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Chapter 1

Baby to PreSchooler- The Development of Self-Awareness and Self-Esteem
A Trick Question-- “Do babies have high self-esteem?"*

It’s a warm sleepy world. A vague feeling develops in my tummy...it grows and becomes more
urgent. Gradually it becomes more and more uncomfortable. It doesn’t go away. It’s getting
worse. WAHHHHHHHHH!!T Suddenly, out of that world up above, down swoops that sweet
smelling, sounding, feeling familiar being. It says, “Oh, are you hungry?” in a gentle voice. A
nipple or a bottle appears with warm sweet nourishment. [ stop crying...grasping, sucking
hungrily. “How’s that sweetheart? You were really hungry weren’t you? That’s much better
now, isn’t it?” How I feel really matters to that sweet smelling, sounding, feeling familiar
being.... | really matter to that sweet smelling, sounding, feeling familiar being!! It really
matters that I was upset....it really matters that I'm happy...that I'm content now...| really
matter!!

Before you say yes, remember the first few weeks of your child’s life. This is the stage where the
babies are in tune to very little more that their most basic needs; and are not particularly responsive
to anyone. Remember no matter how much gooing and gagaing you did or how much of a fool
you were willing to be, your little baby did very little more that gaze at you blankly... if that. They
seemed aware of little besides whether they were hungry or uncomfortable. In fact, newborns
don’t even realize that they are separate from their mothers- that is, that there are two beings now.
Of course, if you just spent 9 months or so being a part of mom, you’d have some difficulty
thinking that you’re now a separate being.

Initially, babies don’t have a sense of self. Remember when your sweetheart was holding onto his
or her foot and started to mouth it...then bite it? The look of sudden surprise and pain spread
across darling’s face, but he/she kept right on biting!! That was because the foot and the pain the
baby was feeling were two separate things in the baby’s understanding. He/she had no idea that
his/her biting was causing the pain! And, often, he/she not only kept right on biting, but also bit
harder! Ouch! Only gradually and later do babies develop self-awareness (researchers mention
12-18 months, although many parents may disagree- they may experience this sooner). Do you
remember when your baby first started looking at him/her self in the mirror? Earlier, as much as
you held him/her in front of the mirror, he/she just looked at his/her image blankly without
recognition. Then, one precious day, he/she began making faces at him/herself- especially that
delightful and delighted smile. Only when babies have developed their sense of self-awareness,
that they can learn how truly special and precious they are.

HOW SELF-ESTEEM IS DEVELOPED

A Dbaby with poor self-esteem? That is a nonsensical statement. Babies just “are.” Initially,
without a sense of self, self-esteem is not a part of the babies’ experience. Within a very short
time, however, self-esteem (potentially) begins to develop. How does that happen? It happens-
it develops from the simplest of caregiving interactions.
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Over and over, the baby feels hunger, gets uncomfortable in his/her diaper, is startled, and you the
mother, the father, the caregiver responds with basic care: food, a clean diaper, a hug, a pat on the
back... Over and over, the baby feels, hears, and experiences his/her needs being confirmed as
important....he/she begins to fill with a sense of being worthwhile...a sense of being special. And,
self-esteem begins to develop. And it grows as his/her primary caregivers delight and rejoice over
the smallest gurgle, the little smile (even if it was gas!), the first step, the sipping cup successes
(and failures), the steps, the “mama”, the “dada”, the arm that makes it into the sleeve, the ABC
song....and on and on. Nurtured over and over with feedback that their daily living and
experiencing the world fill their parents and other special adults with joy. With each message of
worth, self-esteem in the child grows. On the negative side, this is why neglect is so damaging to a
child’s self-esteem. When a child is constantly neglected, the message he/she receives over and
over is that his/her needs, feelings, joys and anxieties don’t matter. In other words, he/she doesn’t
matter.

SELF-ESTEEM AT ITSHEIGHT

As the baby is cared for, he/she discovers over and over that he/she really matters. He/she grows
in self-esteem and he/she grows and grows....and grows into a TODDLER!! ...an incorrigible
bundle of energy joyously exploring the world. This well-loved toddler becomes the epitome of
self-esteem!

Where is Trisha? I haven't seen or heard her for a few minutes. I hear something in the bathroom.
There she is... completely wrapped up in toilet paper from head to toe! She is the princess...the
elegant lady she saw today on TV today. What a mess! I ask, “Trisha, just what are you doing?”
She turns towards me. A great big smile crosses her face. It is as if she is saying, “Aren’t I so
wonderful?” I try to frown, but I can’t; she IS wonderful. I try to scold, but instead I say, “Let me
get my camera!” It’s obvious, she loves herself, and as naughty as she may be (what a mess!), she
makes me love her too...she makes me let her know in action, tone, and words that she is
something special.

Well cared for children are well-loved children and become self-loving children. Unfortunately,
this often doesn’t last. Why not? How does that wonderful toddler self-esteem become vulnerable
during the preschool years? ...and what we can do to protect it and to build on it?

SELF-ESTEEM BECOMES FADES and BECOMES VULNERABLE

Children develop their sense of self-esteem through your attention to their basic need. This gives
them over and over, the feedback that they have worth to you. From these experiences, they
realize that since they have worth to you, they must be truly worthy themselves. This is a
powerful dynamic. However, it is also a fragile dynamic. While children can learn to love
themselves, they also may learn that they are "bad" from the same experiences. Sometimes
parents ask, "My child used to be so wonderful -- he/she used to love himself/herself so much.
But now, it seems that his/her Self-Esteem has gotten lower." What has happened to his/her
Self-Esteem?
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When do you remember first feeling shame? Or not liking something about yourself? | often
watch toddlers and enjoy their joy at being- being alive, being active, and being special. They
seem to have no cares in the world. They are bursting with positive energy. Any fears that they
have are momentary and quickly replaced by some new excitement of being: a new toy, different
paint, a different place to paint, painting with a sock!.... a little brother to paint on! But
somehow, probably during their preschool ages 2, 3, and 4, guilt and shame and doubt begin to
make inroads on their self-esteem. "Oh no! You got paint all over him! What a mess! Oh no!"
How essential is this age? It is the beginning of the process of potential self-esteem loss that
reaches its zenith during adolescence. 1 recall a colleague quoting a study that found that while
85% of kindergartners have high self-esteem, only 20% of 10 year olds (4th grade) have high
self-esteem, and tragically a mere 5% of high school seniors have high self-esteem. From our
personal experiences in high school, many of us know that last figure must be correct. Did your
hair ever look right? Was being the cool kid a possibility? Or, a fantasy? Why does that zit
have to grow right there in the middle of my head, like a third eye?! Much of our adult lives have
been an often difficult struggle to regain the self-esteem lost during childhood and adolescence.

I have seen this all too often in my work as a therapist with adults. The good news is that people,
both children and adults, have amazing resiliency. We have the ability to grow and be happy
despite often tremendously adverse experiences. On the other hand, how wonderful it would be,
if it were not lost in the first place. This is certainly motivation to build well, or at least, to not
allow as much weakening of children's self esteem in the first place.

FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE- SOCIALIZATION

No matter how much we love our children, and wish for them to fulfill their potential, we must
also be aware that fulfilling their potential happens in the real world. In many ways, the real
world is not the home. At home, children are loved and adored, and their mistakes, hopefully,
are corrected with love and positive guidance. However, outside of the home -- in the real world
there are situations, places, and people to do not love your child the same way you to. In the
situations and places, there are people who have urgencies, frustrations, needs, and stress that
lower, and sometimes even eliminate their tolerance or appreciation of a child exploring the
world. The real world means that they need to be able to get along with other people -- even
grumpy old Uncle Charlie! Or, that little girl who won't share her tea set. The communities that
they need to get along in are after the immediate family, the extended family (such as Grandma
and Grandpa's) and neighborhood people, and other communities such as the grocery store,
preschool, and the sandbox at the playground. In other words, as they fulfill their potential, they
also need to become social creatures. You remember those charming little children? The little
smile, that sweet look? How fun they were? How they drew such positive attention towards
themselves? These were the children that by personality and social training made other people
like them. And, they grow up to be positive adults who are admired and respected, and sought
after...whose Self-Esteem are regularly reinforced in interactions with other people. They draw
not only guidance, but also positive feedback from other people. Can we help our children
develop the skills? Yes, we can!
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Socialization or the learning of skills and behaviors to function successfully with other people is
critical to healthy development. Does your child interact with the world without causing harm to
him/herself, to others, and the activities of the group? The children and the adults who are
successful in doing this, are the children and the adults that are able to function well socially;
socially inept people suffer negative consequences their entire lives: the disapproval of others,
the lack of inclusion in games, the "we don't like you" reactions, the "your fired", the "I'm
leaving you." These can be extremely painful. If these things become a pattern of life, then they
become devastating to self-esteem if they are not counterbalanced by more positive experiences
(fortunately, this can and does happen -- even for adults who have suffered self-esteem loss
over many years when they enter into a successful process of growth and health).

Simple concepts such as taking turns, learning to say please and thank you, using a quiet voice,
asking before touching, making eye contact, not putting your fingers up your nose at the dinner
with daddy's boss, and knowing when to ask a woman if she is pregnant or not! become critical
to acceptance from others in communities (and survival with your loved ones!). This
socialization happens through feedback from significant people -- both positive and negative
feedback about appropriateness of the child's behaviors. This process can also be called
"parenting." Frustration, however affects feedback...and the quality of parenting.
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Chapter 2

Feedback, Frustration, and Self-Esteem
""You guys better be quiet! Or... Or...""

What is it about the car? They can be so well behaved...at home...in the park...even in the
grocery store. But in the car? How come my little angels become so out of control in the back
seat? Come on... look at the cars... look, there's a cow... a big picture of a car...pretty car...
STOP fighting in the back seat!! Daddy's trying to drive. Look at the pretty houses. "Aargh!!"
"Stop it!!" "Did not!!" "Did too!! You guys stop fighting back there! "She started it!" "No, |
didn't!" "Aargh!!" "Ow..ow..ow" Smack! Don't hit your sister. "She pinched me!!" "Did not!!"
"Did too!!" Smack!! Quit it out...come on let's sing some songs... Twinkle twinkle little
star..."Aargh!!" "Ow!" "Stop it!!" Smack! "Aargh!!"" Smack!! "OW!!"" SMACK!!
"AAARGH!!" ""You guys better be quiet! Or... Or... Or, I'll throw you out on the freeway!"

FEEDBACK ABOUT BEHAVIOR VS. FEEDBACK ABOUT WORTH

The first people to give feedback to children are the parents, of course (later, other adults,
children's peers, and society through the media primarily give feedback). Parents need to be
aware of how that feedback affects their children. All parents intend to give positive feedback to
their children. While we are reminded to give feedback about appropriateness or
inappropriateness of the behavior without making negative feedback about the quality of the
person -- the worth of the person, ("Hitting is not nice," vs. "You're so bad!") unfortunately, we
may stray and give feedback that negatively affects the person sense of worth. In the stress of
their lives and sometimes overwhelmed with frustration, parents are human beings as well. There
is a saying, that there's nothing like being a parent to bring up all the garbage that you thought
you had taken care of earlier in your life. And to bring it up more intensely than ever before! In
other words, the totality of your humanity, both good and bad is evoked in being a parent. It is
very important for parents to accept their own humanity -- that they will make mistakes, and
being a perfect parent is impossible. And, will actually backfire on you in two ways: it will over
stress you and destroy your own Self-Esteem as you fail to achieve perfection, and secondly, you
will inadvertently present an impossible model of perfection for your child to also live up to that
will deny his/her humanity. Relax! Have fun! Accept reality; the more you accept reality, the
more you will be able to deal with it effectively, enjoy yourself, and become the good parent you
want to be.

As human beings, children will make mistakes. And as human beings, parents will
sometimes express their frustration to the people around them. If you expressed that frustration
to your spouse with some negative comment, or threat, or attack, then you might have a fight.
This isn't positive (and not much fun either!). However, if that other person is not your spouse
but your child, it can be much worse. While your spouse may argue with you and fight back,
your child (especially a very small child -- teenagers are another story!) will accept your
comments -- will accept your communication as being true. | sometimes joke that children have
a cognitive flaw -- that they trust and believe everything their loving adults tell them! Even
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outrageous things.

FEEDBACK AT 65 MPH

| have to admit my own humanity -- one time when my girls (at that time, two and a half
years old and five years old) were fighting in the back seat of the car while we were driving on
the freeway. They were making me crazy! There is just something about being stuck in a car
with two screaming, fighting, whining, crying, screeching kids, that tend to make otherwise sane,
loving, nurturing, mature adults become ogres! Told them to stop -- didn't work. Warned them --
didn't work. Tried to distract them. -- didn't work. Perhaps, it was the five or six requests for
them to be quiet. Or maybe, it's being stuck in your seat belt. Or maybe, it's that you know that
they know that you cannot get to them while you are driving! Hmmm? Anyway, | got finally so
frustrated that | told them, "You guys better be quiet! Or... Or... Or, I'll throw you out on the
freeway!" What a wonderful dad!... Not! (The other part of that story was that it just so
happened that my freeway exit came up at that particular point. So when | began to pull off the
freeway, the girls suddenly thought I was for real. They began screaming from the back seat, "
No! No! Daddy, don't throw us out on the freeway!"). Was that appropriate? Of course not.
Was that understandable? Yes. Does being understandable relieve me of responsibility to do
better? No, absolutely not. (Does this incident sound familiar? Probably!). Accepting my
humanity -- accepting that | made the mistake, but without beating myself up, allow me to have
the focus to find better and more appropriate ways to respond and guide my children.

Fortunately, mistakes can be only mistakes. It is when mistakes happened over and over
again -- when they become a pattern of behavior and interaction that they become truly
damaging. A mistake is a mistake and can be compensated for by overall patterns of attention
and nurturing -- of appropriate feedback. My girls are okay today. They were not traumatized --
or scarred. In fact, they think it's a pretty funny story when we talk about it nowadays!

"POTENTIALING"™ AND COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Sometimes parents are unaware of how much their frustration affects their
communication. They are unaware of the patterns of communication they have with their
children. Sometimes the pattern is obscured by very positive intentions gone astray. | remember
a parent who said to me, "I don't understand why my son doesn't have high self-esteem. 1 tell
him all the time that he is so wonderful. 1 tell him that he has so much potential.” Potential? By
the way, when was the last time someone mentioned your potential when you are actually
fulfilling your potential? Or, is it usually brought up in a negative context? If you have older
children -- especially teenagers, ask them how much they like you and others talking about their
potential. If they could articulate it, they would tell you that the only time their potential is
mentioned, it's when they are not fulfilling their potential. The "potential” conversation only
happens when adults want to criticize them for what they are not doing. While some kids may
not be fulfilling their potential, they are not stupid either. They know that this is a put down.
Isn't this the same at your work? When they talk about your potential?

Later on, | observed that same parent talking to her son. She was saying, "You can do
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that. You are smart enough to do that. | don't understand why you aren't doing better.” And as
she said that, she shook her head and frowned, her eyes rolled up in her head and she let out a
deep sigh. Clearly, this was an ongoing frustration for her. Unfortunately, for her son there was
ongoing negative communication coming to him as well. While her verbal communication seems
to say that she thinks her son is smart, her nonverbal communications are also very clear. Her
nonverbal communications are saying that he is letting her down (she is disappointed in him),
and there the must be something wrong with him. This is the inadvertent communication that
destroys Self-Esteem. (Note*-- whenever there are simultaneous verbal communications and a
nonverbal communications that do not agree with each other, the recipient of the communication
always distrusts the verbal communication as the lie, and believes the nonverbal communication
as the truth. Her words -- the verbal communication was positive, however, her nonverbal
communication -- the shake of her head, the frown, the eyes rolling and the deep sigh was very
negative. The son believed the nonverbal communication, and Self-Esteem is harmed... again.)

This parent was completely unaware of how her frustration and poor communication
skills were harming him (or, was aware but unable to stop herself, or to do things differently).
She was acutely aware of how much she loved him and wanted him to do well. The intention
was wonderful and honorable, but execution was unfortunately poor and destructive. How could
she do this? Along with knowledge and skills, this is probably the most critical parental issue in
raising healthy children. Your ability to do the best for your children; using your intelligence,
your love, your resourcefulness, and your skills can be terribly and completely compromised if
you do not control or understand your own frustration. Do you discipline from child
development theory? Or, from the level of your frustration? Do you communicate love and
caring? Or, to you communicate impatience and irritation? Are you stricter with your children
when you have anxiety in your own life? Or, conversely, are you more lenient with your
children when things are going well for you? Either way, you are being inconsistent with your
children. What is okay today is no longer okay tomorrow. What was not okay today becomes
permissible tomorrow. And when the child gets it "wrong", the implicit and explicit disapproval
enters into his/her world. And, Self-Esteem is harmed. How can we know what is positive and
what is negative?
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Chapter 3

The Most Dangerous Question a Parent can ask the Child
"Why did you do that?"

Why? Why did I do that? Did you tell me not to run inside? Of course, you told me not
to run inside. But you told me that yesterday. And | am an existential child, which means I live
in the moment -- in the present only. And yesterday is not relevant to today, and tomorrow
doesn't matter either. Before and later are outside the realm of my cognitive understanding.

And, why did | do that? Because, essentially I am a motor kinesthetic child. That means
I must move, and | must explore my world with my entire body -- that means | move, and | touch,
and seek stimulation. This stimulates my cognitive development as well as my emotional,
psychological, gross motor, fine motor, and overall holistic development.

Sometimes your precious child comes running into the room. As he/she comes running into the
room, he/she slips on the rug; catches the tablecloth with his/her right hand, causing the flower
vase to tip and spill; slaps the baby in the eye with his/her left-hand; and crashes his/her head
into the edge of the chair. Oh yes -- all while you're on the telephone with the bank (after
waiting 20 minutes on hold!). As all heck breaks loose, in frustration, you ask "Why? Why did
you do that? Didn't I tell you not to run inside?" Like thousands and millions of parents before
you, and thousands and millions of parents after you, you ask the dangerous/destructive WHY
question. One of these days, I'm going to get me a kid and train him/her on how to answer this
question correctly. When asked why, he/she will stand with his/her hands behind his/her back,
looked up with doleful soulful eyes and reply in a sweet voice...

Why? Because | am a preoperational child -- remember what Piaget said? That short Swiss
guy with the mustache, glasses, and beret? That means that right now, | have a lot of difficulty
understanding the rules of the world. Because the rules of the world seem kind of mystical and
magical. Besides, yesterday when you were feeling good, you let me run inside. So... the rule it is..
| can run inside?... Sort of... Sometimes... On the other hand, you do have a point. Because
sometimes | can't run inside -- that, of course, depends on if you're in bad mood or not.

Are you in a bad mood? Did the Visa bill come? Why did | do that? You mean, with all
your intelligence, and all your experience as an adult, you don't know why | sometimes run
inside? 1 run inside because... because... | am a child. Because | am a child. That's why. Don't
you remember that I'm a kid? Didn't you notice how short | am?

Unfortunately, a child is unable to articulate how and why he/she is a child. That he/she does the
things that he/she does because children need to do those things in order to grow and develop.
And since they do not have access to this kind of answer, they try to respond in the only way
they know how. They put their hands behind her back, looked down at the floor, and sway
correct gently side to side, and say sheepishly or sullenly, "I don’ know.” Do we accept this?
Unfortunately, often we don't. We may grab his/her chin and tip his/her face towards us. Then
scowl... maybe stick a finger in his/her chest, and say in an angry voice, "Don't tell me you don't


mailto:Ronald@RonaldMah.com
http://www.ronaldmah.com/

onald Mah, M.A., Ph.D.

icensed Marriage & Family Therapist, MFC32136

sychotherapy, Parent Education, Consulting & Staff Development

33 Estudillo Ave., #305, San Leandro, CA 94577-4915

510) 614-5641 Office - (510) 889-6553 fax - E-mail: Ronald@RonaldMah.com - Web: www.RonaldMah.com

know! You know why you did that! Now tell me why you did that!" Unable to articulate that
children act like children, and with "I don't know" made unavailable to him/her in the face by the
angry adult, the child is forced to take the only answer that is left-- the answer that will attack
and destroy his/her Self-Esteem. Whether he/she says it or not, whether the adult says it out loud
or not, the child is forced to think to him/herself that, " Why did | do that? It must be... it must
be that... 1 am a bad person!™

Why did you ask that question? Don't you know why? Of course, you know why. Because
he/she is a child. But why did you ask? Because of your own frustration. And, because you
have not taken care of your own frustration, you force your child to damage him/herself. Or, if
you have taken care of yourself -- your stresses, your needs, and your own frustration, you can be
both the parent you wish to be and the parent your child needs.

THE FOUNDATION OF CHILDREN'S SELF-ESTEEM

The foundation of children’s self-esteem is always the significant adults in their lives: their
parents and other caregivers such as teachers. The adult's self-esteem and psychological and
emotional health underlies the children's psychological health. Like a building with a poor
foundation, children's self-esteem will always be shaky and highly vulnerable to environmental
influences (peer pressure, the media, abusive people, and so forth) if their parents have not been
able to stabilize and develop their own psychological health. As you, as an important adult in
children's lives strengthen your own self-esteem- get healthy- learn to care for yourself- learn to
take care of yourself, children involved with you will more and more securely venture out into
the real and sometimes dangerous world to find his/her own way.

This knowledge -- the knowledge that adults/parents are so critical to the mental and
psychological health of the children, can be very intimidating to adults. From a negative
perspective, it can just about totally destroy Self-Esteem -- in adults! Obviously this creates a lot
of pressure on caring adults. However, this can be seen in a very positive perspective.
Unfortunately, there was a time in American psychology that all the woes, all the problems, all
the negative aspects of a person’s life were based on a very simple psychological concept. That
concept, in simple terms, was "Blame the Mother Psychology.” The negative remnants of that
approach still exist in our society today. Many women (and many men, who go under the
alternative concept, "Blame the Father Psychology™) experience needless and inappropriate guilt
and shame around parent/child problems because of this.

On the other hand, understanding how you are the foundation to your child Self-Esteem can be a
powerful tool in promoting both your and your child's Self-Esteem. In future columns, I will
spend more time looking at the adult foundation for children's Self-Esteem. | will be presenting
what | call the Seven Adult Fundamentals to Building Self-Esteem in the Adult-Child System.
These will lead up to the Seven Keys for Children's Self-Esteem. In next month's column, we
will look at the Four Components of Self-Esteem. Loving your child and expressing that love
with positive feedback is vital to one of the four components that make up Self-Esteem. There
are, however, three other important components to Self-Esteem. What these four components
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are, and how to support them in your children will be the topic of next month's column.

TOO MUCH SELF-ESTEEM?

In the last chapter, we discussed how the parents' influence is so critical for the child's
development of Self-Esteem. The main point was that parents’ frustration and their own
emotional/psychological health is normally the foundation to the successful development of Self-
Esteem in the child. In subsequent articles, we will look in more depth at how parents previous
experiences affect how they interact with their children -- both positively and negatively; and
how it sets up the adults to provide support for the keys to developing Self-Esteem for their
children. Parents usually dearly cherish their children. Loving children, however, is not enough
by itself to develop Self-Esteem in a child. Loved children know their parents cherish them.
Being loved and cherished by your parents is a key to Self-Esteem -- most adults who have high
Self-Esteem will acknowledge the sense of love that they received from their parents or other
significant adult figures. As a result, if parents sense that their child does not have high Self-
Esteem, parents will try even harder to develop that Self-Esteem -- try even harder to show the
children that they are loved.... may do more and may give more to show them that they are loved.
While all this attention (is not to mention toys and stuff!) Is enjoyed by the children, this often
still doesn't work, and may even back fire.

Not too long ago, in a national newsmagazine, there was an article that was openly critical of
children (and of course, their parents! There they go again... making parents feel guilty again!)
who they typified as having received too much esteem -- that they had too much Self-Esteem.
The article was mistaken. What they were describing was not Self-Esteem. They were actually
describing what could be called narcissism. They were correct, however, in describing how
narcissistic personalities are harmful to them and to society. In the article, they describe children
who could not tolerate failure. These children, when they are successful, behave very well and
like themselves. However, when they are not successful, they often became outraged and
behaved in very inappropriate ways. When disappointed, these children would be extremely
angry and act out in aggressive and negative ways. They would, in response to failure do
anything to win, be successful, or be the best. They would see themselves as being victims,
unfairly treated, and may respond with self-righteous vengeance. Sound like some adults you
know? Hmmm? The magazine’s theory was that parents and other teachers and adults had given
these children too much esteem, that their worth had been confirmed over and over, to an
extreme degree without regard to the realities of the world, including the needs of other people in
the community.

The article concluded that these children had too much Self-Esteem. And, consequently that too
much Self-Esteem was dangerous to children and dangerous to society. In actuality, the children
that the article describes were actually children with low Self-Esteem! They were correct in that
these children had been praised and been rewarded over and over again by their parents all their
lives. Too much praise? Now, they're telling us not to praise! That it is possible to praise too
much! That would be a simplistic conclusion. However, there is an important point to be gotten
from this. In all probability, these parents and other adults were working from a simplistic
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theory of Self-Esteem -- a theory that says praise in itself (messages of worth, messages of
confirmation, cheerleading, and more) is what builds Self-Esteem in children. They were
working from an incomplete theory of Self-Esteem; their theory of Self-Esteem is based entirely
on what Coopersmith calls significance. However, Coopersmith believes that there are three
other important components to Self-Esteem in addition to significance. Subsequent chapters will
discuss all the important components to Self-Esteem in more depth.
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Chapter 4

Significance Meets Socialization (& Frustration)
""How many times do | have to tell you?"

There is so much to do. "What? | told you yesterday. And, the day before. And, last week."
(SIGH). Sometimes, I feel like an old tape playing the same old song over and over. Do I really
have to tell them again? And again... And again. Why do they ask, if they don't listen? If they
don't bother to try to remember? Can't they tell I'm busy? | can stand only so much. "I told you
that! Didn't I tell you that? How many times do I have to tell you!?**

SIGNIFICANCE ©

Significance plays a primary role in the development of children's Self-Esteem. Significance is
when the people that are significant to you, the people in your world that are important to you,
find that you too are significant -- you too are important, and to be valued. In January's column,
| talked about how parents when they attend to the primary and most basic needs of the baby,
continually give them messages of worth. Messages that their joy, their distress, their desires,
their anxiety, and their joys really matter to them. As they receive these messages over and over,
babies begin to understand that they must have value-- intrinsic value. Otherwise, why would
their parents be so delighted and be so upset when they are happy or sad? From this Self-Esteem
develops. Neglect, in some ways, becomes the most profound abuse. The baby experiences in
neglect that he/she doesn’t matter... at all. Giving positive messages of significance seems to be
fairly easy. However, in trying to maintain this positive attitude toward your children, you also
have to teach them how to be a part of the community. This is socialization.

SIGNIFICANCE MEETS SOCIALIZATION- ®

When children are younger -- when they are infants or just about to reach toddlerhood, the
messages of their significance that we give them tend to be more pure and more consistent. We
implicitly understand that even if they don't do what we want them to do, or somehow do
something outrageous or naughty, that they are doing it from the innocence of their age. Thus,
we find them adorable -- Trisha was so adorable as a one-year old wrapped up in toilet paper
trying to be Cleopatra! We were charmed by their wonderful energy -- he/she is so passionate
about everything -- we even joked indicated that Kirstie's favorite word was "No!" So fierce! So
cute! However, something happened in the next few years. Our tolerance and our appreciation
changed; our tolerance and our appreciation went down. Why is this? How do children lose
"adorability?" Do they lose their innocence? Or, are they somehow... now bad? Are they
purposefully making our lives more difficult? "Didn't I tell you that?" "What did you do that
for?"... And, the question that destroys, "Why? Why did you do that?"

As children grow older, we expect that socialization -- the feedback that we had been giving
them as to what is appropriate or inappropriate behavior is beginning to be integrated. Before
they did not know -- they did not understand, therefore they could not have complied. They
were just babies! Now..... Now, however, they have been told... And told... And told... Now,
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they should know! The honeymoon is over. Reality sets in. The stress of raising a young child,
balancing time, energy, money, and relationships, often begins to take a toll. The behavior that
was adorable -- that was tolerable now takes time and energy. And, there is so much to do. So
you tell them again... And again... And again. Finally, in frustration you snap, " I told you that!
How many times do | have to tell you?!" Just as | mentioned in the previous column that |
wanted to train a child how to answer the "why" question, | want to take a kid and train him/her
how to answer the "how many times" question too. After the parent asks -- demands, "How
many times do | have to tell you that?!" | want to train a child to respond,

"One time? Two times? Three times? Actually, only a few times. But only if you are for
real. You tell me not to run... Or, not to touch. One time. Two times. Three times. But a lot of
it depends on how you are feeling. Sometimes, you say it one time and it's for real. Other times
you say it one time or 12 times, but it's not for real because you're in a good mood, or you get
distracted, or the phone rings, or because we're the grocery store and you don't wannabe
embarrassed in front of those other ladies! Or, because my adorable smile is too cute!
Sometimes you say it 5 to 10 times and are still not for real! After a while, I finally figured it all
out. | became like Charlie Brown in the Peanuts cartoons on TV. You know, when the adults
talk to the kids in the Peanuts cartoons... You never hear their voices actually speak words
clearly. All you hear it is "Ronk, ronk, ronk, ronk... Ronk, ronk, ronk, ronk... " Then you hear
Charlie Brown interpret what they say.

How many times do you have to tell me that? You tell me one time... You tell me nine
times... Yet it doesn't seem real. So | try to figure it out. You see, it's what you do -- not what you
say. No matter how may times you say it, unless you do it -- follow-through on it, | can't believe
that you mean it. Is it for real, or isn't it? So like good ol' Charlie Brown | interpret what you
say to mean... Can I figure this out? How? Does saying it one time mean you will follow-
through? Or, does saying it five time equal following through? Or does it take 12 times before
you follow-through? You said it 20 times once, and didn't follow-through at all! Hmmm? Maybe
it's the tone? Volume? Or the clenched teeth? 1 don't really know. What should I do?

So, I test you... And test you... And test you... | test you to find out how many times it
really takes. But the thing is, you keep on changing it! Good mood... bad mood.. busy.... lots
of time... no time... angry tone...sweet tone... loud... quiet. Different all the time. So what is it? 1
guess | have to test some more! | wonder what it will be this time... Seven times? How many
times do you have to tell me that?

You know, it only has to be one time, if it is real each time you say it one time. You
wanna know something else? A lot of the times | keep on doing it, it is me try to tell you to be for
real... Be consistent... Make it the same amount of times every time. It really doesn't matter how
many times... it can be just one time, or it can be six times. As long as it is the same amount have
times each time. How may times do | have to tell you that!?*

Sometimes when parents are not able to understand the developmental issues of young children,
they attempt to socialize to children in ways that do not work. With their frustration dealing with
the demands of being a parent of a young child, that is often when the messages of significance
to the young child begin to break down. However, if you do understand the developmental
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issues of young children, learn developmentally appropriate ways to socialize young children,
and deal with your own frustrations, then you can continue to give positive messages of
significance to the young child, while maintaining the sanity of the household... And your sanity
too!

SIGNIFICANCE BECOMES “HAVE-TO-DO'S”

Have you noticed that some parents (maybe you!) would jump up and literally dash through the
room in order to meet their children's meets. Along with other issues, that your child may feel
neglected by you (and Self-Esteem lost) is what drives a relatively simple issue of whether or not
to let a baby cry, or to go to him/her into becoming a very difficult and sometimes painful
argument. Parents can become terrified that they are not giving adequate messages of
significance to their children. If parents believe that children are hypersensitive and hyper-needy
-- that failing to feel fill their every need creates the potential for tragic loss of Self-Esteem, then
parents may become hyper-vigilant in trying to meet every need of their children. They feel they
have to do everything for their children. They try to be the perfect parent, constantly aware of
and constantly striving to meet every need and desire their child has. And, to believe as parents
that they must bar or eliminate every anxiety, prevent or eliminate every disappointment for the
child.

Cabbage Patch Dolls, Tickle Me EImos, Furbies, Princess Diana Beanie Babies... eventually
become video games and trips to Disneyland; which become Calvin Klein's and Air Jordan's;
which become... which become a bunch of very stressed and very broke parents! Children do
not die from disappointment; nor, they die when they cry. Certainly, it sometimes feels like you
as a loving parent may die when they are crying! We have mentioned before that you do not
traumatize children by making a mistake. Making mistakes over and over in an enduring pattern
is what causes enduring wounds to a child. In the same way, a disappointment does not
traumatize a child either. It is true that a lifetime pattern of disappointments can be destructive;
but when you couldn't find the last Tickle Me EImo, weren't there are hundreds if not thousands
of times all through the year when you were able to meet your child's needs? To give something
special to your child? All those other times count; this disappointment does not eliminate all the
good that has accrued from all the other times. Besides, was EImo really that cute? (Well....
actually, I thought he was! But we survived without him.)

As parents try to be perfect parents, unfortunately, children get another message. Not the
message that the parent cares so much about them (although that is experienced), but the
message that the parent should and must fulfill their every need, and should and must protect
them from any anxiety, worry, or disappointment. And there develops, instead of the fulfilled
happy child, the tyrant toddler! Or, the tyrant teen! (Or, tyrant spouse, oh my!) "l want him...
| need... I gotta have... | wanna..." (Remember Violet Beauregard in "Willy Wonka in the
Chocolate Factory?") The parent tries so hard to satisfy children's sense of entitlement. And
when reality happens, and the parent is unable to fulfill the demands, children who have learned
to expect this (learned to demand this), instead feel outraged and betrayed.
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Protected from disappointment, such children never learn how to deal with disappointment. Discovering the reality
of the world that does not love them, nor is particularly interested in meeting their every need, nor particularly
interested in keeping them anxiety and stress free, such children become terrified of their own inability in the world
-- their own vulnerability in the real world. It is interesting to note that these children, who some people to
characterize as being spoiled rotten, often perceive themselves as victims in the world; as people who has been
unfairly harmed. This is expressed in a self-righteous attitude. (At a later time, in a future column, 1 will discuss
the dynamic of developing both the bully and the victim personalities in children.). What can be done to avoid this?
Actually, quite a lot.
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Chapter 5

Stress ‘'em... Disappoint ‘em... Frustrate ‘em...
On Empowering Children

Gotta win...gotta win...can't lose...no!! It's getting close...come on...come on...gotta win...
can't let Hardy get this one...stupid Hardy...come on... come on... oh, no! he's getting closer...
no...no...can't let him win...no...nonononono!! @#$%"&* "You cheated!!" "Yes, you did...you
dirty cheater!!" Stupid Hardy...don't smile at me!! "Leave me alone!! This is a stupid game
anyway. Big deal...so you won...you cheated!! You...you...you...oh, never mind!!" I hate
Hardy...I hate this game... I hate... I hate losing.

A sore loser? What made this so painful? Would a victory or two make a difference? We want
to build powerful children with Self-Esteem, not selfish children cannot deal with
disappointment or who have grandiose senses of entitlement. What should we do to help
children become powerful? Ironically, for your child's emotional and psychological health, you
need to stress them; to disappoint them; to allow them to be frustrated; and... to be sure
that they experience failure!!

| say this provocatively and purposefully. Stress does not destroy people. Constant unremitting
stress can be destructive. Stress is a part of our lives and one's ability to deal successfully with
stress defines one's ability to be successful in the world. Avoiding stress, unfortunately, also
means avoiding the opportunity to learn how to deal with it successfully. Disappointment is a
regular part of life. Sometimes, when the child is very upset and says to me, "But that's not fair!"
| respond, "Yes, and when you grow up, you're going to have to pay taxes too!" Of course, life is
unfair and full of disappointments! Who said life was supposed to be fair? As the adult, we all
have experiences of how life is so unfair. Recognizing that life is unfair -- that is full of
disappointments and accepting that (accepting the limitations of life), allows us to move forward
in the seizing the power and control in life that we can have. Remember the Serenity Prayer?

Frustration also is no fun. However, it is when a person has been frustrated, yet is able to
persevere and still be successful, is when he/she feels the most powerful and gains the most in
his/her Self-Esteem. Constant frustration is unhealthy -- but like stress is an important part of the
growth process. Everybody wishes to be successful. However 100 percent success is not real.

In order to be successful, one needs to be comfortable enough with failure or the possibility of
failure. To fail, but yet to survive... To fail, yet to try again... To fail and to persevere and
become successful is the most powerful learning. To learn to enjoy failure is unrealistic (and
kind of sick!). However to be comfortable enough with failure or the risk of failure is vital to
success.

Remember how your toddler worked so hard at getting the puzzle together. There may have
been a frown on the his/her face as he/she struggled to make it work. It was so hard not to
intervene and to help your child. "No! Self!” he/she insisted, because he/she wanted to do it
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him/herself. Stress was happening, frustration was there; and time after time he/she failed to
make it work. Then, after many...many efforts, it all fit together! Remember the look of joy and
delight on your child's face. Remember how he/she brought that puzzle to you in triumph?
Remember when you do this, and how much you want to share this with others so that they can
see your success too? Stress... disappointment... frustration... failure... continued effort... led to..
led to success! And, Self-Esteem grew.

THE MORALITY OF "GOTTA WIN"

There was a young boy who several years ago | worked with in counseling. He threw
tremendous tantrums whenever he lost a game. Crying, red faced, screaming, blaming others that
they had cheated, throwing the game on the floor, stomping out of the room, and sulking. Sound
familiar? Unfortunate, for many parents -- yes. Eventually, his family and his classmates no
longer wanted to play with him, or even be around him. The issue for him was not simply that
he had to win, but that he hated to lose. More than hated to lose, he couldn't stand to lose.
Losing/failure meant to him that he was unworthy. He could not tolerate that. The danger
for him that he "gotta"” win all the time was twofold: first, if he always must win, eventually he
may not ever try, compete, or play anymore. If you do not try, that certainly is a way to
guarantee that you will not lose. The second possibility since he cannot stand to lose, is that he
will do anything and everything in order to win -- in other words, he is at risk of becoming
sociopathic. If he must win in order to confirm his worth... If he must win in order to have a
sense of worth or be devastated psychologically, then the only morality that counts-- the only one
that matters is the morality of winning. Other values such as fairness, respect, honesty, and
respect become irrelevant. In fact, unfortunately, values such as honesty, fair play, cooperation,
empathy, and compassion become obstacles to always winning, and are to be ignored and even
despised.

When | supervise or train other therapists who work with young children, sometimes they are
shocked when | tell them that when | play games with children in therapy, | often beat them.
Their assumption, which is not unlike the assumption parents sometimes have about their
children, is that the child is too fragile to tolerate losing. And, if they are too fragile to tolerate
losing, that adults must allow them to win. Quite the opposite, | believe that "throwing"” games
to such children gives them a message that they are too fragile... that they are not powerful
enough to handle disappointment, frustration, or failure. Who better to help a child deal with
loss than an adult who truly cares about him/her -- to whom the game is unimportant except as a
way to help the child deal with his/her issues... Who will not gloat and rub it in their face; or
who instead places the game and the consequences of the game in more appropriate
perspectives?

With this young boy, we played a lot of games. By now, most adults were so intimidated by the
possibility of him throwing a tantrum that they always lost games to him on purpose. | remember
the look of shock on his face when after | would not let him win. | would win and he would start
a tantrum. | would smile and ask him about how he felt; I would label for him how badly he felt
personally... reflecting on how losing made him unworthy in his own heart. Instead of taunting
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him, rejecting him, or refusing to play with him, like his friends might have done, we would talk
about it. I would guide him into define his worth whether or not he won. When he would win, he
would of course, be delighted. However he could not win all the time since | would not throw
games. Because he could not win all the time, he had to learn how to deal with it. We were able
to process it and eventually, he was able to handle winning or losing. And, because he is able to
handle losing, and he is able to continue to play -- to continue to try; and, consider for himself
values such as honesty, fair play, cooperation, empathy, and compassion.

THE "PERFECT MIRROR?"

Ironically, many of these parents who so love their children... who would do anything for their
children, begin to experience themselves as being unappreciated by their children. They receive
tremendous anger from their children because the children feel that their parents have failed
them. Worst of all, some parents feel that they deserve the anger and the blame. These parents
had recognized that significance plays a critical role in Self-Esteem. And, had followed through
trying to give significance messages to their children with enthusiasm and a vigilance that was
admirable. They have tried to be what is called in some psychological terminology as being the
perfect "mirror" to their children. They had tried to perfectly mirror back worth to their children.
This "failure™ by the parents causes them a tremendous loss of Self-Esteem. "What else can |
do?!" They tend to intensify their efforts to more and more perfectly mirror back to their children
their worth. They become the children's greatest cheerleaders and greatest defenders..."Go kid
go!" All the while, inadvertently setting their children up, ironically, to lose Self-Esteem.
Accept your humanity. It is okay to be what is called "a good enough parent” rather than a
perfect parent.

On more positive note, it is clear from experience and observation that children dearly love the
appreciation of other people. Their entire being lights up with energy and joy with a smile from
mom, a hug from dad, a kiss from Grandma, or a sloppy, slurpy lick from the puppy dog. This
remains true for adults. Even as an adult, aren't you sometimes surprisingly pleased that
someone remembers your name -- or remembers your hobby or favorite sports team? That they
thought that you were so important too -- or were important enough to be remembered? When
your baby smiled at you, reached out to you, or said "Mama,"” or "Dada --", didn't your heart fill
with joy? For some of you dads, as much as you understood it, didn't hurt a little bit when baby
wanted Mama instead of you? (Time to get junior some more toys!?). It is important to
remember that significance's impact comes from people that are significant to the child. The
greater significance people have to the child, the greater impact their valuing of the child has.
The positive comments and appreciation from a stranger, while they may be nice, do not have
nearly the same effect on a child's sense of self as if they were from his mother or his father or
teacher -- especially when they are very young. Later, the messages of significance from their
peers become more and more important -- this is, of course, another important issue. For the
most part, parents are fairly good at getting messages of significance to their children. Most
children go into the outside world with a core of Self-Esteem. Unfortunately, we recognize that
this is often not enough.
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As much as parents are able to give positive significance messages to their children, this is often
not enough by itself to armor their children from the influences of outside world. What happens
when there is not a parent around to support the child? When he/she is out with his/her friends?
When he/she becomes a teenager?! (Oh my!!) When being significant to their peers become so
important? And, when some of their peers' values seem unhealthy or harmful? When he/she
becomes an adult? What happens if there's no one there (parent or teacher or supervisor)to
motivate the child? Why should he/she be "good", or do the right thing when there's no one
there to see? Or, if there is no personal gain? Or, if someone else like a coach or teacher
encourages behavior that is against his/her/your family's values?

How do the messages of worth become integrated into a set of values that children carry
with them throughout their lives for guidance? The next column will begin discussing what
is called moral virtue. Moral virtue is the second of the four components of self-esteem that
Coopersmith speaks of. It is the internal parent the each of us carries with us our entire lives.
Hopefully, it is a loving and positive internal parent; unfortunately, sometimes it is a more
negative and judgmental internal parent. How can we better insure the development of the
positive internal parent?
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Chapter 6
Sigmund Freud Meets Jiminy Cricket
From Acceptance to Moral Virtue
Sigmund Freud
Yes No!
It's cool! It's a bad idea. What would Mom say?
Ah, you're always worrying about Mom! Yeah, and you're always getting us into
trouble.
We won't get caught, and it's really easy. Dad says doing stuff like that always leads to
bigger problems
We have to do it. Everyone else is doing it. I don't care about everyone else.
We'll be the only ones not with it. No! It's not right!
Come on...it'll be fun! No!
Chicken! No!
We'll be like the big kids! I don't want to be like the big kids. I don't like
being sneaky.
You're being a "goody goody." YUKI!! I like being good. That's who | want to be.
| like being cool. That's who | want to be You're a bad boy!!

SELF-ESTEEM RESILIENCY -- ACCEPTANCE TO MORAL VIRTUE

Last month, we looked at how significance -- the messages of worth that are given to children by
the significant people in their lives, is so powerful in creating Self-Esteem. As parents are able
to take care of their own needs and give to their children the acceptance messages that they need,
their children Self-Esteem tends to grow. However, parents realize that they cannot always be
there to support the children. That they cannot always be there to always confirm to the children
that they are important, and that the things that they do are valuable and appropriate. Children
not only need to feel loved by the significant people their lives, but also to feel love for
themselves. From the movie "The Greatest" comes the song about Muhammad Ali, "The
Greatest Love of All" sung first by George Benson and more recently, by Whitney Houston. In
this song, it said, "the greatest love of all, is to learn to love yourself." Well-loved toddlers live
this song's message totally!

While we enjoy how toddlers seem to love themselves so much, we also notice that some
toddlers are more vulnerable to the negative and positive opinions of others. In addition, there
are some children and some adults who fail to love themselves. For some of them, it is clear that
their low self-esteem comes from a lack of the positive messages from there are adult caregivers
-- a lack of messages of significance from their significant people. On the other hand, why do
some children and some adults fail to love themselves -- who do not have self-acceptance,
despite being well loved and admired by many other people? Also, there are those children who
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clearly love themselves when they are younger, but lose that love for themselves as they grow
up? The critical question becomes how do toddlers, children, and adults develop the
emotional/psychological resiliency to continue to love themselves (the core self-acceptance)
despite the sometimes esteem-harming negative socialization that they experience? How can
parents armor children to develop Self-Esteem and to keep that Self-Esteem? Part of the answer
lies in another of the four components of Self-Esteem -- in what Coopersmith calls moral virtue.

JIMINY CRICKET AND YOUR SUPEREGO

As children grow up, they develop a sense of what is right and wrong. They develop a group of
values... a set of shoulds and should nots... what a good boy or girl and what a bad boy or girl
does... a pattern of behaviors that is virtuous. This is what makes up their morality, their
conscience, the superego (from Freud), the Jimniny Cricket (from Disney's Pinocchio!--
following Pinocchio and guiding him) that tells children and adults whether or not their behavior
is appropriate or inappropriate. This set of values, of course is developed from the guidance of
their parents initially; later, from the influence of other significant adults such as teachers;
eventually, more and more as they move toward adolescence, from their peers (oh oh!); and
continually, from the messages of the society at large -- especially from the media. This is why
little boys and little girls continually ask, "Is that good? Is that bad?” or "Is he/she a good guy?
Is he/she a bad guy?" Children from their youngest look to their parents for guidance in the
world. "Should | touch that? Is it too hot? Will it hurt? Will he be mad? He/she nice?" Asa
consequence, children's morality initially is made up of their parents’ morality.... and of their
parents' frustrations, fears, and, unfortunately, their parents' hang ups, prejudices, and ignorance.
Children need not only to learn the morality of their parents (hopefully, a positive morality), but
also to be able to internalize it in a positive manner.

Children accept the morality of their parents and their own. However, the natural process of
growing up causes them to question that morality. This is healthy if there is a healthy core
morality that the child will make adjustments to as he/she lives life. This, however, can be
dangerous if the core morality is not healthy or is fragile. In addition to getting the approval of
their parents and other adults, children need to be guided to also be able to give themselves
approval for their decisions and behavior. In the community of other children, and later, in their
future communities as teenagers and adults, they will not be getting the approval of their parents
(who cannot be normally present). In fact, they may be getting the very clear disapproval of the
others in the community. "That's dumb!" "You did what?" Their ability to feel good about
themselves will be dependent on their ability to make the decisions that allow them to follow
through with what they feel they should do. In choosing to do what they feel they should do,
they will often feel the disapproval of others. Their ability to approve of themselves -- to accept
themselves is critical to their Self-Esteem.

THE IDEAL SELF VS. THE REAL SELF

The ideal self vs. the real self are very powerful concepts to help build the sense of self-
acceptance -- to develop the powerful moral virtue that allows children to maintain their Self-
Esteem into and through adulthood. The ideal self is the composite of all the good things that an
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individual wants to be; it is the definition of the person who totally lives up to the values that
he/she holds dear; it is the good... no, the perfect little boy or little girl... the perfect person that
each person wants to be. The real self, on the other hand, is made up of what each individual
actually does. If the ideal self says to be kind and giving, and the real self is able to be kind and
giving to a friend, or to a stranger, then Self-Esteem goes up. The real self has been able to live
up to the standards of the ideal self. However, if the ideal self says to be kind and giving, and the
real self is not kind and does not give... to he is/her little sister... or, for example, to that
homeless man on the corner, then (no matter what the political perspective, how much theory
about alcoholism and drug abuse one possesses, or how many other ways the individual gives to
charity and even perhaps directly gives to organizations that support the homeless) there is a
mismatch between the real self and ideal self -- there is tension between the real self and the
ideal self. And, with this tension, Self-Esteem tends to go down. In other words, even as the
ideal self seeks to be humane, the real self is human. Failing to realize and accept the humanity
of the real self causes a loss of Self-Esteem.

With these two concepts, there become two directions with which to build your child's Self-
Esteem. First, is to build the ideal self in a manner that is healthy and productive. Some
individuals' ideal self are... stupid! Or, even worse, dangerous. For example, in the adult world,
there are parents who define being a good parent as being the perfect parent... who define good
parenting as never allowing their children to have stress, or feel disappointment... who define
being good parents as never expressing anger at their children -- to never raise their voice. These
parents expect themselves to be perfect, and in doing so, deny their humanity. In denying their
humanity, they create an unrealistic and unattainable ideal self. And, as the real self fails to live
up to perfection, their Self-Esteem plummets. What kind of ideal self is unrealistic and
dangerous to a child? One only has to look at how adults express their frustrations at their
children. As they try to over manage their children's behavior, parents guide their children to
define a distorted ideal self. If children acquire ideal selves that says they should be able to sit
still, touch only with their eyes, remember what was said two weeks ago, not be sensory motor,
speak always in a quiet voice, eat their vegetables, not stare when they are curious, learn to read
before they are four, never spill, love to bathe, be able to suppress their energy, remember to put
things away, be able to anticipate parents’ moods, get straight A's, to " know what | mean!"...
their ideal self may not allow them to be fallible children! (For some children, some of these
things are impossible, and you practically have to tie them down to get them to be still, or force
feed them intravenously to get them eat their vegetables!). They will be in continual danger of
failing the ideal self the parents had given them -- they would be in continual danger of failing
themselves. On the other hand, if parents can guide their children to define a healthy and
realistic ideal self, then children will be able to fulfill themselves and develop and keep Self-
Esteem. Such an ideal self would include a child that makes mistakes but continues to strive;
who has energy and passion and develops appropriate boundaries for expressing them; is
sensitive to others but respectful of him/herself; who has a joy for living and learning; and,
although he/she may not eat his/her or vegetables all the time, takes good care of him/herself
with an healthy lifestyle. In other words, a good person -- not a perfect human being; someone
who accepts his/her her humanity; and, is a good citizen in the community.
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Striving to meet the standards of the ideal self requires developing skills and other traits. This
can be conceptualized in the development of the real self. If the ideal self is realistic and healthy,
then the real self can be developed to meet its standards. If the ideal self is supposed to express
itself but with understanding and compassion, then the real self needs to develop healthy
communication skills. The real self would need to learn how to say please and thank you, how to
appropriately use eye contact, adjust the tone of their voices, use or avoid physical touch as
appropriate, and understand personal space as it is culturally and individually defined. The real
self would be trained to recognize differences between one situation and another situation --
including the cultural demands of different communities: of the library vs. the grocery store; of
the school vs. the home; of home vs. Grandma or Grandpa's; of a particular ethnic community vs.
another, and adjust their behavior to fit. The real self may need to learn how to express itself
physically in ways that are effective personally, but are not intrusive to others' needs, and are
socially appropriate.

If there is an ideal self need to be powerful, the real self needs to find a way for that power to be
expressed in a healthy form -- which may be as a leader, and a builder, or perhaps in martial arts
among other ways. If it is accepted that the real self cannot sit still and needs to be sensory
motor, then the ideal self can be adjusted to say that the individual will take care of these motor
kinesthetic needs in appropriate ways. Then the real self can be trained to find ways to
physically active appropriately -- gymnastics, dance, soccer, football...or, running around in
circles around the tree! The match and mismatch between the ideal self and the real self creates
crises for children, but they also create the opportunities for real growth.
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Chapter 7

A Crisis between the Ideal Self and Real Self
"l can't do that to my friend!™

Are you my friend? Yes.
Will you always be my friend? Yes.
What do friends do? They are nice to each other.
Will you be there for me? Yes.
I'll be there for you. | know.
Are you a true friend? Yes.
What is a true friend? A true friend won't leave you for another.
Are we buddies? Yes.
Are we all buddies? Yes.
Will we be all be friends even when we're older? Yes.
Friends forever? Yes.
Forever? Forever.

A MIDDLE SCHOOL CRISIS

A couple of years ago, my daughter, Trisha faced a crisis regarding her ideal self and real self.
She along with several other girls had grown up together since Kindergarten. The girls had
always gotten along relatively well. However, it was now middle school. And as happens often
times in middle school, preadolescent and adolescent dynamics begin to take place. In this
particular case, several of the girls decided that they were the in crowd -- the "cool" girls. Many
women remember this time with a great deal of pain when some clique deemed them worthy or
unworthy. In order to have an in crowd, you also need to have an out crowd -- or, at least a
scapegoat. My daughter was not picked to be the scapegoat. However, one of the other girls,
Shelley was picked. Like Trisha and the majority of the other girls, this girl had grown up with
the others since Kindergarten. Everyone had more or less gotten along with Shelley even the
normal personality conflicts that kids can have.

Now, however it was different. It was a very difficult time for Shelley: the "cool" girls talked
about her, shunned her, and let her know in so many ways that she was inferior to them- rolling
their eyes, a snicker here, a snide remark there, a snort, a look... Given all the intangibles that
make up one's rank and status, Trisha could have joined in with the in crowd. She had status as a
high achieving academic student, and as an athlete because she played basketball -- at this
school, basketball was a big deal. We have heard about the clique through the school grapevine.
When we came to school one day, we noticed that Shelley was by herself on one side of the
courtyard while the in crowd girls were on the other side, happily and smugly feeling superior.
We noticed that our daughter Trisha had not joined the in crowd, but had instead stayed with
Shelley; she was the only girl who had stayed by Shelley.

Later on as we were driving home, we asked Trisha what was going on. She replied "Oh, those
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girls, they think they're so special. They're being mean to Shelley.” We asked her, why wasn't
she hanging out with those special girls -- the in crowd, the elite clique. 1 will always remember
the look on her face when she heard this question. She had a look of surprise on her face and she
replied, "I can't do that to my friend.” | was stunned... Wow! And proud. She couldn't do that to
her friend... She couldn't abandon or betray her friend!! It was so obvious to her that she
shouldn't do that. But, it would have been so easy to do that to her friend. She had stopped
herself -- something had stopped her from doing that to her friend. Most of the other girls had
done it to their friend! 1 told her, "I'm very proud if you. Not just for being nice to your friend.
But because you chose to be a friend even though in doing so, you put yourself at risk to have
those girls be mean to you too. I'm glad you made the right choice. But I'm even more
impressed that you had the courage to make the right choice. Because, you know, | don't know
that when | was your age if | would have had the courage to stand by my friend like that and risk
being ostracized. And, you know what else? There were adults right now, who still don't have
the courage to be a friend like that. You should be very proud of yourself." A small smile
spread across Trisha's face, and there in the car, it seemed that | saw Trisha visibly grew larger
and more powerful. (Whenever | remember or recount this story, a lump grows in my throat and
my eyes become misty! I'm getting misty next to my keyboard right now! Oh my!... Out of the
mouths of children!).

When Trisha had said "I can't do that to my friend," she was not responding to the situation
because of her mother or father or some teacher had told her that this was the right thing to do.
Much more importantly, she had internalized a set of values about what it meant to be a friend.
To do other than stand by her friend would not have been a rejection of other people's values, but
a betrayal of her own values. Her concern was not that she would seem less worthy in our eyes,
but that she would have seen herself as less than she wished to be. Her ideal self had said that as
a friend, it meant she had to stand by her friend. Whether or not Shelley was worthy as a friend
was not relevant. For Trisha it was about Trisha -- who she wanted to be. And, her real self
stayed with Shelley even though it meant personal risk to herself -- a personal risk she could
easily avoided by hanging out with the "cool” kids.

When children and adults have well thought out and secure ideal selves, whether or not there is
anyone else to watch them or to judge them, they hold themselves to the ideal self. They hold
themselves to act in a manner consistent with the values of the ideal self. To not do so would be
detrimental to their sense of Self-Esteem. Even as this challenges them, even as this endangers
them, their self-definition still requires them to find a virtuous way to act. They search for a way
that the real self can follow through. Moral virtue encourages behavior in a person that allows
him/her to accept himself/herself because he/she can behave in a consistent manner. Moral
virtue is what a person carries with them when there's no one around (especially when the
parents are not around) to contend with the tremendous pressure and influences in the world that
would tell them to do other than what is virtuous. Jimniny Cricket had reminded Pinocchio to
hold fast to his moral virtue when he was tempted by the immediate promises of Pleasure Island.

THE IDEAL SELF/REAL SELF -- POWER RANGER VERSION
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How does the middle school child find the courage to follow their moral virtue guidelines?
When it happens, is because as younger children, moral virtue was encouraged to develop in a
healthy manner. Many values are presented to a young child to internalize. Parents are not
always conscious of which values are internalized. Some values are internalized, but are
internalized in some distorted fashion that can be harmful to the child in the long run. Potentially
harmful ideal selves can be developed. For example, as was discussed in last month's article,
some children have an ideal self that says you have to win. Once an internalized ideal self is
developed, it is difficult to change it. Criticizing it usually creates resistance, since you're
attacking core values -- a core definition of self. Never attack someone’s ideal self, if you want
any chance of being heard! (How could you be so stupid? Don’t you have any morals? Why
would you want to do that?!) When a parent or an adult can identify the ideal self in the child,
however, then he/she can challenge that ideal self positively and provocatively. The trick is not
to criticize it, but to challenge it in order to raise it to a higher and more sophisticated level. This
is done by first affirming the most basic motivations of the ideal self.

For example, if your little boy (or girl) wants to be a Power Ranger (Hai Yah! Punch! Kick!),
and as a result, has been kicking and hitting other children (Hai Yah! Punch! Kick!... Ouch!),
you might not get as far as you would like if you tell him that he is wrong to behave like that.
Although you are addressing the behavior, he will experience you telling him to deny a powerful
motivation from his ideal self. However, if you recognize that the underlying trait that is so
appealing in Power Rangers is their... Power! you can get to adjusting his behavior through
addressing his motivation. Instead of attacking his desire to feel powerful, you should confirm
this. After all, having power is always an appropriate goal for any person -- whether a child or
an adult -- male or female. This is why children, especially boys in our society are so powerfully
attracted to toys and games where they can exert or practice power and control in their lives (or
imaginary lives). The issue is, however, whether or not having this power and exercising this
power is done in a manner that is appropriate and does not cause harm to other people (that is, is
it socially responsible?).

"You like Power Rangers don't you? Power Rangers are very powerful. That's cool. I like the
Blue Power Ranger. Which one do you like? They are so strong and powerful.” It is important
to distinguish the underlying motivation -- the desire to have power in this case, from the
behavior that is expressed. After affirming the underlying motivation (Power), then you can
define more appropriate behavior that is socially acceptable for expressing this motivation. "You
know Power Rangers solve a lot of problems. Did you notice that they always try to solve the
problems first by talking? And, you know something else? The Power Rangers, when they
practice, they are very careful not hurt each other. They only hurt the bad guys, and only if they
have to. They practice having a lot of control with their fighting."

Sometimes setting a boundary about not hurting each other works just fine. Other times,
however, it doesn't work effectively by itself (note -- this is not to ignore the importance of clear,
firm, logical, and strict boundary setting in discipline). When setting boundaries about not
hurting each other does not work, the next thing we usually try is to be stricter -- set tighter
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boundaries and more extreme consequences. Unfortunately, strict boundaries and aversive
consequences often don't work. It may not work because it does not address the very compelling
underlying motivation -- the desire to be powerful. Or, it may work to stop the behavior, and
leave the child feeling impotent -- with a sense of powerlessness; and/or give the child the
message that having power is inappropriate. The boundary of not to play fight may, in fact, deny
the child his/her need to experience and experiment with issues around power and control. By
accepting the ideal self (the desire to be powerful) but redefining it (to power with control and
responsibility and boundaries), adults open the possibility of getting the real self to behave in a
more appropriate manner (playing Power Rangers without hurting each other). "You can play
Power Rangers, as long as you don't hurt each other. Here, you can use these pillows to be the
bad guys. You can hit and kick them. But you can't hit and kick each other. If you can't play
Power Rangers without hurting each other, then you cannot play it." If after this, the child is still
unable to play Power Rangers without hurting other people, the parent can be clear and confident
in following through with whatever appropriate consequences that have been set. The learning
about the ideal self, and the real self has been presented and followed through with from the
parents’ side.

In later chapters, we can discuss additional issues around setting boundaries and consequences
(including the differences between consequences, punishment, rewards, and positive and
negative reinforcement) along with a discussion around the Four Theories of Timeout.
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Chapter 8

Using the Ideal Self vs. the Real Self
"You're going to let them play you like that?*

Forget them!! Forget school!! Stupid teachers...stupid principal... stupid deans... They've
never respected me, so to heck with them. Just when I'm starting to do better in school... just
when... Well, never mind, I'm not going to hang around for them to kick around. Always on my
case...always criticizing me...always making me wrong. They say they're trying to help me.
Well, maybe some of them, but most of them... stupid teachers!! They're messing up all the time.
| don't hear them on each others' cases. Adults stick together even if they're all wrong. I'm not
sticking around for more mess. Stupid adults! Forget them. I'm outta here!!

Looking ahead to adolescents, | would like to give you another real-life example of the ideal self
vs. the real self as a way to work with children. Although the focus of most of these articles will
be around younger children, there are many issues that parents get away with young children that
they cannot get away with teenagers. In other words, you can get away with a pattern of
mistakes when children are younger, but when they become older, you will pay the price! Many
of the great difficulties of raising adolescents can be precluded with effective parenting with the
children are younger. Some discipline approaches that seems to “effective™ with young children
have harmful consequences that do not appear until they become teenagers. For example, it is
often "effective" to over control and dominate a child when they are younger. You can disrespect
their needs and force young children to do what you want them to do. However, when they
become teenagers, the over control and domination becomes more and more intolerable, and they
can become oppositional and defiant. In other words, sweet little kids don't suddenly and
inexplicably turned into monstrous teenagers! Sometimes, difficult teenagers are a consequence
of problematic earlier parenting. Understanding this, can lead both to more effective discipline
when they are younger that is respectful of issues of control and power, and also to effective
interventions even when there has been a history of (usually inadvertent) disrespectful and
disempowering actions that has created a difficult teenager.

There was a very talented therapist that I supervised that worked with a teenage boy who had a
fairly negative history in the school. He had been on the verge of being kicked out of school
several times. His parents, to be honest, were alternately worried about him and being sick and
tired of him. He had been placed in Special Education as well. His Self-Esteem was not very
strong. Fortunately, because of the support he had gotten from certain caring adults including
the therapist, he was beginning to feel better about himself, and to look forward to do better
academically and career-wise. However, as often is the case, he still got into trouble at school
sometimes. After one particular incident, the school was on the verge again of kicking him out
of school altogether. He felt that it was very unfair -- he was outraged! As often happens, he
was ready to quit. He felt disrespected; he didn't like being told what to do -- he especially didn't
like being threatened. He was ready to say to heck with all of it, and to slam the door on high
school. The standard approach would be to encourage him to stay in school, to accept
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responsibility for his behavior, and try to work things out with school. The standard approach
would not have worked. He was too upset. He had been through all this all too many times.
They were attacking this sense of Self-Esteem again. They were jerking him around!

What were the underlying issues that could be used to help him make a better choice?
Adolescents, like adult, have a lot of issues about power and respect. He felt that he was being
disrespected by the school. He also felt that all he could do to assert his power was to leave --
and to leave in as loud and angry a way as possible. These two underlying motivations were the
keys to working with him: respect and power and control. As he complained about the school,
and said that he was ready to forget it, using some principles that we had discussed in
supervision, the therapist challenged him. She challenged his self-respect; she challenged his
sense of power and control. She activated his ideal self by challenging his need for respect and
power.

She accused him, "You're goin’ to let them play you like that? You're goin’ to let them win?
That's not too smart. You get mad, walk out that door -- no matter how loud you leave -- no
matter how much noise you make while you go, remember... after that, you're on the outside and
your education was left behind. You quit -- they win! Those school officials win because now
they got rid of you. They already have their education -- they already went to college-- they
already have a career. You won't have nuthin'. They would have won -- they would have
suckered you into losing your education -- into losing your future. And you think you're so
sharp!? You goin’ to let them do that to you? You goin’ to let them manipulate you! Or, are
you smarter than that? Who's in control here?" With this, the young man got very upset, but
upset in different way. His eyes got big, his nostrils flared, he set his jaw... he practically jumped
out of his chair! "No way! No way! Ain't no way, they're going to make me give up my
education! I'll show them! I'm going to graduate! Ain't nobody goin’ to keep me from
graduating!!"™

| want to acknowledge that using the idea of "them™ can be somewhat controversial. This seems
to confirm his negativity toward adults, or to agree that adults, specifically school officials were
against him. In his existential experience, however, they had been against him. By using "
them" as a reference point that he understood, the therapist was able to get into his reality -- his
sense of what was happening in the world to him. From that empathetic connection, he opened
to consider what she had to say. At that time, her clinical judgment (and I concur) was that it
was necessary in order to be heard. If she had taken the standard line (that he was responsible,
and that the school officials would be reasonable and had his best interest in mind), he would
have dismissed her like he had been dismissing all the other adults. The result of that would
have been him quitting school and losing his education. She was willing to take a chance in
order to save his future. If this failed, it would have made no difference -- to therapist referring
to adults to as " them" would not have made him anymore or less suspicious of school officials.
By violating this unspoken rule -- that all adults are supposed to back each other up no matter
what, she was able to get him to stay in school, and eventually, to develop a greater trust in
adults. To be quite honest, | feel that breaking such a rule in order to have a chance at saving a
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person's potential- to help this young man have a possibility of a future is not a hard choice.

Now that he accepted the redefinition of his ideal self -- that his ideal self could continue to
demand respect and power, but would get it from staying in school rather than leaving school,
the therapist was able to ask him what he was willing to do to make it happen. In other words,
what was he willing to do in order to stay in school. Since he wanted to graduate (that
graduating served his ideal self-definition), he became receptive to working things out so that he
could stay in school. While he still resented certain limits that were placed on him, these limits
which he used to consider as controlling became less important to him. It was more important to
him to control his life so that he could graduate from high school. Where before any feedback
on his inappropriate behaviors was perceived as an attack on his ideal self, now he was willing to
get feedback on more successful ways to achieve the new ideal self that would not be controlled
or manipulated. Now he was willing to adjust his real self behavior so that he could fulfill his
ideal self goals. There was much more to this process than can be discussed here, but this is a
real success story. As he adjusted his real self behavior, he became more and more successful
academically and socially. His grades and Self-Esteem continued to grow. Then, as his Self-
Esteem grew, he was able to take more and more responsibility for his behavior -- even to the
point that he could be critical of his "immature behavior" when he was younger (all of a half a
year ago!). Two springs ago, he graduated from high school! He is now in a community college
continuing his education. So, who won? Everyone did! Caring adults were able to help a young
man succeed. And, a young man was able to get his real self to live up to a more sophisticated
and healthy ideal self. And, hopefully, he will carry his ideal self with him through the rest of
his life and he faces more challenges.

The therapist in this situation seized upon a great opportunity and made a difference in this
young man's life. These opportunities occur all during a child's life. It is up to adults to
recognize them and take advantage of them.
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Chapter 9

Teachable Moments for a Positive ldeal Self and Real Self
"Teddy"

Mine. My Teddy. NO! Mine. My Teddy. Don't touch. You can't touch. Mine. NO! My Teddy.
Get your own Teddy. Mine. NO! Don't. My Teddy. My Teddy. Mine. Uh uh. NO! Go away!
| don't like you no more! No more! Go home! My Teddy. NO! NO! NO!

Educators often speak about what are called " teachable moments.” These are the moments in
children's lives where the circumstances are such, that children become open to learning about
themselves, others, and about the world in general. Their natural curiosity, their desire to solve
problems, their need for stimulation, and sometimes, their anxiety, their needs, and even their
fears are so powerful at these points, that they open themselves to instruction and input from
their significant adults. The teenager I discussed in the previous column that was on the verge of
being kicked out of school was in a teachable moment. Teachable moments occur naturally in
children's exploration of and involvement in the world. Adults who are vigilant and look for
these opportunities (including seeing opportunities in moments of intense stress), can have
tremendous influence on a child development.

Good teachers and effective parents can also facilitate teachable moments by introducing new
things into their lives; by introducing children to new experiences, or, simply, by being excited
themselves. Adults, however, need to take care that during the teachable moments that the
children learn things that appropriate. As opposed to learning things that are positive, adults may
inadvertently facilitate learning that may be negative, or that only serve children in the short-
term but not the long-term. Or, serve short-term adult needs for order and management, but
inadvertently teach children principles that may be harmful for them in their lives.

A GUEST... ASPECIAL TEDDY

Consider this scenario. Your child has a friend over to play. Your child and the friend are both
very excited. Everything is going well... Until the friend wants to play with your child's special
teddy. Your child doesn't want to let his/her friend play with the teddy. Both of them are getting
upset. This is the teachable moment -- your child is very emotionally invested in this moment,
and will be receptive to your input (which, by the way, does not mean that they will like your
input or agree with what you have to say!). You might say, as many parents have said, "You
need to share your teddy. You invited your friend, and this means your friend gets to play with
your toys. Don't be selfish." What have you taught? What has your child learned? Your child
has learned a concrete rule about social etiquette-- that the guest should have certain privileges,
and the host should have certain responsibilities. That the guest gets to play with your toys; and
the host has to... has to... sufferl... I mean, to give it up! You have defined the ideal self with
specific real self behavior. But to follow the ideal self values, does your child have to perform
this particular real self behavior? You might add, "Be a good friend. That's a good boy/girl."
Now you have defined the ideal self (a good friend) as someone who shares his or her toys. And,
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because your child does not want to share his/her teddy, they cannot be good. Unfortunately, you
may have inadvertently forced your child to conclude that he/she is a bad boy/girl! And, you may
have also ignored and/or also taught your child to ignore his/her own personal needs -- in this
case, his/her need to have something that is personal and sacred for him/herself only. In the
extreme, this can lead to self sacrificing behavior that does not take care of one's own needs -- at
all; in the adult world, in the extreme this could be called co-dependence.

The parent can still promote the same type of behavior (regarding social etiquette regarding the
guest), but can use this teachable moment to also build the ideal self. The parent might say, first
acknowledging their child's need to have something special and private, "That is your special
teddy. | know that it is special for you. It's hard for you to share it with your friend." In the
previous response, the child's needs were ignored. In fact, if the child had tried to assert his/her
feelings, by saying "But it's my teddy!” it would not have been surprising for the adult to say,
"Don't be so selfish!” This denies the child his/her feelings, and makes it so that when he/she
tries to assert his/her feelings and needs, he/she must accept a negative label. It becomes
impossible for the child to achieve the ideal self standards. Not surprisingly, children often react
to this sullenly, "But I don't want to!" Parents attack began, " Don't be so stubborn!” and the
ideal self is denigrated again.

On the other hand, the parent might say "I know it is hard for you share your teddy with your
friend. It's hard to share when is something so special that you want it for yourself. | know you
want your friend to have fun. | know you want to be nice. You like being nice, don't you? If
you want to be a good friend, then sharing your teddy would be a good idea. Can you share it
with your friend? That would be so nice." It is clear from this that the parent still wants the
child to share the toy. The difference is that having to share is not presented as an absolute rule.
Instead, is presented as behavior (that the real self might do) that reflects an ideal self of a friend
who wishes to be nice to their friends. This makes it possible to not share the teddy, and still
consider oneself a nice person. The previous, more rigid approach precluded this possibility.

THE IDEAL SELF IS NICE -- THE REAL SELF SHARES TEDDY... MAYBE!

It is important to note that in this particular scenario, | do not necessarily feel that a child should
be forced to share his/her special toy with his/her friend. You can be a good friend, a good
citizen, and a socially responsible individual in the community, and have some things that are
private and personal that are not to be shared with others. This definition of the ideal self
includes an ideal self who also takes care of itself -- that being sensitive and responsible to others
can and should balance with self-love and self-care. If at this point, the child can share his/her
teddy, then great. If on the other hand, the child is not able to share his/her teddy readily,
perhaps the real self can be guided to find a way where he/she can share the teddy. For example,
if the friend shares his/her own special toy with your child, perhaps your child can share his/her
special teddy with his/her friend; or that they play a game together with the teddy; or, the friend
can play with it for a limited time; or the child possibly be given a special treat or privilege in
exchange for his/her sacrifice. If your child at this point is still unable to share his/her special
teddy, don't force him/her to allow an intrusion into his/her special relationship with the teddy.
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If you stop here (your child has refused to share), since the real self has not shared, then it is
implied that the ideal self cannot be honored -- hence your child must be a bad boy/girl. To
avoid this and to develop the ideal self and real self in healthy ways, the parent may ask, "Since
you can't share your teddy with your friend, and | know you still want to be a good friend, what
can you do for him/her that would be nice? Is there something else really special that he/she can
play with that is okay for you?" This allows the child his/her feelings, encourages them to have
and develop a healthy ideal self, and trains the real self in developing positive pro-social
behavior-- behavior that does not have to be rigid. This approach also encourages your child to
be creative in finding the real self behavior that is positive.

Realistically, as the adult, you may be required to provide suggestions (and, perhaps some
boundaries too). With all this, you may still end up forcing the issue if your child is absolutely
unreasonable. While this may sound contradictory, you must remember that striving for the
development of the healthy ideal self never means allowing a toxic real self to operate. For
example, if after inviting a friend over to play, your child refuses to that him/her play with any of
the toys-- that should not be allowed. The short term selfishness in the real self may get the child
all the toys to play with. It can become internalized in the ideal self. However, such behavior if it
continues in the child's life will result in social sanctions against him/her. For the long-term, it is
against the child's best interest to be allowed to assert truly unreasonable and negative behavior.
Finding a balance between selfishness and selflessness is the key -- a difficult key.

Understanding the differences between the ideal self and the real self offers tremendous guidance
into working with people of all ages. | have been able to use it in positive ways with young
children, teenagers (even oppositional and defiant adolescents), parents, couples, families,
schools, organizations, and businesses, including supervisors and supervisees, bosses and
employees. These articles, themselves are also presenting ideal self and real self issues as we
examine how to raise young children.

STILL MORE!

Significance and moral virtue were two of the four components of Self-Esteem described by
Coopersmith. Last month's and this month's articles were devoted to these two components. Your
children feel loved and valued by you and the other significant adults in their lives, and you are
consciously and actively supporting the development of their internalized values that will make
up the moral virtue that would guide them throughout the rest of their lives. However, there is
still more to developing self-esteem in your children (by now, you may have figured out that
there is always more!). Next, we will begin discussing the third component of Self-Esteem as
described by Coopersmith- power and control, which we have begun to allude to.
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Chapter 10

POWER AND CONTROL-THE STRUGGLE
POWER CRAZY KIDS?

"Ahhhhh!" A scream rips through the house. It's coming from the living room. "No! Stop it!"
What is it now? "Ahhhhh! Stop hitting me!” You come out of the kitchen. It's Volume 54 No.
12... in the ongoing serial saga, "The Battle of the TV Remote Control," the epic struggle
continues. "It's my turn! You chose last time. | hate you! Mommy! Make her stop!" “Make him
stop!” What do I do? Who is right? Who is wrong? Who cares? (Not me!) They act like Rug
Rats vs. Bugs Bunny is a life and death choice! If I let him have the remote control, she feels
betrayed and gets sullen. If I let her have the remote control, he will say he doesn't want to be
my kid anymore and throw a tantrum. If I turn off the television, they both hate me! Is he right?
Is she right? Am I going crazy? Are these the joys of parenthood!? Ahhhhh! | think King
Solomon would have cut the dang remote control in half!

As much as children feel loved by the significant adults in their lives and as much they hold
themselves to behavior that the ideal self has designated as being moral, their Self-Esteem still
requires for them to have a real sense of power and control in their lives. Often times, adults or
teacher consult with me about discipline problems. Intuitively the adults realize that there are
power and control issues at play. However, upon closer examination, it often becomes evident
that the discipline problems are more management problems adults have with children's
attempts to get power and control. Management problems are situations where a child's or
children's behavior is outside of the control of the adults (which, like it or not is a lot more of the
time then you think) and affects the environment in a way that is disruptive physically or
emotionally to the adults or other children (in other words, they make you nuts!). Oftentimes, a
child is actively seeking more power and control in his/her life and, unfortunately, does it in a
manner that is disruptive to adults. Sometimes it is disruptive to the adult because the adult
him/herself has issues with power and control. (And now this little character is messing with my
power and control -- who does he/she think he/she is? | thought at least with my own kids, |
could be the boss! Bummer!)

Are children supposed to seek power and control in their lives? Of course they are! The desire
to have power control is a lifelong venture. A better education, a good job, better income --
these are all things most adults struggle for throughout their lives. And as they are successful in
gaining these things, people are to able to have greater power and control in their lives -- gaining
the lifestyle they desire, a nicer house, a better neighborhood, the quality of schools for the
children, and so forth. Even the struggle for the nonmaterial benefits in life -- serenity,
fulfillment, security, a sense of purpose, or spirituality can be seen as gaining power and control
in your life, but power and control in your emotional and psychological life. In other words, as
children push for power and control in their lives at home, on the playground, at school... at the
grocery store and at the... oh no, Toys "R" Us!, they are developing the skills for their lifelong
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adult struggle for power and control. The key here for children and also for adults is whether or
not in their struggle for power and control, they do it in the way that is socially responsible. In
other words, are other people harmed? Are other people's rights ignored? Are other people
respected? Do other people lose their power and control as they assert theirs? Are you making
me crazy!? Do you eat out where you want all the time while your partner does not get to satisfy
their culinary desires? Do you get a promotion while your colleagues get stiffed? Do you get to
keep playing with the truck while your little brother gets... to cry in the corner? Do you honor or
betray your ideal self in gaining power and control?

TODDLER TYRANTS TO PETTY TYRANTS/BOSSES TO......?

The need to take care of your power and control issues is so compelling that many people will
develop an ideal self that places power and control as an absolute first priority.... no matter what
the cost. A cultural attitude that promotes gathering power and control can develop that taking
care of No. 1 at the expense of others is acceptable -- even desirable. In fact, being particularly
vicious and cold hearted becomes something to be admired and celebrated... "Ooooooh...that was
cold! As the bad guy who falls into the pond of piranhas and is eaten alive, James Bond, Agent
007 smirks suavely and says, "Bon Appetite." A theater full of spectators laughs with admiration.
A linebacker makes a tremendous hit on a receiver crossing the middle, and as the player lies
unconscious on the turf, he stands over him and taunts him, "This is my house, boy! Don't you
think you can come into my house!" 70,000 people in the stadium cheer, millions more watching
on TV go "Oooooh!” and the linebacker gathers additional All-Pro votes. Heather Locklear on
"Melrose Place™ (or Joan Collins on "Dynasty"”, or Betty Davis) is deliciously vicious, cruel, and
vindictive.... and celebrated for years with high ratings. Mike Tyson, Donald Trump, Bill Gates,
and innumerable politicians keep us fascinated, at least in part, because of the power (physical,
financial, or political) they seem to have. And, adults wonder how kids can be so power crazy --
so cruel, and are so attracted to violent shows and video games!

Teaching people how to "swim with sharks" encourages being the most intimidating and
voracious predator with amoral and sociopathic principles. People begin perceiving the world as
being split between winners and losers-- with the implicit and sometimes overt message that
losers are just getting what they deserve. And, being the winner is getting what | deserve
because | grabbed it first! Or, have it now! Or, can intimidate you into letting me keep it! Or,
can violently keep it mine! Many people feel this way whether it is a toy, a parking space, or
land or property.... Whether it was fairly gained or violently seized... Whether it was a recent
acquisition or a historical, colonial, or imperialist conquest. This becomes codified in the sayings
prevalent in our society: "Possession is nine tenths of the law." "The golden rule -- he who
makes the rules, gets to have the gold.” "Might make right.” "That was then, this is now!" The
parents' version of these slogans become "Because!", " Because I'm the mommy/daddy!", "...or
else!", "Because I said so!" The children's versions of the slogans become "Mine!” "I don't
care!” and especially, "No!!"

TOILET TRAINING BECOMES A STRUGGLE FOR POWER AND CONTROL
Power and control is such a fundamental issue with children and adults that people do seemingly
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unreasonable and even outrageous things to gain it -- even to gain the illusion of it. Some of you
may have experienced this when toilet training your children. For those of you who have not
toilet trained your children yet, play close attention! For those of you who have been through
this, you may be able to gain a clarity of principles that will help in future (there will be versions
of these conflicts throughout childhood and adolescence). Sometimes infants and babies
experience being over controlled by their parents. Parents decide what they wear, what they eat,
what time to get up, what time to go to sleep, who they can play with, what they can play with,
what they can do with their bodies, and sometimes even what they are supposed to feel and
think. Well-intended parents may "reason™ with their child and continually force them to do
things that inadvertently cause them to lose their sense of power and control. In other words,
parents continue to work on them until they wear them down enough so that the kids finally just
give up.... give up just to get away from the hounding. "Just this time" becomes virtually all the
time. Having lost control to the parent, children will seek ways to get a sense of control back.
How they do this varies from child to child and depends on many things including
developmental stage and temperament. Toddlers may assert control and power over the last thing
that they have -- the only thing that parents cannot manipulate or control, their pee and poop!

You made need wear that yucky shirt. I don' like little hearts anymore -- | like ponies, not
hearts!

| like peas. | like carrots. | hate broccoli! You made me eat that nasty stuff!

| didn't want to get up -- | was still sleepy. What's an appointment? All I know is that it's
something that makes me wake-up when | don' want to.

| don’ want to nap! | don' want to nap! | hate naps! | want to play! Grrrrr! I'm not
tired -- you'd be grumpy too if someone tried to make you nap when you didn't want to!

I don" want to play with yucky Johnny. I don' like yucky Johnny! I don't care that yucky
Johnny's mother is your friend. 1 don't like yucky Johnny!

This is fun. Hitting the bowl with a fork makes a neat sound. Whatcha' mean? Don't
play with the fork? It's fun! Hey... Give it back!

Mmmm, that feels good.... Mmmm, real good! Mmmm! Mmmm! What? Mmmm! Don't
touch? Why not? Mmmm... Because what? What's nasty?

Auntie Judy smells funny. And, she pinches my cheeks and gives yucky kisses! And she
gave me that yucky shirt with the hearts... I'm supposed to feel grateful? That's yucky... she's
yucky!

Yucky yucky yucky! I'm wrong to feel that way? That's what you meant? That's what you
want? | knew what you wanted!? | knew what you meant!? You know what | was thinking!? |
was thinking what!? | was trying to get away with what!? Sheesh!! Can't | do anything!? Can't
| even feel what 1 feel... or think what I think!?

That's it!! You make me do all that... you tell me what | feel and think... that's it! There's
only two things left | have control over -- only two things you can't take away... can't control.

It's my pee! It's my poop! You can't have it when you want it! You can't make me put it were
you want it! It's mine! It's mine!

In mainstream American society, toilet training is usually begun somewhere around 2 1/2 to 2
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3/4 years of age. Successful toilet training is usually accomplished somewhere around 2 3/4 to 3
years old or slightly older. This varies a great deal from family to family and from culture to
culture within mainstream American society and cross-culturally in non-mainstream American
societies and non-American communities. Generally speaking, this is the age range when
children are now physically able to control their bowels and bladder; language skills have
developed enough so that they are able to both understand communication from the parents and
to communicate back to the parents; cognitive abilities have developed to the point that they can
understand the process and the need; and, social development that supports the process has
occurred (social situations where toilet training is required have become desirable -- such as
preschool). Children who were toilet trained earlier than these ages, may be developmentally
precocious; or, (more likely) are physically highly regular as to when they have bowel
movements and urinate; or, (even more likely) they have exceptionally well trained parents!
Sometimes, exceptionally well trained parents can be counted on to anticipate toileting needs and
put their child on the toilet quickly and effectively enough so that it seems that the child is
actually trained. In those situations is arguable about who actually has been trained! In my
experiences working with young children and parents, when toilet training prior to two and a half
has been "successful”, it is often the result of extreme vigilance and very hard work; in other
words, the vigilance and hard work is compensating for the child being marginally
developmentally ready to be toilet trained. An important question here is-- Is it worth it? For
some parents it is, and for many others it is not. The other important question is-- Is it worth it
for the children? Or, is it stressful or even harmful to the children?

AND THE CHALLENGERIS.... ANITTY BITTY LITTLE KID!

On the other hand, when a child's toilet training is not completed successfully (allowing for
occasional accidents) by about three to three and a half years of age, it is often because there are
major power and control issues between parents and children. By not doing the only thing that
cannot be physically forced upon or from him/her, the child asserts control and power. Since
he/her cannot control the other parts of his/her life, at least, this can be the one thing that can be
controlled. And, in controlling this, the child can get some power and control at least by
aggravating the parents! "Maybe I can't get candy. Maybe | can't get out of the playpen. Maybe
| won't get the La La talking TeleTubby. But, | can make Mom crazy! I can. | can make Dad's
veins pop out! | can.... and his eyes bug out! I can. I can make the whole family wait...and
wait...and wait -- | can... | am... powerful! I am the boss! | win!" The "winning"” comes,
unfortunately, with major negative consequences: implicit and overt negativity from the parents
that affect children's self-esteem, frustrated and increasingly intolerant parents, and many
practical implications that affects their social growth.

What can parents do? Parents must first acknowledge their own issues with power and control.
Imagine your itty bitty little kid in boxing shorts with humongous boxing gloves squared off
against you the parent also in boxing gloves. A power struggle? How silly! And worse yet,
you're losing! You're in a power struggle with a runt, and you are losing! Ridiculous! If adults
find that their interactions with children become power struggles, then something is
fundamentally wrong for the adults because of their own issues with power and control in their
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lives. Unresolved issues with power control can contaminate the parents' perspective of their
children's developmentally appropriate struggles for power and control. Remember, it is said
that there's nothing like becoming a parent to bring up all the emotional and psychological
garbage that you had thought you had already taken care of! And, to bring it up with an intensity
that had never been experienced before! However, while it is developmentally appropriate for
your child to struggle for power and control, it is not developmentally appropriate for mature
adults to have power struggles with children. Who said we had to be mature to have babies!?
Physically mature -- sure; emotionally and psychologically mature too!? Oh my! | used to ask
my community college child development class to come up with a list of 10 requirements to
become a parent. The students, aged 20 to 60, most with children and some with grandchildren
came up with some excellent requirements. However, when | asked the class if they as
individuals had fulfilled these requirements before they had become parents, very few said that
they had been "qualified”. As a consequence, most of them and most of us learn to parent on the
run -- an on the job training process where we help our children deal with their issues including
their power and control issues while we are still dealing with our own power and control issues.
If you can accept this (actually it doesn't matter whether or not you accept this -- it is still
reality!), you can take responsibility for it and parent more effectively.

So children are supposed to seek power and control. Does that mean we're not supposed to
discipline them? What if they are abusive? What if they are doing dangerous things? Power
without sensitivity... control without responsibility is dangerous politically, socially, within the
family, and for individuals. You want to raise a child with Self-Esteem -- that includes a sense
of power and control, but you don't want to raise a tyrant. Setting boundaries around power and
control becomes critical.
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Chapter 11

The CONTAINER in POWER and CONTROL
“NEVER THE RIGHT SIZE!!”

THE CONTAINER -- BOUNDARIES AND LIMITS

All my life, I've been listening... and waiting. | was never the right size... one day | was too big...
another day | was too little. But now is the time finally. All my life, you have been telling me that
someday | was going to grow up and have to make... get to make my own decisions. So here |
am ready to make my own decisions. And I decide to... stop taking piano lessons... spend $70 on
a Princess Beanie Baby... drop Algebra... watch another half-hour of television... buy that top...
hang out with Charlie... eat only organic food... get a second pierce in each of my ears, and
maybe one in my nose... What!? | can't!? What do you mean.... | can't? You said... you said I
could make my own decisions! You said | could when I grow up! You lied to me! Make my own
decisions!? Make my own decisions.... Yeah, right! Make my own decisions... but not that one!
Not that way! Next thing you know, it'll turn out you lied to me about Santa Claus too! ...
What!?

This giving children power and control thing sounds good. Letting them have choices sounds
good. But some of the choices they make! How many pierces do you want!? Where!? Oh my!
We want children to be able to make choices -- good choices. Many adults try to give their
children more power and control and choices. However, they often still find themselves drawn
into power struggles with the children. They know they need to be positively involved as their
children develop a sense of power and control in their lives-- that there is a risk of a socially
toxic ideal self and real self developing. From research and literature about raising children and
from intuition and personal experiences, adults know that children need and want boundaries.
However, boundaries are more than what not to do, but also guidance in how to make choices.

BOUNDARIES -- DO'S AND DON'TS VS. SAFETY AND PREDICTABILITY

Ordinarily, when we think of boundaries and limits, we tend to think of what children and people
cannot and should not do. This is the "no", the "don't", the "stop it." There are many things that
children should not touch, should not do, and need to stop (sometimes immediately because of
imminent danger). However, is important to remember that the setting of boundaries is not only
what should not be done, but also implicitly (ideally, expressed more explicitly) that behaving
and acting within these boundaries assure the child, safety and nurturing, consistency and
predictability... and the lack of ambiguity and freedom from arbitrary treatment. From this
perspective, setting boundaries and limits is about creating the container within which a child or
a person or a community can flourish.

It is within this container of boundaries and limits that the child or the person can be freed and
should be freed to exercise appropriate power and control -- to make personal choices.
Consequently, in a sense(within certain limitations of respect and safety), it almost doesn't matter
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how strict or how lenient the boundaries are or are not. What matters is that the boundaries are
consistent. With consistent boundaries, the container is set clearly, and children and people can
function safely within the container of boundaries. When there are inconsistent boundaries, the
container is ambiguous and dangerous, and children and people are never sure whether it is safe,
permissible, risky, or dangerous to do this or that.

MAKING CHILDREN MAKE THE "RIGHT" CHOICE

Some parents are consistent but in their urgency to make sure that children make the "right"
decisions, not only set the container of boundaries and limits but also define exactly what can
and cannot be done within the container. Parents may encourage, suggest, guide toward,
"reason".... intimidate, or threaten children to make the "proper" choice. In other words, any
other choice that is not what the parents want becomes the wrong choice.

"Pick whatever you want. Oh, are you sure that's what you want? Isn't this one nice too? |
don't think that was as nice. What do you think? Well....... Are you sure? | really like this one.
So, that's the one you want? Uh huh.... Well, let's think about it for awhile. We'll come back."

These words are only part of the communication that directs the child to make "appropriate”
choice. There's also all the nonverbal communications: the sighs, the frowns, rolling eyes, the
nods, various body postures, etc. And, the omissions and the "forgotten™ messages. Read
between the lines. Children may be young, but they are not stupid! They figure out very quickly
what pleases or displeases their parents, and the consequences to pleasing or displeasing them.
Parents can go to extreme measures in order to have their child make the "right" choice. And,
they can do it in such coercive and subtle ways, that they can maintain to the world and their
child (and, especially, to themselves) that their child made a free choice. After which, they can
claim that their child does have power and control -- choice, in their lives. If this happens
throughout childhood, it can become insidious and emotionally and psychologically damaging.
Over and over the child hears that he/she has power and control -- choice in his/her life, yet
he/she never feels in control. They may begin to doubt their own sense of reality. The sense of
powerlessness and the reality of a lack of control may drive the child into seeking other ways to
take power and control. Defying toilet training is but one way -- an early way to assert this need.
Eventually, children get toilet trained. However, the sense of powerless and being out of control
can become lifelong issues. New techniques and methods are found to assert power and control
(including outright rebellion) -- some of which are developmentally defined, and others that are
utilized across the ages.

"GOTCHAI!I GOTCHA!l GOTCHAI™

Power and control is such a fundamental issue that when it is lost from over strict boundaries and
no choices, that the illusion of power and control becomes compellingly attractive. Passive
aggressive behavior often becomes the major way people gain a sense of power and control in
their lives. Unfortunately, passive aggressive behavior does not gain true power and control.
Very few people (especially children) just give up and acquiesce to being overpowered and over
controlled. If it is not safe to overtly defy the person or persons who are dominating, people find
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other ways to gain a sense of power and control.

Does this scenario sound familiar? Kirstie has gotten hold of a permanent marking pen. | need
to get it from her before damage is done. "Give me the pen please.” "No, | want to draw."
Quickly I explain that it is not the kind of pen for kids to draw with, and there are markers that
she can use in the desk. "No, but I want it!" Now | demand it and threaten her with
consequences, "You better give it to me right now, or you're in big trouble.” Now she has to give
it to me. Her option to keep the pen -- her power and control has been taken away. But it is too
dangerous to defy daddy -- I'm bigger, and meaner! But Kirstie still wants to have power and
control. So what do she do? In her little head, she intuitively thinks,

"I have to give it to Daddy. So I give it to him. I will. Yep, | will... but I will do it... slowly!
Slowly..... Very slowly.... Asslowly as I can! If he tells me to hurry up, | say in outraged self-
righteous voice, 'Whaaat?! I'm coming! Can't you wait? What's your hurry?' | delay as much
as | can. If he gets upset, all the better -- it's working! He threatens me again. Okay okay... 'I'm
coming. Geez, what's the rush?' I imply with my tone and body language that there is something
wrong with Daddy for being so impatient. Finally, still going as slowly as | can get away with, |
hold the pen out to him... just slightly out of his reach!

I get more and more aggravated -- whoever said patience is a virtue didn't have children! | start
to lose it and yell, "Give it to me now!" | can't believe that I'm sounding more and more like that
ogre | had sworn never to be!

"'Here, take it," | say as | keep it slightly out of Daddy's reach."

This kid is making me crazy! How come she can't just put it in my hand? Why do we have to go
through all this? **Put it in my hand!"", | scream, veins popping in my head.

I move the pen slightly closer to his hand and just as he is about to grab it.... ... I... 1 drop it
on the floor! Hah!! Yesss!! Yesss!! Gotcha!! Gotcha!! Gotchal! Ohhhh! Check out the look
on his face! Gotcha!! Gotcha!! Gotcha!! If Daddy says 'Why did you drop it?", | respond,
'Whaaat? | didn't do nuthin'! You dropped it. | can't help it if you drop it! Geez!""

A COSTLY "VICTORY™

Aggravating mom, frustrating Dad, stealing paper clips from office, coming in late to work,
doing the paperwork (sort of), taking your break... and then using the restroom, rolling your eyes,
a sigh, slumped posture in the chair, gossip, and insulting the boss (behind his/her back) are all
examples of passive aggressive behavior. The common elements to all of these actions are:
first, they are all aggressive in seeking to harm the other person, not physically, but emotionally
or psychologically; secondly; are overtly nonspecific -- there is not always an obvious overt
target (even though, it may be obvious to whom the actions are intended) -- they are indirect; and
third, can be claimed to be nonaggressive but still serve to equalize (symbolically) the power and
control deficiency. Unfortunately, none of these behaviors establish true power and control --
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just an illusion of power and control. And, worst of all, they take the place of behaviors that
could potentially gain true power and control in the person’s lives.

If passive aggressive behavior becomes the main way (or only way) to gain power and control,
then an individual will never learn healthy ways to gain true power and control. He/she "wins,"
but pays a profound price. As much as the passive aggressive person claims to be not aggressive
-- no matter how self-righteous he/she may sound, people soon begin to recognize the attacks for
what they are. People soon begin to resent the passive aggressive person and began to covertly
and overtly punish the person for their behavior. Passive aggressive people are pain! Kids can
become a pain! And, are treated as a pain. This will, of course, cause the passive aggressive
person to become even more self-righteous -- feel even more wronged; and experience a greater
loss of power and control, and as a consequence lose more self-esteem. These individuals
complain bitterly to you about the injustices in their lives. They complain so bitterly and so self-
righteously, that you want to pull out the party hats, noisemakers, and blowers to be properly
dressed for the pity party! Yet, you have no empathy or sympathy for them because their passive
aggressive behavior has been so annoying.

If your child does passive aggressive behavior, you need to recognize is that he/she is trying to
get power and control in his/her life. The motivation for power and control is appropriate, but
the technique is dysfunctional. This is learned behavior, after his/her first overt choices for
gaining power and control have been frustrated. And, you are probably somehow intimately
involved in the entire process. Children are continually looking at ways to impact the world.
Understanding how they sometimes choose to have a negative impact on the world gives us
guidance on how to direct them toward having constructive impact on the world. Some of the
basic mechanisms of the child's learning process developmentally and the dynamics of “explore
and experiment" are important to examine.
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Chapter 12
IMPACT in POWER and CONTROL

"NO...NOPE...UH UH... NO WAY! WHAT?...THAT'S STUPID!"
What do you want for lunch? How about a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?
No, I hate peanut butter and jelly sandwiches!
How about a tuna fish sandwich?
| hate tuna fish! You know | hate tuna fish!
(Maybe today you don't like tuna fish) Well, what do you want for lunch?
| don't know.
How about some soup? (Oh heck, here we go..... Again!)
| don't want soup.
You want me to make some macaroni and cheese?
You know I'm sick of macaroni and cheese!
(The pressure is on. Gotta come up with something else. Or else...) Uh.... How about some
cheese and crackers?
No!
(Gotta think...) How about some instant noodles?
You know how much MSG is in those things!? You trying to kill me!?
(Oh my. Gotta come up with something else... gotta come up with something else....) how
about...? Or...? Maybe....?
No...Nope...Uh Uh... No Way! What?...That's Stupid! | Hate This! | Hate You! But.....
Make me another offer anyway so | can reject it too!

| have often watched children and teenagers manipulate adults into trying to satisfy their
negativity. Typically, the adults suggest a particular solution or option to the child. And another
one, and another one, and another one -- on and on. So.... so that my loving child can reject it
too. So that my loving child can spit on it too! Such pressure! Such futility! Where does the
vulnerability to this tactic come from? It's as if the child is saying "Please me or else. Please me
or else I will reject you. And, since you can't please me, | reject you." Here you see frantic
adults trying their hardest to come up with another offer just to be abused over and over. The
anger and disdain that comes from the child hits the adult over and over as offer after offer its
rejected. Why is he/she being so negative? By can't he/she be positive? By being negative -- by
rejecting offer after offer, the child is in control and has power over his/her parent. By saying no
once, his/her parent has to come up with another offer to try to please him/her. By say no again,
the parent comes back again. By say no again and again, the child able to move the parent
emotionally back and forth -- from hope to despair, from calm to anxiety, from love.... to anger
and resentment. Power and control! But what a lousy way to get power and control! However,
if it was the only way that was available to you and if it was the way that was taught to you, then
it is the way to have impact.

Some children and some adults are highly and overtly aggressive and in a distinctly negative
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fashion. These are children and people who have learned that power and control in their lives
comes from being negative. Due to the circumstances of their lives (for children, primarily the
families), they have learned that they have no positive means of gaining power and control. The
only way they have been able to get any power and control in their lives is from being negative.
Such people can become the adults are so critical, and who are always so ready to tell you why
something will not work -- and why you are so stupid to even try! They reek of negativity. They
are the people that rain on your parade. These other individuals who attack your dreams, stomp
on your optimism, and discourage you from trying.... supposedly to be "supportive,” "practical,"”
"realistic,” or "out of love to keep you from being disappointed.” While Eyeore in Winnie the
Pooh is very endearing with his gloomy outlook, without his heart of gold he would be very
aggravating too. The negative people that we are talking of do not have hearts of gold- but bitter
resentful hearts.

EXPLORE AND EXPERIMENT

It can start very innocently. Piaget describes the earliest stage of the child's life as the sensory
motor stage. In the sensory motor stage, children experience the world through their senses and
their physical interactions with it. They look, they see, they smell, and they feel with every part
of their bodies -- including some parts you don't expect! Through this interaction with the world,
their brains and their entire beings are developed. The core to the process is exploration and
experimentation. Remember when your baby gazed into your face... scanning it over and over
with those wide soulful eyes. It seemed as if the baby with trying to find every nook and cranny,
every wrinkle, every hair... the essence of you. This is exploration. And when the baby held the
rattle, stuck it in his/her mouth, rubbed it on his/her face, and banged it on the crib. This is
exploration. And then

"I throw the rattle out of the crib. Someone picks it up and puts it back in the crib. That's
daddy's face. Smile. Hi daddy. That was interesting. And I throw the rattle out of the crib again.
He picks it up again and puts back in the crib again. Smile. Hi daddy. Hmmm? Interesting. And
| throw it out again. Here it comes back again... and again... and again, because this is really
interesting, so | do throw it again... and again... and again! Hey, | just learned something about
the world. I just found out a way to have some power and control in my world as little as I am.
I've learned that..... | throw and daddy fetches! Good daddy! | think | saw daddy do this with a
stick and the doggie. Good doggie! Cool!"

This is experimentation. If these kinds of experiments are reinforced appropriately, then children
learn how to have impact on the world in either positive or negative ways. How does something
so innocent (and familiar) evolve into something as negative as the "what is for lunch™ battle?
The child is experiencing that he/she has impact. The degree and quality of impact will vary
depending on the developmental level of the child, experience, and skills... and on their parents’
skills. In other words, you can affect is learned from these experiments.

BLOCKS... CRASH! -- IMPACT ON THE WORLD
Do you remember when your baby was too small to stack blocks up but delighted in knocking
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down the blocks you had set up? Developmentally he/she was unable to do things, make things,
build or create things. In a sense, he/she was unable to exercise creative energy like a more
adept older child. However, every child wishes to have impact -- to have power and control in
his/her world. Unable to have positive impact -- to have creative impact, many children choose
to have impact on the world anyway. They may choose to have negative impact -- destructive
impact on the world in lieu of the positive creative impact they can achieve with greater
maturity. Stack the blocks, Mommy. | can't do that. But I can knock those blocks down! And
spill the bowl! And scare the cat!.... Graffiti the wall! Put down the idea! Discourage the
visionary! Little kids often delight in destroying things, but this does not mean that they will
turn into negative or sociopathic teenagers and adults. People normally prefer to have positive
impact -- to be constructive rather than destructive. Only if they can not have constructive
impact do people normally turn to destructive assertions of worth and power and control.
Prisoners are faced with such a dilemma. In prison, if they behave -- i.e. are positive, they are
ignored. In being ignored there's no confirmation of their basic worth or even of their basic
existence. On the other hand, if they misbehave (are destructive), they are punished --
sometimes quite severely. So what do they do? The need to have a sense of worth -- to have
power and control in the world is so profound that prisoners will misbehave (and get punished)
in order to draw confirmation of their existence. Adults often hypothesize that the underlying
source for a child's acting out behavior is a need for attention. lronically, after making this
correct assessment, adults respond by ignoring the child! Ignoring the child continues to confirm
the child as not counting and not having worth. This tends to drive the child either into more
severe acting out or into intense anger or depression.

How often do you set up opportunities for your child to have a sense of power and control? To
have choices? How often do you help your children recognize when they have exercised power
and control -- that they have made choices? It may be as simple as saying, "Look, you knocked
down all those blocks!" or, "You put all the blocks in the basket!" In other words, from your
actions and your decisions, you have had impact on the world. It is normal for very young
children to have physical challenges (fine motor and gross motor) in creating and making
constructive impact on the world. This is the underlying issue in developmentally appropriate
practices in a child's and a person's development (as it is applied not only to physical challenges
but also to cognitive, social, emotional, and psychological challenges and task).
Developmentally appropriate practices assert that people can function successfully within a
range of functioning/skills according to their natural maturation. Asking or pushing children to
function outside of their developmentally appropriate stages risks overwhelming stress and harm
to Self-Esteem. For example, expecting a three-year-old to read fluently, a two-year old to be
toilet trained, most eight-year-olds to stop their play and put themselves to bed at 7 p.m., most 10
year olds to understand that the principle of being a good friend includes sometimes not going
along with your friend, many adolescents that respect also means giving respect even if you feel
disrespected, and so forth may be outside the developmental ability of the person.

Unfortunately, many adults ask children inadvertently to function at higher levels of
developmental ability than is realistic. When this happens, children experience a lot of stress and
a lot of failure. If the failure continues and accumulates, children may turn to negative ways to
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experience success.

FINGER PAINT FIRST... POT?... HARVARD LATER

As simplistic as it sounds, this is why you give children finger paint before you give them
pencils; large paper without lines before coloring books; scooters before tricycles before a bike
with training wheels before a bike without training wheels; have been do chores like putting their
clothes in the hamper before folding their clothes before washing their clothes; cook Eggo
waffles before frying scrambled eggs before planning and cooking Sunday dinner; choose what
T-shirt to wear before choosing between soccer and baseball before choosing biology or physics
before choosing Stanford or Harvard!; choosing how to be a good friend, before choosing what a
good friend needs to be to you before choosing whether or not to smoke the pot or drink the beer
your friend offers. As your children finger paint, scoot along, put their clothes in the hamper,
heat the waffles, and so forth... and you give feedback that the finger paint picture is wonderful,
the scooting is fast, good job with the clothes, the waffles are delicious,... that it was a good
choice about your friend and so forth, success and confirmation direct your children toward
affirmative and constructive creative ways to have impact on their world.

As you direct your children, however are you also frustrating your child's attempts at power and
control (What? More complications? Why can't it just be simple? Because it isn't! If it were
simple, you wouldn't be reading this!)? One way to frustrate your child is to make sure he/she
makes the "right" choice. If you truly wish to give your child the experience of making choices,
then you also need to give him/her the experience and consequences of making poor choices!
Can you stand letting your child make poor choices and suffering the consequences? Lions and
tigers and bears and poor choices..oh my! Let children take the consequences of good and poor
choices as learning experiences.
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Chapter 13

CONSEQUENCES in POWER and CONTROL
“THAT’S NOT FAIR!”

Can | have it? Uh huh.... Okay... | know... Uh huh, I know I won't have any money left. Can |
have it? Please... please... pretty please.... |1 won't ask for anything else. I'll be good. Please, |
don't care that | won't have anything later. 1 won't ask. Please... (Okay, I'll get for you.) Thank
you thank you thank you! | won't ask you for anything else... ever. I'll be so good. | don't care
about anything else. 1 won't ask for anything ever ever again. You won't be sorry! Thank you
thank you thank you! (Okay. | set the limits, | offered the choices, and | made clear the
consequences. That's how to parent!)

*0On to next week. Ooooh! It's so neat! Kim has one. | want it. Buy it for me....(No.) What?!
(You spent all your money last week at the fair.) Last week? At the fair? But | want one! | need
one! Everyone has one! I'll be good. Please... please... pretty please.... | won't ask for anything
else. I'll clean my room. I'll practice my piano. Please. | have to have one. Please, I'll be
good.... No!? Kim's mom always gets her things. Ben's dad buys him stuff. That's not fair!
Please!? I'll be the only kid who doesn't have one.... | HATE you! | hate you! You never get
me anything! You always get things for Johnny! That's not fair! You like Johnny better! | hate
you! | hate youl......... (Oh no! Here they come.... tears, sulking, the silent treatment,
screaming, tantrums.... a multitude of possible combinations to punish me. My baby hates me!
My baby wants to trade me in for a new parent! Oh, the pain! How could I be so mean? My
baby hates me! People are looking at me... how embarrassing! They must think I'm a monster!
It's just money. What is the big deal? Well.... just this time.)

Thank you! Thank you! You're the best mommy (or daddy) ever! Thank you thank you thank
you! I won't ask you for anything else ever. I'll be so good. | don't care about anything else. |
won't ask for anything ever ever again. You won't be sorry! Thank you thank you thank you!

As you enjoy the glow of appreciation and relish in your child's joy, a little voice says, "Won't be
sorry, huh? Yeah, right! If this is so great, how come you feel that you just sold your soul?" And
that there will be a time (many times) you will pay the price. Your kid just made a bad choice and
you just made a worse one.

POSITIVE CHOICE --> POSITIVE CONSEQUENCE; NEGATIVE CHOICE -->
NEGATIVE CONSEQUENCE

Children need to experience the consequences of their choices. If they make a positive choice,
then experiencing positive consequences will help them learn positive principles of life.
However, it is when we make poor choices and suffer negative consequences, that we usually
learn the most. If we prevent children from making poor choices, we actually block them from
profound learning experiences. Of course, there are some poor choices that we want to preclude.
However, it is said that a wise person learns from the mistakes of others; the average person
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learns from his/her own; and the fool does not learn despite continued mistakes. The wisdom that
we seek to give our children usually comes from our mistakes -- mistakes that we made while
ignoring wisdom being offered to us!

When there is a mismatch between verbal and nonverbal communication, the nonverbal is
trusted; and the verbal is dismissed as a lie or a deception. Parents might warn their children not
to spend all the money or else they won't get something else later. However, since most children
are focused on the here and now, they will often choose what is exciting right now. Later on
when there isn't enough money, they would be so sad.... so pathetic.... so whiny! Many parents
cannot endure this and feel compelled to save them, and give them money to buy the new toy.
Unfortunately, then the negative choice of spending all their money results in no negative
consequence. Parents might say "Didn't | tell you?," and otherwise verbally point out the
negative consequence (blah blah blah blah). If they pay for the toy anyway, the nonverbal
communication (the action) is deemed to be the true communication. Arguably, the negative
choice still results in positive consequences -- they got a toy before and another one now!
(And the parents are little more broke!).

BEANIE BABIES BUDGETING

For the longest time, it seemed that my kids spelled both mom and dad, "ATM!" We'd want to
please them and buy them things. However, when we didn't, then too easily we became the bad
guys. As much as we gave them guidance about what was appropriate and inappropriate
spending, they were children. What is essential and what is desired -- it's all the same to them!
Parents often spend far too much to keep children happy (actually to maintain their self-images
as wonderful giving parents). As a consequence, children begin to feel a sense of entitlement.
My wife and | decided to put our girls on a monthly budget for not only fun things but for their
essentials as well: their clothes ($30 jeans! $20 tops! $130 shoes!), cosmetics, music CD's, etc....
in other words, just about everything except medical, athletic, and school needs.

They each got a $100 a month budget (more or less depending on your specific situation). We
couldn't and didn't anticipate everything, so we had to make some adjustments along the way.
They could spend the budget in almost any way they wanted, but would get nothing more if they
ran out of money (younger kids -- shorter time period? more limitations?). Any unspent money
would be credited to the next month’s budget. However, they could not borrow against next
month's budget! (Don’t want to start that credit card mentality already!!) Want to go to a movie?
Check your budget. Need a present for a birthday party? Check your budget. Like that ring?
Check your budget. Need a new winter jacket? Check... and manage your budget... for the next
three months! We kept a record so that we always knew how much... or how little money they
had in their budgets. They could ask for the money as needed or have it deducted from their
account as we bought things for them.

We warned both of them to be careful with the money and not to spend it all early in the month.
They said they understood. The first week, they both bought some clothes for school. The next
weekend, Kirstie saw the cutest Beanie Babies! Three cute Beanie Babies! Three cute retired
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Beanie Babies! We warned her that buying them would wipe out her budget for the entire
month. Against our recommendations... despite us trying to get her to make the right choice,
Kirstie bought the Beanie Babies. And despite the potential negative consequences, we let her.
Kirstie was delighted with her Beanie Babies... for one and half weeks. Then she realized that
Friday would be the first middle school dance... the first ever for her. And it cost four dollars.
She asked us for the money. We told her "Check your budget.” Her eyes grew wide, "But |
don't have any money left!" We'd replied, "Oh well." We did not have to be angry at Kirstie.
Since the budget plan was a self regulating process, whatever decisions Kirstie made would
naturally bring consequences-- both positive and negative. We were disappointed rather than
angry. Our anger would have distracted her from making the connection between her choice
and the consequences. Anger would have focused her on us (Mommy and Daddy being mad at
her and/or what meanies we were!) rather than the consequences. We wanted her to experience
both success with good choices and disappointment with bad choices.

LEARNING OPPORTUNITY VS. PUNISHMENT OPPORTUNITY

The consequence was staring Kirstie in the face from a choice that she had been counseled
against. Should we let Kirstie experience the consequences of a poor decision, or save her and
probably defeat the entire learning process. Up until this point, all our parental advice about
future consequences was only half heard. The most important issue here was that Kirstie learn
and understand the principles about making good decisions --not a specific commandment to do
this or to do that. . This was a learning opportunity as opposed to a punishment opportunity.
We decided to let her borrow money against the next month's budget as a one time only
exception because she was learning the budget and the budget rules. However, she would never
be allowed to borrow against the next month budget again. This was not a threat -- it was a
certainty! Avoid threatening children; a threat is a manipulation to make a child do something.
Make a promise of consequences that will happen. We were, admittedly, taking a chance that she
would learn from this break, rather than just take advantage of it.

Often times when you explain something to children, it seems that they do understand.

However, the full implications are often beyond them-- often beyond their experiences. We were
not interested in punishing Kirstie for not understanding completely. We were willing for her to
take the consequences once she had a real chance to understand. Sometimes it is impossible for
a person to understand until after they have had the experiences (remember, only the wise learn
from other people's mistakes!). We could have let her miss the dance (and be meanie parents!).
However, the lesson about choices and future consequences, not going to the dance or not, was
the issue. So we sent her off to enjoy the dance with her friends... and hoped that the lesson was
learned. If it wasn't learned... oh my! Some people can learn when consequences are staring
them in the face. Others when consequences hit them in the face! For some, only after being hit
several times! And, unfortunately, some never learn.

A couple of weeks afterwards, she said she needed a new outfit for the school's winter concert.
We told her to manage her budget over the next three months to make sure that she would have
enough money. No extra money from us -- she had used up all her slack. Initially upset, she
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eventually accepted this and began to make financial plans. She was very pleased about the
outfit she ended up with -- and even more pleased that she still had money afterwards! We were
all fortunate that Kirstie only had to face but not experience negative consequences in order to
learn. It would have broken our hearts to see her suffer, but we would have allowed it. There
have been other times when we did. Those times are never easy, but they are critical to helping
developing an appropriate sense of power and control and high Self-Esteem.

Negative choices and negative consequences... as parents, we need to let them happen. The easy
part is in making sure that children get positive consequences for making positive choices.
Rewarding children and doing things that please them (even spoil them.... a little!) fulfills us as
loving parents. However, it is also the hard parts that make up good parenting. One of the most
difficult things to do as a parent is to deal with children’s negativity. The next chapter will look
at how a parent handled her child’s negativity and turned it into a constructive life lesson.
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Chapter 14

NEGATIVITY in POWER and CONTROL
MAKE ME AN OFFER | CAN'T REFUSE!

Mom? Uh.... I've been doing all my chores and I'm doing well at school. Uh... Can I go to a
concert with Barbara, Patti, and Janet on Saturday? Barbara's mom said she’d drive us, if it's
okay with you. It's from 2 to 6 p.m. Can I go, please? | haven't gone out in a long time.

| have birthday money and some baby sitting money for my ticket. Barbara's, Patti's, and Janet's
parents already said they could go. | need to tell Barbara tomorrow so her Mom can buy the
tickets. Where? At the Coliseum. Who? Uh... the... a band. Can | go? Please, please, I'll be
good. You know Barbara and Patti and Janet... they re even more goody goody than me! You
can trust me-- us.

Too late to get good seats? No... they have stadium seating... we can sit anywhere we want. We
can even move up closer during the concert. You kinda have to push and shove, but that's part of
the fun! Can 1 go? Please...

Who's the band? Uh...ummm... the... Beastie Boys. Can I go? Please? (What!? The Beastie
Boys!!)

INSTINCT, TRUST, BETRAYAL, RESPECT -- BUT... THE BEASTIE BOYS!

You said that she could make choices when she was older. And, you did say that you trusted her.
But... the Beastie Boys! Her daughter was 15 and physically mature (with the curves of a young
woman! Oh my!) wanted to go to a Beastie Boys concert! Oh my! Mom was caught in a
dilemma. She wanted to respect her daughter's need to be a more independent teenager. On the
other hand, as Mom she was terrified! If she said no (which all her instincts said.... after all, this
wasn't Sesame Street Live.... it was the Beastie Boys! the... Beastie... Boys!), she knew her
daughter would feel that she didn't trust her. She did trust her daughter, it was everybody and
everything else that she didn't trust! For years she had been telling her daughter that she needed
to be responsible and make decisions. It felt hypocritical to say then say, “But... but... not that
decision!” While some parents feel that they did not have to explain themselves, she had always
felt that explaining things was respectful. She did not want to betray this or betray being the
kind of mother she wanted to be.

But, if she said yes, her daughter would be at a Beastie Boys concert! With three friends and
12,000 strangers! With stadium seating! (Stadium seating is no assigned seating. Your child
would be one among 12,000. Even if you wanted to find him/her, it would be like looking for a
needle in a haystack.... a haystack of Beastie Boys, oh my!). She knew her daughter had no
intention of doing anything inappropriate. She was going with friends -- good responsible
friends. Saying no would imply all the responsibility speeches and the promises of greater
independence and trust for 15 years were but a bunch of elaborate lies. The last thing she wanted
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to do was to betray her daughter. She desperately wanted to be able to say yes to her daughter.
But... the Beastie Boys!

YES, BUT...

| counseled her how to say yes in a particular manner. She told her daughter, "I know that you
really want to go to the concert. 1 also trust you and your friends to be responsible. I've raised
you to be independent and to make good choices. So, the answer is 'yes." However, | cannot just
stop being your mother and worrying about you." Her daughter interrupted, "Oh Mom, you don't
need to worry about me.” When she insisted that she couldn't stop worrying, her daughter
snapped, "That's your problem. Just don't worry."

Mom was ready for this and responded strongly, "Even though it scares me, I'm trying hard to let
you be the teenager you need to be by being willing to let you go. Don't you tell me not to be the
mother that | am! Being your mother means that | care for you and love you.... And | worry
about you. Don't you tell me that | can't be the mother that | am, especially when 1I'm
trying to let you be the teenager that you are!"* The mother told me later, that her daughter
was quite shocked -- but positively. Being allowed to be who she needed to be also meant
allowing her mother to be who she needed to be. Asserting power and control also means giving
appropriate power and control. Reciprocal social responsibility -- what an amazing concept!

MAKE ME AN OFFER | CAN'T REFUSE!

Mom continued, "The answer is 'yes', you can go.... if you can make me an offer, so that | can
feel comfortable enough to let you go.” "Oh mom, you don't have to worry!" "I told you
already, worrying is what mothers do. Don't tell me I can't be your mother. The answer is ' yes'.
Make me an offer that works for me."

Her daughter was perplexed. She was used to being negative and having her parents make offers
until she was satisfied. Now, she had to come up with the offer! "Why should | have to satisfy
you?” Mom responded, "Okay, if you don't want to come up with something, then the answer
changes to ' no'. If you can't come up with something, you can't go. If you can, then you can."
Her daughter held out a little longer, "I don't see why I have to do this because you worry." "I
can't stop worrying anymore than you can stop being a teenager. So the answer is still ‘yes’, if
you want. Make me an offer."

The key was that Mom was very clear that she was both willing to let her daughter go and
willing to not let her go. Many parents sabotage this entire process by being unwilling for the
child to choose a “bad” consequence. As they protect the child from "suffering" the
consequence, they undermine themselves. They teach children that their parents will give in if
they threaten their parents by choosing to suffer! -- sounds crazy, but the craziest thing, is that it
often works!

FROM A NEGATIVE PROCESS TO AN AFFIRMATIVE PROCESS
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Faced with her mother's firm stance, her daughter began to make offers. Since this is a real story
about a real mother and a real teenager, you should know that her offers were pretty lousy! She
was very experienced and expert at being negative but had little practice in offering something
affirmative. Her first offers were actually negative offers. "If you let me go, | won't nag you
anymore.” "I'll stop fighting with my little brother..." Surprised? Being negative, intimidating
that she would become negative, offering to stop being negative was what she knew. We had
discussed this beforehand, so Mom simply said, "That doesn't work for me."

"But why not?" With this challenge, the daughter was inviting the mother into an argument -- a
replication of the hundreds of previous fruitless arguments. She didn't bite. Mom reiterated,
"No, that doesn't work for me. Make me another offer." This really threw her daughter off.
Arguing she knew, negotiating and making offers were new.

"Okay, | promise to be good... to stay in one place... not to drink or do drugs...to stay with my
friends. How's that?" Kids often (adults too) will promise anything at times to get what they
want. Also, a promise is not a tangible offer. Mom said that she still would worry. At this, her
daughter played the outrage-hurt-betrayed card,

"What!? You saying you don't trust me!?" This accusation is a trap --that not trusting the
daughter was the ultimate betrayal. And, to avoid this, the mother would have to let her go.
However, the mother was prepared for this trap. "l already said that I trusted you. It is
everybody and everything else that | don't trust. Besides, | asked you to make me an offer so that
| don't have to worry as much. Make an offer."”

It took the daughter several attempts to think of something that worked for Mom. The power
dynamic had been shifted significantly. Instead of Mom frantically searching for a way to satisfy
her, her daughter now had to come up with an offer. More importantly, the young woman gained
power and control through an affirmative rather than a negative process. Mom held fast to the
principles, and after quite a bit of discussion, the daughter finally came up with something
workable. She got to go to the concert, but she was to bring a cellular phone and four times
during the concert at prearranged times call to let her mother know that she was safe (not drunk,
beaten up, etc.). In reality there are few perfect solutions. However, Mom was allowed to be a
mother (and to worry) and her daughter to be a teenager (and to be independent), and for their
relationship to mature. True power and control was obtained not through negativity but through
creative mutually respectful affirmative strategies.

Not all parents would come to this solution -- many parents would feel that 15 is too young to go
to a concert (especially a Beastie Boys Concert!) regardless. Boundaries vary from family to
family. The principles here are much more important. Whenever the actual decision, learning
that power and control should be gained with responsibility to others' needs is critical to the
healthy development of self-esteem. Parents who continually restrict and restrain their children,
inadvertently take away children's sense of power and control, leading to rebellion and defiance.
On the other hand, when children are respected and giving choice, they are more willing to
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accept the boundaries. How children can come to accept parental decisions and "magic pills"
will be discussed next.
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Chapter 15

MAGIC vs. REALITY and RESULTS in POWER and CONTROL
“TAKE ONE CHILD... MIX IN...”

Why does it have to be so hard? | read all the books and magazines. | went to all the classes. |
talked to the doctors and teachers. | knew what my parents did well and not so well. The world
is changing and I'm changing with it.

| read to the baby and played the right music... even before my baby was born! Just Sesame
Street and the Discovery Channel. Of course, no guns. We gave the boys dolls and let them
know that nurturing was masculine. We let the girls climb and play sports and let them know
that being powerful was feminine. We picked the house, the neighborhood, and the schools for
them.

What else am | supposed to do? Can't it be easier? All this, and still.... Phonics or whole
language, "academic™ or developmental, pacifiers or thumbs or nothing, schedule or demand
feeding, T-ball or soccer, overnights? naps? dating? And the questions and demands! They
weren't in the books! "Where do babies come from?” “But Jody has two moms," " Can I....?",
"Why?" "Why do people have to die?" "How come Charlie's dad hits Charlie’'s mom?" " | don't
like how Uncle Bobby gives hugs.” "Why did that man shoot those kids?"

The books and videos don't tell you. Your parents do tell you....well, that's another story! And
then again, there’s always SOMEONE telling you! Take one child.... mix in this or that theory
or philosophy... add this or that technique... stir and bake for one childhood, and ta da!... take
out an intelligent, healthy, moral adult! But it's not that easy! What's the secret... the magic
formula?

THE MAGIC DIET PLAN

This or that self appointed expert (who me!?) always will present to you the magic plan -- the
perfect prescription on how to raise the perfect child. There are often sound research and logical
theories in these prescriptions. However, like all prescriptions or diet plans there is always the
unspoken component. The basic diet plan is take in less calories or the right calories (eat less or
eat the right food) and burn more calories (exercise more)... with vegetable or meat and egg...
cabbage soup!!.. the "eat anything you want" (yeah, right!) version... tofu versions, nonfat, low-
fat, and high-fat versions, and so forth. However, there is always a third component to a diet.
Stay on the stupid diet! Duhh! Why don't people stay on their diets? Will power? Or,
something much more complex? The complex issues of body image, cultural and gender norms,
distinctions between nourishing and nurturing, nutrition, body chemistry, body type, and
especially, emotional and psychological issues (including depression and self-esteem) can make
staying on any diet overwhelming. Oh my! Looking for another diet is easier! And for many
people, much less dangerous than examining why their body or weight is so important to their
sense of worth. In the same way, some parents are continually looking for another magical
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parenting plan rather than examining their core sense of ability and worth as parents -- as human
beings.

MAGIC PILLS AND MAGIC WANDS

On the other hand, sometimes something “new” seems to work like magic. Often, the "magic"
comes from a clarity of logic. For example, children tend to be willing to accept control and
discipline when they feel that their needs too are respected. Parents need to be sure to allow the
opportunities for appropriate power and control. Vegetables have to be eaten, but the choice
given to the children is whether or not they want carrots or broccoli. While chores may be
mandated, children may choose whether to do them before or after dinner. Applying these kinds
of principles does not mean that everything will work out magically. Sometimes a choice is
followed by "forgetting” to take out the garbage. Then parents must follow-through on
consequences set earlier. Your ability to follow-through with reasonable consequences on a
consistent basis will be put to a test. Consistency has a magic of its own.

However, there are no magic techniques... period. Anyone who claims they have one is over
simplifying the wonderful complexity of children and parenting. | often show my counseling
clients my magic wands and magic pills. | wave the magic wands at them or | offer them a
selection of magic pills (actually Jelly Bellies) and ask them to take a red one for anger, a blue
one for depression, and so forth. Afterwards, | ask them "Is everything okay now?" At this
point, they wonder if I'm the one who needs help! The magic wand and the magic pills don't
work... and, the crystal ball on my desk can't tell them their future either! However, we can
figure out what made them who they are and created their relationships and dynamics. And with
this understanding, we can figure out how to improve things. The same is true of interacting
with and disciplining children -- no magic pills or magic wands. However, who they are and
your relationships and dynamics are logical, which when well understood lead to growth and
change. There is no magic, but when you are clear, it is almost magical how readily you can
come to appropriate parenting decisions.

SHALL SHE DANCE? -- HOLDING ON AND LETTING GO

Last year, our high school freshman asked if she could go to a dance. She had already gone to
several dances -- a couple of high school dances and a couple of church youth group sponsored
dances. She always went with friends that we knew, and either we or their parents drove. There
were implicit and explicit expectations about behavior and responsibilities: staying on the site,
calling for a ride, and obviously, no drinking alcohol and so forth. There were some minor
misunderstandings, but nothing unexpected when a more independent relationship between
teenager and parents is developing. She had made good choices and enjoyed her new
independence as a teenager.

We could not really know what was going on when she was at the dances. It was uncomfortable
to give up control. However, making good choices cannot be only talked about, it must be
allowed to be experienced. We sent her off with a smile, gritted our teeth and held our breaths!
When | came to pick her up, | was always relieved to see her safe and sound where we had
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agreed for her to be. It was like when she took her first faltering steps as an eleven month-old
child. Should I let go? Is she ready? Will she fall? Will she be hurt? Should I hold on? I'm was
afraid then too. | held my breath then as well, but I did let go because I knew she could not learn
how to walk on her own if I held on. The questioning of how much to hold on, of the need to let
go, of that agony of letting go repeats itself over and over throughout your child's upbringing.

It's amazing that | ever get enough oxygen into my lungs as many times as | have held my
breath... and will hold my breath!

This particular dance, however, was a high school and college age dance sponsored by a very
reputable community organization. She said that several her friends were going (actually, several
of her friends wanted to go -- not the same thing!). It was an easy decision -- not just a fear
based decision. It was one thing for her to go to dances with her friends (who we knew, liked,
and trusted) with other high school students, but it was another thing altogether to allow her to go
to a dance with college age kids -- in other words, with young men and women up to their mid-
twenties. We explained to her our reasons for not letting her go. It was not about whether or not
we trusted her; it was about not trusting the circumstances. Of course, she was disappointed.
However, she accepted it -- and accepted it fairly graciously (how's that for magical!). She
accepted our asserting power and control about this dance (and perhaps, begrudgingly accepted
our logic), because she had been given so much power and control in choosing to attend other
dances.

Being denied this dance was acceptable to her (as much as any teenager can accept being
restricted!), and we as parents felt that we had been appropriately responsible, respectful,
responsive, and consistent in setting boundaries. At times, the relationship between us as parents
and teenager feels magical. This magic, however, didn't come from luck -- it came from study,
practice, risk-taking, and work. It came from earlier times when, we said to a three-year-old,
"You want ice cream? If you eat dinner, you may have ice cream for dessert. If not... then not".
And, a three-year-old who sometimes didn't get her ice cream.

Significance, Moral Virtue, and Power and Control in are essential to the healthy development of
self-esteem in a child. However, each person also needs to feel that they are successful --
competent in the areas of their lives that they feel are important to them. This would be
Coopersmith's fourth area of self-esteem -- Competence. We need to build the sense of
competence in our children as we develop the self-esteem of our children.
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Chapter 16
COMPETENCE- WHO'S OKAY? WHO'S NOT OKAY?

Owww! Ahhhhh! Hurts! Mommy! Daddy! Hold me, hug me... Mmmm... Mmmm... still hurts...
scared... scared...Owww! What!? I'm okay!? Did you really say, "You're okay" to me just right
now?" Look at my face! Owww! Ahhhhh! Don't tell me that red mark is no big deal! Hurts...
hurts bad! Look at that wet stuff -- those are tears. Owww! Ahhhhh! Are you stupid or
something? You are the grown up -- I'm the kid. Can't you tell how I feel? I'm okay!? I'm
okay.... No way I'm okay! Don't tell me | can't... Ahhhhh!... be me. Don't deny me what's real to
me. Owww! Ahhhhh! Owww! Ahhhhh!

The last few months we had been discussing self-esteem using the concepts from Coopersmith.
Self-esteem is made up of four parts: first, significance -- the messages of worth and caring from
the people significant in the person’s life; second, moral virtue -- the internalized values that a
person acquires and how well he/she lives up to them; third, power and control -- the degree to
which an individual has choice and influence over his/her life; and fourth, competence -- the
subject of this month's article. A child in order to have self-esteem that is powerful and stable
also needs to have a sense of competence.

OKAY!?

Parents intuitively understand that children want to do things well. How often have we watched
children struggle to make something work? They frown, grit their teeth, and grunt. But if we
ask if we can help or reach in to show them where that puzzle piece goes, often they pull away
and snap, "No, self!" And, when your child is disappointed, we want so badly -- need so badly
to reassure them. The frustration seems to be so painful, that we feel obligated to make it go
away. So we reassure them, "It's okay honey. You can do that next time." Or, "But you are very
good at the other puzzles." Another time when you ask what is the matter, he/she replies, "I
wanted to be the line leader for recess. But they chose Johnny instead.” Almost immediately,
you might say, "That's okay." While definitely well intended, this type of comment misses the
mark in a couple ways.

Saying "that's okay" inadvertently devalues the pain that the child is going through. It implies
that he/she shouldn't be upset -- that they should be able to set it all aside quickly, and just be
okay. This fundamentally disrespects him/her. Many times parents say, "that's okay" because
they want their children to be okay. A father was sitting on the floor with his son who was about
seven months old. The little boy was prone to tipping over still. He tipped over and banged his
head, WHAM!! There was a moment of silence with the initial shock. Quickly it turned into a
wail of pain! Waaahh!!! As hundreds and thousands of fathers before him, dad (looking guilty
and embarrassed) immediately said, "You're okay." A societal and cultural pattern was
duplicated. Was a father was training his son to disconnect from feelings? To avoid the
complexities of strong emotions including pain? Or was it just embarrassment that his son cried,
or over his own poor supervision? Whatever the father' s motivation, the most important issue
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was that the little boy was not okay!

HOW WOULD YOU LIKE IT....?

Andy who was seven years old was running all over the soccer field. Suddenly the ball bounced
toward Andy. He took a swipe at it with his foot and missed. As Andy was turning around,
another kid ran up and kicked the ball with all his might. SMACK! Flush right into Andy's
face! "Yeow....ahhhh!" Andy screamed at the top of his lungs. Andy's father, the coach ran out
into the field. Andy's face was turning a brilliant red! "Ahhhhhh!" Even before Andy's father
reached him, you could tell Andy was more upset than hurt. *Ahhhhhh!" The first thing his
father said, "You're okay." Andy, his face radiant red and covered with tears, for an instant
forgotten his pain and gave the perfect response as he snapped in outrage, "What do you mean,
I'm okay!? How would YOU like it if YOU got hit in the face with a soccer ball!?** Andy
was so outraged that his father would insinuate that he was okay -- that it was not okay for him to
have pain -- that his tears and the sting on his face should be set aside, that Andy ironically
forgot his pain for a moment! If Andy were even more articulate, he might add, " Maybe, |1 am
not manly enough for you -- get over it! Being a man does not have to mean denying my
feelings -- and guess what? Just because you do, doesn't mean | have to do it."

Sometimes an adult' s discomfort with a child's pain and distress is not about some cultural or
other bias about boy or girl standards, but from the adult's concern that the pain and distress may
be overwhelming or dangerous to the child. However, treating a child or a person as if they
cannot handle pain and other stresses implies that they are too fragile to handle their own
emotions. It is important to allow children to have the emotions that are real for them. Allowing
children to have powerful emotions like fear, anxiety, sadness, and disappointment will
challenge you -- how much to intervene and how much to hold back, what is too much support
and crippling, and what not enough and rejecting or abandoning.

NEVER BE LIKE THAT

Often times a child's distress ignites adult distress about their ability to protect their children,
and/or an over identification and over empathizing with the child's distress. | worked with a Dad
was having difficulty putting his three-year old daughter to bed. He did not rush her to bed, nor
was he trying to avoid the interactions (leave it to his wife). In fact, he relished the time
together. He was a very involved dad who wanted very much to be emotionally available and
connected. His father had been the classic provider who took care of material needs but did not
know how to be emotionally connected . He disciplined harshly- sometimes abusively and
terrifyingly. As a little boy, Dad had sworn that he would never be like that -- he was going be a
good... no, a great dad! And here he was in the bedroom of his youngest being available and
being connected. And, stressing like crazy! They would do the entire routine: bath, washing up,
bedtime stories, tucking her in, night lights, door slightly ajar, special kisses, and so forth. Then
she would want more time, another hug, one more story, one more question, another shadow, and
on... and on... until the 15 to 20 minute bedtime ritual became an hour, an hour and a half, and
more.
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Each time when he tried to finish and leave the bedroom, his darling would become tearful. It
would break his heart. And he would go back in to soothe her... to soothe himself. Five or 10
minutes later, he would try to leave again. Again, his sweetheart would become tearful. She still
wasn't okay. And he'd stay a little... and they would go another round. Each time his heart
would break and he would try some more. Eventually frustration would set in and he would
become angry and snap at her... and he would feel like the worst ogre in the world -- far too
much like his abusive father. He would storm out of the bedroom -- feeling like dirt. Sooner or
later... usually sooner, he would hear "daddy? Daddy? DADDY? DADDY! DAAAAD-
DEEEE!!!" He couldn't just abandon her and he'd go back in. And they would go another
round -- "I'm thirsty,” "I'm scared,” "'l need a kiss," and on... and on... and on... The magic pills -
- the magic solutions: the night lights, the special going to bed books, a special teddy, and on and
on, he tried them all; anything to be competent as a nurturing father. Anything to get his little
girl to be okay when going to bed.

WHO'S NOT OK?

Who was not okay? Was it his daughter being challenged in the transition of going from the
waking world to the sleeping world like millions of other children? Or was it dad who was not
okay? It was the third and fourth persons in the bedroom that were causing all the problems.

The first person was Dad who needed to help his daughter get to bed. The second person was the
little girl with normal bedtime anxieties. The third and fourth persons were invisible but
powerful. The third person was the father that Dad had sworn he'd never be like. And, the
fourth person was the desperate hurt little boy that Dad had been -- with the pain that he could
not let his daughter suffer. He needed to understand that he was a different father than his father
and that he was a good dad. And that his daughter while upset was not being crippled with the
rejection and desperation that he had suffered. With that he was able to follow through. Once he
was able to remove the third and fourth persons (the ghost of his father and the ghost of himself
in pain) from the bedroom, he was able to set boundaries and still nurture his daughter. Now he
could tolerate that his daughter might not okay (right now) but still be fine. And that he really
was okay.

There are levels of competence and there are levels of being okay. Being skillful and becoming
competent in the areas that become important to you often depend on deeper levels of emotional
and psychological soundness/competence. This is true for a child and is just is true for a parent.
Feeling competent -- feeling okay for a child is strongly dependent on his/her parents feeling
competent, feeling okay about themselves. Can you let your child feel distress? Does his/her
distress, distress you so much that it becomes intolerable? Your child self-esteem depends on
how you answer these questions.
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Chapter 17

COMPETENCE- DEALING WITH PAIN
“IM NOT OK!”

Sad... sad... dark... darker... it hurts. You know is just a small boo-boo...or, a misplaced teddy. |
hurt. I'm scared. You try... you do care. But... dark, sad. You know that it will pass. You have
the wisdom of experience. Me? I'm a little kid. All I know is right now. Sad... right now, I'm
sad. Later? Later is not right now. Right now, | hurt. Before? | got better before? Before is
not right now. Right now... dark. This...thisisit. Sad. Me. Right now. Nothing else. Later...
how to is later... Now. This is me... this is it.

You knew how before... when I was little... when | was a baby. | would get scared... be hurt. You
didn't try to fix me. You didn't distract me from what I felt. You didn't say before... or later. You
just held me and loved me. | could feel you feeling me feel. You said words... | couldn't
understand them, but I could feel you. | had just feeling sounds. I just felt the feeling in your
voice. The words really didn’t matter. The caress of your voice... of your touch... in your eyes... [
could feel you with me. And it got lighter... | got lighter. Mmmm... The sharp pain became soft
hurt. A little less sad... better, lighter.

You did it before, but what happened? I learned how to talk and you got stupid! You started
thinking words... talking was how to take care of everything. You knew how to love me when |
was sad or scared. Remember? | older now, but... sad... dark... hurt... scared... it's still the same.
Feel me... feel my sadness, feel my darkness... my hurt... my fear... I'm not okay, but let me know
you are okay with me not being okay. Love my feelings... don't be scared of them. Don't be so
scared of me having those feelings. Mmmm... Better... better... feel me feeling... let me feel you
feeling me... warm... better... safe... safe.

THE RIGHT TO FEEL

It's hard watching our children feeling sadness, despair, or pain. We want to rescue them--to
take away the pain. One day, your little girl comes home with a long sad face. What's wrong?
They’re going to do "Annie" at school. She wanted to be Annie. She would dress up and sing
and dance. But she didn't get the role. Instead, she's going to be in the chorus. The pain on her
face -- in her whole body is deep and heavy. Your heart breaks and all your instincts want to
soothe her. So you say what thousands of other parents have said. "It's okay, honey. You’ll be
great in the chorus. The chorus is very important too."

Many children respond with silence; they have not been heard. They are not okay! They want
to be okay but the pain is real. And, they had planned to do a good job in the chorus. Yes, it is
an important role, but it was not the role she wanted. It’s the loss that is causing the pain. A
child may think, "Did my loving parent just ignore my pain? Did my loving parent just
disrespect me? Does he/she really care? Does he/she really understand?" Or, perhaps to think, "
My pain doesn't count. Maybe | shouldn't have this pain. Am I supposed to be able to just drop
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my hurting and focus on the chorus? Is there something wrong with me that | can't do that? That
| hurt so much -- that I care so much?" Doubt about her right to feel what she feels begins to
erode her self-esteem. On the other hand, she might get furious at this clumsy attempt to soothe
her pain. She may snap back, "I'm not okay!" Or, if unable to articulate her pain, she may
continue crying... throw a tantrum or lock herself in her room. Through words or through
actions, parents express their own frustration and sense of impotence, and inadvertently
emotionally punish their child for not being "okay." Self-esteem is harmed again. And, if your
child is a boy, this dynamic can be even more dangerous since there are already so many forces
directing them to avoid their feelings. This will create problems when they become adult men.

ONE MILLION FISH IN THE SEA

Did you ever break up with a loved one? Someone you had thought completed your heart and
soul. In the depth of your anguish... your loss, you turned to a close friend for comfort. Your
friend may have said, "Forget 'em! There is a million fish in the sea. Let's go out and catch you a
new one!” And you felt.... confused and upset. Confused because you knew your friend was
trying to nurture you (but failing), and upset because your friend was dismissing your pain. You
didn't care about one million fish. You cared that the one you had who was no longer yours
(whether or not you still wanted -- or could even stand him/her anymore!). The loss was about
losing the hope of the perfect relationship -- the happily ever after picket fence dream. Not about
losing that particular person. Your friend's good intentions disrespected the intensity and depth
of the loss. You needed first to experience the loss and process it. It is always difficult to watch
someone you care deeply about go through pain. You feel their anguish. In fact, the anguish
you experience is worse because you do not know how intense it is for your friend or child. If it
were your own pain alone, you'd know how much you could take and whether or not you could
handle it.

IT'S OKAY TO BE NOT OKAY

Were you able to let your babies cry? Did you have to pick them up -- not because they couldn't
stand it, but because you couldn't stand it? Did you pick them because they too fragile? Or,
could they handle the distress with your help? Did you distract them with a toy, food, or later
when they are older, with money. Unfortunately, the fundamental message of distracting children
disrespects their existential reality. Distracting them -- pulling them away from their pain
implies that what they feel it is not important. The stress people have is inherent to life. Dealing
with distress -- the feeling of not being okay is how each person acquires the personalities and
the skills that will help them succeed or not in the world. If you feel that you cannot tolerate
stress or the feeling of not being okay, then you will be driven to find ways to avoid the feelings
at all costs.

SELF-MEDICATION

As teenagers (sometimes as preadolescents) and as adults, people turn to self medication in order
avoid overwhelming stress, depression, and anxiety. Self-medication can come in many forms.
It can be essentially behavioral -- behaviors that allow one to forget or to avoid intense feelings:
workaholism, excessive and compulsive exercising, or thrill seeking behavior. Or, chemical self-
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medication can be done with alcohol or drugs. Many people often misinterpret teenagers use of
alcohol and drugs (especially marijuana) as purely recreational or a sign of negative values.
Many teenagers use alcohol and drugs to self medicate for the depression, anxiety, and stress.
Or, they may engage in dangerous activities that are highly stimulating -- the stimulation help
block out intense negative feelings. Recent research says that compulsive behaviors create
chemical changes within the body that function to change sensation and feeling (actually activate
the body's own self-medicating chemicals). Eating disorders may also be ways to avoid intense
painful feelings. An anorexic's intense feelings of hunger or/and compulsive overeater's intense
sense of feeling bloated can serve to block out painful emotional and psychological feelings.
Chocolate or shopping can also give you a "high" to serve to block out feelings.

AVOIDING PAIN AND STRESS -- THE STEALING OF THE OPPORTUNITIES FOR
MATURITY

Individuals who have been self abusing with alcohol and drugs since they were 15 may go into
recovery at 35. Although they may be clean and sober, they often still function emotionally and
psychologically (and even intellectually) like a teenager. Why would this be true? Each time
there is stress, pain, fear or anxiety, the individual is presented with an opportunity to gather
him/herself emotionally, psychologically, mentally, physically, socially, and spiritually to face
the challenge. As he/she gathered him/her self and struggled, the child gained a small increment
of maturity. And, a sense of power and control and resiliency. As this happened thousands of
times throughout their young lives and into adulthood, these increments accrue to make up the
maturity of an healthy adult. Unfortunately, for some, the pain is intolerable... true love is not
returned, a failing grade, a strikeout in the bottom of the ninth, an old friend who has become a
new enemy, sexual confusion, and so forth. A teenager (or an adult) may deal with the pain
chemically -- with a beer or with pot (marijuana). One time... next time... almost every time.
And over and over, steal from him/herself the opportunity to gather him/herself and struggle, and
in the struggle accrue the increments of maturity. After 20 years of lost opportunities... after 20
years of chemical solutions to stress, pain, fear, or anxiety, even after becoming clean and sober,
the individual will still function emotionally and psychologically like a lost adolescent.

Intolerance of intense feelings can lead to self-medication and the loss of opportunities to gain
maturity. Being able to have intense feelings and to have healthy resources and skills to
alleviate their negative aspects are critical to emotional health. As parents, being emotionally
present and available, nurturing and accepting are critical to helping your children develop the
skills and resiliency to cope with pain. There will always be difficult times. One's ability to
tolerate the pain well enough and long enough is essential for time to pass; and skills and
resources to be applied. How does one develop the ability to tolerate pain? The only way is to
experience pain and survive pain. In order to have healthy self-esteem, every person needs to be
able to become competent at being uncomfortable! To become comfortable (enough) at being
uncomfortable... at being not okay -- at least until they can gather themselves to deal with the
discomfort. Resiliency is a key to self-esteem and a major key also to avoid developing a victim
mentality or personality. In later chapters, we will start looking at victim personalities,
beginning with the frustration they cause for caring people. Now, we will look at competence
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and its relationship to development.
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Chapter 18
COMPETENCE and DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE PRACTICES

Water... water... water... gotta find water. Wonderful smooth water. It feels so neat. It goes
through my fingers... on my face... in my mouth... everywhere. Water... water... where the water?
Go wash up for snack? Wash my hands with... water! Oooooo! Cool water... warm water...
splish splash... water in the sink... water on the walls... splish splash... water on the floor...
Oooo000! Stop it!? But... Oh, all right. Snack time... what's for snack? Crackers, a piece of the
apple, and juice... juice? Juice! Looks like water... with color and pulp... and a different taste!
Oo0000! It goes through my fingers... splish splash... on my face... in my mouth... everywhere...
splish splash. Oooooo! Stop it!? Mess? Oh, all right... Time to paint. Painting is fun. All the
pretty colors... brushes too. The paint looks kind of creamy -- not like water exactly. | wonder
how it feels? Oooo00! ... running over my fingers. Smear it. It's more fun than using the brush -
- swirl it here -- swirl it there... Oooooo! What? Stop it?! But but... oh, okay. Go out to play?
Okay. It's nice outside. Ooooo0! It rained last night! There's puddles! Oooooo! Splish
splash! Splish splash with my hands! Splish splash with my feet! Oooooo! With mud! Oooooo0!
... my fingers... on my face... on the fence... on Jenny! On Greg! Cool! Stop it!? Why? Mess?
But... Oh, all right... Almost time for lunch? Time to go potty? Okay. Go inside to the
bathroom... with the sink and... the toilet!! Oooooo!! Oooooo!! YES!!

STOPIT -STUNT IT

When faced with similar situations, many adults will focus on management issues. In other
words, how to stop that kid from making such a mess! Unfortunately, when you focus on
managing a child's behavior to fit within social custom (or, other adult hang ups!), you can often
miss the need that the child is trying to fulfill. Normally, the satisfying of these needs is essential
to the child's emotional or psychological balance, social, cognitive, physical maturation, and
holistic development. As you stop their behavior, you may also stunt their self-fulfilling drive.
For example, if there are strong emotional energies that are expressing themselves, over
management (" You better stop that crying!") may prevent that expression and cause eventual
emotional conflicts. If the need being asserted in the behavior is essentially developmental, then
frustrating it may cause developmental problems.

DEVELOPMENTALLY APPROPRIATE PRACTICES

The principle of developmentally appropriate practices is key to facilitating the growth of
children. Children (and adults) go through stages of development. In each stage, there are
particular needs and issues. In each stage, they have particular abilities and limitations,
challenges and tasks to accomplish. The movement from one stage to another depends on a
combination of experiences, learning, and maturation. Within e