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  To my husband, Stan, my three daughters, Susan, Janet, and Anne, my ten grandchildren, and all other members of my family, a wish for TRICK in their lives and in the world.



Foreword

AS THE THREE “WOJ” offspring, we thought it was only fitting that her children do the foreword on what it was truly like to be raised the Woj Way. Woj, of course, is the affectionate nickname coined by our mother’s students decades ago—it stuck—and her method focuses on trust, respect, independence, collaboration, and kindness (TRICK), the universal values she explores in the coming pages.

Life has brought all kinds of surprises, from our careers at Google, YouTube, 23andMe, and the UCSF Medical Center, to the challenges of parenting our own children, a total of nine among the three of us. As we have ridden the ups and downs that come with any life, we owe much of our ability to thrive to the way our parents raised us.

When our mother told us she was writing this book, we dug up stashes of our journals from grade school through college. Our mother, forever the journalist, thought it was a great idea for us to keep journals for every trip, especially when we moved to France in 1980. While there are many fun stories of fights and bad behavior, there are also some key themes: independence, financial responsibility, actionability, open-mindedness, fearlessness, and an appreciation for life.


One of our greatest joys today is the feeling of independence. Our parents taught us to believe in ourselves and our ability to make decisions. They trusted us and gave us responsibility at an early age. We had the freedom to walk to school on our own, bike around the neighborhood, and hang out with our friends. We gained confidence that our parents reinforced by being respectful of our opinions and ideas. We don’t remember ever having our ideas or thoughts dismissed because we were children. At every age, our parents listened and acted like it was a two-way street for learning. We learned to advocate for ourselves, to listen, and to realize when we might be wrong.

In tenth grade, Anne had an eye-opening discussion at our temple about relationships between parents and children. The parent she was partnered with talked about how it was the child’s job to listen. She explained that in our family we argued, but that our parents always listened to us; they never just said, “No, because I’m the parent.” She later wrote in her journal how grateful she was to have parents who didn’t rule because of authority. We rarely fought. We argued, but we didn’t fight. As a result, we are extraordinarily grateful to them for the early independence we experienced.

Hand in hand with independence is financial freedom. Financial freedom does not mean being rich; it means being careful with money and planning for those items or aspects in life deemed essential. Our parents are fiercely disciplined with spending and saving. Both grew up as children of immigrants and reminded us often of how people waste money on unnecessary items and then suffer by not being able to afford what they need. The importance of this came as daily lessons. We would go out to dinner but never ordered drinks or appetizers. Before we went grocery shopping, we always cut our coupons and went through the newspaper ads. Once, our mother brought home the extra airplane food from her recent trip and served it to Anne as dinner—her childhood friends have never forgotten!

When we were in grade school, our mother showed us a compound interest chart, and we became determined to save at least a couple thousand dollars every year. We got credit cards and checkbooks before we could drive because our mom wanted to teach us the discipline of paying off our credit card monthly and balancing our checkbooks. We were also encouraged to start our own little businesses as kids. We sold so many lemons from our neighbor’s abundant tree for years that the neighbors called us the “lemon girls.” Susan had a business selling “spice ropes” (spices on a braid to hang in a kitchen) and made hundreds of dollars as a sixth-grader. It was her idea, but our mom bought the supplies and supported her going out to sell them. We sold hundreds of Girl Scout cookies door to door. And when we were really bored, we would package up our old toys and try to sell them to the neighbors, who actually bought them—sometimes.

As a family, travel and education were our top priorities, and everything else got minimal financial resources. (Note: Our father has been wearing the same pair of sandals for sixty years.) When we traveled, we stayed in the cheapest hotel, and always with a coupon. Spending money was all about making intentional choices. We were never wealthy, but our spending decisions allowed us the financial freedom to have the experiences we wanted in life.

Our mother is a master at never procrastinating or whining. If something can get done today, she’s getting it done! She taught us all how to do the laundry, clean the house, vacuum, make phone calls, and exercise—all at the same time and in under an hour. We have never met anyone as efficient as our mother. She taught us how painless it is to just get something done versus procrastinating, how much better the weekend can be when homework is finished on Friday versus having it hang over your head all weekend and then finally doing it on Sunday.

While most of our mom’s philosophy was about building skills, she would occasionally resort to bribery. One example Susan remembers years later is her bad habit of biting her nails. Our mom promised her a bunny if she stopped. After six weeks of Susan not biting (Mom said this was the period of time necessary to break a bad habit), Mom bought her a pet rat since the storekeeper convinced her that a rat was a better pet than a bunny. In fact, she bought three pet rats: Snowball, Midnight, and Twinkle.

Our mom is a people person. She truly enjoys being around all different types of people and gives off a very warm, approachable air because she is open-minded about learning new things at all times. She is a natural entrepreneur, constantly open to change and innovation. It was not a coincidence or “good luck” that she was successfully able to incorporate technology into her lesson plans and classrooms as Silicon Valley was burgeoning; she loves to innovate. She is constantly learning from her students, and this is, in part, why they trust and respect her—because she believes (and thrives herself) in their visions for change. Adults can be reluctant to change routines, making it difficult for them to engage with teenagers. But our mom—herself a “senior citizen”!—is completely the opposite, and that’s why students flock to her. They know she will respect them and encourage their ideas, no matter how crazy. Sometimes it appears that she prefers the crazier ideas! We are often astounded that our mom, who is in her seventies is energized (yes, not tired!) after a late night (almost midnight) with teenagers working on the school newspaper.

One of her best traits in being a teacher and parent is trying to really understand the student as a person and working within the student’s interests to be self-motivated rather than forcing them to do something. If one of us would come home and say we didn’t like a subject, she would ask why. She would try to understand what was happening: Did we need the help of a tutor? Or did we have an issue with a teacher or other students? She would then try to come up with a solution that fit our needs and would help us solve the problem. Similarly, she worked to understand our passions over the years. She supported Anne’s interest in ice-skating, Janet’s focus in African studies, and Susan’s efforts with art projects. She inspired us with books, interesting articles, talks, and classes. She always let her students pick the topics for their newspaper and argue their own points of view. When we talk about parenting, she reminds us that we can’t force a child to do something: we need to motivate them to want to do it themselves.

We would also like to emphasize our mom’s fearlessness, particularly in the pursuit of justice. She is the first person in the room to call out the emperor who is wearing no clothes. She is not afraid to state her mind, defend the underdog, or challenge the status quo. This is a natural fit in the context of journalism and freedom of the press. Janet remembers being in line at a store where the clerk was trying to sell us something below par, and of course we had to ask for the manager or invoke the threat of “reporting them to the California Bureau of Consumer Affairs.” Our mother’s mantra was always “If you don’t speak up, speak out, or complain, then the exact same thing is going to happen to someone else.” Another of Janet’s memories: our mom challenging the pediatrician who wanted to prescribe antibiotics. “Does she really need them?” our mom would ask. “Can I look at her ear too?” Convention, authority, and power were not to be feared. On the flip side, it was not always fun to have a mother who would freely speak her mind to teachers, parents of friends, boyfriends, etc. After all these years of having her as a parent, it’s impossible to think of a situation in which our mom would feel uncomfortable or be unwilling to state her honest opinion. She is not even shy about giving the secretary of education her candid appraisal of the education system. This type of approach to the world fosters an environment in which young people gain the strength and endurance to follow dreams and passions, without giving up or being intimidated. We believe that a large part of our drive and determination comes from an early modeling of our mother’s unwillingness to give up or give in.

Lastly, and most memorably, our mother taught us to love life. She is silly. She makes jokes. She has few formalities and breaks stereotypes. She absolutely loves to have a good time. She first ran into our father (literally) when she was sliding down some stairs in a cardboard box in her dorm at Berkeley. She has gotten us kicked out of restaurants for her (not her kids’) bad behavior! At the age of seventy-five, she discovered Forever 21 and decided it was the best clothing store ever for herself. Ten years ago she called Anne from NYC with a dozen of her high school journalism students in tow, saying, “Anne! We found a bargain on stretch limos, and we are riding around NYC with our heads out the sunroof! What club should we go to? We want to dance!” Our mother celebrates adventure and exploration. Her students love her because she balances her ability to execute and be serious with her openness and creativity. She is serious about teaching journalism but she has no problem with her students riding exercise bicycles during class while they listen. As we were writing this, we just saw our mother post pictures of herself dressed like a hot dog at Target. We may not wear Forever 21, but we certainly have learned how to have a positive attitude and find happiness every day because of her.

We three sisters are the original output of our mom’s philosophy, but after us came many thousands of students in her journalism program. All around the world we meet people who stop us to say, “You know, your mom really changed my life. She believed in me.” She doesn’t just influence people while they are in her class. She influences them for life.

As proud daughters, we just want to say, Thank you, Mom, for raising us the Woj Way!

 

—Susan, Janet, and Anne Wojcicki


Introduction

THERE ARE NO NOBEL Prizes for parenting or education, but there should be. They are the two most important things we do in our society. How we raise and educate our children determines not only the people they become but the society we create.

Every parent has hopes and dreams for their children. They want them to be healthy, happy, successful. They also have universal fears: Will their child be safe? Will she find purpose and fulfillment? Will he make his way in a world that feels increasingly driven, competitive, and even at times hostile? I remember how all of those unspoken and largely unconscious worries crowded into the small birthing room as I held my first daughter.

I lay in the hospital bed cradling Susan on my chest. The nurse had wrapped her in a pink blanket and put a tiny yellow knit hat on her head. Stan, my husband, sat by my side. We were both exhausted but elated, and in that moment, everything was clear: I loved my daughter from the second I saw her, and I felt a primal desire to protect her, to give her the best life possible, to do whatever it took to help her succeed.


But soon the questions and doubts started to creep in. I couldn’t figure out how to hold Susan, and I didn’t know how to change a diaper. I’d stopped teaching only three weeks earlier, which didn’t give me much time to prepare. And I never really understood exactly how I was supposed to prepare in the first place. The ob-gyn told me to take it easy for at least six weeks after the birth. My friends and colleagues gave me all kinds of conflicting advice. They told me labor was going to be long and hard, that nursing was too difficult and restrictive, that bottles and Similac were better. I read a few books on nutrition for adults (there weren’t any titles specific to children at that time), and I bought a crib, some clothing, and a small plastic bathtub. And then suddenly Susan was there in my arms, with her big blue eyes and peach-fuzz hair, staring up at me as if I knew exactly what to do.

I was just on the verge of being discharged when I really started to worry. This was 1968. Back then you got three days in American hospitals after your baby was born. Now most hospitals discharge you after two days. I don’t know how mothers today do it.

“Can I stay for another day?” I pleaded with the nurse, half embarrassed, half desperate. “I have no idea how to take care of my baby.”

The next morning the nurse gave me a crash course in infant care, including, thankfully, how to change a diaper. This was the era of cloth diapers and safety pins. I was warned by the nurse to make sure that the pins were closed properly or they could stick the baby. Whenever Susan cried, the first thing I did was check the pins.

Even though it wasn’t popular at the time, I was determined to breastfeed, so the nurse showed me how to position the baby’s head and use my forearm for support. The baby had to “latch on” and only then could I be sure that she was getting milk. It was not as simple as I had hoped, and sometimes poor Susan got sprayed. The plan was that she should keep to a four-hour schedule and I agreed to follow that as best I could.

“Make sure you hug your baby” was the last piece of advice the nurse gave me. Then Stan and I were on our own.

Like all parents, I saw my daughter as hope—hope for a better life, hope for the future, hope that she might change the world for the better. We all want children who are happy, empowered, and passionate. We all want to raise kids who lead successful and meaningful lives. That’s what I felt the moment Susan was born, and later on when we welcomed our other two daughters, Janet and Anne. It’s this same wish that unites people from all different countries and cultures. Thanks to my long and somewhat unusual teaching career, I now attend conferences around the world. Whether I’m meeting with the secretary of education in Argentina, thought leaders from China, or concerned parents from India, what everyone wants to know is how to help our children live good lives—to be both happy and successful, to use their talents to make the world a better place.

No one seems to have a definitive answer. Parenting experts focus on important aspects of child-rearing like sleeping, eating, bonding, or discipline, but the advice they offer is mostly narrow and prescriptive. What we really need isn’t just limited information about the care and feeding of children, as important as that may be. What we most need to know is how to give our kids the values and skills to succeed as adults. We also have to face the massive cultural shifts over the past few years—especially technological changes and how those changes impact our parenting. How will our children succeed in the age of robots and artificial intelligence? How will they thrive in the tech revolution? These anxieties are familiar to parents the world over. All of us are overwhelmed by the pace of change and the desire for our children to keep up. We know that our families and schools need to adapt to these changes, but we don’t know how, and we don’t know how we hold on to the values that are most important to us and to raising children who thrive.

As a young mother, I felt the same way—some of the challenges may have been different, but they were just as daunting. I took what little guidance and advice I could find, but for the most part I decided to trust myself. It may have been my training as an investigative journalist or my distrust of authority that had come from my childhood, but I was determined to find out the truth on my own. I had my own ideas about what kids needed, and I stuck to them, no matter what other people thought. The result was—to many people’s eyes—idiosyncratic at best, or just plain odd. I spoke to my daughters as if they were adults from day one. Most mothers naturally turn to baby talk—a higher-pitched voice, simpler words. Not me. I trusted them and they trusted me. I never put them in danger but I also never stood in the way of them experiencing life or taking calculated risks. When we lived in Geneva, I sent Susan and Janet to the store next door to buy bread, on their own, when they were ages five and four. I respected their individuality from the beginning. My theory was that the most important years were zero to five and I was going to teach them as much as I could early on. What I wanted more than anything was to make them first into independent children and then into empowered, independent adults. I figured that if they could think on their own and make sound decisions, they could face any challenges that came their way. I had no idea at the time that research would validate the choices I had made. I was following my gut and my values, and what I saw worked in the classroom as a teacher.


It’s rather strange to be a “famous” parent and to have your family profiled on the cover of magazines. I certainly don’t claim all the credit for their successes as adults, but all three have turned out to be accomplished, caring, capable people. Susan is the CEO of YouTube, Janet is a professor of pediatrics at the University of California–San Francisco, and Anne is the co-founder and CEO of 23andMe. They rose to the top of ultracompetitive, male-dominated professions, and they did so by following their passions and thinking for themselves. Watching my daughters navigate the world with grit and integrity has been one of the greatest rewards of my life. I’m especially impressed by how they compete and cooperate, focusing not on being the only woman in the room, but on finding solutions to the problems we face.

Meanwhile, as a journalism teacher to high school students for more than thirty-six years, I have been doing something similar. Every semester, I have approximately sixty-five students, ranging from sophomores to seniors, and from day one I treat them like professional journalists. They work in groups and write on deadline. I provide support and guidance when students need it, but I’ve found that project-based, collaborative learning is the best way to prepare them for the challenges they’ll face as journalists and as adults. I’ve watched thousands of students excel through my teaching methods, and Facebook helps me stay in touch with them—even my students from the 1980s. They have had amazing successes and become incredible people. I’ve had the privilege of teaching so many young people, including my first editor in chief of the student newspaper, Craig Vaughan, now a child psychologist with the Stanford Children’s Hospital; Gady Epstein, the media editor at the Economist; Jeremy Lin, a Harvard graduate and point guard for the Atlanta Hawks; Jennifer Linden, a professor of neuroscience at University College London; Marc Berman, a California State Assemblyman from the district that includes Palo Alto; and James Franco, the award-winning actor, writer, and director. I have had hundreds of students tell me that my belief in them and the values I taught them in my classroom made a profound difference in how they saw themselves and who they would become.

As my daughters rose to prominence in the tech and health sectors, and as my journalism program gained national and international recognition, people started to notice that I was doing something different. They saw how my parenting approach and educational method could offer solutions to the problems we face in the twenty-first century, and they wanted to know more. Parents constantly ask me for advice—okay, sometimes beg for the strategies I used with my daughters that they might apply to their own parenting. Teachers do the same, wondering how I escaped being a disciplinarian and instead found a way to guide students who are genuinely passionate about the work they’re doing. Without really intending to, I found I’d started a debate about how we should be raising our kids and how to make education both relevant and useful. What I’m offering, and what has struck a chord with so many people across the world, is an antidote to our parenting and teaching problems, a way to fight against the anxiety, discipline problems, power struggles, peer pressure, and fear of technology that cloud our judgment and harm our children.

One of the biggest mistakes we make as parents is to assume personal responsibility for our children’s emotions. As Dr. Janesta Noland, a respected pediatrician in Silicon Valley, argues, “Parents are so compelled to hold their child’s happiness . . . they feel like they are responsible for it, and that they control it.” We’ll do anything to prevent our children from struggling or suffering, which means that they never have to deal with hardships or adversity. As a result, they lack independence and grit, and they’re fearful of the world around them instead of empowered to innovate and create. Another big mistake: We teach them to focus almost exclusively on themselves and their own performance—because they must have a perfect grade point average, must be selected by a top-tier college, must find an impressive job. They are so busy focusing on themselves that they rarely have time to consider how they might help and serve others. Kindness and gratitude are often overlooked, even though these are the qualities that research shows will make us most happy in life.

There is also dysfunction in the classroom. Schools and universities are still teaching in the style of the twentieth century, essentially preparing students to follow instructions for a world that no longer exists. The lecture model, based on the assumption that the teacher knows everything and that the role of the student is to listen quietly, take notes, and take a test, is still dominant worldwide, despite the fact that technology now allows us to find information on our own—in an instant, with the library we all have in our pockets, the cell phone. Students learn about required subjects instead of learning through interest-based learning or experience. Curriculums are geared toward statewide exams and assessments rather than project-based learning that teaches real-world skills and allows students to find their passion. And tests and exams are the last things that promote passion and engagement, which research shows are the foundation of effective education and happiness in life. Above all, this outmoded system teaches us to obey—not to innovate or think independently. When it’s time to graduate, we celebrate the end of learning! We should be celebrating the mastery of skills that will allow us all to continue to educate ourselves throughout life.

Is it any wonder, given how we’re teaching and parenting, that kids end up depressed and anxious, completely unprepared to face the normal challenges of life? According to the National Institute of Mental Health, an estimated 31.9 percent of thirteen- to eighteen-year-olds in the United States suffer from anxiety disorders, and when researchers looked at mental health problems that occurred during 2016, they found that roughly two million teenagers experienced at least one major depressive episode. A 2016 study from Brazil reported that almost 40 percent of adolescent girls and more than 20 percent of adolescent boys suffered from common mental disorders such as anxiety and depression. In India, a study showed that one-third of high school students displayed clinical symptoms of anxiety. A survey conducted by the Norwegian Institute of Public Health found that among participants between the ages of fourteen and fifteen, more than 50 percent reported regularly feeling “sad or unhappy,” and almost half reported feeling “restless.” This epidemic is universal, and it should be a call to action for us all.1

There is a better way. We’ve made parenting into an incredibly complicated, unintuitive endeavor, filled with fear and self-doubt. We’re stressed out because we’ve become slaves to our children’s happiness. We’re worried that they won’t make it in this highly competitive world that we live in. We get upset when they don’t get into a prestigious preschool, or when they don’t yet know the alphabet but all the other kids their age seem to know it. We are the ones who are creating this frantic, overly competitive world for our kids. In truth, parenting is really quite simple—as long as we rediscover the basic principles that allow children to thrive in homes, in schools, and in life. Through my decades of experience as a mother, grandmother, and educator, I’ve identified five fundamental values that help us all become capable, successful people. To make it easy to remember in all walks of life, I call these values “TRICK”:

 


TRUST, RESPECT, INDEPENDENCE, COLLABORATION, AND KINDNESS


 

TRUST: We are in a crisis of trust the world over. Parents are afraid, and that makes our children afraid—to be who they are, to take risks, to stand up against injustice. Trust has to start with us. When we’re confident in the choices we make as parents, we can then trust our children to take important and necessary steps toward empowerment and independence.

 

RESPECT: The most fundamental respect we can show our children is toward their autonomy and individuality. Every child has a gift, and is a gift to the world, and it’s our responsibility as parents to nurture that gift, whatever it may be. This is the exact opposite of telling kids who to be, what profession to pursue, what their life should look like: it’s supporting them as they identify and pursue their own goals.

 

INDEPENDENCE: Independence relies upon a strong foundation of trust and respect. Children who learn self-control and responsibility early in life are much better equipped to face the challenges of adulthood, and also have the skills to innovate and think creatively. Truly independent kids are capable of coping with adversity, setbacks, and boredom, all unavoidable aspects of life. They feel in control even when things around them are in chaos.

 

COLLABORATION: Collaboration means working together as a family, in a classroom, or at a workplace. For parents, it means encouraging children to contribute to discussions, decisions, and even discipline. In the twentieth century, when rule-following was one of the most important skills, parents were in total control. In the twenty-first century, dictating no longer works. We shouldn’t be telling our children what to do, but asking for their ideas and working together to find solutions.

 

KINDNESS: It is strange but true that we tend to treat those who are closest to us without the kindness and consideration that we extend to strangers. Parents love their children, but they are so familiar with them, they often take basic kindness for granted. And they don’t always model kindness as a behavior for the world as a whole. Real kindness involves gratitude and forgiveness, service toward others, and an awareness of the world outside yourself. It’s important to show our kids that the most exciting and rewarding thing you can do is to make someone else’s life better.

 

TRICK is essential to functional families, and it’s also the solution to the challenges we face in education. The most effective classrooms are founded on trust and respect, encourage independent thought, and include project-based collaborative learning that mimics work in the real world. Educational leaders are finally starting to realize that rote memorization and lecturing are completely inappropriate for teaching the skills of the twenty-first century. I’ve spent over three decades perfecting my own “blended learning” model, a style of teaching that gives kids some control over their education and emphasizes the responsible use of technology. Teachers across the country are now emulating my methods, and I routinely travel throughout Europe, Asia, and Latin America, speaking to educational leaders and helping to implement new governmental policies based on the core values of TRICK.

Businesses, too, are recognizing the power of TRICK and starting to adopt these values in their company culture. TRICK is not just how we raise happy and successful children; it is also how we bring out the best in people at any age. Companies seek employees with grit, creativity, independent thinking skills, and the ability to collaborate and adapt to a constantly changing world. When the Educational Testing Service conducted an analysis of the Occupational Information Network, a large employment database maintained by the U.S. Department of Labor, they found that today’s jobs require five key skills that stem from the TRICK values: problem-solving, fluid intelligence, teamwork, achievement/innovation, and communication. Flexible thinking, problem-solving, and innovation all arise from a strong sense of independence, which itself is built upon trust and respect. Teamwork and communication aren’t possible without the kindness and collaborative spirit required to consider other people’s opinions and ideas. This is why a global hotel chain is now using TRICK to train and empower their employees. This is why the founders of the Gap, the worldwide clothing retailer, recently met with my daughter Anne and me, hoping to learn how to create more successful business leaders like her. And this is why so many major companies—like the top global consulting firm Deloitte; Mercado Libre, Latin America’s most popular e-commerce platform; Panera Bread, the bakery and café chain; and even Walmart and McDonald’s—are now embracing TRICK-like philosophies and encouraging independence, collaboration, and innovation among their workers.

When I spoke at the Conscious Capitalism conference in 2017 to a room packed with business leaders, the audience was so excited by TRICK that no one wanted to leave. I talked with CEOs such as John Mackey of Whole Foods and Daniel Bane of Trader Joe’s, both of whom lead successful grocery chains known for employee empowerment. Amit Hooda, the CEO of Heavenly Organics, an environmentally friendly food manufacturer, Jeffrey Westphal of Vertex, the tax software provider, and many others told me they wanted to help spread my philosophy across the world. TRICK values permeated every discussion at this conference, because we need to empower the people we work with, and collaborate to make a real difference. The leaders I met with talked about training their employees for the twenty-first century through hands-on, project-based learning, just like what I’ve been doing in my classroom at Palo Alto High School.

The ultimate goal of TRICK is creating self-responsible people in a self-responsible world. This is what we’re doing as parents, teachers, and employers—not just raising children or managing classrooms and boardrooms, but building the foundation of the future of humankind. We’re evolving human consciousness, and we’re doing it faster than ever before.

This book is about how to raise successful people. It doesn’t offer yet another parenting fad or a precise recipe for putting your child to bed—it shows parents how to use a universal philosophy of human behavior to confront the problems we face today and prepare our children for the many unknown challenges that lie ahead. It doesn’t offer a new curriculum for the classroom, but rather a new way to teach the curriculum, a new approach to teaching (in school and at home) that leads to empowerment and independence and always builds from a foundation of trust and respect. In the chapters that follow, I present the core principles that will help you to create a home (or classroom) that will allow you and your children to thrive.

What I did as a parent is no different than what parents have done throughout human history when they were forced to trust themselves, value their children’s independence, and approach parenting as a community collaboration. The ultimate proof is that my methods have been scientifically validated to work across the world, and also by parents’ own powerful, collective experience. They have been used in my classes for the past thirty-six years and with my own children starting fifty years ago. TRICK really does work for everyone, no matter the age, culture, or circumstances. And it’s never too late to start. You can correct early parenting mistakes and missteps, improving both your life and the life of your child. Best of all, embracing TRICK will make you the kind of parent you want to be, and will help you raise the kind of child you want to be around—a child who also wants to be around you. The kind of child that others want, need, and value, and the kind of child who will confront the challenges we face as communities, as countries, and as a world.

It is a joy and a privilege to share stories and principles that arise from TRICK with you in the pages ahead. I hope they will guide you back to a deep trust in yourself and in your child, and be memorable so you can use them to guide yourself. You are the parent your child needs, and with your trust and respect, your child will become exactly the person they are meant to be.


1

The Childhood You Wish You’d Had

WE ALL TEND TO PARENT the way we were parented, but when I became a mother, the one thing I knew for sure was that I didn’t want to repeat the mistakes of my parents. Every one of us has trauma and challenges from childhood that influence the way we relate to our children, and if we don’t understand that trauma, if we don’t carefully assess what went wrong, we’re destined to repeat it. Failing to examine our unconscious patterns and programming undermines our best efforts to raise a family based on TRICK. As you’ll see from my story, I wasn’t raised with these fundamental values. I had to learn them the hard way. By sharing my experiences as a child and my parents’ approach to parenting, I hope I’ll inspire you to explore your own story, so you can understand the role model you witnessed and how it was or was not based on TRICK.

The story of the parent I became begins in a tenement building on New York’s Lower East Side. I lived there in a small one-bedroom apartment with my parents, Russian Jewish immigrants who came to this country with nothing. My mother, Rebecca, was from Krasnoyarsk, Siberia, a place that seemed impossibly cold and remote to me as a young girl. She told me it snowed so much there that her entire house would be buried. They had to dig tunnels to get out. She was strikingly beautiful—people tell me that whenever they see her pictures—and she had an accent no one could place, some combination of Yiddish and Russian that I picked up but lost when I started school. My father, Philip, was an artist who specialized in watercolor and charcoal drawings, and was even awarded a scholarship at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. Sadly, he couldn’t accept it because he had to support my mother and me. He and his family had fled the pogroms in the Chernivtsi region of the Ukraine, walking all the way to Vienna, where they could apply for papers to the United States. For years, I disbelieved the story of them walking so far. He used to tell me how they put all their possessions in a wooden cart and pulled it until their hands bled. It seemed an absurd exaggeration—until I read about the Syrian refugee crisis and how those people walked for hundreds of miles to escape the war. I still regret that I never thanked my father for what he did.

We were always on the verge of financial ruin. Beyond art, my father had few skills—we weren’t exactly living the American Dream. So when he ran out of the odd jobs that kept us afloat, he heard the “Go west, young man” call of the day and decided to seek his fortune in California. It seemed like the land of sun, fun, and opportunity. It seemed like we could make a whole new life there. Unfortunately, it didn’t turn out as he’d planned.

I still don’t know why my parents picked Sunland-Tujunga, an agricultural community at the northeastern corner of the San Fernando Valley. The San Gabriels towered in the distance, and the streets were wide and made of dirt. A few years later, my brother and I started a business by freeing cars that got stuck in the sand. It happened often, and I was thrilled to earn a dollar each time. Grapevines were everywhere, as were gray stones that came tumbling from the foothills. We lived in a small house built of those same stones, and just behind us was the Tujunga Canyon Wash, a tributary of the Los Angeles River, where rattlesnakes hid between the giant boulders along the bank.

My father tried a variety of commercial art jobs in California, and even attempted to work in the entertainment industry, without success. Finally, he was forced to take a job as a gravestone cutter, one he kept for the rest of his life. You can still see hundreds of the gravestones he made in cemeteries all over Los Angeles—the only artistic legacy he ever had. The work was grueling and the pay low, and at night he would come home, slam the door, and proceed to stomp around the small house, saying nothing. It always scared me. I learned to stay away from him. If I didn’t, I’d be caught in the middle of a firestorm. “Spare the rod, spoil the child” is something he said to me often, and he meant it. My mother did her best to protect me from his outbursts, and sometimes even bought me my favorite foods—green Jell-O and canned apricots—rare treats that became our little secret. At night I’d sit in my room and listen to them fight. Always, always about money.

The most difficult part of my life was dealing with the Orthodox tradition that deemed men the most important members of the family. And not only the family: men were the most important members of society. The whole community was focused on men. Kaddish, the prayer for the dead, can only be read by men; the Torah, our sacred books of the Bible, can only be held and read by men. Essentially, if you want to talk to God, you have to be a man. I guess that’s why Orthodox men awake every morning and thank God they weren’t born women.


I spent my Saturdays in a small synagogue where I sat upstairs with the women and children. It was always warm, yet the women wore long sleeves and hair coverings as the religion required—conservative, definitely not comfortable. I liked it there because I got to whisper to the other kids while the men prayed beneath us. They seemed to exist in a different world, one I knew I could never enter.

Women in the Orthodox Jewish tradition have one clearly defined role: mother of the family. That means women don’t need an education. They only need to know how to take care of the children and their husband, and how to maintain a household. As I grew up, I realized that all the women around me were in subservient positions. My mother always had to listen to my father. The women at the synagogue dutifully obeyed their husbands. My grandfather on my father’s side, Benjamin, who had been a rabbi, controlled the whole family. The goal for me was to marry a rich Jewish man when I was eighteen and have lots of children. The fact that I had different goals caused a rift in my relationship with my grandfather that lasted until his death.

The importance of men was dramatically illustrated to me when my brother Lee was born on May 23, 1945, three days before my fifth birthday. My parents brought him home on my birthday, and I could hardly contain my excitement when my father opened the door and led my mother inside. He was holding a basket, and inside was my new little brother. I thought of him as my own special gift. I ran forward, wanting to see him up close, but my father caught me by the shoulder and pushed me back. “Don’t get too close to the baby,” he scolded. “You could make him sick.” I stopped in my tracks, more confused than hurt. My mother stood there, silent. Then my father told me something that still shocks me to this day. “Your brother Lee is a boy,” he said plainly, “and in our family boys are more important.” He delivered this news as if he had no understanding of how it might affect me. Even now, it’s hard for me to imagine someone saying that to a young child. At first I didn’t really understand what he meant—that now I would be second in line—but I knew it wouldn’t be good. Prior to Lee’s birth, I had been the darling of the family, the only child and the center of attention, even if that attention was sometimes negative. But I quickly learned how this would play out. Lee’s needs were prioritized over mine. He got dozens of toys when I got none. He got new clothing instead of hand-me-downs from our cousins in New York. He could eat all he wanted at dinner, while I was reprimanded for taking too much food.

Looking back, I realize I wasn’t bothered as much as you might expect. Part of what helped me cope was the constant love of my mother; she was patient, never critical, and she made me feel important despite what my father had said. I also genuinely liked Lee. He was a very cute baby and it was fun to play with him. He was like a life-sized doll for me, and I enjoyed helping my mother and feeling like a useful member of the family. As I got older, I was expected to do almost everything on my own because resources were limited and all the attention was focused on Lee. But even this was a blessing in disguise, because I became unintentionally empowered from so much independence. I learned how to do the laundry, wash the dishes, clean the house, cook meals for Lee, run errands, make the beds, and sweep the floors and carpets (we didn’t have a vacuum). I grew up thinking I could do anything. Meanwhile, Lee grew up thinking he always needed help and support. He was pampered to the point of paralysis, an unintentional consequence of all that devotion.


My independence wasn’t appreciated at school, however. There learning happened through force and strict obedience. I’d always been somewhat of a contrary student, and was sometimes even paddled by the principal. Corporal punishment is still lawful in public schools in nineteen U.S. states, and in all private schools except those in New Jersey and Iowa (people don’t know this, but they should)—I was just one of many kids who suffered because of this inhumane policy. Often, the teachers didn’t seem to have any idea what to do with me. When I was in second grade, my teacher threw me under her desk when she found me helping other students instead of staring into space once I’d finished my assignment. She got even angrier when I waved to my classmates from under the desk. I was given an “Unsatisfactory” in “Deportment,” the only grade my father cared about. As you can probably guess, he wasn’t happy with me.

The public library was my sanctuary. I loved to put on my roller skates, zoom over to the tiny Sunland-Tujunga library branch, and sit down with a tall stack of books. Reading helped me to think for myself, and it offered me glimpses into other worlds, those that were very different from my own. One summer I even won a prize for reading more books than any other student in the city. I also sold more Girl Scout cookies than any other girl in Sunland-Tujunga. I had no lessons, afterschool classes, or special performances, but the public school loaned me a violin and I dutifully practiced every night in my bedroom. Music was and still is a great passion for me. By fifth grade, I was good enough to be in the school orchestra, and I was fortunate to play all four years of high school. Even back then I seemed to understand that music makes it easier to be poor.

In 1948 my parents had another son, David, which put even more financial stress on the family. He was a beautiful baby, with bright blond hair and translucent blue eyes. I remember him being very curious, and that he cried a lot. My mother was overwhelmed by taking care of three children and couldn’t always meet David’s needs. I did my best to help her. I played with him, and carried him around the house and backyard. I showed him my favorite pepper tree near the creek and told him in a few years I’d teach him how to climb it.

One day, when David was sixteen months old, he was playing on the kitchen floor and came across a bottle of aspirin. He thought it was a toy and started shaking it. Out came dozens of pills (back then Bayer did not have safety caps), and he swallowed all of them before my mother realized what had happened. She called the doctor’s office and was told by the nurse to put David to bed and check on him in a few hours (we had only one car, which was with my dad at work). I suspect this nurse didn’t offer a better answer because we couldn’t pay full rate at the clinic. My mother did just as she was told. A few hours later David woke up vomiting.

We then took him to the county hospital, where they pumped his stomach and released him. He got worse. We took him back. They told us there were “no beds available” (code for “no proof of payment”). So we took him to Huntington Memorial, where they also claimed they had no beds, and then to another hospital, St. Luke’s, at which point he was in such bad shape that the doctors agreed



















TRICK QUESTIONNAIRE




 







 







 




A FINAL WORD: ACCEPT YOURSELF—NO ONE CAN BE PERFECT
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