Get Out of Your Children’s Way

At some point in the ‘80’s we decided as parents and as a culture that we needed to boost our children’s self esteem or they’d never amount to anything. It was an ‘outside-in’ job that required a lot of externals: praise, motivating kids, rewards. And in the process, we lost the notion that working hard to accomplish something is what builds self esteem instead of the other way around.

It also put an awful lot of responsibility and stress on parents for their child’s every achievement, which in turn caused many parents to micromanage their children’s lives.

My old mentor, Dr. T. Berry Brazelton, wrote several books on the topic of ‘touchpoints.’ By touchpoints he meant the many times in children’s lives where they are about to take a big leap in development, i.e. learning to walk, becoming more autonomous, toilet training, etc. Kids tend to fall apart just prior to these developmental gains; they become crabbier and out-of-sorts as they gather the energy to overcome the next hurdle; think 12-year-old preteens or high school seniors or college seniors.

 Brazelton believed, as I do, that kids are always pushing themselves onto the next developmental challenge. And in overcoming these challenges they develop more self confidence and a sense of mastery. Think about the huge smiles you’ve seen on the faces of your children when they took their first steps, rode a two-wheel bike without training wheels, or slept through the night in their own bedroom. That was a sense of pride, a feeling that ‘I did it all by myself!’  And those challenges were opportunities to build self esteem from the inside-out, which is healthier and more fulfilling.

So what’s my point?  Anytime parents get too involved in their child mastering these developmental tasks they get in the way of their child experiencing the sense of mastery and self efficacy inherent in the process of facing and overcoming these challenges. You take away the sense of ‘I did it all by myself’ because they didn’t!  All the coaxing, pushing, nagging, rewarding, rescuing, problem solving and fixing that parents do so their kids don’t become frustrated or make mistakes or fail take away from the joy they could have experienced if it really had been their victory.  So, get out of your children’s way!!!
Stop pushing and rewarding and getting all plugged into the toilet training process. If they do it when they are developmentally ready, it’s a feather in their cap. Turn over the responsibility for their schoolwork.  If they remind themselves, motivate themselves and take responsibility for their work, they truly will own the positive results and thus get a sense of fulfillment and pride from their work.

There are tons of opportunities to back off and let kids struggle with the task at hand, be it learning to tie their shoes, ride a bike, read, put together a Lego set, or handle the college application process.  Give them appropriate support when needed, but don’t do it for them and put more energy into it than they do. You don’t want them to miss out on the inherent rewards built into handling every developmental challenge that comes their way.

Several years ago at a Christmas family dinner, we were all going around the table and sharing our high moment from the previous year. When it was my 7-year-old nephew’s turn, he hesitated before he spoke. Immediately, all the adults jumped in and started firing off what they thought were his accomplishments. “Didn’t your soccer team go 10 – 0?”  “Didn’t you make the select soccer team?”  I stepped in and shushed them all, and told the boy to take his time.

He sat for a moment in deep thought, then looked up with a proud smile on his face. “I learned to read,” he said.  And you could truly feel his pride, especially since this milestone had been a tough one for him.
A lot of self esteem and confidence will come as your children master the normal developmental challenges that life places before them.  So stay out of their way and let them experience the intrinsic fulfillment in meeting those challenges.

