Nailing Jello to the Wall

I’ve decided that disciplining children is like nailing Jello to the wall.  My sister Bonnie Larsen said it best in an article entitled “House of 1,000 Rules.”

“Our eight-year-old daughter Rachel has the memory of an elephant. She can remember conversations she held with her grandparents when she was three. She can remember the color of the roller coaster she rode in North Carolina four years ago. Her memory is part of what enables her to excel in the third grade. However, the same characteristic has produced more than a few gray hairs here at home. If she crosses the line and needs to be disciplined, she can, with the skill of a lawyer, call up a mandate that we put in place long ago, but no longer use. “Mom,” she'll explain, “you said that if we ever hit each other, you would duct tape our arm to the side of our bodies for a while.” My reply is usually, “that's what we used to do. We don't do that anymore.” Then I will proceed to take away an afternoon of friends or another dear-to-the-heart privilege instead of spending 10 minutes trying to find the duct tape. 

I can't blame her. Being the oldest child, she has had to endure nearly eight years of our experimentation as parents - finding out what works and what doesn't. Our situation becomes so desperate at times that we may change a rule two or three times in the same day just to get through. As smart as Rachel is, it would take a rocket scientist to figure out our system of do's and don'ts. My husband and I have heard that the most important tool in parenting is consistency. I think our most frequent tool as parents has been inconsistency. We want to see immediate results instead of progress. We want rules in place that make our lives easier, starting today. 

Rachel once said to us, I can't even remember all the rules. There are so many! I don't know what she's talking about. All she has to do is remember: No hitting, no sassing, no hurting others or calling names. Do your bed and room before breakfast unless the sibling who shares your room is still asleep. You must finish what you put on your plate at mealtime. If you don't, you will eat it for the following meal - unless we forget and give it to the cat. Obey your parents. If Mom and Dad tell you two different things, go with the most recent one. Do your homework right after school. Practice piano a half hour before school, or, if you run out of time, immediately after school. Play nice with friends or they will be sent home. Friends have to play outside if it's nice weather, or inside, but only in the basement or in your room with the door closed. You have to play downstairs if one of the babies is napping. You can only have one friend inside, but not if your brother or sister already has a friend visiting. You can have unlimited friends outside but they must go to their own homes for drinks and bathroom breaks. ( I have started noticing the looks on our children's friends’ faces when they come to play. It is as if they pass under a sign that states “The fun stops here!”) You can plan on reading in bed unless we tell you it's too late. You can get out of bed only for any emergency (blood or fire.) You must remain with your brother on the bunk beds and learn to work it out, unless we've had enough and send you to our bed to fall asleep. You can't have any book or paper during church services, unless you are under two years of age, at which age we use picture books or Cheerios from those in neighboring pews to keep them still. 

With five children under eight, we strive to maintain more and more order. The more we try, the more we seem to find chaos. We are trying to teach our children discipline and respect in the hopes that they will grow to be successful, happy and self-confident adults. But lately it's a race to see who will enter the asylum first, them or us. We read, we study, we ask our parents for counsel, and we go into battle armed with yet another method. Right now we are doing away with hard and fast rules and moving into communist control. We have given ourselves power to make up the rules as we go along. No, let me rephrase that. To make it easier for our children and us to remember what is expected of them, we simply try and teach them to obey. There are too many extenuating circumstances to render a similar discipline in every situation. We try to be fair, and yet we are now free to live by the spirit of the law rather than the letter. Is it working? Has our situation upgraded from complete chaos to “critical but stable?” Not really. But at least our children can no longer reprimand us for breaking one of our own rules. 

My father employs a parenting technique that he garnered from his years operating a feedlot. He feels that a parent should provide children good, firm fences, and then leave them plenty of room to run around inside. My own adaptation: Be firm on the issues that are important and then let the unimportant matters go, allowing children to grow and experience life for themselves. We will protect but not smother them. We will teach but not overwhelmed them. I keep coming back to that philosophy time and again. Maybe it will work. Maybe it's the best idea on the market, but no idea can make children challenge-free. Or maybe my husband and I need to buy a feedlot.”

I came across another article that pretty much sums up my effectiveness as a parent.  

“I often wonder why parents worry so much.  Bringing up children is perfectly simple, providing you don’t have a nervous system. If you are the high-strung type, but find it impractical to switch from parenthood to a less nerve-racking job, you need some rules of behavior.  Take these ideas my husband and I worked out for our offspring.  To make our rules work, you merely have to get good at the art of “strategic retreat.”  Here are the rules we use, with our successive lines of defense.

On neatness:

Children are to put away their own things.

Children must help Mother put away their things.

Well, after Mother has put away their things, they are not to complain that she messed everything up.

On eating between meals:

Children are never to eat between meals.

Only fruit or milk between meals.

When they eat candy between meals, they must brush their teeth.

On mealtimes:

Children must clean their plates.

No dessert for those who don’t

Absolutely no SECOND dessert!

On Bedtime:

Eight o’clock sharp.

Not one minute past 8:30 p.m.

Children who fall asleep while staying up late will not be carried to bed.

Unless they won’t wake up.

On playing in the living room:

Children must not play with glue or paint in the living room.

When playing with glue or paint in the living room, they must spread newspaper to catch spills.

They must say, “I’m sorry” when they don’t spread a paper, and spill glue or paint on the living room rug.

On evening gusts:

Children must not get out of bed when guests arrive.

May get up only to say “hello.”

Must say, “Goodbye,” nicely as guests leave.

On watching TV:

Children shall not watch scary TV programs.

After watching scary programs, they cannot come in to sleep with parents.

Children who must sleep with parents after a scary program cannot bring the dog to bed with them.

Oh well…

That’s our plan and it works.  We’re almost sure to be obeyed somewhere along the line.  If you are worn down to a skeleton after trying this plan, don’t blame us.  Your children may be different!
Hearing our behavior expressed in a humorous way brings to light the ineffectiveness of inconsistency.  Setting rules as a parent can be difficult.  Sticking to them is even harder.  We were all taught the rule from our English teacher “I before E except after C.”  Unfortunately, that is not always true.  “I before E….Except when your foreign neighbor Keith received eight counterfeit beige sleighs from feisty caffeinated weightlifters.  Weird!”   In fact, according to the internet, only 44 words follow the rule, and 923 words are exceptions to it.   Parenting is the same way.  We must establish clear, consistent rules, but accept the fact that there will be exceptions.

Here are a few things I have learned about setting rules.

· The fewer the better. Choose your battles.  Keep it simple.
· Establish a fence and let them run free within the boundaries. Like Joseph Smith said, “Teach them correct principles and let them govern themselves.”  He didn’t say “And they will govern themselves perfectly.”  They will bounce back and forth between boundaries and eventually will walk a little straighter.  They have free agency.  Aim them in the right direction, establish good habits and you’ve done your job.”  The art of parenting is shifting the weight of responsibility from your shoulders to theirs.

· You as a parent have the right to change the rules at any time. As a young, inexperienced parent, I thought that once I made a rule, it had to stand through the millenium.  Not so.  Obviously, you want to be as consistent as you can, but parenting is a learning process, and if you find something that works better, change it.  
· Let your children know that your family rules will be different from other family’s rules. You as a parent have the right to receive inspiration for your family.  Trust your gut and rely on the spirit. When your children see you avoiding peer pressure from your friends, it will give them the courage to avoid peer pressure from their friends. It teaches them that it’s okay to stand alone.
· It’s okay to “Just say no!” You don’t have to give lengthy explanations and argue for hours.  Let them know that you are doing your very best, that everything you do is motivated by love, and that you will always try to do what it in their best interest.  If you make a mistake, you will apologize.
Perhaps the most important thing to keep in mind when it comes to discipline is that parents need to be on the same page.  There are several issues that arise in marriage where husband and wife can agree to disagree.  When we were first married, we moved to California.  My husband felt that since he was a student we should register our cars in Idaho because it was cheaper.  Since I wasn’t a student, I thought we should register our cars in California.  Since we couldn’t agree, he registered his car in Idaho and I registered mine in California.  It worked out just fine.  We agreed to disagree.

Unfortunately, when it comes to establishing rules in our homes, that arrangement just doesn’t work. It sends conflicting messages to children and weakens our position as parents.  Coming to an agreement can be difficult because both parents have a very strong love for their children and want what’s best for them. Most of us enter marriage with very strong opinions on parenting based on our own experience.  I know my husband and I went through this with our first child.  I felt like my husband was too strict and he felt like I was too lenient.  We were probably both right.

Although it may require some passionate discussions behind closed doors, it’s important to provide a united front to the kids. Otherwise, children will pit one parent against the other. We often go into arguments thinking we are right and wonder how we can possibly convince the other to see the light. Keep an open mind. Your spouse may be right. It’s not an all or nothing proposition.  If one of you thinks you should spank every time and the other thinks you should never spank, perhaps you could agree on specific times when spanking would be appropriate.  Think of it as two interlocking circles.  Build upon the common ground that they both share. There’s more than one way to raise successful children. You don’t have to necessarily agree on all the fine print.  But you must agree on the larger issues. 

The smartest thing my husband and I ever did was to take a six-week “Parenting With Love and Logic” class through the school district.  It changed our world.  Not only did it provide us with specific, effective techniques we could use to raise our children, but it brought us together on the same page and allowed us to focus on what was right rather than who was right.  

Kids understand when their parents feel differently about disciplining, no matter what their age.  Children will often get away with misbehaving simply by creating an argument between you and your spouse – and this not only lets them off the hook, it creates a problem between the parents.  Make sure that your child sees both parents following the same guidelines, no matter what the scenario.  Once your kids start receiving the same treatment from both parents, they’ll stop using your disagreements as a way to avoid punishment.

I don’t believe there is anything you can do to make parenting easy.  But there are many things you can do to make it easier.  Establishing a few, clear, common-sense rules in your home and applying them consistently as parents with a united front is certainly one of them.
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