How to Behave So Your Children Will Too

(Title taken from a book by Sal Severe)

Your children are going to turn out just like you.  With a few exceptions, they will inherit your strengths, as well as your weaknesses.  Many of you have had the experience of looking in the mirror and exclaiming, “I have become my mother!”  As you look around at families in your community, it’s not hard to see that families have certain qualities they pass down from generation to generation.  Some families excel in academics, others in sports.  Some families are shy, others social and outgoing. People become like their parents. 

Albert Schweitzer said, “There are three ways to effectively teach a child; First is example, and second is by example, and third is through example.” We all want our children to grow up to be God-fearing, law-abiding citizens who serve others and raise righteous families.  In order to accomplish that, we ourselves must be God-fearing, law-abiding citizens who serve others and raise righteous families. So often, we try to parent using the “Do as I say, not as I do” approach, which of course, never works. Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “What you do speaks so loudly I can't hear what you say.”  Actions speak louder than words. Your words will hold no weight if your own behaviors do not correspond with what you say.

Let me give you an example.  I’ve always taught my children to choose wholesome and uplifting entertainment that invites the spirit.  Many years ago a TV show came out called “The Bachelor.”  Since I am a matchmaker at heart, I really enjoyed the program. The first two seasons it was really good and quite clean, but as reality shows go, it became a little less wholesome as time went on.  Unfortunately, it remained one of my favorite shows.  So when my daughters and I watched it, I would just fast forward through any of the bad parts. 

During that time we had a home evening lesson about choosing good entertainment.  Later that week my daughter and I attended a young women’s standards night and they spoke about the same topic.  On the way home from the meeting my daughter said quietly, “Mom, I don’t think I’m going to watch ‘The Bachelor’ any more.”  I congratulated her on her decision and told her I thought that was a good choice.  Inside I was thinking, “Oh great, now I can’t watch it anymore!”  I was a little torn, but then realized that setting a good example for my children was significantly more important than a stupid show. I went to my daughter’s room later that night and said, “Because of your example, I’m not going to watch ‘The Bachelor’ anymore either.”  She immediately threw her arms around me and hugged me.  She was so excited, almost relieved!  It was a good teaching moment for me.

One day when our oldest was five, she and I were having a picnic out on the lawn.  I said, “These mosquitoes are so obnoxious!” She asked me what “obnoxious” meant and I explained it to her.  I could see her processing the information in her brain.  A little while later I heard her say “these mosquitoes are so unconscious.” It is easy for a parent to hear himself talk; all he has to do is listen to his children.

Because children mimic everything we do, we as parents should never permit ourselves to do anything that we are not willing to see our children do.  Like the saying goes, “Parent can tell, but never teach, unless they practice what they preach.”

Children notice when there is a double standard in the family.  Our five-year-old son, Josh told me one day he wanted to marry his sister Lindsey when he grew up. I explained that we aren’t allowed to marry people in our own family. He then responded, "Well, you married Dad, and he’s in our family." How could I argue with that!

Speaking of marriage, Douglas E. Brinley said, “The first principle of effective parenting is to build a strong marriage so your children can observe healthy interactions. Where do you think children learn to be emotionally healthy individuals? Stable parents tend to rear stable children who, as adults, can make their own stable marriages. (First Comes Love  pg 6.)

Another great incentive for setting a good example for your children is that you are literally raising the parents of your grandchildren.  Let me share a journal entry I wrote when my children were small. “One of the reasons I really want to be a better mother, one of the reasons I want to stop losing my temper, is that my children are at a very impressionable age. When they grow up I want them to be kind to their children and be patient.  I look at my children now and I think ‘They are the future parents of my grandchildren’ and I so much want to set a good example.  I’m going to keep trying.”
When our oldest daughter was in school I heard her singing one day.  She was completely out of tune and almost seemed tone deaf.  I couldn’t believe it since my husband and I are both musically inclined and come from musical families.  At the end of the school year we attended her class recital and I heard her teacher sing.  The teacher, bless her heart, was tone deaf and couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.  No wonder our daughter couldn’t sing – she had never heard the songs correctly! We need to recognize that a student is only as good as his teacher.  

One morning our six-year-old daughter and I were running down the lane to catch the school bus since the power trucks were blocking the road.  She said, “Mom, I’ve never seen you run before!” It was good to know that I had been such a positive role model of health and fitness.

We have a son who, when he was young, based his feelings of safety and security on what I wore. If he saw me in my pajamas during the day, for example, it really threw him for a loop. He didn’t like change and if anything was out of the ordinary with my wardrobe, he would freak out. One day I had put on a yellow summer dress than I hadn’t worn in a while and he looked really concerned when he saw it. After a moment he said, "Mom, can’t you go and put on something pretty?" When I informed him that it was pretty he said, "Well, do you have anything with long sleeves?" 

N. Eldon Tanner once said, “A mother has far greater influence on her children than anyone else, and she must realize that every word she speaks, every act, every response, her attitude, even her appearance and manner of dress affect the lives of her children and the whole family.” No pressure!

I once attended a parent teacher conference for one of our children.  I was very concerned at the time because I couldn’t get the child to stop throwing tantrums.  I asked the school counselor what I could do to decrease the outbursts.  She simply said to me, “The most effective tool is modeling.”  Ouch!  I realized that I oftentimes threw tantrums when my children didn’t respond in the way I wanted them too.  As my tantrums decreased, so did my child’s.
Not only is our behavior contagious, but our attitudes are as well.  My husband and I once took a Parenting with Love and Logic class. The teacher asked the question, “Do your children know that you enjoy being a mother? It was like a dagger to my heart.  Even though I loved being a stay-at-home mom, my children sometimes probably thought it was the worst job in the world because I always seemed overwhelmed and frustrated. The teacher taught us to talk positively about our day. Sometimes moms and dads come home saying, “Oh my job, I hate it.  I had a hard day at work.” I wonder if it makes children look forward to adulthood when we make it all look like one continual root canal. I realized that if I wanted my daughters to be stay-at-home moms to their children, I needed to be a little more cheerful and share the positive aspects of my job. 

I will be forever grateful to my parents for setting an excellent example for me.  They rarely preached – they mostly practiced. My dad didn’t sit me down and give me lectures on hard work and perseverance.  But I will never forget the morning when he was having a severe flare-up of his Crone’s disease.  He had an abscess the size of his head in his abdomen.  I watched him painfully walk down the stairs, get some juice out of the fridge, and head out the door to go earn a living for our family, never once complaining. That image is forever etched in my mind.

For Mother’s Day years ago, I gave my mother a copy of this poem because it reminded me so much of her.

Mother

Since I had a mother whose many

Interests kept her excited and occupied.

Since I had a mother who interacted

With so many people that she

Had a real feeling for the world

Since I had a mother who was always 

Strong through any period of suffering

Since I had a mother who was a complete person

I always had a mother to look up to,

And it made it easier for me

To develop into an

Independent woman.

I’d like to leave you with one final poem that helps us contemplate the example we are setting for our children.

It wasn’t a lamb but a sheep that strayed

In the story that Jesus told,

A full-grown sheep that wandered away

From the shepherd and the fold.

And why did he search for that sheep that was lost,

And why did he hope and pray?

The Good Shepherd knows that, when sheep go wrong,

They might lead the lambs astray.

For lambs will follow a sheep, you know,

As far as the sheep might stray,

And, if the sheep go wrong, it won’t be long

Till the lambs go as wrong as they.

And so, for the sake of those lambs, we plead

With the grown-up sheep of today;

Before we get lost, let’s think of the cost

Some lambs might have to pay.

Author unknown.

(I recommend the book How to Behave So Your Children Will Too by Sal Severe.  It helps you replace your behavior with patterns that produce more cooperative behavior in your children.)
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