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Bicycling in Itasca State Park


It was the hills that reminded me of parenting. We were bicycling a beautiful trail in Itasca State Park in northern Minnesota where very few of the 16 miles were flat. The railroad had never been here and the trail did not replace long-neglected railroad tracks. The trail was always changing. A gradual decline, a steep incline, a sharp turn at the bottom of a long downhill section, a wavy, curvy stretch after that. The curvy sections of the trail made you pay attention to right now. Keep the bike in the middle of the trail, stay away from the giant Norway Pines on the edge of the trail to one side. Don’t get too close to the lake on the other side. Just when you get used to biking one way, the conditions on the trail require you to change. Just like parenting. 
We develop our parenting style and strategies with our children as they have been recently and then one day we hear a defiant tone we never heard before or see a timid child where there was recently a confident and courageous one. 

And there were stretches of the trail that were straight enough to allow you to see what lie ahead. First, the trail went straight for 100 yards, descending for 200 yards after that only to then climb steeply for as far as you could see. The trail was providing a warning that challenging times were ahead and it was giving you a chance to take some advance action that would help you get through the steep incline. It does not long before you start taking advantage of the straight-aways and the declines to build up some speed to help you with the uphill sections.
I think we parent best when we can anticipate the likely challenges ahead of us. During the steady periods, like on a trail’s straight-away, we can catch our children being good, praise them and resist the temptation to take their good behavior, attitude, work habits or grades for granted. When they look forward to visiting grandma or their cousins we can tell them how important family is to us. And when they would eagerly go on a date with us, happy to have us all to themselves, we can make sure that our schedule is not too hectic for that to happen.
Just as we pick up speed on our bikes before we get to the incline ahead, we make deposits to our relationships with our children before the withdrawals. The challenging times are not always easy to see coming. Things may be smooth until 7th grade. Or maybe your child sails through Middle School but starts pushing you away as a 16-year-old. It is absolutely guaranteed that when your child does an impersonation of a steep incline, you will not regret the effort you invested in building a strong connection and protecting it at all times. And usually we are protecting the connection from their everyday mistakes. If they forget to do a chore, or they talk back to us with an unacceptable tone, do we handle ourselves in a way that protects the connection while we also deal with the undone chore or the inappropriate attitude? This is what makes parenting such hard work. It is exactly those times when our children are at their worst that we need to be at our best. And I think it is the parents who can “see” likely future challenges who handle the challenging moments in front of them with a positive and reassuring manner, even when a privilege needs to be pulled. 
So, the next time you are with your children try comparing what is in front of you with a bike trail. What is the terrain like? Is this a smooth easy stretch or is this a steep incline. Remind yourself that just as bike trails include all types of terrain, parenting includes all kinds of challenges as well. This simple exercise can help us maintain our composure and present ourselves to our children in a way that reassures them that we are parents who can handle whatever they throw at us. 

There are four years of (free) articles about parenting at www.drstevekahn.com  and they are available for downloading or forwarding to other parents. Dr. Steve Kahn is the author of Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count. 

