Hard?

So how does this help practically if your tween or teen is not doing so well at accepting your Gardener- or Guide-based discipline? For example, what if your teen wants the freedom to make big decisions but is disrespectful of how these choices affect others and is not accepting the sensible boundaries that keep him or her safe? The answer: “Hellooo, Guv’nor.” You move your child back to the “base” camp of the Governor disciplinary dynamic to help him or her understand that freedom to choose is not an entitlement. The young person needs this shift in your discipline; otherwise things can spiral out of control. Your child needs to operate within a smaller and closer “family state.” Once your son or daughter has understood who is in charge and that he or she must show consideration for the needs of others in the family, your child can again have more space. You’re not going to be popular, but you will be happier feeling you are standing on sensible and solid ground, and most important, your son or daughter will now be operating within freedoms and responsibilities that he or she needs and can handle rather than you expecting too much from a child who isn’t ready.

Tuning In Your Discipline and Support

This simple three-tier way to adapt discipline can also be used on a daily, small-scale level. One mother wrote in, “Everything can be going along fine with my thirteen-year-old, but then she flips out and is impossible. This used to go on for days, and I used to stand there not knowing what to do while everything seemed to be falling apart. Insisting on her making better choices seemed reasonable, but it was beyond what she was capable of at the time. Now I pull in the boundaries, go back to the foundations, and do the ‘Governor’ thing for an hour or maybe a day or two at most, and she is good to go and is a lot more considerate to everyone in the family.”

The aim of this book is to clarify for you, the parent, the phases of a child’s life and match them with the kind of discipline that meets and nurtures his or her needs. What this book should not do is make you feel you have to do things this way or leave you thinking, “Oh no, I’ve been doing everything wrong.” Our kids need us to be family leaders, not the followers of the prescriptions learned from a parenting book, no matter how good the advice may be. Any book written by a “parenting expert” should come with a health warning similar to those that appear on cigarette packages. It should read, “This advice may cause your parenting self-esteem serious harm and can lead to Expert Opinion Dependency and a Family Leadership Vacuum.”

How to Navigate This Book

As you read on, you will discover five sections. The first focuses on “The Big Picture.” It examines “bad behavior” and why kids push back against us. It also shows you how parents can make discipline calm, firm, and warm. And most crucially, it will clarify how good discipline deepens our connection with our kids. We need not fear that by being in charge we’ll alienate them.

Sections two and three explore in more detail the three parenting roles I’ve briefly described above. I have devoted a whole section (two) to the Governor role because it is the foundation on which the others are built. Necessarily, this material is more detailed, in-depth, and practical. It explains the five keys to healthy compliance, how to make transitions smoother, how to move from requests to directions, and how to help children avoid interrupting adult conversation as we build greater politeness and respectfulness in them.

Section four addresses the two questions that just about every parent asks at one stage or another: “Have I really messed things up?” and “Is it too late to make things better?” In both cases, the answer is a clear no. This section will put your mind at rest and provide you with a doable approach to easing whatever disciplinary situation you encounter. You will see how, step by step, you can match your disciplinary approach with the kind of boundaries your kid needs at any stage of his or her development.

Finally, section five takes you on a “Deeper Dive.” In it, we will take a look at the disciplinary fads of the past sixty years and why they can undermine your loving authority and heartful connection with your kids. One chapter discusses how bringing greater simplicity and balance to our fast-paced family lives can improve our relationships and make discipline much less contentious. In this last section we’ll also explore “Discipline in the Digital Age” and address crucial and ever more timely themes such as the effects screen media has on parental authority and on your relationships with your children.

And Just Before You Launch …

The things that are most enduring and effective in life are both profound and simple. Yet getting to this depth of understanding takes time and persistent revisiting. Over the last thirty years, during many hundreds of parenting workshops I’ve led, the question of how to calibrate and fine-tune discipline to resonate with specific ages and stages of a child’s life has seldom been far from my thoughts. Although it started off as a jagged stone I rolled around in my hand, it is now smooth with familiarity. I have passed this stone on to many parents who have also held it and let it slide over their fingers. Our emerging understanding of how discipline can build a loving connection has transformed into a gem through our collective efforts. In these pages, I attempt to do justice to all the many kind and striving parents who have enthusiastically encouraged me to share more widely my work on the soul of discipline. Your children are lucky to have parents who take time to explore discipline, an issue which so completely defines family life. Happy reading, and blessings on your parenting path.
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1

Disobedient or Disoriented?
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How many times have we heard the expression “He’s a lost soul”? We can sense when this is the case in someone close to us, such as a relative or friend, or even in a public figure in the wider community who causes us concern. To be lost and have no one to help us find our way is the stuff of nightmares.

No one likes to be disoriented, and few things in life are more unsettling. But children are particularly vulnerable when it comes to feeling lost and unsafe. We know there is too much coming at them all the time in today’s frenetic world. Few adults among us have had to cope with the incessant stream of images, impressions, ideas, attitudes, and conflicting messages modern kids must navigate. We are, quite frankly, living in the midst of an undeclared war on childhood. Kids are exposed to too much and forced to grow up too quickly. As a result, disorientation and heightened anxiety have become the new normal.

So it’s no wonder that troubling behavior surfaces more and more often at home and at school. As parents, we want to shield our children as much as possible, to provide a safe haven for them from the unrelenting buzzing and booming, the fever-pitched pace of modern life.

In this climate, disciplining a “disobedient” child can be quite challenging. We often feel like we are fumbling in the dark. We try so hard to say and do the right thing with the appropriate amount of energy and emphasis. We want to guide our children—to teach them how to behave and how not to behave. Our ultimate goal is to prepare them to handle themselves well as they set sail into modern society’s often difficult waters.

Setting the Foundation—Understanding Disorientation

The way we perceive and approach misbehavior is the key to diffusing our children’s difficult and even explosive conduct. A critical shift in our approach to parenting takes place when we begin to understand that there is no such thing as a disobedient child, only a disoriented one.

In this chapter, we will examine our misconceptions about disobedience. If we can see our kids’ challenging behavior as an attempt to orient themselves within the frenetic, confusing world they struggle to navigate, our role will shift from Disciplinarian in Chief or Crisis Management Specialist to Governor, Gardener, and Guide.

The Pinging Principle

Children, tweens, and teens orient themselves in a number of ways. They may read, play creatively, listen to a story, spend time in nature, delve into a hobby, or simply decompress while hanging out with family. These types of activities form a protective sheath between them and the hardness of the “real” world. They become the membrane through which kids process and digest all the good, the bad, and the busy things that happen in their lives. Engaging in these kinds of activities is not just a form of coping. It’s how kids build resiliency and a burgeoning sense of self-esteem. When they can find a more centered and peaceful place within, they can let go and regroup their inner resources. What they are building is a sense of knowing who and where they are in their lives. When they can do this, they feel safe and well oriented.

But when there is too much going on in their lives, children lose their bearings and become disoriented. This can trigger a reaction that often manifests as challenging behavior. They push back against the world outside themselves. Unfortunately, the “outside” world they push against tends to be those nearest and dearest to them. It is so important to understand that their naughtiness or disrespect is not simply misbehavior but an attempt to come to some sort of balance in which they feel oriented and comfortable.

I call this the “Pinging Principle.” Just as a submarine navigator gets his or her bearings by sending out sonic pings that bounce off underwater objects and orient the ship to rocks or reefs, our children send out “pings” in the form of challenging behavior. They nag, disrupt, or cry—seeking a reaction from us that will help orient them. This is their way of figuring out where they stand and what we want from them. In other words, the interplay between our kids’ behavior and our adult reaction serves as a navigational system for them.

Understanding this concept is a real game changer. “When I recognized that my child was not just being naughty but actually feeling lost and pinging me, it changed everything,” one parent of a young child told me. “Instead of just reacting to his behavior, I could now look for its source and understand it better.” Another dad, with two young boys, said, “I tested this pinging idea. I watched each time my kids got antsy and fresh. Amazingly, just about every time it was because our family life had gotten a bit whacko.”

“I Don’t Take It Personally Anymore”

When kids “misbehave,” it is only natural for a parent to run through a dog-eared catalog of self-doubt and recrimination. Some of the most common inscriptions on our personal parenting walls of shame are “I wonder what I did wrong in raising them?” or, for the guilt-wracked among us, who feel like untrained stand-ins, “Anyone else would deal with this better than me. Who am I to be doing this?” The Imposter Syndrome is particularly onerous. Like the Wizard of Oz, who makes great proclamations but feels small and unworthy behind that screen, we may feel unprepared, incapable, and lost just at a time when our kids most need us to be strong and oriented.

Feeling unmoored, we take our children’s behavior personally. In a flash, we can shift from self-doubt and self-recrimination to angry reactions, punctuated by comments like “You will not speak to me that way, ever!” or “Do it right now, mister, or you will have me to deal with!”

Just about every parenting expert expounds on how we must stay calm in the face of bad behavior. Good advice, but how? Because unless we have a foothold on the “how,” the cycle of self-blame will lead us right back to taking it personally. That catapults us to as far from calm as a parent can be.

When children are at their worst, we need to be at our best. Danny and Suzanne’s story illustrates this well:

I met Suzanne at a parenting workshop I gave in Washington, D.C. She was struggling with a very defiant boy. Together we explored the difference between bad behavior and disorientation. “It was a real ‘aha’ moment for me when I began to see that my son Forrest’s very difficult behavior was in fact a cry for orientation,” she said. “Before we realized this, my husband Danny and I really struggled. We treated Forrest like a little adult, presuming that he had much more control over his behavior than he really did. We figured he knew what he was doing—that he was trying to wind us up. That led to all kinds of conflict and ugly scenes. We figured he should know how to stop, and we told him so. It might seem kind of crazy to get involved in a power struggle with a four-year-old, but that is exactly where we were.”

Danny was at his wits’ end too: “I’d get so exasperated. The more I insisted Forrest was making ‘bad choices’ about his behavior—that he should be capable of controlling himself—the more out-of-control he got. I can see now that his behavior wasn’t bad; it was desperate. But back then I would get into these battles with him. You can’t believe how personal it got. But I felt he was disrespecting me as a person, and it really pushed my buttons.”

When Suzanne told Danny about the Pinging Principle, it made perfect sense to them both, but it upended their ingrained attitude toward their son and his behavior. “This new way of seeing the problem was scary and hopeful all at the same time,” said Suzanne. “But the one thing it did immediately was to shift us away from taking Forrest’s antics personally. You just can’t take it personally anymore when your son has a meltdown if you’ve found a place within yourself to ask, ‘What does he need to orient himself? What can I do to help?’ In the few seconds we spend asking ourselves these questions, we move from being reactive and taking it too personally to seeing the underlying forces and staying much more centered, to becoming the kind of parents we always wanted to be.”

Forrest still has occasional meltdowns, and he still pushes back. But Suzanne and Danny are relieved and grateful that the length and intensity of the difficult behavior has diminished to such a degree that it’s “unrecognizable.” Suzanne and Danny have undergone their own transformation: As Danny put it, “It’s like I’m me now, not some weird person arguing with a four-year-old.”

Does the Pinging Principle apply when a child is being deliberately challenging? The answer is yes. Even when children misbehave on purpose, they need guidance. Whether pinging behavior is conscious or unconscious, it is still a cry for help.

A woman we’ll call Claire wrote to me about an experience she had when she was five years old. Her mother had just returned to full-time work after being an ever-present stay-at-home mom. Little Claire decided to go on an adventure. She walked to an abandoned warehouse four blocks from her home to explore “all the really good junk” she imagined she would find there. What’s worse, she took her three-year-old sister with her. “I knew very well it was against the rules,” she said, “but I did it anyway.” A scary-looking man discovered them coming out of the building. He called out, “Go home, girls.” They did just that, running all the way. Their parents were shocked when Claire’s younger sister spilled the whole story that afternoon, and they watched the children closely for a long time afterward.

Reflecting on her actions, Claire said, “I am not sure if doing this was directly related to my mother going back to work, but I suspect I was feeling the need for their attention. I guess it was natural for my parents to worry after my adventure and make sure we stayed in the yard, but I certainly never would have done something like that again.” The fact that Claire’s parents were so attentive after their scare made her “feel safe again.” Her willful disregard of the rules was quite clearly a call for attention and orientation.

Orientation Through Play

Any parent who observes their child deep in play knows how much kids try to make sense of what they have seen or heard through playing. Deep, absorbing play gives a child a sense of contentment and safety. Many of life’s stresses reappear as games. Playing through these issues is how kids orient themselves inwardly.

As I walked by a group of eight-year-old children one sunny morning in May, I overheard them chanting a jump-rope rhyme. It went something like this:


Soccer on Monday,

Playdates on Tuesday,

Ballet on Wednesday,

Soccer on Thursday,

Playdates on Friday,

Soccer on Saturday,

Sunday ain’t no rest.



What stopped my heart about this seemingly innocuous rhyme is that it didn’t detail the overwhelming, overscheduled life of just one or two of the kids on the playground. Every last kid had his or her own individual jump-rope chant. And each song described a child’s fever-pitched pace of life. Music lessons, various sports, aftercare at school, and homework were recurring themes. Here is another one that I quickly jotted down:


Piano on Monday,

Swimming on Tuesday,

Tutor on Wednesday,

Piano on Thursday,

Swimming on Friday,

Shopping on Saturday,

Homework every day—no rest! [Here all the children shouted out.]



One child who moved back and forth between her mother’s and father’s homes had an even simpler chant:


Mommy on Monday,

Daddy on Tuesday,

Mommy on Wednesday,

Daddy on Thursday,

Mommy on Friday,

Don’t know Saturday,

Sunday maybe rest—phew!



One couple I spoke to returned from a checkup at the pediatrician’s office expecting that their children would want to play a game of doctors and nurses. But the doctor’s office had been frenetic and exasperating, and it had been clear that the staff struggled to keep up with the demands of the clinic. That’s exactly the message the kids absorbed. Day after day they played a game they called “Health Security Office.” They sat inside a big cardboard box “office” for hours drawing up forms on clipboards in their best tiny writing, with lots of boxes to check. Then they instructed their parents to wait outside a cutout window for long periods of time while they frantically answered their play phone. From time to time, the children would look up over their homemade eyeglasses and ask, “Yes? What?” in a well-practiced, annoyed tone. Thrusting clipboard and pen at the parents, they’d say, “Please read the in-suctions and answer every one of our questions!” This scene was repeated over and over until they had played the stress of the visit out of their systems.

When Normal Becomes Not So Normal

When overscheduling or an anxiety-inducing experience pushes a child off-balance, his or her own darling quirks—the very things we love about our child’s personality at any other time—become exacerbated and suddenly annoy or even infuriate parents. One helpful tip: Consider your child’s temperament. Extroverted personalities fall into either what I call “The Leader Type,” a child who can become very dominant and controlling when off-balance, and “The Creative Type,” a child who can become unfocused or even hysterical in this type of situation. Introverted types whom you might describe as “Easygoing” in other situations can become very stubborn and rigid when off-balance. If your child is a more “Intuitive” introvert, he or she may become overly sensitive and feel “victimized” by a harried pace of life. Whether your child is an introvert or an extrovert, stress affects behavior in very specific ways.





EXTROVERTS

The Leader Type—Can become very dominant and controlling.

The Creative Type—Can become unfocused and hysterical.

INTROVERTS

The Easygoing Type—Can become stubborn and rigid.

The Intuitive Type—Can become overly sensitive and feel victimized.






Sarah, a single mom with two children, consulted me about her daughter’s inflamed temperament: “My thirteen-year-old daughter Lucy tends to be out there in the lead. A courageous girl who excels in sports, she is not afraid to work really hard. However, when we moved out of our house and town last year, she became impossible. I was at my wits’ end because I was relying on her to pitch in and help, as I knew she could. But instead she became bossy and fixated on having everything done her way. Suddenly Lucy, who has always been a watchful big sister and my right-hand girl, doubled my workload with her demands and shenanigans.”

I spoke with Sarah about the bigger picture and about the way children with certain personalities handle being overwhelmed. “That’s when I realized that the move was stressing Lucy out and she felt lost,” she said. “It helped me make sense of how and why she was acting out. Her natural tendencies, which made her very helpful under normal circumstances, had this shadow side that was now getting in the way. When I took a step back, I was flooded with sympathy for my daughter. She’s a tough girl who does not easily admit to feeling overwhelmed. So it was hard to see what was really going on. I’ve seen her struggle a few times since. But I now know what she needs: her mom’s help to find firm ground to stand on emotionally—even though she is being spiky. As a result, I’m much more likely to help rather than just react.”

Understanding your child’s temperament and how it can become inflamed can provide you with a framework for your parental instincts about your child’s personality. But it’s your actions that are critical here. When your child acts out, what she is really doing is crying out for orientation. And what is needed is your calm, reassuring hand to guide her toward reorientation.

Growing and Changing

We all know that kids go through various stages. Whether physical or emotional, developmental change can cause children to feel wobbly and act out a little or a lot. The new freedoms that each stage brings—and our kids demand—come with matching responsibilities, which they are not so keen to assume. Many kids look forward to these times of change. They see a whole new landscape of possibilities opening up, but deep down they can become unsettled by uncertainty. They have no road map to help them navigate this vast, scary new world. It’s our job to provide them with one.

Children reach critical developmental milestones at ages two, five, nine, thirteen, and sixteen. Although much of a child’s, tween’s (nine to twelve years old), or teen’s difficult behavior is rooted in developmental changes, this does not mean that a parent should excuse it. Understanding the underlying reason for this behavior—that your child feels vulnerable and disoriented—can be a big help as you struggle to provide the loving boundaries he needs to feel safe again and orient himself in this changing world.

Here’s a quick overview of some of the key milestones and how they can play out emotionally and behaviorally:

Two Years Old: The Little Emperor

They are waking up to the world around them, discovering their own willpower and feeling a sense of omnipotence not matched by ability.

Five Years Old: “You’re No Boss of Me”

They push away from the motherly fold, wanting to do things their own way, yet still needing a lot of help.

Nine Years Old: On the Cusp

They are leaving early childhood behind but are not yet fully in middle childhood. This phase is characterized by insecurities and pushback against family rules.

Thirteen Years Old: The Huck Finn and Pippi Longstocking Years

They are experiencing all the well-known hormonal changes, but it is also the age of breakout and discovery.

Sixteen Years Old: Closed for Reconstruction

A lot of energy goes inward as they try to work out who they are. While they are hypersensitive and emotionally raw, they are also capable of spectacular insensitivity toward others. They have so many decisions to make, and new responsibilities to consider, yet still want to have fun and be free.
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If a child, tween, or teen is going through a lot of inward change, his or her emotional life will be shaken up and maybe even quite chaotic on bad days. The key point here is that in such hypersensitive phases, our children need to ping us a whole lot more. At a time when all these internal changes make them feel confused and uncertain, they look for—and even demand—our help as they seek to reorient themselves.
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Pause Point

What disorients your child? What causes your child to get bent out of shape or misbehave badly?





It can be a big life change that disorients them or makes them feel wobbly: moving out of a home or changing schools. But often it’s a series of little things that build up over time. For example, you may have chores to do after picking up your child from school: that shopping you’ve been putting off, those errands that can’t wait any longer, the simple, time-consuming demands of daily life. How and why does this disorient a child? Such short car trips can bother children and set them off. They may start by being a bit antsy, but they often get worse throughout the afternoon. This activity may be too “choppy” for a child and lack the kind of predictability that kids need—that makes them feel comfortable and secure. Most important, none of your chores or errands is child focused. You may need to get these things done, but can’t some be done ahead of pickup time? Or maybe they can be clustered into just two days instead of being spread out over the week. Can you bring art supplies along so your child is creatively engaged while sitting in the car or in a waiting room? Perhaps you can break up errand time by stopping to look through the window of a pet store or taking a short walk through a park before soldiering on.

There are many possible solutions. But the key is to realize that the child is looking for orientation and that a few changes in his or her daily schedule stand a very good chance of making the difference. If such mini-shifts can settle a child and help you avert disciplinary battles, then stop and ask these two key orienting questions:


1. What is disorienting her and causing her to react like this?

2. What does she need to get her bearings back?



Taking Away “That Which Is Not David”

Discipline should not simply be about being punitive and corrective. It should be a definer of family values. Each time we discipline our children we will find firm ground under our parenting feet as we clarify what our family stands for. When we tell our kids, “In our family, we don’t speak to each other like that; we just don’t,” it helps settle them. This is because we’re doing two things at once: First, we’re orienting them, and nothing orients better than an authentically stated, deeply held value. And second, we’re creating a family-values pillar around which they can orbit. We are clarifying for them what our family does not do, what our family isn’t.

Michelangelo was often asked how he could possibly have carved the statue of David out of stone. It was just too beautiful, too gorgeous and perfect. His response: He did not actually carve David. What he did was take away that which was not David. In other words, he didn’t carve it; he revealed it. He had a picture of the archetypal image that he wanted to create out of the marble, and with that very clear image in mind, he set about taking away that which was not part of that image.

This provides us with a wonderful metaphor for parenting. Like Michelangelo, who created David by taking away that excess marble in which this glorious figure was encased, we, as parents, can help our children to become who they are or define themselves by taking away “that which is not of our family.” By clarifying to our kids what our family does not do and does not say, we strip away all that excess behavioral material and reveal for them, in a clear and concrete manner, what is at the core of our family values.

This sets us on much firmer ground. Our discipline can now serve as guidance rather than simply as punishment. Otherwise, we get stuck in a heated, cyclic battle with our children. When we equate discipline with punishment, we may end up thinking we are being too harsh. Then we swing the other way and become too tentative with our discipline. The result? With all this waffling, we don’t communicate clearly to our kids what we expect of them. Then when they don’t follow our rules or requests (which were imprecise to begin with because we were unclear about how we feel about them), we overreact and become overly strict. This causes our kids to overreact in turn, sending us into Monster Parent mode.

Seeing discipline as parental guidance or “taking away that which is not of our family” rather than simply as punishment helps temper disciplinary interactions between parent and child. One dad I worked with says, “Everything changes after you get it that when you apply discipline you don’t have to back off because you don’t want to be punitive or come on too hard because you’re fed up. I feel a wonderful new freedom when I swoop in.” If your child makes a comment, uses a bad word, or does something that is not okay to a sibling and you correct and redirect him, you are chiseling away at that which is not of your family. Each time you do that you are revealing your true values as a family.

Considering core family values might seem like a lofty inquiry, but in truth it is quite simple. A good place to start is with one or two key values, such as respect or empathy. Because every time a child is disrespectful to you or a sibling or someone outside the family you can hold that up as an affront to your highest core value and return to that value again and again. Not just when the behavior is extremely disrespectful but even when it’s just beginning to head off the rails. The saying “Don’t sweat the small stuff” does not apply in parenting. Parenting is all about calmly and firmly noticing and acting on the small stuff. While no one is suggesting we become neurotic nags, we must plant disciplinary seeds because “from little things, big things grow.” When a child steps over the line, departing from one of these key family values, it’s so important that we guide them back. They need regular reorientation.



[image: ][image: ]


Pause Point

What are the core family values that you want your child to understand and embrace?





If a child is pushing you and you feel that your family values are being challenged, it’s important to correct the child firmly and unequivocally. This does two things:


It immediately reorients the child.

It reinforces your family values.



Later in this book—specifically in the Governor, Gardener, and Guide chapters, we will take a close look at this idea, and work through practical examples of what is right for the stage and age of your child, and we will apply them to guide your reactions. For now, let’s look at the larger picture.

Understanding Pushback

The principle of equilibrium and pushback is an important one. Simply put, pushback occurs when a child’s inner and outer worlds collide—when there is an imbalance of forces. If a child’s inner world is overwhelmed by demands or impressions from the outside world, he or she will act out or push back. Let’s look at this in more detail.

The figure below represents a meeting place between a child’s delicate inner world—his or her hopes and dreams, the unique shape of the person whom he or she is becoming—and the pressures and demands of the outer world.
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The arrows that point inward are all the things that are external to a child’s life. For example, in any family, there is a series of small but consistent external events such as shopping, doctor’s visits, or simply travel in the family car. We have playdates, lessons, all kinds of social gatherings, and sporting events. There may be childcare for some, and there’s school and homework. All these things represent external forces—the arrows that point inward, to the center of the diagram. They are common aspects of family life related to the wider community and world.

Then there is the child within. This precious being emerges gradually over the years as our child becomes who he or she is. As our children grow, their inner worlds strengthen. They develop a sense of self, self-confidence, and understanding. These forces from the child’s inner world, which move out and engage with the outside world, are represented by the arrows that begin at the center of the diagram and point outward. They are developed and strengthened by activities such as creative play and time spent with family and in nature.

There is a delicate, dynamic interplay between these inner and outer worlds. In a healthy, developing child, a cocoon-like sheath forms at the point where all the demands of the outside world (such as daily activities) meet the capacities and strength of a child’s inner world.

This protective membrane separates the outer and inner worlds. When there is a balance between the two types of “forces”—when your child has downtime and engaged-with-the-world time—she becomes a flexible, resilient child. That’s when something very special can grow inside that cocoon: a vibrant, multifaceted personality, nourished by burgeoning self-esteem, self-knowledge, and a developing clarity about life direction.

Behavioral pushback occurs when there is an imbalance between the inner and outer forces. Take a look at this second illustrative rendering of the concept. Basically, when outside forces have become too strong and a child feels overwhelmed, he or she will push back.
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Once when I was working as a school counselor, a teenager we’ll call Josh plopped himself down on my office sofa. He wrapped himself in the checkered blanket I kept there for kids to cozy up in and stared sullenly at the well-worn floor. “So, Josh, what’s up?” I asked. “Well, it’s like I can’t do anything right,” he announced angrily. “And today, like, I was late for school again. I had to go to the office to get a late slip again. And then there’s all these classes and tests, and I gotta, like, drive all over the place with my mom all afternoon, and I have so much homework that I have to stay up until the middle of the night just to get half of it done.…” As he rattled off this laundry list of pressures and problems, it became clear that Josh was suffering from an acute case of “soul fever.”

This was a kid drowning in emotional “overwhelm.” Josh felt that everything was coming at him. When he erupted as a result and his teacher disciplined him, he felt the teacher’s punishment was a personal attack. But his outburst had a perfectly logical foundation. He burst out because he was “fit to burst.” And the teacher’s discipline was just another of an overwhelming number of forces pushing in on him. I asked him if he felt like the world was closing him down. “Is what the adults are reading as you behaving badly just you trying to hold all this stuff back?” I said. This tall, strapping young man teared right up. “Exactly,” he said. “That’s exactly what it’s like. I am not trying to make trouble. I am just trying to protect myself.” When the people who loved and cared for Josh got together with him in one room and worked out a way to dial things back, his behavior improved noticeably. His comment was not unusual for a boy his age in its forthrightness. He was essentially saying, “If you respect me, I will respect you.” What I found important to understand about his comment was that he had felt disrespected by the people who unwittingly played a part in the overwhelm he had been experiencing. Over the years, I would come to see this as a pattern. Young people do not philosophize or generalize about their stress when it all gets to be too much. Instead, they personalize it, and this understandably leads them to hit back at the people who they feel are responsible—us.

When you think about the pressures your child or teenager faces and when you ask them about those pressures, you may get a very interesting—and revealing—response. Again, our children are not simply being naughty. What they are doing is pushing back. We parents might describe them as “bent out of shape,” but what’s really happening is that they are suffering from an imbalanced life. The child or teen’s inner world is subject to so much pressure from way too many outside demands that his or her delicate, emerging inner self gets bent out of shape.

It is critical for parents to realize what’s going on, because if a child or teen’s inner world is bent out of shape, his self-esteem will start to plummet. He will feel inadequate. In children, tweens, and teens, a sense of inadequacy can result in two distinct behavioral phases:

Fight Back

If the imbalance persists in their lives, they will at first fight back tenaciously.

Fall Back

But if the outer world keeps pounding and beating at them—overwhelming them—and Fight Back does not keep the world at bay, they will eventually retreat, becoming very defensive and inaccessible to their families and the world around them. Many seek harbor in the relative “safety” and “anonymity” of the online world with all its associated “virtual relationships.” Relationships based in social media can be alluring to overwhelmed tweens or teens because these relationships allow them to develop a false sense of control over their interactions. And when a child is persistently pressured and experiences severe overwhelm, he or she may start to experience serious mental health struggles such as depression, addiction, or even disassociated aggression.

If the demands of daily life match the emotional capacities of a child or teen, something very different occurs. If a balance can be established between the outside world and the child or teen’s inner (or emotional) life, she can develop and strengthen her emotional resilience.

The three key principles detailed below help develop and support a child or teen in day-to-day life as he or she grows up.

ONE: CENTEREDNESS AND ORIENTATION

The precious inner core of the child receives forces from the outside that his gentle and slowly developing inner self can meet and process. The core self of that little (or big) boy or girl is then oriented and forms an emotional pillar that supports him or her during moments of adversity and helps the child stay predominantly happy and calm.

TWO: EQUILIBRIUM AND BALANCE

If equilibrium and balance are maintained, a child or teen will have a much better chance to feel, “I have the forces within me to meet what is being asked of me.”

THREE: SAFETY AND SECURITY

When there is a healthy balance between their demands and capabilities, children or teens sense that they can trust their environment. They trust the adults around them and feel safe and secure.
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We all want our children to feel centered, balanced, and safe. None of us wakes up to a new day intent on causing imbalance or disorientation. But life happens. Because we are the drivers and schedulers, the people making demands on our kids’ time (with the best of intentions, of course), we end up symbolizing, to varying degrees, the pressures that stress them out, the forces they struggle to cope with. And because we are the people closest to these developing souls, we are the ones they rail against. We are the recipients of the brunt of the back talk and other misbehavior. One might go so far as to say that in some families the child views the parent as the enemy rather than the protector.

The Child Under Siege

When a child experiences disorientation, he or she becomes fearful. External forces are overwhelming his or her inner life. There may be a long list of culprits: too many toys and books, too many after-school activities and sports, too many playdates, too much TV and computer time, too much adult information. When all these external forces are pushing in, the sheath or cocoon that separates a child’s outer and inner lives and protects her as her emotional resilience and personality grow and strengthen is compromised. Sensing that she is in danger of becoming overwhelmed, the child (or teen) retreats and then lashes out or pushes back.

The sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which is responsible for switching on our fight-or-flight response, and the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS), which controls the relaxation response, engage in a delicate dance. Picture two teams trying to hold a rope between them while maintaining as little tension as possible—a tug-of-war in reverse. The fight-or-flight response and the relaxation response maintain a careful balance by making fine adjustments whenever something disturbs or threatens us.

The anchormen on these teams are hormones, the chemical delivery systems produced by endocrine glands. The word “hormone” comes from the Greek for “to set in motion,” and they do just that. Some stress hormones don’t know when to quit pulling, which can lead to all kinds of problem behavior. They can remain active in the brain for too long, injuring and even killing cells in the hippocampus, the region of our brains required for knowledge-based memory and openness to new learning.

Parents should try to be superconscious of when kids have been overwhelmed by the fight-or-flight mechanism. Providing your child with a balanced day that includes plenty of decompression points—such as play, reading, listening to stories or music, and rest—will help trigger the relaxation response and reestablish what brain scientists call metabolic equilibrium. If the child or teen can decompress after a stressful day, he or she will be much less likely to fight you or become solemn and stubborn.

Fortunately, pretty much every parent knows that hitting kids is not a great idea. But a parent who does hit a child, only to find that child appear defiant and remorseless, should understand that this posturing relates to the fight-or-flight response. When a child is hit, his body releases adrenaline, which substantially shuts down his pain centers. So it’s not so much that the child is being defiant as that his mind and body have gone into overdrive and have prepared him for what is being read as a life-threatening situation. “Survival memory” is also switched on, which means that the child will remember this incident for much longer than we might imagine. The child may bounce back quickly, but he or she will develop an increased wariness of the parent. And here is the kicker: The same hormonal cascade is triggered in children who get shouted at aggressively. Shouting may have replaced hitting in many households, but the long-lasting effects are worryingly similar.

One couple met with me about their out-of-control four-year-old son. They described terrible tantrums in which he kicked, punched, and bit them. Outwardly, it was clear that the child was experiencing full-blown meltdowns. Inwardly, his nervous system was short-circuiting. His behavior was telling them, “Enough! I can’t cope with all that is being asked of me. I need life to be quieter. I need more rhythm. I cannot cope with all this stuff that is swirling around me!” The child’s tantrums—any kid’s outbursts for that matter—can be summarized in four words: “Too much is happening.”

“He fights us every step of the way,” his exhausted dad said. “When is this going to end?” They were understandably scared that their son might be mentally unwell. The answer was simple, though surprising to them: “This will end when your son stops seeing you as the enemy, when he stops feeling he needs to fight back against you two in order to survive. When you cut back on things like playdates, and screen time, and adult conversation, which he can overhear and makes him anxious, he will very likely see you as the people in his life who quietly protect him. You will become his safe harbor again.”

Sure enough, a few weeks after his parents simplified his life and cut out the things they thought were overwhelming the boy, he began to show signs of improvement. The wild, reckless behavior slowly decreased, and the tantrums got shorter and less frequent. The boy still pushed back, but much less frantically. “He still tests us, but not in that scary way he did before,” said his mom.

Child in Flight—Parent in Fight

When your child or teenager is stubborn or sullen and blows you off with a quietly provocative “whatever,” it can be maddening. Here you are trying to be reasonable, and your kid is disrespecting you. One very exasperated dad had this to say about his son: “It was like he was Teflon coated. Nothing I could say was sticking. It made me see red, really red.”

This is a dynamic we all know too well: The kid crosses a line; the parent tells her to cut it out. The
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This book is dedicated to you, dear parent,
for the laughter and love you bring to your family.
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