[image: image1.wmf]
Too Much Too Soon?

Raising Responsible Kids in an Over-Achieving, 

Over-Indulgent World

September 16, 2008

St. Petronille School

Kathy Gudonis, LCSW & Cheryl Hazek, PsyD, LCSW

Alexian Brothers Interfaith Parish Support Services
It’s no secret that we live in a privileged, achievement-focused community. Many of our kids want for very little materialistically … at least in the big scheme of things.  And yet … how do they stack up emotionally? 

You might be surprised.  

A Reality Check

· The most at-risk group of preteens and teens in America is made up of privileged children from affluent families (The Price of Privilege, Levine, 2006).
· They have the highest rates of depression, anxiety, substance abuse, somatic complaints and unhappiness of any group of kids in the country.

· 30-40 percent of 12-18 year olds from affluent homes are experiencing troubling psychological symptoms.  That’s 1 in 3 kids!

1. Kids are unhappy because they feel pressure to achieve.

· Kids are so busy today!  Time for free play just doesn’t exist for some kids. 

· Parents often exert pressure about school performance … which leads to children who are pressured and anxious … and perfectionists.  

· The difference between involvement and over-involvement – if you feel more than your child, chances are you’re over-involved.

· Working primarily to please someone else takes energy away from a child’s ability to figure out his/her real talents and interests.

· Example:  A young girl works hard to keep an A average because “my mom would have a breakdown if my grades dropped.”  
· Extreme perfectionism (can’t sleep, throws up before a test) is linked with depression.  When parents place an excessively high value on performance, kids see anything less than perfection as failure.

· Kids need time for internal exploration … to develop a sense of self.

2. Kids are unhappy because they feel disconnected from their parents.

· This can be physical (busyness, travel, work, fatigue) or psychological (control or over-involvement).

· As one kid said, “I feel my mom is everywhere and nowhere at the same time.” 

· Study after study shows that teens want more, not less time with their parents. 

3.Parents today, despite their best intentions, are over-indulging their children. 

· We do things we never thought we’d do!

· We overindulge them because we CAN!  We are privileged, we are affluent, we are able. And we love them to pieces, more than life itself.

Giving children what they need is important.  

Giving children everything they want is dangerous.

-Bernie Saunders

All things are difficult before they are easy.

-Thomas Fuller

Overindulgence

Overindulgence is giving children too much of what looks good, too soon, and for too long. 

· Experiences

Things that are not appropriate for their age, interests and talents. 

· Meets the Adults’ Needs

Things that meet the adult’s needs, not the child’s … like cell phones.

· Family Resources to One or More Children

Giving a disproportionate amount of family resources to one or more children.

· Development

Doing things for the child that they can really do for themselves.

Three ways of overindulging that are important for us to look at.

1. “Too Much”

2. “Over-Nurturing”

3. “Soft Structure”

“TOO MUCH”:  “I’m having a hard time teaching Charlie to take care of his toys” his mom stated.  “He has so many that if something gets lost or broken, he doesn’t care, he just plays with something else.” (How Much is Enough, p. 8)

· Too many toys, clothes, lessons, entertainment, junk food, etc.   

· Appears to meet the child’s needs, but does not.

· “WE NEVER GET TO DO….. OR YOU NEVER LET ME GET…..I DON’T HAVE ANYTHING TO WEAR”
“OVER-NURTURING”:  “Three-year-old Sophie was carried whenever she demanded to be carried: in and out of childcare, the store, or the Church.  At four, Mom was still dressing and undressing her.  Sophie could not zip her own jacket.  Mom loved doing it and hadn’t noticed that the other children were managing their own clothing.  At six, Mom was still using smother-love.  “Sorry to cancel our luncheon,” Sophie’s mom apologized to her friend.  “Sophie had a restless night and a bad dream, so I’m going to keep her home and just be with her this morning.”  (p.8)

· Doing things for a child that they could and should do for themselves.

· Smothering. 

· NOT about loving too much!

“SOFT STRUCTURE”:  “My dad was rigid,” Eric explained.  “We had too many rules.  That’s not going to happen in my house.  There will be no rules and no ‘shoulds’ for my children.” (p.9)
· Giving too much freedom and choices that may not be appropriate for their age, interests, or talents.  

· Not insisting they learn important life skills. 

Too Much, Over-Nurturing or Soft Structure? 

The profile that most fits me is _____________________________

Why?

That fits my spouse? ______________________________________

That fits my parents?_________________________________________

If you water a plant too much, it dies.  

Even if you are watering it too much out of love, it still dies.

- Ada Alden

What Overindulgence Can Look Like in Your Child

& The Simple Truth(s) of What You Can Do About It

1.Difficulty with delayed gratification 

· Kids struggle with having to wait for something, whether a new toy, clothing item, or even a snack (“I deserve it NOW!) 

· Parents struggle with seeing their children sad or unhappy.

SIMPLE TRUTH #1:  LET YOUR KIDS FALL DOWN

If they don’t fall down, how will they learn to get up?   Rather, we can walk with them through their painful, anxious, unhappy times by supporting them, letting them talk about their feelings and sharing how we’ve coped with life’s disappointments or hard times. 

· If the power goes out and they lose their paper on the computer, don’t stay up all night retyping it for them because you can do it quicker.

· If they get a grade they feel is undeserved, let them, rather than you, talk to the teacher about it.

· If they forget their gym shoes, let them experience the natural consequences.

· If the coach won’t play them, hold back on talking to the coach until you’ve given your kids a chance to work out a plan.

2.Trouble becoming competent

· Everyday skills:  Simple things like chores or responsibilities can make a huge difference in feeling competent. 

· Self-care skills: brushing teeth, combing hair, bathing, dressing, learning to tie shoes….things that are often much quicker if we skilled parents do for them. 

· Skills for relating with others:  with this concept, a child can appreciate and realize the privilege they have and learn to be responsible with it. 

SIMPLE TRUTH #2: TEACH INDEPENDENCE & EMPATHY

The “healthy self” feels a sense of accomplishment when he or she can “do it myself!”  We all prefer to feel our choices come from within, rather than from someone else. 

· Give them age-appropriate tasks and chores.  3-5 year olds may not be able to dress themselves, but they can help choose what to wear.  6-9 year olds can help with simple chores, with reminders and supervision.   Ages 10-13 can shift into independence with little or no reminders or supervision. 
· Empathy is about understanding others who may be different.  In a nutshell, children need to know that the world does not revolve around just them!
3. Trouble taking personal responsibility

· Essential for lasting friendships, organized team events, and character development.  

· Children are often afraid of being less than, not perfect, or wrong. (“My mom would kill me…”  “Or my parents won’t understand…”)
SIMPLE TRUTH #3:  STOMP OUT PERFECTIONISM!

It’s a lot easier to be accountable if you don’t have to be perfect!  We can help our kids take responsibility when we show them that we value things like cooperation rather than competition, service rather than materialism.  

· What we say is important:  “Just do your best” to some kids means not their personal best but the absolute best – an A. 

· Apologize for your own mistakes.  Show you are human!
· The more we can lighten up on ourselves, the better we can model a balanced life for our children.
4.Trouble developing a sense of personal identity

· Figuring out their likes, wants, and desires for their life. 

SIMPLE TRUTH #4:  ACCEPT YOUR CHILDREN AS THEY ARE

So often, we think that our kids will be mini versions of ourselves … surprise!  Cultivating a sense of warmth, acceptance, of patience and understanding will speak volumes.

· Avoid raising people pleasers.

· Edify them, build them up.  

· Be aware of the difference between praise and encouragement.  Praise focuses on performance, accomplishment, achievement.  Encouragement focuses on effort and improvement … the true goal of learning.

One Final Truth

The way we parent our kids is influenced by how WE were parented.  

If there are two parents involved in raising your children, you have two parental upbringings to contend with, and often two very different ideas of what to pass onto your kids!

And so …

SIMPLE TRUTH #5:  VALUE YOUR OWN GROWTH 

As parents, we need to take care of ourselves first.  

· Seek wise counsel 

· Learn from other parents 

· Study with the experts 

· Do your own inner work

· Pray

Your kids will benefit from what you learn about yourself!

Remember that not getting what you want is sometimes a wonderful stroke of luck.  

-Dalai Lama
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Ages and Stages

Ages 3-6 years old

The tasks of this stage focus on learning activities to help develop individual identity, learn skills, and figure out role and relationships with others.

1. Job of the child (developmental tasks)

· Learn that behaviors have consequences

· Separate fantasy from reality

· Practice socially acceptable behavior

· To do simple chores

2. Typical behaviors of the child

· Engages on fantasy play, possibly with imaginary companions

· Gathers information; why, how, when, how long, what, where…

· Starts learning about power relationships by watching, pushing, and setting up power struggles

· Begins interest in games and rules

3. Affirmations parents can give children for identity and power

· “You can learn the results of your behavior”

· “All of your feelings are okay with me”

· “I love who you are”

· “You can be powerful and ask for help at the same time”

4. Helpful parent behaviors

· Insist your child do simple chores

· Affirm your child for doing developmental tasks

· Give answers to questions

· Expect child to express feelings and to connect feelings and thinking

Parenting is a campaign, not a one-time encounter

-karen Zimmerman

Ages and Stages

Ages 7-12 years old

Children learn more about structure and begin to develop a sense 

of their own internal structures.  This includes understanding rules, 

freedom that comes from compliance, and learning more skills.

1. Job of the child (developmental task)

· To learn new skills and learn from mistakes

· Practice thinking and doing by gathering information

· Develop internal controls

· Develop the capacity to cooperate

2. Typical behaviors of the child

· Asks questions and gathers information

· Belongs to same-sex groups or clubs

· Compares, tests, disagrees with, and learns consequences of rules

· Challenges parental values, argues, and hassles

3. Affirmations from parents to encourage structure

· “You can think before you say yes or no and learn from your mistakes”

· “You can trust your intuition to help you decide what to do”

· “You can learn when and how to disagree”

· “You can find a way of doing things that works for you”

4. Helpful parent behaviors

· Affirm your child for doing developmental tasks

· Be a reliable source of information about people, the world, and sex

· Set and enforce needed nonnegotiable and negotiable rules

· Challenge negative behavior and decisions; encourage cause and effect thinking

When parents are over-functioning, children respond by under-functioning

-Mark Henningsen
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