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Cooking Spaghetti
Recently, a mother told me a story about a time when her 14-year-old son made a disparaging remark about what she was making for dinner and she reminded him that he was welcome to make his own dinner if he would prefer. He began to boil water for spaghetti, put the noodles in the water, and began to recycle the cardboard package. So far, so good. It is the next thing that happened that led to this article.

It was at that point, as the cardboard package the noodles came in was heading for the recycling, that the mother told him not to recycle it just yet because he would need to know (from the package) how long to cook the noodles. If you have a 14-year-old you know what happened next. He got insulted (“Do you think I’m stupid?”) and things deteriorated from there. He was already in a rotten mood (before he even learned what she was planning for dinner), used a disrespectful tone, brought up a time earlier that week when she had nagged him about something else (“You always nag me, I hate it. I wish you would just leave me alone.”) To which she responded with something like “don’t you talk to me with that tone of voice, after all I do for you.” Most of us have found ourselves in similar conversations before we even realized we were heading in that direction. 
When the mother and I talked it through later, we decided that you would have to believe that teenagers learn more from their own mistakes (under- or over-cooked spaghetti) than from merely being insulted by uninvited advice. Here are some other examples of the same process.
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a realistic sense of their own talents
being frustrated with a coach for not enough playing time

following through on your discipline plan
feeling sorry for them and backing down
changing friendship groups
helping them get into the popular group

As loving parents, it is hard for us when our children are hurting or when we see them making a mistake.  It is hard to maintain a long-term view in parenting. We have to be careful about helping too much or we might rob them of what they would otherwise have learned from their own mistake or disappointment. It helps to believe that our children will learn more from under-cooked or over-cooked spaghetti than feeling insulted by our help. There is a huge difference between nurturing them, keeping them safe, teaching them whatever we can; and thinking of them as projects to be managed, intervening too much, and running the risk of alienated them by our efforts to help. 
As always I welcome your feedback (stevekahn@comcast.net). To read other articles about children and parenting, please check out www.drstevekahn.com. You have my permission to forward this (or any of the articles) to other parents. They are always free. 
