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When Helping Really Is Not Helping

If there is a parent anywhere in the world who would keep their child in diapers after they are successfully toilet trained, that parent has not crossed my path. But I have met with parents of “children” in their 20s who contact their “children’s” college professors and even their supervisors in the workplace! And, unfortunately, I have met many, many parents who do the equivalently inappropriate strategies with children no longer in diapers and not yet in college. 

Challenge yourself while you read the following examples. Even if your children are still quite young, try to predict where you might draw the line between helping and holding back to permit the problem to be faced independently by your child. If your children are now older, think back to what you did and perhaps how you might handle it if you had it to do over. 
· It takes a 5-year-old boy quite a few minutes to tie his shoelaces. In the morning, as they are watching the clock and racing out the door, his mother will often do it for him.
· A 7-year-old girl comes home from school with a long face and talks about not having anyone to play with at recess earlier that day. Her father calls her teacher and asks if there is someone who can be paired up with his daughter for the next few weeks so this does not happen again.

· A 10-year-old boy does not think school is very important, leaves needed materials at school and rushes through his homework and is very comfortable handing in incomplete and low quality work. His mother devotes several hours every evening for the next few months to straighten things out.
· Now it is Middle School and the 12-year-old girls are forming cliques and taking turns betraying each other. The father of one girl sends an angry email to the school principal demanding that something be done.
· A freshman in high school gets cut from his school’s sports team and his mother is convinced that the coach is picking his favorites and files a complaint with the local sports organization.

· A high school junior decides not to take AP (Advanced Placement) classes in subjects that she is not planning on majoring in once she gets to college and her father overrules her and meets with the school counselor to pick the courses he thinks she should take.
What if uncomfortable times are needed during childhood and what if they provide the richest learning opportunities? And what if too much help robs children of the needed opportunities? In a recent N.Y. Times article, the question is raised: What if failure is a necessary ingredient for success? And I would add: What if grappling with stressful situations is necessary for inner strength, self-esteem and resilience to develop? 
There comes a time, almost always before the parent is ready, to take a few steps back and change the format of our help. Where before we put on our “fix-it” hats, roared in and solved their problems for them, now we rely on our psychological presence to support them as they search for their own ways to solve their problems. We listen with both of our ears and all of our might and we listen twice as much as we speak (one mouth, two ears). We brainstorm options with them. We tell them we know they will get through it and they will be stronger for having come through the experience. And we tell them they are not experiencing anything that millions of children before them have not already experienced and figured out how to get to the other side. 
This is more important than it probably seems at the time. Even though we want to help our children feel better, have friends, get good grades, right now, today, this minute, the more important task for us as parents is to prepare our children for when they are on their own. They need to struggle sometimes in order to become the strong and capable adults we know they can be. And we do not want to look over our shoulder when they are in college and wish we had helped them less when they were younger. 
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, at no charge. 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, now available for e-readers and as an audio book.
