Phoenix School Counseling, LLC

Dr. Steve Kahn, Ph.D, L.P. 

2697 East County Road E    White Bear Lake, MN 55110                 

stevekahn@comcast.net 

651-426-4297

www.drstevekahn.com
Growling Dogs

Insightful Parenting builds on one basic foundation: “External events do not cause internal feelings.” The external event may be a traffic jam, a disrespectful child, an obnoxious boss, a coworker or a thousand other things that come our way. But, no matter what the external event is, it does not require us to feel one certain way or to respond in any one particular way. A group of parents will respond to very similar situations (an underachieving 5th grader, an obnoxious 7th grader) in different ways. And not only will they respond in different ways, but they will even feel differently when confronted with identical presenting problems. 

Staying calm when provoked is an important part of parenting and here is a favorite story that is shared with parents quite often. While it seems to be about two large growling dogs, if you think about your children when they are challenging you will know where we are heading. 


A friend of ours was hosting an Open House for her graduating senior and we offered to help with the preparations. She was going to be at work but the porch would be open and we could let ourselves in. The only problem was that she forgot to tell the dogs that we were friends. My wife got to the house first and I was still at the car when I heard this ferocious growling and barking. Just as I was about to put the bags down and hurry up there, I heard (in the friendliest voice ever) “Hi guys. Who’s a good dog? What pretty dogs.” And before I got two steps from the car, the growling stopped. 

What happened here? Two things, I think. First, my wife stayed calm when the dogs were growling, a clear example of the basic idea that external events do not cause our internal feelings. But we also have the dogs calming down when their growling is met with an unafraid, gentle presence. Not only do external events not cause our feelings but we can change external events by our reaction to them. Those growling dogs probably would have gotten even more “growly” if my wife had barked back at them.


Think about your growling children. Depending on their ages, they might roll their eyes at you in a disrespectful way. They might say “I hate you” or “You can’t make me.” If you have more than one child you certainly have siblings growling at each other. They may lie about the open pop can hidden in the closet with the ants. They might throw themselves on the floor, stomp their hands and feet in a perfect impersonation of a temper tantrum. Difficult shifts of parenting to be sure, but still just external events. We do not have to feel any certain way and we can change the size of these external events by how we react. We can take a deep breath, quiet ourselves and do whatever we do when we need strength, use our gentle, loving voice, and by doing so keep the scene from deteriorating. Or….well you know. Child growls at parent, parent growls back; scene escalates and lasts longer than it needed to. 

What if the growling dogs on our friend’s porch were just frightened? What if we were somehow able to understand what was troubling our children every time they growl at us? We would still have to deal with whatever they were presenting to us. Perhaps they would need a consequence or a timeout. Maybe they would need a weekend home with us instead of rambling all over town with their friends. The discipline is not the hardest part of parenting: Pulling it off in the heat of the moment with a friendly voice, with grace and dignity, patience and forgiveness, so that the only growling is the growling coming at us from our children.

We are all fully grown adults. We do not have to have our feelings hurt by our children’s weakest moments and we do not have to act like they are acting during those weak moments. After all, these are wonderful opportunities to show our children what we are made of and what unconditional love is all about.
If you enjoy these articles, please feel free to share them with other parents. They can be downloaded to your computer, printed or forwarded as an attachment. And, there are four years of archived articles about children and parenting at www.drstevekahn.com, all available for downloading or forwarding to other parents. Dr. Kahn is the author of Insightful Parenting: Making Moments Count. 
