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What they do (and what we do next)
The last two Featured Articles, “Parenting According to Plan” and “Disadvantages of a Short-Term Focus,” encouraged us to look in the mirror (at our own parenting) more than across the room (at the challenges presented to us by our children). This insightful approach to parenting is important because it typically isn’t what they do that determines their future as much as what we do next. An example will help explain what I mean.
Let’s say your 6-year-old is acting like a spoiled child, demanding, whining and adding to an already hectic day. It is easy to see where a parent would get concerned that the 6-year-old is heading for a lifetime of “spoiledness”. But it is never that simple. In fact, the parents have the power to make things much better or much worse by what they do next. So much power, in fact, that the better predictor of how children will turn out will be the parent’s reaction rather than the child’s behavior in the first place. 

A parent could react to the demanding, whining child with a sharp rebuke and a threat of a consequence, and then not follow through. Or, a parent could react to the same demanding, whining child with a soft voice, and a small, symbolic consequence (early bedtime, no screens for a few days) that is completely enforced. In this way, we can forgive our child instantly, perhaps by remembering that children act this way at times, and then discipline with a reassuring tone with a very clear message about the kind of behavior that is expected and the kind of behavior that leads to consequences. 

Children who are parented in the first way learn that their parents don’t seem to like them very much when their behavior is not perfect, and also that parents can be ignored when they threaten consequences. It does not take much of an imagination to see how this dance (pattern of interaction) repeated over the years could lead to problems in adolescence as well as unnecessary distance between parent and child. The second approach considers each whiny moment an opportunity to teach appropriate behavior and strengthen the parent-child connection at the same time. It is not difficult to see how this gentler dance repeated over the years would lead to less “spoiled brat” behavior and the simultaneous protection of the intimate parent-child bond. 
So, why doesn’t everyone parent this way? There is usually a point in the parenting talks that I give when someone will raise their hand and say: “OK, I get it. I want to parent that way but I just can’t. I promise myself that I will be calm and forgiving, follow through on discipline, but once the day gets rolling, I get worked up and end up losing it.”
More than any other single event in my 29-year career, that same question, coming up at more or less the same point in the parenting talks, year after year, led to these articles and my book on parenting. In this article, I wanted to make the point that the better predictor of how our children will turn out is how we respond to them when they are imperfect. It is not what they do that worries me, it is what we do next. Next month we will begin to look at the advantages of separating external events (things our children do) from our internal feelings about them. It is by learning to view the moments of childhood in new ways that we become able to parent in real time the way we promise ourselves we will when our children are not around. 
As always I welcome your feedback (stevekahn@comcast.net). To read the other articles about children and parenting, please check out www.drstevekahn.com. Please know that you have my permission to forward this (or any of the articles) to other parents. They are always free. 
