Parenting Wisely in a Frightening World

Source: Carole A. Gnatuk, Extension Child Development Specialist


Once again, people around the world are wondering how a young American could suddenly turn into a raging killer, gunning down 32 innocent people before taking his own life. Many are asking, “What could have been done to prevent this person from carrying out such an unspeakable act?”


At the same time, parents – and those who are thinking about becoming parents – are no doubt wondering if they have the know-how and the wisdom to help their children develop into emotionally healthy, intelligent and mindful adults. “I love my child. Isn’t that enough?” they might ask.


Sadly, love alone is not enough in the sometimes toxic social environment of the world today. Love can blind parents to the dark, secret universe in which some children live, aided by their electronic devices and unfamiliar friends. Parents must, therefore, first learn to be more mindful of their own strength and calmness. When they gain this understanding, parents can become more objective about their children. They can recognize them for who they really are. Parents can then come to understand that each child has a unique temperamental makeup, with strengths and weaknesses.


The greater concern for parents – and for the community of educators that surround children – is the child who is temperamentally difficult. If the child has been diagnosed with an emotional disability, he or she is even more likely to be affected by a socially toxic environment. 


Although no one has all the right answers for parents, experts do recommend certain techniques for working positively with temperamentally difficult children. The key, most say, is knowing how to effectively manage negative behavior early in a child’s life. For the child who is constantly demanding and prone to throwing temper tantrums, it is crucial to set clear rules and enforce them with strong but nonviolent consequences every time the rules are broken. Calmness and self-control on the part of the parent is absolutely necessary. Consistent enforcement of consequences over time convinces the child that the parent has the authority in the family, not the child. Other difficult behavior that persists over time, such as being frequently outraged, withdrawn, slow to warm up to people, defiant, inattentive, or aggressive, may raise a “red flag” for parents and call for special courage and strength in handling that behavior.

Helpful steps for working positively with temperamentally difficult children include:

· Observing and analyzing the child’s behavior and having insight into his or her temperament. 

· Developing the ability to feel and see things the way the child feels and sees them.

· Maintaining an active, positive approach to the world and to the child.

· Listening to the child with interest, fostering a habit of sharing thoughts and feelings so that when the child is older, he or she will be less likely to retreat into a dark, secret world.

· Frequently engaging the child in active play of his or her choice in an effort to build an interest in being social.
· Seeking support and insight from community resources early in the child’s life.

Remember, the amount of material wealth a family possesses does not matter nearly as much as the amount of insight, sensitivity, perseverance and social support from the environment when it comes to dealing with any child, especially the temperamentally challenging one. 



For more information on this topic, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service. Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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Helping Children Come to Grips with Prejudice and Hate

Source: Carole A. Gnatuk, Extension Child Development Specialist
Most of us have been shocked by hateful words spoken by a radio talk show host with a national audience. He was describing the appearance of the young women on an outstanding university basketball team. The majority of the women on the team are African-American. The talk show host is Caucasian. As parents, we may wonder if we can possibly raise children to be caring human beings who value individual, ethnic and cultural differences in such a harsh world. This situation should also concern those of us who strive to build our communities into havens of justice and compassion.

How can parents teach children to appreciate human differences? First, we can take a hard look at our own biases toward others. Most of us in our past have at some time felt the hurt and anger of being disliked or even hated. We also may unconsciously carry in our minds the prejudices of our own parents or older family members. It is time to become aware of those attitudes of anger, pain and hate. Recognizing and letting them go is difficult. Yet we are our children’s most important teachers. We cannot teach our children how to respect and appreciate all others if we harbor dark attitudes within us. 
Second, remember that we educate by example. We model kindness and hospitality, not only by talking about the right things to do, but also by our voice tones, body language, facial expressions, and our choices of friends. We can be honest in discussing with children, when they are old enough to understand, times when we felt hurt and angry due to an injustice and how we learned to overcome those feelings and move on more peacefully. We can take appropriate action when we see an incident of hate and injustice occurring, rather than letting it continue. We can invite people of different ethnicities, cultures, religions or income levels to our homes, churches, or to participate in other activities. We can read storybooks together and view family-friendly movies that show how diverse people get along. We just begin in small ways to model our vision.

What are some specific suggestions for teaching children positive attitudes? First, show children love and respect by words and actions. No one can care for others if he has not experienced it himself. Hold a family meeting and set a few family ground rules for ethical, respectful behavior.
Second, do not be afraid to be firm, reasonable, and consistent when discipline is needed. Children learn about justice and fairness first from parents.

Stay tuned in to your child’s day-to-day life, though without micromanaging. If your child makes a biased comment or acts dishonestly, take action immediately to correct her behavior. If she knowingly violated a rule, use a consequence that relates to the misbehavior. Avoid physical punishment. Firm, strong words and a denial of privileges will usually accomplish the same thing without physically hurting your child, which adds resentment to the shame of doing wrong. Remember also that children sometimes need time to change their behavior. Be patient and repeat the rule if your child honestly forgets what you have taught.

Third, talk plainly about issues of ethics and bias that come up in your child’s or family’s life. An incident of bullying might occur at school. A neighbor makes a prejudiced statement. Racial stereotypes or sexist jokes might appear on the media. Discourage or even prohibit your child from watching or listening to programs that feature hateful, prejudiced performers or topics. Open communication helps promote understanding. Take your child’s questions seriously and make time to answer thoughtfully. No question is stupid or hilarious. No concern should cause your child embarrassment or shame to discuss. Make your answer clear and short. Use words your child understands. If you make a mistake, don’t be afraid to admit it. No one is perfect and no one is completely free of bias.

How can families combat prejudice and hate within their community? Parents or primary caregivers are clearly their children’s most important role models for positive attitudes toward all people. However, prejudice and hate grow where communities permit unjust situations to occur. Families can make a difference by being models of action. Write a letter to the newspaper, a television station, radio program or the city council. Bring up a school issue with the site-based council, parent-teacher organization, principal, or district superintendent. Paint over ugly words of graffiti. Protest the appearance in your community of a performer known for biased content. Hook up with other residents who think the same way and take action to change a bad situation for an impoverished neighborhood. If possible, work for more employment opportunities. A caring community, with networks of relationships and civility, is less likely to produce hateful, violent youth who devastate lives by going on shooting sprees.
All of us have a stake in bringing up children to be fully human. Even infants recognize differences between family members and strangers. Toddlers notice differences in skin color and begin to imitate actions of the important adults in their lives. As they acquire language, preschoolers delight in classifying items into groups. To them, people are fascinating. They come in many different colors, sizes, shapes, voice sounds and abilities. It is our challenging task to help children and youth see and enjoy the rich differences of the world’s inhabitants. Let us do our best to ensure that the world becomes a safe, wonderful place for all children to grow up.

For more information, contact the (Your County) Cooperative Extension Service.


Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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