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Greetings!







When I was writing my first book, I had recurring nightmares. Always I was on a mountainside or in an open field totally exposed. Each time people were throwing rocks and stones at me. One night the dream changed. On that night I was precariously perched on a narrow mountain trail. I carried my manuscript in outstretched arms. The steep incline of the path and the package I carried made it impossible for me to proceed. Stymied and exposed, I broke out in a cold sweat. It was then I heard my mothers voice. Look, she said, your father and I have been here ahead of you. There are steps you can walk down. She pointed them out to me, then reached up and added, Hand me your manuscript. I can hold it for you. Gingerly I passed it to her, but I was still too frightened to take a step down. It was then I heard my husband say, Its okay. Im right here behind you. You can do it.


I woke from my dream with a great sigh of relief. After that night the nightmares stopped. The warmth and support I felt from my family protected and carried me. I was able to finish my book.


I thought of this dream and the deep connection I felt with my family over the next few years as I watched parents working with their kids. I saw parents who could scoop up a toddler heading for the electrical outlet, blow on their childs tummy, and turn a potential power struggle into a delight of giggles. I watched the mother of a four-year-old stop him with just an arch of her eyebrow. I listened as a ten-year-old skillfully negotiated with his parents a plan that allowed him to spend time with his friend and get his room clean. And I saw parents and teens who were happily living and working together instead of declaring war. I wondered, How did they do it?


In my gut I sensed a connection between these parents and kids, like the one I felt with my own family, but I didnt know what to call it or even how to describe it. It was more than love. I remember reading a newspaper column in which a woman had written, When I was young, my mother never missed a chance to tell me how dumb, stupid, or unattractive I was. Although she told me often how much she loved me, she undermined my self-esteem with her cruel remarks. No, love alone wasnt enough. There was something more, and I was determined to discover it.


Fortunately, at that time there was a huge burst of research on emotions and emotional intelligence. When I first read Daniel Golemans book Emotional Intelligence, I knew hed found the key. Emotional intelligence describes our awareness of our own feelings and those of others. People who are emotionally intelligent are able to use their knowledge of emotions to nurture their most important relationships, and to build the connections that lead them to want to work together.


I brought the information about emotional intelligence to the parents in my groups. It was met with great relief because they, like I, were frustrated with most of the existing advice for parents that didnt deal with the emotions that fueled their childrens behavior, and, even more important, didnt help them understand their own. Could this information, they wondered out loud, help them to understand how a tike no taller than an adults kneecap could send a two-hundred-pound dad to the moon? And how an eight-year-old screaming You cant make me could reduce an adult to tears? Indeed it could.


What Ive learned is that children who recognize and understand their emotions are able to soothe themselves more effectively and blow up less frequently. They also dont get into as much trouble because theyre less impulsive and more focused. Understanding emotions allows them to get along better with others. Emotional intelligence plays a significant role in their happiness and success in life.


So I scrutinized the emotional intelligence research and tried to solve the puzzle of how to apply it to real-life family situations. The parents in my groups helped me.


In the process of our study we were jolted into reality. In order to teach our children what they were feeling and how to manage their strongest emotions, like anger, frustration, and fear, we had to be able to do it for ourselveseven in the heat of the moment. The task is not an easy one, and it does take time, but it is feasible and definitely worth the effort.


Kids, Parents, and Power Struggles brings you the information and insights parents in my groups found most helpful on their journey. Ive also included their stories, fictionalized a bit to protect their privacy, but stories of real struggles, honest challenges, as well as crowning moments of success.


You can use Kids, Parents, and Power Struggles as your guide to go below the surface of those tugs of war to the world of emotions, a world where your heart connects with your childs and results in a relationship you will both treasure. Here you will discover how to turn those flames of misbehavior into opportunities for learning and growing with your child. Here those most perplexing and difficult moments will be less confusing, and you will find parent-tested strategies that can allow both you and your child to be successful and happy.


Being a parent is like climbing a mountain. Its an arduous task, and your work is exposed to review by the public at large. The world of emotions is just now being explored. When you choose to create that emotional bond with your child, you may feel as though you dont know the way, or your arms are too full, or the task is daunting.


You dont have to take this journey alone. You are among friends. This book can help you. It can show you the steps, lend you a hand, and point out to you others in your own life who can assist you as well. So come along. Take it at your own speed. Grab the handholds and choose the steps that feel most comfortable to you. Discover the world of emotions where the fights are fewer and further between, and parents and kids are working together because they want to.















PART ONE


A New Perspective on Power Struggles












ONE


Winning for a Lifetime




Like a great mystery, power struggles are never solved until the real culprits have been identified.


Diane, mother of two










On the surface power struggles look like a tug of war. Parents and kids pitted against one another. Opposing forces pulling in different directions. Two individuals at odds with each other, both determined to win!


The trouble is that if you win by simply outmuscling your child, you still feel lousy. Theres little pleasure in victory when your child is left distressed and angry. If you lose, its even worse. What kind of a parent cant even get a child to brush her teeth or finish her homework? Power struggles are frustrating. You dont have all day to negotiate. You just want to get out of the door! And power struggles make you angry. Arent you supposed to be the parent in charge? Power struggles can leave you feeling scared and helpless. If its like this now, how will you survive your childs adolescence? And power struggles can make you sad. Screaming at your kids wasnt part of your dream.


What Ive learned after more than twenty years of working with families is that daily fights are not inevitable. You dont have to walk constantly on eggshells in order to avoid the blowups. You dont have to doubt yourself or feel exhausted from defending yourself. Like a diver discovering the beauty of a coral reef, going below the surface of a power struggle can take you to a new place, a place where parents and kids are working together and power struggles are few and far between. Below the surface, youll discover that power struggles are about feelings and needsyours and your childs.


Recognizing those emotions is the key to stopping power struggles before they ever start. Responding to those emotions builds the relationship that makes your child want to work with you.


Discipline isnt just about winning or losing. Every power struggle offers you the opportunity to connect with your child or to disconnect. The relationship you will have with your child when hes an adolescent lies in the words and actions you use today. Ultimately your real power is in that emotional bond.


Why Emotions?


Over the years as Ive worked with families, I have found that every family experiences power struggles. Ive heard parents express frustrations over kids whove looked right at them, smiled, and then done what theyve just been told not to do. Kids whove vehemently declared, Youre not my boss! Capable kids whove suddenly refused to walk upstairs alone, finish their homework, or cried Dont leave me! when it was time to go to bed, even though theyve been going to bed on their own for months or years.


The parents have told me theyve tried time-outs, reward systems, insisting that their kids toughen up or stop being a baby, and even spanking, but the struggles havent stopped. I finally realized that the struggles continued because reward systems, time-outs, demands to not feel that way, and spankings put a lid on the behaviors but failed to address the real fuel source behind them. As a result it was as though someone had put the lid back on a pot of boiling water but failed to turn down the heat. The water continued to boil and inevitably the lid popped off again.


Emotions are the real fuel source behind power struggles. When you identify those emotions you can select strategies that teach your kids what they are feeling and how to express those emotions more respectfully and suitably. The pot doesnt keep boiling over because ultimately the kids themselves learn to recognize the heat and turn it down! That was true of Kyla.


Whenever she was bored, ten-year-old Kyla would ask her mother Anne what she could do, but every suggestion made was rejected. No, she didnt want to call a friend. No, she didnt want to bake or read a book. And she was not the least bit interested in playing a game with her mother. Exasperated, her mother would ask, Then what do you want to do? But Kyla would only snap at her and complain about the stupid suggestions. Pushed to the boiling point, her mother would finally send Kyla to her room, which resulted in a screaming fit and nasty retorts like, Youre the meanest mother in the world!


But all that changed when Anne learned that Kyla wasnt trying to frustrate her. There was a feeling and need that were fueling her behavior. It was a feeling that Kyla couldnt label and didnt know how to express respectfully; as a result she was irritable and disrespectful. But Anne could help Kyla to identify her emotions and choose more suitable ways to express them. Instead of offering suggestions, she chose to ask Kyla questions such as: Do you feel like doing something inside or outside? Do you want to be with people or alone? Do you want to do something active or quiet?


By asking questions instead of offering suggestions, Anne taught Kyla how to figure out what she was feeling. When she understood her feelings, she could choose an activity that truly met her needs. Instead of frustrating each other and disconnecting, Anne and Kyla learned to work together.


What Ive discovered as I parent my own children and work with the families in my classes, workshops, and private consultations is that understanding and working with emotions can totally change relationships. You become aware of what you and your child need and whats important to you. Kids who are emotionally smart are self-motivated, willing to cooperate, and able to get along with otherseven their siblings. Instead of fighting with your child and disconnecting, working with emotions allows you to connect, creating the emotional bond that links you and fosters a relationship thats alive, dynamic, ever-changing, exciting, and even fun!


This style of discipline is called emotion coaching, and the latest research on human brain development tells us that enhancing your childs emotional intelligence is more important to his success in life than is his IQ.


It may surprise you. Initially I was wary, too. Emotions, after all, have not been given much credibility. Even though I have personally witnessed power struggles being diffused or diminished as parents addressed the sadness, disappointment, frustration, fear, determination, or other emotions that fueled them, I still worried that others might find this a fad in parent education, a new form of pop psychology. Certainly our parents and grandparents never spent much time thinking about emotions and may even have felt that to address emotions was to coddle a child or just stir him up. And then Daniel Goleman wrote Emotional Intelligence and everything changed. His work provided the tested research that matched my experience and intuition. Emotions do indeed make a great deal of difference.


The Research


The most recent research in psychobiology and neuroscience has demonstrated that children are born with billions of brain cells, probably all theyll ever need in their lifetime. However, the way in which that brain gets wired and which brain cells get used depends on you and your childs environment.


At birth a child is primarily working from his limbic systemthe primitive, reactive brain. He experiences an emotion and acts. But as you help your child to understand what hes feeling, enforce limits, and teach him how he can express those feelings respectfully, he starts to build linkages to the neocortex, or thinking brain. The more plentiful the linkages, the stronger the wiring, and the easier for your child to stop impulsive behavior. Ultimately your child is able to identify what hes feeling, shift out of a reactive response, and think of a more appropriate one and use it!



Why Power Struggles Stop When You Teach Your Child About Emotions


When you take the time to help your child understand his emotions, label them, and learn respectful ways of expressing them, you enhance his emotional intelligence. He doesnt have to fight with you! He knows how to get along with you and everyone else in his world. The research by Peter Salovey a Yale psychologist, shows that emotionally intelligent kids:




	1. Understand their emotions. They are able to recognize a feeling as it happens. This is the keystone of emotional intelligence. It is this awareness that allows your child to understand himself. He isnt a victim of his emotions, blindsided by strong feelings such as frustration or jealousy. Instead he can catch his emotions when they are easier to manage and use those emotions as a guide to help him understand what he needs. When his brother pesters him, instead of immediately getting furious and lashing out, which only gets him into trouble, he can recognize the entire spectrum of emotions in betweenlike irritation, annoyance, and frustrationas they happen. Recognizing emotions when theyre little makes it much easier to manage them and choose a more effective and suitable response.


	2. Stop themselves and manage intensity. Emotionally intelligent kids can stop themselves. They dont spend their days rolling from one outburst to another. Instead of hitting, biting, swearing, and throwing things, they are able to enforce standards for themselves. They can recognize their rising intensity and take steps to soothe and calm themselves by doing things like taking a break, breathing deeply, or going for a run. Temper tantrums become an unusual occurrence rather than a daily event.


	3. Identify their triggers. There is a genetic aspect to our personalities that affects whether we prefer to solve problems by talking or thinking about them. It also governs whether we like surprises or find them stressful, whether we find parties, movie theaters, or shopping centers fun or irritating, and if we take no for an answer or keep coming back despite the obstacles in our path.


	Emotionally intelligent kids possess this self-awareness, and so are able to predict their triggers, avoid or minimize them, and learn effective coping skills. The child who cant leave a friends house without getting upset learns to understand how difficult transitions are for her and how to make a plan to ease the distress. The child who screams at a friend, Go home, I hate you, or shoves and pushes other children learns to say, Lets watch a video for a while or Id like to do this by myself right now, recognizing that hes an individual who needs space and quiet and may be exhausted by being in a group. The child who becomes emotionally distraught over seemingly little things learns to say, I just need to feel sad for a while, instead of insisting that his life is ruined. And the silent resister learns to say, I need to think about that for a while or Im not ready to talk yet, rather than covering his ears, turning away, and refusing to talk.


	4. Are able to cope with lifes ups and downs. Kids never tell us theyre stressed. Instead they revert to younger behaviors such as refusing to dress themselves, whining, or waking up in the night. Four-year-olds tend to have toileting accidents and fear things in their closets, while twelve-year-olds may become lethargic or oppositional. By learning to recognize stress cues, the emotionally intelligent child is able to identify his fears and anxieties and make adjustments for them. He doesnt have to act out because he knows what he can do to make things better. It is this sense of personal power that helps him to be more resilient as he faces lifes challenges.


	5. Recognize the emotions of others and work well with them. Emotionally intelligent kids know the important differences between statements like Youre not my boss! and Can we talk about this? They are able to assert themselves without being aggressive. They know when and how to negotiate, allowing them to work with others rather than against them.


	6. Motivate themselves. Emotionally intelligent kids get their homework done, practice the piano, and get themselves organizedeven when youre not there! Because they understand their emotions, they know how to use their peak times to work, manage their frustration, get help when they need it, and prioritize their time and tasks.


	7. Maintain healthy relationships. Daniel Goleman says, Emotionally intelligent people are social stars. Emotionally smart kids have what it takes to get along with you and with others. As a result theyre successful in love relationships and in their careers. Most important, the bond with you remains strongeven during adolescence.




The Importance of Every Day


How can your children learn these skills? These abilities can be taught to children and the opportunities to teach them arise every day. Kids learn today the skills theyll need for tomorrow. The abilities to calm oneself, to be assertive rather than aggressive, to solve problems, and to be trustworthy dont suddenly appear at age eighteen. These are skills that take time and repetition to learn. The lessons begin today as you deal with bedtime, homework, curfews, and all the other power struggles in a normal day. As you teach those lessons, you become your childs emotion coach, her self-discipline guide.


It isnt easy to think about power struggles as an opportunity to teach your child skills shell need for a lifetime, especially on the days when it seems as though shes woken up thinking, Im really going to drive my parents crazy today! But by going under the surface of power struggles, you can help your child identify the feelings or needs that are fueling the behavior and teach her suitable responses. In Magic Trees of the Mind, author Marian Diamond writes, Our experiences with parents, siblings and caregiversloving or harsh, supportive or destructivehelp to establish a mental map that will guide our emotional life and in turn its influence on all of our thinking processes.


And if thats not enough, John Gottman, author of The Heart of Parenting, says, Emotion coaching is like an immunization. According to the research, emotion coaching enhances your childs physical health and academic development. It protects him from youth violence, antisocial behavior, drug addiction, premature sexual activity, and adolescent suicide. Emotion coaching also lowers your childs stress level and resting heart rate, and reduces the number of colds and bouts with the flu he will experience!


Your parents didnt have this information, but you do. You can use it to help your child manage his strong feelings, build that bond with you, and get you out of those power struggles.


How It Works


Kathy is one of the thousands of parents I work with each year in classes, workshops, and personal consultations. Shed never heard of emotion coaching until she started attending my class called Kids, Parents, and Power Struggles. Even after the initial weeks of class, the ideas still seemed foreign to her, until she put them to the test and found they worked.


It was supposed to be a fun outing to the zoo. A friend and her family had been visiting Kathy and her sons, four-year-old Nathan and two-year-old Todd. Over three days theyd visited the Childrens Museum, Camp Snoopy at the Mall of America, and the Conservatory. Friday was reserved for a trip to the Minnesota Zoological Gardens. But when it came time to go, Nathan refused. Fine, Kathy responded. We dont have to go. I can stay home with you and the others can go. Five minutes after they left, Nathan changed his mind. He wanted to go, so off they went to meet their friends at the zoo.


Unfortunately, Nathans contrary behavior continued at the zoo. Initially he didnt want to ride the monorail, then he did. He didnt want to visit the snow monkeys, but a few minutes later he did. Each time he said no, his mother would stop and cajole him and hed move along. Finally exhausted by her efforts she decided theyd had enough. Were going home, she announced unexpectedly. Turning to her friend she said, Stay as long as you like; well meet you back at the house. The friend, with her kids in tow, strolled away.


Nathans shriek in protest was death defying and ear piercing. The momentum of it dropped him to the floor. I want to see the frogs! he wailed.


In an attempt to quiet him, Kathy promised, Next time we come to the zoo, well go straight to the frogs.



No, Nathan wailed, his screams exponentially increasing in volume.


Sensing all eyes on her and judgment in them, she picked him up to carry him out. But it was impossible to carry a flailing four-year-old and push a toddler in a stroller. She set Nathan down on the floor again. Her own intensity now surging, she threatened to leave him and started walking away. He jumped up, lunging after her, shrieking louder. I want to see the frogs!


She stopped. I was just in class, she reminded herself. What did I learn? Think about the emotions! Go under the surface. What is he feeling? What does he need? Taking a deep breath, she calmed herself enough to guide Nathan confidently out of the traffic in the hallway to a more private spot where she sat down on the floor with him. He seemed to sense the difference in her touch and allowed her to hold him on her lap. Its so sad when you dont get to do what you wanted to do. Its so frustrating when you have to leave before you are done, she soothed.


The shrieks died down, replaced by deep, slow sobs. You really wanted to see those frogs, she continued. Nathan sniffled, nodding his head yes.


Feeling his body relax against hers, she stroked his brow and suggested, On the way out, why dont we stop in the gift shop. We wont buy anything but well look at the timers you love. Brushing the tears from his cheeks, he stood up, took her hand, and walked out.


Later that night, when she put Nathan to bed, they talked about their outing. Both of them were calm now, and she knew he could hear her. This was a teachable moment. I think you wanted to be with our friends and go to the zoo, but you were too tired. When youre tired, its difficult to make decisions. And then I surprised you when I said it was time to leave. You were disappointed. You wanted to see the frogs. Nathan nodded and Kathy continued. But its not okay to shriek at the zoo. You scare the animals and hurt other peoples ears. Next time you can tell me you want to go, but you are tired. Next time you can tell me you are sad, and I will listen. You dont need to scream.


It was incredible, Kathy told me. Initially when we were at the zoo and he started to scream, I felt sorry for me! Thats when I got angry. But all of a sudden I could hear his sadness. It wasnt a demand. I could actually feel his disappointment and fatigue. I dont ever remember feeling so connected before. I honestly think he was relieved when I gave him words for his feelings. He doesnt like to lose it. That level of intensity scares him. And I do think he listened to me when we talked at bedtime. I know hell tryhe might not be successfulhes only fourbut hell try. Her voice dropped as she finished her story. It was so special, she whispered, thrilled by the realization that she and her son had experienced a whole new world, a world of emotions where the willingness to listen and cooperate spring from a deep sense of connection.


It is that emotional bond that keeps your child working with you. Emotion coaching doesnt imply that you always say yes. Kathy still took Nathan home. It doesnt mean you constantly negotiate. She didnt buy him anything at the gift shop. It doesnt mean that you give him free reign on his emotions. You dont. Emotions are never an excuse for hurtful or disrespectful behavior. It means that you will listen, trying your best to understand your childs point of view, label his emotions for him, enforce clear standards for behavior, and teach him what he can do to express them respectfully. As a result, your child will learn that he can trust you and be open to your guidance, leading ultimately to his own sense of self-control.


Youre Not Alone


Sometimes as an emotion coach you can feel alone. Cab drivers, fellow grocery shoppers, and grandparents may look at you funny when youre explaining to a six-year-old that shes frightened or disappointed. You can wonder if youre really doing the right thing. Its important to remember that most people have never had the experience of going below the surface of a power struggle. Theyve focused on the surface like the fisherman in a boat who has no idea that beneath him lies the fascinating world of the coral reef.


So in case youre missing role models, or feeling lonely, the thousands of parents in my classes and workshops have agreed to share with you the trials, tribulations, and, most important, the successes of their journeys as emotion coaches. Included are strategies that have proven to be helpful in real life situations and supported by the most recent research. As you go along, therere a few things Id like you to remember.




	1. Power struggles arent just about winning or losing. They provide rich opportunities for learning how to deal with strong emotions and solve problems together. You are not a failure when you find yourself in a tug of war. You are a parent with an opportunity to learn whats important to you and to your child.


	2. There are patterns that can help you identify your childs emotions. If attempting to figure out what your child might be feeling seems a daunting task, know that there are patterns of behavior that can help you to identify the feelings. In this book Ill show you how you can use information about temperament, stress, development, and medical issues to identify the real culprits behind your power struggles.


	3. By changing your reaction you can change your childs. Even in the darkest moments when you feel totally inept and out of control, you have the power to stop and change your behavior. It is possible to learn how to keep your cool even when your child is losing his.


	4. Emotions can be your guide. Identifying your emotions allows you to recognize when your boundaries are being invaded and its time to hold the line. Understanding emotions helps you to identify the real fuel source behind the fires of misbehavior and to teach your child amore suitable response. When you can trust your gut, your confidence grows.


	5. Your child is not out to get you. Every challenging behavior is fueled by a feeling or need. You can discover that feeling or need and help your child address it respectfully. Listening to your child does not mean spoiling her. Working with your child doesnt mean giving in. You are modeling the kind of respectful interaction you want your child to have with you and others. And as you do it, you change the physical structure of your childs brain.


	6. Repeating lessons is normal. Emotion coaching involves teaching essential life skills. It can take months, even years for your child to learn the lessons well. When you get frustrated, take a break, dont give up. Practice is necessary and normal. Celebrate your successesthe little stepsand allow your child and yourself to be learners.


	7. You can learn about yourself as well as your child. The exciting thing about emotional intelligence is that its predominantly learned behavior. The lessons dont stop in early childhood. They continue throughout our entire lives, and we get to reap the benefits in all of our relationshipsat home and at work.


	8. Your dream can be a reality. You dont have to fight with your kids every day. Your dream of harmony, peace, and mutual respect can be a reality!




Our Journey Together


As we go along together, there will be good days and not so good ones. My hope is that this book will be your guide and your friendhelping you to understand yourself and your child, easing the tough times, offering you support when you get frustrated, and encouraging you to celebrate your successes. It is divided into three sections.


Part II, Building the Connections, will help you to build the relationship that keeps your child working with you because he wants to. It begins with a vision of where you want to go in the long run and explores the kind of relationship you want to have with your child in adolescence and adulthood. It also addresses the realities of how difficult it is to make that connection. So this section also includes strategies for keeping your cool, enforcing standards for your kids, and teaching them how to soothe and calm themselves.


Part III, Caring: Knowing Yourself and Your Child, will help you identify those emotions that fuel the power struggles. An understanding of temperament triggers, and how stress and medical factors impact behavior, can help you predict your triggers and your childs. This section is chock full of practical tips to help you diffuse and manage those triggers before they can hook you and pull you and your child into power struggles.


Part IV, Developing Competence: Teaching Lifes Essential Skills, explains the normal stages of emotional development. Teaching your child how to motivate and to stop himself, how to be assertive rather than a little bulldozer, and how to negotiate are all essential skills that your child will need for success in life. Practical kid-and parent-tested techniques for learning these skills are included in this section.


Keep the Vision


The lessons of emotion coaching are powerful. Relationships once shadowed by anger and hostility can change to joy and cooperation. The teen years can actually be a time of reaping benefits of lessons well learned rather than a time to bear. Thats why Id like to provide you with a vision of what can happen when you are your childs emotion coach, her guide to an understanding of emotions, her teacher of respectful responses.


Imagine for a moment youre lying in bed, just coming to consciousness. Theres music playing in the distance. You realize its your childs alarm clock going off before yours. Shes fifteen now. Before the morning news rouses you, shes in the shower. Twenty minutes later you meet her in the kitchen. Shes sitting at the table eating a bowl of cereal, drinking juice, reading yesterdays paper. Todays hasnt yet arrived. You ask her about her schedule for the day. She asks if you can pick her up from practice at five P.M. Shes got a test she needs to study for and would like to avoid the thirty-minute bus ride home if at all possible. No problem, you reply.


At seven oclock shes out the door, hair combed, teeth brushed, just a touch of makeup adding highlights to her eyes, homework done and in the backpack. Shes vibrant, healthy, and laughing. You watch as she stops in the driveway to toss todays just-delivered paper to the door stoop, so that all you have to do is reach out to pick it up. Its her gift to you this morning.


Youre off to work then, able to focus, elated by the morning, realizing not every morning goes quite this well, yet the good days are far outnumbering the tough ones. Your dream of connecting with your child isnt a pipe dream. There is respect, cooperation, and harmony in your home. You and your child really have found ways to work together. The tugs of war are more infrequent and the frustration level lower. Theres more laughter than tears, more problems solved than fights erupting. But what really keeps you going is the realization that you are winningand so is your child. Emotion coaching is allowing you and your child to be more caring, competent, and connected, and together you are winning for a lifetime!











PART TWO


Building the Connections










TWO


Emotion Coaching


The Decision to Connect




The best antidote to U.S. teenagers major health problemsbad habits such as drinking, smoking, promiscuityturns out to be a close connection with caring parents.


The Journal of the American Medical Association










From my office window I watched the kids across the street pulling with all their might on opposite ends of a jump rope. Their heels dug trenches in the dirt and muscles strained before they collapsed in a heap of laughter. Minutes later, two of them were on the ends of the rope twirling it, while the third jumped. The words of their chant, along with their giggles, filtered through my window. In and out they went taking turns twirling, then jumping. Twenty minutes later they stopped to rest, downed glasses of lemonade, and chatted. The energy of their words rose to a challenge. Beat you to a hundred! one shouted as she leapt up and started jumping. The next thing I knew all three of them were swinging their own ropes. Faces grew red, lips moved, but no words escaped.


I dont know if they made it to one hundred, but I do know that I made an important realization while watching them: When were in those tugs of war with our kids, its much easier to see those struggles as an opportunity once we realize we have the same options the kids across the street did. We always have control of our end of the rope! We can decide that this is the time to hang on tight, stand firm, and insist, In our family this is the rule! Other times we may decide to step in and work with our child, enjoying together what we couldnt do alone. And then there are occasions when we realize it is time to let go of our end of the rope, to hand the whole thing over to our child, and say, Youre ready. Take it. You can make this decision. You can handle it on your own.


The challenge, of course, is to know when to make which decision. A vision of where youre going in the long run can help.


Begin with the End in Mind


I was dusting and halfheartedly listening to a national talk show. A renowned psychologist was discussing power struggles. His advice to the host was, If your three-year-old wants you to sit with him at bedtime, let me just say, dont start habits you dont want to continue until graduation.


I stopped dusting and turned to the screen. I couldnt help thinking of Stephen Coveys words, Begin with the end in mind. How many parents wish their teenager would trust them enough to talk with them, I wondered out loud. How many parents wish their kids would see them as someone who could help them answer their questions or make decisions. Is sitting with your three-year-old a bad habit, a waste of time? Or could it be the beginning of a strong, healthy communication system with your child?


Whether or not you choose to sit with your child is your decision, but as you make it, begin with the end in mind. Hold a clear understanding of your destinationthe kind of relationship you want to have with your child in the long run.


Imagine for a moment your child is graduating from high school. How do you want him to feel about himself? How do you want her to feel about you? Are the words and actions youre using today taking you in that direction? A look at your own experience may help you answer these questions. Your answer will be unique, but let me take you to one of my classes and allow you to hear what others have to say.


Meet the Group


Its the movements and sounds you notice first as the parents and children enter the family center. A jaunty pace highlighted with a big smile indicates a good week. Ive got a success story! a parent may call as she holds open the door for her children, who squeal in delight and dash for the climber.


Quick, sharp, rushed steps, accented with heavy sighs, unzipped coats, missing mittens, and crying children, tell me its been a tough one. My intuition is often confirmed by a curt announcement of We need to be here!


No matter what the tenor of the moment, the parents know that in the next two hours theyll get forty-five minutes to play with their kids without the interruptions of telephones or televisions, and the staff will clean up the mess! Theyll also get a chance to separate from their kids, sit down with a hot cup of coffee, and talk with other adults who really understand the struggles they are facing. While they relax and share stories, they can even watch through the one-way mirrors while their kids continue activities with the staff.


Where Do You Want to Go?


Today on the whiteboard I have written: Think about a significant adult in your life, someone who has helped you to understand yourself and to develop your strengths. What were his or her characteristics?


Each parent is given an index card on which to write an answer.



Smiles begin to light faces as they remember those special individuals in their lives. Voices rise and fall, and laughter intermixes with the chatter. Suddenly I notice a furtive glance from Kate; her eyes are moving from side to side, attempting to catch what others have written on their cards.


I realize I need to say, If you havent had someone like this in your life, imagine that you do. What would he or she be like? Kate looks relieved and begins to write.


Waiting until the pens have stopped moving, I ask, Who would like to share your description? Hands shoot into the air, eyes sparkle, each individual appears eager to share fond memories.


Jim, an outgoing father of four, volunteers to begin. A great listener, he says. I dont know how he did it, but my dad always made you feel like he had time for you. I remember family dinners. He always knew what we were doing and asked about classes and games. If we needed help or support, he was there. He liked to listen to public radio on the way home. He was always telling us stories, some hilarious, others challenged us to think about an issue.


Kate, who was sitting across the table from Jim, was incredulous. My father wasnt anything like yours. Do you do that? she wanted to know.


I try, he admitted, but I cant say Im perfect. Debbie held up her card. Ive got one, she said. She was my sophomore history teacher. What I appreciated most about her was how dependable she was. You always knew where she stood. She wasnt a pushover, but she was gentle and calm. No matter who you were, she saw the good in you, and I really think she believed we wanted to do our best.


They continued sharing descriptions and heartwarming stories. Cushioned in the glow of fond memories, the atmosphere of the room was light.


The Person You Disliked


And then I changed things. Now tell me about an influential adult you disliked. Someone who to this day the mere thought of can make the hair on the back of your neck stand up. The mood in the room immediately shifted. Sinister laughter erupted. Peters jaw clenched so tight the muscle jumped. But it was Jims eyes that caught my attention. They slammed into me, blazing with anger. Mean, he spit out. Rotten, low-down, self-centered, two-faced. He paused. You dont want me to finish this, he remarked, and his voice trailed off.


Peter stepped into the void. Untrustworthy, judgmental, pessimistic, pushy, never listened, rigid, and quick-tempered, he read from his card. High school geometry teacher, he explained, the cords in his neck continuing to pulse. And I was dreaming of being an engineer. He shook his head and looked away.


Debbie blurted into the silence, her voice vehement, the words sharp. Inflexible, punitive, sarcastic, critical, rough, she snapped. He didnt have time to help, he was too busy. Her hands trembled as she set down her coffee cup.


The passion of their emotions crackled in the room. Bodies tightened and shuddered as they remembered. I completed a chart on the board as the words were whipped at me.







	
Characteristics of the Person You Liked

	
Characteristics of the Person You Disliked








	
good listener

	
lousy listener





	
patient

	
self-centered





	
funny

	
sarcastic





	
flexible

	
rigid





	
challenging

	
punitive





	
dependable

	
untrustworthy





	
gentle

	
rough





	
positive

	
pessimistic





	
encouraging

	
critical





	
calm

	
quick-tempered





	
fair

	
played favorites









The contrasts were stark. Each of us silently realized there were moments when we could fall on either side of the list. The awareness made us squirm.



What Happens to Us


How did the person you liked make you feel about yourself? I asked.


Smiles returned. Great! Peter confirmed


Energized and motivated, Donna added.


Confident, competent, and capable, Jim offered, grinning to let us know he enjoyed his alliteration.


Worthwhile, Kate whispered.


And then I did it again. I dashed those good feelings by asking, How did the person you disliked make you feel?


Kate slumped in her chair. Worthless, she replied.


Peters eyes glinted. Angry and rebellious.


Incompetent, incapable, and inadequate. Jim sighed. This time the joy of his alliteration was lost in a frown. I added their answers to my chart.









	
How the Person You
 Liked Made You
 Feel About Yourself

	
How the Person You
 Disliked Made You
 Feel About Yourself








	
great

	
angry





	
worthwhile

	
worthless





	
competent

	
incompetent





	
capable

	
incapable





	
confident

	
inadequate











Pointing to the left side of the chart, I asked, How willing would you be to work with the person you liked?


Anytime, Peter stated confidently. Id love to. The others agreed.


And this person, I continued, pointing to the right column, the one you disliked, how willing would you be to work with him?


Never, Jim retorted.


Kate huffed, I divorced him!


The Emotion Coach vs. the Intimidator


The people who truly made a positive difference in your life were what I now call emotional intelligence coaches. They built a relationship with you. They were able to help you understand who you were, what you were feeling, and how to respond respectfully. The base of their power and influence lay in the emotional bond they held with you. As a result you wanted to work with them.


The people you disliked are what I refer to as the intimidators. Its likely that they not only rejected your feelings but may have even punished you for experiencing them. Many intimidators view a childs tears as a form of manipulation and react with anger and fear. John Gottman writes in The Heart of Parenting, He doesnt ask how do you feel, because he believes that focusing on uncomfortable feelings is like watering weeds. It makes them grow bigger and more noxious. The base of the intimidators power lies in humiliation and domination. As a result you do not want to work with him. You want to rebel or withdraw.


Its very likely that youve experienced an intimidator in your life. In fact she may be your only parent role model. But a recent study of twelve thousand adolescents nationwide, reported in the Journal of the American Medical Association, states, Parent connectedness is the single healthiest force in the lives of U.S. teenagers. Emotion coaches connect with kids.


Starting today, you can choose to stop using strategies that distance you from your children. It really isnt that difficult to be an emotion coach. You can begin simply by choosing to discipline in a manner that builds a relationship with your child and connects you rather than disconnects.


Redesigning Your Role


Research completed at the University of Minnesota by Ruth Thomas, Ph.D., and Betty Cooke, Ph.D., has found that the most effective parents, those I call emotion coaches, are:







	
Sensitive.

	
They pick up the cues of their children and sense how they are feeling. They listen and empathize.





	
Responsive.

	
They respond in ways that fit their childs cues. If the child is frightened, they comfort him. If hes intense, they calm him. But they dont excuse disrespectful behavior. Their limits are clear and enforced.





	
Reciprocal.

	
There is give and take in the relationship. The parent respects the childs emotions and teaches him to consider thoughtfully the emotions of others.





	
Supportive and encouraging.

	
They understand that learning to manage ones emotions takes time and effort. They support and encourage their child as he practices.








These actions enhance their childrens development, foster a positive sense of self-esteem, and, most important, build healthy relationships.


The least effective parents, those I call the intimidators, are:







	
Insensitive.

	
They miss the cues of their children or misinterpret them.





	
Unresponsive.

	
They do not respond to their childrens cues. Either they choose to ignore them or respond in ways that dont fit. What the child feels or needs doesnt matter. This parent might say something like, I dont care if youre hot. Im not, so leave your sweater on!





	
Intrusive.

	
Their actions are invasive. They talk too much, demand performances, invade the childs space, move too quickly, or hover over the child in a smothering way.





	
Dominating.

	
They tend to overpower rather than support their children.








Dr. Thomas and Dr. Cooke found that as a result of being raised by the least effective parents, the intimidators, the children suffer. Their development is slowed, their self-esteem is damaged, and they often become angry and hostile, refusing to cooperate with adults.



Getting Kids to Stop and Start


No one sets out as a parent to be bullish, cocky, or shaming, but unwittingly our techniques can take us there, especially on the tough days. Lets take a look at the emotion coaches and intimidators in action, so its clear what I mean. Once again well go back to the group for their help.


I need an example, I said. Whos willing to describe a situation where you had to stop your child?


Abby volunteered. Yesterday afternoon, she said, I was putting the baby down for his nap upstairs. Id given my three-year-old a choice to come with me or stay downstairs. Hed chosen to stay down, but suddenly I heard a racket. Thud, thud, thudbooks were being pulled off the shelves. I could only imagine what the room looked liked. Suddenly the thuds turned to crashes, when he started hurling books across the room. Odds were the knickknacks were next.


Think about your emotion coach, I said. The person youd still love to work with and be around. How would she stop this child?


Shed stop you, Margie said. She might even yell stop, especially if it was unsafe, but she wouldnt bellow or shriek and when she moved in to stop him, her touch would be firm, but not hurtful.


Yeah, she wouldnt overreact, Bob agreed. She might even help him pick everything up, all the time talking to him about feeling angry and frustrated, but that it wasnt all right to throw books.


She might ask what he was doing or why, Kate offered.


I listed each of their answers, then asked, How would the intimidator stop this child? Toms chuckle was deep in his throat. I can tell you, there wouldnt be any discussion. The guy would just grab and jerk, he said. Maybe even pinch him.


If it was my mother, she would scream and then smack him, Cindy offered.


The person Im thinking of would call him names, like stupid little jerk, Betsy replied.


Peter hooted, Hed be in his room for the next half hour, without any questions asked.


Heres a chart showing the different responses. Feel free to add your own.










	
Emotion Coach

	
Intimidator








	
touched gently

	
jerked





	
was firm but didnt overreact

	
screamed





	
gave the look

	
pinched





	
helped him pick up

	
hit





	
redirected him

	
criticized him





	
took a break with him

	
called him names





	
showed him how to stop

	
wouldnt talk to him





	
used a firm but gentle voice

	
threatened





	
asked questions

	
punished









Kate reviewed the list carefully. Whats the difference between a firm touch and a grab? she asked. I mean, really, when the kids pulling books off the shelf, youre not going to gently pat him on the head.


I picked up the chair sitting next to me and pretended it was about to fall over on Abby. Placing one hand on each side of it, I grabbed it firmly as I righted it. My motion was swift and confident, not angry. I was relieved when I caught it. Thats an emotion coach, I replied. Heres the intimidator. Once more I tipped the chair, but this time I lunged for it, grabbed it with one hand, jerked it upright, and angrily pushed it aside. My face twisted to a snarl as I set it back. Thats the intimidator, I replied. The force of the movements, the tone of the voice, the body language were subtly different, but the impact was stark.


I think I get it, Kate said, Move instead of pounce; take ahold of instead of jerk; be gentle rather than rough.


I nodded. Many of the differences are about voice tone and force of the motion. But those subtle differences can make the difference between connecting and disconnecting.


Hmmm, Kate responded and then turned to Abby. So what did you do?


I was afraid hed pull something down on himself, Abby responded. So I went downstairs. I stopped him by taking hold of his hand and then I told him, I think youre frustrated, but you cant throw books. He started to cry. I just held him until he stopped, and then I had him help me pick up the books. I realize now hes too little to be given the choice of staying downstairs. Instead Ive created a baby-care basket for him. When Im taking care of the baby, he can play with the things in the basket. When Im done, hes done, so he doesnt get bored with the toys. So far its working.


Listening to Abby, I couldnt help pointing out all the emotion coaching shed done. An emotion coach is sensitive to cues, I said. Abby realized the situation wasnt safe for her son, so she stepped in, set a limit, calmed him down, helped him pick up the books so he learned about being responsible, and planned for success next time. Wow! I exclaimed. Abby grinned.


Who has an example of trying to get their child to start something? I continued. It was Peggy who raised her hand this time. Last night we had guests for dinner, she explained. I asked my eight-year-old son Aubry to set the table. He refused, declaring it wasnt fair. His sister had set a table for four people the night before and now he was supposed to do it for eight.


How would the emotion coach get Aubry started? I asked.


Shed work with him, Tom replied.


Tonya agreed. Yes, and shed probably offer sympathy, setting a table for eight rather than four is harder work.


She might make it special, pulling out pretty napkins, or candles, or even letting him make name cards so that he could choose where he wanted to sit.


And then I asked them, How would the intimidator get him started?


Again, the voices were tight. Do it now! Peter bellowed.


Threats, Debbie added. Either do it or you wont watch TV for a month!


Bob agreed, And lots of yelling. Shed be on his case to hurry up, too.


Once again I made a chart of their responses.









	
The emotion coach

	
The intimidator







	
works with

	
Do it now!





	
sympathizes

	
threatens





	
makes it special or a game

	
screams





	
talks with and explains

	
rushes










Peggy listened attentively and then sighed. I tried those things, she said, but he was so upset he couldnt even hear me. I finally just had to send him out to take a break, and set the table myself because the guests were arriving in five minutes. After dinner he was fine and helped with dishes without complaining, but Im not sure I did the right thing.


Peggy was an emotion coach. She recognized the intensity was too high and the time too short to bring it down before the guests arrived. She did what she needed to do. But she wont want to stop there. As an emotion coach, shell go back and talk with her son, thanking him for helping with the dishes, but also letting him know that when hes frustrated or tired, fits are not acceptable. Next time she expects that he will say something like, This doesnt seem fair, or Im very tired, may I please have a different job? Then together they will figure out a solution that will feel right for both of them.


The Choice Is Yours


As you review the lists, I suspect youll realize that the methods employed by the emotion coach and those used by the intimidator can stop or start a child, but the question is, At what cost? Which strategies foster that emotional bond and keep your child working with you? Which strategies help the child learn to understand his feelings and develop coping skills?


No one is a perfect emotion coach. Building healthy, strong relationships with your children is a process. You have to give yourself permission to be a learner, to practice and try again. All of us have a bit more or less of the intimidator in us. But we can choose to be more of an emotion coach for our children. As you respond to your child you can choose to be firm without being intimidating. You can be a teacher without being an interrogator. You can be assertive without being aggressive. When you decide to respond respectfully and gently, you can stop your child and still keep him working with youeven when hes fourteen.


Think about the last twenty-four hours. How did you stop your child? Did you wash his mouth out with soap when he spit or called you names, or did you clearly let him know that this behavior was unacceptable and at the same time teach him what he was feeling and what he could say or do instead? How did you get your child to start something? Are you happy with the words and actions you used? Are they helping you to build the kind of relationship you want with your child in the long run?


Making the Decision


Kate groaned, How am I supposed to think about all this stuff in the middle of the night, when my daughters screaming and Im exhausted?


Let me tell you about a phone call I received last fall, I said.


It was late, and I was sitting quietly reading when my telephone rang. I chose to let the machine answer it. The voice was familiar and frantic. A childs screams echoed in the background. We have an issue, the voice said. Were kind of fried. We dont know where to turn and how to deal withwell, a sleeping problem or lack-of-sleep problem. If you get this message, would you call us I snatched up the receiver.


It seems two-year-old Annie was adamantly refusing to go to bed. When her parents tried to leave her, she screamed in terror, Dont leave me! Dont leave me. If they walked out the bedroom door, she followed them, heartbroken sobs choking her.


What should we do? the dad asked. We dont want to start a bad habit, but we also hate to hear her scream. She seems terrified.


Its true that late at night it seems impossible to think about what your child might be feeling or needing. How can this possibly be an opportunity to connect with and teach your child? She wont listen. You want to scream!


But you always have the choice to choose strategies that connect













	

	








	

	





	

	





	

	





	

	





	

	





	

	





	

	





	

	







































	When you take the time to listen to your child, instead of brushing her off, you are building connections.


	When you respond in a manner that validates her feelings instead of invalidating them, you are teaching her to be caring.


	When you help her to choose appropriate actions, you are helping her to be more competent.
















	Connect instead of disconnect.


	Assist instead of taking over.


	Listen rather than lecture.


	Stop firmly rather than grabbing or jerking.


	Help instead of abandon.


	Explain instead of force.


	State rather than shriek.


	Smile more, frown less.


	Think about your relationship in the long run.


	Start with a single step.
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