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Family life is our first school for emotional learning: in this intimate cauldron we learn how to feel about ourselves and how others will react to our feelings; how to think about these feelings and what choices we have in reacting; how to read and express hopes and fears. This emotional school operates not just through the things that parents say and do directly to children, but also in the models they offer for handling their own feelings and those that pass between husband and wife.
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If there was ever a time when parents needed the kind of guidance offered in Emotionally Intelligent Parenting, it is now.

As a parent, I’m particularly troubled by data from a nationwide random survey in which American children, seven to fourteen years old, were rated by their parents and teachers—adults who know them well. Done first in the mid 1970s, then repeated with a similar cohort in the late 1980s, the survey found that, on average, America’s children declined across the board on basic indicators of emotional intelligence.

They were more impulsive and disobedient, more anxious and fearful, more lonely and sad, more irritable and violent. In short, children declined on forty-two such indicators and improved on none—a very strong trend. Simultaneously over those years, there were abrupt jumps in the rates of teen violence, suicide, and rape. Most chilling to me is the growing number of weapons-related killings in our schools.

Why this erosion of the basic capacities for living? I believe that children are the unintended victims of two forces at large on the world stage, one economic, the other technological. The ratcheting up of global competitiveness means that today’s generation of parents has to work longer and harder to maintain a decent standard of living than was true for their own parents’ generation—it’s not that we love our children less, but we have less free time to spend with them than our own parents did with us.

At the same time, increased mobility for families means that fewer and fewer have relatives like a grandmother in the neighborhood to take up the slack. All too many families live in neighborhoods where they are afraid to let their younger children play outside unsupervised—let alone go into a neighbor’s home.

On the technological side, there is an unprecedented experiment going on with the world’s youth: more children than ever before in human history are spending more hours of their lives than ever staring at a video monitor. Whether they are absorbed in an educational CD-ROM or watching junk TV, the fact is, they are not out playing with other children.

The way we’ve passed on the basic skills of emotional intelligence from generation to generation is in life—in playing with other kids, and from our parents, relatives, and neighbors. Childhood has changed: children no longer have the natural opportunities for this kind of learning than was true throughout our history.

And that suggests the need of every parent to do the very best job we can in helping our children master these most basic skills in life. We are our children’s main tutors in this realm. It is in the small, everyday interactions of parent and child that these lessons are learned. Emotionally Intelligent Parenting is about those everyday interactions. It is about using a powerful method called “Keep Calm” when, as a parent, you are upset, as well as to help cool off your children’s anger. It is about understanding and respecting the feelings of family members in these hectic times, with many ideas to reduce household stress and increase the time parents and children spend laughing together. One feature of Emotionally Intelligent Parenting that will help many parents immediately is the Parenting “Sound Bites”—quick, practical ideas for handling everyday routines in an emotionally intelligent manner, from waking up to bedtime and many points in between, for preschoolers and teenagers alike.

I should also like to add that I have worked with Maurice Elias and I can say he is an authoritative, caring source of advice for parents.

To be sure, Dr. Spock’s words of advice to parents hold true: “you know more than you think you do” about parenting. But any parent—and any child—will benefit from heeding the very practical, well-tested, and sound guidelines offered here. I think Dr. Spock would have appreciated Emotionally Intelligent Parenting. I know I do.


Chapter 1

The Twenty-four-Karat Golden Rule:
Why It Is Important to Build
Self-Discipline, Responsibility,
and Emotional Health in Children
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Do you know the Golden Rule? Most people do. Usually, it is quoted, “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.” We call this “the Fourteen-Karat Golden Rule.” Why? Because there is a better one, one that reflects what we call Emotionally Intelligent Parenting:

Do unto your children as you would have other people do unto your children.

We insist that others honor and respect our children, talk to them with courtesy and consideration, and not physically hurt them. How have you reacted when someone has dishonored your children in some way? Perhaps it was a teacher, or someone in a store, or the parent of another child. We are sure you were upset and asked, among other things, what they thought they were doing and how dare they do that. Yet a moment of honest reflection might reveal times when we have said and done things to our own children for which, if an outsider tried them, we would want them arrested and imprisoned.

The difference between the Fourteen- and Twenty-four-Karat Golden Rules is Emotionally Intelligent Parenting. The Twenty-four-Karat Rule requires us to know our feelings well, to take our child’s perspective with empathy, to control our own impulses, to monitor carefully what we are doing as parents, to work in a dedicated way to improve our parenting, and to use social skill in carrying out ideas.

The Fourteen-Karat Rule is not strong enough to serve as a guide for parenting now. Times have changed. Life is hectic, complicated, exciting, challenging, and exhausting. We have ever-increasing information overload. The time is right for a new Golden Rule for parenting. We haven’t had one since Benjamin Spock and Haim Ginott came on the scene—over three decades ago. It’s time for a new paradigm for parenting, for a new century and millennium: Emotionally Intelligent Parenting.

What can Emotionally Intelligent Parenting do for your household? First, it will help bring about more peace with less stress. It is a way to restore a sense of balance when stress takes its toll and the kids start fighting, cooperation turns to conflict, your teenagers rebel, and members of the family get frustrated with everything that seems to need to be done immediately. Some stress can be motivating, but too much keeps us from being at our best. It is difficult for individuals under stress to do what, in calmer circumstances, they know is right.

IT’S A DIFFICULT TIME TO BE A PARENT—OR A CHILD

This is a very demanding time during which to be a parent. Maybe the only thing more difficult is to be a child. There are more influences than ever on children, and more sources of distraction. James Comer—a professor of child psychiatry at the Yale Child Study Center and the author of the books School Power and Waiting for a Miracle: Schools Can’t Solve Our Problems, But We Can, and a leader in addressing the concerns of all youth, especially those in our urban centers—pointed out in a 1997 interview that never before in human history has there been so much information going directly to children that is unfiltered by adult care-givers. Cornell University child development specialist Uri Bronfenbrenner observed that we are in the age of hectic activity; we are busy planning how to get our kids to where they have to be next, to get ourselves where we have to be, rushing from one thing to another, wondering if all of our arrangements will work out. Put this all together and you have a parenting situation with all the calmness and order of the inside of a blender making a mixed fruit drink.

There is a profusion of parenting fads. And just about every idea that comes along gets cloned, usually without authenticity or any hope of delivering on promises made. The stress does not seem to diminish. Parents do not know where to turn. What we must not lose sight of, however, is that the basics of human biology, child rearing, and parent-child relationships have not changed. Daniel Goleman’s international best-seller, Emotional Intelligence, makes the point that we have neglected the biology of our feelings as adults and as parents, and we have neglected the role of feelings in our children’s healthy growth. We are now paying the price, as families and as a society, with a higher incidence of violence and disrespectful behavior. We are paying for it when we see seemingly sensible teenagers becoming parents, then getting rid of newborns as if they were unwanted supermarket purchases. We are paying when we emphasize the intellect of students but forget their hearts. And of course, our children pay as well, as their unhappiness and troubled behaviors continue to grow.

LET’S BRING EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE TO EVERYDAY PARENTING

This book picks up where Daniel Goleman’s book leaves off. In it, we intend to help parents understand why emotional intelligence is so important to the task of everyday parenting and creating household peace and harmony. We do this with authenticity, having worked with Daniel Goleman. In fact, the theory of emotional intelligence is based on decades of research and professional practice, including our own. In addition, as parents, we understand what parents go through. We know that Emotionally Intelligent Parenting must respect everyday parenting pressures and deal realistically with time. Parents’ time is extremely valuable; they cannot afford to lose time and emotional energy to household turmoil, poor relationships with their kids, or kids who are out of control and lack responsibility, self-discipline, and the ability to separate what is genuinely in their interest from values dictated by peer pressure and the media.

Emotionally Intelligent Parenting uses specific, simple, important techniques that can make a major contribution to household peace and harmony. All these techniques have been developed from the authors’ hands-on work with parents, families, and schools. The concept is founded on parents working with their own and their children’s emotions in intelligent, constructive, positive, creative ways, respecting biological realities and the role of feelings in human nature. It draws its strength from small changes, repeated day after day, in our relationships with our children. Emotionally Intelligent Parenting is both a new paradigm for parenting and a highly realistic and practical approach to it. And a big part of Emotionally Intelligent Parenting is to remove a little stress and bring more fun into our families and our relationships with our children.

WE ARE NOT TALKING ABOUT BAD PARENTS OR BAD KIDS

Some children are born with particularly difficult temperaments, while other children seem to acquire them through painful experiences in life. It is important to keep in mind that children do not want to be bad. A bad child is not happy, no matter how it may seem to the parents and others. A child who misbehaves is seeking, though unsuccessfully, to learn ways to be viable in the world, which means to learn self-discipline, responsibility, and social and emotional intelligence.

In this book we will not be talking about “bad” parents or “bad” kids, nor will we ever suggest that you should feel guilt for being an inadequate parent, or blame your spouse or society or the child. Instead, we plan to teach you how to build concrete skills. Learning new parenting skills and teaching new emotional and social skills to your child—the skills of emotional intelligence—can be exciting, because it can improve the quality of life in your household and better prepare your children for the future. And, even though we are not blaming anyone, we are placing the responsibility for doing something about it on parents. To be a parent means to take responsibility for acting as a household leader, for helping children grow up to be emotionally intelligent. It is up to parents to use and to teach the skills that will enable children to achieve the goals parents have set for them.

IS THIS YOU?

As a way of starting to look at how to make family life more harmonious and beneficial for children, we would like you to take a look at the following common family events, to see if one or more of them sounds familiar to you:

1. Your preschooler is supposed to be getting dressed, but he is distracted by toys in the room, clouds in the sky, molecules of air … whatever. You need to get to work on time.

2. Your elementary-school child gets home from school at three o’clock. Sports practice starts at three-thirty. But religious instruction starts at four on certain days. And then there is that project with a couple of other kids that needs to be done. Your child has lost the schedule of when all these things are taking place. It is 3:10 P.M. on Thursday, and you are not sure where you are supposed to be, or when you are to be there, or who is driving.

3. Your middle-school child is getting ready for the seventh-grade dance. But you said her room had to be cleaned, things hung up and put away, and homework done before she could go. Although she assured you that all this was done, you see that it is far from done and that it cannot be done in the time remaining. Car pools have been arranged, you have plans for the evening, and she is just about dressed and ready, although her phone is still stuck to her ear. You are not sure what to do, and you feel a strong need to sit down.

4. Ah, high school. There is a student congress meeting at 7:00 A.M. Chorus rehearsal will be after school, and then there is a group meeting to go over a lab assignment. That evening, you are informed, a group of kids must go to the mall to buy something for someone for some urgent reason, although it was all said so fast that you cannot keep track of it. You are not sure who is driving—maybe it’s you, or maybe it’s your child or one of his friends. You mention an English paper that you thought was due tomorrow, and the reply is, “Oh yeah, don’t worry, I’ll get it done.” As you begin to sink into despair, your child says, “And I need some money, okay?”

5. It is a dangerous neighborhood. There are gunshots late at night, and too many people are hanging around with nothing to do. You are trying your best to make ends meet, but it is not easy. Your child wants to go and hang out; you want to make sure all the schoolwork gets done, and then you need help with your younger children. “But, Ma, all the other kids are going out. They don’t have to do their work, or stay home and help out. It’s not fair!” Feeling pangs of guilt, your empathy is in a tug-of-war with your goals for your child.

Why were parents put on this earth? To teach, advise, and guide their children? Well, children do not seem to want this guidance too much, and some rebel actively against it. Maybe it’s to drive, schedule, feed, and clothe them, buy them things of all kinds, and occasionally remind them about their responsibilities. This seems like what parents spend a lot of time doing, but it does not seem as if this is why we were put on earth. Well, then, why? To worry! When we worry a lot, especially when we have not sorted out our own complicated feelings about everything going on in our lives and the lives of our kids, we are likely to use “Worry Words.” Unfortunately, such Worry Words, though intended to make things better, often lead to added confusion and emotional upset. Here are some examples of Worry Words:

1. “How many times have I told you to get yourself dressed before you start playing and looking out the window? Do you know how much time you are wasting?”

2. “Don’t you remember that I asked you to put the notices for everything on the refrigerator and to write down other things on your schedule? How may times do I have to tell you things before you will listen?”

3. “You will never amount to anything if you lie to me and you do not keep your room from becoming a barnyard. How will you survive in college, when you’re away from home?”

4. “This is just what got your brother into trouble—too much socializing, always talking on the phone, not spending enough time with the books.”

5. “When I was your age, I was able to do my homework, hold down a job, and still help with the chores around the house. I never hung out with my friends.”

We happen to be big fans of parental worrying, and we are worriers ourselves. As all-consuming as parental worrying can be, however, something more is needed. Imagine if, instead of making sure our children learned basic academic skills and sound health habits, we simply worried about those things. There would be a lot of uneducated, smelly children running around! We are not so cruel and heartless as to ask parents to give up their worrying; that would be like asking a child to give up a security blanket. Nevertheless, preparing our children for the future requires that we help them develop a strong, positive self-concept, with a feeling of confidence in themselves and (too often missing) the self-discipline and social and emotional intelligence skills and sense of responsibility to back it up.

Accomplishing this requires a household where thoughtfulness and respect for others’ feelings are valued and where those values are practiced. The kinds of things that we say, when we are not using our emotional intelligence skills too well, lead children to wonder if we really respect them and value their feelings. Here is a little glimpse at the kinds of things that may be going on in their minds in response to each of the parental scenarios just given:

1. “Time is relative, as Einstein and others have confirmed. Thus, to say that I am ‘wasting’ time is to imply that time is a fixed entity, a tangible item with specific parameters of use. I feel there is no scientific—or even cross-cultural—basis for your position, and I therefore choose to dress slowly, if at all. I dress, therefore I am.”

2. “Based on past experience, I would estimate that you need to say things to me an average of 4.5 times before I have a 50-percent chance of remembering them; the range seems to be between two repetitions and as many as seven or eight. The number decreases if you use written reminders, and, at my age, I also respond well to tangible incentives, like a snack or a book or baseball cards or something like that. Be creative! We are not all blessed with great verbal memories, you know.”

3. “If I never will amount to anything, then it certainly doesn’t make any sense at all to worry about my work or my room. Thanks! I was feeling badly about not getting to the things I promised I would do, and I was still trying to figure out how to deal with all this stuff at once. No more!”

4. “My brother? What does he have to do with anything we are talking about? I am me, not anyone else. I figure you are you, too. So how about dealing with who we are? Otherwise I will start telling you about my friends’ parents and what they do and do not do, which will drive you up the wall.”

5. “Well, aren’t you just the perfect human being? Never hung out, always working, probably prayed five times a day also, and cleaned all the windows in the projects in your spare time. Since I can’t be that good, I may as well just forget trying, and be like other kids.”

These are the kinds of things that may cross the minds of children who often hear the well-meaning expressions of parental worry and concern we have given. Our examples are (we hope!) humorous and perhaps a bit exaggerated, to make the point that statements that create “open borders” and a chance for a real flow of words and ideas are more useful than statements that create negative feelings and defensiveness between people in the household.

We know that parents say things in anger and frustration that they would ideally like to “take back.” We do this ourselves, as all parents do. What we have found, though, is that there is a balance that represents Emotionally Intelligent Parenting at its best, and this book is about helping you to find and keep that balance in your household.

FAMILY GOALS AND THE TWENTY-FOUR-KARAT PRINCIPLES OF EMOTIONALLY INTELLIGENT PARENTING

So, parents are not perfect. That’s no news headline. How do we do the best we can, given all that is going on in our lives and those of our kids? As we said when we presented the Twenty-four-Karat Golden Rule, this is where Emotionally Intelligent Parenting can help. Contained in that rule are five main principles of Emotionally Intelligent Parenting, which serve as goals for parents and children. Working toward those goals leads to a harmonious family, and attaining them enables children to become self-disciplined and responsible adults. One “secret” to Emotionally Intelligent Parenting is that what is good for parents is also good for children. Progress made by parents results in progress made by their children. We’ll begin by introducing the five principles of Emotionally Intelligent Parenting. Each of the chapters in this book will focus on some combination of these principles.

1. Be aware of one’s own feelings and those of others.

Feelings are difficult things to be aware of. What is a feeling exactly? Poets, philosophers, and scientists have tried to define it, even though we all know what it is. How do we know what we are feeling? People ask, all the time, “How are you?” and you say, “Fine, how are you?” and they say, “Fine,” when this is probably not true for either of you. When was the last time someone asked you how you were and you answered them truthfully? “How are you?” “Well, I’m kind of down. I feel overwhelmed by work, and my wife and I haven’t been communicating lately, which leaves me feeling even more lonely, isolated, and unfulfilled.” (If you answered this way too often, people would probably stop asking.) The next time someone casually asks you how you are, take a minute to think and give a real answer. Your response may be ignored because the person did not really want to know, but sometimes this can lead to a meaningful interpersonal exchange.

“How are you?” is an important question, whether we ask it to ourselves or others ask it of us. “How are you?” asks us to be able to put our feelings into words, to put labels on them that reflect their variety. Too many children who have problems with behavior also have problems with accurately labeling their feelings. They confuse annoyed and mad, upset and sad, proud and glad, and many others. Once we are able to recognize our different feelings, we have a much better chance of controlling them. Why is this important? At the very least, how you are strongly influences what you do. When you are sad, you are likely to withdraw. When you are happy, you are likely to spread good cheer. But if you don’t know—then you’re not sure what you are likely to do, and therefore, you’re not sure how to manage it.

Similarly, awareness of others’ feelings is crucial. If you ask an adolescent how someone else feels, he or she sometimes answers, “I don’t know, and why should I care?” They should care, because if they know how someone else feels, they have a better chance of having a positive interaction with them, including, at times, getting what they want. In an adult example, what if you wanted a raise from your boss? It might be helpful to be able to read her mood and know when to ask or when to avoid her. The adolescent who is able to read a teacher’s feelings is more likely to get a break on a late assignment, some extra help, and maybe even a better grade than a student who is just as smart in “IQ” but not as smart in “EQ”—emotional intelligence.

2. Show empathy and understand others’ points of view.

Empathy is the capacity to share in another’s feelings. To do this, one must first be aware of both one’s own feelings and the other person’s feelings, as noted in Principle Number 1. It is an interesting fact that the better you are at knowing your own feelings, the better you can know another’s.

Knowing another’s feelings is an important part of developing sensitivity toward others. This is what it means to be “considerate” of others, an idea that is far from new. Many sages have given this advice over the centuries, perhaps most prominently Hillel, who is widely regarded as one of the guiding figures in Judeo-Christian ethical principles, and whose teachings are quoted extensively in the Ethics of the Fathers: “Do not judge others until you stand in their shoes.” Only by doing this can you understand their point of view and their feelings about what is happening. This combination is essential and helps define us as full human beings. For example, when siblings fight, at that moment they may or may not have a sense of each other’s perspective, but almost certainly they are not aware of each other’s feelings. If they are made aware that their brother or sister also feels sad and hurt, this may temper their anger. Few children wish to make their siblings feel sad. If they can empathize with the other’s feelings, they will likely not try to hurt them.

Knowing others’ feelings and empathizing with them requires one to be able to read those feelings. This involves both careful listening and reading nonverbal cues. Often, body language and tone of voice convey our emotions more effectively than words. We view empathy as nonverbal emotional understanding of others. The ability to empathize is crucial for parents in dealing with children, and it is vital for children to learn empathy as a positive social skill (not to mention that the capacity for empathy generally makes a person better adjusted emotionally and more successful, especially in romantic relationships).

Understanding others’ points of view gives us access to what they might be thinking, how they look at and define a situation, and what they might plan to do. Such understanding, of course, becomes more developed over time. It depends on one’s level of cognitive growth, and it also is helped by having a broad range of life experiences. Television and videos can give children a false sense of others’ perspectives because they seem like life experiences. But they really are contrived, conjured up by directors, writers, actors, and so on. Our hunch is that kids today act more mature than they truly are because they are exposed to so many “life experiences” in a shallow way, through television and videos.

Young children (and immature adults) tend to view the world in terms of their own wants and needs. As kids get older, around seven or eight years of age, they become better able to negotiate, compromise, and be tolerant. But this process has its ups and downs throughout adolescence, as parents know. Regardless, parents can do a lot every day to teach children how to take different perspectives. With the media, the Internet, and peer culture offering so many confusing and competing messages, we think it is more important than ever for parents to play a strong role in guiding their children’s perspective-taking. Much of this requires more than just modeling by parents; it requires explaining their behavior and feelings so that children can better understand “where they are coming from” and not assume they are coming from the same place as television and movie characters. And another reason this is important is that people who are able to see things from different perspectives are usually better able to control impulsive decision-making and are more creative and effective problem-solvers—other important skills we want children to develop.

3. Regulate and cope positively with emotional and behavioral impulses.

Daniel Goleman popularized the now-famous Marshmallow Test in his book Emotional Intelligence. Walter Mischel is a psychologist who, in the 1960s at Stanford University, posed to four-year-olds the challenge of whether to have a marshmallow now or wait a few minutes until a researcher returned to the room, at which point they would have two marshmallows. Being able to wait—and kids did the cutest things to try to keep from eating the marshmallow—was related to a number of better psychological and behavioral outcomes. Following up these children as they graduated from high school, Mischel found that the students who were able to wait not only had better status on a variety of measures of positive behavior and mental health, but also SAT scores that were on average two hundred points higher than their marshmallow-grabbing age-mates, showing benefits in the academic skills tests so important for college entry.

What’s going on here? Are we aiming to increase children’s consumption of marshmallow-based products? Or should we help them to develop better self-control and resistance to impulses and temptations of the moment? We suspect the latter, though sometimes hot chocolate with marshmallows sounds a lot better than impulse control. Actually, the Marshmallow Test focuses on a component of coping with behavioral impulses known as delayed gratification, the ability to wait for something. Alas, it is a concept difficult for many adults to master in the age of credit cards, so it is no surprise that it does not come easily to our children. Without the ability to delay gratification, we usually end up with less than we could have had. If you work hard for something, you tend to achieve more and also have the satisfaction of having worked for it. Children who are insecure have an especially difficult time with waiting because they are not sure that the satisfaction will ever come.

Another aspect of self-control is the ability to moderate one’s emotional reaction to a situation, whether that reaction is positive or negative. For example, do kids get angry and lose control quickly? Do they become excited and overstimulated, and difficult to calm down? There certainly are times when it feels good to “let it all out,” but there are lots of times when this is not the wisest thing to do. After children have inappropriately expressed their feelings—such as by being loud and challenging to a parent—this can trigger reactions that are not usually positive. This, at times, gets parents (or teachers) and children involved in what we call the “yelling spiral.” When a child is out of control, the parent usually wants her to stop, which sometimes leads to a loud remark by parents. For some children, this raises their anxiety and activity level


4. Be positive goal- and plan-oriented.








5. Use positive social skills in handling relationships.






AN INFORMAL MEASURE OF FAMILY MEMBERS’ EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE


My emotional intelligence






My child’s emotional intelligence









	How the main character is feeling.

	How the other characters are feeling and what they are thinking.

	How your child feels about the characters’ feelings.

	What the different characters’ goals are, and what your child thinks the characters’ plans might be.

	How your child thinks the characters handled a situation.

	What your child thinks was good about how the characters handled the situation, and what the characters could have done better.




WHAT EMOTIONALLY INTELLIGENT PARENTING IS … AND WHAT IT IS NOT






GET READY FOR A JOURNEY: THE PLAN OF THE BOOK
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