
[image: Book cover image]


[image: ScreamFree Parenting 10th Anniversary Revised Edition How to Raise Amazing Adults by Learning to Pause More and React Le]



Copyright © 2007, 2017 by ScreamFree Omnimedia, LLC

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Harmony Books, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

crownpublishing.com

Harmony Books is a registered trademark, and the Circle colophon is a trademark of Penguin Random House LLC.

Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Broadway Books, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, in 2007 and subsequently published in paperback by Three Rivers Press, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, in 2008.

A portion of this work first appeared on “The Daily Pause” (screamfree.com/blog).

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Runkel, Hal Edward.

Screamfree parenting : the revolutionary approach to raising your kids without losing your cool / Hal Edward Runkel.

p. cm.

1. Parenting. 2. Child rearing. 3. Discipline of children. I. Title. II. Title: Screamfree parenting.

HQ755.8.R86 2007

649'.1—dc22

2006036516

ISBN 9780767927437

Ebook ISBN 9780767928380

Cover design by Jenny Carrow

v4.1_c1

ep

Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

A Decade of Calm Parenting

How to Best Benefit from This Book


Part One: Becoming the “Cool” Parent Your Kids Really Need

1. Parenting Is Not About Kids, It’s About Parents


2. If You’re Not Under Control, Then You Cannot Be in Charge


3. Growing Up Is Hard to Do, Especially for Grown-Ups


STORYTIME



Part Two: Keeping Your Cool Means Creating Space

4. We’re Not Raising Kids: Parenting with the End in Mind


5. Kids Need Their Room


6. Resistance Is Futile; Practice Judo Parenting


7. You Are Not a Prophet (and Neither Is Grandma)


STORYTIME



Part Three: Keeping Your Cool Means Creating a Place

8. Parents Set the Table by Setting the Tone (and Vice Versa)


9. Let the Consequences Do the Screaming


10. Empty Threats Are Really Broken Promises


STORYTIME



Part Four: Putting Yourself into Practice

11. Put on Your Own Oxygen Mask First


12. Revolutionary Relationships



Part Five: Ten Years of Answers and Applications

13. Parenting in the Digital Age


14. Ten Years of Screamfree Answers and Applications



Acknowledgments
Notes
About the Author



I originally dedicated this book as follows:

To Jenny, of course.

And to Hannah and to Brandon,

I’m thinking two things about you….

For this revised 10th Anniversary Edition,

I also dedicate this to the thousands of parents we’ve met around the world over the last ten years, who’ve bravely challenged themselves to create the calmer, happier homelife they always wanted.



ScreamFree™ \'skrēm'frē\: learning to pause so you can respond more and react less; taking hold of your own emotional responses no matter how anyone else chooses to behave; learning to focus on yourself and take care of yourself for the world’s benefit.



A DECADE OF CALM PARENTING

Hello, and welcome to the 10th Anniversary Revised Edition of ScreamFree Parenting. I’m so glad you’re here. If this is your first encounter, I want to especially welcome you—I want nothing more than for you to experience a calmer, happier life, and I believe this book is a fantastic way to get you started.

If you’re already familiar with this book, welcome back. I’m so honored you would return to my words here, hoping for more guidance, stories, and practical applications of the ScreamFree way of parenting. I promise you, all of that is included in this revised and updated edition, and more.


HOW I STOPPED SCREAMING

Please forgive the cheesy line, but I cannot believe it’s been ten years. Actually it’s been longer than that. This book was originally published back in the fall of 2007, but I first started penning these principles about sixteen years ago. Back then, I was a brand-new therapist, and a relatively new dad, and I became determined to create a parenting plan to help us all find a new kind of peace and happiness.

Truth be told, though, I think I needed to help myself most of all. See, I was not born a naturally ScreamFree parent. Just the opposite, it seems. My natural inclination is to get riled up over the smallest things, then either loudly lash out or shut myself down and sulk. I can be both openly aggressive and passive-aggressive, and that makes me guilty of at least two different forms of “screaming.”

ScreamFree Parenting was not just a pet project to get my name out there as a relationship expert; it was a lifesaving discovery that helped turn this natural, immature screamer into a halfway decent father. And it all started with a scary scene when my daughter, Hannah, was just a few months old. I’ve actually never told this story in public, but I will here because I want all of us natural screamers to know we’re not alone, we’re not bad people, and we can, through ScreamFree parenting, learn to lead calmer, happier lives.

Back in graduate school, I was a stay-at-home dad for a while with our daughter, Hannah. My wife had to finish out her teaching contract that year, so I got the privilege of being the primary daily caregiver for that time. An amazing opportunity for me, to be sure, but also incredibly difficult work.

This was especially so because somehow we brought the world’s most colicky baby into our home. No matter what we did, our precious little angel was absolutely miserable, and inconsolable, for several hours every day. (Inconveniently, these were usually hours when my wife was not at home!)

While most days I could handle this exhausting challenge, one day I couldn’t. There I was, bouncing my screaming baby in my arms for the third hour in a row, and I lost it. I stormed into her room and dropped her into her crib. Now, she landed safely on a pillow, but this was the roughest I had ever treated her. And the worst I had ever spoken to her. See, as I dropped her I found myself screaming through gritted teeth: “Shuuuuut the ______ uuuuuppppp!” We’re talking an obscenity-laden, forehead-veins-popping outburst. (Hannah, if you’re reading this, please forgive me.)

I had allowed myself to become completely flooded with frustration, and I was unable to fully control my impulses, so there I was, cursing at my precious baby girl. It remains, to this day, my lowest moment as a parent.

What happened next, however, changed everything. Remember, I was in graduate school learning to become a family therapist, so I had begun a basic education in things like child abuse. Perhaps this is what helped me pause at that moment and notice…my hands. After I dropped her, and while still screaming, my hands had formed a choking gesture right above my precious daughter.

“This is how shaken baby syndrome happens,” I thought to myself. “This is how parents abuse their kids.”

With that realization, I backed away from the crib. I walked out of her room, through the living room, and even out the door of our tiny rented duplex. Hannah was still crying, but I knew she was safe in her crib. I also knew she was safer with me outside for the moment.

With the fresh, cool air in my face, I could feel tears on my cheeks, and I actually spoke aloud to the heavens, hoping God or anyone else would listen.

“I don’t know what I am gonna do from here on out, but I know I am not going to do that.”

It was among those very few moments we all have in our lives when we simply know a page has turned, and a behavior no longer makes sense. I just somehow eliminated screaming at my child as an option, and it became part of my identity, like my dark brown hair and my American citizenship.

Now, I had no idea at the time I would create some new parenting program called ScreamFree. That wouldn’t come till three or four years later. And honestly, I didn’t really think about this initial event when I first started using the term “ScreamFree.”

But I’d be silly to think that fateful day in my daughter’s infancy wasn’t the beginning of this whole thing. By eliminating that kind of scream-filled emotional reactivity from my parenting repertoire, I was forced to come up with some other creative ways to parent. I was forced to make my own emotional management my number-one priority.

ScreamFree Parenting may not have been delivered then, but it was definitely conceived that day. And I cannot overestimate how much it has shaped every facet of my parenting life ever since. What has been my undeserved honor is seeing how much the ScreamFree mindset has shaped other parents’ lives as well.



HOW WE’VE HELPED OTHER PEOPLE TO STOP SCREAMING

Here we are, ten years later, and the stories from around the world are overwhelming and so inspiring. Since publication, the book has sold hundreds of thousands of copies, it’s been translated into twelve different languages, and we’ve traveled to speak to parents in more than forty U.S. states and sixteen different countries. These parents have welcomed us into their schools, their businesses, their places of worship, and even their homes, all searching for a new, calmer parenting mind-set, suited for raising twenty-first-century children into adulthood.

To be sure, every author dreams of being successful, but the reach of this little parenting guide has been wonderfully surprising. Thousands of moms and dads have told me and our team how freeing it is to stop trying to control their children and start focusing on themselves instead, and how effective they now feel in leading their kids toward self-direction. We’ve been approached by more than fifteen hundred fellow family professionals, coming to us to be trained as Certified ScreamFree Leaders. We’ve even seen six hundred Singaporeans stand in the rain, waiting to get into an auditorium to hear something new, and we stood with them for hours afterward trying to offer them something hopeful as well.

Perhaps most humbling, however, are the two most surprising avenues we’ve traveled to reach parents: the U.S. military, and the U.S. Muslim community. At any given week, you can find a “ScreamFree Parenting” or “ScreamFree Marriage” small-group class being taught at most of the U.S. Army posts around the world. Working with families who have suffered so much separation through multiple deployments, and so much devastation through loss and injury, has indeed been an honor. Helping these families face their conflicts and find their peace has been one of the most inspiring experiences of my life.

At the same time, through some serendipitous friendships, we have been invited to help Muslim families around North America parent their children in a more principled, peace-filled way. I was not familiar with the Muslim community in any real way, but now I have spoken to Muslim audiences around the country and even a few spots abroad, all hoping to hear some hopeful ways to lead their children in a calmer way. I now get to call these numerous Muslim leaders my friends, and there are groups using ScreamFree principles to build bridges of friendship across religious and cultural lines. This astounds me, frankly, and compels all of us at ScreamFree to keep striving to reach more parents and leaders everywhere.



WHERE WE GO FROM HERE

This brings us back to today, and back to you. The real reason we decided to publish a 10th Anniversary Edition was not to celebrate the past but to reach new groups of parents in the future. With this updated book, we aim to help make these ScreamFree principles actionable in the everyday lives of today’s parents, who I believe need this now, more than ever.

Today’s parents are facing more intense stress, public scrutiny, impossible standards, and technological confusion than ever before. And it’s been building for decades:


• The 1950s, coming right after the World War II–related deaths of eighty million people, gave us the largest generation of babies in history (hence, the baby boom), and the largest generation of anxious parents hoping to protect these babies like never before.

• The 1960s gave us more social upheaval than any decade, before or since, leaving us all with new questions and uncertainties about men, women, sex, parenting, race, and morality.

• The 1970s produced an explosion of divorces, challenging the nuclear family like never before. This decade also introduced the “so-called” self-esteem movement, convincing all parents to praise their kids into performing well, and protect them from ever feeling failure. (Both actions have been shown, since then, to be completely counterproductive, leaving kids unprepared for the real world.)

• The 1980s, with the Tylenol-cyanide tragedy, the war on drugs, and the Adam Walsh abduction case, caused us to suddenly fear the chemicals in our homes and on the streets like never before, and introduced us to the perils of “stranger danger.”

• The 1990s, with the advent of the twenty-four-hour news cycle, made us perpetually aware of all the possible dangers of life.

• The early 2000s, with the terror of 9/11, and the explosion of the Internet, amplified all the past decades’ anxieties by connecting us with an entire world of potential harm to our children, as well as dozens of conflicting parenting strategies to protect them and provide for them.


All of these last seventy years have created a storm surge of parental anxiety, yet I believe this past decade has seen more rapid changes than any other. The ubiquity of mobile devices and social media puts our whole lives (and the foibles of our kids) on display, heightening comparison, competition, and confusion about screen time, attention spans, and privacy.

More than ever before, parents also feel the pressure to be informed. In the information age of Google, Siri, and Wikipedia, no parents can ever say they were uninformed about any aspect of parenting—from attachment parenting to free-range kids, from GMO-free foods to Paleo dieting for toddlers.

And more than ever before, parents feel the need to be perfect. Their whole lives are broadcast nonstop through social media, and all they see are the “filtered” lives of others’ kids having more fun, making better grades, winning more awards, and getting into better colleges.

Add all this to the normal everyday stress of parenting, and what do you get? In the words of multiple authors, you get an age of anxiety. We live in an unparalleled time of parental angst, and it is definitely taking its toll.

Thankfully you also get a growing movement against all the madness. For instance, you get movies like Bad Moms, which encourages regular mothers everywhere to resist the insanity, treat themselves with the kindness they truly deserve, and stop trying to control their kids into living perfect childhoods. (If you haven’t seen it, and you can stand some rather frank crudeness, I strongly recommend it.)

What you also get is a whole crop of parenting books promoting a calmer, saner way of life. Since ScreamFree Parenting came out in 2007, a number of fantastic authors have joined us in calling parents toward peace-filled homes, with titles like Getting to Calm; Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids; No-Drama Discipline; and of course, the new bedtime classic, Go the F*ck to Sleep. All these titles (except maybe the last one) have joined the original ScreamFree Parenting in helping parents discover new strategies for structuring their homes and new reservoirs of peace within themselves.

My hope is that this new 10th Anniversary Edition of ScreamFree Parenting will be a worthy companion to this growing group of parenting materials. But it’s my far greater hope that this book can help you, especially my fellow natural screamers out there, realize you’re not alone, you’re not a bad parent, and there is a fantastic future ahead.

You can do this, and the ScreamFree way can help.



A WORD ABOUT THE NEW SUBTITLE

When Crown asked about the possibility of doing a new edition, I got excited about all the possible updates we could make to the text. But there was one small tweak I knew we had to make first: We absolutely had to change the subtitle.

Over the last ten years, as we’ve presented to parents all around the world, I must confess I still cringe every time I look at my own book. Not because of the cover design, mind you. No, what makes me wince about ScreamFree Parenting is the subtitle: Raising Your Kids by Keeping Your Cool. I liked it at the time because it was succinct and even a little rhythmic. But, as is painfully obvious now, it is also reflective of a parenting mindset we are actually trying to expose and confront here in this book: We’re not raising kids.

We’ll address this more in Chapter 4, but one of the worst ways we “scream” in our parenting is to anxiously try to keep our kids as young and as safe as possible for as long as possible. This makes sense, given how fragile and desperately dependent they are from the very beginning.

What doesn’t make sense, however, is the way we allow this anxiety to shape how we even describe parenting. Think about it: We’ve been describing parenting as “raising kids” for some time now. Where did that phrase even come from? And how did it become so common? I realized this a few years ago (after this book initially came out, obviously) while traveling to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. I was headed there to do a training of Army family professionals, and while on the drive I noticed a huge plot of rolling hills, with rows and rows of perfect little conifers sprouting toward a living room near you. And out in front was a sign: FULK’S CHRISTMAS TREE FARM. I learned from the locals it was quite the tradition to take your family to Fulk’s and cut down your own locally grown Tannenbaum.

When I went back to do another training, it was early springtime; what I saw then were not Christmas trees. Spread over the hills were not trees at all; these were seedlings, or saplings at most, all spread out in an orchardlike pattern. But just because they weren’t trees yet didn’t mean Mr. Fulk changed his sign to read CHRISTMAS SAPLING FARM. Like always, it said CHRISTMAS TREE FARM. These folks were not raising saplings; they already had saplings. These guys were raising trees.

And that’s when it hit me—why in the world do we say we’re “raising kids”? It doesn’t make any sense! Tree farmers aren’t raising saplings, and wheat farmers aren’t raising kernels. Not even goat farmers are raising kids! Well, we parents are not raising kids either. If you have a ten-year-old boy and an eight-year-old girl living in your house, you’re not raising kids; you already have kids. What you’re raising, hopefully, are adults.

The struggles of the millennial generation to launch out on their own have been well documented. Is it too simplistic to think that perhaps the whole reason we’re having such a serious launching problem today is because we’ve been misnaming the whole job from the very beginning? Probably. But it is worth asking the question: If all we’re striving to do is raise kids—successful kids, confident kids, resilient kids—then how can we be surprised if that’s all we end up with?

We examine this issue more in Chapter 4. That is just one of many other significant updates in this new revised edition of ScreamFree Parenting. We’ve got some new success stories to share, a chapter on parenting in the digital age, and a collection of answers to questions we’ve received over the last ten years—and how to apply them.

All this and more are included here, so I am thrilled to offer you this 10th Anniversary Revised Edition. I hope you find it helpful as you strive to raise amazing adults.


Hal Runkel, February 2017
 
    
Atlanta




HOW TO BEST BENEFIT FROM THIS BOOK

My goal for this book is simple: to help you and your whole family lead a calmer, happier life together. I firmly believe that by incorporating into your daily life the principles outlined here, you will begin to enjoy the types of parent-child relationships you have always craved. These are relationships full of joy, cooperation, harmony, and most of all, mutual respect. Peace in your family is not as far off as you might think.

For this book to help you pursue such relationships, I have sought to provide a structure that logically introduces you to the ScreamFree mindset one step at a time. At first, some of these principles may seem a bit like heresy, for they run counter to a lot of popular teaching. So while you may feel tempted to skim the table of contents and skip forward to a topic that catches your eye, I believe you will get the most out of the book by reading each chapter consecutively.

The book is divided into five parts. The first four are revised versions of the original ScreamFree Parenting, with multiple chapters in each. At the conclusion of each of these chapters are a series of questions specifically designed to help you examine your parenting style and grow into the ScreamFree mindset. At the conclusion of each of the parts, I tell a true story from the life experiences of real people just like you.

Some of these stories come from my relationship-coaching clients, others from colleagues and friends. The last story comes from one of the most remarkable women in history, whom I so wish I could have known. All of these stories involve courageous people: a military family, a refugee family striving to adjust and thrive in a new culture, and folks just like you, who choose to invest their time, money, and significant emotional energy in learning to focus on themselves and the way they relate with others. 

In each of these stories you will see the power of ScreamFree Parenting in action. Of course, the names and details have been altered to protect confidentiality, but the events are all true—and powerful. I have selected these stories because they wonderfully illustrate the principles highlighted in their respective parts. As you will see, the stories represent parent-child relationships in various stages of life. While everyone’s story is different, I know you can find yourself in here somewhere.

Part 5 is completely new to this 10th Anniversary Revised Edition. In it we’ve added an entirely new chapter on parenting in the age of social media and technology, and we’ve compiled popular articles, Q&A sessions, and blog posts from our website over the last ten years. These represent some of our best, most practical applications of a ScreamFree mindset, addressing current issues like ADHD and single parenting, the challenges you face with different age groups, and what to do when you simply don’t know what to do next. 

Above all, take from these five parts whatever inspires you to revolutionize your relationships, and discard the rest. You do not have to accept all that I say here in order to enjoy the home life you crave or become the type of parent you desire to be.

All you have to do, as you will see, is learn to pause more, and react less.

Please email me at hal@screamfree.com, and let me know how this book intersects with your life. I look forward to hearing from you about your journey with ScreamFree Parenting. Your feedback helps provide the information and inspiration we need to help others lead calmer, happier lives.



PART ONE

BECOMING THE “COOL” PARENT YOUR KIDS REALLY NEED

Every kid wants to have “cool” parents. No, this does not mean kids want parents who keep up with the latest fads (that makes you decidedly uncool). And contrary to some popular teaching, being a cool parent does not mean being so permissive you let your kids do whatever they want. What every kid wants are parents who can keep their cool, even when things get hot. Especially when things get hot. Kids want collected, levelheaded parents. Your kids want you to remain unflappable, even when they flip out.

As it turns out, that’s exactly what they need.

Parents everywhere are facing the toughest challenge of their lives: trying to create a healthy family environment filled with mutual respect, cooperation, and love. And they’re trying to do this in a twenty-first-century culture that celebrates immediacy, entitlement, and distraction. It’s no wonder parents feel more anxious than ever before. They feel overwhelmed and underappreciated. And I believe they all want help.

I believe parents are searching for an inspiring vision of how it all could be different.

We have seen all sorts of packaged programs delivering fail-proof techniques to raise perfect children. We’ve heard about the countless failures of the past two generations and the urgent need to return to the good ol’ days. And most of all, we have been bombarded with the pressure to produce perfect kids by sacrificing ourselves, focusing all of our attention on their needs, and always being there for them.

We’ve heard all of this and more, and it’s not helping. This call for total self-sacrifice is actually hurting, leaving parents feeling more overwhelmed, more frustrated, and less capable.

So, what’s wrong? Or better yet, what’s the right direction out of this mess? A few years ago, a brilliant family therapist and rabbi named Edwin Friedman asked a critical question: When’s the last time you saw a parenting book telling parents to focus less on their children?

Well, ScreamFree Parenting may be the first book you’ve read that tells all parents to stop orbiting their lives around their children and return the focus to themselves.

So, is that the problem—that we’re too focused on our kids? Absolutely. In a rash reaction to the children-should-be-seen-and-not-heard formula that many of our grandparents grew up with, we have now gone to another extreme, the our-lives-revolve-around-our-children formula. Just look at us chauffeuring our kids from school, to practice, to yet another practice in a minivan with stickers plastered all over it. And whose name is on these stickers? Whose name is emblazoned on this minivan that we paid for? Whether it be an honor student badge or a soccer ball, our kids’ names tell the whole world who really owns the van. And our lives. And it’s not good for either of us.

ScreamFree Parenting provides a way out of this mess, a way to restore both parent and child to their rightful places in the home.

WHY SCREAMFREE?

Not all of us scream out loud at our kids. At least not all the time. Yes, there’s a University of New Hampshire study stating that 98 percent of all parents have unleashed a psychologically damaging outburst toward each of their children under-age-five (and we know the other 2 percent are just lying about it). But not all of us are screaming our heads off all day long.

However, all parents do experience a universal struggle. We all feel incredibly anxious about our kids and their choices, and we don’t know what to do about it. We fret and worry about how our kids will turn out. Inevitably, we’re so focused on our kids that we don’t even realize when this anxiety has taken over—until we get emotionally reactive.

ScreamFree Parenting is about calming all of our reactive responses to this anxiety. It’s called “ScreamFree” because screaming is the most popular reaction (and “EmotionalReactivityFree” doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue). But we react in other ways too, such as disconnecting ourselves from the situation or overcompensating (ever pick up after your kids because you’re so tired of battling them about it?). Some of us just give up…and keep giving in.

All these reactions are just different ways of screaming. And they are all just as ineffective in creating the type of relationships we crave with our children. But there is hope. There is a better way.

What I offer in this book is a way for you to envision yourself in a nonreactive yet fully connected relationship with each of your children. And that’s the catch—remaining both calm and connected. Many parents can remain calm by simply disengaging from the relationship. Other parents stay fully engaged, only to let their anxiety drive their behavior. The ScreamFree mindset teaches you to calm your own anxiety first, enabling you to remain fully connected and involved. And this creates a revolutionary relationship with each of your kids and the rest of your family—a relationship in which your position is that of an inspiring influence, a relationship in which your number-one leadership role in the family is that of a calming authority. Regardless of your children’s ages, and regardless of the mistakes you’ve made up to this point, you can restore yourself to this position in the family.


Your number-one leadership role in the family is that of a calming authority.



You can—by learning to focus on yourself, calm yourself down, and grow yourself up—begin to make changes in the way you parent, changes that dramatically alter the dynamics of your family. You can, beginning today, start practicing the principles that will bring about new patterns of connection and cooperation. Such changes won’t be easy, and they won’t come automatically. Becoming a ScreamFree parent involves a strenuous journey, requiring you to face difficult truths about yourself and your relationships. Difficult but not impossible. But it’s not all tough stuff either—becoming a ScreamFree parent also invites you to treat yourself better than you’ve ever thought you could or should.

It all begins with one fundamental shift: Parenting is not about children, it’s about parents.


Chapter One

Parenting Is Not About Kids, It’s About Parents


It’s not you, it’s me.

—George Costanza, Seinfeld


The greatest thing you can do for your kids is to learn to focus on yourself.

That statement might not make complete sense right now. It might, in fact, seem downright offensive. What? Turn the focus away from my children and onto myself? Isn’t that against all the rules?

No, it isn’t. I’m not proposing that you put your children last on the list. Far from it. What I am saying is that by focusing on yourself, you will have a calmer, happier relationship with your whole family.

You see, most of us have been operating with a faulty model of relationships. That’s not to say all our relationships are faulty, but the model sure is. We’ve been operating with a model that says in order to have healthy relationships, we need to focus on meeting other people’s needs. To even question such a model draws controversy, I know, but stay with me.


By focusing on yourself, you will have a calmer, happier relationship with your whole family.



    
ScreamFree Parenting will discuss why this model is so faulty, particularly in our parent-child relationships. For now, there are a few simple points we should consider. First, it’s a given that there are points in this world we can control and things we cannot. So, how smart is it to focus our energy on something we can’t resolve, something we cannot control? Answer: Not very. Follow-up question: Which category do our kids fall into? Are children something we can control or something we cannot? Here are even tougher questions: Even if you could control your kids, should you? Is that what parenting is all about? Finally, what if it’s not the kids who are out of control?


WHO’S REALLY OUT OF CONTROL HERE?

My kids, Hannah and Brandon, were four and two, and it was one of those Saturday mornings. My wife, Jenny, and I had stayed up way too late on Friday night, which guaranteed our kids would get up way too early the next day. And so the weekend began with a lot of whining and crying and complaining—and the kids were upset as well.

So I decided, in my parenting-expert wisdom, to get us all out of the house by heading to Waffle House for breakfast. Now, the first Waffle House we walked into was just too crowded, but thankfully there is no shortage of Waffle Houses in suburban Atlanta, so we piled back into the car, strapped our children into their car seats, quieted disappointed whines with promises of maple syrup, and drove the hundred yards or so to a second Waffle House. And the line at the second one was just as long as the one at the first.

There was no way we were getting the kids back into the car for another trip, however, so we decided to wait it out. Thankfully, the staff at this Waffle House was thinking—they had crayons and blank paper for the kids. My wife and I could get in even a little adult conversation. A win-win situation.

As if that wasn’t enough, a sign caught my eye. If my children drew a picture, they were entitled to a paper Waffle House hat (just like the grill man wears) and a free waffle. Sometimes life is good. The kids colored. My wife and I talked. The time flew, and before we knew it, we were seated—my wife and daughter on one side of the booth, my son and I on the other. They brought the kids their paper hats, and even I tried one on.

If you’ve never been to a Waffle House, you would be amazed at the consistency of the architecture from one restaurant to the next. All the tables surround the kitchen, and wall-length windows surround the tables. It’s very open, and it’s easy to notice the goings-on of others.

Now, while I was feeling pretty good by this time, my kids hadn’t eaten anything all morning. Hungry kids who’ve done nothing but wait around can be…restless. Hannah, our four-year-old, handled it all right, just garden-variety complaints. But Brandon, our two-year-old, sure was feeling two years old, if you know what I mean. Two-year-olds generally have no regard for things like “practicing an inside voice” or “using words like a big boy” when they’ve been forced in and out of a car with nothing to eat but promises of food to come. Cooperating with me was not high on Brandon’s list of priorities at the time. Enjoying a nice family breakfast didn’t seem like such a good idea now.

But I’m a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist. I’m a relationship expert. I know I should control myself and keep from losing my temper. I know better than to react and resort to yelling and committing violent acts of coercion. But then my son threw his fork on the floor, and the power of my knowledge began to fade.

The fork made a loud noise, causing all the people around us to look at me. Some of them even pointed and whispered (at least that’s what it felt like they were doing). I looked over at my perfect wife sitting there with my perfect daughter. There is an unwritten rule among parents with multiple kids: Whoever is sitting on your side is on your watch. So while the women in my life were enjoying an angelic scene of cooperation and intimacy, my son and I were on the verge of World War III.

Nothing was making him happy, and nothing was stopping him from the beginning stages of an all-out tantrum. Finally, his waffle arrived and I thought the battle would be over soon. So I started to cut up the waffle, but he didn’t want the waffle cut up. Maybe he wanted to eat the whole thing with his hands in one bite, I don’t know. Maybe he was just really feeling two years old. I do know I was feeling closer and closer to my own emotional edge.

But I’m the expert on human relationships, right? I’m the one planning to write a book someday called ScreamFree Parenting. Was I going to allow a two-year-old to push my buttons? You bet I was. See, the fork got such a great response that my son began to wonder what might happen if he threw his waffle—plate and all—on the floor.

Here’s what might happen: Daddy might lose his cool! And that’s precisely what did happen.

The plate broke, and syrup splattered all over the people around us. I hastily apologized to the people with syrup splatter on their feet and snatched Brandon out of his booster seat. I then apologized to the man sitting in the booth behind us after Brandon’s foot hit him in the back of the head. And finally we stormed out of the restaurant. All eyes were fixed on us as my son kept screaming. And kicking. And hitting. I was seething as I pushed the door open with such force that it rattled the glass walls. The reverberating structure got everyone’s attention.

So now, whoever wasn’t watching this scene unfold inside the restaurant was now watching from the inside as I stood there on the sidewalk, yelling at my son. I was using big words, asking rhetorical questions, puffing out my chest, pointing my finger, and intimidating a boy who couldn’t have stood more than thirty-six inches tall. What a big man I was!

Finally, somehow, after a long time, the ugly scene ended. Brandon and I returned to our seats to complete our nice family breakfast. He was still sobbing a bit, and I was still huffing a bit, but at least we were quiet. And there sat Jenny, my loving and faithful wife. I think she wanted to say something supportive and reassuring, but she just couldn’t contain the smirk on her face. I was a volcano looking for an excuse to erupt. Again.

“What?” I barked.

“Nice hat,” she said, midbite into her waffle.

It was then that I realized the paper Waffle House hat still sat squarely on top of my head. The entire scene had taken place with a silly hat on top of a silly man who wanted nothing more than to be taken seriously.



OUR BIGGEST ENEMY AS PARENTS

Truth be told, I didn’t need the hat to make me look foolish. I had done that myself with my knee-jerk reactivity. In fact, that kind of emotional reaction is our worst enemy when it comes to having great relationships.

Let me say that again: Emotional reactivity is our worst enemy when it comes to having great relationships.

If you don’t get anything else from this book, get this: Our biggest struggle as parents is not with the iPad or smartphone; it’s not with bad influences; it’s not even with drugs or alcohol. Our biggest struggle as parents is with our own emotional reactivity. That’s why the greatest thing we can do for our kids is to learn to focus on us, not them. Instead of anxiously trying to control our kids, let’s concentrate on what we can control—calming our own emotional, knee-jerk reactions.

What’s so damaging about being too reactive? Keep reading. The next couple of chapters will make it clear. For now, consider this: How can we have any influence on our children’s decision making if we don’t have an influence on our own? When we get reactive, we get regressive. That is, we shrink back to an immature level of functioning. Think of me at Waffle House. In an effort to get my two-year-old to stop acting so immaturely, I became just as immature.

How effective can that be? I’ve come to realize that if I get loud and scary and intimidating, I may get compliance eventually, but at what price? I may have screamed my son into submission at Waffle House, but what type of relationship will I have with him if I continue to parent by reactive intimidation?

Now, some of you may be thinking at this point, “Who cares about my relationship with him? He needs to learn to behave, and if it takes intimidation and fear, then so be it. I
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THERE IS A BETTER WAY
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