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In memory of Josselyn Hallowell Bliss

School is out. It’s June, and the backyard beckons.

I always have high hopes for the summer.

Summer is like childhood. It passes too fast. But if you’re lucky, it gives you warm memories from which you take strength in the cold days ahead.

Summer is also like childhood, in that you may not think what you are doing matters very much while you are doing it, but later on you realize it mattered far more than you knew.

Summer is hot days, picnics, roads under repair, and the chance to swim. Summer is slower than the rest of the year, and its days are longer than any others. Summer embraces children. But like childhood, summer also warns: Love me now; I will not last.

Like a child, summer teaches us about the best in life. Summer asks us to do what we should help our children do: play, relax, explore, and grow.

I dedicate this book to summer and to all the children who play beneath its sun.
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WHAT’S IN THIS BOOK?

“What does this have to say?” I always ask when I pick up a book as I browse through a bookstore (one of my favorite pastimes—I always come out with more books than I will actually read). Like most people these days, I’m too busy to read many books all the way through. So I’ll ask a friend, “What does that new book by So-and-so have to say?” and he or she will reply with a few pithy sentences that will allow me to file that book under “Done.” Or I’ll read a portion of a review, or I’ll catch part of an interview with the author on Charlie Rose or Oprah, or I’ll read an excerpt in some magazine, or I’ll even buy the book and look at its cover now and then. Maybe one day I’ll actually read ten pages of it. After a while I will have “absorbed” the book and believe I know what is in it. Unfortunately this is how many of us adults try to keep up in this era of information overload.

So what’s in this book?

As the author, I would be most pleased if you’d actually read it to find out. I did my best not to waste pages. This book could easily have been ten times longer than it is.

But I sympathize with your desire to hear the short version first, or what businesspeople call the “the elevator pitch,” in which you have only as much time as an average elevator ride to make your case.

OK, here’s mine:

This book is about the roots of joy. I present specific steps you can take to increase the chances of a child’s finding happiness and fulfillment in childhood that will deepen and grow in adulthood.

Based on current research, as well as my own experiences as a parent, teacher, and child psychiatrist, these pages usher you into the often-thought-about but rarely mapped world of happiness-in-the-making.

It’s best not to leave happiness to chance alone. Parents, teachers, and all others who care about children should have a plan for creating a childhood that leads to lifelong joy.

Childhood lasts only about fifteen short, spellbound years. But what a lifelong spell those years do cast. How to cast it well?

I have evolved a five-step plan that parents and others can use to raise children who will stand the best chance of becoming happy, responsible adults. This book describes the plan in detail, cites the research on which it is based, and provides suggestions for how to implement it in daily life.

My plan is based on values that most people share. It is neither liberal nor conservative. It is based on the love of children and the power of childhood. We know what needs to be done. Now let’s do it.

If we do it—if we restore childhood to the way it ought to be—we will not only serve our children, we will strengthen ourselves.

This book also celebrates what children give to us grown-ups, if we let them, and all that we can learn from children about how to be happier in our adult lives. Children really are our best experts on happiness.
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WHAT DO I REALLY WANT 

FOR MY CHILDREN?

Think of your children. Bring their faces to your mind. Then ask yourself, “What do I really want for them in their lives?”

Don’t assume you know. Before you spend another day as a parent (or as a teacher or a coach or anyone else involved with children), try to answer this deceptively simple question: What do I really want for my children?

Is it trophies and prizes and stardom? Do you want them all to grow up and become president of the United States? Is it riches and financial security? Is it true love? Or is it just a better life than the one you have now?

On some days you might quickly reply, “I just want them to clean up their rooms, do their homework, and obey me when I speak.” On other days, when you are caught up in the pressures your children are feeling at school, you might desperately reply, “I just want my children to get high SAT scores and be admitted to Prestige College.”

But if you linger over the question, your reply will almost certainly include one particular word: the simple, even silly-seeming word happy. Most of us parents just want our children to be happy, now and forever. Oh, sure, we also want them to be good people; we want them to contribute to the world; we want them to care for others and lead responsible lives. But deep down, most of us, more than anything else, want our children to be happy.

If we take certain steps, we can actually make it happen. Recent research has proved that parents and teachers can greatly increase the chances that their children and students will grow up to be happy, responsible adults by instilling certain qualities that might not seem of paramount importance but in fact are—inner qualities such as optimism, playfulness, a can-do attitude, and connectedness (the feeling of being a part of something larger than yourself). While traditional advice urges parents to instill discipline and a strong work ethic in their children, that advice can backfire when put into practice. The child may resist or do precisely the opposite of what is asked or even comply, but joylessly. That joylessness can last a whole life long.

We need a more reliable route to lifelong joy than can be provided by lectures on discipline or rewards for high grades and hard work. Of course, discipline and hard work matter, as do grades and civil behavior. But how you reach those goals is key. The engine of a happy life runs better on the power of connection and play than on the power of fear and guilt.

A happy life. Such a simple term for such a universal, heartfelt goal. You may not be able to define happiness, but you know it when you see it. Can you bring to mind a happy day from your own childhood? Let me tell you about one from mine.

I remember a day when I was eight years old, living in Chatham, Massachusetts. The night before, we’d had a big snowstorm, what they call in New England a nor’easter, and the storm had covered my little town on the elbow of Cape Cod with snowdrifts so high we could barely open our doors. Naturally school was closed that day.

I lived next door to my cousin Jamie, and I had spent the night at his house. When we woke up and found ourselves buried under snow, we let out a hoot. A snow day!

After shoveling out, we took the new toboggan Jamie had received for Christmas to the nearby golf course, which was full of hills. We trudged our way up the highest hill, each step spilling the powdery snow over the tops of our buckled galoshes and down into them, soaking our socks and feet. We were little mountaineers, scaling the summit of Mount Toboggan.

At last we made it to the top of what seemed like a sledders’ heaven. We angled the toboggan this way and that, trying to figure out which route would give us the longest ride. I got in front, Jamie gave us a push and jumped on behind me, and our first ride began. We nearly tipped over right at the start, but we held steady, gathered speed, and zoomed down the hill, through the reeds surrounding the pond below, and out over the snow that covered the frozen water. When we came to a stop in the middle of what was called the lily pond, we both cried out, “Let’s do that again!” and started the long trek back up the hill.

We tobogganed down that hill maybe fifty times that day. We added thrills to the rides by building moguls and banked curves on our course. As the snow packed down, icy spots propelled us to breakneck speeds. We never went home for lunch—we didn’t even think about lunch—and no one came looking for us. They knew we were safe.

That was as happy a day as I have ever had. Even though the conditions of my life were far from perfect at the time—my parents had divorced because of my father’s mental illness, and my mother was now seeing the man who would become the stepfather I grew to hate—that didn’t matter. I felt loved and secure in the world, even though my world was insecure.

Jamie was my best friend. Although he was two years older than I, he treated me like a pal, not an annoying younger cousin. When we tobogganed down that hill, free from school, free from schedules, free to do exactly what we wanted to do, I felt as good as a person can feel. I was with my great friend Jamie, doing something that was exciting and fun.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was also doing what I recommend in this book. I was learning how to create and sustain joy, a tremendously important skill. I was also acquiring the all-important qualities of playfulness, optimism, a can-do attitude, and connectedness—qualities that have deepened in me since then, qualities that make me, for the most part, a happy man.

On that day, and on others just as special, I learned about the ingredients of happiness. I imagine you’ve had days like that, too. I want to remind you of those days in this book and give you some ideas about how to create them in children’s lives today.





One way to define happiness is as a feeling that your life is going well. That feeling doesn’t have to start in childhood, but that’s a good place for it to start if you want it to become a habit that endures. The problem is that there is no foolproof plan for exactly how to start it there (or anywhere else). We are left to wonder why some children are happy while others are not, even though the circumstances of their lives may be similar; we also wonder why some happy children grow up to be unhappy adults while some unhappy children turn into happy adults. At first glance happiness can seem as if it depends on the luck of the draw.

I know. I am a parent myself. I am the father, and my wife, Sue, is the mother, of three young children, aged twelve, nine, and six as I write these words. I am also a child and adult psychiatrist still active in my practice, and I am the author of several books about children, families, and schools. I am immersed, both personally and professionally, in childhood. I researched and wrote this book because I wanted a reliable guide for myself and others about what can—and should—go right for children.

There is a psychologist with a name that seems impossible to pronounce, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who is revolutionizing psychology, turning it from a field that studies mainly misery into a field that studies joy. (By the way, his name is pronounced ME-high Chick-sent-ME-high.) His detailed, empirical studies of the roots of happiness have led him to conclude, “Happiness is not something that happens to people but something that they make happen.” His research shows that people are happiest in a state he has named “flow.” In a state of flow, you are one with what you are doing.

Children know flow well. They call it play. Play is one of the childhood roots of adult happiness. But there are others—four others, to be exact—in the schema I outline in this book.

Parents can make sure their children learn the basics of the skill of happiness. You don’t have to leave your child’s happiness—now, later, or ever—merely to chance. We can’t control everything, of course, but we can control a lot.

When I say “we,” I mean both we as a society and we as individuals interested in the welfare of children. The societal “we” must address such questions as health insurance, poverty, and public education. But we as individuals do the raising of our children. If both “we’s” work at it, we can plant the roots of adult happiness solidly in childhood, where they can grow sturdy and strong and last a whole life long.

As parents, we don’t get unlimited time with our children to set down these roots. We get about fifteen years with our children of real, at-home, muddy-river, big-dream, go-out-and-play, kiss-me-goodnight, time-is-forever, I’ll-never-die childhood. Then it’s over. Recently, when my youngest child, Tucker, turned six, I saw how fast he was growing up. Grasping at straws, I desperately asked him, “Please, Tucker, could you try to find a way to grow up more slowly?”

Earnestly disappointed that he could not do what I asked, as Tucker is our one child who always tries to cooperate, he replied, “Dad, I just can’t control my heightness!” He paused, to make sure I wasn’t too sad, then added exuberantly, “I have to go up, up, and away!”

Yes, he does. So did we when we were children, so must Tucker, and so must all children. They leave. “Do you promise that they leave?” I can hear you parents of difficult teens and young adults asking. Yes, I promise. The years of childhood end. We all go up, up, and away to somewhere or other, sooner or later. No one can control anybody’s heightness.

But we can do the next best thing. We adults can make every second count. We can protect children long enough for a good spell to be cast, letting the magic of childhood turn them into resilient and joyful adults.

Good News

Most parents these days are doing a great job. Don’t let all the negative press get you down; the current generation of children is by and large quite wonderful. Idealistic, ambitious, sane, hopeful, but a bit worried—these are words I’d pick to describe today’s children. Contrary to what you read in the press and various books, hear on talk radio, or watch on TV (after all, what makes for a catchy story? Certainly not good or balanced news!), most children in this country today are healthier, happier, and more productive than ever. It is the standard role of older generations to bemoan the state of the coming generation, and many adults have highlighted the downside of today’s youth, but I can’t join them. To the contrary, it is my observation that today’s children comprise an excellent group. Parents, be glad and be proud.

These kids are not mere achievers. They are also more socially concerned than you might think. They are not as radical as we baby boomers were, but the times don’t really call for that. Today’s kids have their own style. While my generation grew up protesting a war, I think the idealism of today’s generation finds expression less in fighting battles than in seeking balance and creating environmental and political safety (especially since September 11, 2001). Today’s kids are less strident than we were, but they are just as strong, if not stronger. Caricaturists would have you believe that today’s young people are spoiled, selfish, and want nothing more than ten million dollars (who doesn’t want that?), but their life choices do not jibe with that cynical caricature. For example, one of the most popular majors at Harvard College is environmental studies. And volunteerism among teens around the country is on the rise, not on the decline. While most kids say they want jobs that pay well—again, who doesn’t?—surveys show that they rank meaningfulness of their work higher than salary.

If you want vivid evidence of heart and grit in today’s youth, consider these words, taken from an essay written by fourteen-year-old Latoya Hankey upon her graduation from the eighth grade at Boston’s Mother Caroline Academy, an inner-city school for girls who come from underprivileged homes, mostly with single moms. Latoya grew up very poor; you can’t get into Mother Caroline Academy unless you are poor. (The school does charge a nominal tuition of one hundred dollars per year, as a show of commitment on the parent’s part.) I think as you read Latoya’s words here, you will see the roots of adult happiness taking shape.

For the past four years I have trudged into school most mornings very tired and worn out from the day before. It was in these moments that I questioned whether the experience of Mother Caroline Academy was worth it. Although my mind did not always draw the same conclusion, most often I thought to myself that yes, this will pay off in the end. I truly believe that it was my classmates that motivated me during the most stressful of times, because they understood, but on the days when no one could have or should have given me that extra push, I was responsible for performing that task on my own. I am now extremely grateful for those tired mornings, because it is through them that I learned initiative. . . .

Success. Webster defines it as the achievement of something. . . . Although Webster was a very intelligent man, can’t success also be described as assisting others in their achievements? Can’t it be defined as a selfless act of giving? All of the volunteers who have given their time and support [most of the teachers at the school are volunteers] have shown me that success has several definitions. They have shown me that success is not solely defined by what you have, but most importantly by who you are and by what you do with your internal gifts. So because of this I have devised my own definition of success. Success is what you make of yourself and how you use yourself to contribute to the lives of others.

This girl, who had every reason to dream of material success above all else growing up with so little, did so well at Mother Caroline that she received a full scholarship to attend St. Paul’s School, a prestigious boarding school in New Hampshire. Latoya will enter that high school with the dream not of material success but of contributing to the lives of others.

Or what about these words? They are taken from a twelfth grader’s speech upon graduating from Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts.

Teamwork is a good thing. It does not allow for personal glory but offers its own important rewards. Many of us have given endless hours toward endeavors for which we received few individual dividends but learned, nonetheless, the thrill of pulling together to produce an outcome. Hang on to friends. A friend is someone who knows all about you and for some reason still likes you. We have not been perfect students, or roommates, or sons or daughters, but the people who can understand and forgive are the good guys. Life is not a résumé-building exercise. Despite what your parents may have told you, there are more important things than how you look on paper. Do what you love best. Maybe it will pay off in ways that matter . . . or maybe not, but you’ll be a better person for having followed your passion.

This young man, graduating from one of the most prestigious secondary schools in the country, doesn’t sound very interested in prestige. Instead, he is excited about “the thrill of pulling together.”





In addition to reports of rampant selfishness of American children, we also read sententious accounts of the academic demise of our youth—the “dumbing down” of America. As with the reports of selfishness, there is some truth to them, but also as with the reports of selfishness, they exaggerate the bad news and omit the good news in order more dramatically to accentuate the bad, which grips our attention.

In fact, young people are working harder than ever to get into college. As high school students and their parents can ruefully attest, competition to get into elite colleges has never been stiffer. Why might this be? How can all these dumbed-down students be posting such excellent grades and high SAT scores? The answer is that most of them have not been dumbed down at all. If anything, they are too smartened up; in my view many schools press students too hard academically and leave them too little time to hang out and play. But our worried culture has children feeling the pinch of insecurity, and high school students are scrambling to compete for admission to the “best” colleges (I put “best” in quotes because many parents and students make the mistake of equating only high-prestige colleges with the best college for that person). In any case, there have never been as many highly qualified candidates for admission to college as there are today; for example, if it chose to, Harvard could fill its entire freshman class exclusively with high school valedictorians. That was not the case a generation ago.

So while many critics have pronounced this new generation shallow, spoiled, and careerist, those critics may merely be jealous of youth. In fact, today’s children are full of ideas and energy and goodness, while tinged with the worry they feel in our insecure world. By and large, today’s children are great.

However, “by and large” does leave out a hefty percentage ofour children—children who desperately need help. About 25 percent of America’s children have no medical insurance. About one-sixth are undernourished. Of the twenty million children under theage of five in this country, five million live in poverty. Illiteracy iscommon. Guns find their way into the hands of children every day.Violent behavior is epidemic, even though it may be on the decline.The prisons are full of adults who as children did not receive the diagnosis and treatment that they needed for their medical problems, learning disabilities, or mental illnesses. In the United States,unlike other countries, we actually have the money to provide adequately for these children. That we do not do it harms us all inmany ways.

Without ever entering politics, we can all do a lot in our own lives to help children here and around the world. We can begin by raising our own children in the best way possible by giving them a connected, love-filled childhood. We can begin by turning on the magic.

Magic? What Magic?

Beyond food, clothing, and shelter, the single greatest need in a child’s life is for emotional security, or what I call connectedness. Connectedness creates the magic.

I borrow the word magic from Selma Fraiberg, whose classic book The Magic Years, published originally in 1959, remains one of the best books on early childhood ever written.

I resist defining what I mean by magic, because it varies so widely from person to person. The magic of your childhood was not the same as the magic of mine, nor is it the same as the magic of your children’s. Even among your children, the magic varies from child to child. But it almost always finds its origin, its genie’s bottle, in some kind of connection, some kind of loving bond.

Childhood can be—and should be—a time of magic for all children, everywhere. Think for a moment. Close your adult, seen-it-all eyes and think back, seeing the world through the eyes of a child, when everything was new.

Remember when. Before you grew up. Before you learned what adults think about giants and gnomes and grinches and fairies. There was a time—you had it once, so did I—when days were much longer than they are for us now, and tomorrow never seemed to come, especially if you wanted it to, but that didn’t matter because there was always something somewhere to look forward to or someone to get into mischief with or some cookie jar somewhere that had at least a few crumbs left in it for you to make off with.

Do you remember when your toys were all you ever needed? Or when one doll could occupy you for hours? Or when nail polish was about as exciting a substance as was ever invented? Or when a stuffed animal, or better yet an array of stuffed animals, gave you the warmth you needed when you were angry at the rest of the world? Or when your brother could turn a two-inch plastic figure he found in a drain on the street into a hero with superpowers? And when a frail, old grandma could make you feel safer and better than ten million dollars could do today?

There was a time when everything we needed could be found in a tattered, chewed-up, stained blanket or in a friend nobody liked but us or in a cozy corner with an old comic book or a Hollywood magazine. We didn’t think about meeting our needs; we just tried to meet them.

But what actually were our needs? What does a child need most?

What children need is not all that complicated. What it takes to activate the magic of childhood is not all that complicated. Love activates the magic of childhood.

The magic itself is complicated—that’s why I call it magic, having no idea how precisely it works—but setting it in motion is simple enough. The magic is mysterious, but getting it started is not. We know what to do. All we have to do is love. And no one is easier to love than a newborn baby. Just let the love flow. Trust in its power. That is what we parents need to do.

It is easy to forget how important emotional security and connectedness are and focus on prodding our children to achieve or simply to behave themselves. That’s because, minute to minute, a parent’s job is to maintain order and do what has to be done. But as much as we have to do, and as busy as we are, let us parents never, ever forget how deeply children need to feel that they are safe and that they are loved.

We grown-ups, with our education, sophistication, and distance from our own days as a child, can forget the pure joy of feeling safe and loved. If you are lucky enough to have had that when you were a child, simple moments of curl-up-in-bed-and-give-me-a-hug love, then you are blessed. If you didn’t have it, then you know the ache of having missed it. One of the best ways I know to make up for having missed it is to give it to a child yourself. Suddenly that hole inside you gets filled.

Struggles and the hard knocks can be part of the magic. As long as there is unconditional love somewhere, the magic permeates and swells the seeds of adult happiness, and the seeds soon start to germinate. Love is not all that is needed, but there is little good without it. In a context of love, the struggles and hard knocks lead to growth. If trees could talk, they’d tell you about their struggles to grow tall; but since they can’t talk, just ask any adult!

While in this book I describe a method for growing the childhood roots of adult happiness, I want to stress that there is no one path that the roots of happiness always follow. Indeed, there are as many root systems as there are happy adults.

One of the major mistakes good parents make is to assume that one certain root system is best. To continue my (I hope not overextended) metaphor, these parents dig up the sapling of childhood over and over again trying to rearrange the roots just so, to comply with what they’ve been told is the best root system for that tree. But as any farmer can tell you, such work is best left to nature.

This is a lesson we parents learn slowly. How can we let nature take its course when it comes to our children? I am not recommending that you be passive. Not at all. The whole point of this book is to show you what you can do and to offer a program of action that works. But just as the farmer picks where to plant and adds the right fertilizer and supplies water as needed and prays for good weather and pulls out the weeds but stops short of fiddling with the roots, allowing them to grow on their own, so should we parents stop short of trying to control every last detail to fit some preconceived blueprint of a happy life, right down to insisting that only one school is best, or one peanut butter, or one sport, or one friend. Children need to make some decisions for themselves.

Being a parent is like that old game of falling backward. Once you have done all you can to make sure someone will catch you, you just have to fall back and hope for the best. You can’t run around yourself to catch yourself, and you can’t run around to catch your child.

This is where we rely on the magic.

To illustrate what I mean, let me tell you about a little boy I once knew. This boy had a father who was put in a state mental hospital when the boy was four years old. The psychiatrists said his father was a lost cause, so two years later his mother divorced his father. After two more years, she got married again, to a man who turned out to be an abusive alcoholic. The little boy battled with his stepfather every day. His mother was unable to stop the fights or the drinking that caused them. At a loss for what to do, she sent the boy away to a boarding school when he was ten years old. Fortunately the boy found substitute parents at the boarding school, as well as friends and activities he enjoyed. Despite having learning disabilities, the boy became a good student, went on to college and medical school, became a child psychiatrist, and is now the lucky husband of a woman named Sue and the proud father of three children, Lucy, Jack, and Tucker. Yes, the same Tucker who can’t control his heightness. I was that little boy. That boy has grown up to be the man who is writing this book, thanks to the magic of his—my—childhood.

If you look at what I had to contend with—a father with a chronic mental illness; parents divorcing when I was six; an alcoholic mother; an alcoholic, abusive stepfather; and two learning disabilities—you would say the outlook for me was bleak. You would say that the seeds of adult happiness were not planted well in my childhood. If anything, you would say the seeds of adult disaster were sown.

But you would be wrong.

Despite all the difficulty I had to contend with, I still found in my childhood the very ingredients that I describe in this book that lead to happiness in adult life. I learned how to deal with adversity. I learned how to create and sustain joy. I always knew my mother and father loved me, even though my dad had to leave me due to his mental illness and my mother was very often tipsy, to use the family word. While I felt that my stepfather hated me, as I hated him, I also felt, amazingly enough, that he would have loved me and I would have loved him had we had a second chance. In retrospect, I think that feeling stemmed from the fact that I knew my mother and real father loved me unconditionally, so much so that I felt deep down inside that I was good, acceptable, and OK; if someone was treating me as if I weren’t, as my stepfather often did, well, there had to be some misunderstanding. I always felt love in my life, in spite of what any given day might bring. Like drunken fights. Like watching my mother get hit. Like lewd remarks I didn’t understand but knew were slimy.

Still the roots of adult happiness were growing, even though my childhood was what we call a “troubled” one. I had love from both parents, however distant those parents had to be. I had friends. I was allowed to play. I found teachers who cared. I worked hard to please them. I found things I liked to do, so I did them often. I practiced. I achieved mastery. I gained recognition from my peers and teachers. This, in turn, connected me back to the healthy part of the world, away from my troubled home.

I found a way into that healthy world and a happy life, a way that, when I was ten years old, no one would have predicted I’d find. Children will do this if given half a chance.

And if all you need is half a chance, imagine how well you can do with a full chance!

There is always, always hope.

What Do We Parents Need?

There is another side to the question of what children need that we usually do not think about: What do we parents need from our children? And more broadly, what does society at large need from its children? The answers to those questions run like a subplot throughout this book. Briefly put, we need the love that children bring out in us. To get it, all we have to do is let them bring it out. Just as to activate the magic of childhood, all we have to do is love the child, so for us to be given new life by our children, all we have to do is feel the love they feel. And let it flow. And trust in its power.

Loving a child proves the truth of the old saying, “It is in giving that we receive.” The more we love our children, the more we receive the gifts our children have to give.

Whether we have children of our own or not, children give us all new life. Children disturb and distract us in ways we need to be disturbed and distracted. They get us to come out and play. They puncture our pomposity. They make us laugh, even when we try not to. They show us that there is more to life than getting ahead or getting sleep. They require our help, even when we don’t know how to do whatever it is. They make us improvise. They show us how to take delight in the mundane in ways we had long ago forgotten (for children very little is mundane). They make us exercise. They teach us new words. They prevent us from getting set in our ways. They tease us. Finally they give us adults that elusive gift called meaning.

We also need children to ask the many questions that we can’t answer.

Oh, those questions. There is an old anecdote about a conversation between a father and his daughter:

“Daddy, why is the sky blue?” the little girl asks.

“Sweetheart, I don’t know,” her daddy replies.

“Daddy, how does lightning get made?” the girl asks.

“Sweetie, I’m not sure of that, either,” her daddy replies.

“Daddy, why can’t I remember everything I learn in school?” the girl then asks.

“I don’t know,” her daddy answers.

“Daddy,” the girl then asks, “do you mind that I ask you all these questions?”

“Of course not, honey,” her daddy replies. “I am very glad you ask me questions. How else are you supposed to learn anything?”

We need children to look up to us and depend on us and give us a good reason to try as hard as we can.

The Advantages of Being a Parent Today

I can say without a second’s hesitation that I am a much better parent than my parents were, not because I am a better person—I am not—but because, like most in my generation, I know more about what children need than my parents knew, and like most in my generation, I have made being a parent much more of a priority than it was for my parents.

The old ways have not disappeared: harsh, physical punishments; teaching by humiliation; telling children they should be seen and not heard; exploiting children. But these ways are fading, as more and more parents think that being a parent is the most important activity in their lives. We also know more now than ever before. We have learned a tremendous amount in the past fifty years about brain science, learning disabilities, depression and anxiety in children, pediatric medicine, and new methods of education. As we make use of what we’ve learned about children’s needs, we become better parents, and our children become healthier children.

Most of us try to do our best for our children. But it helps if we define what “our best” actually means. What are we supposed to do? It helps, if you are a parent, to have a kind of “game plan,” a basic strategy for raising your children.

You will see that I believe—and research shows—that a happy life rests mostly on having what I call a “connected childhood.” This is good news, because it is within the power of all parents, not just the wealthy ones, as well as all schools, coaches, doctors, community leaders, politicians, clergy, neighbors, and everyone else who cares about children to create a connected childhood for our children.

But a connected childhood is only the starting point. I will describe a process that you can set in motion in childhood that will last a lifetime—a lifetime of what most people would call happiness.

For years experts have both underemphasized and overemphasized the possibilities of childhood: they have overemphasized how much parents can control, but they have underemphasized how much can go right. What goes right when you are a child can translate into years of satisfaction, productivity, and joy. That is why in this book I focus on what can go right.

We parents see, hear, and read about what can go wrong every day: the increase in stress and worry among children; the results of the latest study (and there always seems to be a “latest study” coming out, bound to upset or confuse us); the disappearance of childhood as the overscheduled child rushes from one activity to the next; the alarming number of children who can’t read; the many children who receive inadequate medical care; the pressure on high school students to get into a good college; the perils of too much TV or too much computer time or what we call in my family “electronic time”; the decline in politeness; the ongoing problem of drug abuse; and on and on and on.

But what about the good news?

Children are the good news. Children are the best news life has got.

Not long ago I visited the Princeton Montessori School in Princeton, New Jersey, where I had the treat of spending a half hour on a carpeted floor with seventeen babies, ranging in age from twelve weeks to fifteen months. This was as close as I had come to finding heaven on earth in quite some time.

As I lay there on my stomach, my head propped up on my folded arms, I marveled at these busy bundles called babies. I marveled at all their activity, their lookings here and there, their lip-smackings, their elastic-faced yawns, their reachings for this and that, their tadpole kicks, and their rapt engagement with every specific object or person to which they turned.

The babies soon were looking at me, gurgling to me, some even waving at me (sort of). Several crawled over to me for an up-close visit. Others, who couldn’t crawl, inchwormed their way to me. Once close, we made all sorts of faces at each other and talked that wonderful singsong language called baby talk, a language that makes both speaker and hearer feel good. The babies would say, “Oh, how interesting!” in their own particular ways, or, “I am so glad you came to visit me this morning,” or, “Have you pooped yet today? I just did.”

Gradually, as I fell into the rhythm of the room, and my brain took in the smells of powder and porridge and the sounds of infant communication and the sights of little humans at play, I felt an endorphin rush the likes of which I cannot remember ever having felt before. These babies were taking me into their group like a pod of dolphins swimming along connected in a surging but secure sea. A concentrated, positive energy filled the room, especially the floor area where the babies held sway.

Enjoy Your Children

In my work I have met thousands of children of all ages, not just babies, and not just my own children. I like to talk to children. I like to be with them. When I was in medical school, one of my favorite activities was to go into the newborn nursery and bask in the energy in the room, much as I did when I lay on the floor with the babies at the Montessori school. And I always loved the pediatric wards, although they could be heartbreaking. Since finishing my training and becoming a child psychiatrist, I have always loved visiting schools. When you go into a school—any school: pre-, lower, middle, upper, high—you feel the power of childhood enveloping the school like a force field. It picks you up and takes you back, back to when you were young and free. When I walk by a row of lockers in a school, I often find myself absentmindedly looking for mine!

There is a point that many parenting books miss: children do more for us than we do for them. The most important advice in any parenting book ought to be this: Enjoy your children. Learn from your children, listen to what they say, play with them while you can, let them activate those parts of you that had already started to go dead before they were born, and let those parts of you energize your work, your friendships, your spiritual life, every part of your life that there is.

“What?!” you might scream. “You say my children do more for me than I do for them? My children do nothing! I do everything! They eat and make clothes dirty and watch TV. I cook and wash dirty clothes and pay for the electricity that powers their TV. How can you possibly say that they do more for me than I do for them?!” And you might want to add a few choice expletives to vent your contempt for my foolish words.

But after you’ve finished blowing off steam, and after your children have gone to bed or grown up and moved away, you know I am right. Yes, we parents do the providing—of food, clothing, shelter, organization, time management, opportunities, discipline, parties, presents, Red Sox (you can substitute your team’s name here) tickets, visits to the doctor, TLC, and so forth. Even the providing is not so bad. If we weren’t providing for them, for whom or for what would we be providing? Our personal fortunes? I know that since I’ve had children, I’ve gained purpose and direction, worked harder than ever, and gotten more done than I ever have before. This is because I have a reason greater than myself to go out and provide.

But for all we provide for them, look at what our children give us: Hope. Love. Energy. Purpose. Laughter. Sweet sorrow. Meaning. A chance to be a hero. A chance to love as we never knew we could love. A chance to worry more about someone else than about ourselves. A chance to make a life.

One of the best ways to be a great parent (and a happy adult) is to let yourself delve deeply into what it means to be a child and relish it, the way, for example, you once relished mud. Now you avoid mud, but once you probably jumped plop right into it and loved the sound it made and the mess it sent up. You may even have rolled in it or made pies out of it. If you want to be happy (and be a great parent), celebrate childhood in its specific details, not just in the abstract. Celebrate mud. And messes. And noise. And spooky things
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