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childhood development

Great Expectations
The giff of chiidhood-leting kidis be kids

By Damen Korb, MD

Everyone knows that parents
want their children to be happy,
but sometimes we loss sight of
what it means to be a happy kid
and we end up placing our own
values of happines upon our
children. Parents tend to mea-
sure happiness in tangible terms
like good grades, starring roles,
and athletic victories. Parents
often want happiness for their
children so desperately that they
neglect to realize that wins and
test scores do not equate to happiness, particularly when the
process of obtaining those achievements stops being fun.

As parents, we have learned many lessons the hard way. So,
there is a tendency to push cur children to avoid the mistakes
we've made as kids (Le “If only I studied more when T was
younger, I could have made it to medical school” ). Bur re-
member, your child is not you. Children need to go through
their own growth and development and, yes, occasionally learn
things “the hard way” They need to discover their own pas-
sions and learn how to achieve their own success. These things
happen with patience, experience, and developmental readiness.

Some believe that children are too young to know what is
beat for them and so parents must push them — even do home-
waork for them or mn their student government campaigns —
8o that they can excel during the elementary and middle school
years. This kind of perspective is actually doing the child a dis-
service. The following information highlights five mules for par-
ents to help them guide their children to happily and healthily
pursue their individual interests.

Make expectations realistic.

Children ame not small adults, they are works in progress.
Everything about children is under development. Most pre-
school aged children, for instance, haven't developed the visual
tracking skills to catch or hit a bassball. Young children have
short attention spans and require short periods of music in-
struction. Very few eight year-cld have developed the planning
akills needed to “anticipate the play” in sports.  Skills in each
of thesa domains are acquired in a progressive sequence. Mot
every child will acquire every skill equally or at the same rate.
There are no studies to suggest that pushing children to obtain
alkills early forecasts greater success later in life.

Parents should objectively note the skill level of their child
and concentrate on what can be done to improve skills ar that
level instead of prematurely focusing on the next. For instance,
in theatre, perhaps a child could focus on projecting her voice,
or in soccer, kicking with either foor.  Focusing on age appro-
priate skill acquisition is a key component to eliminating pres-
sure. Fealistic expectations can be usad by parents to support ob-
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tainahle goals, like effort and skill
improvement (eg. “T like how
you dribbled the baskethall us-
ing both hands,” “You did a nice
job looking at the audience while
giving your speech”) instead of
wins and losses, which tend to be
more outside of a childs control.

Encourage but be honest.

There is only one Tiger
Woods, Miley Cimus, and Da-
kota Fanning. .. and he or she is
not your child. Precociousness is something these people were
bom with. They are, in a sense, talented freaks of nature: mu-
tants. Mo likely than not, your budding singer, dancer, actor
or athlete is not going to be a world-class performer. Bur, you
are responsible for helping him become a world-class person.
Parents can malke their child feel self-amued and confident by
being proud of accomplishments and efforts. Enconragement
is motivating. Pump your child up any way you can: school
work, chores, art projects, music performance or playing sports
all warrant praise. The better your child feels about himself, the
more apt he will be to take risks, try new activities, and learn
from his mistakes.

Most importantly, be honest. Kids can recognize false prajse.
When your child forgets her lines in the school play, don't say, “You
were great, you were the best.” This will undermine the value of
your future praise. Instead, point cur the things she did well. Con-
sider using a compliment sandwich: a critique surounded by two
compliments. For exarnple, “You really locked special in your cos-
tome. Maybe we can work on your lines tonight to get ready for
tomorrow. If you can defiver the ones you forgot as well as the ones
you remembered, you are really going to be great.™ While parental
pressure is a problem, children do appreciate parent support. Dot
puash, but be present. Cheer, but not too much.

Have patience and do not fear struggle or failure.
Any good mefining process takes time. As obvious as things
may seem to you, they may not be to your childs developing brsin.
Screaming at them from the sidelines does not help their learning
process. Leaming comes in spurts and when a child smgygles, it is
usualhy not the fault of the teacher. Even the best coach cannot help
a player who is not mentally mature encugh tovisualize the game or
toattend to the lesson. So, don't get mad at the piano instructor and
Jezep an open mind ahout your child. There is an opportunity for
students to learn more from the feedback given after a “C+" perfor-
mance than what they leamn when their parents do their alementary
school science fair projects for themn. The analogy of piddng a fruit
beefiire it s ripe describes the consequences of foring kids to advance
too quickly The end result is sour, and rarely saeet.
Continued on page 82
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Let your child follow their passions
and “back off.™

Children will do their best when they are doing
what they love to do. Encourage her o experi-
ment with karate, take cooking classes, or what-
ever she enjoys. Communicate with your child
abour his or her desires. If she says she wants to
be the best at something, help her to map out a
plan. Have her take resporsibility for her siccess
by managing aspects of her activity, such as main-
raining her cm instrumnents or spodts aquiprment,
setting the alarm clock to wale for early practices,
and establishing personal goals. Children will suf-
fier “burn-cut ™ if the goals are too high or the pace
is too fast. Allowactiviny changes, take breaks be-
rween seasons and avoid the push for your child
to become a one-sport athlete before high schodl.
Remember, parents need to monitor their child's
overall schedule and pursue diverse after-school
activities without cver-booking each week Chil-
dren and pre-teens need unstructured play time
and free moments to engage in creative activities
that aid in brain development.

Avoid excess pressure.

Parental pressure is defined as the discrep-
ancy between parents’ and childs expectations.
For example, a parent may expect their child o
play sports in college, even though in reality thar
is a very rare accomplishment. The child, on the
other hand may just want to kave fun and play
with friends. This sets up a conflice with the par-
ent expecting practices to be sericus and wins to
be more meaningful than they really are. When
parental bove and approval are perceived as de-
pendent on adequacy of performance, activities
are bound to be stressful for children. These un-
necessary levels of stress and anxiety initiared by
parents have proven to be a major reason wiy
7 3% of youths drop out of sports by age 13, Asoid
EXCesEIve pressare: parents pushing too hard may
actually delay some of the natural acquisition of
skills and maruration of self-confidence. Treating
your child to ectra lessons or private coaching will
defeat the purpose of giving your child an advan-
tage if it becomes too much for him. Remember,
childheod is a time for experimenting with new
activities, learning different things, developing so-
cial skills and having fan.

Cenainly, your children are a reflection of your
parenting skills. The ability to cope, intemct with
others and maintain a healthy self-esteem are all
traits that develop best from a successfil parent-
child relationship. Dot make the mistake of
thinking that you are getting a “do-over” in life
through your child. Share in your childs develop-
mental process, but do not interfere. When you
carch yourself purting lipstick on your five-year old
before her ply auditicns, designing the graphics
for a Sth-grade book report, or writing a junicr-
high campaign spesch, it's time to back off. He-
mernber, your child is not you



