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			Introduction

			My friend Millie still remembers, in cringing, Technicolor detail, the time her then five-year-old son said something blatantly racist. It was three years ago, and she and her husband, who are both white, were on vacation with their kids in Florida. After a week of intense together time, they’d hired a babysitter so they could enjoy a night out. The babysitter happened to be Black.

			The next day, Millie asked her son whether he had fun with his babysitter. “No, I didn’t like her,” he replied. When Millie pressed for more info, her son said matter-of-factly, “I didn’t like her because she had dark skin.”

			Millie was mortified and had no idea how to respond. She and her husband thought they were raising their kids to be respectful and, you know, not racist, but now? Now they weren’t so sure. And they had no idea what to do about it.

			Most parents—myself included—want their kids to grow up to become kindhearted people. In 2020, Parents magazine surveyed more than 1,200 parents around the country about what they wanted most for their kids. In response, 73 percent of mothers and 68 percent of fathers said that kindness was the quality they most wanted to instill in their children, above intelligence, individuality, and work ethic. Similarly, in 2016, Sesame Workshop, the nonprofit organization behind the show Sesame Street, interviewed more than two thousand American parents of children ages three to twelve, as well as five hundred pre-K through sixth grade teachers. Approximately three-quarters of parents and teachers said they felt it is more important for kids to be kind than it is for them to be academically successful.

			Yet in that same 2020 Parents magazine survey, 76 percent of mothers and 58 percent of fathers said that kids today are not as kind as kids from years past. The parents in the Sesame Workshop survey felt similarly: 67 percent said most children today are disrespectful, while 43 percent said they didn’t think their own kids were very thoughtful. Clearly, despite wanting to foster goodness, many parents aren’t sure how to do it.

			For the past nine years, I’ve been using my science journalism background to educate myself about the research on child development and parenting. I’ve written a science-based parenting column for Slate and dozens of parenting articles for The New York Times. I dig into the published academic research on complicated parenting questions, vet it with experts, and translate it into straightforward parenting advice—advice that the science truly supports. And I’ve often been surprised, if not flat-out shocked, by what the research actually suggests parents do . . . and how different that professional guidance is from what I had assumed it would be.

			Take, for instance, the issue of race, which became a much more pressing issue in many parents’ minds after the police officer–involved deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and other Black Americans in 2020. Although parents of color typically have regular conversations with their kids about race—they have to—most white parents, my friend Millie included, avoid the topic in a well-meaning attempt to raise their kids to be “colorblind.” If they don’t mention race, these parents think, maybe their kids won’t notice it. But the research clearly shows that children (even babies!) do see race—and that, when they aren’t provided with a framework through which to make sense of it, kids make prejudiced inferences. They see that white people tend to have more power and wealth than people of other races, and then they assume that’s because white people are somehow better or smarter.

			When I interviewed primary school educator Naomi O’Brien, the coauthor of a series of books for parents about race, she explained that she regularly sees her white students saying and doing racist things, such as announcing they won’t play with a particular peer because of his “dirty skin”—and that their parents are often oblivious to those judgments. Making matters worse, when white kids try to talk to their parents about race, O’Brien said, “They’re hushed and they’re shushed and told not to speak about it, and they just internalize it as talking about color is bad, having color is bad.” The truth is—and the research clearly shows—that white parents need to talk to their kids about race in explicit ways to prevent them from making racist assumptions.

			Parents often unwittingly fuel sexist beliefs, too, by giving different messages to girls than to boys—messages that reflect our grown-up misogynistic reality. Like that appearance matters more for girls than for boys, and that boys aren’t allowed to feel sad or afraid. And when we follow the age-old advice to let our kids work out sibling fights by themselves, we often make sibling rivalry worse and cause our kids to think that bullying and coercion are the best ways to resolve conflict.

			Sometimes, of course, research confirms our deeply held parenting instincts, but other times it directly contradicts it in fascinating, thought-provoking ways—which is one of the reasons I decided to write this book. I wanted to share all the surprising science I’ve uncovered about raising kind kids.

			SO MANY ASSHOLES

			I wrote this book for another big reason, too. I believe our work as parents today is more crucial than ever. The world has been sending dangerous messages to our kids about how they should behave and treat one another—messages that we desperately need to challenge and counteract.

			Before I explain, I first want to say that I think kids are sometimes supposed to act like assholes. They have to challenge boundaries in order to understand them, and they have to make social bloopers in order to learn from them. I’ve come to think of mortifying kid moments (and we have a lot of those in our house) as teaching opportunities—or, better yet, as wake-up calls that illustrate what we need to be working on as a family.

			Unfortunately, right now, parents are being bombarded with wake-up calls, because people everywhere have been behaving pretty badly. In the fall of 2018, K–12 teachers and staff reported to the Southern Poverty Law Center that they had observed more than 3,200 hate-related incidents in their schools over the past few months. In Monroe, Louisiana, for instance, a white student was arrested for putting a noose around a Black classmate’s neck.

			And things appear to be getting worse. Between 2015 and 2018, according to the FBI, the number of hate crime incidents in the United States increased by 21 percent. Many of these incidents were perpetrated by adults, but kids have been involved as well. Bullying, too, seems to be escalating. In 2016 and 2017, the Human Rights Campaign surveyed more than fifty thousand American thirteen-to-eighteen-year-olds, and 79 percent of them said they thought school bullying incidents had recently gotten worse. When researchers at the University of California, Los Angeles, surveyed 1,535 public high school teachers in the summer of 2017, nearly 30 percent said that their students were making more derogatory remarks about their peers than they had the previous year.

			This crisis of kindness may have many causes. Some researchers think it has been fueled at least in part by the ascendancy of Donald Trump. The notion that political figures could influence kids may seem like a stretch, since many kids aren’t particularly interested in politics. But Trump’s rhetoric—which has included lying, joking about sexual assault, mocking disabled individuals, and referring to majority-Black countries as “shithole countries”—was all over the TV and the internet for years, pervading many a dinner conversation, and it may have had a direct effect on our children.

			There’s even some evidence linking support for Trump with bullying behavior. In a study published in January 2019, educational psychologists Dewey Cornell and Francis Huang analyzed teasing and bullying patterns in Virginia middle schools before and after the 2016 presidential election using results from school surveys. Before the election, the schools had the same rates of bullying and teasing. Afterward, in schools in the pro-Trump districts, rates of teasing and bullying were 18 percent higher than in schools located in pro-Clinton districts. (It’s important to note, too, that these findings followed a documented decline in school bullying. A 2017 study published in the journal Pediatrics noted that between 2005 and 2014, bullying dropped among fourth to twelfth graders, and had been declining faster and faster over time.)

			In November 2016, the Southern Poverty Law Center compiled a list of 867 hate incidents that happened in the ten days following the 2016 presidential election. Many involved kids. One teacher in Washington State reported that students chanted “Build a wall” in her school cafeteria the day after the election; she also overheard one student say to another, “If you aren’t born here, pack your bags.” In Greenville, South Carolina, a twelve-year-old was surrounded by eight classmates who told her they “couldn’t wait to see her ugly face deported,” while in Cedar Falls, Iowa, a sixteen-year-old dropped out of school after classmates called her a fag and a queer and threatened to “grab her by the pussy.” The teen had come out as gay four years earlier, and according to her parents, she’d never been harassed in this way. “All of a sudden, the ninth [of November] hits,” one of her parents said, “and she’s some kind of freak—she’s a target.”

			In a 2019 paper published in the Journal of Child Psychotherapy, five US child psychologists lamented that many of their young, vulnerable patients are more terrified than ever because of the cruelty and oppression they feel every day. “Since the 2016 election, children’s fears, once tied to their immediate ecosystem—the school, local community, and the home—seem to have expanded,” they wrote. One patient pretended to pack their doll’s bags during a therapy session and said, “We are moving to Canada where it is safe. We can speak Spanish there and no one will hate us.”

			To be fair, these incidents are not controlled studies, and it’s hard to say for sure that hate speech and bullying wouldn’t have worsened no matter who was sitting in the White House. They may be symptoms of broader social patterns rather than evidence of a specific political shift. But kids do learn from bad examples. According to a well-accepted theory in psychology known as Social Learning Theory, developed in the 1960s by Stanford psychologist Albert Bandura, children (as well as adults) take cues on how to behave by observing the people around them. The people they most tend to emulate are the ones with high status—like the president of the United States.

			In one well-known experiment, Bandura and his colleagues invited three-to-six-year-olds into a room where they, by themselves, watched another adult play. Some kids saw the adult hit, beat, and verbally assault a doll; others watched the adult play calmly with toys. Then the children were individually taken into a different room and made to feel frustrated: After playing with cool new toys for a couple of minutes, they were told they could no longer have them and were brought back to the original room, where they were allowed to play with other toys, including the doll, for twenty minutes.

			The kids who had seen an adult harm the doll were much more likely than the other kids to attack it, too, and many assaulted it over and over and over again.

			This experiment is, essentially, playing out in our country right now on a large scale: People in power have been the adults showing everyone that racism, sexism, bullying, and aggression are not just OK but what powerful people do.

			As a result, young people’s behavior and values have been shifting in worrying ways. Research has found that college students are less empathetic than they were a decade ago—they are less likely to feel for people who are less fortunate and to try to put themselves in other people’s shoes. When a high school teacher heard that I was writing this book, she summarized her thoughts on today’s kids this way: “So many assholes.”

			A BETTER TOMORROW

			If all of this makes you want to throw up your hands and drown yourself in wine, I get it. I went through that phase, too. But now, I see all of this as a call to action. More than anything else, I want my kids to be happy and to feel loved. Yet as I observe the cruelty that is increasingly enveloping our country, a growing part of me wants something else for my kids, too: I want them to be kindhearted and to treat other people with respect and dignity. It’s not something I used to actively think about, but now it feels pressing and essential.

			And the great thing is, if parents focus on raising kind kids, we can eliminate the mounting cruelty in the world, or at least tamp it down. We’re raising future lawyers, politicians, business owners, artists, health-care workers . . . future everythings. Of course, we aren’t molding our kids out of clay. Many aspects of our kids’ lives—their peers, their teachers, their genes, the experiences they have that we can’t control—shape who they ultimately become, too. But we have considerable influence on the trajectories our kids take in life. In a 2019 study, researchers followed nearly 450 kids for three years in an attempt to tease out which factors most strongly shape kids’ character and values. They found that although peers do have influence, especially during the transition to adolescence, parents “play a key role in the personal and social development of their children.”

			If you’re worried that raising your kids to be good and kind will ultimately make them less happy or successful, you can relax on that front, too. Research consistently shows that when people (including kids) are kind and generous to others, they feel happier. And in a 2019 analysis of thirty years’ worth of data that controlled for the effects of family economic status and child IQ, researchers found that boys who were kinder and more generous in kindergarten earned significantly more money as adults. In his research-based book Give and Take, Adam Grant, a Wharton School of Business organizational psychologist, argued that generosity and helpfulness are traits that often distinguish the extremely successful from the merely average.

			By raising our kids to be kind, we’ll ensure that they thrive. And they’ll build a better, fairer, stronger world in the process.

			MY GOALS AND HOPES, EXPLAINED

			I’ll be honest and admit that, at first, I wasn’t comfortable with the idea of writing a parenting book. The whole premise felt kind of obnoxious. Who was I to tell other parents what to do? It’s not like I’m anything close to a perfect parent, and if you think I have perfect kids, you are welcome to come over this weekend and see for yourself. I think of parenting as a 100,000-piece puzzle that you’re trying to put together while also driving, making dinner, and keeping your kids from killing each other.

			But one night, I changed my mind. What I was learning as a journalist about the science of character was changing how I interacted with my kids on a day-to-day basis—the kinds of details I brought into our conversations, the kinds of questions I asked them, how I reacted to their feelings and their explanations. Slowly, my parenting became infused with a subtle awareness of small things I could do to help my kids learn how to be empathetic and kind. And I started seeing changes in their behavior. My kids started fighting a bit less. They became better able to recognize and handle their emotions. They seemed more resilient. If what I was learning was helping me handle situations better—and helping my kids become better humans—wouldn’t other parents want to know about it, too?

			As you can see, I did end up writing the book, and now you’re reading it. Here’s how I’ve laid out the information for you. In part 1, I explore what the science says about shaping specific traits. How do you foster generosity, honesty, kindness, ambition, and resilience? How do you stamp out rudeness, entitlement, arrogance, sexism, and racism? (A note of warning: Some of the issues and scenarios I discuss might be hard to read if you’ve experienced related discrimination or trauma.) In each chapter, I provide simple, evidence-based approaches you can use on a daily basis with kids of various ages to bolster good character traits and eliminate the bad. In part 2, I provide science-backed strategies to help you deal with particularly gnarly situations and issues: What should you do when your kids fight? How should you manage technology and social media? What’s the best way to talk to your kids about sex and pornography? There’s also a notes section at the end of the book listing all the studies I’ve mentioned, in case you’d like to look them up and read more.

			One thing I absolutely do not want this book to be is yet another reason for you to judge yourself. Today’s parents endure far too much criticism as it is—we’re ruining our kids because of snowplow parenting and helicopter parenting and intensive parenting and 843 other kinds of supposedly bad parenting that I don’t really understand. Pediatrician Leonard Sax penned an entire book in 2015 called The Collapse of Parenting, which I reviewed for Slate, and let me just say I did not find his arguments evidence-based. I don’t think that kids today are struggling with moral issues because we are doing a worse job than our parents did. I do, however, think that many of the role models that kids are learning from today are dangerous, and that we as parents need to do what we can to push against the pernicious messages they are sending.

			I don’t want my advice to feel like additional pressure, either—that I’m giving you more to worry about and squeeze into your busy life. Parents, especially mothers, are spread so very thin these days. As I write this, we’re all having to keep our kids home and safe during a deadly pandemic, while also working and doing all the other things, which has deeply intensified our burden. We don’t have time to do any more than we already do, and when we try, things often crumble. (For a few months while I was writing this book, I took on too much and got really stressed, and I noticed I was not being a very patient or empathetic mother. Oh the irony: I was spending so much time researching and writing about parenting that I couldn’t actually be an effective parent.)

			Instead of adding to your overflowing plates, I hope this book will clear a few things away and make you feel empowered. I want to save you time and effort by giving you the answers to questions you might have had in the back of your mind for years. I want to provide you with ways to handle the kinds of situations that make you think, What the hell should I do now? With my science background, I have digested and translated the complicated science on child development into simple advice that you can use on a daily basis. My hope is that this book makes your life as a parent just a little bit easier, and perhaps more enjoyable, too.

			This all said, you’re going to have to be patient, and you’re going to have to be forgiving. Shaping a child’s character (not to mention your own behavior as a parent) takes time, and the way children engage with the world is also strongly influenced by their temperament, hormones, mental health, and life history. Our children will have many experiences we can’t control, and these will shape them in ways we cannot override. Kids—even those with big, wonderful hearts—can’t always be generous, empathetic, and warm, and parents shouldn’t jump to conclusions when children demonstrate inevitable hiccups.

			Still, it is my firm belief that we can become better parents by educating ourselves, and that what we learn directly benefits our kids. When we understand how kids’ brains develop, why they do the things they do, and how to best communicate with them, we can provide our children with the tools and coping strategies they need to gracefully and compassionately handle what the world throws at them.

			From what I’ve learned, it all makes a difference: the boundaries we set, the conversations we have, the behaviors we respond to—and the ones we ignore. Parenting presents us with infinite opportunities to teach our kids values. The more we take advantage of these opportunities, and the more knowledgeable we are about what actually works, the more confident we can be that our children will grow into the kinds of people we want them to be—the kinds of people the world really needs.

		

	
		
			
				PART I

			

			Traits

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

			

			“It’s All About ME!”

			How to Raise Kids Who Aren’t (Overly) Selfish

			In April 2019, my friend Celia was driving her seven-year-old daughter, Ella, home from Target when her phone rang. It was Celia’s mother-in-law—Ella’s grandmother—and Celia answered the call using Bluetooth. They heard very sad news via the car speakers: Ella’s great-grandmother had just passed away.

			Ella, though, seemed unperturbed. Throughout the call, she piped up from the back seat with unrelated questions, like whether she could watch TV when they got home. At one point, she yelled unsympathetically, “Who died?!” Celia tried to take the call off speaker, but she couldn’t figure out how; needless to say, the eight-minute drive home felt excruciatingly long.

			When Celia finally got off the call, Ella asked her if she could give a speech at the funeral. Thinking she might want to share fond memories—she’d seen her great-grandmother at least once a year since she was born—Celia asked her what she would want to say. Ella then launched into a potential speech about how sorry everyone should feel for her for having lost her great-grandmother. At one point, Ella paused—“What was her name again?” she asked—and then turned back to her speech, which had nothing to do with her great-grandmother and everything to do with Ella.

			Let’s face it: Kids can be incredibly self-centered. They interrupt you during important work Zoom presentations to tell you poop jokes. They don’t want to share their LEGO pieces—even though they have 4.8 million, not including the 642 strewn across the kitchen floor. They also have an astounding ability to put themselves at the center of every situation, even when doing so seems terribly inappropriate. Another friend of mine recently told me that when her son was opening presents on his first birthday, her three-year-old daughter sat down next to him, burst into tears, and wailed, “It’s not all about me?!”

			In situations like this, kids aren’t (usually) trying to be assholes. They just can’t help themselves. Toddlers and preschoolers don’t have a particularly well-developed frontal lobe, the brain region responsible for planning, logic, reasoning, and self-control. I, too, get jealous when other people open amazing gifts in front of me, but I don’t burst into tears, because I have perfected the skill of silently fuming (and doesn’t my husband know it).

			Young kids also haven’t yet developed what’s called theory of mind—the ability to put oneself in someone else’s shoes and understand their perspective. Without theory of mind, it’s hard to understand how your actions or words might affect others. Toddlers and preschoolers are basically living in an egocentric bubble, oblivious to the needs and experiences of everyone else. (Older kids have their selfish moments, too, of course—like another friend’s seven-year-old nephew, who sat down to a lavish Mother’s Day dinner that his grandmother had spent the afternoon preparing for the entire family, only to immediately start whining and to demand that she make him chicken nuggets instead.)

			That said, some kids do seem more or less selfish than others. My two kids, for instance, couldn’t be more different in this regard, and their Halloween baskets are a case in point. My son hoards his candy and rarely even shares the candies he dislikes. When I recently asked him for a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup, a candy he loathes, he paused and said, “Didn’t I give you one like four months ago?” My daughter, on the other hand, gives most of her candy away—she wraps individual candies up in tissue paper and hands them out to friends, teachers, and acquaintances. How is it possible that these kids share the same home, parents, and half of their genes? I honestly don’t know sometimes.

			Still, researchers who study children’s behavior say that regardless of a child’s baseline inclination toward selfishness, we as parents can make a difference—we can inch our kids in the right direction, little by little, day by day, with simple strategies.

			THE PUSHOVER MYTH

			Before I delve into these strategies, I want to correct a popular misconception about kindness. In March 2019, the parenting website Fatherly published an article titled “Should Parents Want to Raise Nice Kids? Probably Not.” The piece, written by science writer Joshua A. Krisch, opened with a few of Krisch’s parental concerns. “When I teach my daughter not to interrupt a conversation, I wonder how she’ll know when to break that rule when she needs to shut down an obnoxious mansplainer,” he wrote. “When I tell my son to share his cookies, I wonder: am I molding him into the sort of kid who gives away his lunch, his toys, his homework, to grade school bullies?”

			Krisch has a point. If you teach your kids to be generous, aren’t you increasing the chance that less generous people will take advantage of them? I certainly don’t want my daughter to be too polite to speak up for herself or to claim what’s rightfully hers. At the same time, I think that these concerns are largely overblown. While being thoughtful can involve a bit of a sacrifice (if you share your cookies, you inevitably end up with fewer for yourself), it doesn’t require sacrificing everything, like the things you really want, the ideals you stand for, or your integrity. As a parent, you can teach your kids to think of others while also instilling in them a sense of self-worth and a fighting spirit. These character traits can all coexist.

			Krisch then highlights another potential problem with kindness. “Maintaining a consistently happy-go-lucky attitude may not be as healthy as it seems,” he wrote. I agree—but teaching kids to be generous isn’t the same thing as teaching them to suppress their emotions. In fact, as I’ll argue in a minute, by teaching kids to experience and accept the depth of their feelings, we can actually make them more generous.

			These concerns about the “risks of kindness” miss another key point, too: Kindness reaps its own rewards. Research suggests that generous individuals live longer and have better health than stingy grumps. Being kind and helpful also reduces symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress and causes people to feel more energetic in what is known as a “helper’s high.”

			Being kind makes people happier, too, and that’s true not just for adults but also for kids. In a 2012 study, psychologists at the University of British Columbia gave toddlers crackers to eat and then gave them more to share with a monkey puppet. Watching their facial expressions, the researchers saw that the toddlers appeared much happier giving crackers away—even when they had to give up their own crackers to do so—than when the kids kept the food for themselves. I’m often surprised by the gleeful expression on my daughter’s face when she offers me a piece of her Halloween candy, but it makes sense: Being generous really can feel good.

			And—bonus—kindness also makes kids more popular. After researchers asked nine-to-eleven-year-olds to perform three acts of kindness each week for four weeks—such as giving friends hugs, cleaning up messes, or sharing their lunch with others—they were rated as more popular by their peers than kids who hadn’t gone out of their way to be kind.

			And again, if you’re worried that by raising your kids to be generous you’ll be setting them up for career failure, you don’t need to be. A growing body of research suggests that “soft skills” like empathy and kindness predict long-term success far more than do “hard skills” such as academic scores and grades. A 2018 study reported that kids who were rated by peers as more helpful in middle school got better grades later in both middle school and in high school, and that their IQ had no bearing on those differences. And in a 2015 study, researchers followed a group of children from kindergarten to age twenty-five and reported that the kindergarteners who had cooperated well with peers, been helpful to others, and resolved problems by themselves were more likely than other kids to graduate from college and hold stable jobs as adults. What goes around really does come around—so by raising our kids to be selfless, we are, in fact, nudging them down the path toward a happy, successful life.

			Selflessness Strategy #1

			Talk about, validate, and help your kids manage emotions.

			One sunny Tuesday in May 2019 at the Chambers Elementary School in Kingston, New York, fourteen kindergarteners took a break from their reading and math lessons to learn about feelings. Former teacher David Levine, the director of the Teaching Empathy Institute, sat in front of the class, frowning.

			“Pretend I’m your classmate and I just moved here, I don’t know anyone,” Levine said to the students, who were sitting in rows on an alphabet rug. He called on a girl wearing a rhinestoned hair bow and asked if she would come up to the front of the class and try to connect with him as part of a role-play exercise.

			The girl walked up to him shyly. “Hi,” she said.

			“Hi,” Levine mumbled, looking down, shoulders slumped. “What’s your name?”

			“Amber,” she said.

			“My name’s Howard,” he said. “I don’t have any friends in this school. I don’t know anybody, and I don’t like it here.”

			“I can be your friend,” Amber replied.

			“Really?” Levine’s face perked up. His shoulders straightened.

			“Yeah.”

			“Why would you be my friend? You just met me,” Levine said, but his demeanor was still brightening.

			“Because that’s being nice to other people,” Amber said.

			Levine stopped and addressed the class. “Look at me. Have I changed?” he asked.

			“Yes!” the students all chimed in unison.

			“How have I changed?” he asked. “Use words, describe. What’s different about my face?”

			“You’re smiling,” one girl said.

			“What are my eyes doing?” he asked.

			“Happy!” another student interjected.

			Levine was teaching these students how to read, label, and understand emotions. That might not seem like a skill as important as arithmetic or literacy, but research is starting to suggest otherwise. Kids have to recognize and understand emotions in order to figure out and manage their own feelings. And “emotional regulation,” as this skill is called, is strongly linked to academic success, the ability to have stable and healthy relationships, happiness, and other good outcomes.

			Understanding the language of emotions is also a first step toward being generous and helpful. Think about it: If a child wants to do something nice for a friend, he first has to be able to perceive that friend’s feelings and needs. He has to be able to read his friend’s face and body language and translate that into an understanding of what his friend is going through and what he might want, without letting his own emotions or desires get in the way. When kids struggle with these skills, they understandably have more trouble connecting with others and being compassionate and helpful. This isn’t just theoretical; research confirms that emotional literacy is powerfully linked with altruistic behavior.

			In a 2013 study, Celia Brownell, a psychologist at the University of Pittsburgh, and her colleagues invited toddlers and their caregivers—mostly mothers—into their lab and asked the moms to read a book to their kids. As they read, the researchers recorded how frequently the moms paused their reading to label and explain the characters’ feelings. (They presumed that the moms who stopped to discuss feelings while reading in the lab did the same when reading at home.) Then the toddlers were each invited to play with toys and a researcher in another room. While they played, they were given the opportunity to share toys, as well as to help when the researcher pretended to need assistance. In one situation, the researcher couldn’t reach an object she wanted; in another, the researcher pretended to be cold, hoping the toddler would bring her a nearby blanket.

			When Brownell and her colleagues compared the mothers’ reading habits with the kids’ behaviors, they found that the children of moms who engaged with their kids about feelings while reading—and who got their kids to talk about feelings, too—were much more likely to help and share while playing.

			You don’t have to read a book to talk about emotions, though; nor does this strategy apply only to toddlers and preschoolers. Ideally, parents should interject emotion talk into various parts of the day with kids of all ages. First, try to open up about your own feelings. I’m upset today, because my boss criticized the report I spent so much time on. Comment or ask about your kids’ feelings, too. Are you OK, sweetie? You look a little sad. Are you feeling sad? These kinds of conversations “promote empathy and compassion, in the sense of understanding others’ feelings and caring about them,” said developmental psychologist Stuart Hammond, director of the University of Ottawa’s Social Moral Development Lab. Even just naming and defining feelings can be helpful. Not so long ago, at dinner, my kids and I tried to brainstorm as many feelings as possible and talk about what they meant. It was a fun exercise, and I know they learned from it, because the next day I heard my daughter use the word elated while talking with her brother, which she’d never done before.

			Bring feelings—and other people and their feelings—into your requests and encouragements, too. In one experiment, third and fourth graders were given money and then encouraged to donate it to children in need of food and toys. Some were told that sharing would help the other children and make them happy. Others were told that sharing is “the right thing to do.” The kids who’d been encouraged to share because of how it would make the other children feel were much more likely to donate their money. Other research has shown that the more that mothers consider other people’s feelings and encourage their children to do the same, the more empathetic their kids are, and the more helpful and kind they are at home and at school.

			Emotions should become part of your disciplinary conversations as well. When your kids act out in ways that make other people sad or hurt, say so. When my daughter hits her brother, I now try to go beyond admonishing with Don’t hit! and instead say something like Hitting isn’t OK because it really hurts your brother, and I suspect that’s why he’s so sad right now. And then, instead of merely asking her to apologize, I ask her to check that her brother is OK and to figure out what she can do to make him feel better.

			This idea is the foundation of a disciplinary approach known as induction, which was developed by child psychologists Martin Hoffman and Herbert Salzstein in the 1960s. Their research found that when parents discipline kids with explanations of how their actions affect others, kids are more likely to grasp the significance of their choices and amend their behavior. They empathize with the other person’s distress and are made aware of their responsibility for it. Examples of these kinds of explanations include When you throw snow on the neighbors’ walkway, they have to shovel it all over again and Try to be quiet; if your brother can sleep a while longer, he’ll feel better when he wakes up. (For more on discipline, see chapter 8.)

			In a 1996 study designed to test Hoffman’s theory, researchers surveyed mothers of sixth and seventh graders about the ways in which they disciplined their kids and asked the kids how their parents disciplined them. The researchers also asked the kids’ teachers to rate how altruistic and helpful the students were; gave tests to the students to assess their levels of empathy; and tested the kids’ generosity by inviting them to give money to a charity. Kids whose parents used induction as a form of discipline—who explained to their kids how their actions affected others—were more generous and empathetic than kids whose parents disciplined in power-assertive ways, such as with punishments.

			In another study, researchers found that the children of mothers who clearly explained to their kids how their transgressions harmed others were more interested in making reparations for their mistakes—and that they were more likely to help bystanders who appeared to be in distress.

			Another key aspect of building emotional literacy is validating your kids’ feelings, even when they seem over the top or don’t make sense to you. This one is especially hard for me. My daughter is a meltdown machine: She’ll react maniacally to things that don’t seem like a big deal to anyone else. As an example, she now knows how to unstrap herself from her car seat, but she fluctuates between wanting me to open the car door for her and wanting to open it herself. Of course, she doesn’t tell me which preference she has on a given day (and if I ask, she gets mad), so I’m left to make a best guess—and God help me if I open the car door on a day when she doesn’t want me to. Then I have to deal with a full-on, sprawled-out-on-the-ground, kicking-and-screaming meltdown.

			These moments are . . . challenging. Often, I’m in a hurry, or I’m tired, and everything inside me wants to say Calm down! or This isn’t a big deal! But of course, it is a big deal to her. A five-year-old’s world is very, very different from that of a forty-one-year-old; there are plenty of adult-world things that I consider mortifying that would elicit nothing more than a shrug from her if I tried to explain them. Like the time when, during the coronavirus pandemic, I forgot that I’d put my hair in ridiculous pigtails and then rediscovered them when I signed onto a Zoom interview with an esteemed physician and saw myself on the screen.

			So despite how much we might want to tell our kids to calm down or buck up, when our children are upset, researchers say the best approach is to validate and acknowledge our children’s feelings, by saying something like Oh, you must be so frustrated that I opened the car door when you didn’t want me to! Research suggests that when parents are responsive to their children’s feelings of distress, their kids become better able to handle their own negative emotions, and they behave more empathetically and helpfully toward others who are upset. (Parental responsiveness to distress is also a crucial component of attachment theory, which was developed by psychologists John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth starting in the 1950s. The theory, which is backed by research, suggests that when parents respond sensitively and consistently to their children in times of need, those kids learn that they can depend on their parents for comfort and safety, and they grow into more independent and resilient children and adults.)

			This doesn’t mean, though, that you have to condone the way your child handles her feelings. It’s totally fine to communicate to your kid—perhaps once she’s stopped wailing—that although you know she was so incredibly mad, it wasn’t OK that she knocked over the kitchen chair in fury. (This is very different from dismissing her feelings or telling her she shouldn’t have been so mad.)

			Maybe you say, What are some other ways you could have made yourself feel better? Some alternatives I’ve discussed with my daughter include taking slow deep breaths, yelling in her room or somewhere else that’s appropriate, and stomping her feet. And she’s learning: Recently, when she got upset, she stood up, walked outside, and screamed like a banshee for a minute or two. (My poor neighbors.)

			When parents help their kids problem-solve ways to fix a situation or make themselves feel better, their kids really do become more considerate. In a multiyear study published in 2016, researchers at Penn State and the University of California, Riverside, surveyed mothers about their toddlers’ behavior and the way they typically responded to their toddlers’ negative feelings. They also observed the moms and kids together in the lab after the children were made to feel disappointed by being given a gift they didn’t want. They found that the kids whose moms helped them problem-solve while upset developed better emotional regulation skills over time and became more compassionate and helpful.

			And in a 2019 study, researchers found that when mothers made an effort to help their toddlers manage stressful situations, those kids, one year later, were more likely than others to comfort a researcher who acted like she had been hurt. It may well be that when parents respond warmly to their kids in times of distress and give them the tools to calm themselves down, kids learn to understand their own emotions and then can recognize—and respond to—emotional needs they see in others.

			This all said, it’s not like emotionally literate kids are nice all the time. That would be too easy. In fact, the same emotional skills that help kids empathize and understand others’ needs can be used to undermine others’ well-being—something I see almost daily in my kids’ interactions as they fling perfectly engineered insults at each other that hit right where it hurts most. But sibling conflict isn’t evidence that your kids are evil; it’s normal and natural, to a degree (for more on what you can do to help siblings get along, see chapter 9). And sometimes, kids can be unbearably obnoxious to their siblings but very considerate to their friends, in a Jekyll and Hyde sort of way.

			To sum things up: Talk to your kids about feelings—yours, theirs, everybody’s. Tie their actions and choices to other people’s feelings. When they’re upset, validate their feelings even when you just want to roll your eyes. But when they’ve calmed down a bit, discuss the kinds of emotional expressions you think are appropriate, and help them identify strategies they can use in difficult situations in the future.

			Selflessness Strategy #2

			Create opportunities for your kids to help.

			One day not too long ago, my then five-year-old daughter really wanted to get a waffle out of the toaster herself. Great idea in theory, but allowing her to “help” meant that we had to find a stool, move the stool next to the toaster, move the toaster toward the edge of the counter, and then ensure she didn’t burn herself as she pulled the waffle out. Her “help” required extra work and time on my end, which meant, of course, that it wasn’t really helpful at all.

			Researchers have invented the perfect phrase to describe this: Unhelpful helping. Baking cookies with kids, compared with baking them alone, takes about three times as long and makes the kitchen eight times as messy. And how fun is it when they “help” without asking your permission? Look, Mom, I refolded the clothes! Oh God, please, no. Hey, Dad, I washed your car! Oh shit, is that a garden hose in my front seat? In a 2018 paper, Brownell and Hammond interviewed more than five hundred parents about their toddlers’ unhelpfully helpful behaviors. One mom admitted that she has to check the trash several times a day because her daughter is always throwing away perfectly good things. “We believe she lost one of her favorite shoes that way,” she said.

			Sometimes, you just don’t have time for your kids to unhelpfully help. As a working mom, I often fall into this camp: I’ll say, No, honey, not this time, I’m in a hurry and then do it all myself, because efficiency. I’ve been trying to relax a bit on this front, though, because research suggests that the more opportunities parents create for kids to help—what researchers refer to as “scaffolding”—the more kids want to help and the better they become at it. This doesn’t mean your kid has to participate in every step of the Sunday morning pancake-making process: You can preselect tasks that you think they’ll be able to manage, like stirring the batter or pouring in premeasured ingredients. Over time, they’ll learn skills that actually make them helpful.

			Research directly supports this idea. In a 2015 study, Hammond and his colleague Jeremy Carpendale watched mothers interact with their toddlers when they were asked to clean up after a pretend tea party. The more the moms encouraged their kids to help, and the more they supported their kids’ (sometimes counterproductive) attempts to help, the more their children offered to help researchers who pretended to encounter problems later on.

			Joan Grusec, a developmental psychologist who is now a professor emerita at the University of Toronto, and her colleagues have found that when kids regularly help around the house—and especially when they do tasks that directly assist other people—they also become more compassionate. In a 1997 study, she and her colleagues interviewed mothers about the kinds of jobs their ten-to-fourteen-year-olds were expected to do around the house. (They asked fathers, too, but they rarely knew what their kids did around the house. Dads, I hope that today you’d do better!) Then the researchers asked the mothers to rate the level of concern their kids had for others, and also asked the moms to write down whenever their kids helped, shared with, comforted, or defended other people. They asked the kids’ teachers, too, how helpful the kids were in the classroom and how kind they were to their fellow students.

			Grusec and her team found that among older kids in particular (ages twelve to fourteen), those who were routinely expected to help around the house and whose jobs directly benefited the family—they set or cleared the table, helped to prepare meals, fetched things for others, and cleaned up shared spaces—were more helpful and compassionate compared with kids who weren’t expected to help. And the types of tasks mattered. Kids who were expected to do only self-oriented tasks, like cleaning their own room or putting away their own clothes, were not rated as quite as helpful.

			Interestingly, though, some research suggests that with younger kids, giving kids the choice to help might work better than forcing them to. In a 2017 study, researchers found that five-year-olds (particularly girls) who were given the choice to clean up a pile of spilled paper, but who were told they didn’t have to, cleaned up three times as much paper as kids who were instructed that they had to help. Research by psychologist Edward Deci has shown that when people do things out of choice, they feel much more motivated and empowered; when they feel they’ve been strong-armed into doing them, they lose interest rather quickly. (For more on Deci’s research, see chapter 2.) Also, when helping is framed as a personal choice, kids can take all the credit for it, which makes them feel pretty darn good.

			You can create opportunities for your kids to help not just in your house but in your community, too. If your child is in preschool or elementary school, consider adopting a family over the holidays that you buy gifts for (and have your kids help pick out the presents). Or have your family volunteer at a charity or homeless shelter. If you regularly give money to charities, discuss the organizations you choose and why, and encourage your kids to volunteer or donate to their favorite causes as well. You can even set up a formal system, like “Give,” “Save,” and “Spend” jars that they split their allowance into each week.

			The teen years are also a great time for kids to get involved. At this age, kids are “figuring out who they are in the world,” said Nancy Deutsch, director of Youth-Nex, the University of Virginia Curry School of Education’s Center to Promote Effective Youth Development. They are hunting for causes to care about and latching on to immutable ideas about themselves—I am this kind of person, or I am someone who believes in that. Giving them opportunities to do good can solidify their self-identities as compassionate, do-good people.

			Indeed, a 2014 meta-analysis of forty-nine studies found that teens who participate in community service and reflect on it have better attitudes toward others and do better in school compared with teens who don’t. So if your teens volunteer, talk to them about how volunteering makes them feel and how it might be assisting the community. Certain kinds of community service may also be more influential than others. Studies suggest that when service is directed toward people who are vulnerable, when the work helps others’ emotional or physical well-being, and when teens have direct personal contact with their beneficiaries, the volunteering makes more of an impression.

			To help your tween or teen find opportunities that will suit them, explain the various options available, but ideally, let them make their own choices. Instead of pushing your kid to support the cause you care about, discuss with them a handful of issues they might find engaging to help them discover where their passion lies. My nephew developed a strong interest in animal welfare in elementary school, became a vegetarian, and has since donated money each year to animal rights organizations. When a child becomes involved in helpful, larger-than-oneself activities, it becomes “internalized into a view of themselves as a moral, caring kind of person,” Grusec said, and they’ll grow into more knowledgeable and confident adults for having participated in their society.

			In many ways, teens and young adults are uniquely suited to effect social change, because they are at a point in their lives when they are primed to reject authority and take risks. “It’s no surprise to me that young people are often at the forefront of social change movements,” Deutsch said. “We tend to position adolescent risk-taking as a negative thing—it leading to fast driving, drug use, and drinking—but that same neurological system in the brain that contributes to negative risk-taking can also contribute to positive risk-taking.” So yeah, they might drive too fast, but they also might change the world.

			Selflessness Strategy #3

			Make your expectations explicit, and discuss them as a family.

			We all have ideas about how we want our children to behave in particular situations and what values we want them to develop. Most of us want our kids to be kind, to treat others with respect, and to not physically hurt one another, for instance. But how many of us have actually made these expectations explicit? Parents often think that expectations like this are obvious, that they are things our kids should already know. But kids aren’t born knowing these values—we have to be clear about them.

			Case in point: When I first started introducing my children to adult friends, I expected that they would know to be polite, answer their questions, and look them in the eye. But did they? Of course not! They ran away, sometimes screaming. Later, I realized that I’d never actually walked them through introductions, which, let’s be honest, can be all kinds of complicated. (I still struggle with them, which is one reason why I tend to avoid cocktail parties.)

			It also helps to explain why you’re asking your kids to do what you’re asking—an idea that again goes back to Hoffman’s theory of induction. I’m quite adept at barking orders like Don’t talk with your mouth full! and Hang up your coat!, but it can help to take an extra few seconds and link requests to an explanation—ideally, an explanation that delves into how your request relates to you or them or others. So not just Please pick up your LEGO pieces, but Please pick up your LEGO pieces because otherwise one of us will step on one and it will really hurt.

			One day a few months ago, I sighed while making dinner and confessed to my son—the one who doesn’t share his Halloween candy—that I was really tired and wasn’t sure I could get everything done that day that I needed to. He turned to me and said, “Mom, how can I help you? Let me do something.” When I actually opened up to him about needing help and explained why, he was right there to offer it.

			And sometimes, even though you think kids should “know better” about certain things, they really, honest-to-God don’t. I remember a few years ago when, out of the blue, my son began giggling and speaking with an accent and said he was pretending to be Chinese. I felt instantly upset and wanted to snap at him, thinking he should know better than to do something so culturally insensitive, but then I realized: It’s not obvious to a six-year-old why mimicking a Chinese person’s accent isn’t OK. He wasn’t trying to be rude; he really, truly didn’t know that kind of behavior was unacceptable. So instead, I took a deep breath, sat down with him, and started a conversation.

			One way to make your values and expectations clear is to draw up a list of family rules or values with your kids, giving them the opportunity to contribute their own ideas, said developmental psychologist Marvin Berkowitz, who codirects the University of Missouri–St. Louis’s Center for Character and Citizenship. You want less of a lecture, more of a family discussion—one that culminates in a list or outline you can put up on the refrigerator. It might include declarations like We treat one another with respect or No matter how angry we are, we never physically harm each other. Or they could be more specific, like When someone’s hurt, we always ask what we can do to help. This approach works well in the teen years, too, to address new situations or evolving family expectations.

			Then, when your kids break a rule (because they always do!), you can refer back to the list, discuss what went wrong, and explore ways they could have behaved differently.

			Brace yourself, though: Your kids might start calling you out on your behavior, too.

			Selflessness Strategy #4

			Model kindness in your daily choices.

			This advice might sound obvious, but it’s amazing how hard it can be to follow. It can be really, really challenging to treat family members with respect all the time, particularly when we’re tired, frustrated, or having a bad day. But think about it: If we want our kids to be kind, thoughtful, and compassionate, we do need to model that behavior. “We provide the blueprint for how to behave, what to say, what to do in what contexts—they’re looking to us for this information,” explained Jeffrey Froh, a psychologist at Hofstra University and the coauthor of Making Grateful Kids.

			As regularly as you can, stop and think about whether your actions reflect what you want to see in your kids. Are you being as patient and respectful as you can with your spouse, or are you constantly needling them or putting them down? Do you talk about your friends behind their back? Children do as we do, not as we say. If we show them that we think it’s OK to disrespect friends and loved ones, they will assume it’s OK for them to do the same.

			In a large 2014 study, researchers at Indiana University and the University of Indianapolis analyzed how effective it was for parents to talk to their teens about generosity and charitableness versus how effective it was when parents modeled generosity and charitable behavior themselves. They found that both were independently associated with teens’ giving and volunteering—talking the talk and walking the walk both make a difference.

			Modeling works in part because generosity is contagious. In a 2016 study, psychologists found that people donated more money to charities when they heard other people had donated a lot, too—and people donated less if they had heard others had been stingy. Those who’d learned about generous donations also wrote nicer notes to their coworkers, suggesting that when you model one form of generous behavior in front of your kids, they may respond by being charitable in other ways, too.

			Kids aren’t going to notice all the good things you do, of course, so it’s fine to call attention to them sometimes. If your friend down the street has the flu, talk to your kids about how hard it must be to be sick and what you could do as her friend to help—like bringing her soup or offering to pick up medicine at the store. And don’t hesitate to remind your kids what you do to help them. When they roll their eyes after you ask them to clean their room, refresh their memory that you did the laundry yesterday so they could wear their favorite shirt today. You can even engage in a more deliberate tit for tat: Remember how I bought you those new sneakers last week? Can you return the favor by cleaning your room now? Research has shown that kids prefer helping people who’ve helped them in the past, but first they have to realize they’ve been helped—and kids aren’t always aware of the seemingly invisible (but endless) things we do for them.

			Reality check: I know—oh, goodness, do I know—that it’s impossible to be kind all the time. I lose my temper with my kids more than I’d like to admit. But you can use your own mistakes as teaching moments, too. Maybe say, Shoot, I’m sorry I yelled at you a few minutes ago. I was really stressed out about the fact that we were running late. What do you think I could do next time to calm myself down? Your kids will be relieved to know that you also struggle with big emotions and that you don’t always act as selflessly as you’d like. It’s good for kids to recognize that everybody is a work in progress, including you—and that we all deserve compassion and kindness, even in our most imperfect moments.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Talk about and validate feelings—yours, other people’s, and your children’s. Tie your kids’ actions to their effects on other people.

				

					
					Let your kids help around the house and encourage them to donate time and resources to meaningful causes.

				

					
					Make the expectations you have for your children’s behavior explicit. Discuss them as a family; create house rules.

				

					
					Model kindness and generosity yourself.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 2

			

			“This Is Too Hard.”

			How to Raise Kids Who Are Ambitious, Resilient, and Motivated

			When my son was five, he asked if he could learn the cello. I was thrilled: I play the piano, and I’ve always hoped that my kids would find the same joy in music. But a few weeks after he began taking lessons—after the thrill of trying a cool new instrument wore off—the problems started. The first was getting him to practice. Every time I would bring up the topic, he would groan, refuse, and sometimes throw tantrums. Then, if I miraculously did get him to practice, he would break down with every tiny mistake. “This is too hard!” he would wail. I would explain that yes, it was difficult but that he would get better with practice. “I don’t want to get better, I want to already be good,” he would say. If I complimented him and said he sounded great, he would shoot back, “No I don’t, I sound terrible!” He was, in fact, pretty good for a five-year-old, and he did improve, but either he didn’t see it or the progress wasn’t fast enough to sustain his interest. Each twenty-minute-long practice session felt like a three-hour-long battle of wills. Eventually he asked if he could quit, I felt kind of relieved, and neither of us has thought much about the cello since.

			Yet I have often revisited the broader questions the experience raised. If my son didn’t want to put effort into a challenging task he was naturally drawn to, what would happen when he had to do hard things he had no interest in at all? What if he didn’t have enough resilience, enough ambition, enough grit? Was there anything I could do as a parent to turn things around and shape him into a self-motivated kid who actually enjoys interesting challenges?

			Since then, I have read quite a lot of research on motivation and grit. What I’ve learned has been surprising and a tad frustrating, because I realized I’ve been using a widespread tactic to motivate my kids that actually has the long-term effect of undermining motivation. Knowing what I know now, of course the cello was a disaster!

			Since I started changing my approach, though, my son has come a long way. Recently he learned the recorder in school, and the other day he came home thrilled that he had earned an orange belt from his music teacher for all the practice he had done on “Old MacDonald Had a Farm.”

			“You know what, I might practice some more right now!” he said.

			My head almost exploded.

			WHY MOTIVATION MATTERS

			On some level, everyone understands the importance of motivation and effort. But research suggests that, deep down, we tend to favor “naturals” and “geniuses” over people who succeed because they work or study hard.

			In a 2010 study conducted by psychologists Chia-Jung Tsay and Mahzarin R. Banaji, people were asked to judge the performances of musicians they were told were either “naturals” or “strivers.” Although both music clips they heard had been performed by the same musician, the participants judged the “natural” as more talented, more likely to succeed, and more hirable. In a follow-up study, Tsay performed the same experiment, but using the example of entrepreneurs rather than musicians. Again, people judged the business proposal of the purported “natural” to be superior to that of the “striver,” even though they were actually evaluating two different parts of the same proposal. This happened even when the judges were accomplished musicians or entrepreneurs themselves.

			As parents, we secretly hope our kids will be naturals. We look for early hints, feeling smug if our kids learn to talk or read (or play the cello) earlier than their peers. I remember sitting down to a work dinner a few years ago with parents who spent the entire meal telling me how precocious their three-year-old was. I’ve noticed that effort and motivation are rarely referenced in these kinds of conversations. If anything, the implication is that effort is a sign of lack of genius. The parents at that dinner told me that their three-year-old had figured out how to read “without even really trying,” as if trying were somehow an indication of failure or ineptitude. People who can’t have to try. People who can just do everything effortlessly.

			But this parental obsession with precociousness can be counterproductive. After all, we all know exceptionally smart people who went on to do less in life than we expected, and we know people who didn’t seem terribly bright or talented but wound up doing amazing things. That’s because effort and motivation really matter, and they matter more than signs of early genius. So, no: Your kid doesn’t need to know how to play “Für Elise” before the age of eight. As Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck explained in her book Mindset, “Many of the most accomplished people of our era were considered by experts to have no future. Jackson Pollock, Marcel Proust, Elvis Presley, Ray Charles, Lucille Ball, and Charles Darwin were all thought to have little potential for their chosen fields.”

			Research has pointed to the value of effort and perseverance for a long time. In 1926, for instance, a Stanford psychologist named Catharine Morris Cox published the results of a study in which she analyzed the biographical details of 301 historical figures, including physicist Sir Isaac Newton, philosopher Sir Francis Bacon, astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus, and composer Franz Joseph Haydn. She found that although many eminent individuals did have high IQs, intelligence was not the only thing that predicted how accomplished they became. And there were interesting outliers. Copernicus, she estimated, had an IQ of 105, which is only slightly above average. (Cox estimated their IQs based on detailed developmental histories.)

			Cox found that what she called “persistence of motive,” which included the propensity to set long-term goals and to not abandon them in the face of challenges or boredom, predicted eminence in her sample more than intelligence. “High but not the highest intelligence, combined with the greatest degree of persistence, will achieve greater eminence than the highest degree of intelligence with somewhat less persistence,” she wrote. In other words, motivation and effort—not IQ—were what separated the people who accomplished the most from those who accomplished the least.

			Some research even suggests that IQ itself is rooted in effort and motivation, at least in part. In a study published in 1972, California education researcher Calvin Edlund gave IQ tests to low-to-middle-class kids between the ages of five and seven. Then, seven weeks later, the same kids took a slightly different version of the IQ test again, but half were offered an M&M for each answer they got right. The students who were offered the candy did remarkably better on the second test—their IQs went up an average of twelve points—than on the first, whereas the students who didn’t get candy did equally well both times, on average.

			In a similar study conducted by University of South Florida researchers, kids from various socioeconomic backgrounds were split into three intelligence groups based on their IQ scores on an initial test. Then the kids in each IQ category were split into three more groups before being given a second test. One-third of them were offered an M&M for each correct answer; one-third were offered M&M’s from a bowl throughout the test, regardless of their answers; and one-third were offered no M&M’s. The researchers found that although the medium- and high-IQ kids didn’t improve when candies were given for correct answers, the low-IQ kids did—to the point where their second scores nearly matched those in the IQ group one level up. The low-IQ kids who were given M&M’s no matter what, or who didn’t get any M&M’s at all, did not do any better the second time.

			These findings suggest that motivation and intelligence aren’t entirely distinct concepts (or at least, the imperfect ways in which we measure intelligence can be influenced by motivation). One could even go so far as to argue that motivation might be one aspect of intelligence—that how hard we try directly shapes how smart we become. Maybe, then, we should focus more on fostering motivation in our kids and obsess a bit less over signs of their brilliance.

			MOTIVATION VERSUS GRIT

			Before I go on to explain research-backed strategies for motivating your kids, I want to introduce you to one more concept. When you think about people who’ve gone on to do really amazing things, you’d probably agree that their success was driven by more than just garden-variety effort. People who make a difference in the world also tend to be resilient and persistent in the face of challenges, and they are extremely passionate and single-minded in pursuit of their goals. Passion combined with perseverance is what University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth calls “grit”—it’s “committing to challenging projects and working diligently toward their achievement over extremely long stretches of time,” as she explained in a 2015 research paper.

			The potential of grit isn’t just theoretical; there’s also interesting research behind it that suggests that grit does foster success. Duckworth and her colleagues have created what they call a “grit scale” to measure a person’s propensity for grit, and they have found that how much grit a person has predicts how well they will do in the future, especially in challenging situations. (Their scale is based on how strongly a person agrees or disagrees with statements like “New ideas and projects sometimes distract me from previous ones,” “Setbacks don’t discourage me,” and “I often set a goal but later choose to pursue a different one.”)

			In one study, Duckworth and her colleagues assessed new cadets at West Point military academy with her grit scale and then tracked their success at the academy, discovering that the cadets’ grit scores predicted whether or not they would make it through their initial and extremely rigorous summer training (during which some cadets drop out). In fact, grit scores predicted their perseverance that summer above and beyond a composite score that West Point had created based on the cadets’ high school rank, SAT score, participation in extracurricular activities, and performance on physical aptitude tests. Although grit didn’t strongly predict a cadet’s grades or physical performance during their time at West Point, it predicted whether or not they made it through that first summer and whether or not they eventually graduated.

			In other research, Duckworth has found that grit scores predict which students will do well in the finals of the National Spelling Bee, which soldiers will finish the US Army’s rigorous Special Operations Forces selection course, and which students in Chicago public schools will graduate. Privilege—benefits afforded to some people and not others, which include things like wealth, whiteness, and being able-bodied—matters, too, of course: If you consider two kids who each have a lot of potential and grit, but one has more privilege, the privileged one is almost certainly going to fare better because he is given more opportunities and has to overcome fewer challenges. This chapter isn’t about privilege, but I think that’s important to mention.

			It’s not that gritty people never quit things, or that they’ll happily spend years working on anything you ask them to. Usually, they choose to work hard on things they find innately interesting, and they might quit other things on the way to finding that true passion. So if your kid asks to stop taking ballet, that doesn’t necessarily mean she’s lacking grit. Likewise, my son’s decision to quit the cello wasn’t necessarily a harbinger of doom. Grit, as Duckworth wrote in her aptly titled book Grit, comes into play when a kid does eventually find a real, true passion—if they have grit, they won’t give up on it easily or push it aside to make room for a new dream a few months later.

			Grit and motivation are good for parents to focus on for another reason, too: They take the focus away from ability, smarts, and achievement. Research suggests that when parents (and teachers) obsess over ability, smarts, and achievement, they actually undermine children’s motivation in the process. In a classic study, education researcher Deborah Stipek, now at Stanford University, and her colleagues found that kids who attended academic, achievement-oriented preschools rated their own abilities as lower, had stunted expectations of their own success, and were less motivated than kids who went to more relaxed preschools in which they chose their own activities in a play-based atmosphere. Indeed, how we motivate our kids to do the things we want them to do matters. So which approaches should you embrace, and which ones should you eschew? Here’s what the science suggests.

			Motivation Strategy #1

			Encourage kids to try new, fun, hard things.

			Angela Duckworth’s research suggests that grit is built from four components: interest, practice, purpose, and hope. People have grit when they enjoy what they do (interest), have the self-control to engage in regular and deliberate practice to improve their skills (practice), believe that their work matters and has a positive impact on society (purpose), and can remain optimistic in the face of challenges (hope).

			Duckworth has two daughters, and as you might imagine, people ask her all the time what she does with them to foster grit. One rule she has created is the Hard Thing Rule: Her kids have to do something fun that also requires deliberate practice, and they can’t quit it in the middle of the season or school year. Importantly, too, they have to pick the activity themselves; it can’t be parent imposed. By encouraging her kids to try hard things and persevere with them, Duckworth hopes that they will learn to handle and overcome challenges and maybe even develop a lifelong passion. “The ultimate goal is to develop a calling—a fun thing that is also a hard thing,” Duckworth wrote in Grit.

			One of Duckworth’s daughters chose the viola as her “hard thing,” but it doesn’t have to be a musical instrument or even a solo activity. It can be any structured extracurricular activity, Duckworth said, that involves having an adult in charge who is not the parent and that is designed to foster interest, practice, purpose, and hope. “If I could wave a magic wand,” Duckworth wrote, “I’d have all the children in the world engage in at least one extracurricular activity of their choice, and as for those in high school, I’d require that they stick with at least one activity for more than a year.” (This is another moment when I can’t help thinking about how privilege shapes grit; extracurriculars can be expensive.)

			Duckworth also emphasized to me over the phone one day—ever a multitasker, she talked to me while she was grocery shopping—that it’s also important for parents to let kids quit activities at the end of the school year or season if they don’t love them, and then try something new, because it can take time for kids to find their passion. “I think when kids are young, they must explore,” she said.

			Ideally, too, the teacher or coach working with your child should be warm and supportive, and make the learning process fun. For his book Developing Talent in Young People, University of Chicago psychologist Benjamin Bloom and his colleagues interviewed 120 individuals who had become especially successful in their fields. He and his team found that many of them had been mentored as young kids by coaches or teachers who made learning feel fun and rewarding.

			Extracurriculars can also be great because they lead to what psychologists refer to as “success spirals.” When kids have opportunity to achieve something that feels good, that accomplishment instills confidence, which then motivates them and leads to more accomplishments. In his book The Procrastination Equation, University of Calgary motivation scientist Piers Steel said that Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, as well as wilderness programs such as Outward Bound, are exceptionally good instigators of success spirals. Kids remember the success of building fires and setting up tents, and those experiences “gradually build into a narrative that helps a child face the next challenge,” he wrote.

			Really, though, any challenging extracurricular can start a success spiral, Steel said, as long as it provides “a circle of encouragement and a venue for achievement.” He tells the story of a boy who grew up with self-confidence and anxiety problems but for whom everything changed after starting to learn a new martial art. Although the boy struggled with it at first, he eventually earned a yellow belt, which became an iconic accomplishment that his parents brought up whenever he faced a new challenge.

			I can’t help thinking of my son and his desire to practice the recorder; the early affirmation he received seems to have also started a success spiral. Do I wish his passion were for something other than the recorder? Absolutely. But we all have to start somewhere.

			Motivation Strategy #2

			Praise effort, not skill or smarts.

			You may have heard people use the term growth mindset before, which is often contrasted with fixed mindset. When people have a growth mindset, they believe that ability and intelligence are largely shaped by effort and hard work. When people have a fixed mindset, they think that ability is instead mostly innate—you are born smart or not, end of story. You may already even know that mindset is in part shaped by how you praise your kids. But it’s not all as simple as it sounds, and people often misunderstand the research. So let me unpack the findings and their implications in a bit of detail here.

			In one of the most famous studies in the mindset field, psychologist Carol Dweck and her colleague Claudia Mueller invited fifth graders from three public elementary schools—one in the Midwest composed mostly of white kids, and two in the Northeast with mainly Black and Hispanic kids—to participate in a series of studies. First, the researchers gave all the students intelligence tests and told them they’d done well. “Wow, you did very well on these problems. You got [number of problems] right. That’s a really high score,” they said. Then they praised the students in various ways for their success. One-third of the kids were told “You must be smart at these problems,” another third were told “You must have worked hard at these problems,” and the last third were given no additional feedback after being told they’d done well.

			Next, the researchers asked the students what kinds of problems they would like to do next: Ones that were “pretty easy, so I’ll do well” or “problems that I’ll learn a lot from, even if I won’t look so smart.” They found that the kids who had been praised as “smart” were much more likely to request the easy problems, whereas those praised for “hard work” were more likely to choose the challenging problems. The control group was evenly split.

			When the students were later given harder problems to do—ones that they did indeed struggle on—those who’d been praised for their smarts were less likely to persist on the problems than those who’d been praised for hard work, and they also said they enjoyed the challenge less. When the researchers listened to the students reporting how well they’d done on the problems to other students, they heard 38 percent of the students who had been praised for being smart lie about how well they’d done (saying they’d solved more problems than they actually had), whereas only 13 percent of those in the hard-work group, and 14 percent of the control group, lied.

			The findings point to a pretty clear conclusion: When you praise kids for smarts or ability, they become less interested in learning and overcoming challenges and they become more interested in safeguarding their reputation. In a nutshell, they lose motivation and launch into self-protective mode. Those who are praised for working hard, on the other hand, are more likely to embrace challenges and stay motivated.

			Why does this happen? As Dweck explained, praising for ability and intelligence primes kids to think of ability as a fixed trait. They either have it or they don’t. If succeeding means I’m smart, then failure must mean I’m dumb—therefore they avoid failure by avoiding challenges.

			If, on the other hand, kids believe that success comes from working hard and overcoming failure (which happens to kids who are praised for their effort), then they come to see failure as useful—a brief, but essential, stumble on the road to success. As Dweck explained in Mindset, “In one world [the fixed mindset], effort is a bad thing. It, like failure, means you’re not smart or talented. If you were, you wouldn’t need effort. In the other world [the growth mindset], effort is what makes you smart or talented.”

			After hearing everything you shouldn’t do when praising your kids, you’re probably ready to hear what you should do. It’s fairly easy: Praise kids for effort. Say things like You worked so hard on that drawing. I love it! And when frustration hits—when your kids (like mine) say things like I’m not good at the cello—you can gently push back with something like Well, you’re still learning how to play the cello, so you haven’t mastered all the hard things yet. (Yet is a great growth mindset word to have in your vocabulary, because it sends the message that ability changes over time.)

			Be sure, also, to tie effort to outcome. Many parents, Dweck said, emphasize effort without making the link to success or performance. When your child succeeds because of her hard work and perseverance, that’s when you want to be praising her for effort, and you want to make the causal chain apparent: You are playing that song so well now. It must be because of all the careful practice you’ve been doing! I love how you spent extra time on the passages that really gave you trouble. (As Duckworth explained in Grit, effective deliberate practice involves reflecting on and focusing in on weaknesses, and setting “stretch goals” that zero in on improving specific aspects of performance.)

			To foster a growth mindset in our kids, we have to think about more than just praise, though—we need to be thoughtful in the ways we respond to our kids’ failures and successes. Recently, my son did well on a math test “because it was easy,” he said. A good grade is nice, of course, but how do I praise for effort if he didn’t expend any? What I ended up saying to him was that although I was glad he did well, I was sad to hear that he hadn’t been challenged—because when he’s challenged, his brain grows, and I really want his brain to keep growing.

			It’s also not effort alone that we want kids to embrace—it’s effective, productive effort. If your daughter comes home with a failing grade on a Spanish test, it’s probably not going to help to admonish her to “just study harder next time.” Instead, ask her why she thinks she didn’t do well and help her brainstorm new strategies so that her efforts will be more effective in the future. (Of course, if she didn’t study at all, then you can point out that studying is a necessary part of the learning process.)

			Finally, we shouldn’t admonish our kids, or ourselves, for sometimes falling into fixed mindsets. As I mentioned earlier, the ideas that ability and intelligence are innate, and that success is tied to intelligence, are deeply embedded in our culture. It takes time (and effort, ha!) to cultivate a growth mindset, and we will never fully overcome our tendency to think in more fixed terms. Dweck admits that she, too, struggles to maintain a growth mindset all the time, and she’s been studying mindsets for more than thirty years.

			Motivation Strategy #3

			Teach strategies to minimize procrastination.

			If your child is a procrastinator, join the club. Kids are, in a sense, natural procrastinators, and for good reason: In order to complete a complex, long-term task, a person needs to have a well-functioning prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain responsible for planning and focusing. That cortex has to beat out the constant distractions provided by the limbic system, the part of the brain that deals with immediate wants and desires. This is a hard enough feat for adults to achieve, but for kids, it’s practically impossible, because their prefrontal cortex hasn’t even finished growing and maturing (it doesn’t stop growing until they’re about twenty-five).

			At its core, though, procrastination isn’t about time management or even self-control—research suggests it’s rooted in negative emotions. We (and our kids) procrastinate because we’re bored, because we’re scared of the task (scared we might fail, for instance), or because we’re frustrated because the job feels too hard. So instead, we turn our attention to things that will provide us with solace or joy—or at least a bit of relief. Cat videos on Twitter. Doughnuts. Facebook.

			In one of the first studies to suggest that negative emotions fuel procrastination, researchers at Case Western Reserve University in Ohio made people feel sad or happy by having them read different kinds of stories. Participants in the “sad” condition imagined being a hurried car driver who caused an accident that led to the death of a child, while those in the “happy” condition imagined saving a child’s life. Then they asked all the subjects to study in preparation for an intelligence test. They found that the subjects who’d been made to feel upset were more likely than those who felt happy to procrastinate—to play video games or do puzzles instead of study for the test.

			In other words, when kids (and adults) feel down, they prioritize making themselves feel better. “It’s very frustrating when kids procrastinate because we see it as a very irrational behavior,” Duckworth told me, “but it’s also rational in the sense that they’re just trying to make themselves happy in the moment.” And who can blame kids for doing that? I don’t know about you, but I do it all the time.

			One solution to the procrastination problem is to make a daunting or boring task feel more fun or less scary. Let’s say your kid is procrastinating because his homework assignment is terribly boring. Steel, the author of The Procrastination Equation, suggested turning it into a game or competition. If your kid read twenty pages for his book report last night in an hour, could he read twenty-two in an hour today? My son took the slowest showers until I challenged him one day to finish a shower in under five minutes. I left an egg timer within his view when he stepped in; he was out in two minutes. (OK, maybe the strategy was a little too effective.)

			If the task at hand is being put off because it’s daunting or scary, on the other hand, then a good strategy might be to make it seem less terrifying. If you can, sit down with your child when the project is first assigned to break it up into smaller, more easily doable steps that are “due” at various points. That way, each task feels less overwhelming, and when the individual parts are completed, it feels like an accomplishment—which fuels confidence and motivation (a success spiral).

			Even better, have your child set deadlines with a group of peers so he feels somewhat accountable and because doing so creates an atmosphere of camaraderie (or commiseration). If it’s a final paper, perhaps he sets a deadline for choosing the topic, then another deadline for the outline, then one for an initial rough draft. “The trick is taking the time to acknowledge incremental change, perhaps by recording your performance in a daily log,” Steel suggested. (It might help for your kid to make the goals painfully specific, too; instead of “choose the topic” it could be “go to the library, thumb through six books, spend forty minutes doing internet research, and then decide on the topic.”)

			To give a task more positive meaning and relevance, it may also help for your kids to tie it to a goal. If your daughter aspires to become an architect, explain how doing a good job on this assignment could help her down the line—it will teach her skills that might make it easier for her to get into a college with a good architecture school. As Steel wrote, you want “a string of future goals that you find intrinsically motivating to hook your present responsibilities on to.”

			Finally, help your kids recognize and eliminate their distractions. Does your child work with his cell phone right next to him, lighting up incessantly? Does he have an email tab open that he checks every three minutes? Sit down with him and brainstorm ways to redesign his environment so he is not bombarded every four seconds with Far More Interesting Things Than Homework. One computer program that Steel recommends is RescueTime, which lets you see what you’ve been doing with your time and assists with goal setting; SelfControl is another, which blocks social media and email for a certain amount of time. It’s fine (and good) to take scheduled breaks, but the external world shouldn’t be giving our kids 8,423 unscheduled breaks every single hour.

			Motivation Strategy #4

			Don’t rely too much on rewards.

			A few years ago, when my son was struggling with some behavioral issues, my husband and I went to see a psychologist, who recommended that we set up a “points system.” Every time our son did things we liked—cleaned his room, helped his sister, said thank you—we would give him a few points, which we would announce and write down. Each point translated into one cent and one minute of screen time. It seemed like a positive way to encourage responsible behavior and manage screen time and an allowance: a triple win. We tried it, and lo and behold, it worked. My son really did start taking more initiative and behaving better.

			Soon after, though, I stumbled across articles that warned against the hazards of using rewards as motivators. A 2016 article in The Atlantic, “Against the Sticker Chart,” warned me that rewarding kids for good behavior “can erode children’s innate tendency to help others.” Money magazine ran a story in 2015 titled “The Hidden Downside to Rewarding Your Kids for Good Behavior.” Education guru Alfie Kohn has written an entire book on the subject, Punished by Rewards. The concern, which can be traced back to research from the 1970s, is that rewarding kids for being polite, doing chores, or finishing their homework extinguishes their innate desire to do those things down the line. Worse, I read that rewards could make kids callous and manipulative. I imagined my son leering at me: How much will you pay me not to whack my sister with this flip-flop?

			Faced with this conundrum, I dug into the research myself, and eventually wrote an article for Slate on the topic. The headline, written by the editors, was rather provocative: “Go Ahead, Heap Rewards on Your Kid.” My argument, though, was more nuanced. As I wrote, “What I’ve found after digging into the research is that these blanket condemnations are unwarranted. Rewards can be useful in some situations and inappropriate in others, much like every other parenting tool.”

			In my piece, I unpacked one of the earliest and most famous studies on rewards, published in 1971 by Edward Deci, a psychologist at the University of Rochester. Deci invited twenty-four subjects, all undergraduate students, to participate one by one in a three-day experiment. On the first day, he introduced them to the cube-based puzzle game Soma, in which players arrange pieces into various shapes. Deci provided them with drawings of configurations and asked his subjects to reproduce them within a period of thirteen minutes while he left the room. The second day of the experiment was much like the first, but for one important detail: Deci offered half the participants one dollar for each configuration they could make within the thirteen-minute time limit, while the other half kept doing puzzles without being rewarded. And on the third day, the subjects were given puzzles again, but no one was offered money. Each day, when Deci left the room, he told the subjects that if they didn’t want to do the puzzles, they could “do whatever you like while I am gone,” including read magazines that he had left for them. Then Deci would watch behind two-way glass to see how much time they spent on the puzzles.

			As you probably guessed, on the second day, the subjects who had been offered money devoted more of their time to doing puzzles. Deci noticed, though, that these incentivized subjects then spent less time on the puzzles on the third day, when the rewards had been rescinded, compared with the time they spent on them on the first day. And on that third day, the never-rewarded group spent more time on the Soma puzzles than the previously rewarded group did. What was going on? As Deci concluded, there seemed to be a “decrease in intrinsic motivation for the activity following the experience with monetary rewards.”

			There are two important things to keep in mind about this study. First, the purported drop in intrinsic motivation on the third day was not statistically significant, which means that we can’t be sure the difference wasn’t due to chance. Second, Deci centered his study on Soma precisely because, as he explained, “it seemed that most college students would be intrinsically motivated to do it.” In other words, he was studying how rewards change a person’s interest in something they already find enjoyable.

			Yet “who on earth would think about using rewards if a child was interested in an activity?” asked Virginia Shiller, an assistant clinical professor at the Yale University Child Study Center and author of Rewards for Kids, when I interviewed her for my article. “You only think of offering incentives if a child is struggling and resisting.” In other words, Deci’s findings didn’t seem applicable to the situations in which parents offer rewards.

			I dismissed Deci’s findings back when I wrote that Slate article—I just didn’t think the evidence supported his claims that rewards are ineffective or dangerous. But after reading more of Deci’s work, and thinking more about how menial tasks sometimes make me feel, I’ve revised my thinking.

			I think that rewards may undermine interest in activities that can be, on some level, intrinsically gratifying. Even tidying one’s room or clearing one’s plate from the dinner table can be satisfying—they are things you (or your child) can feel good about doing, because they help to maintain a nice home and they are helpful for the family. I am constantly tidying my house, and that’s because I like the sense of accomplishment I feel when I’m done, and because I enjoy spending time in a tidy room. (And because, with two kids, if I didn’t, we would be living in a sty.) So while tidying might not be all that intrinsically fun in the moment, I get joy out of having done it, and I am, therefore, intrinsically motivated to do it. I worry, now, that rewarding kids for tasks like this could make them less interested in doing these things in the future.

			In a well-known 1973 study, for instance, Stanford University researchers placed drawing paper and markers in preschool classrooms and watched to see whether the kids used the materials to draw. Then, a few weeks later, they individually invited the kids who had been most interested in drawing into another room to draw for a visitor who was coming to see the school. To some invited students, the researchers promised a reward for drawing. Other students were asked to draw and unexpectedly received the reward after they finished their drawings. And a third group was asked to draw but was never promised or given rewards. Then, a few weeks later, the researchers repeated the first phase of the experiment again—they left markers and paper in the preschool rooms and watched to see whether the children drew. They found that the kids who’d been promised and given a reward for drawing a few weeks earlier had since lost interest in drawing; the reward they had received made the activity less intrinsically interesting.

			The problem with using rewards as motivators, Deci said, is that the approach feels controlling. People get more satisfaction out of doing things they have chosen to do compared with things they feel they have been manipulated to do. So if I give my son points for cleaning his room, then he will associate cleaning his room with feeling controlled, and he also won’t feel the satisfaction of having chosen to clean his room. Deci worries, too, that the use of rewards can make kids feel that your love for them is contingent upon what they do or how they act, which is bad for their self-esteem (for more on self-esteem, see chapter 6).

			So I’m not as keen on rewards as I used to be, and I’ve eased up on using them with my kids. They seemed to work while we used them, but I found that when I stopped so aggressively providing rewards, my son did stop doing some of the things he’d been rewarded for doing (such as tidying his room). Once, he even reached down to pick up a piece of trash that had fallen on the floor, then stopped and cocked his head and said, “Would I get points for picking this up?” which I suppose was a perfectly reasonable thing for him to ask, but also kind of made me want to crawl into the trash can myself and stay there.

			Deci took care to point out that rewards are, however, OK in certain contexts. If you use them sparingly for things that kids really despise, that’s fine. They are also perfectly acceptable, he wrote, as an acknowledgment of hard work after the fact—like when you take your kids out for ice cream on the last day of school, to celebrate how much they learned and how hard they worked. But saying I’ll take you out for ice cream if you get all As on your report card is another story; that, again, is using a reward as a motivator.

			If you’re reading this after having rewarded your kids for years, don’t fret: You have not ruined them for life. Kids are resilient, and it’s possible to recalibrate their internal motivation compass at any age. After we stopped using our points system (we slowly fizzled it out without the kids really noticing), my son did not collapse in a pile of sloth. He very quickly learned to adapt, and we found other, noncontingent ways to manage his screen time and allowance. And I do think rewards can sometimes be useful in a way that naysayers rarely acknowledge: Rewards can create good habits, and once a child has good habits, motivation doesn’t matter so much anymore, because the behavior becomes automatic. We have seen this with my son: Yes, we initially gave him points to clear his plate, but after a while it just became a habit—something he did every day, no matter what. He still does it today, even though he doesn’t get any points.

			OK but, some of you may be thinking, if I stop using rewards, how do I make my kids actually do what I want them to do?

			Deci suggested that instead of pressuring kids or offering rewards, parents should instead encourage kids to do what they need to do, acknowledge their feelings (like I know you might not want to do this, but I really need your help), and provide them with explanations and choices (as in, Would you prefer to clean up the basement, or unload the dishwasher?). But, Deci wrote, there is no magic wand for getting kids to do what you want them to do. “Motivation must come from within, not from techniques,” he wrote in his book Why We Do What We Do. “It comes from their deciding they are ready to take responsibility for managing themselves.” (Still: To learn some constructive ways to shape behavior, see chapter 8.)

			In a classic study published in 1984, Deci’s colleague and frequent collaborator Richard Ryan, along with three other colleagues, conducted an experiment with six- and seven-year-old kids who were doing an art project. The researchers wanted to encourage some of these artists to work neatly without inadvertently undermining their motivation to create beautiful art.

			In one group of kids, they used controlling language, such as “Be a good boy/girl and don’t make a mess with the paints” and “Don’t get the colors all mixed up.” With a second group of kids, they created expectations by sharing information, saying, “I know that sometimes it’s really fun to just slop the paint around, but here, the materials and room need to be kept nice for the other children who will use them.” The two approaches had vastly different outcomes: The kids in the latter group spent more time painting, and their paintings were judged by independent judges as being of higher quality than paintings made by the kids who were given controlling instructions. Clearly, how we motivate our kids really matters—and the less controlling our efforts feel, the more creative and motivated our children will become.

			So when we are less controlling with our kids, they may be less likely to immediately comply with our requests—but more likely to develop intrinsic motivation. In the long run, we plant important seeds that may grow and flourish over a lifetime.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Encourage your kids to try fun, challenging activities. Don’t let them immediately quit.

				

					
					Praise for effort, not skill or smarts. Tie kids’ successes to their effort, too.

				

					
					Make daunting or boring tasks seem less scary and more fun. Minimize distractions.

				

					
					Use rewards sparingly.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 3

			

			“You’re Dumb and Ugly!”

			How to Raise Kids Who Don’t Bully—and Who Help Those Who Are Bullied

			At the Child Mind Institute’s 2019 spring luncheon, a fundraising event held in a swanky space on Park Avenue in Manhattan, hundreds of well-dressed benefactors sipped iced tea as actress and writer Ali Wentworth moderated a panel discussion. “There is a whiff of unkindness and corruption in our society right now—and I feel like my fear is that our children are losing a sense of compassion and empathy and kindness,” Wentworth said as she introduced the topic of discussion, “Raising Kinder Kids.” The two panelists onstage were Angela Santomero, the creator and executive producer of the shows Blue’s Clues and Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood, and psychologist Rachel Busman, senior director of the Child Mind Institute’s Anxiety Disorders Center.

			For the better part of an hour, the three women discussed strategies for fostering kindness at home while the audience nodded along. Then, as dessert was served, Wentworth opened the floor to audience questions. Out of the five questions attendees asked, four centered on bullying. “What should I do if other kids aren’t nice to my child?” one mother asked. “How should I talk to my kids about other people’s lack of kindness?” inquired another. And then: “If my son is being bullied, should I call the bully’s parents, and if so, what should I say to them?”

			Listening to these questions, I was struck by the fact that although this was supposed to be a discussion about what parents can do to raise kinder kids, the parents in the room were focused on what they should do when other people’s kids aren’t kind. A woman sitting next to me, who worked at the Child Mind Institute, picked up on the dynamic, too: After the fourth question, we exchanged looks. “Why is it that everyone is assuming that their child isn’t the one doing the bullying?” she whispered to me.

			When I got home and dug into the research, I realized that what I had observed was evidence of a widespread phenomenon. Parents often worry that their kids will be bullied—a 2017 national survey found that US parents rated being bullied as the biggest health concern they had regarding their kids, above drug use and internet safety—but they woefully underestimate the possibility that their kids could do any bullying. When researchers at the University of New Hampshire surveyed kids and parents, they found that 31 percent of fifth graders admitted to teasing or picking on others, but that only 11 percent of their parents thought their kids ever did such things. The parents of kids who bullied were especially unlikely to suspect a problem: When the researchers talked to the subgroup of students who had admitted to picking on peers, they found that only 2 percent of those kids’ parents were aware of their children’s behavior. Parents of bullies, in other words, are among the least likely to think that their kids are being mean.

			Look, I get it: I don’t want to entertain the notion that my children could ever bully, either. #Notmykids, right? But our country’s bullying statistics suggest that we all need to open our eyes. A 2014 meta-analysis of eighty studies estimated that about one in three twelve-to-eighteen-year-olds engages in traditional bullying—defined as deliberate, repeated harm inflicted onto others who can’t defend themselves—while nearly one in six engages in cyberbullying via digital devices.

			If this sounds high, consider that there are many ways kids can bully, and that bullies come in all shapes and sizes. “The way we usually talk about bullying to our children is unrealistic,” wrote parenting educator Rosalind Wiseman in her book Queen Bees and Wannabes, “because most bullying experts talk about it as if one kid is 100 percent evil and the other is 100 percent innocent.” In reality, kids can frequently bully, occasionally bully, or bully one day and be bullied the next. Some never instigate bullying but still laugh along with the perpetrators. Put another way, bullying is a continuum, and a child’s involvement and role can change from day to day.

			Bullying is not, of course, a new phenomenon—there are references to it in centuries-old books including Jane Eyre. (I’m not quite that old, but I sure remember being called “four eyes” in elementary school due to my thick glasses.) Over the past two decades, though, bullying has been getting a lot more attention. That’s in part because of what happened on April 20, 1999, when two teenage boys opened fire in the cafeteria of Columbine High School in Colorado. Although the boys’ actions didn’t appear to be a response to bullying, the massacre incited serious concern over the emotional health of American teens, and suddenly everyone was talking about just how common and devastating bullying is.

			Yet even though bullying has gotten a lot of attention in recent years, and we think of bullying as an obvious, easily understood concept, research suggests that many kids who bully don’t even realize that what they are doing is harmful. They don’t always recognize how their behavior affects others; they sometimes think everyone’s just having fun. This means that the kinds of conversations parents have with their kids about bullying can help bridge crucial gaps and reduce the chance that their kids will unintentionally hurt their peers.

			WHAT BULLYING IS—AND ISN’T

			If your kid isn’t invited to a birthday party, that’s a bummer, but it isn’t bullying. If a student in your daughter’s class says something mean to her once, that’s not bullying, either. And if your child gets a C on a test, or gets sent to the principal for acting out in class, that doesn’t mean his teacher is a bully. Bullying has to be repeated, deliberate harassment or abuse—as Wiseman explained, it involves “stripping someone of their dignity and their inherent worth” by attacking them repeatedly based on a perceived inherent trait (which could be something as simple as being too quiet, or it could be rooted in their ethnicity, religion, gender identity, or sexual orientation). Crucially, bullying involves a perceived power dynamic—it’s one child in a position of social or physical power picking on another child with less.

			Typically, kids bully because they are trying to impress their peers, gain power and attention, and boost their position on the social ladder. (But as I’ll explain in a minute, that’s not the whole story, because kids who bully often have difficult home lives that make them crave power among their peers in the first place.) In her book Sticks and Stones, journalist Emily Bazelon explained the various ways bullying can boost social stature. “Maybe they’re after a laugh from another kid they want to impress, or induction into a clique; maybe they want to publicly distance themselves from a friend they sense is now seen as a loser,” she wrote. There are plenty of ways in which meanness and aggression can be rewarded in social situations. Have you ever watched kids at recess?

			Some bullying, though, isn’t overt or physical. Among girls especially, bullying can be entirely social, involving passive-aggressive slights like exclusion and rumor spreading. (Many of you have probably heard of, if not seen, the movie Mean Girls, which is all about this kind of bullying and was based on Wiseman’s book.) In a 2007 study, former Duke University psychologist and neuroscientist Kristina McDonald and her colleagues videotaped sixty fourth-grade girls as they talked with a close friend. Over a period of just fifteen minutes, the girls engaged in thirty-six episodes of gossip, on average, involving twenty-five different people.

			Social bullying often starts early. My friend Celia—you may remember her daughter Ella from chapter 1, who was less than fazed by her great-grandmother’s death—told me about a bully who targeted Ella in preschool. This little girl, who was five at the time, policed and controlled Ella’s—and other kids’—social interactions. She dictated who could play what, when, and with whom, and often engineered playgroups to exclude specific kids. In preschool. “When I was there for my parent observation day, she kicked Ella out of the group that was playing on the playground, and then when Ella found a boy to play with and was happily digging in the dirt with him, this girl came over and took over the game and again pushed Ella out. It was kind of stunning,” Celia recalls.

			Why are girls so often mean to each other? Again, it’s all about power and social status. As Wiseman explained in her book, girls want to be accepted and to have good standing within their group of friends, to the point where they may turn against each other to maintain or boost their position. Girls may also believe that “it’s more important to maintain a relationship at all costs, instead of realizing that how they are treated within that relationship should be the basis for whether or not they stay in it,” Wiseman wrote.

			Kids may also be cruel to one another because they aren’t sure how to express their anger in a direct and healthy way, so instead they communicate it passively, through things like revenge and backstabbing. In some situations, too, kids may feel uncomfortable about the social bullying they’re observing but be too scared to speak up about it. “When a group decides to exclude one girl, for example, many of the girls in the group are likely to know that it’s wrong and even feel uncomfortable about it, but they won’t necessarily have the language to express it or the assertiveness skills to put a stop to it,” wrote child and adolescent psychotherapist Katie Hurley in her book No More Mean Girls.

			Cyberbullying is another scary phenomenon these days, especially for parents (like me!) who struggle to keep up with the latest social media and technology trends. The Cyberbullying Research Center defines cyberbullying as willful and repeated harm inflicted through the use of digital media. But instead of thinking about cyberbullying as a terrifying new beast, it’s better conceived of as garden-style bullying happening in a different context. Given how common devices are these days, cyberbullying is certainly worrying, but if it’s any consolation, it still appears to be less common than traditional bullying: In 2018, more than two-thirds of US teens said that bullying was still more likely to happen in person than online, according to a Pew Research Center survey. Bullying researchers have found that when schools effectively tackle regular bullying and teach emotional regulation skills, cyberbullying tends to decrease, too. And one upshot about cyberbullying is that it is easier to document and prove to school administrators or authorities, because there’s usually a built-in digital footprint.

			Certainly, though, there are aspects of cyberbullying that make it scarier than the old-school kind. Traditional bullying typically happens at school, which means that it stops once kids walk through their front door at the end of the school day. Cyberbullying, on the other hand, can happen anytime and anywhere, as long as your child has access to a device. And while spoken words are fleeting—they only linger in the air for as long as it takes to say them—cruel texts and Facebook comments can last forever, re-traumatizing a kid every time those words are seen (and shared). The audience for a cyberbully can also be vastly larger than for a face-to-face bully, which can strengthen the impact.

			THE LONG-TERM EFFECTS OF BULLYING

			If you’re tempted to think of bullying as an innocuous rite of passage—something kids should learn to shrug off because “boys will be boys” or some such—please reconsider. Being bullied can be incredibly scarring, increasing a kid’s risk for depression, anxiety, and dangerous self-harm later in life. When researchers surveyed young LGBT adults as part of a 2011 study, they found that those who were frequently bullied in middle school and high school were more than five times as likely as other young LGBT adults to have attempted suicide at least once.

			Lori, a friend of mine, recently told me about the bullying she suffered throughout elementary and middle school. She was called names, she was spat at, and she was punched. “Most of the bullying happened on the school bus, and the kids who were doing it were popular, so they drew in other people to pile on me. It felt like bullying me was a shortcut to the cool kids’ group,” she said. When Lori told other adults about it, including teachers and her parents, they essentially ignored it, telling her she was making too big of a deal about it. “In hindsight it felt like gaslighting before gaslighting was a thing—I thought I was the ugliest, least appealing person on the planet, and I must deserve it,” she said. Although Lori got through the experience—she is now forty-four and a successful communications manager—she said that the bullying has shaped her life in pernicious ways. “I never realized until recently how much the bullying and lack of support affected me even as an adult—my self-esteem, confidence, staying with someone who treated me really badly for far too long,” she said.

			Another friend of mine, Claire, now forty-seven, told me she was bullied to the point where she thought she was inherently unlovable. Her bullies spread rumors about her, threw food at her in the cafeteria, and shoved maxi-pads in her face. It created a vicious cycle of self-loathing that has “taken me my whole life to dismantle,” Claire said. “Even now I have to consciously make the effort not to frame situations in terms of that whole thing.”

			This is all terribly depressing, but there’s some good news to consider, too. Bullying is often characterized as a school issue, because, yes, it often happens at school. But parents are important, too. Research suggests that what happens at home, and how parents talk to their kids about bullying and anger, can influence whether or not kids act aggressively toward other kids. We can also teach our kids how to respond to bullying in ways that may deter it in the future.

			Anti-Bullying Strategy #1

			Talk about bullying.

			In the powerful 2013 book Bullying Under Attack, teenagers and young adults around the country shared their first-person bullying accounts. Some of the writers had engaged in bullying themselves, and many hinted that their home lives had been unhappy. One bullying teen mentioned a father who rarely spoke to him except to scold him.

			It makes sense that kids who bully might have less than ideal home lives—bullying is primarily about getting and maintaining power, and if kids don’t have power at home, they’ll be hungry to acquire it elsewhere. Research suggests, for instance, that when kids don’t get the supervision and attention they need at home, they are more likely to bully others. Bullies are also more likely than non-bullies to have seen or been victims of domestic violence. Seeing or experiencing violence starts to normalize it, inciting kids to think of it as an acceptable way to solve problems.

			Ultimately, the parents who are least likely to end up with kids who bully others are those who adopt an authoritative parenting style—they set boundaries and rules, but they also listen to their kids, negotiate with them, and explain their reasoning rather than barking orders. Research has shown that authoritarian parents, on the other hand, who are more distant and treat their children with less respect and independence, are much more likely to wind up with kids who have trouble controlling their aggression. (For more on these parenting styles, see chapter 8.) If you’re there for your kids, regularly engage with them (put your phones down when you do!), and respond to them with warmth and compassion, your kids will have a much easier time engaging with their peers respectfully.

			Even so, you’ll need to talk with your kids about bullying on a regular basis. Bullying is something that seems so obviously bad that parents feel like they don’t need to directly address it. But the fact is, some kids really don’t “get it” and need extra guidance on this front. Jan Urbanski, a researcher who oversees the Olweus Bullying Prevention Program at Clemson University’s Institute on Family and Neighborhood Life, said that when she runs programs in schools, she often interacts with kids who really seem not to recognize that their behavior is bullying. These students may engage in what they think of as harmless teasing and assume everyone’s having fun, failing to read the signals to the contrary.

			In a 2003 study, researchers in Spain and Italy gave 179 kids between the ages of nine and thirteen a questionnaire that assessed whether they tended to be bullies, victims of bullying, or neither. Then they showed the kids a series of cartoons that depicted bullying and asked them questions about how they would feel if they were the ones doing the bullying and how that bullying might affect the kids being targeted. A whopping 70 percent of the kids who tended to bully, they found, weren’t even aware that bullying behavior was hurtful. Other research suggests that 15 to 20 percent of kids actually admire bullies and think that kids being bullied deserve what they get.

			So explain to your child exactly what bullying is, the various ways it can manifest, and why it’s not OK for them to do it. Make sure they understand that it’s less about their intention than about the other person’s interpretation. If your kid repeatedly teases someone else, even if they don’t mean any harm, it’s bullying if the other kid feels powerless and is hurt by it. (If you’re the type of parent who teases your kids in good fun, then you need to make extra sure to explain this—if you tease, your kids will try it, too, and they may not be as adept at perceiving the boundaries between harmless teasing and harmful taunting.)

			Research has also found that some kids who bully are not as skillful as non-bullies at putting themselves in other people’s shoes—they struggle with what is called theory of mind, or perspective taking. To help teach this skill, ask your kids to imagine how other people are feeling. If you’re watching a movie or TV show together, pause it every so often and say, “How do you think that character feels right now? What just happened to her and what do you think that feels like?” If you stumble upon a sibling argument or a fight that erupts during a playdate, do the same thing. “I know you’re upset right now, but let’s think for a minute: Why do you think your friend might be sad?”

			It’s also helpful to give your kids a framework for how to respond when they see bullying happen. Many parents advise their children to do nothing—to stay out of it as much as possible. This is well-intentioned, but it’s actually bad advice. As part of the Youth Voice Research Project, researchers surveyed nearly twelve thousand fifth through twelfth graders about the kinds of interventions that did and did not stop bullying from happening. In a preliminary analysis, 87 percent of students said that doing nothing either did not help or actively made the bullying worse. Of course, your kid doesn’t have to swoop in on a white horse and challenge a bully, which can be hard (not to mention dangerous) to do. Reporting the incident to a teacher afterward can be helpful, but depending on the school climate and how responsive teachers are, a child might not always want to do this, either.

			So what should you tell your child to do? One productive approach is for kids to reach out to and be kind to victims after a bullying incident—to sit with them at lunch, for instance. When I was in high school, one popular girl in my class went out of her way to reach out to other kids who were socially ostracized and bullied. I noticed and remembered her kindness, and I know it helped. In the Youth Voice Research Project, kids who had been bullied said that the two most helpful things their peers had done to support them were to listen to them and spend time with them. Being kind to the person being bullied may also deter future bullying: When a bully sees other kids being nice to their target, they sometimes stop, because they realize their behavior might get pushback and is not having the intended ostracizing effect.

			As a parent, then, talk to your kids about being good bystanders—if they aren’t comfortable speaking up in the moment, explain that they can still make a difference by supporting bullying victims at other times and in other ways. Having these conversations can really help: In a 2018 study, researchers watched as parents advised their fourth- and fifth-grade kids about what they should do when they see bullying happen. Later, the researchers observed these kids at school during bullying situations to see what they actually did. The kids of parents who’d advised them to reach out and support bullying victims were much more likely than other kids to do just that.

			Anti-Bullying Strategy #2

			Teach your kid about anger.

			Society constantly pressures girls to suppress anger and other so-called masculine emotions. “Boys will be boys,” we hear when boys get upset, yet girls who raise a stink are labeled as “dramatic,” “aggressive,” or even “hysterical.” Girls are taught to be seen but not heard, to keep big feelings inside, and to shake aggressive emotions off without expressing them—which is one reason why so much girl-on-girl conflict is unhealthy, indirect, and passive-aggressive.

			To push back against these expectations, we as parents need to talk to our kids about feelings, including anger—label them, discuss them, allow them, as I explained in chapter 1. This may sound silly—aren’t kids going to learn about feelings even if we don’t talk about them constantly?—but as Katie Hurley explained in No More Mean Girls, “Many school-age and middle school girls struggle to name more than two or three feelings.” We do need to talk about feelings, and we need to do it regularly, both with boys and with girls.

			We also need to allow our kids to experience their feelings, no matter how big they are, without shaming them. Telling them to “calm down” or “buck up” does the opposite: It teaches kids that expressing their feelings is unacceptable and that they should bury them instead. This doesn’t mean that you can’t set rules about how and where your kids express their emotions and what kind of expression is appropriate. When my daughter is upset, her go-to response is to scream as loud as possible on the kitchen floor for fifteen minutes; when she starts down that path, I acknowledge and label her feelings—wow, it sounds like you are really frustrated!—and then, if she continues, I tell her that her screams are hurting my ears, and if she needs to keep doing it, she has to take it up to her room or step outside.

			When kids are angry at their friends and don’t know how to handle it, they sometimes also make choices that look a bit like bullying. They may talk about their friends behind their back and do passive-aggressive things to hurt them, like posting mean things about them on social media. To help kids manage their anger appropriately, Wiseman recommends teaching kids an approach she calls SEAL, which they can use whenever they are upset with another person and want a framework for expressing those feelings directly. SEAL has four parts, which I will quote verbatim here:

			Stop and Strategize. Breathe, listen, and think about when and where you want to talk to this person. Do you want to do it now or later—or maybe a little bit of both?

			Explain. What happened that you didn’t like and what do you want?

			Affirm. Admit (recognize) anything you did that contributed to the conflict, but affirm your right to be treated with dignity by the other person and vice versa.

			Lock. Lock in the friendship, take a vacation, or lock the friendship out.

			Anti-Bullying Strategy #3

			Know what to do if your kid is bullying.

			It’s never, ever fun when the school principal calls. Last year, our principal phoned to report that my eight-year-old had called another boy a name on the school bus. Although the principal said my son was not the instigator, he nevertheless joined in on the bullying. I was devastated.

			The first thing I did when my son got home was to ask him what had happened. This is a good first step, said Amanda Nickerson, director of the Dr. Jean M. Alberti Center for the Prevention of Bullying Abuse and School Violence at the University at Buffalo, because it’s important to hear your child’s perspective. This doesn’t mean you need to accept his or her story at face value—and if you find yourself doing that, do a self-check. Parents desperately want to believe their kids can do no wrong, so we’re often too inclined to believe their pleas of “I’m innocent!”

			In response to my question, my son first said that he was there when the bullying happened but that he hadn’t joined in. (In other words, yep, “I’m innocent.”) When I calmly pressed him, though, he admitted he had called the boy names a couple of times.

			No matter where you feel blame lies—maybe you decide your kid didn’t actually do anything wrong—these conversations are still very important, as they’re opportunities to discuss bullying and why it’s unacceptable and to explain your expectations as a parent. I told my son that day that I expect him to always treat others with dignity and respect. I also went on to explain that even if he is not trying to be mean, he needs to be aware that name-calling and teasing can really hurt, and therefore it’s not OK. It can be helpful to remind your kids of a time when they were treated this way. Remember how sad you felt when that boy at camp called you names?

			If your child does engage in bullying, it’s also important to consider an appropriate punishment. Nickerson recommends linking the consequences to the situation: If your child was bullying online, perhaps you restrict their internet access for a while. If they bullied during a soccer game, have them sit out the next two games. Consider, too, having them make reparations for their behavior. Nickerson said that when her kids do something bad, she makes them write apology notes in which they take ownership for their behavior and explain what they’ll do to make up for it. In my case, I had my son apologize to the bus driver and the boy he bullied, but next time I might have him write a letter, too. And talk to your child about what a true apology is—that it needs to reflect a genuine understanding of what was done that was harmful, and that it doesn’t blame the victim or make excuses.

			Anti-Bullying Strategy #4

			Take action if your kid is being bullied.

			If your child tells you he or she is being bullied, first, ask for details. The more specifics you can get about what’s going on, the better. (And if there’s documentation or evidence you can collect and keep, do that too.) “Understand the context a little bit before you just go in with ‘Say no more, I’m flying into the school,’ ” said psychologist Rachel Busman at that Child Mind Institute luncheon. Sometimes, you’ll learn that the situation is more innocuous than it seems—that your kid is just fighting with an old friend, say. Resist the temptation to admonish your child or interject their explanation with advice; the goal is to collect as much information as you can without giving your kid reasons to hold back.

			After you hear your child’s side of the story, your immediate inclination may be to call the parents of the kid doing the bullying and yell at them. Try not to. Instead, take some deep breaths and think about whether a call like that would be productive. If you don’t know the other child’s parents, they may be quick to defend their kid and even accuse you or your child of lying, which will only make you more upset. If you do know the parents and you think they would be reasonable, consider talking to them if you think it may help, but wait until you’ve calmed down.

			Sometimes kids feel afraid or ashamed about being bullied and might not open up about what they’re going through. Studies suggest that as many as 40 percent of kids who are bullied don’t tell any adults about it and that 25 percent don’t tell anyone—not even other kids. But you can look for warning signs, which include losing interest in school or sudden grade drops, trouble sleeping or nightmares, and saying they feel sick on school days when they seem healthy. If you see these signs, make time to talk with your child one-on-one in a warm and sympathetic way, and try to do it at a time when you think they’ll be receptive. Tell them that you know they may feel scared but that you need to know what’s going on so you can work together to identify solutions.

			When advising your kid on what to do—and not to do—in response to bullying, my main suggestion is this: Don’t tell your child to fight back. There’s something so satisfying about the idea of a victim getting his or her revenge on a deserving bully, but real life rarely plays out like The Karate Kid. Victims who fight back tend to lose—kids who bully often pick their targets specifically because they are smaller or less physically inclined—and research suggests that many victims who attempt to fight end up getting bullied more afterward.

			If your child is being cyberbullied, take a screenshot of the evidence (and make sure your kids know how to do this, too). Then advise your child to block and report the bully on the social media platform they are using. Encourage your child to tell you or another trusted adult about any cyberbullying they experience. The organization STOMP Out Bullying (stompoutbullying.org) has a free and confidential live HelpChat Line for young people between the ages of thirteen and twenty-four. The Cyberbullying Research Center (cyberbullying.org) has additional information about cyberbullying and how to handle it.

			If your child is in elementary school, and the bullying or cyberbullying seems serious, consider talking to your child’s teacher or a school psychologist. (Kids sometimes ask their parents not to get involved, but it’s important that you do, Urbanski said—explain to your child that the school can keep the report anonymous if you ask them to and that things could get worse if the school doesn’t know.) If your kid is in middle or high school, you might want to go to a trusted teacher or the school psychologist. If you don’t get a suitable response, loop in other members of the administration, such as the principal.

			When talking to school staff, tell them in detail what has been happening and ask them what steps they can take to resolve the bullying. Together, make a safety plan and put it in writing. A safety plan should include a list of actions that the school staff will take to address the issue—for instance, monitoring specific locations where the bullying tends to occur—as well as a list of actions your child should take if bullying continues. And if your child is really struggling, consider finding him or her a therapist, too.

			Anti-Bullying Strategy #5

			Encourage your kid’s school to fight bullying effectively.

			If you’re concerned about bullying at your child’s school, what can you do to advocate for change? First, make sure the administration knows there’s an issue and suggest that they conduct a schoolwide survey to get a handle on the scope of the problem.

			If your child’s school is responding to bullying in a way that you find counterproductive, talk to teachers or administrators. One thing schools should not do, for instance, is bullying “mediation,” which involves sitting bullies and their victims down together to try to work out their conflicts. Mediation can work when people of equal stature are having problems; it doesn’t work with kids whose relationship is strained by a power imbalance. Researchers also suggest that schools move away from zero-tolerance punishments like “three strikes and you’re out” suspensions and expulsions and respond to bullying with more restorative approaches that attempt to make amends for harm done to the victims.

			Unfortunately, if there’s a systemic problem, schools really have to dedicate themselves to the issue to fix it. While a handful of school anti-bullying programs are available for schools to implement, research suggests that most of them are only marginally effective, especially in middle and high school. That’s because schools all too often implement these programs in a slipshod fashion—they treat them as quick fixes, rather than vehicles for systemic transformation of school culture. (Teachers are often among those who need to change the most: They need to learn to respond to bullying immediately and in the right ways, or else students will assume they don’t care.) The challenges here are understandable, though. Teachers are stretched extremely thin, so these programs end up being taught to students piecemeal, without much thought or investment. And those once-a-year bullying assemblies? They’re almost certainly useless on their own.

			Some research suggests, however, that broader social-emotional learning (SEL) programs—which teach kids about communication, empathy, and social problem-solving, and which can be easier for teachers to implement than anti-bullying programs—can help with certain forms of bullying. In a two-year clinical trial involving thirty-six schools, researchers tested how the SEL program known as Second Step affected bullying. They found that students in Illinois schools who used the program were 56 percent less likely to say they’d experienced homophobic name-calling and 39 percent less likely to say they’d experienced sexual harassment compared with kids in schools that didn’t use the program. A 2011 meta-analysis also found that kids who participated in SEL programs scored 11 percent higher on standardized tests, which suggests that when kids feel safe and supported at school, they learn better, too. A handful of evidence-based SEL programs are available for schools; the nonprofit Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning maintains lists of these programs on their website, CASEL.org, and you can point school administrators to the site for inspiration. If cyberbullying is a problem at your kid’s school, you might also want to talk to administrators about weaving some instruction on digital citizenship into the curriculum.

			Bullying rarely goes away on its own, but when schools take the issue seriously and implement evidence-based programs and approaches, they can transform school culture. And in schools where students treat one another with respect and compassion, they learn better, develop stronger bonds, and end up leading happier, healthier lives.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Talk to kids about what bullying is, why it’s bad, and what they should do when they see it.

				

					
					Give kids tools to manage and communicate their anger effectively.

				

					
					If your child is bullying, talk to them about why it’s not OK and instigate appropriate consequences.

				

					
					If your child is being bullied, collect information and, if needed, work with the school to create a safety plan.

				

					
					Talk to your child’s school administrators about effective anti-bullying policies and prevention programs.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 4

			

			“I’m Telling the Truth, Dammit!”

			How to Raise Kids Who Won’t Lie or Swear—or At Least, Not When It Matters

			I vaguely remember my son’s first crawl, his first steps, and the first time he said “mama.” But I really remember the first time he swore.

			It was shortly after he had turned three. He was playing with his toys in the other room, and I’m guessing he was getting frustrated, because for the zillionth time, his zoo animals weren’t fitting in his zoo truck. Suddenly I heard: “Fuck it chuck it!”

			I froze.

			My first thought was: Did I just hear what I think I heard? Then I wondered: Is it bad if I laugh? Because that was hilarious. Finally I got around to musing: Shit, what do I do now? I surmised that he didn’t really know what he was saying—that he knew from the (of course very few!) times he had heard the f-bomb uttered by me that it was an emotive word and that he was feeling frustrated and had decided to try it out. But I guessed that he didn’t know it was a bad word and that he certainly didn’t know its literal meaning. (I don’t know where the “chuck it” came from, but doesn’t it perfectly capture how you feel when you’re frustrated with an object? Fuck it chuck it indeed!)

			When my daughter was around the same age, she began to experiment with lying and deception. More often than not, it involved candy. Our house rule is that the kids can have candies from their Halloween baskets at dessert time but they can’t just wolf down Snickers bars whenever they please. Yet on more than one occasion, my daughter has snuck candy from her basket up to her room, and then lied to me when I’ve asked her about it. Once, when I checked on her in the middle of the night, I found her sleeping happily atop five empty candy wrappers, chocolate smeared all over her face.

			When it comes to kids behaving in unsavory ways, there are a few things you should know. “Don’t think you can prevent swearing—you’re doomed to failure if you think that’s going to happen,” said Timothy Jay, a psychologist at the Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts and the author of What to Do When Your Kids Talk Dirty. “We’ve recorded fuck and shit in every age range that we’ve studied.” (Also, despite what your parents may say, people don’t swear any more now than they did thirty-five years ago, according to Jay’s research.) Likewise, if your kid has been lying, “That’s very, very normal,” said Kang Lee, a developmental psychologist at the University of Toronto who has been studying lying in children for twenty years.

			Kids emulate their parents, and let’s face it, we aren’t always paragons of politeness and honesty. But even if kids don’t hear swear words or lies from you, they’ll hear them at school, on TV, or at the recreation center—and then, yes, they’ll try them out at home. By the time kids enter school, they know about thirty to forty offensive words. Studies also find that half of all kids start lying around age two or three, and that most kids have told their first lie by the age of four. As one paper concluded, “The emergence of lying as a behavior is a milestone of children’s normal development.”

			So yes, lying and swearing are both typical kid behaviors—and sometimes, they’re even requested and rewarded (like when we ask little Annie to pretend to love the ugly sweater Grandma just gave her for her birthday). Of course, we don’t want our kids to go overboard, lying left and right and constantly dropping f-bombs. But these bad habits aren’t all bad; they’re signs that our kids are, well, growing up.

			LYING AND SWEARING MEAN YOUR CHILD’S BRAIN IS WORKING

			Although we think of lying and swearing as Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Things, the fact that kids try them out means that their brains are developing normally. Kids can only curse, after all, if they can successfully learn new words and pick up on social conventions.

			And when kids lie, it’s not a sign that they’re on the road to delinquency—it’s a sign that they are developing important psychological skills. One is theory of mind, the ability to recognize that other people can have different beliefs or feelings from you. In order to fib, your child has to realize that although he knows full well that he broke the vase, you do not (at least, not yet). In fact, the ability to deceive is considered one of the chief skills associated with having fully developed theory of mind skills. (One study even found that after initially honest three-year-olds were taught to improve their theory of mind skills, they immediately began lying.) Lying also requires executive function, a complex set of skills that includes working memory, inhibitory control, and planning capabilities. Your kid has to hide the truth, plan up an alternate reality, tell you about it, and answer any follow-up questions in a way that’s consistent with his story. Good job, kid!

			Researchers say that lie-telling in kids progresses through three levels: The first “primary” lies happen around two or three, when kids are first able to make deliberately untrue statements. These lies tend to be infrequent. But then, around age three or four, kids tend to reach the “secondary” lie stage, where they much more readily lie to cover their butts. Then, between the ages of seven and eight, kids can tell “tertiary” lies, in which they become frightfully adept at maintaining the plausibility of their lies in response to questioning. These tertiary lies require not just theory of mind but also good memory and self-regulation skills (after all, they have to stay calm and poised even when they’re worried you’re onto them).

			So kids who lie are demonstrating important cognitive skills. But paradoxically, they also lie in part because they don’t have great cognitive skills. Children are emotional and impulsive—they struggle with inhibitory control, one aspect of executive function—which is why, despite your clear instructions not to, they will continue to use their forks as drumsticks and hit their siblings. Then, to cover up their mistakes, they’ll lie to avoid getting punished. In other words, kids lie because they can’t help defying you, and they don’t want to suffer the consequences. Really, can you blame them?

			There are, of course, several types of lies, and research suggests that each kind develops a little differently. The first kind of lie that kids tell is the type that keeps them out of trouble, usually to cover up transgressions. In a classic 1989 study—you’ll see this general setup in a handful of studies I mention in this chapter, so pay attention—researchers took individual three-year-olds into a room equipped with a hidden video camera and a one-way mirror and sat them facing away from a table. The researchers told the children they were going to put a surprise toy on the table and instructed the kids not to look at it. Then the researchers left the room. They returned either once the children had peeked at the toy (most did) or after five minutes had gone by, and they then asked the kids whether they had peeked. They found that 38 percent of the kids who had snuck a peek lied, assuring the researchers that they hadn’t looked at the toy. In a similarly designed 2002 study coauthored by Lee, 54 percent of three-year-olds lied about peeking, whereas more than three-quarters of kids aged four to seven did. Apparently, kids in early elementary school really don’t like to get into trouble.

			Kids also lie for personal gain, like when they tell their friends they are strong enough to pick up a car or that they always get to eat cookies for dinner. These are called instrumental lies, and because they are slightly more sophisticated than the hiding-transgressions lies, they often appear a little later, around kindergarten.

			And then there are the “white” lies, which kids tell to be polite or benefit others. Research suggests that self-serving lies tend to become less and less common as kids get older, but that some white lies become more and more common with age. In a 2019 study, Victoria Talwar and her colleagues at McGill University and the City University of New York engaged one-on-one with more than a hundred four-year-olds in ways that set them up to lie. Then they did the same things with the kids two years later. The children, they found, were more likely to lie to cover their butts at age four than they were at six, but they were much more likely to tell certain kinds of white lies when they were six than when they were four. White lies require rather complex thinking skills, because kids have to empathetically understand another person’s state of mind and know what they need to do to shape that state of mind. They have to know that although they definitely didn’t want wool socks for Christmas, Aunt Meg’s feelings would be hurt if they actually told her that.

			And, of course, kids learn how to lie (and swear, for that matter) because parents do it all the time—in fact, we often encourage white lies. One year during holiday break, my husband and I decided to take the kids to an indoor trampoline park for the day. But when we woke up that morning, our daughter had a fever. My husband told our son that he would still take him, but that it would be best to tell his sister they were just running errands, lest she feel sad for missing out. My son was shocked by the suggestion. “But, Daddy, that’s a lie!” he said, mortified. My husband felt sheepish afterward, but I’m pretty sure they still told the fib (or at least, told a lie of omission). The things you’ll do to avoid a tantrum.

			Still, even though swearing and lying are normal and sometimes socially acceptable, you don’t want your kids deceiving and cursing at you all the time. Here are some research-backed strategies you can use to set language limits and encourage your kids to be honest when they need to be.

			Lying and Swearing Strategy #1

			Identify causes, and model the behavior you want to see.

			First, let’s talk about swearing. If your kid has developed a nasty potty mouth, you might be wise to try to identify the source of the bad language and limit it. Has he been sneak-watching The Wire? Binge-reading Hunter S. Thompson? Perhaps it’s more likely that he’s been overhearing you as you talk about your mother-in-law. Kids have an amazing knack for not listening when you want them to, but the reverse is true, too: They are often keenly paying attention when you think they aren’t. And ultimately, “A parent who swears a lot,” said Tovah Klein, director of the Barnard College Center for Toddler Development and the author of How Toddlers Thrive, “will have a hard time getting her child not to.”

			The same goes for lying: Kids do as we do, not as we say. You might be thinking to yourself, I never lie in front of my kids! But in all honesty (ha), you probably do. Maybe they’ve seen you fib to a telemarketer that they have the wrong number, or tell your friend that you absolutely loved her woefully under-salted vegan chili. It isn’t always bad when kids see you fib, but it’s worth having a conversation with your child about different kinds of lies—why it’s OK to tell certain kinds of lies (to protect other people’s feelings, say), but not other kinds of lies (such as for personal gain). But again, be sure you practice what you preach, because parents often lie for personal gain in front of their kids, too—and even encourage their kids to do the same. If you’ve ever told your child to fib about his age to get into the museum for free, you’re essentially telling him that lying for personal gain is OK. Interestingly, too, kids are more likely to lie if they have older siblings. Again: They learn by example.

			Research confirms that kids—especially school-aged ones—will lie more after they’ve seen adults lie. In a 2014 study, University of California psychologists Chelsea Hays and Leslie Carver performed an experiment with nearly two hundred kids aged three to seven. First, to half the kids, the experimenter told a lie. She said, “There is a huge bowl of candy in the next room, want to go get some?” Then, once in that room, she confessed she had been lying. The other half of the kids were told there was a fun game in the next room, with no mention of candy and no lie.

			Next, the experimenter asked each of the kids to play a guessing game. The kids had their backs to her while she played the sound of a toy, then the kids were asked to guess what the toy was. Right after playing the sound but before the kids were given the chance to guess, the experimenter said she had to run out to grab something and told each child not to peek at the toy while she was gone. When she left, a hidden camera watched to see what the children did, and the experimenter returned ninety seconds later. She asked the children if they had peeked at the toy while she was gone.

			The researchers found that school-aged kids in particular—those between the ages of five and seven—who had been lied to at the beginning of the experiment were much more likely to peek, and also much more likely to lie about having peeked, than school-aged kids who had not been deceived. (Preschoolers did not differ in terms of peeking or lying based on whether the adult had lied to them, perhaps because they were too young to understand exactly what was happening.) “Parents and teachers sometimes use lying as a way of controlling children’s behavior or emotions,” the authors wrote, and “this strategy may have deleterious effects on children’s own honesty.”

			Kids are also more likely to lie if they observe an adult lying and getting away with it, even if that adult wasn’t lying to them. In a 2019 study, kids were split into groups and watched researchers do various things. Some of the kids watched researchers tell lies to their friends, while other kids watched them fess up and tell the truth to a friend about something bad that had happened. Then some kids saw the researchers being yelled at for lying or for telling the truth. Other kids saw the researchers get rewarded for lying or for telling the truth.

			In the next part of the study, the researchers had the kids play the don’t-peek guessing game again. And guess what happened? Those who saw the adult tell the truth and get rewarded for it—and those who saw the adult lie and then get punished for it—were much less likely to lie. The various conditions didn’t affect whether or not the kids peeked, but they did affect whether the kids lied about peeking. Clearly, kids notice when other people lie (or tell the truth), and they make important inferences—and modify their own behavior—based on how those people were affected by their dishonesty (or honesty).

			These findings have obvious implications for how we should respond to our kids when they tell the truth, even if that truth is unsavory: We should praise them for being honest, even when we are unhappy about every other aspect of the situation. Last year, my son accidentally broke a night-light he had been surreptitiously playing with at a friend’s house, and he confessed to it right away. Although I was upset about the broken light, I knew it was an opportunity to reinforce the virtues of honesty, so I thanked him for telling me the truth and told him it was OK. Later on, after he and I had calmed down, I talked with him more about the importance of also respecting other people’s property, and that it would have been better if he hadn’t played with the light in the first place. But that initial reaction—in which I rewarded his honesty—was important and, hopefully, sent him the message that honesty is the best path forward. Telling the truth can be hard—and it’s far harder when we are immediately punished for it.

			Lying and Swearing Strategy #2

			React calmly, ask questions, and explain how words can hurt.

			When you hear your kids curse, by far the best way to respond is calmly—if you respond at all. With young kids, “the less attention paid, the better,” Klein explained. “When children get a big rise out of the adults, that can solidify the use of the word because the attention was big—Wow, that really bothers Daddy!” If you don’t react, the words tend to disappear faster.

			Still, sometimes the bad words linger even when you ignore them. Then what? “The worst thing is to yell or scream,” Jay said—and please don’t wash your kids’ mouths out with soap, he added. If your child is young—a toddler or preschooler—you could first try to understand why your kid used the word in the first place. “Say, ‘Hey, that’s an interesting word—where did you hear that? Do you know what it means?’ ” Jay suggested. Then proceed in one of two ways. One option is to tell him it’s not a word he should use at home. But that approach can backfire, because what you’ve just done is given your kid a weapon that he can fire at you when he’s upset or wants your attention.

			A potentially better approach is to allow your child to use the swear word within limits. “Tell her, ‘Some people don’t like that word, but in your room you can say it anytime,’ ” Klein said. (Of course, different rules can apply to different words, as I’ll explain more in a minute; if the word is truly offensive, you can set stricter limits, like We never say that word anywhere, because of how much it can hurt people.)

			Be sure, too, that you are distinguishing anger from cursing. It’s important for kids to know that the emotions they feel are OK; it’s how they express or deal with them that matter. If your kids tend to curse when they’re angry, acknowledge their feelings—You must be so mad!—but discuss more appropriate ways for them to express their rage. It’s perfectly fine for you to feel upset, but you can only use that word in your room.

			If your kid is old enough (say, over the age of six or seven), you might also try explaining why curse words can be offensive. “Try to get them to think about how that word sounds to somebody else,” Jay said. You can point out to your kids that other people will form impressions of them based on the language they use, so if people find their language rude or offensive, they might get judged, and not in a good way.

			Ultimately, Jay suggested that parents not necessarily eradicate bad words from a child’s vocabulary—that, he said, can be an impossible task—but instead teach a kind of “etiquette” of offensive language, so that your kids understand what kinds of language can be used in what contexts. It’s also important, of course, to teach kids what kinds of bad language are never acceptable. For instance, if your kids use a word or phrase that is discriminatory or abusive (such as a racial slur), have a (calm) conversation with them about why that word or phrase hurts other people and why it’s never OK to say. And try your best not to shame your child in the process—often, kids use language without having any idea of their weight or meaning. (If they keep using the words after you’ve had a serious conversation, though, then you might want to consider appropriate consequences.)

			Also, go over your child’s school handbook together and discuss their school’s language rules. In school settings, federal law prohibits language that constitutes sexual harassment as well as language that constitutes racial or gender discrimination. Have a sit-down conversation with your kids about what these terms mean and why they are illegal.

			Lying and Swearing Strategy #3

			React calmly and emphasize the importance of honesty.

			When you catch your child in a lie, try to stay calm. “Point out what he has just done, and tell him what you expect him to do, which is to tell the truth regardless—and tell him why it’s important to tell the truth,” Lee said. Talk about how it’s important for family members to trust one another, and that honesty is essential for strong, loving relationships.

			It’s also crucial, as mentioned earlier, not to get mad at your kid when he does tell the truth. Parents very often say things like I promise I won’t get mad if you just say what happened, and then what do we do? We immediately get mad at them for telling us what happened. This teaches kids that truth-telling gets punished. They’d be better off lying.

			When our kids do lie to cover their butts, we should also separate the lie from the misdeed. Address the fact that your kid broke the TV, and address the fact that she lied about it—but don’t conflate the two, because they’re different. Talk to your child about these two transgressions individually, and perhaps at separate times. And again: If your kid broke the TV but was actually honest about it, you should, hard as it may be, commend her for her truth-telling even though you’re ready to kill her about the broken TV.

			It may also help to frame your discussions around the concept of honesty rather than the concept of dishonesty. It sounds arbitrary, but hear me out: Lee and his colleagues tested how different kinds of stories could curb kids’ tendencies to lie. They used the story of George Washington and the cherry tree, in which Washington confesses to chopping down his father’s tree and is commended for confessing, and the boy who cried wolf, which warns against lying by highlighting its negative consequences. They found that kids learn more when they’re taught about the benefits of honesty than when they are warned about the downsides of dishonesty.

			I learned this one myself, actually. Last winter, my five-year-old discovered that she could get crackers at the school nurse’s office if she pretended to feel sick, so she started making regular visits, complaining that various body parts hurt. One morning before school, I told her the story of the boy who cried wolf. Yet that day at school, guess what happened? She marched right back to the nurse’s office for more crackers. I should have gone with good old George Washington.

			Lee also cautioned against punishing kids—particularly toddlers and young preschoolers—for lying, because they often do not fully understand the concept of honesty. Punishing a kid for lying can also backfire, because kids understand that they only get punished if they are caught lying, so they may continue to lie or, in fact, become more likely to lie to avoid punishment.

			A 2011 study illustrated this phenomenon in an alarming way. Kang and Talwar, the McGill psychologist, recruited eighty-four preschoolers, half of whom attended a school that harshly punished students for misbehavior and half of whom attended a school that did not punish so harshly. In one-on-one sessions, the researchers asked each student to play the same toy-guessing game described earlier, where kids were told not to peek and later were asked if they had peeked. The kids in both schools were equally likely to peek—about 80 percent of them did—but the researchers found stark differences in whether the children then lied about peeking. Only 56 percent of the kids attending the nonpunitive school lied about having peeked, but a shocking 94 percent of the kids attending the punitive school lied.

			The kids attending the punitive school were also better liars, in that even though they knew what the toy was since they had peeked at it, they were more likely to guess incorrectly at first so as not to arouse the experimenter’s suspicions. Put another way, it seems parents (and teachers) need to be careful that they don’t punish lies so harshly that they actually end up encouraging kids to learn how to lie more effectively, and to stick to their lies, to avoid the consequences.

			This said, don’t be afraid to discuss and even employ natural consequences to deter your kids from lying. Tell little Susie that if she keeps lying, you may not always be inclined to believe what she says. And if your kid, like mine, lies about needing to use the bathroom in order to stall bedtime, tell him he gets one chance to go potty before bedtime, at whatever time he chooses; if he plays the potty card when he doesn’t really need to go, he may end up uncomfortable—or even soil himself—later on, which may be the very lesson he needs. (Unless you are in the middle of potty training—then, well, all bets are off. Good luck and Godspeed.)

			When your kids are old enough to understand, you’ll also want to color your discussions about honesty a tad, because society values honesty as well as politeness, and the two can contradict. Take, for example, mealtime. Maybe you say to your kids, “Why is it that you don’t blurt out, ‘This is the most disgusting pie I’ve ever had’ at somebody’s house?” asked Angela Crossman, a developmental psychologist at CUNY’s John Jay College of Criminal Justice. “What are the ways you can handle these situations where you’re still being an honest person as much as possible, but you’re also not being a rude or disrespectful or ungrateful person?” She suggested that parents talk about the importance of honesty but caution about saying things that are mean. Maybe instead of saying something bad about the pie, your kid could truthfully compliment the pretty pie dish instead.

			And if you’re facing a situation in which you really need your child to be honest, research suggests that asking your kid to promise to tell the truth might help. In one study, eight-to-sixteen-year-olds who had initially lied about cheating on a test, but were then asked to promise to tell the truth about it, admitted to having cheated. In a similar study, three-to-seven-year-olds who were asked to promise to tell the truth were much more likely to admit they had peeked at a toy when told not to than kids who had not been asked to promise. It sounds corny, but with kids, promises can really work.

			Finally: If you think your kids’ lies are a sign of a deeper problem, talk to your pediatrician or a child psychologist. Excessive lying can be a symptom of conduct disorder, attention-deficit/ hyperactivity disorder, or oppositional defiant disorder. Generally speaking, Lee said, kids who have behavioral problems tend to be not only frequent liars but also poor liars, even when they should be old enough to lie well (around the age of seven or eight).

			Lying and Swearing Strategy #4

			Be open with your kids about your life.

			I often wonder how much of my adult life I should be sharing with my kids. Should I tell them I had a bad day at work? Share that the PTA meeting was a disaster? And more relevant to the topic at hand, should I confess to my kids when I have told a lie or broken a rule?

			Research suggests yes—the more we share with our kids, the more open they’ll be with us. In a 2018 study, psychologist Joan Grusec and her colleagues surveyed mothers and their twelve-to-fourteen-year-olds about how likely they were to share their concerns with one another and to confess to breaking minor rules. The more open the moms were about their concerns, they found, the more open their kids were, too—and the more generous and kind the kids’ teachers thought they were, too.

			It makes sense: When kids feel as though it’s OK, even welcome, for them to talk about their problems, and when parents respond to those admissions with warmth and support, kids are then much more likely to open up again. Research has also found that when parents frequently reminisce about their past emotional experiences with their kids, their children develop better emotional understanding skills, which are important for perspective-taking and the development of empathy. Openness between parents and kids is believed to improve kids’ coping skills, too, because during these conversations parents often discuss ways to handle emotions and solve difficult problems.

			This, I know, is not a natural thing for parents to do. We complain to our spouses and friends that we had a tough day, but we don’t necessarily do it with our kids. And for good reason—we don’t want to burden or scare them. But every so often, it really is good to tell kids how we feel, and to share what we’re dealing with (maybe with the help of a euphemism or two if it’s really not kid appropriate). That way, they learn that problems are things families share with one another—and help each other resolve.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Lying and swearing are normal, but it helps to model the behavior you want to see.

				

					
					React calmly when your kids lie or swear. Allow kids to swear in private (or other situations you consider appropriate).

				

					
					Stress the importance of honesty.

				

					
					Be open with your kids about your own struggles and feelings.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 5

			

			“Girls Can’t Do That.”

			How to Raise Kids Who Aren’t Sexist

			One Monday a few summers ago, after coming home from a family camping trip, my friend Laurie sat down to answer work emails. Her husband was out, so she was home with her seven-year-old son, Luke. Luke was annoyed that she was working rather than paying attention to him, and he kept coming in and interrupting her. Laurie is an engineer and science writer; her husband is also an engineer.

			“Why are you taking so long? Can’t you stop now?” Luke said to her after barging in (again).

			“You don’t complain about Daddy when he’s at the computer,” Laurie replied.

			“Well, he’s working.”

			“I’m working, too!”

			“But,” Luke said, “his work is more important.”

			If I had a penny for every sexist thing I’ve heard kids say, I would be lounging on a beach in Bermuda rather than writing this book. My jaw has practically become unhinged from dropping to the floor so many times. Many comments I hear center on the notion that girls or boys can’t do or wear certain things; Luke’s comment suggests that some kids have already internalized the idea that a man’s contributions to society are more valuable than those of a woman. (Laurie said that her husband does earn more than she does, but that Luke doesn’t know that. And, by the way, she has a PhD, and her husband doesn’t.)

			Sexism fuels so many of our country’s ills. It’s why men become CEOs—and US presidents—when women are often more qualified; it’s why mothers still do the lion’s share of child-rearing and housework even when they work as many hours as fathers (a discrepancy that became especially salient during the coronavirus pandemic); it’s why millions of women each year are sexually assaulted yet few ever see justice. Although we’re slowly making progress toward building an egalitarian society, we have a long, long way to go—and we won’t realize this goal if we don’t fundamentally change, as a culture, how we see, talk to, and engage with children.

			This is because sexism takes root early. Kids begin making inferences about gender from the time they can distinguish it—typically before their first birthday—and the signals we send them as parents often unintentionally tell them all the wrong things. Most of the time, we don’t even realize what we’re doing. I wish I could say I’m a 100 percent gender-egalitarian parent, but I’ve noticed I’m much more likely to comment on my daughter’s appearance than I am on my son’s. This sends the message that her looks are more important than his—that a larger proportion of her self-worth is defined by her appearance than it is for him. That’s . . . not good. Yet studies have shown that many progressive, gender-egalitarian parents reinforce age-old, sexist gender stereotypes. As one peer-reviewed paper I read concluded, “Despite the fact that the majority of mothers could be classified as having egalitarian beliefs, they appear to do little to inculcate such beliefs in their children.”

			To be fair, this isn’t entirely our fault. We have all been conditioned over the course of a lifetime to notice and adhere to gender stereotypes. We are products of a sexist society, and as much as we may, on an intellectual level, desperately want to reject these outdated ideas, old habits often get the best of us. But we can, bit by bit, break out of our habits for the sake of our kids. No, really, we can! When I began paying attention to how I was engaging with my kids, I got way better at catching myself before I said things I shouldn’t say. And in a way, the fact that sexism is learned at such a young age is a good thing, because it means parents have more power to intercept the world’s sexist messages than they would if, say, sexism were learned during the more autonomous teen years.

			Of course, kids don’t grow up in a bubble, nor would we want them to (well, most of the time). But we can temper the messages they receive by being more careful at home. We can be thoughtful about the ways in which we refer to gender in conversations and be mindful of the toys, activities, clothes, and habits we encourage our kids to embrace so as not to feed harmful stereotypes. We can also help our kids recognize gender bias and the ways in which it shapes the world so that they can more effectively push against it.

			But before I get into these approaches, a quick note. In this chapter, some of the research I describe, and some of the anecdotes and advice I share, imply that there are two genders. In fact, gender is not binary. As many as 2 percent of babies are born intersex, which means they are biologically neither boys nor girls. Many children also do not identify with their assigned gender. So although I refer to “boys” and “girls” throughout, I recognize and respect that many kids do not fit into these simplified categories.

			BLUE, PINK, TRUCKS, DOLLS: WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL?

			Now I want to step back and explain why the messages we typically send our kids about gender are harmful—because the reason is not intuitive or obvious. When I was pregnant with my daughter, I received tons of girly gifts from friends and relatives: lace bonnets, hair bows, more pink dresses than I knew what to do with. And you know what? After having a boy, I was excited to dress my little girl in ruffly concoctions, and I didn’t see why it would be a problem. The differences in the way we treat little boys and girls don’t scream “boys are better than girls”; we’re not giving boys gilded trophies and girls pieces of coal, after all. So why is it bad to acknowledge and highlight the gender differences we see in our society every day?

			Recently I drove to Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, to visit with developmental psychologist Rebecca Bigler and find out. Bigler had just retired as a professor of psychology and women’s and gender studies at the University of Texas at Austin, where she had served on the faculty since 1991. Bigler has spent her life studying the development of prejudice in children, and she is well known among psychologists for creating, with Penn State University developmental psychologist Lynn Liben, a theory known as the Developmental Intergroup Theory. It’s a framework that explains how and why kids develop sexism, racism, and other prejudices.

			Bigler is a pretty big deal, so I was nervous when I pulled into her driveway. But Bigler’s demeanor is the opposite of intimidating. She’s like your cool aunt—a little zany, a lot feminist, and very, very smart. She has a broad smile and long gray hair, which she refuses to dye brown, much to her hairstylist’s chagrin. (I’m telling you this because I think the expectation for women to dye their hair is a sexist one, and Bigler’s choice not to embodies exactly who she is: a woman who refuses to be told who to be or how to look, and who desperately wants to remold our society into one in which hairdressers stop telling women to dye the gray out of their hair.)

			Sitting in Bigler’s living room, which had floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stuffed with books on every topic you can imagine, we talked about why it’s a problem when parents make a big deal out of gender. In a nutshell, she said, the trouble is rooted in how kids’ brains work—what their brains do with this information and why.

			Little kids may seem carefree and devoid of responsibility—case in point, I just heard my daughter loudly singing a song about porpoises—but they actually have a tough job: to figure out the strange world they’ve been born into as quickly as possible. To do this, they pay close attention to what everyone around them is doing and saying and then try to parse out what’s important.

			For just a minute, let’s forget about all the ways in which gender matters in our world and just focus on language. Kids are, of course, tuned into what we say from a very young age. And we are constantly sending them messages that gender matters. “We use gendered nouns all the time: ‘Good morning, boys and girls,’ ‘What a good girl,’ ‘The man is at the corner,’ ‘Ask that lady,’ ” Bigler said. “That tells kids that gender is really important—because otherwise, why do you label it hundreds of times a day?”

			There are so many visual characteristics that distinguish individuals from one another: hair color, hair length, eye color, skin color, handedness, height, and weight, to name but a few. But which of these do we communicate almost all the time when we talk about other people? Every time we use “he” or “she” pronouns, we indirectly indicate gender—but we don’t indicate any of these other details. “We turn their gender into their personhood,” Bigler said. If we did live in a world in which a person’s hair color was mentioned every single time we talked about them, you can be damned sure that kids would quickly discern that hair color matters. And I might start dyeing the gray out of my hair.

			Now think about all the other ways—beyond language—that we signify and differentiate gender. Girls and boys have different bathrooms, different sports teams, different aisles at the toy store, sometimes even different schools. Even at my kids’ co-ed public school, teachers ask students to line up separately by gender all the time. Over and over and over again, we bombard kids with the notion that gender is one of the most important social categories we have. And that’s where the problems begin.

			THE STEREOTYPE PROBLEM

			Once kids realize that gender is a big deal, they try their best to understand its meaning. “What we think happens in kids’ minds is the kids say, ‘You are labeling me a girl hundreds of times a day. It must mean something. Girls must be different in important ways from boys. Why else would you be doing this?’ ” Bigler explained. So kids start making inferences—often problematic ones.

			When trying to understand categories, kids often overgeneralize and create rigid rules that are sort of, but not exactly, accurate—crude stereotypes, if you will. With gender, this might manifest as a belief that “all girls” and “no boys” like pink, or that “all boys” and “no girls” like football—more broadly, the idea that boys and girls are fundamentally different from one another, and that boys should never do “girl things” and vice versa.

			As you probably know if you’re a parent, kids themselves are often the strictest gender police. In a 2003 experiment, researchers asked kindergarten teachers to record comments their students made about gender over the course of three months. When the researchers analyzed the recordings, they found that a whopping 97 percent of the comments the students made about gender enforced crude stereotypes. One boy playing with a butterfly puppet was admonished by a peer who told him, “You need to have a boy puppet and give that girl puppet to a girl.”

			Research has shown that boys, more than girls, tend to focus on what genders can’t or shouldn’t do, perhaps because they feel so much pressure to adhere to masculine norms themselves. Girls don’t feel this pressure to conform to feminine ideals to quite the same degree: So-called tomboy girls are much more socially acceptable than are so-called effeminate boys because of the status difference in our culture between women and men. Males are the high-status group, so they lose standing when they adopt stereotypically feminine, and lower-status, characteristics.

			In one study, University of Oregon developmental psychologist Beverly Fagot observed preschoolers at school over a six-year period and found that peers criticized non-gender-conforming boys five to six times more frequently than their more gender-conforming peers, and that these boys also received only a quarter as much positive peer feedback. Since masculine traits are linked with power in most scenarios, boys sacrifice power when they “act like girls,” whereas girls can sometimes gain power when they “act like boys.”

			When children build group stereotypes, they often also invent differences that don’t reflect reality. In her book Parenting Beyond Pink and Blue, developmental psychologist Christia Spears Brown, who studied under Bigler, explained that even though her husband is by far the neatest person in the house, her five-year-old daughter, Maya, announced one day that she needed to clean her room because “boys are messy and girls are neat.”

			As kids create these rules about gender, they also look around and take stock of what girls and boys and men and women tend to do in the world. They might decide, based on examples they see, that women cook and are teachers, and that men play football and are firefighters—but that men never cook and women never fight fires. If they watch TV, they’ll probably glean that boys tend to be more heroic and physically strong and that girls tend to be demure and wear a lot of lipstick.

			They’ll also start to discern the power discrepancy between the genders when they notice that all US presidents have been men and that most superheroes are still boys. They might even draw causal inferences from it: If the most powerful positions are always held by men, then I guess men must inherently be more capable than women. Bigler’s research has shown this: Just before the 2008 presidential election, she and three colleagues interviewed more than two hundred five-to-ten-year-olds about who they thought should be president of the United States and how they felt when they found out there had been no women presidents. The results were, in a word, depressing: One-fifth of the kids said they thought only men should be president, and more than one-third of kids under the age of nine believed it was actually illegal for a woman to be president. One nine-year-old boy said, “Men have courage and responsibility. Who knows what women would do?”

			At first, when they are young, girls don’t think of themselves as inferior to boys. In a 2017 study published in the journal Science, developmental psychologists Lin Bian, Sarah-Jane Leslie, and Andrei Cimpian told five-, six-, and seven-year-old kids a brief story about a person who was “really, really smart.” The kids were then asked to guess which of four strangers they saw in photos—two men and two women—was the protagonist. The five-year-olds tended to believe the “really, really smart” character was someone of their own gender—boys picked men, and girls picked women. This is classic in-group versus out-group psychology: Whatever group you belong to, you like better.

			But the study found that the hierarchies start to shift in girls’ minds around the age of six. This is when girls begin to internalize the idea that they’re not as smart or as capable as boys. When the researchers in the study asked six- and seven-year-old girls which of the four strangers was the “really, really smart” protagonist, the girls were more likely to pick a man. (The boys picked men no matter how old they were.)

			Just after she turned six, my daughter illustrated to me the depth of her own internalized sexism. She turned to me and asked whether she could one day change into a boy. I wasn’t sure what she was getting at, so I asked: “Well, do you want to turn into a boy? And if so, why?” She replied—and this absolutely shattered me—that she wanted to change into a boy so that she could one day become president. Believe me, she and I have regularly talked over the years about how women can be president; we’ve discussed the fact that Hillary Clinton ran for president and almost won, and I’ve explained to her that women lead plenty of other countries, including Germany and New Zealand. But despite our many conversations about this, she still, somehow, had inferred from the cues she gets from our culture that girls simply cannot be president.

			As kids get older—eight, nine, ten—they develop more cognitive flexibility, and many realize that gender norms are largely based on social conventions. It might dawn on them that girls are expected to look pretty and boys are expected to act tough, but that society itself largely fuels this pressure. But at around the same time, children also start to develop moral reasoning, and in some kids, these gender stereotypes get moralized instead of relaxed—kids start to think that girls are expected to be demure and boys are expected to be assertive simply because they believe “this is the right thing to do,” said Campbell Leaper, a developmental and social psychologist at the University of California, Santa Cruz.

			OK, but, some of you might be thinking, my son has been obsessed with trucks since he was practically a newborn. Aren’t some gender stereotypes driven by biology rather than culture? Researchers concede this is a very difficult question to answer, in part because we can never really separate out nature from nurture, even in babies. “Boys and girls have different biological experiences prenatally, and different biological and social experiences from the time they are born, and these influences interact with one another, so disentangling them is difficult,” said Carol Martin, a child development researcher at Arizona State University.

			Still, it’s likely that peer and parental influences still shape even early gendered behavior; biology does not have to be the cause. “Most of it is [that] kids are playing with what their parents buy them,” Brown said. Or they’re mimicking what other toddlers of their gender do—toddlers who might gravitate toward what are considered gender-appropriate toys because of what they have been offered or encouraged to play with before.

			Plus, adults respond to and interact with boys in very different ways than they do girls, even from the time they are infants—and these interactions shape kids’ behavior down the line. In a classic study, researchers at Cornell University showed college students a video of a nine-month-old baby being surprised by a jack-in-the-box. The students were more likely to describe the baby’s response as “angry” if they were told the baby was a boy, and they were more likely to describe the response as “fear” if they were told it was a girl.

			In another study, three- and five-year-olds watched videos of one-year-olds playing and were told one was a boy and one was a girl (they varied which baby they said was which gender). Even the three-year-olds were much more likely to describe the baby they thought was a boy with stereotypically masculine adjectives—mad, strong, loud, and smart. If they were describing the girl, the kids were more likely to choose stereotypically feminine adjectives—scared, weak, nice, and dumb (yes, dumb). Research has also found that parents use broader emotional language and explanations when they talk to daughters than to sons (with sons, they tend to emphasize only anger). These discrepancies could have meaningful effects in terms of how comfortable kids become with feelings and how well they learn to handle them.

			Ultimately, the gender stereotypes children latch on to do nothing good. Research has shown that boys who adopt masculine “toughness” behaviors have less interest in school, lower self-esteem, lower math standardized test scores, and more symptoms of depression compared with boys who don’t. (One theory is that boys who feel like they have to be tough are less likely to ask for help when they need it—just like that old cliché that men never ask for directions.) Girls who internalize the idea that their value stems from how they look get lower grades (perhaps because they believe they’re less intelligent) and have more symptoms of depression compared with girls who do not hold these beliefs.

			And here’s the crux of the problem: The more ingrained kids’ gender stereotypes become, the more likely they are to conclude that girls are inferior to boys—that boys have higher status because they biologically deserve it. In other words, gender stereotypes directly fuel sexism. Making matters worse, as kids transition into adolescence, these gender stereotypes and sexist beliefs shift in an important way: They become sexualized, fueling sexual harassment and sexual assault.

			Starting as early as age ten, male gender stereotypes start to incorporate ideals of male dominance, aggression, and sexual callousness, while female ideals start to center on sexuality and attractiveness. Studies find that the more strongly boys believe these stereotypes, the more likely they are to make sexual comments, to tell sexual jokes in front of girls, and to grab girls. In a 2018 survey of more than one thousand US adolescents conducted by researchers with the nonprofit organization Plan International, researchers found that boys who grew up mostly playing with “boy” toys, such as trucks and guns, thought more about girls’ bodies than they did about girls’ thoughts and personalities—and they were less likely to believe that there should be equal numbers of men and women as leaders in work, politics, and life. This isn’t to say the toys themselves fueled sexism, but it’s likely that growing up in a home in which gender stereotypes are emphasized in various ways (including through the toys parents offer or buy) increases the chance that boys will grow into teens with sexist beliefs.

			As the survey authors explain, “Boys are clearly under pressure to behave in certain ways that are deemed ‘appropriate’ for their gender: being physically and emotionally strong, not exhibiting weakness, and showing interest in sex. They are also receiving the same messages as girls do—that girls should be valued for their physical traits and sexuality rather than their abilities or intelligence.” Fifty-five percent of girls surveyed said they heard boys making sexual comments or sexual jokes about girls at least several times a week.

			These trends continue into adulthood. Men who adhere strongly to norms of masculinity are more likely than other men to sexually harass and sexually assault women, possibly because, as psychologists theorized in a 2015 paper, they “feel compelled to be sexually aggressive and/or coercive toward an intimate partner to maintain their need for dominance.”

			And just like that, we find ourselves where we are today: in a gender-lopsided, discriminatory society. But research is starting to suggest a way out—and parents, it turns out, can lead the charge.

			Anti-Sexism Strategy #1

			Watch your language.

			After sharing a pizza at a local restaurant, Bigler and I returned to her living room to chat more. Bigler opened up her computer and began showing me photos. Most were of kids smiling in brightly colored T-shirts.

			Bigler, as you’ll recall, has always been interested in understanding what causes kids to develop prejudice. She asks: What has to happen for a child to learn to dislike groups of people? Why is it that people often harbor gender- and race-based prejudices, but no discernible prejudice regarding eye or hair color (other than blonde jokes, which, to be clear, are also pernicious)?

			To answer these questions, in 1992, Bigler began running a series of experiments in partnership with various schools, summer school programs, and day care centers. Every day for several weeks, some kids arrived at school and were told to put on blue shirts, while others were told to wear red ones. The T-shirts essentially created a new social category that was very easy for kids to see. (Bigler knew from earlier work that one requirement for the development of prejudice is “perceptual discriminability,” a fancy way of saying that kids need to easily be able to tell which group a person fits into in order to develop strong feelings about it.)

			Bigler and her colleagues then began tweaking the kids’ classroom environments as they wore their T-shirts. In one experiment, Bigler had teachers in some classrooms completely ignore the shirt colors—they never mentioned them or separated the kids by color in any way. In other classrooms, teachers were told to regularly highlight the colors, but in a neutral way. They would say, “Good morning, blues and reds!” at the start of the school day, and they would line the kids up by color and refer to individual students by color. (Importantly, the teachers never allowed the groups to compete against each other—they weren’t allowed to play games against each other at recess, for instance. Competition is a surefire way to breed prejudice, and Bigler wanted to see what happens when categories are made salient but in a neutral way.)

			After weeks of teachers doing this on a daily basis, Bigler and her colleagues surveyed the students. In classrooms in which teachers didn’t call attention to T-shirt colors, the students developed very little prejudice against kids wearing the other color. In classrooms in which teachers regularly called attention to the shirts in a neutral way, however, the students became quite prejudiced—blues believed that they were smarter than reds, and vice versa, even though they’d been given no evidence to suggest there were group differences in intelligence.

			What does all this have to do with sexism and gender? Well, you can think of the T-shirts as proxy for gender—they’re a social category that’s easy to see and effectively splits classrooms into two groups, just as gender often does. What Bigler’s studies suggest, then, is that when adults draw verbal attention to social categories like gender, it incites kids to develop prejudices against, and stereotypes about, those in the other group. In a follow-up study published in 2001, Bigler and Brown confirmed just how important verbal labeling is: Even when students saw posters in their classrooms suggesting that blues really were smarter than reds (because, say, the blues had earned more spots on the school’s competitive math team last year), students didn’t develop strong prejudices unless their teachers also called attention to the T-shirt colors during class. The studies point to one key conclusion: “Gender labeling is very, very important for developing gender bias,” Bigler said.

			It helps to understand how language fits into the broader framework Bigler has developed regarding the development of prejudice. In order for children to develop prejudices about a social group, Bigler has found that several conditions need to be met. The first one—and this one is required—is that the social group needs to be recognizable. Kids easily have to be able to discern what people are members of which group (which typically happens with gender; we can usually tell boys apart from girls). Then at least one of these next three conditions has to be met, and the more that are, the more likely it is that prejudice will develop:

			
					
					The groups are disproportional in size. Minority groups are distinctive and more likely to become targets of prejudice. Generally, this characteristic doesn’t contribute to sexism, but it can in specific environments, such as when there are only four girls in a twenty-person chess camp.

				

					
					The groups tend to self-segregate, often without explanation. This happens mostly with race, but it can happen with gender in certain situations, too, such as when boys and girls play separately during recess.

				

					
					The groups have been made “psychologically salient,” in that people label the groups or group members verbally or assign different groups of kids to different tasks. This happens all the time with gender, which is why Bigler considers language to be one of sexism’s main drivers.

				

			

			What this means for parents is that we should ease up on gender labels ourselves. It takes intention, but do your best to refer to people as “kids,” “students,” and “people” rather than “boys,” “girls,” “men,” and “women.” So instead of saying Those girls are playing soccer, say Those kids are playing soccer. “When I read to my kids, it’s, ‘The kid was standing on the corner,’ as opposed to what the author really wrote, which was ‘The boy was standing on the corner,’ ” Brown said.

			It’s hard, though: As soon as I started paying attention to gendered language, I realized that I’m constantly using the word “girl” or “boy” when I really don’t need to be.

			It’s not that you can’t or shouldn’t talk about gender with your kids—in fact, as I’ll discuss later, it’s important to talk to your kids about sexism. What we shouldn’t do is highlight gender unnecessarily in conversations that aren’t about gender. That’s counterproductive, because it reinforces the idea to our kids that gender matters and that genders are different in meaningful ways.

			If you feel comfortable doing so, you might also want to request that your kids’ teachers stop using gender labels or gendered categories. Some preschools in Sweden have started doing this, and a recent study found that students in these schools developed less pronounced gender stereotypes over time compared with students at other schools.

			Finally, avoid making generic statements that lump all boys or all girls into a single category, like Boys sure are energetic! or Girls are so affectionate. A while back, I picked my son up from horseback riding camp—he was the only boy there that day—and the woman in charge spent five minutes telling me (and him, unfortunately) how refreshing it was to have a “calm” boy like him at camp because “boys are never calm, and they’re always such terrible listeners.” It was all I could do not to interrupt her to point out that clearly, given my son’s behavior, not all boys are hyperactive and terrible listeners.

			Anti-Sexism Strategy #2

			Encourage cross-gender friendships and interactions.

			The next time you walk onto a school playground during recess, survey the landscape. Chances are, you’ll see two distinct clusters of kids: boys on one side, girls on the other. Kids often segregate by gender, and it’s a vicious self-perpetuating cycle: The more girls play with girls, the stronger their bonds get and the closer their interests align; same goes with boys, until all of a sudden the two groups really are quite different and they don’t know how to talk to each other anymore. (A friend recently told me that her child’s PE teacher lines students up boy, girl, boy, girl specifically because, in this arrangement, the kids don’t talk to each other.) One study found that by the time kids are six and a half, they interact with same-gender peers eleven times more often than with opposite-gender peers. Research has also shown that the more girls and boys play with same-gender partners, the more their play becomes gender stereotypical.

			To bridge these gaps—and help your kids realize that they might have more in common than they realize with kids who don’t share their gender—arrange cross-gender hangouts and playdates (virtually, if needed, because of the pandemic). Ask your daughter what boys she sometimes likes to play with and invite them over; do the same for your son. I still vividly remember the after-school playdates I had during elementary school with a boy named Alex. At first, we struggled to find common ground. I didn’t know how to play with Transformers, and he wasn’t into my toy musical instruments. But soon enough, I discovered that playing with Transformers was actually really fun—and that Alex wasn’t as different from me as I thought. “Encouraging co-ed friendships is one of the most important things parents (and teachers) can do,” Martin said. “When they interact with each other like this, both girls and boys learn about each other and their similarities, become more comfortable with one another, and we believe that it may provide a kind of social resiliency, allowing them to deal with a range of social experiences.”

			When kids are still in elementary school, consider signing them up for mixed-gender activities, too, such as mixed sports teams. (After puberty, Bigler said, these can get trickier because of strength and size differences, but for younger kids, there’s really no reason to separate them.) If your daughter only wants to invite girls to her birthday party, encourage her to invite a few boys. As for gender-segregated schools, researchers are largely in agreement that these are more harmful than helpful—they typically don’t boost academic performance, and studies have shown that kids who attend them adhere more strongly to gender stereotypes than do kids at co-ed schools.

			Encourage your kids to try non-stereotypical activities as well. Even at a young age, kids intuit which activities are “appropriate” for their gender and which aren’t, and if you leave the decision entirely up to them, they’ll often veer traditional—boys will want to play soccer and girls will ask to take ballet. (I’m speaking from experience here, believe me.) Because of this, Leaper, the UCSC psychologist, cautions parents against simply following their kids’ leads—parents should go further, he said, and urge their kids to try the activities they might not instinctively lean toward. You have to be subtle, though, or your kids might feel you’re butting in and resist you as a form of rebellion. Parenting is never easy, is it?

			Anti-Sexism Strategy #3

			Rid your home of stereotypes—as best you can.

			One sunny day in September 2019, I took the train to Brooklyn to meet a twenty-one-month-old toddler named Wildfire and Wildfire’s father, Bobby McCullough. When I arrived at their apartment, Wildfire was napping, so Bobby and I sat down in their living room to talk. This wasn’t your typical New York family, and not just because Wildfire’s mother works full-time while Bobby stays home as the primary caregiver. What really distinguishes them is that they have decided that Wildfire has no assigned gender.

			Before Wildfire was born, Bobby and Lesley, Bobby’s partner, stumbled upon a newspaper article about a Canadian family who had fought to have their baby’s health card printed without a gender designation. Bobby is deeply committed to social justice issues, especially surrounding transgender rights and gender equality—so the idea of not throwing their baby into a “boy” or “girl” box, where the child would immediately be inundated with stereotypical toys and clothes and pressures, was extremely appealing. Bobby and Lesley decided that when Wildfire was born, they would use they/them pronouns and not reveal anything about Wildfire’s anatomy to other people. This approach, known as gender-open or gender-creative parenting, is a small but growing trend among progressive parents around the country.

			As we sat talking and listening for sounds on the baby monitor, Bobby explained to me that the goal was to hold space for whatever gender expression Wildfire might want to identify with or explore. “We’re not assigning them a nonbinary identity,” Bobby said. “In a way, we’re doing literally the opposite, which is exposing them to a wide range of opportunities and options and then allowing them to find themselves.” In other words, Wildfire may well be a boy or a girl; the point is, it’s up to Wildfire to decide. And until Wildfire does, they will have the opportunity to wear “girl” clothes and “boy” clothes, and try out every kind of activity and identity they want. Bobby points out that one in sixty individuals are born intersex—with sex characteristics that don’t conform to binary notions of male or female—so there’s a chance that Wildfire is, in fact, neither a biological “boy” nor a biological “girl” in the most traditional sense, anyway.

			Raising a child in this way—even in progressive Brooklyn—isn’t easy. Strangers frequently ask Bobby “what Wildfire is,” and Bobby has to explain that they’re letting Wildfire decide, which, as you can imagine, incites mixed responses. Some people think it’s awesome; others, not so much. One person responded by saying that what they were doing was “against God.” And, of course, there’s the concern that Wildfire could get picked on for not adhering to traditional gender norms. But as Bobby sees it, telling a child to behave a certain way just to protect them from bullying is misguided—it’s essentially victim-blaming, because you’re putting all the responsibility on the victim rather than on the bully (or the bullying culture). Still, I absolutely understand the instinct: I remember once, when my son was a toddler and was begging us for pink sneakers (before he had learned pink was “not OK” for a boy), my husband and I had a long discussion about what to do. The desire to protect our kids from pain and stigma is strong.

			When Wildfire woke up, we walked to a local playground in Prospect Park. Wildfire has a shock of black curly hair, huge dark eyes, and an adorable giggle. As Wildfire toddled around the playground and played with pink chalk, I was struck by the fact that my brain was having a very hard time processing the experience. Much to my dismay, I kept finding myself trying to figure out Wildfire’s sex, as if it were somehow crucial to understanding their identity. Wildfire was wearing a leopard-print shirt and peach-colored pants, so I found myself assuming that they were “really a girl.” Once I even slipped up and used the pronoun she, after which I’m pretty sure I went sheet-white. Bobby was unfazed and said, “Don’t worry about it. It’s not conscious. That’s just your brain giving you signals.” It reminded me of something Bobby had said to me earlier: “I have had to work really hard at unlearning things that I even know are blatantly wrong. They’re just ingrained.”

			I’m forty-one years old, so yeah, these stereotypes have become really ingrained in me. You couldn’t extract them with major surgery. But with intention, I’ve found that I can at least limit the stereotypes I expose my kids to—and you can, too. Again, you won’t be perfect at it, and you won’t be able to shield your kids from the rest of the world’s stereotypical thinking, but you can make a dent if you try. Even if you’re not ready to embrace gender-open parenting, you can still check yourself when you find yourself putting your child into a “boy” or “girl” box, and in this way you can help reduce the risk that these stereotypes will become ingrained in your kids.

			My first piece of advice: Parents of babies and young kids, don’t overdo it with gendered clothes. Girls don’t have to wear pink and purple, and boys don’t have to wear blue and red. In fact, before the 1950s, there was no set gender-color symbolism. Girls often wore blue, while boys were commonly seen in pink. The current expectations are based on nothing but recent tradition and marketing.

			Resist the temptation to buy toys that “fit” their gender, too. (Lest you think that things have recently improved on the toy front, research by sociologist Elizabeth Sweet has shown that toys have actually become more gender-stratified over the past fifty years.) When my daughter was a toddler, she loved playing with my son’s trucks and trains. Populate your home with a range of kinds of toys and books and clothes, at least until your kids are old enough to make requests themselves. To keep grandparents in line, create gift wish lists that skew counter-stereotypical.

			We also need to be careful not to subtly steer our kids toward the “right” kind of behavior. Research suggests that some parents (especially dads) become very uncomfortable when their boys play with dolls, and they often admonish them for doing so. Teachers too: One study found that boys were criticized much more frequently by teachers when they were engaging in “feminine” behaviors like playing kitchen or dress-up. In another study, researchers observed preschool and kindergarten kids during recess and took note of when teachers encouraged or reprimanded them. They found that 90 percent of the time when teachers were encouraging, it was when students were engaging in gender-stereotypical activities. On the other hand, 91 percent of the time when teachers reprimanded kids, it was when the students were engaging in counter-stereotypical activities—boys playing in the kitchen and girls playing with construction materials, for instance.

			Kids notice this kind of feedback, and it shapes their choices and beliefs. In one well-known study, University of Oregon researchers Beverly Fagot and Mary Leinbach observed eighteen-month-olds at home with their parents and continued to do so regularly until the children were four. When parents strongly pushed gender-stereotypical toys on their kids, those children began labeling gender (calling girls “girls” and boys “boys”) at a younger age. By twenty-seven months, the early labelers also engaged in more gender-stereotypical behaviors. By the age of four, these early labelers also knew more about what each gender “should” and “should not” do.

			Be aware, too, of the ways in which stereotypes might be shaping your interactions with and perceptions of your kids. One study observed families at a museum science exhibit and found that parents were three times more likely to explain scientific concepts to boys than to girls. And in a 2014 New York Times op-ed, former Google data scientist Seth Stephens-Davidowitz pointed out that parents search online for information on whether their sons might be “gifted” 2.5 times more often than they do for their daughters.

			We do harmful things to our sons, though, too: We’re often quick to admonish them when they show fear, sadness, or pain. We tell them buck up or even (cringe) to stop acting like a girl. Yet casting boys as stoic and physical and girls as weak and emotional sends the message that one gender has power and competence and the other does not, and it can be alienating for boys who don’t espouse these ideals. It also primes boys to act out in ways that “prove” they are traditionally male. Research suggests that boys who are made to feel emasculated are more likely than others to sexually harass and perpetrate sexual violence. Instead of telling boys to toughen up, then, we should do the opposite: Acknowledge their feelings and try to get them to talk about and understand them. Say things like It sounds like you’re angry right now, or Let’s talk about why you don’t want to go to school today.

			Ideally, if you have a son, find a time every day where you sit down with and check in with him about his feelings and struggles; I often do this right before bedtime. Discussing emotions with a boy—especially a tween or teen—might seem awkward at first, but you might be surprised at how hungry he is to make an emotional connection. Compared with girls the same age, research shows that adolescent boys often maintain superficial friendships because of the pressure they feel to be “macho.” But, as child psychologists Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson explained in their book Raising Cain, when parents give boys permission to feel and connect, they can then bring that openness to their friendships. “What boys need, first and foremost, is to be seen through a different lens than tradition prescribes,” they wrote. “Individually, and as a culture, we must discard the distorted view of boys that ignores or denies their capacity for feeling, the view that colors even boys’ perceptions of themselves as above or outside a life of emotions.”

			Be mindful of the messages you send your kids by what you do and don’t talk about, too. If you’re a father, share your feelings rather than bottling them up and encourage your son to do the same. If you’re a mother, don’t fret about your appearance or your weight, especially not in front of your daughter. Bigler was once asked to appear on TV to comment on a new controversial breastfeeding doll that had just come to market. Her daughter was with her, and she pondered whether to put on makeup and do her hair for the filming. In the end, she didn’t. “There are these moments where you’re like ‘Holy shit, I’ve got to model the right thing here.’ That was my moment. So I went on TV looking totally wonky and terrible,” Bigler said. She wanted to show her daughter that her expertise was what mattered, not her appearance. (And for anyone who’s curious, she thought the breastfeeding doll was fine. “It does not ever harm a child to know that what breasts do is feed babies,” Bigler said.)

			What if you suspect your child might not identify with their assigned gender? Bottom line: Be supportive and understanding. Ask them what they want and need and adopt their preferred gender pronouns. Research has shown that transgender and gender-expansive kids have higher self-esteem and fewer symptoms of depression when their parents support and affirm their identities. This means you shouldn’t encourage your child to hide who they are in order to fit in with peers or avoid being bullied. Books that might be helpful include The Transgender Child by Stephanie A. Brill and Rachel Pepper and The Gender Creative Child by Diane Ehrensaft and Norman Spack. Your family might also want to work with a gender therapist.

			Anti-Sexism Strategy #4

			Discuss gender discrimination.

			A few years ago, a family friend bought my daughter the book Good Night Stories for Rebel Girls. It’s an impressive collection of short biographies of women who’ve done amazing things. Nearly every story includes a nod to the fact that the women had to push against discrimination to achieve what they did, though, and I remember feeling vaguely uneasy about it. I wondered: Is it really a good idea to be hitting my daughter over the head with the idea that girls are told by society that they aren’t good enough?

			Although we need more research on the effects of these kinds of messages, studies suggest that talking with kids about sexism is a good thing, particularly with kids over the age of five or six (which is when, if you remember, many girls start to internalize the idea that they’re not as smart as boys). By this age, girls are already noticing the signals society is sending them about their relative worth—they can see quite clearly that women hold less powerful positions than men do. Yet without any knowledge of gender discrimination, kids are likely to attribute these hierarchical differences to innate differences between the sexes, which is not what we want them to do. “Every kid is left to figure out this alone: Why are the chemists men, why are the nurses females? Without enough explanation by adults, they make one up, and they don’t make up gender discrimination,” Bigler explained. (They infer it’s because boys are better.) One of Bigler’s studies, which she coauthored with psychologist Erica Weisgram, found that when girls were taught about gender discrimination in science, they became more interested in science than before—perhaps because, Bigler and Weisgram wrote, the knowledge quashed their belief that they wouldn’t be capable scientists.

			It’s also important, of course, to talk to boys about sexism. Patricia Devine, a psychologist at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, has spent her career studying implicit biases—attitudes and prejudices that unconsciously affect our beliefs and actions—and has evaluated interventions that help to reduce them. Boys are inevitably going to have sexist thoughts, given the society we live in, and Devine’s research suggests that they’ll only stop having them once they learn to recognize these thoughts and understand that they are unfair. To get to that point, we have to teach boys that sexism exists and why it is wrong. Bigler agreed: “You would never fight an injustice that you don’t know exists,” she said.

			There are plenty of ways to bring the issue of sexism into conversations with your kids. One is to use the media as a conduit. When a sexist scenario unfolds on a TV show your kid is watching (because—surprise!—skewed gender ratios and stereotypes are a big problem in children’s television and commercials), bring it up right then and there, Bigler said: Why do you think they’re only showing boys going on these adventures? Do you think that’s fair?

			Use everyday experiences as conversation starters, too. If you’re at a store and a stranger tells your daughter, “Oh what a pretty dress,” build on it. “You could reply with ‘Thank you, yes, her dress is pretty, and she’s very smart, too,’ ” Bigler said. Or, if you’d prefer to avoid confrontation, discuss the comment’s implications with your daughter afterward. “You can say, ‘Why did she say your dress was pretty? I think that has something to do with how she thinks girls should look. I wonder if she says boys look pretty. I’m kind of offended—I think your dress is pretty, but I don’t think that’s what’s important about you.’ ”

			Crucially, too, engage with your kids when they make sexist comments. You’ll get plenty of opportunities, but you’ll have to pay attention: In a series of studies published in 2004, psychologists Susan Gelman, Marianne Taylor, and Simone Nguyen observed mothers and their children as they read and discussed picture books. They found that even gender-egalitarian mothers regularly ignored or even subtly affirmed gender stereotypical comments their children made. It’s like we don’t notice sexism when our adorable kids are the perpetrators.

			I do remember one particularly egregious example involving my son, though. When he was six, he told me that he and his friends don’t let girls play soccer with them during recess because girls aren’t as good and cry too much. I was mortified, and I can’t really remember what I said in response. Probably the wrong thing. But after speaking with experts, I have learned that parents should not immediately admonish kids for sexist comments in a shame on you kind of way—rather, it’s better to ask questions and get a conversation going. (You don’t want your kids to feel immediately defensive and upset, because then, they may stop listening; plus, you want to get more information so you can understand their misconceptions and engage with your kids more constructively.)

			In this situation, I could have asked my son why he thinks girls cry more than boys and then talked to him about social norms. I could also have pushed back on the idea that girls aren’t good at soccer by pointing out counterexamples, such as that his female friend Charlie is an excellent soccer player. In general, when kids make comments like Only girls like to dance, it can help to point out similarities that exist across the sexes (Don’t you know a couple of boys who do like to dance?) and differences within the sexes (Some girls don’t like to dance, right?). These kinds of discussions call attention to gender but in a potentially constructive way. They help kids recognize and push against the stereotypes and discrimination they will inevitably see and hear outside the home instead of merely tacitly affirming them, as in Bigler’s T-shirt experiments.

			I’m happy to report that my son has since reformed his sexist soccer opinions. In fact, one night when he was nine, he began talking with my husband about World Cup scores and said, offhand, “And then there was the time I watched the US win!” My husband was baffled until he realized our son was referring to the Women’s World Cup, not the Men’s.

			Finally—and although this might sound obvious, it is worth pointing out because many parents don’t actually do it—tell your kids exactly what your beliefs are on sexism and gender. Explain what feminism is—and what it’s not, because wow, misperceptions on this one abound. (A good place to start is that feminists believe that everyone, regardless of gender, should have equal rights and opportunities.) Tell them how you feel about gender discrimination and why you think it’s important to fight against it. Tell them, for instance, that you think it’s unfair that society expects women to look a certain way and that women don’t get paid as much as men do for the same work.

			“Your job and your privilege is to share your values,” Bigler said. “Futures depend on it.”

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Don’t point out and label gender. It’s “kids” and “students,” not “boys” and “girls.”

				

					
					Encourage cross-gender friendships and counter-stereotypical activities.

				

					
					Avoid steering your kids toward gendered toys, clothes, and behaviors, and be a good role model. Let your son cry; discuss science with your daughter; don’t obsess over your appearance if you’re a woman or avoid talking about feelings if you’re a man.

				

					
					Challenge kids’ sexist comments and discuss gender discrimination.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 6

			

			“I’m Perfect.”

			How to Raise Kids Who Have Healthy Self-Esteem—but Aren’t Narcissistic

			For kids who share so much of their DNA, mine couldn’t be more different in their outward displays of self-confidence. My six-year-old recently got toothpaste on her dress while brushing her teeth, and in response she burst into tears, dropped to the floor, and rolled around screaming, “I’m the worst person ever!” My nine-year-old, on the other hand, acts as though his knowledge already surpasses that of Albert Einstein. Whenever we point out that he’s wrong about something, he disagrees, as if the number of moons orbiting Jupiter is a matter of opinion.

			So sometimes I wonder: Is my daughter’s self-esteem too low? Is my son’s too high? Do their declarations truly reflect how much they value themselves? What, if anything, should I be doing to make sure they have the right amount of self-esteem—not too little, not too much—or does a “right amount” even exist?

			Self-esteem is one of those psychology buzzwords we all kind of understand, but not really. To put a strict definition on it, it is a measure of how much confidence and value people feel they have, akin to their sense of self-worth. We’ve all heard of self-esteem because, since the 1980s, Americans have been a little, shall we say, obsessed with the concept. In 1986, the governor of California, George Deukmejian, signed legislation that created the Task Force to Promote Self-Esteem and Personal and Social Responsibility, which concluded that boosting Californians’ collective levels of self-esteem would lower rates of crime, teen pregnancy, drug abuse, welfare dependency, and school underachievement. The final report published by the task force declared that “self-esteem is central to most of the personal and social problems that plague human life in today’s world.”

			That’s a bold statement, and it is based on a bold assumption—one that has fueled the larger self-confidence movement and given rise to organizations such as the National Association for Self Esteem. The assumption is that the United States is suffering from an ongoing epidemic of low self-esteem, and that this deficiency is outright dangerous. You’ve probably heard that teens with low self-esteem are more likely than other kids to be depressed, to be anxious, to drink, to do drugs, and to commit crimes. This is all true. But what might come as a surprise is that the inverse of this statement is not also true. High self-esteem is not a panacea against all things bad, and kids with high self-esteem often make bad choices, too. Many kids who bully have high self-esteem, as do plenty of kids who admit to cheating. In an exhaustive review of the research literature, social psychologist Roy F. Baumeister and his colleagues concluded that “raising self-esteem will not by itself make young people perform better in school, obey the law, stay out of trouble, get along better with their fellows, or respect the rights of others.”

			If I’m honest, this news came as a bit of a shock to me. I had considered high self-esteem as a be-all and end-all parenting goal, and I’m not alone: A close friend advised me to make my very first chapter about self-esteem, because isn’t it the most important thing? If your child has high self-esteem, the thinking goes, everything else will just kind of fall into place.

			Yet the idea that your kids will get straight As and say no to drugs if you teach them to value themselves is just, well, wishful thinking. (In fact, the pressure parents put on kids to get those straight As is part of the problem; more on that in a minute.) Making matters worse, it can be hard to tell just how much self-esteem a child actually has. Some kids with low self-esteem act as if they’re confident and happy because they are desperately trying to look confident and happy. Also, research has shown that the strategies parents typically use to boost their kids’ self-esteem often backfire. Some actually undermine a child’s confidence. Others send kids down the path to narcissism, fostering in them the unhealthy notion that they are better than everyone else, deserve a gilded life, and should blame others for their failures.

			This doesn’t mean that self-esteem has no value, nor does it mean that parents shouldn’t ever think about it. When I interviewed Eddie Brummelman, a psychologist at the University of Amsterdam who studies self-esteem, he said that while the benefits of self-esteem may not be as world-changing as people think, they’re still important. Among other things, healthy self-esteem reduces the risk for many mental health problems. When we nurture in our children a sense that they are inherently good, lovable, and worthy, they can get out of their own heads, stop worrying about what everyone thinks of them, and lead meaningful lives. But how do we nurture healthy self-esteem in our kids without, you know, accidentally screwing them up instead? It’s easier than you think.

			SELF-ESTEEM VERSUS NARCISSISM

			First, I want to correct a misconception that many parents have about self-esteem. There’s a widespread worry that if you foster healthy self-esteem in your kids, you could inadvertently turn them into self-loving narcissists. I have good news on this front: Narcissism is a very different beast from healthy self-esteem, and it develops differently, too. You can’t just fill a child’s self-esteem bucket “too high” and turn him into a narcissist. (Also, you may have heard of well-publicized research suggesting that we are experiencing a new “epidemic of narcissism” in the United States, in that teens today are much more narcissistic than teens from decades past, but recent studies have challenged these claims.)

			As it turns out, there’s a big difference between self-content kids and narcissists. Kids with healthy self-esteem accept and love themselves for who they are and don’t base their sense of self-worth on others. Narcissists, on the other hand, are constantly in comparison mode, believing that they’re better than everyone else—but also consumed by the need to prove their superiority.

			How do kids become narcissistic? Brummelman has been studying this question for years, and he’s found that narcissists usually have parents who put their kids on pedestals—who believe their children are smarter and better than everyone else and treat them that way. (Interestingly, these parents also tend to give their kids unusual first names.) We have all met parents like this, who would probably look adoringly at their children even as those children were throwing dog poop at them. He just has so much spunk, doesn’t he? the parent might say, just before getting smacked in the face with poodle feces.

			Unfortunately, though, kids with narcissistic traits often are quite troubled. They can bully (because bullying makes them feel superior to their peers), and they can respond to criticism or rejection with anger and aggression. Their lives are also often pretty sad: Narcissists boast and brag and criticize others to get others to like and admire them, but their strategies ultimately backfire, alienating the very people they want to win over. To make matters worse, they rarely seek help for their problems, perhaps because they cannot recognize they need it. (Note, though, that narcissism doesn’t develop until the age of seven or eight. Before that, kids can certainly act like narcissists, but their declarations that they are the Most Exceptional Humans Ever are, in fact, developmentally appropriate and not a sign that a kid is growing up to be Donald Trump.)

			Again, if you’re not the kind of parent who smiles lovingly at your child while he does obnoxious things, you probably don’t have much to worry about with regard to narcissism. But as I’ll explain next, parents often do make mistakes—albeit well-intentioned ones, ones I’ve made myself—that can have lasting effects on kids’ self-esteem.

			WHAT TODAY’S PARENTS GET WRONG

			Raising a kid is not easy these days. In addition to all the age-old child-rearing challenges, we also have to contend with the fact that our children’s success feels more elusive to us than it did to our parents and grandparents (not to mention that we’ve recently weathered a pandemic that has kept our kids out of school). Every year, elite colleges receive more and more applicants for the same number of spots. At the ten most competitive US universities, the admissions rate dropped by nearly 60 percent between 2006 and 2018, from an average of 16 percent in 2006 to 6.4 percent in 2018; at the top fifty universities, the rate dropped by nearly 40 percent. No wonder admissions scandals have been rampant.

			The issues parents face today encompass a lot more than just college admissions. When the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) asked parents in 2019 to rank their top three long-term economic and social fears, 60 percent said that they worried that their children would not achieve the level of status and comfort that they have. That’s in part because kids will have to earn a lot more money than their parents did in order to maintain the same standard of living. We’re all terrified on behalf of our kids, and for good reason.

			So it probably comes as no surprise to most of you that American parents—especially those from the middle- and upper-middle classes—now put a ton of pressure on their kids to be exceptional. It starts young: Kids who haven’t yet turned two are being professionally coached for preschool interviews; three-year-olds are taking Mandarin and coding classes to “get ahead”; kindergarteners are being required to learn chess; fourth graders are taking SAT prep classes and working with private sports coaches. There’s even a national chain of preschools called Crème de la Crème that teaches toddlers Mandarin, theater, and robotics in facilities that feature on-site STEM labs, baseball diamonds, art studios, basketball courts, and computer labs. (Important note: Research suggests that kids who attend play-based schools learn just as much as, if not more than, kids who attend more academically focused schools.) It’s no longer good enough for our kids to be nurtured and well-rounded, and to enjoy learning; they now have to win competitions, make All-American sports teams, and get leads in the musicals while also, of course, getting straight As and acing the SATs.

			In his 2015 book Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis, Harvard emeritus political scientist Robert D. Putnam explained that in the 1980s, middle- and upper-class American parents—especially highly educated ones—began to shift their ideas about what it meant to be a good parent. They began moving away from Benjamin Spock’s “permissive parenting” approach and toward a new kind of “intensive parenting,” fueled in part by the idea that children will be more successful if we push them harder at a young age. So now, forty years later, toddler STEM labs.

			Don’t get me wrong; I’m one of these parents, too. I haven’t enrolled my kids in Mandarin classes, but I worry perhaps too much about whether they will succeed and what I need to do to ensure they will. When my son brings home his report card, it’s all I can do not to analyze every grade and ponder what his poor marks for handwriting mean for his future. If competition is much fiercer than it used to be, how can we not feel the pressure and, intentionally or not, shift some of that pressure onto our kids? Who can blame us for feeling scared and wanting to do everything we can to give our kids a leg up?

			Here’s the thing, though: This pressure is not good for our kids’ self-esteem. Research suggests that when parents overemphasize achievement, kids start to infer that achievement defines who they are and how much value they have. And sometimes, our disappointment and anger over their failures is so palpable that they feel like our love for them is contingent upon their success—reinforcing the idea that their value, and lovability, is defined by what they do, not who they are.

			I’m not saying any of us outright say that we won’t love our kids if they get Cs, but kids make these inferences based on how we act. In a survey published in 2014, Harvard University Graduate School of Education researchers interviewed more than ten thousand middle and high school students from thirty-three schools across the country about what they thought their parents wanted most for them. Two-thirds of the students said they believed their parents would rank achievement over caring for others. The students were also three times more likely to agree than to disagree with the statement “My parents are prouder if I get good grades in my classes than if I’m a caring community member in class and school.” In her book Kid Confidence, psychologist Eileen Kennedy-Moore argued that healthy self-esteem is essentially the ability to let go of the question “Am I good enough?”—and when parents pressure their kids to achieve, they never give kids the chance to stop asking that question.

			Psychologist Suniya S. Luthar has been studying this phenomenon for decades. Starting in the late 1990s, she and her colleagues studied affluent suburban high school students in the Northeast. They found that relative to inner-city kids from low-income families, affluent kids were more likely to use substances including alcohol, marijuana, and other illicit drugs and to suffer from anxiety. The affluent girls, they found, were also two to three times more likely to have symptoms of depression compared with national averages for teenage girls. It’s counterintuitive, considering all the advantages that these kids are afforded over the course of their lives.

			Since then, Luthar has expanded her research to study more geographically diverse samples of kids and has shifted her focus away from affluent kids to kids who specifically attend high-achieving schools—that is, schools with high test scores and lots of extracurricular offerings, whose students often go on to attend elite colleges. These students typically, but not always, come from middle-to-upper-middle-class households with high-achieving, two-income families.

			Luthar’s research suggests that the problems afflicting these students have only been getting worse. They are still more likely than other kids to be depressed and anxious, to smoke cigarettes and marijuana, to drink, and to dabble in hard drugs. They are also just as likely to engage in delinquent behavior as less affluent kids are, although the kinds of delinquencies differ (low-income kids are more likely to carry weapons, while high-income kids are more likely to cheat or steal).

			In research conducted in 2019 that involved nine cohorts of kids attending high-achieving private and public schools around the country—more than 7,500 kids in total—Luthar and her colleagues found that kids from elite schools were more than six times as likely as average American kids to experience symptoms of anxiety and depression. These trends continue after high school, too: Luthar and her team found that women from high-achieving high schools are, at age twenty-six, three times more likely than women of the same age in the general population to be diagnosed with drug or alcohol dependence, while young men from high-achieving schools are twice as likely as other men to be diagnosed.

			So what is it about these schools that is so dangerous? In a 2019 paper, Luthar and her colleagues framed the cause this way: “At the core of all these problems is one overarching cause, and that is unrelenting pressures to accomplish ever more and distinguish oneself as among the best” (emphasis hers).

			This pressure is not just coming from schools and teachers; a lot of it comes directly from parents. In a 2017 study, Luthar and her colleagues interviewed more than five hundred middle school students attending elite schools. They asked the students to rank the three most important things they believed their parents valued in them out of a list of six items: being respectful to others; attending a good college; trying to help others in need; excelling academically; being kind to others; and having a successful career in the future. They also asked the students how critical their parents were of them. They then gave the students tests that evaluated their self-esteem and psychological health, obtained their school grades, and asked the students’ teachers to rate their classroom competence.

			They found that the students who perceived that their parents were primarily concerned with their achievements rather than their kindness and generosity had lower self-esteem, had more psychological problems, and actually did worse in school compared with the kids who felt their parents didn’t put these academic pressures on them. “If your self-esteem is tied to whether or not you’ll make it on all of those very high bars that you’ve set for yourself—or others have set for you—and you don’t make any one or more of them, well then that makes for disappointment and depression,” Luthar explained to me. Other research has found that when parents accentuate the importance of good grades over the importance of learning itself, kids are more likely to doubt themselves.

			Again, this is about kids’ perceptions—it’s unlikely that the parents of these kids ever said anything like Honey, just so you know, it’s more important to get good grades than to learn or to be a kind person. But when parents obsess over report cards and shower their children with praise when they accomplish feats rather than when they’re generous and kind, this is the obvious inference kids make.

			In 2019, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine published a report that highlighted all these concerns. “Studies using varied samples and methods have converged in indicating relatively high levels of adjustment problems, likely linked with long-standing, ubiquitous pressures to excel at academics and extracurriculars (among) students attending high-achieving schools,” the report said. And in 2018, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation published a report on adolescent well-being based on interviews with twenty-five thought leaders in the field. It argued that “a family and/or school environment characterized by extreme pressure to succeed or to outdo everyone else—often, but not exclusively, occurring in especially affluent communities—can affect youth in significantly deleterious ways.”

			If this is making you feel panicky, like Oh shit I’ve totally screwed up my kids, take heart. Most (if not all) of us have put pressure on our kids to succeed; this doesn’t mean they’re all doomed to live in a cloud of self-shame for the rest of their lives. And again, who can blame us for wanting the best for our children? When we push our kids to excel, we’re doing it out of love, and we’re doing it because there are real changes taking place in society that terrify us.

			So it’s unrealistic and, frankly, kind of silly for me to argue that you should stop having high hopes and expectations for your kids. That’s not going to happen, and it wouldn’t be good for anyone if it did. But the research suggests that we should try, as parents, to find a bit of balance between the expectations we have for our kids and the love and affection we show them. What hurts kids is pervasive, persistent pressure to achieve, combined with criticism or a withdrawal of our affection when they fail.

			“What we need to do, which we are not doing, is pay every bit as much attention to the psychological well-being of our kids as we do to their achievement,” Luthar explained. Here are some strategies for finding the right balance and nurturing your kid’s self-esteem.

			Self-Esteem Strategy #1

			Tell your kids you love them for who they are—not what they do.

			I know I’m being repetitive, but far too many kids think their parents value their achievements and prowess over and above everything else. “I see it all the time with these really bright, really capable kids, who just feel worthless,” Kennedy-Moore said. They’ve come to believe that “to have worth, I need to be impressive.” Likewise, clinical psychologist Laura Markham told me that when she was a tutor before she got her PhD, kids frequently told her that they thought their parents cared more about their SAT scores than they cared about them.

			We need to actively challenge these notions with what we say and do. This doesn’t mean you need to be constantly doting on your kid or telling her she’s amazing. But every so often, stop and think about your interactions and whether they communicate your unconditional love.

			When I interviewed University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth about motivation and grit, I asked her about this complicated push and pull: On the one hand, we want to have high expectations of our kids, but on the other, we don’t want them to think that achievement is the most important thing. How do we do both?

			She thinks that it all rests upon the notion of contingency: It’s OK to want your kids to do well, but it’s bad when kids feel that your love for them is dependent upon their actions and achievements.

			“I think that’s the contingency that kids are really worried about—that there [will be] a withdrawal of affection and care,” she explained. She said it might help to regularly tell your kids you’ll love them no matter what. “I do think just saying it, like, ‘Hey, I love you unconditionally’—it’s like the Runaway Bunny, you can’t get away. ‘I’m just going to love you no matter what. And I could be disappointed and love you at the same time; these things are not exclusive.’ ”

			So if you do things like pay your kids for good grades or threaten them with punishment if they get bad grades, you might want to reconsider. These are well-meaning—and totally understandable—approaches designed to ensure that our children succeed, but they inadvertently also send our kids the message that their value is contingent upon their grades.

			Parents sometimes communicate these contingencies in more passive-aggressive ways, too, through what are called conditional positive regard and conditional negative regard. A parent using conditional positive regard might be nicer and more generous with kids when they are doing well in school or win the chess tournament; a parent using conditional negative regard might be less patient and kind when their kids get Bs or a participation trophy. Although parents using these approaches don’t explicitly say I’m being mean today because you got a C on your math test, kids nevertheless notice the patterns and get the message.

			Research has shown that these strategies are harmful for kids’ self-esteem and emotional health. In a 2009 study, researchers interviewed ninth graders and their teachers and found that the students whose parents sometimes treated them with conditional positive regard had more problems with emotional regulation and were more obsessed with their grades, while those whose parents used conditional negative regard were more resentful of their parents, also had emotional regulation problems, and were less engaged with school. The kids who fared the best were those whose parents provided them not with conditional positive or negative regard but with autonomy support, which means they regularly discussed their values with their kids and respected their adolescents’ perspectives. Those kids were well adjusted and academically engaged.

			Think, too, about all the well-meaning ways you might criticize your kids that could be counterproductive for their self-esteem. Take sports. We say that we want our kids to play sports so that they learn teamwork and sportsmanship, but then we evaluate their playing and nitpick all the reasons they didn’t score—essentially sending the opposite message, framing the sport as being all about winning. When college students were asked in an informal survey what their worst memory was from playing youth or high school sports, the most common response was “the ride home with my parents.” We often can’t help analyzing the game afterward and peppering our kids with suggestions and critiques. When these college students were asked what their parents did that made them feel good, on the other hand, the overwhelming response was hearing their parents say “I love to watch you play.”

			These kinds of affirming messages are especially important if you suspect your child may be struggling with low self-esteem. It can be hard to tell, but here are some red flags you can look out for: Kids with low self-esteem might call themselves “stupid” or “bad,” believe that everyone hates them, withdraw socially, avoid challenging tasks, cut themselves, or start using substances. Alternatively, they might compensate for their low self-esteem by putting other people down, bullying (see chapter 3), becoming controlling or bossy, or making excuses for their failures.

			If you regularly see your child doing these things, it may be that they are struggling with self-worth, so think about how you could communicate that you love them no matter what. And consider getting your child professional help. Kids with low self-esteem often also struggle with depression or anxiety, and according to the Pew Research Center, the number of teens who experienced depression went up by 59 percent between 2007 and 2017. Yet among teen girls who experienced episodes of depression in 2018, only 45 percent received treatment; among teen boys who experienced depression, only 33 percent did.

			If your kids are really young, you’re probably not obsessing over grades yet, but you still might want to think about how you react to the little behavioral blips that disappoint you, because our responses to those shape their self-esteem, too. In her book Kid Confidence, Kennedy-Moore refers to the all-too-common example in which a young child behaves questionably when it’s time to leave a playdate. In her example, a little boy and his friend are goofing around while the parents talk, and then he accidentally breaks a picture frame. Getting into the car, his mom is understandably exasperated, as well as embarrassed by her child’s behavior in front of the other parent, so she yells at him—something I’m quite sure I’ve done before after an embarrassing playdate exodus. For kids with low self-esteem, though, this kind of parental anger can feel devastating if it’s not contextualized. It can serve as a signal that the child is “bad” or worthless rather than that he just made a mistake that he can fix and perhaps even learn from.

			So how do we turn our moments of disappointment with kids into opportunities for growth? Kennedy-Moore suggested doing three things in the moment:

			
					
					Cool Down, Then Connect. Take a few deep breaths and wait until you can imagine the situation from your child’s perspective. Then acknowledge your child’s view of things. You’re probably feeling pretty bad about how things went in there, huh.

				

					
					Offer Soft Criticism. Start by providing a reason why your child might have done what he did. I know you didn’t mean to . . . or You probably didn’t realize . . . or I get that you were trying to . . . are all good ways to start. Then describe the problem: but when you knocked the picture off the wall, Marco’s mother looked very upset. Remember, too, that it was your kid’s behavior that was bad. Don’t characterize your child as being bad.

				

					
					Move Forward. Help your child identify ways to fix the problem. Maybe say, What can you do to help Marco’s mom feel better? Brainstorm some ideas, like writing an apology letter, or offering to help out in some way.

				

			

			Kennedy-Moore recommended, too, that parents try to prepare their kids in advance for situations that often end in strife. If your child struggles each time you leave a playdate, then on the way to each playdate, go over what you’ll expect when it’s time to leave. Then, if your child handles it well, praise him (more on how to do that next).

			Self-Esteem Strategy #2

			Praise your kids, but be mindful of how.

			What we say to our kids can have a direct impact on their self-esteem, and research suggests that this is especially true of how we praise them. Brummelman, the Amsterdam psychologist, has conducted a handful of studies that suggest that when parents give what he calls “inflated” praise to kids with low self-esteem, their self-esteem drops even more.

			Inflated praise is, essentially, praise that is over the top—when your daughter shows you a stick figure drawing and you say, Oh, that is incredibly gorgeous! In a 2014 study, Brummelman and his colleagues found that parents are more likely to give inflated praise to kids with low self-esteem than to kids with high self-esteem, probably because they think this kind of praise will give them a needed boost. Indeed, many self-help books argue that one of the best ways to boost self-esteem in kids is to praise them; one survey found that 87 percent of parents believe that children need praise in order to feel good about themselves.

			To the contrary. Brummelman has shown that inflated praise actually causes kids with low self-esteem to further doubt themselves and avoid challenging tasks. In a follow-up to the 2014 experiment, he and his colleagues had eight-to-twelve-year-olds make a drawing that was evaluated by a professional painter. The painter gave the kids either normal praise (“You made a beautiful drawing!”) or inflated praise (“You made an incredibly beautiful drawing!”). Then the researchers told the kids that they were going to draw more pictures but could choose which kind of picture to draw. Some pictures were described as more difficult (“You might make many mistakes, but you’ll definitely learn a lot, too”), while others were portrayed as easier (“You won’t make many mistakes, but you won’t learn much, either”). They found that kids who had low self-esteem and who’d been given inflated praise were more likely to choose easy pictures. Kids with low self-esteem who’d been given normal praise, on the other hand, were more likely to attempt the harder pictures.

			Why might this be? Brummelman theorizes that when kids with low self-esteem hear inflated praise, they interpret it as pressure to continue performing exceptionally. They think, Wow, Mom really liked this drawing, and it seems super important to her that I make good drawings—what if she doesn’t like my next one, though? These kids then launch into self-protection mode, and they end up doubting their ability more. In a 2005 study, Joanne V. Wood, a psychologist at the University of Waterloo in Canada, and her colleagues found that young adults with low self-esteem feel more anxious after victories than they do after neutral outcomes, possibly because their successes could “expose their weaknesses.”

			As I discussed in chapter 2, research by Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck and her colleagues has shown that it’s preferable to praise a child for effort than for skills or ability. More You worked so hard! and less You’re so smart! But praise doesn’t just shape motivation—it can also affect self-esteem. Dweck’s research has shown that when kids are praised for smarts or skills, they are more likely to buckle in the face of setbacks than when they receive praise for effort: They give up sooner, perform more poorly when challenged, and have deflated feelings of self-worth. That’s probably because when kids are praised for being smart or skilled and then they fail, they begin to question the ability they were told they had.

			Praise based on ability also primes kids to focus on themselves, rather than on their actions, inciting them to blame themselves, rather than their actions, when they mess up. In one study, Dweck and her colleagues found that if kids were told You are a good drawer, and then they made a mistake on a future drawing, they felt more helpless than kids who had instead been told You did a good job drawing. Other studies have found that praising kids for being “smart” increases the chance that they will cheat in order to uphold their reputation. As Dweck and her colleagues have written, when kids “believe their intellectual ability is a limited entity, they tend to worry about proving it rather than improving it.”

			Over time, too, kids praised for being smart or good at something come to think of ability as a fixed trait—not something that can be grown or cultivated with practice. So when they fail, they assume that they didn’t have as much ability or skill as they thought they had, and that there’s nothing they can do about it. In another 2014 study, Brummelman and his team measured self-esteem in more than three hundred eight-to-thirteen-year-olds and then gave them either skill-based praise (“Wow, you’re great!”) or effort-based praise (“Wow, you did a great job!”) after practicing a competitive game. The kids then played the game again and were randomly assigned to succeed or fail. Those who had been praised for skill—and especially those who already had low self-esteem—felt ashamed when they failed, saying that losing had made them feel worthless. The kids who had been praised for effort, on the other hand, did not feel this way. Dweck and her colleagues argue that praising for ability gives kids a sense of contingent self-worth: that their goodness and value are determined by, and contingent upon, their performance.

			An aside: You may have heard through the grapevine that all praise is dangerous for kids—that it reduces intrinsic motivation, thereby making kids lazy, and that it undermines the quality of the parent-child relationship. I don’t agree, and neither do the psychologists I’ve talked to. “I have never had a kid or adult come in my practice and say, ‘You know, the problem was my parents offered too much genuine praise,’ ” Kennedy-Moore said. Plus, she adds, even if you don’t verbally praise your kids, they are still going to see reactions on your face and in your body language. Kids naturally want to please their parents, and it’s not dangerous to let them know when we feel happy with them.

			So yes, praise your kids—just try not to be over-the-top, and praise for effort rather than ability. And be kind to yourself. No parent can remember to do everything “right” all the time. Have I recently praised my children for ability because I wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing? Absolutely. Have I given ridiculously inflated praise sometimes, too? You bet. Brummelman reassured me that well-intentioned but imperfect praise every so often is not going to harm your kid—it’s when the praise you give is consistently inflated, and you’re regularly giving praise for ability rather than for effort, that problems can develop. So don’t worry! You’re still doing a good job! (See what I did there? Yup.)

			Self-Esteem Strategy #3

			Let your kids fail, then reframe their failures.

			One of our most important jobs as parents is to protect our children and keep them safe. But when this instinct is too well honed, it can be counterproductive. When we start protecting our kids not just from serious harm but also from challenge and failure, we hold them back and can even make them feel worse about themselves.

			A child with healthy self-esteem is a child who feels capable—who feels adept at handling different kinds of situations but who also knows that if he messes up, he’ll still be loved and accepted. To truly believe that, a child has to have had the chance to mess up and then realize everything’s still OK.

			You might be thinking, Duh, of course. But researchers and educators argue that parents today are far too quick to protect their kids from failure. As part of her research, Indiana University Bloomington sociologist Jessica Calarco has interviewed dozens of elementary and middle school teachers, and many have voiced this worry. Teachers say they have concerns about their privileged students “not having any problem-solving skills and being too dependent on their parents to do everything for them,” Calarco explained to me.

			Young people today are certainly facing new difficulties, but parents and teachers tend to respond to them the wrong way: They protect kids from experiencing the struggles rather than helping them learn how to handle them. When I spoke over the phone with psychologist Madeline Levine, the author of The Price of Privilege, she stressed that learning how to navigate challenges is a key aspect of self-growth and self-esteem. “Don’t get in the way of your kids learning something, because learning builds competence,” she said. “That’s where self-esteem comes from—it comes from being capable of doing things.”

			Some of our overprotectiveness stems from understandable concerns over our kids’ physical safety. Parents today are, for instance, much less likely to let their kids walk to school alone or ride their bikes to a friend’s house than our parents were. But in taking these protective steps, we may also prevent our kids from gaining experience. This isn’t entirely our fault; society today puts much more pressure on parents to protect their kids than it used to. In 2015, two parents were charged with felony child neglect when they were late getting home from work and their eleven-year-old played with a basketball in their yard for ninety minutes while he waited for them. I daresay these parents wouldn’t have been arrested if this had happened in 1985.

			For me, the instinct to protect can be fierce, and I certainly swoop in to protect my kids when I shouldn’t. I also underestimate their abilities in ways that hold them back. If you’d asked me earlier this year if I would let my nine-year-old chop wood with an ax and then cut it up with a saw, I would have laughed in your face, thinking he’d surely lose a finger within the first three minutes. But the other day he came home from school and proudly announced that he’d done exactly those things that afternoon, and he still had all ten fingers. The pride he felt stemmed directly from overcoming the challenges of the experience.

			Similarly, when kids are struggling with homework, we shouldn’t immediately jump in to their rescue; doing so gives kids the message that they can’t do things on their own. Researchers at the University of Illinois surveyed more than two hundred students from second through fifth grade, asking them how they felt when their parents helped them and made decisions for them. The older the kids were, the more they considered their parents’ help to be a sign that their parents considered them incompetent. As educator Jessica Lahey explained in her book The Gift of Failure, “Every time we rescue, hover, or otherwise save our children from a challenge, we send a very clear message: that we believe they are incompetent, incapable, and unworthy of our trust.” (And by the way, college admissions officers say that one key thing they look for in applicants is evidence that they have had to overcome obstacles.)

			It might seem counterintuitive that the same parents who push their kids too hard also swoop in to rescue them from challenges. But I think these actions are related, and that they are rooted in the same belief, which I discussed in chapter 2—that effort and failure are signs of ineptitude, and that effortlessness indicates brilliance. If we believe this deep down on some level, it’s no wonder that we will do all we can to ensure that our kids lead pristine, failure-free lives.

			But we need to push hard against this impulse. Instead of protecting our kids from failure, we need to let them experience it—and frame it as normal, even helpful, and certainly not a character flaw. “What we need to make sure that they understand is that it’s not about who they are as a person,” said Kali Trzesniewski, a psychologist at the University of California, Davis. If anything, we should convey that their struggles will actually help them grow as a person. When your kid is upset over a low grade on a math test or the fact that he didn’t get the coveted part in the school play, use the moment as an opportunity to reframe the experience. Maybe you say, I know you feel terrible right now, and that’s OK. When you’re feeling better, let’s talk—some good can come from thinking through why and how this happened. This re-framing is important, but it can be hard for kids to grasp, because we have taught our kids that when they do good things they should feel good about themselves. Yet we don’t want them to think that when bad things happen, they deserve to feel bad about themselves.

			As I briefly mentioned in chapter 2, another word that helps to communicate to kids that frustration and failure are a normal part of learning is yet. It’s not that your kid can’t tie his shoes; it’s that he can’t tie his shoes yet. Levine told me that this word is one of her favorites to use with struggling kids. “I love it because it carries optimism with it and reality with it,” she said.

			When kids successfully handle and navigate challenges, it gives them a sense of self-competency that is crucial for healthy self-esteem. We want our kids to understand that their screw-ups and disappointments are momentary blips they can learn and grow from—and that these blips have no bearing on how worthy they are of our love and affection.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Kids with healthy self-esteem accept and love themselves for who they are. Narcissists believe they’re superior to others and feel the need to prove their superiority.

				

					
					Tell your kids you love them unconditionally, and don’t put too much pressure on them to achieve.

				

					
					Praise your kids for effort (not ability), but don’t inflate your praise.

				

					
					Let your kids fail, and frame failure as an essential part of the learning and growing process.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 7

			

			“Her Skin Looks Dirty.”

			How to Raise Kids Who Aren’t Racist

			In the spring of 2020, after news broke of the murder of George Floyd, my then five-year-old pointed to the photo on the front page of the newspaper and asked me what it meant. It was a picture of a Black Lives Matter protest, and at first, I wasn’t sure how to respond. A million things went through my head: Should I give her a superficial answer? Should I explain to her what protesting means? Should I use this moment to back all the way up and talk to her about systemic racism, George Floyd’s murder, the Black Lives Matter movement, and white privilege?

			I know what I wanted to do: I wanted to take the easy way out. I wanted to give her a quick and simple answer. I wanted to gloss over the terrible incidents that had led to that photograph. Because, let’s face it, it’s really hard to talk about race and racism, especially if you’re white (I’ll discuss why in a minute). It’s also hard to talk with kids about murder and injustice; the parental instinct to protect kids from the harsh realities of the world is fierce. And it’s tough to know how much a young child can even process and handle. Would I scar her if I told her what had really happened to George Floyd? Would I perpetuate racism if I didn’t?

			Before I get into what I did and why, I want to mention something that is probably already quite obvious: I’m white. I have a tremendous amount of privilege, including racial privilege, and a lifetime of experiences as a white person that are extremely different from the experiences (and concerns) of parents of color. Although I have included a bit of information in this chapter about the kinds of conversations that can help parents of color navigate racial issues with their kids, most of this chapter’s advice pertains to white parents, both because white parents have the most to learn, and because I don’t have the lived experience to advise parents of color on how to navigate these issues. Also, I have adopted the recommendations of the National Association of Black Journalists in using the word Black rather than African American. I also broadly refer to non-white individuals as “people of color” or “BIPOC” (which stands for Black, Indigenous, people of color).

			In that moment with my daughter as I pondered what to do, I also enjoyed another privilege: the privilege of having read dozens of studies, and conducted dozens of interviews, on how and why racism develops in kids so that I could write this chapter. So even though it would be hard, deep down I knew what to do. I took a deep breath and explained to my daughter all the things that led to that picture in the newspaper. I talked to her about what racism is (which we’d discussed before); how racism led to George Floyd’s murder; why many Americans were angry and heartbroken and protesting for change; what Black Lives Matter means; and what she and the rest of our family could do to fight for change, too. It wasn’t an easy conversation, and I fumbled around hunting for the right words. But that’s the thing about trying to raise anti-racist kids: You’re going to have to do things that make you uncomfortable.

			THE MYTH OF COLORBLIND PARENTING

			My decision to tell my daughter as much as I did that day may not make immediate sense. A few years ago, before I dug into the research, I would’ve questioned it, too. After all, if you bring up the issue of skin color, won’t that just make kids racist? Isn’t it better to raise children to be colorblind, to act like race doesn’t exist so kids don’t make a big deal about it themselves?

			The idea that white kids will be colorblind if you don’t talk to them about race is a common one. As part of my research for this book, I surveyed more than eighty parents, asking them whether their kids had ever said or done racist things. A number of parents said no and went on to explain that, in their opinion, their kids were essentially oblivious to skin color. “The kids seem not to mention or notice differences,” one parent said. Another explained that her son “seems not to notice race” at all.

			Here’s the thing, though: Research strongly contradicts this widespread assumption. Perhaps the most important thing I can convey to you is that kids do see race, even if you don’t think they do. In a study published in 2005, University of Kent psychologist David J. Kelly and his colleagues showed that babies as young as three months old can and do discern racial differences, and that they prefer looking at faces that share their skin color. Racial awareness and prejudice (meaning preconceived judgments or opinions about people of different races) continue to develop during the preschool years and increase throughout early grade school.

			In a seminal 2003 study, developmental psychologist Phyllis Katz, former president of the Institute for Research on Social Problems in Colorado, followed about two hundred infants and their families—half Black and half white—over the course of five and a half years, observing their behavior and conversations. “It is fair to say that at no point in the study did the children exhibit the Rousseau type of color-blindness that many adults expect,” Katz wrote when summarizing her findings. When three-year-olds in her study were shown photos of children of different races and asked to choose whom they might like to be friends with, one-third of the Black kids chose only photos of other Black kids, but 86 percent of the white kids chose photos only of other white kids.

			In another well-known experiment, sociologists Debra Van Ausdale and Joe R. Feagin observed students in a diverse urban preschool for just under a year. Some of what they saw was, honestly, sickening. They heard three- and four-year-olds say “Black people are not allowed on the swing,” “Only white Americans can pull this wagon,” and “You’re the same color as rabbit poop.” One of the examples is so awful I can’t bring myself to share it here, but suffice it to say it involved the N-word. (If your assumption is that that this kind of thing doesn’t happen anymore, six of the eighty parents I surveyed mentioned having recently heard kids use the N-word.) When the teachers in the study talked to a child’s parents about some of the more egregious conversations they heard, the parents were mortified, saying that their child had never spoken about race this way at home.

			More recently, in 2012, researchers asked white mothers of preschoolers—mothers who were well educated and did not show any overt racial bias themselves—how racially prejudiced they thought their kids were. Most, like the parents I surveyed, believed that their kids weren’t prejudiced at all. When the researchers tested their kids, though, they discovered otherwise: Many of the kids said they wouldn’t want Black friends. When the researchers later told the parents what their kids had said, the parents were shocked, distressed, and embarrassed.

			I recently interviewed two Black women who are mothers and primary school educators. One was Naomi O’Brien, the founder of the organization Read Like a Rock Star, and the other was LaNesha Tabb, the founder of Education with an Apron. They, too, said they hear white preschoolers saying racist things all the time. Their students say, “ ‘Well, because their skin is black, or their skin is like mud, or their skin looks dirty, I don’t want to sit next to them,’ ” O’Brien said. “And then their parents come to you wondering why you brought up race to their child who ‘doesn’t see color,’ even though they just made somebody feel less than or hurt their friend’s feelings strictly based on race.”

			So yeah: Even if your kids aren’t mentioning race in front of you (possibly because they already recognize it as a taboo subject—more on that later), they are certainly noticing it, and they may well be quietly forming biased opinions and sharing them with their peers. This isn’t because you’re a terrible parent or your child is a terrible kid. It’s because of how children’s brains work—how they interpret what they see and hear and how they use those interpretations to build social frameworks. And unfortunately, research shows that white parents’ instincts on addressing racial issues with their kids—or shall I say not addressing racial issues with their kids?—end up making kids more biased, not less.

			If you’re reading this and thinking, I’m off the hook here because I do talk to my kids about race, I also implore you to make sure you’re doing what you think you’re doing. Given the choice, most white parents avoid explicitly talking about race, even when they’re asked to or given the perfect opportunity. In a 2011 study, Brigitte Vittrup, a developmental psychologist now at Texas Woman’s University, and George Holden, a psychologist at Southern Methodist University, asked white parents to discuss race with their five-to-seven-year-old kids as part of an experimental intervention. Only 10 percent of the parents complied.

			In the same 2012 study in which white mothers said they didn’t think their kids were racist and then later found out that they were, researchers also videotaped the mothers as they read two race-themed books to their four- and five-year-olds. One book was David’s Drawings, a book about a Black boy who creates a picture with the help of a diverse group of friends. The other was What If the Zebras Lost Their Stripes?, which asks questions about what would happen if some zebras were all white and some all black, including “Could black and white friends still hold hands?”

			Although these books were designed to incite conversations about race, none of the mothers talked about race while reading David’s Drawings, and only 11 percent mentioned interracial interactions while reading What If the Zebras Lost Their Stripes? When the kids asked their mothers specific questions about race, the moms avoided answering or changed the subject. Some alluded to race, saying vague things like “We should treat everyone equally” or “Even if we look different, we’re all the same on the inside,” but rarely did the moms explicitly discuss racial differences and what they mean. That’s a problem, because young kids may not interpret vague references to race as being about race.

			Why do white parents shy away from talking about race? In 2018, Vittrup interviewed white mothers and found that they avoid the topic for a few reasons. Some say they worry that talking about race might make their kids racist; others believe race isn’t a relevant topic to discuss with white kids; some assume that their kids are colorblind and don’t want to change that. “They have this attitude of ‘I wouldn’t want to talk about it because it would make [race] real to my kids,’ ” said Kristina Olson, a psychologist at Princeton University.

			I think there’s another big reason, too: White parents don’t know how to talk to their kids about race, and they’re afraid they’ll make mistakes. I was terribly apprehensive when I interviewed experts about these issues; I was worried I would use insensitive words or ask offensive questions. And the first few times I talked to my kids about race, including after George Floyd’s murder, I was a nervous wreck.

			Clearly, for white parents, avoiding the topic of race feels like the simplest approach—so why not keep doing it? Because it backfires, big-time. Research suggests that this colorblind approach has the opposite-than-intended effect and causes children to become more racially prejudiced than they would be if their parents talked to them about skin color. In her 2011 study, Vittrup found that kids whose parents did actually engage with them about race became less prejudiced at the end of the study than kids whose parents didn’t.

			There’s another big problem with colorblind parenting, too: It is founded on the idea that if we could all just stop noticing skin color, racism would magically go away. But racism isn’t just about individual prejudice; it’s a system of inequity fueled by racist laws and policies. We can’t end racism unless we—and our children—see racism, recognize its perniciousness, and unravel the system that fuels it. As Ibram X. Kendi, the founding director of the Boston University Center for Antiracist Research, explained in his book How to Be an Antiracist, “To be antiracist is to recognize that there is no such thing as White blood or Black diseases or natural Latinx athleticism. To be antiracist is to also recognize the living, breathing reality of this racial mirage, which makes our skin colors more meaningful than our individuality. To be antiracist is to focus on ending the racism that shapes the mirages, not to ignore the mirages that shape people’s lives.”

			SMOG IN THE AIR

			Why does colorblind parenting backfire? And how and why do kids become racist all on their own? As I explained in chapter 5, one of kids’ most important jobs is figuring out how the world works. As they wander around with their detective hats on, they try to work out which social categories matter and why. Kids observe how different attributes play out in society and whether or not they seem to be meaningful.

			They’ll notice, for instance, that hair color doesn’t really seem to matter when it comes to where people live, what kind of jobs they end up having, or how wealthy they become. But race? Kids quickly infer that race is a biggie, because it seems related to all sorts of important outcomes. Kids see that all but one US president has been white, that the students at school with the nicest houses are white, and that the heroes and doctors portrayed in TV shows and movies tend to be white. They also tend to notice de facto segregation—that people of different races and ethnicities often live in separate neighborhoods, and that schools are often majority white or majority Black. Yet at the same time, they’ll also notice that their parents and teachers rarely talk about race, which makes the topic even more titillating: Clearly race matters, but it’s also a secret, which must mean it’s extra-super important.

			In her landmark book Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?, psychologist Beverly Daniel Tatum explained that “cultural racism—the cultural images and messages that affirm the assumed superiority of Whites and the assumed inferiority of people of color—is like smog in the air. Sometimes it is so thick it is visible, other times it is less apparent, but always, day in and day out, we are breathing it in.”

			Kids inevitably notice all these things about race, and then they make inferences about them in part because their parents and teachers aren’t filling in the gaps. “They think there has to be a reason and no one explains it, so then they make up reasons—and a lot of kids make up biased racist reasons,” said developmental psychologist Rebecca Bigler, whom we met in chapter 5. Bigler is now a professor emeritus at the University of Texas at Austin, and she has spent her career studying the development of prejudice in kids.

			Children also engage in essentialist thinking, which means that they assume that superficial differences (such as skin color) reflect deeper innate biological differences. In the same vein, kids also use transductive reasoning—they see false connections between unrelated things—which means they assume that when people are alike in one way (such as skin color) they are alike in other ways as well (e.g., they are all equally smart or capable). The problem, of course, is that these psychological tendencies fuel stereotypes—ideas that all Black people are one way, and all white people are the other.

			When you combine these ways of thinking with the hierarchical differences that kids can readily see, they start to make dangerous assumptions. They start to believe that whites are more privileged because they’re smarter, more powerful, or just, well, better.

			Other aspects of psychology come into play to promote racial biases, too. Children (as well as adults) exhibit a type of bias known as in-group bias, which means that we tend to prefer people who are members of groups we also belong to. In-group bias helps to explain patriotism and school pride. But it can also foster racism, as children may subconsciously think, This kid looks like me, therefore I like him more, and conversely, This kid doesn’t look like me, so I’ll keep my distance. Adults and kids also often exhibit what’s called high-status bias, which means they show preferences for groups of people in society that are powerful.

			White kids aren’t the only ones who develop these biases. In a study published in 2003, Bigler and her colleagues interviewed ninety-two first- and sixth-grade Black children of varying socioeconomic backgrounds about their opinions of various jobs. The kids ranked jobs typically held by Black adults as lower in status than jobs typically held by white adults, which isn’t all that surprising given that this hierarchy does play out in society. But when the researchers made up fake jobs and illustrated that the jobs tended to be held by Black adults, the kids still ranked them as inherently lower in status than made-up jobs supposedly held by whites. In other words, these Black kids believed jobs were inherently less prestigious solely because they were held by Black people rather than by white people. High-status bias turned these kids against their own race.

			Other studies that have evaluated kids’ racial biases have also been disheartening. Some of these studies have measured explicit biases—biases that people openly admit to having—and others have measured implicit biases, which are attitudes or associations thought to reflect people’s beliefs on a more unconscious level. Researchers have found that both Black and white kids prefer their own races on explicit bias tests, and that white children show implicit pro-white biases. But Black children often do not show an implicit pro-Black bias. In some studies, Black kids even show an implicit pro-white bias.

			To sum up: Kids notice race, they see it’s important, and then they invent ways to explain what they see. And what they come up with is usually racist. It’s far better, then, if they learn about race from you. Here are four research-backed strategies you can use to undo your kids’ burgeoning racial prejudices—and raise them instead as anti-racists.

			Anti-Racism Strategy #1

			Educate yourself and reflect on your privilege and biases.

			A few months ago, Marjorie Rhodes, a developmental psychologist at NYU, told me about an experiment she was running that my kids could participate in on their iPads. The study was called “Neighborhoods and Friendships,” and my then five-year-old was especially excited to participate and get some extra screen time. When she started the experiment—I watched quietly from behind her—it quickly became clear to me that the study was investigating the development of racial prejudice.

			In one part of the experiment, my daughter was shown side-by-side photos of kids of different races and asked with whom she would like to play the most. I held my breath each time she was asked, wondering if she would choose the white kid. To my relief (and surprise, given everything I have learned), she didn’t—sometimes she chose the white kids, yes, but other times she chose the children of color as preferred playmates. I felt a tad smug, as if her answers reflected on me and my parenting: Hooray, my kid hadn’t made the “racist” choices.

			Then the iPad asked her a new question: When you’re at school and it’s time to play outside, which of these kids would your parents want you to play with the most? My daughter was again shown photos of kids of different races. I was confident she wouldn’t choose only white kids, because after all, my husband and I haven’t said or done anything racist in front of her. But guess what? She chose the white kids. Every time.

			I was horrified, and as I put away the iPad, I wondered what the hell had just happened. I didn’t want to press her on it—I felt like that might not be fair, given that I’d encouraged her to do the experiment and be honest—but I couldn’t help wondering: Did my daughter think I was racist? If not, why did she think I wanted her to play only with white kids? What had she seen me say or do that translated into My mom must prefer white people?

			What I realized in that moment was that I needed to educate myself and examine my own patterns of thinking. I needed to know what I was subconsciously doing or saying, what vibe I was giving off to my kids, that made them think I preferred white people. I started reading books to help me reflect on these issues, and I strongly encourage other white parents to do the same, because I believe they have made me a better person and a better parent. Some of my favorites include How to Be An Antiracist by Ibram X. Kendi, So You Want to Talk About Race by Ijeoma Oluo, and Me and White Supremacy by Layla F. Saad.

			One thing I learned from reading these books is that my rather un-diverse set of friends sent clear signals to my kids about the kinds of people I valued (or, more important, the kinds of people I didn’t value), and that I needed to reflect on why I had such a monochromatic group of friends. I also realized I wasn’t talking enough about race and racism; I often avoided the topic because, as mentioned earlier, it’s such a hard issue for white people to discuss. In doing so, I was skirting opportunities to normalize the issue of race for my kids, instead sending them the message that race makes me uncomfortable—which they may well have interpreted as that people of color make me uncomfortable.

			Because of these books and the work they inspired me to do, I’ve also become more comfortable recognizing and examining racial issues that crop up in my life. I have come to learn that I, like many other white people who think of themselves as unbiased, absolutely harbor implicit racist biases. One day, for instance, I noticed that my pulse quickened when I realized I was being followed by a Black man, in a way that wouldn’t have happened if the man had been white. I’m guessing this has happened before, but this time, I noticed it—and then immediately felt ashamed. That’s a step in the right direction, because recognizing our biases is the first step to unraveling them. But obviously, I’ve still got work to do. White supremacy, I now realize, is not just a social hierarchy but a state of mind, even among white people like me who don’t think of themselves as racists—and that we all need to identify, study, and dismantle our own white supremacist patterns of thinking. These lessons can carry over to other spheres of our lives and can absolutely influence our children. How can we teach our children to be anti-racist if we don’t confront our own uncomfortable racial issues first?

			I’ve also learned—and am trying to pass on to my kids—that anti-racism isn’t an identity but a commitment to practice. A person can only be anti-racist by regularly taking anti-racist actions, whether by reflecting on and undoing their own biases, sharing what they have learned with others, or taking other concrete steps to dismantle systemic racism. I am learning, and I know I’m making mistakes, and that’s OK because mistakes are part of the process. The biggest mistake is not making the effort, and letting our white apathy perpetuate the racist status quo.

			Anti-Racism Strategy #2

			Explicitly discuss race—without shaming your kids.

			You’re in the supermarket and your three-year-old points to a Black woman who’s walking by. “Whoa! Her skin is sooooo dark!” he says. Do you:

			
					
					Whisper, “Shhhh! We don’t say things like that!” to your child and apologize profusely to the woman.

				

					
					Say to your child, “Skin color doesn’t matter. We’re all the same on the inside.”

				

					
					Walk away from your cart nonchalantly, pretending he’s not actually your child.

				

					
					Say to your child, “Yes, her skin is darker than ours, isn’t it? Skin comes in all sorts of colors,” and then explain why.

				

			

			Let’s be honest: Most white parents do some variation of (A), (B), or (C), and we have very good reasons for doing them. Our culture has taught us that race is a taboo subject, one that we—and our kids—absolutely shouldn’t talk about in the middle of the grocery store. (Chances are, if you are white, you were also raised by parents who felt the same way.)

			“We’ve been socialized that race is almost a dirty word—something you shouldn’t say, you shouldn’t notice, and that you should avoid at all costs,” said Amanda Williams, a social psychologist at the University of Bristol in the United Kingdom. All too often, because of this, we’ll pretend we don’t hear our kids’ question or comment (C), we’ll shame them for it (A), or we’ll deny their question or comment as irrelevant or unimportant (B). Again, these are understandable approaches given how we have been socialized, but ultimately, each of these approaches is counterproductive.

			We should be especially careful about (A)—snapping at or shushing our kids when they say inappropriate things about race, Williams said. “They’re just noticing something in the world, and by shushing them, you’re teaching them that that thing is bad,” she said. Plus, if you instill in your kids the idea that they can’t come to you with questions or ideas, they’ll stop coming to you—and they’ll fill in the missing information themselves.

			The best approach, as you’ve inevitably figured out by now, is along the lines of (D). After taking a deep breath, try to respond to your child in a non-shaming, non-angry way. You don’t have to launch into a ten-minute-long discussion about race right then and there, but you should at least address and either affirm or (gently) contradict his comment, perhaps also adding some context. In this particular instance, you might explain a bit about the science of skin color—that everyone has a chemical in their skin called melanin, which protects against the negative effects of UV radiation. If you have a lot of melanin, your skin is dark, but if you have only a little, your skin is light. How much melanin you have depends on how much your parents have and on where your ancestors lived.

			What if your kid says something blatantly racist? Again, resist the temptation to lose your mind, and try to gather more information. “Rather than challenge them on the words, get a sense of what they understand it to mean from their perspective. How do they hear it? Where did they hear it from? How is it being used in the social context they’re in? Then you have a better angle to how you can speak to it,” explained Howard C. Stevenson, a University of Pennsylvania professor of urban education and Africana studies and the author of Promoting Racial Literacy in Schools. In a way, you can see their prejudiced comments as an opportunity—an opportunity to see where they are and what you need to address with them.

			Once you understand why they said what they said, though, do help them understand why it was not OK. Tabb and O’Brien suggested saying something like “Thank you for being honest. I’ve felt that way before, too, but here’s why that’s racist and wrong.” Intention doesn’t matter; even if your child didn’t mean to say or do something racist, it nevertheless did harm, and they need to know that. In Me and White Supremacy, Saad explained that “a common reaction by people with white privilege is to focus on their intention rather than their impact,” which “prioritizes how a person of privilege feels about being called out/in versus the actual pain that BIPOC experience as a result of that person’s actions.”

			Another common mistake that parents make is that they think they talk to their kids about race, but they actually don’t—they instead fall back on vague metaphors like We need to be nice to people who look different from us. Unfortunately, kids often don’t get the hidden message—they don’t realize you’re referring to race and skin color unless you actually use the words race and skin color.

			So if you’re reading a book with your child that brings up issues of race, pause to connect the dots. Maybe you can even directly connect the story with experiences your child has had. You might say something like This story reminds me of when you first started taking karate and you noticed that a lot of the other kids had darker skin. When you got to know them, you realized they’re a lot like you, right? As I mentioned in chapter 5, one constructive approach is to highlight within-group differences—You and Lizzie both have light skin, but you have very different interests—and between-group similarities—You and Tom have different-color skin, but you both love karate.

			And when your kids give you an obvious opportunity to mention race, jump on it. I once overheard a white school-aged child ask his father what was causing ongoing riots in their city. The father explained that the riots were in response to police violence. What he omitted to say, however, was that the riots were specifically in response to white-on-Black police violence; he didn’t mention anything about race at all, which I felt was a missed opportunity and yet another example of well-intentioned but counterproductive colorblind parenting.

			It can also be helpful to bring race up yourself. If you’re watching a movie together, pause it to say, I wonder why the villains in these movies often have dark skin and a foreign accent. Or Why do you think we never see a Black Santa Claus? If you’re like me, you’ll struggle with these conversations at first, but they do get easier. And even when they feel awkward, remember that whatever your kids don’t learn about race from you, they’ll learn from their friends or come up with themselves. However bungled or awkward your explanations might feel, they’ll certainly be better than the alternative.

			It’s OK, too, when you make mistakes. Don’t beat yourself up if something comes out wrong or if your child makes the wrong inference—you can (and should!) revisit these issues regularly and work through them. Bigler once told me about a young white boy who, after learning about slavery at school, went home and said, “Boy, am I glad I’m not Black!” I’m sure the comment made his parents cringe, but in a way, that child was recognizing his own white privilege, which his parents could have used to spark a constructive conversation. And don’t shy away from the work after you get called out by BIPOC for your mistakes. As Saad wrote, being called out “is not a deterrent to the work. It is part of the work.” I make mistakes all the time (and have almost certainly made some here in my book!), but whenever someone enlightens me as to why what I said or did was harmful, I learn something important.

			If you’re a parent of color, or if you are white and have a child of color, you’ll also want to talk to your kids about race, of course—but you’ll do it in a different way. Many non-white parents talk to their kids about their racial-ethnic heritage and history to foster racial pride, and research has shown that kids of color who have these kinds of discussions with their parents develop a more positive sense of self than kids who don’t. Some parents may also want to explicitly prepare their children for the possibility of discrimination, teaching them how to cope with and respond to it when it happens. There’s no single right way to do it—it’s having the ongoing dialogue that seems to make a difference.

			One final note: If you’ve read chapter 5, you learned that sexism is fueled in part by how frequently we label gender in front of our kids. So you might understandably be questioning the wisdom of bringing up race. Won’t that do the same thing? Actually, no. It’s true that if you constantly highlight a social category (as we do with our labeling of gender), it makes the category extremely salient in kids’ minds and can lead to the development of stereotypes. But if you never talk about a social category that is clearly meaningful in the world (as whites tend to do with race), that’s counterproductive, too, because our extreme avoidance of the issue sends a strong message along the lines of Ooh, this topic must be important AND taboo. Gender and race sit on opposite ends of this spectrum: We talk way too much about gender, and we talk way too little about race.

			Anti-Racism Strategy #3

			Let your kids experience and enjoy diversity.

			When I surveyed those eighty parents about race, a handful responded that their children had never said or done anything racist precisely because they live in a predominantly white community. In other words, they seemed to be saying, their kids didn’t care about race because they didn’t see it. Yet research suggests that kids who live in predominantly white communities, or who go to mostly white schools, are more likely than other white kids to develop racial prejudices. Even when they don’t see it daily, these kids still learn that race exists—it’s on TV and in books and movies, after all—yet they don’t have meaningful interactions with people of color to counter their burgeoning assumptions and stereotypes. In a 2005 study, Adam Rutland, a social psychologist in the United Kingdom, and his colleagues gave racial bias tests to preschool-aged kids, some of whom lived in racially mixed areas and some of whom lived in predominantly white areas. The ones who lived in white communities were significantly more prejudiced.

			If your child’s life isn’t all that diverse, what can you do? For one, you can read books and watch TV shows and movies with diverse characters. In a 2017 study, Jennifer Steele, a psychologist at York University in Toronto, and her colleagues read aloud short vignettes that portrayed Black individuals in a positive light to white and Asian children between the ages of five and twelve. A second group of kids heard vignettes that portrayed white individuals in a positive light, and a third group heard stories about flowers. Afterward, the kids were given implicit bias tests. They found that kids over eight who were exposed to the positive vignettes about Black individuals had less pro-white implicit bias than kids who heard the other vignettes. “If you have more diversity represented in the materials you’re sharing with your kids, that becomes more familiar to them, and we know that children tend to like things that are familiar,” Steele said. In another study, five-to-seven-year-old white kids who watched short videos that portrayed positive interracial friendships (one was Sesame Street and another was the show Little Bill) developed more positive racial attitudes than kids who didn’t.

			Some research also suggests that celebrating diversity is better than minimizing its importance. In a 2010 study, researchers at Northwestern University and other institutions had elementary school students read a book about a teacher’s efforts to promote racial equality. For half of the students, the teacher in the book emphasized minimizing racial differences. She said things like “We need to focus on how similar we are to our neighbors rather than how we are different” and “We want to show everyone that race is not important and that we’re all the same.”

			The other half of the students read a story in which the teacher highlighted racial differences as something to appreciate and celebrate. She said things like “We want to show everyone that race is important because our racial differences make each of us special.”

			After the students read the book they were assigned, they were tested to see how well they could recognize racism portrayed in short vignettes. The kids who had read about importance of celebrating diversity were better at identifying bias than the kids who had read about the value of ignoring differences. As the authors concluded, “Our findings raise distressing practical implications including the possibility that well-intentioned efforts to promote egalitarianism via color blindness sometimes promote precisely the opposite outcome.”

			When you can, you’ll want your kids to experience real-life diversity, too. If you’re in the position to choose where you live or where your kids go to school, consider diverse options (and if you don’t want to, turn the lens inward and ask yourself why—you may have some unresolved race issues yourself). Steer your family toward diverse locales when you leave the house. Are some local playgrounds, parks, public swimming pools, or restaurants more diverse than others? The summer before the coronavirus pandemic hit, my son went to an overnight camp that was only half white, and it was wonderful—he even highlighted its diversity as one of the things he loved about it. He enjoyed making friends with different backgrounds, life experiences, and skin colors.

			Indeed, cross-racial friendships can make a huge difference. “Friendships are a major mechanism for promoting acceptance and reducing prejudice,” explained Deborah Rivas-Drake, a psychologist and educational researcher at the University of Michigan and coauthor of the book Below the Surface. When your kids become close with kids (or adults) of other races, they may start to realize that their biased cultural stereotypes and assumptions are inaccurate.

			If your kids are young and you’re still organizing their playdates, then think about who you’re inviting over and why. You don’t want to “tokenize” people of color—don’t encourage your kids to befriend Black children just because they are Black or because you want to prove to yourself, or to others, that you’re not racist. But if you find that you’re primarily encouraging your children to hang out with other white children, think hard about why, and see if you can do better.

			A quick note about schools: In general, the more diverse your child’s school is, the better. But diversity itself isn’t the only relevant factor. Diverse schools can (and often are) heavily segregated on the inside (for instance, the white kids end up in honors or gifted classes, and Black kids don’t) and these kinds of school environments also foster prejudice. Ideally, you want your child in a diverse school that is highly integrated (including on a class level), where students of different races have meaningful shared experiences together on equal standing. Obviously, this isn’t always possible. But if it is—some New York City schools, for instance, have recently taken steps to integrate more fully—it’s a factor that’s worth weighing along with everything else.

			Anti-Racism Strategy #4

			Talk to kids about racism and show them how to fight it.

			Beyond talking with our kids about race and skin color, we should also talk with them about racism, how it affects people, and what we can do to challenge it. In a 2007 study, Bigler and her colleagues presented short biographies of famous white and Black individuals to white elementary-aged children for six days. Half the kids heard biographies that discussed the discrimination experienced by the Black individuals; the other half heard identical biographies but without the details about discrimination. Afterward, Bigler and her team gave the children tests to evaluate their racial prejudice and discovered that the kids who had learned about discrimination had more positive attitudes toward Black people than the kids who hadn’t. (Their attitudes toward whites were the same.) In a follow-up study, they performed the same experiment but with Black kids, to assess whether learning about discrimination would be difficult for them. To the contrary, Bigler and her team found that the Black kids who were taught about discrimination were much more satisfied with the lessons than those who weren’t.

			If you’re struggling with how to talk to your kids about these issues, I get it. It’s hard! You don’t want to scare your children, but you also don’t want to sugarcoat or lie. What you say, and how you say it, will depend on how old and mature your children are and what you feel they’re ready to hear. Two things to keep in mind, though: First, your kids aren’t too young to learn about racism in some form, given that kids of color experience racism from a very young age. White parents get to choose when, where, and how they have these conversations, but parents who are BIPOC don’t—and to eschew the subject entirely to protect our kids’ innocence is to use our privilege to perpetuate systemic racism. Second: When discussing racism, don’t frame it as something that happened a long time ago and is now “fixed” or “gone.” Certainly you can mention that things have gotten better in recent decades, but it’s important to also acknowledge the ways in which racism still affects people’s lives so that kids will know to look out for it and challenge it.

			Last year, I asked my kids what they had been taught at school about Columbus Day. After hearing what they learned (and didn’t), I talked to them about indigenous Americans and how terribly they have been treated. My eight-year-old then said, “Back then, we weren’t nice to Native Americans,” which I then used as a jumping-off point to explain that Native Americans and other people of color are still not treated well by many Americans, that the very structure of our society reinforces this racism on many levels, and that we need to continue to fight for justice and equality. For ideas on how to broach and frame some of these difficult topics with kids, check out Tolerance.org, a project of the Southern Poverty Law Center. The website is designed for teachers and school administrators, but it has free resources that parents can use, too, broken down by age group. Another resource to check out is Little Justice Leaders, a monthly subscription box for kids in kindergarten through sixth grade that includes a children’s book, a craft, and discussion materials for parents on issues related to social justice and racism.

			We, as parents, can also lead by example and help kids understand the importance of being anti-racist—actively fighting against racist norms, behaviors, and policies. If you witness someone saying something racist, challenge them (ideally in front of your kids). If you feel like you can’t—maybe your mother-in-law said something racist at Thanksgiving and you don’t want to ruin the entire meal by making it a thing—talk to her about it afterward, ideally in front of your kids. Or, at the very least, discuss what she said with your kids later. I love Grandma very much, but I disagree with what she said at dinner last night. What did you think? Let’s talk about it. Brainstorm ways together to get involved in anti-racism movements like Black Lives Matter. Bring your kids to protests (unless you have legitimate reasons not to, like social distancing concerns during the pandemic). Make signs for your yard or your front window.

			In her book So You Want to Talk About Race, Ijeoma Oluo outlined a number of steps Americans can take to challenge racism, and I think, ideally, we should be taking these steps with our kids in tow. These include bearing witness when you see people of color being treated unfairly in public; supporting local candidates who fight for racial justice; telling school administrators that you value an inclusive education; supporting businesses owned by people of color; and writing letters to your mayor and city council in support of police reform and other anti-racist policies. “Systemic racism is a machine that runs whether we pull the levers or not, and by just letting it be, we are responsible for what it produces,” Oluo wrote. “We have to actually dismantle the machine if we want to make change.” By taking concrete steps to fight racism, we are sending the message to our kids that they have the power, in their privilege, to truly make a difference.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Kids see race, and then they make inferences about it based on the power structures they see in society.

				

					
					Educate yourself about race and racism, and reflect upon your own biases.

				

					
					Explicitly talk to your kids about race and racism. Don’t be vague; make sure they understand you’re discussing skin color.

				

					
					Expose kids and yourself to diverse people and ideas.

				

					
					Teach your kids why and how to fight racism.
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				CHAPTER 8

			

			“You Can’t Make Me!”

			Shaping Behavior and Values

			The one sphere of parenting that has most drastically changed since I was a kid is discipline. I was spanked a few times growing up, but I haven’t spanked either of my two children; the approach has transformed within a generation from a common, seemingly harmless disciplinary tactic to something akin to child abuse. Time-outs, too, have recently become a hot-button topic, with some parenting experts now arguing that time-outs can erode the parent-child relationship and even incite harmful brain changes.

			Slowly, it seems, many parents have been moving away from traditional forms of discipline and toward what is called positive parenting or positive discipline. I see it every day on Instagram—memes warn me that punishments and even praise “are potentially damaging” and that I should “focus more on connection than instruction.” Positive discipline rejects the notion of punishment and control in favor of gentle guidance, reasoning, and negotiation. The rationale is that we can make more headway shaping our children’s values and behavior when we emotionally connect with them, understand their perspective, and calmly share our beliefs and expectations with them. When we punish, the argument goes, we only make it harder for our kids to listen, understand, and internalize our values.

			As the parent of two relatively unchallenging kids (of course they have their moments), this idea makes sense to me. When parents are emotionally supportive, and when they do their best to connect with their kids and gently guide them, their children will be more willing to listen and conform to their ideals. It’s a reciprocal relationship: When we give more, they give more, too. When we parent too harshly, on the other hand, we might inadvertently spark an ongoing spiral of punishment, anger, and rejection, which could cause kids to act out more, rather than less.

			Generally, my husband and I default to positive parenting (although a couple of times a year, we do use time-outs), and our kids respond well to it. But I also believe that, when it comes to parenting, one size does not fit all—and shaming (or even just worrying) parents for not being able to adhere to a theoretical ideal is not constructive. Warning parents that they’re “doing it wrong” because they occasionally punish their kids by taking away privileges or using time-outs feels unfair—especially because, after digging into the research, I think the fears driving these admonitions aren’t well founded.

			Let me be clear: There are ways of handling challenging behavior that the science tells us aren’t constructive (I’ll get to those in a minute). But I was surprised to learn that some methods that have been cast aside as harmful don’t deserve this bad rap. With some kids, these methods may not work, but with others, they may be useful in some situations, if you want to use them. I stress this last part because I also think that our disciplinary choices are highly personal, and that, armed with an awareness of what the research says, we should do what feels right for us and our families.

			Put another way, the dichotomy I so often see characterized on social media between “positive” and “harsh” parenting is, to some degree, a false one—there is a large middle ground, known as authoritative parenting, that has impressive science behind it. Moreover, I worry that some parents may misinterpret the positive parenting approach and become too permissive, eschewing boundaries and expectations in favor of acceptance in ways that could be detrimental for kids’ development.

			THE IMPORTANCE OF PARENTING STYLE

			First, I want to unpack a concept that directly relates to the science of discipline. Parenting style is a phrase that sounds vague but actually has a precise meaning. It is the emotional climate that parents create that shapes their attitudes toward, expectations of, and interactions with their children. The notion was born out of research conducted by German-American psychologist Kurt Lewin just prior to World War II, when he and his colleagues wanted to understand why young people respond differently to different kinds of social climates.

			In his most famous experiment, Lewin and his colleagues split ten-year-old boys into two groups that were tasked with making crafts over the course of three months. One group had a “democratic” leader, who was rational and supportive. This leader encouraged the boys to make their own decisions and offered feedback if asked. The second group had an “authoritarian” leader, who was aloof, told the boys what to do, didn’t let them participate in decision-making, and praised and blamed them without explanation or reasoning.

			When the researchers analyzed the behavior of the boys in the two groups over time, they found a clear pattern. Although the boys in both groups worked equally well on their crafts, those under the authoritarian leader became either apathetic or aggressive, eager to blame others for their problems. The boys with the democratic leader did not develop these worrying behaviors. In fact, among the boys with the authoritarian leader, hostile behaviors were thirty times more frequent than they were among the boys with the democratic leader.

			In a follow-up experiment, boys were split into four groups, and each group encountered three different types of leaders that switched over time: a democratic leader, an authoritarian leader, and a laissez-faire leader, who was friendly and explained what materials were available but did little else. In this experiment, the boys again became more hostile or apathetic under authoritarian leadership than under democratic leadership. Aggression was high under the laissez-faire leader, too.

			These findings suggest that kids do and behave well when they’re led by an adult who is respectful and supportive. On the other hand, they become aggressive or apathetic when led by an adult who bosses them around and shows them little respect, or one who provides no guidance or rules at all.

			Years later, Harvard researcher Alfred Baldwin translated Lewin’s findings into the idea of parenting styles—and then Diana Baumrind, a clinical and developmental psychologist at the University of California, Berkeley, revised these ideas again and began a deep, decades-long study of parenting styles herself.

			Baumrind’s observations of parents led her to characterize parents as one of three types: Authoritarian parents believe in a clear family hierarchy and expect their kids to adhere to strict rules. They aren’t particularly warm or supportive, they discourage negotiations, and they punish frequently (and sometimes inconsistently and without explanation). These are the parents who, when their kids ask But why? bark back Because I said so!

			Permissive (or indulgent) parents are the opposite: They are accepting of their children’s behavior, consider kids and parents as essentially equals, don’t use punishment, and often give in to their kids’ demands and whines.

			In between these two extremes are the authoritative parents, who are neither coercive nor indulgent. They are responsive but demanding, affectionate but also willing to assert their power. In authoritative parenting, Baumrind stressed, love and control aren’t two ends of a spectrum, but two separate dimensions—parents can be both loving and warm as well as highly demanding. Authoritative parents encourage a child’s individuality and are willing to explain their reasoning and negotiate with their kids, but they also provide clear structure and boundaries.

			Years later, researchers Eleanor Maccoby and John Martin added a fourth parenting style to the mix: Neglecting parents. Whereas permissive (or indulgent) parents are not demanding but quite responsive, neglecting parents are uninvolved in their kids’ lives entirely, providing little more than basic needs and expecting kids to otherwise fare for themselves.

			Children do very differently depending on what style their parents espouse. As research has shown over the years, children of neglectful parents fare the worst. They are often aggressive and disruptive and develop psychiatric problems. Kids of authoritarian parents do second-to-worst. They can have low self-esteem and are more at risk for anxiety and depression. Kids of permissive parents fall next in the hierarchy. They do OK, but they tend to be self-centered and less engaged in school and may have poor impulse control.

			The kids who thrive the most, by far, are those with authoritative parents. They are more likely than their peers to perform well in school, are the most independent and honest with their parents, exhibit the fewest risky behaviors, and are also kind and generous. Put another way, the kids with parents who set clear boundaries and hold kids accountable when they violate them are the most well-adjusted—not the kids with parents who eschew rules entirely. When I learned this, I couldn’t help wondering: How can boundaries and rules and mild disciplinary consequences like time-outs be “dangerous” if the most well-adjusted kids are raised by parents who use them?

			IT’S THE KIND OF CONTROL THAT MATTERS

			As I dug into the various disciplinary strategies used by authoritarian and authoritative parents, I found some answers. It turns out that certain kinds of controlling tactics are indeed harmful—but not the ones commonly demonized on social media.

			As Baumrind discovered in her years of parent observations, authoritative parents use specific strategies to respond to and shape behavior in their kids. They often begin by talking with their kids about their misbehavior—collecting information, reasoning with them, and making requests. If an authoritative parent walked into the kitchen and saw her five-year-old taking money out of her wallet, she might say, Jody, that’s my wallet. What are you doing? Then Jody might explain that her teacher announced that their class was collecting donations for a local charity and she wanted to bring some money to school to contribute. Her mom might then say, I am happy for us to contribute, but I need you to always ask me before taking money from my wallet. Taking money without someone’s permission is called stealing, and when you steal from me, it makes me feel bad and trust you less. Then the mom might follow up with something like If you do this again in the future without asking, there will be consequences.

			So authoritative parents typically start with clarification and reasoning, and they are flexible and willing to listen to and negotiate with their kids. Punishment is a last resort for these parents, used only when kids continue to exhibit off-limits behavior even after it has been discussed and understood. Authoritative parents want their children to adhere to social conventions and moral codes, but they also want to preserve their kids’ free will and independence. They respond specifically to misbehavior and keep their explanations and admonishments centered on that specific behavior; in this case, Jody’s mom wanted to teach Jody that stealing is not OK.

			If Jody’s mother were authoritarian, on the other hand, the exchange probably would have gone quite differently. Perhaps the mom would have said: Jody, that’s my wallet. You’re stealing! Time-out! You’re such a bad girl. Jody isn’t given the opportunity to explain, and Jody’s mother doesn’t consider her reasoning or the circumstances before responding to the behavior, often invoking immediate consequences. This is why punishments are more common in authoritarian households—both kinds of parents respond to misbehaviors, but they respond very differently.

			The most important distinction between the two exchanges, though, is rooted in the last phrase the authoritarian mother used: You’re such a bad girl. Baumrind found that authoritarian parents often use what’s called psychological control to get their kids to comply with their demands. Psychological control involves parents manipulating children’s feelings or self-identities in order to control their behavior. They withdraw affection when their kids aren’t obedient; they guilt-trip them; they manipulate them; they denigrate them. They make kids feel that they are categorically bad or naughty because of the mistakes they make.

			Ultimately, the use of psychological control coerces children into feeling that they need to change themselves, which undermines their sense of autonomy and self-worth. As sociologists Brian K. Barber and Elizabeth Lovelady Harmon summarized in a review paper of 108 studies on the topic, “psychological control, as traditionally and contemporaneously defined, is not concerned with behavioral regulation, but with control—and violation—of the child’s psychological self.”

			Indeed, it’s psychological control that accounts for many of the negative effects of authoritarian parenting (and importantly, authoritative parents rarely use these tactics). Studies have linked parental psychological control with lower self-esteem in kids; shyness; poor academic performance; self-harm; and more symptoms of depression, anxiety, antisocial behavior, delinquency, aggression, and disordered eating.

			So how does all this relate to the positive parenting movement and to discipline more generally? I’ve found that some positive parenting advocates conflate authoritarian and authoritative parenting. They also conflate psychological control with what’s called behavioral control. This is when parents respond to particular behaviors with conversations or consequences that center on the behavior itself and why it is unacceptable. We should absolutely avoid using psychological control with our kids, but behavioral control—by which I mean conversations about expectations, time-outs, and other mild consequences in response to misbehaviors—is an entirely different approach. Children of authoritative parents, who use behavioral control but not psychological control, actually fare best.

			To be clear: I’m not saying that you need to punish your kids. Punishments aren’t always effective, in part because kids often don’t act out intentionally, but rather because they lack certain skills. And I definitely think that parents should avoid using physical punishments, including spanking. What I am saying is that if you’ve been afraid to use time-outs or privilege withdrawals with your kids because you think they’re harmful, you can relax a little. So: What’s the best way to engage with your kid when he does something you don’t like? What kinds of consequences actually work—and won’t end up harming your kids? And what should you do if your behavior around your kids needs some work? Read on while I tackle some real-life discipline questions.

			Behavior-Shaping Strategy #1

			Respond to misbehavior with empathy, then guidance.

			What does authoritative parenting actually look like, and what should you do when your child does something you consider “bad”? First, let’s start with some basics. Positive parenting advocates get a lot of things right when it comes to how parents should respond to bad behavior. Many of their approaches are, in fact, strongly rooted in authoritative parenting.

			In their book No-Drama Discipline, UCLA psychiatrist Daniel J. Siegel and psychotherapist Tina Payne Bryson explained that “effective discipline means that we’re not only stopping a bad behavior or promoting a good one, but also teaching skills and nurturing the connections in our children’s brains that will help them make better decisions and handle themselves well in the future.” I agree: I think that when our kids misbehave or break rules, these moments become opportunities—opportunities for us to see what skills our kids need to work on, and opportunities for us to share our values.

			Because bad behavior is often preceded by big emotions—your son probably hit his sister because he was angry—we should begin by acknowledging and validating our kids’ feelings, which helps them feel calm and listen to what we’re going to say next. If your daughter has thrown her book across the bedroom in rage, connect with her feelings and say, Oh, wow, you look so angry! before you move on to the issue of the thrown book. Give your daughter some space to share why she’s mad. What happened here? is a good prompt, especially if you say it calmly and without judgment. Then, if she shares, reflect her thoughts back to her to show that you’ve heard her. Oh, I totally get that; you feel really mad because you weren’t invited to Leah’s birthday party. You might even give her some time and space to calm down before you say anything more. When kids are calm, they are better able to listen and process what we’re saying.

			In these moments, Siegel and Bryson recommend that parents consider three key questions: (1) Why did my child act this way? (2) What lesson do I want to teach in this moment? and (3) How can I best teach this lesson? In the thrown-book example, you know, because you asked, that your daughter is angry and feels left out for not being invited to a birthday party.

			The next thing to consider is what you want to convey to your child in this moment—what lesson do you want to teach? Perhaps in this scenario you would want to convey that even when your daughter is really mad, it’s not acceptable for her to throw things, because someone (or the book, or the house) might be harmed. Perhaps you’d also want to talk to her about more acceptable things she could do when she’s angry to make herself feel better.

			You’ll also want to think about how (and when) to provide this guidance in the most effective way. Do you need to wait a few minutes for her to calm down? Or maybe wait until tomorrow, when you’ll have more time and energy? What would be a good way to connect with her on this issue?

			What you say to your child, and how you handle the situation, really depends on the kid. If you have caught your son breaking a rule and you can see in his eyes that he feels terrible about it, then you don’t need to hammer him over the head with how guilty he should feel; he’s already there. Instead, you might have a conversation about why it happened, what he could do next time to avoid breaking the rule, and what he might be able to do now to make the situation better.

			For straightforward situations involving minor transgressions, you might also want your guidance to include induction, which I introduced in chapter 1. You want to directly connect your child’s actions to the reasons they are unacceptable as well as to how those actions affect others. If you are angry because your son left his marbles all over the kitchen floor, tell him that stepping on marbles could cause someone to fall. If your daughter eats candy when you told her no more candy, explain how her defiance feels like a breach of family trust and could make it hard for you to trust her in the future. And if the transgression directly hurts someone else in the family, focus first on the victim’s feelings. If you catch your son smacking his sister, for instance, respond to the situation by first checking in on her. “Ignore the kid as the perpetrator, and go straight to the kid who’s hurt and say, ‘Oh, ouch, ouch. That really hurts,’ ” suggested clinical psychologist Laura Markham, to drive home that the reason their behavior was unacceptable is because it directly harmed someone else.

			These steps may be enough to help your child learn from the situation and make better decisions in the future. But I am not convinced that these are the only disciplinary tools every parent will ever need. Robert Larzelere, a psychologist at Oklahoma State University and a coeditor of the textbook Authoritative Parenting, who used to collaborate with Baumrind (she died in 2018), put it to me this way: Parenting experts “ought to be trying to help parents use the most positive techniques that will accomplish the goals, and try to minimize the severity of negative consequences.” But, he added, approaches like time-outs are entirely appropriate to try when these techniques don’t work, and they can, with some kids, make a difference. “There’s a lot of evidence to back that up,” he said.

			Behavior-Shaping Strategy #2

			If you use time-outs, do them right.

			Research suggests that time-outs can be safe and useful when parents employ them properly and in the right situations. In a systematic review of forty-one studies published in 2012, psychologist Daniela Owen and her colleagues evaluated how well various types of nonphysical interventions improved kids’ behavior. These methods included forms of “positive” discipline like praise, encouragement, and hugs, as well as “negative” feedback like time-outs, ignoring, reprimands, and stern looks. They found that time-outs and other negative responses were associated with increased compliance in every study they reviewed.

			In addition, evidence-based parenting programs, including the internationally implemented Triple P, Positive Parenting Program, recommend occasional time-outs—and these programs successfully reduce misbehaviors. Both the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) and the Society for Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology also condone the use of time-outs when necessary. As the AAP wrote, “Ignoring, removing, or withholding parent attention to decrease the frequency or intensity of undesirable behaviors” is “especially important in promoting positive child behavior.”

			So why do many positive parenting advocates bristle at the notion of the time-out? One problem, they argue, is that when parents use time-outs, they use them frequently and often in anger. Another reason—one cited by the Natural Child Project, an organization that advocates empathy, responsiveness, and physical touch between parents and children—is that time-outs create “the feeling of being rejected by one’s parents.” But is this always true? Time-outs are a tool, and like any tool they can be misused, overused, or both. Is it possible to use time-outs well—in a way that helps, rather than harms, our kids?

			I think so. But first, let me provide a little context. The term time-out is actually an abbreviation for time-out from positive reinforcement. Time-outs are based on the premise that kids should be raised in environments that are rich with “time-ins”: loving, positive interactions like “reading a story, laughing with them, making popcorn with them, or playing a game with them,” said Edward Christophersen, a psychologist and pediatrician at Children’s Mercy Hospital in Kansas City, Missouri, and the author of Beyond Discipline. When children in nurturing environments do something dangerous or defiant, the idea is to briefly take away positive reinforcement so that they learn to associate the good things—the time-ins—with good, safe behavior.

			Time-outs don’t work very well, then, if you haven’t created a richly positive environment for your child. In other words, “it’s the effort parents put into time-in that determines whether or not time-out works,” Christophersen said. So when parents and teachers categorically state that time-outs don’t work with their kids, it can be a warning sign of more serious problems in the home or school environment. If you rarely praise, hug, or interact positively with your kids, then acting up may be the only way they can get your attention. And for kids, negative attention (such as when parents get mad) is better than none.

			In addition, time-outs generally only work in positive contexts because the time-out needs to serve as a deterrent, something that takes away fun. If your daughter hits another child at a birthday party where she is generally having a blast, a brief time-out will probably keep her from hitting again, because she really wants to keep eating cake and having fun with her friends. If, on the other hand, Max acts up during a long church service and you attempt to give him a time-out for doing so, it’s probably not going to work because “he is happy as a clam at getting out of something so dull to him,” explained professor emeritus John Lutzker, former director of the Mark Chaffin Center for Healthy Development at Georgia State University. In this case, the attempted time-out is actually more fun than the alternative, so you’ve reinforced Max’s bad behavior by offering him an escape.

			This raises another point, which is that parents always need to be aware of what’s developmentally appropriate for their children. Your eighteen-month-old won’t deserve a time-out for not knowing how to share; sharing is a learned skill, and she probably hasn’t mastered it yet. Likewise, few three-year-olds can entertain themselves quietly during long church sermons or while Mom talks for ages on the phone. (Although if Mom keeps giving him brief reinforcements during the conversation—shoulder squeezes, winks, reassuring words—she might occasionally get away with it.) And if your four-year-old doesn’t clean up her room when you ask her to, it could be that she doesn’t know where to begin, so it may help to break down your instructions into more manageable bits. Always ask yourself whether your child’s behavior is truly defiant or just a consequence of the fact that she doesn’t have the skills you think she has.

			Consider, too, when might be an appropriate situation to use a time-out. If your child is doing something unsavory, start with the steps outlined in strategy #1. If it’s a situation in which you can use empathy and guidance, do so—and hopefully she will learn and grow from the situation. If, on the other hand, she continues to break the rules you have gone over several times, then a time-out might be warranted. When the kid “knows better and understands why this is bad, that’s when you need discipline, reasoning, and explanation and talking about it—but you also need consequences,” explained psychologist Joan Grusec. Or if your child is in an unsafe situation and she does not correct her behavior after a warning, then, again, a time-out might be warranted so she understands the gravity of the situation.

			What’s the proper way to initiate a time-out if your child has thrown her book across the room again? Calmly and simply. “We recommend stating the behavior clearly in terms of what the violation was: ‘Now you’re going to have to go to time-out because you threw your book,’ rather than saying, ‘You’re being bad’ or ‘That’s awful,’ ” Lutzker said. “It’s not supposed to be evaluative; it’s supposed to be factual.” Plus, when parents go into explanatory or pejorative diatribes, they are doing precisely the opposite of withholding attention and likely reinforce the book throwing. (Christophersen advises parents to keep explanations even shorter: “No hitting,” say, or “Time-out: hitting.” Then shut up.)

			That brings us to another mistake parents commonly make with time-outs: They don’t really give time-outs. Instead, they keep fretting over their kids, which can turn the time-out from a deterrent into a positive reinforcement. If your daughter cries during a time-out, don’t attend to her; she is understandably upset, but she will learn to self-soothe. If she laughs and pretends to be having a blast, don’t yell at her to be quiet. Just leave her be. And don’t require her to apologize or fess up at the end of the time-out, either. “The popular press has been quick and persistent in making up rules for the use of time-out that are not evidence-based and, in fact, seem to have no factual basis whatsoever,” Christophersen explained in an article he wrote for the AAP’s Developmental and Behavioral News.

			Another common misconception is that you have to physically isolate a child during a time-out. The important thing is not where your child is but that he doesn’t get to interact with anything interesting, including you. This means that you can initiate time-outs in strollers, cars, chairs, even on the changing table—the key is to withhold attention for a certain period of time or as long as the bad behavior persists. As for how long the time-out should be, research suggests that somewhere between four and ten minutes will suffice; one popular rule of thumb is one minute per year of the child’s life. One study found, however, that for four-to-eight-year-olds, contingency-based releases, i.e., You can be done once you sit still on the chair for five minutes, were more effective than time-based releases.

			Siegel and Bryson, the authors of No-Drama Discipline, argued that time-outs can be helpful but are often misunderstood and misused. “The ‘appropriate’ use of time-outs calls for brief, infrequent, previously explained breaks from an interaction used as part of a thought-out parenting strategy that is followed by positive feedback and connection with a parent. This seems not only reasonable, but it is an overall approach supported by the research as helpful for many children,” they wrote in a piece published in HuffPost. “However, in actual practice it seems that many parents instead use what we can term an ‘inappropriate’ or ‘punitive time-out’ as the popular go-to reaction, which unfortunately often appears to be frequent, prolonged and done as a punishment and coupled with parental anger and frustration.”

			In other words, time-outs shouldn’t be the default disciplinary response, but when time-outs are done sparingly and appropriately, they are safe and effective.

			In fact, Christophersen said, time-outs can even create the conditions for children to learn self-control: In time, kids will “discover that they have the skills to self-quiet or to cope,” which can be empowering, he said. And let’s not forget the importance of time-outs for parents. They give us the excuse to focus on ourselves for a few minutes rather than our kids and take some deep breaths. Then we can remind ourselves just how much we love our little devils—even though they really should stop throwing books at our heads.

			Behavior-Shaping Strategy #3

			Model healthy emotional behavior.

			To me, one of the hardest aspects of parenting is staying calm in the face of all the insanity. You might walk in on your kid feeding the cat a marshmallow and go absolutely ballistic—which might feel ridiculous, until you remember that you’re on a deadline at work and you’re coming down with a cold and your other kid woke you up three times last night and your husband just said he’s going to be home late. The marshmallow feeding isn’t so bad in and of itself, but it’s essentially the last straw—the thing that makes you shriek You’re such a nightmare! to your poor three-year-old, who just thought he was doing a nice thing for the kitty.

			In these moments, losing your temper feels like the only option—well, really, it’s less of a choice and more of an involuntary reaction. To other people, you might look cruel and ridiculous, but to you, it’s just . . . life. In a powerful 2019 essay in The New York Times, mother Minna Dubin wrote, “Only a few years ago, I remember judging a mother on the bus for smacking her child. Now I have only empathy for her. Mother rage can change you, providing access to parts of yourself you didn’t even know you had.” Of course, this rage isn’t limited to mothers—fathers, grandparents, aunts, and uncles can feel it, too, when they spend enough time around children.

			At a certain point, I had just kind of accepted that this was what parenthood was—moments of joy and laughter interrupted by rage and screaming. But I also knew that my anger really affected my kids; it worried and scared them. Was there anything I could do to stop?

			There was. I learned how to better control my temper from my friend and clinical social worker Carla Naumburg, the author of How to Stop Losing Your Sh*t with Your Kids. As Naumburg explained in her book, conflict and big feelings are a normal part of being a parent, and they don’t mean you’re doing anything wrong. “As a clinical social worker, I worry more about the folks who say they never fight than the ones who acknowledge and own the tension that exists in their families,” she wrote. So many things can make parenting hard—your life circumstances, your children, exhaustion, and lack of support, among other things. But, she said, it’s possible to learn how to be angry and overwhelmed and still “not lose your shit.”

			To get to that point, we first need to identify our triggers—the buttons that, when pressed, cause us to lose our temper. There are universal triggers, like exhaustion and pain, and then there are triggers unique to each person, like loud noises or stressful work projects. (Of course, our kids can also push our buttons.) Some triggers aren’t modifiable, but others are—so if you know loud noise is a trigger for you, you might ask your teenager to turn down the music in his room today, so that you don’t throw his speakers across the room.

			In her book, Naumburg provided ideas for ways you can tamp down your triggers and minimize your stress. She also provided ways to handle anger in the moment. First, she wrote, you have to notice when you’re about to lose your cool. Maybe certain thoughts pop into your head, or your head starts hurting, or you feel your shoulders tense up, or you hear yourself respond or react to your kids a certain way. The key is to work on noticing those tells—to practice observing what happens when you’re about to explode. Over time, with this practice, you’ll get better at realizing you’re about to explode before you actually do.

			When this happens, and you’re about to lose it, you then make yourself pause. Give yourself a minute. Then do anything you want—anything!—other than lose your temper. You might breathe, talk, stretch, move, repeat a mantra, turn on some music, or make silly noises. My husband sometimes walks outside and screams at a tree, while I have been known to lock myself in the bathroom. Basically: Do anything that directs your attention away from losing it. The idea sounds ridiculous, too simple to work, I know—but I’ve tried it, and it does.

			Of course, it doesn’t work all the time. If I’m not tuned in to my triggers, then I don’t notice when I’m about to explode, and then I’ll lose it. And that’s all right; it happens. Naumburg suggested that you check in with your kids after calming down, to make sure they’re OK, and apologize for losing your temper. Take responsibility for what you did, say you’re sorry, and make a plan for how you’re going to do things differently in the future.

			But most important, after losing your temper, don’t beat yourself up. This is important, Naumburg said, because when we blame ourselves, we only make things worse. “There is no reason to punish yourself for losing your shit with your kids,” she wrote (emphasis hers). “It’s not going to fix anything or make the situation any better. In fact, it’s almost certainly going to trigger you even more, making it even more likely that you’ll explode all over again.” We want to have compassion for ourselves when we make mistakes, just as we want to show compassion toward our kids when they do. The goal is for all of us to learn and grow from the experience.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Research suggests that when parents are warm and responsive but also set clear limits—espousing a parenting style known as authoritative parenting—children thrive. This approach differs from authoritarian parenting, in which parents discourage negotiation and are quick to punish.

				

					
					Respond to kids’ misbehavior first with positive discipline: Acknowledge feelings, gather information, and explain how their actions affect others.

				

					
					If your kids keep misbehaving, it’s OK to occasionally use mild disciplinary tactics like time-outs, but make sure you’re doing them correctly.

				

					
					Learn how to identify your own temper triggers. When you’re about to explode, do literally anything else.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 9

			

			“I Hate My Brother.”

			Helping Siblings Get Along

			One day in a quiet suburban neighborhood in Green Bay, Wisconsin, a father drove home after a long day at work. As he neared his house, he saw two kids sprinting, one a few paces behind the other. The one in back was his seven-year-old son. He was red-faced—and brandishing a butcher knife. The one in front was his ten-year-old daughter. The dad slowed his car down, allowing his daughter to jump in. She was practically crying with relief.

			“So,” he said to her, “what did you do to him this time?”

			The girl in the story is one of my good friends, and she did, in fact, do something to spark murderous thoughts in her little brother. One of their house rules was that the television couldn’t be on while either of the kids practiced the piano. Knowing this, my friend devised a devious plan: She waited until right before her brother’s favorite TV show was about to start, and then she announced it was time for her to practice. This wasn’t the first time she’d done it, and this time, her brother began incoherently screaming and opened up the knife drawer—at which point my friend wisely fled out the front door. “I’m not saying I deserved to get stabbed,” she told me, “but I was definitely a pretty mean older sister sometimes.”

			Oh, the things siblings do to torment each other. If only they could apply half that ingenuity and effort toward their homework. I know of kids who’ve staple-gunned their siblings’ hands, made their siblings drink gasoline, set their siblings on fire, and convinced their siblings to bite down on live electrical wires. No, I’m not kidding. Yes, everyone (miraculously) survived.

			Sometimes, too, kids fight over the darnedest things—things that don’t seem worth thinking about, much less fighting over. My kids, for instance, relentlessly argue over timing: who gets to brush their teeth first in the morning and who gets to wash their hands first before dinner. Pick a verb, any verb, and I’ll bet you ten dollars that my kids have, at some point, injured one another in a squabble over who gets to do it first.

			I’ve dug into the research on this issue, and I’ll start by reassuring you: Sibling conflict is normal. When kids—who naturally struggle with emotional regulation anyway—are forced to spend tons of time together under the same roof (sometimes for months at a time, without reprieve, like during a pandemic), they’re bound to start yelling. Sprinkle in potentially complicated family dynamics and the fact that kids often have different wants and needs, and your house is sometimes going to feel more like Game of Thrones than The Brady Bunch. When, as part of a study, researchers watched toddler and preschool-aged brothers and sisters as they interacted with one another, they saw that siblings had more than six fights every hour. And that’s just the average.

			Although siblings have been fighting since the dawn of time, recent research on sibling conflict is actually quite illuminating. Studies have uncovered surprising details about the reasons that siblings fight, challenging centuries-old Freudian ideas. And according to new research, the traditional advice given to parents on how best to handle children’s fights is pretty much all wrong. In light of the science, I’ve changed how I intervene in my kids’ arguments, and things at home have been improving. A few months ago, I kid you not, my daughter walked up to me with a stuffed animal in her hand and role-played how she and the stuffed animal would resolve an argument if one ever were to arise. I wondered, at first, if she was some kind of alien clone.

			So no: The fact that sibling conflict is normal doesn’t mean you’re doomed to another decade of pretending you don’t hear your kids scream at one another while you cook dinner. There are steps you can take to reduce conflict before it happens, even things you can do to help your kids start resolving disputes by themselves. And sibling relationships really matter. They can shape the trajectory of kids’ entire lives. When researchers surveyed Harvard students and then followed up with them more than four decades later, they found that one of the strongest predictors of the subjects’ well-being at age sixty-five was the quality of their sibling relationships, especially later in life. I’ll fill you in on what has worked for us—and why—in just a minute, but first, I want to bust a few myths.

			
				IT’S OK TO HAVE JUST ONE

				I know this is a chapter about siblings, but I want to reassure those of you who have only one child: Ignore the relatives and “friends” who tell you you’re cruel for not giving your kid the gift of siblings. The myth of “only-child syndrome” arose from several questionable studies conducted in the nineteenth century that claimed that kids without siblings are more spoiled and strange than kids with siblings. Child psychologist Granville Stanley Hall went so far as to conclude that “being an only child is a disease in itself.”

				Yeah, well, it’s not. Research suggests that only children have just as many friends as other kids do, and that they are equally happy, if not more so (perhaps because they don’t have siblings lighting them on fire). So if you’re inclined to stop after one kid, don’t feel guilty. You’re in good company: According to the Pew Research Center, from 1976 to 2015, the percentage of mothers who had only one child doubled from 11 percent to 22 percent, and the number is still on the rise.

			
			WHY KIDS FIGHT

			Sibling conflict isn’t all bad. When kids fight with one another in moderation, they can learn better conflict management skills, which they can use over the course of their lives. They also practice regulating their emotions and taking other people’s perspectives. Certainly sibling conflict can be detrimental, especially when it involves significant power discrepancies, bullying, or abuse. But conflict can also be a learning experience for kids, especially when we as parents teach them productive ways to resolve their disagreements (more on that in a minute).

			Recently, child psychology has undergone a significant shift in terms of explaining why siblings fight. At the turn of the twentieth century, psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud argued that the root of most sibling conflict was jealousy. The older child, he said, feels displaced by his younger sibling. He goes from having his parents all to himself to suddenly having to share them, and this unwelcome change breeds resentment. Freud’s idea is now more than one hundred years old, and it’s still quite popular. In an analysis of forty-seven parenting books and book chapters, Northeastern University psychologist Laurie Kramer and her colleague Dawn Ramsburg found that two-thirds follow Freud’s lead, arguing that firstborns typically feel angry and resentful of their younger siblings, and that they punish their little sisters and brothers for it.

			Yet new research questions this claim. “The science doesn’t support it,” said Brenda Volling, a psychologist who studies sibling relationships at the University of Michigan. In a 2012 paper, Volling analyzed thirty studies that evaluated the various ways firstborn children adjusted to their new siblings. She found that while some kids are indeed upset by the arrival of a new sibling, many are not.

			Of course, older siblings do often act up after a sibling is born, because let’s face it, a new baby is a big transition. The first few months after the birth of a baby are tumultuous and stressful for the entire family, and family dynamics often suffer for a while. But usually, by the time four months have gone by, Volling said, families have found a new routine, and the conflicts diminish. When social and developmental psychologist Judy Dunn and her colleague Carol Kendrick observed families in order to understand sibling dynamics, she concluded that most kids feel relatively ambivalent about new siblings—they shift between positive and negative feelings. They certainly aren’t all quietly seething in a cloud of resentment. “It’s a mistake to expect that all children will feel jealous,” Kramer agreed.

			I’m telling you all this because parents’ beliefs about how their kids feel toward each other shape how they handle sibling drama. If you’ve been primed to think that little Jack knocked his sister over because he despises her, you’re going to react differently than if you thought he was being just a little too enthusiastic when trying to play with her. Volling said that far too many parents overreact when siblings misbehave toward one another. Parents assume that siblings “have malintent when, really, they just don’t understand what they’re doing or they don’t understand what they’re saying,” Volling explained.

			Granted, a generous interpretation may not always be warranted (and if you’re worried about sibling abuse, please talk to your pediatrician or a child psychologist). But even when kids do egregiously stupid and seemingly cruel things—like staple-gun their little sisters’ hands—they often aren’t fully aware of their actions and their consequences, and it’s not necessarily a sign that your child is a psychopath.

			Sometimes, Volling said, siblings do terrible things to each other because they’re curious about cause and effect, and siblings are convenient objects on which to carry out their experiments. Kids’ frontal lobes are smaller and less developed than those of adults, and this means they are not so good at planning and thinking things through—especially when those things involve their siblings and, you know, electrical wires.

			Siblings may also get unhelpful messages from TV shows, movies, and books, which help to fuel the (sometimes literal) fire. Once, Kramer and her team pored over more than 250 children’s books to see how they portrayed sibling relationships. She found that although some books portrayed sibling warmth and closeness, many featured siblings insulting or devaluing each other, and the books rarely showed siblings resolving their conflicts constructively.

			So what, exactly, do kids fight over? When researchers surveyed 108 pairs of siblings about their fights as part of a 2004 study, 78 percent of the older siblings, and 75 percent of the younger siblings, admitted that they generally fought over physical possessions. Toys, clothes, art supplies, iPads, pillows—name something in your house, and chances are your kids will argue over it at some point. My neighbor’s kids recently got into a screaming fight over whose turn it was to hold an empty potato chip bag. Sounds silly, but it’s all about perceived fairness and value. An empty potato chip bag may not seem like anything special when it’s sitting in the trash, but the minute your daughter has it in her hands, your son will notice how shiny and pretty and crinkly it is and need it right this instant.

			This all said, some sibling conflicts do at least indirectly involve parents. For instance, if a child perceives that a parent favors her sibling over her, she’ll inevitably become disgruntled and lash out. Likewise, if parents constantly compare or contrast their kids, even in well-meaning ways—Jenny is the artistic one, but, Josh, you really are the athlete—that, too, can incite sibling rivalry and resentment. The ways we engage with our kids matter in terms of how well they get along. Put another way, parents have some control over how much their kids argue and how peacefully and equitably they resolve their arguments. Here are some strategies for wielding that control in the best possible way.

			Sibling Strategy #1

			Teach your kids to consider their siblings’ feelings.

			A few months ago, after my kids got into their forty-second fight of the day and I was pulling clumps of my hair out, I signed up for my very first clinical trial. It wasn’t a trial testing a new drug or diet—it was a trial testing a new online intervention for parents. Called the More Fun with Sisters and Brothers Program, the approach was designed by Kramer and her colleagues to test whether parents can teach their kids skills that will help them get along better.

			Kramer and her team devised this method more than a decade ago, and research suggests it really works. In a 2008 trial, Kramer and psychologist Denise Kennedy taught their approach to ninety-five sets of parents and their kids. Afterward, the siblings interacted with each other more warmly and needed less parental direction to control their negative emotions compared with kids who had not been taught the approach. The trial in which I was enrolled involved the same method, but it was taught online rather than in person. Via the computer, I learned four main lessons over the course of several months, and then I tested them out on my kids.

			One of Kramer’s goals is to help siblings understand each other’s feelings and perspectives. One key reason siblings squabble is because they often come to situations with different points of view and desires. My six-year-old, for instance, loves to knock on my nine-year-old’s door to get him to play with her when she’s bored. But my nine-year-old, who likes to read alone, interprets her frequent requests as bothersome—that she is intentionally trying to annoy him. “She won’t leave me alone! She’s trying to make me mad!” he yells.

			To help kids understand each other’s point of view, Kramer teaches families to use the phrase See it your way, see it my way. In the door-knocking situation, I might ask my son to explain what he thinks is going on in his sister’s head. He might say something like She knows I want to be alone and she’s trying to bother me! Then I could turn to my daughter and ask if that’s really what she was thinking and intending. She might explain, No, I just really want to play with him. Then I’d ask my daughter to explain what she thinks her brother is thinking. She might say, He just wants to be mean to me because he doesn’t like me! And then he might clarify that Actually, I’m really tired and just want to be alone for a while.

			When kids learn to consider—and eventually predict—other people’s feelings and perspectives, they develop a skill known as theory of mind, and kids who have it have healthier sibling relationships. In a 2017 study, Volling and developmental psychologist Ju-Hyun Song found that older siblings with more well-developed theory of mind skills played better with their younger siblings, probably because they were better able to see things from their sibling’s perspective. In another study, Volling found that preschool-aged kids who had better emotional understanding skills (an aspect of theory of mind) were less likely to get upset and lash out when they were made to feel that their mothers were giving too much attention to their younger siblings.

			If you’re planning to have a second child but haven’t yet, you can still teach your firstborn to engage in perspective-taking in ways that will make things easier down the line. In research conducted in the 1970s and 1980s, Dunn and Kendrick observed forty families before and then after the birth of a second child. They found that older siblings were more likely to be affectionate toward their baby siblings if their mothers had referred to the baby in humanizing ways, even before the baby was born. Do you think she is sleeping in my belly now? How do you think she feels? In other words, “Talk about the baby as a person who has wants and needs and desires,” suggested Holly Recchia, a psychologist at Concordia University in Montreal, who studies how relationships shape kids’ social and moral development. Dunn and Kendrick also found that when mothers emphasize that their older kids can help care for the baby, those kids then behave in more helpful and caring ways toward their little siblings.

			If your older child is still a little rough with your baby, remember, again, that the behavior doesn’t necessarily reflect dislike or resentment. Gently explain to your child why the behavior isn’t OK, referring to both your older child’s and the baby’s feelings. You’re mad that the baby grabbed your teddy bear! But she doesn’t understand that it’s yours, and no matter how upset you feel, it’s not OK to hit the baby, because that hurts her. Certainly these are conversations you will want to have with your younger child, too, when she gets old enough. Acknowledge her feelings even as you teach her how to treat her older siblings with respect.

			Finally, it’s worth outright telling your kids that you hope they will like hanging out with each other. Kramer, who has interviewed hundreds of kids over the course of her research, said that many kids don’t even know their parents want them to get along. Sometimes, we really do need to spell out the obvious things to our children.

			Sibling Strategy #2

			Don’t compare your kids.

			As parents, we can’t help noticing the ways in which our kids are unique, and we often try to celebrate their differences. But we need to be careful, because when we highlight one child’s strengths, our other kids might interpret our comparisons as critiques or, worse, as self-fulfilling prophecies. “When parents say things like ‘You’re good at science, and your sister is creative,’ they’re trying to bolster each child’s self-esteem by acknowledging unique areas of competence,” wrote Eileen Kennedy-Moore in her book Kid Confidence. “Unfortunately, kids tend to hear these remarks as Your sibling owns that area, and you’re not allowed to venture near it! This interpretation is quickly followed by their internal calculations about which area of competence is more desirable.” In her book Peaceful Parent, Happy Siblings (not to be confused with her other book, Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids), clinical psychologist Laura Markham explained that these kinds of “you’re this, she’s that” labels limit kids, undermine their self-esteem, and fuel sibling rivalry.

			I remember this from when I was a child myself: My parents sometimes described my sister as the “gregarious one,” which anyone would agree is true. But sometimes it felt like a criticism of me, as well as a prediction of who I would become, even what kind of career would be appropriate for me. And it made me jealous of my sister! This is obviously not what my parents meant to do, but kids don’t always interpret parents’ well-meaning comments as we intend them to.

			It’s also best not to compliment your kids by comparing them to one another. Avoid saying, Oh, you’re kicking the soccer ball almost as far as your brother does! The compliment itself is OK—it just doesn’t need to involve the sibling as a point of comparison. Look how far you kicked the soccer ball! gets the point across just fine. Likewise, try not to say, When your brother was five, he got himself dressed every day. Why can’t you do that? I may have said this exact thing to my daughter a few months ago in a moment of frustration, but these kinds of comments can make kids feel bad about themselves and, again, fuel sibling resentment.

			Sibling Strategy #3

			Try for equality, but don’t fret over it.

			As a parent, I’ve often found myself worrying over whether I’m treating my kids exactly the same. This is in part because my kids seem obsessed with fairness (“She got the bigger half of the cookie! No fair!”). But in her work with siblings, Kramer has found that kids are often quite generous in how they interpret “fair treatment.” In one study, she and a colleague interviewed sibling pairs and found that three-quarters of kids who perceived that their parents treated them and their siblings differently nevertheless felt that this differential treatment was fair.

			Kramer’s work suggests that when siblings are not being treated the same, they go through a process in which they try to figure out why: They hunt for a reason, and if they can come up with one that seems reasonable, they’ll cut their parents quite a bit of slack. “A lot of times kids will say, ‘Well, my mom spends more time with my brother than me . . . but I think it’s okay because my brother really is going through a hard time,’ ” she explained.

			Plus, it’s important to remember that equal treatment isn’t always the same as fair treatment. If both your four-year-old and your eight-year-old have to go to bed at the same time, that’s certainly equal, but the older child isn’t going to consider it fair. Kramer’s research suggests that kids much prefer to be treated fairly than equally—they want parents to act in accordance with what each child needs. “They want their individuality to be respected and understood,” Kramer told me.

			That said, as every parent knows, kids are also really good at misinterpreting our actions. So if you know you’re treating your kids differently in significant ways, it may be wise to sit down and explain your rationale to the child who’s getting the short end of the stick. Maybe, because of your work schedule, you always make it to your daughter’s dance recitals but never to your son’s basketball games. Explain to your son why you’re not able to attend so that he doesn’t assume the worst: that it’s because you don’t love him as much as his sister. If you find your kids still insist that your behavior is unfair, you might want to make some changes so that things feel more equitable—because when children feel their parents aren’t treating them fairly, their self-esteem can take a hit as a result.

			What should you do if your kids outright ask you which child is your favorite? Here, again, equality might not be the best strategy. In their book Siblings Without Rivalry, Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish recommend against reassuring kids that you love them exactly the same—kids often don’t buy it anyway—and suggest instead that parents accentuate their kids’ individuality, such as by saying, Each of you is special to me. You’re my only Freddie, and there’s no one else in the whole world like you.

			Sibling Strategy #4

			Don’t force your kids to share on your timeline.

			My kids are always fighting over toys. She’s been playing with that ball for like four hours! is a complaint I’ve heard at least ninety-three times. As parents, we often feel forced into the role of deciding when one child’s turn is over, which means we also have to strong-arm that kid into handing the toy over to their sibling, which means that we then have to deal with the first kid’s disgruntled wails, too. It’s a thankless job that leads to more thankless jobs, and in the end, pretty much everyone winds up grumpy.

			But there’s another way. It’s counterintuitive, and you’re going to think I’m insane for suggesting it, and sure, it might take some getting used to (both by you and your kids). I first learned about it from Laura Markham, who learned about it from Heather Shumaker in her (aptly named) book It’s Okay Not to Share.

			Consider what happens when you step in to force your first-born to hand something over to your second-born. He’s suddenly going to feel angry at you—the person in power who has taken away his toy—and he’s also rather mad at his little sibling, who now gets the thing he desperately wants. He’s left feeling mad and unfairly treated. The whole experience is not going to teach him to learn how to share. And your other kid? Your other kid has just learned that if he yells loudly enough, he will get exactly what he wants.

			As Markham explained, the entire scenario reinforces bad behavior: It tells kids that it’s OK to grab toys away from one another, since you as the parent just did that yourself. It also tells kids that the more they yell and complain, the more they get. These are not exactly the behaviors we want to be reinforcing. Plus, “When children learn that adults will snatch a toy away once the adult’s arbitrary idea of ‘long enough’ has passed, they become more possessive,” Markham wrote in Peaceful Parent, Happy Siblings. They know that at any point, you might swoop in to take the toy away to give it to their sibling, so they become singularly obsessed with keeping the toy for themselves. It’s the opposite of what we actually want.

			What Markham suggested is that parents instead let their kids take what she calls “self-regulated turns.” When a child has a toy, that child gets to decide how long his turn is before he shares it. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking: Well then my other kid is never going to get it. And also, What am I supposed to do with my other kid, who is going to be wailing the entire time he is forced to wait?

			Yes, it’s going to be hard. You can start by acknowledging your waiting child’s feelings and frustration. You’re so mad that you have to wait for him to finish playing with the ninja sword! Maybe you encourage the waiting child to play with something else until his turn comes. Maybe you just deal with the inevitable tantrum—your kid might need to get out those feelings and may feel better afterward. And when his sibling does finally hand over the toy, the great thing is that it will happen willingly, and the siblings will both feel positive feelings toward one another during the exchange, which will reinforce the joy they can get from giving, and the benefits that come from being patient.

			It’s also OK to set certain limits on how long a child’s turn can be, although I recommend choosing something that doesn’t require you to pull out a stopwatch. Perhaps each child’s turn has to end by bedtime at the latest, so the next morning, no matter what, the other child automatically gets their turn. (It’s also OK for kids to have a box in their room full of their special possessions—things that others have to ask to play with and that they don’t have to readily share.)

			The first time you try this approach, it might not go well. The kid with the toy might enjoy watching his sibling suffer for as long as possible. But once both kids get used to the approach, they might end up being a bit kinder to each other. And make your life a little bit easier. Hey, it’s worth a shot.

			Sibling Strategy #5

			Be a mediator, not an arbitrator.

			As I learned more about Kramer’s approach through the clinical trial, I discovered that much of it centers on how parents should respond to sibling conflicts—and that her recommendations challenge conventional wisdom. Psychologists used to recommend for parents to stay out of sibling conflicts, thinking that this approach helped kids learn how to solve problems by themselves.

			But starting in the 1990s, research began to suggest that this approach largely backfires, because when left to their own devices, siblings rarely resolve conflicts respectfully and constructively—often, the older or more dominant child “wins” through strength or coercion, leaving the other one feeling deflated and helpless. Research suggests that siblings who are left to resolve conflicts on their own use compromise or reconciliation only 12 percent of the time. Ultimately, these experiences can teach kids that coercion and bullying are the best ways to resolve problems—not exactly the conclusion you want them to draw.

			At the same time, parents shouldn’t “arbitrate” sibling fights, either. For instance, I shouldn’t storm into the room and demand that my nine-year-old hand his little sister the toy flashlight because I’ve decided he’s been hogging it, which I absolutely did not do a few months ago. There are several reasons you shouldn’t play judge and arbiter: First, you won’t always know who’s “right” and who’s “wrong.” Second, even when you do, the minute you take one child’s side over the other, the losing child feels resentment that degrades the sibling relationship and fuels further conflict. “The kid who won feels like ‘I won, and Mom loves me better,’ and the other kid feels like ‘I lost—wait till I get my hands around my sibling’s neck,’ ” Markham said.

			Research by Kramer and others suggests that the best way for parents to intervene in sibling fights is to act as a mediator—not to decide who’s right or wrong or how the conflict should be resolved, but to instead stay calm, treat siblings equally, and help them answer these questions themselves. “Slow it down and help them hear each other, as opposed to deciding how it’s going to end,” Recchia explained.

			This kind of mediation typically involves four steps:

			
					
					Lay down ground rules that prevent further fighting as the issue is being worked out. You two sound so upset! We’re going to take some deep breaths, and I’m going to take the bear you’re fighting over and put it up on the cabinet. Then we’ll talk about this, with no interrupting. OK?

				

					
					Ask each sibling to describe what happened, one after the other, and identify points of contention and common ground. So you both agree that Connor was playing with the bear. Jayden says he asked for a turn, but, Connor, you said you didn’t hear him? Which made Jayden feel frustrated, because he thought you were ignoring him, and then he hit you.

				

					
					Foster mutual understanding and empathy between the siblings by encouraging them to discuss their feelings and asking each child to repeat what the other said. So, Connor, why did Jayden say he got so mad? Jayden, why did Connor start yelling when you hit him?

				

					
					Help the siblings brainstorm solutions to the problem (and if their ideas are far-fetched, try to rein them in). What are some ways you two could fix this? What could you do differently next time? Hmm, but if we buy six hundred more of these bears so you never have to share, what might happen?

				

			

			If this seems long-winded and difficult to do in the heat of the moment, yeah, I thought so, too. Kramer has also come up with a more condensed approach, which involves three short steps that are essentially the same as what I wrote above: Stop, Think, and Talk. In the “Stop” phase, kids are asked to stop fighting, calm down a bit, and focus their attention on what’s happening. In the “Think” phase, they think about what they want and feel and also about what their siblings might want and feel (the see it your way, see it my way approach). And in the “Talk” phase, the siblings talk to each other about their feelings and desires. Eventually, the goal is for them to brainstorm ways to come to a resolution. (If they don’t have a clue how to resolve their issue, it’s OK for you to provide suggestions.)

			One key aspect of mediation is to acknowledge your kids’ emotions rather than trying to quell them. When we yell at our kids to stop arguing, we send them the message that the feelings they are having—the feelings driving their yells and cries—aren’t valid. Mediation essentially does the opposite: It validates everyone’s feelings. This not only makes each child feel heard and respected, but it also helps each child learn how to respect everyone else’s feelings. In Siblings Without Rivalry, Faber and Mazlish explained that in their decades of clinical experience, they have learned that insisting upon good feelings between siblings tends to lead to bad feelings, while acknowledging bad feelings between siblings tends to lead to good feelings. “A circuitous route to sibling harmony. And yet, the most direct,” they wrote.

			Of course, if you walk in on a dangerous situation between your kids, you can and should intervene quickly and directly. As Faber and Mazlish suggested, you might start by inquiring whether the fighting is play fighting or real fighting (if you can’t tell), and then stating what you see—I see two very angry children about to hurt each other! Then separate the siblings and oversee a cooling-off period before moving on to the thinking and talking phases. If any house rules have been broken during the spat, you can point that out and mete out appropriate consequences, too.

			Research suggests that mediation works and has lasting effects. In a 2007 study, twenty-four sets of parents were taught how to mediate and then did so over the course of several weeks at home while recording details about sibling conflicts. Another set of twenty-four parents were told to intervene in conflicts as they normally did. When the researchers compared the sibling conflicts and how they were resolved, they found that the mediation families used more constructive resolution strategies and compromised more often. Conflicts in the control families, on the other hand, more often ended in “wins” or “losses.”

			Then the researchers invited the families into the lab and watched the sibling pairs as they attempted to resolve a recurring conflict on their own. Compared with the kids of parents who weren’t taught mediation, those who were taught the approach could better recognize their siblings’ perspectives, and their resolutions were more “equal” in that they were less likely to be decided by the older sibling. A month later, the researchers called the mediation parents and asked them whether they’d kept on using the approach. Eighty percent had, with most saying they continued to see improvements in how their children engaged with each other.

			In a separate 2014 study, researchers found that after parents were taught to use mediation techniques, their kids were better able to discuss their and their siblings’ feelings, identify potential solutions, and arrive at compromises. As the study concluded, mediation seems to “empower the children to do the future-oriented planning that will enable them to resolve their differences.”

			As for me, I have also found that the mediation approach works well—when I have the mind and energy to use it. (I’ll admit, sometimes I regress back to my earlier “Just stop fighting already!” approach, which, as you can imagine, doesn’t work that well.) But thankfully, Kramer’s three-step process is easy to teach kids so they can then use it themselves. When my kids used the technique to resolve a fight that transpired after my daughter threw my son’s Uno cards across the room, I was amazed: They each (willingly!) apologized to each other and cleaned up the cards together afterward. Of course, not every time works quite that well, and yes, they still sometimes fight over who gets to brush their teeth first. But slowly, I’m seeing changes. Every time I facilitate a mediation, it feels like an investment in my sanity—and in my kids’ well-being. By fostering in our kids the ability to understand other perspectives, we build skills that will last a lifetime.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Teach kids to consider their siblings’ feelings.

				

					
					Try to treat kids equally, but don’t worry too much about making things exactly the same for them. Try not to compare kids to each other.

				

					
					Don’t force kids to share when you want them to. Let them share when they are ready.

				

					
					Don’t ignore or arbitrate sibling fights. Be a mediator: Help kids hear each other, understand each other’s perspective, and brainstorm solutions.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 10

			

			“Where’s the iPad?”

			Managing Screens, Games, and Social Media

			When it comes to kids and screens, I’m pretty sure I’ve broken all the rules. No screen use before eighteen months? I used to let my toddler watch Classical Baby on repeat while I made dinner. Kids between the ages of two and five should only watch one hour a day of high-quality programs? That didn’t happen, unless you count My Little Pony as a high-quality program (and I assure you, it’s not). My guilt over screen time grew exponentially during the coronavirus pandemic, when our iPads morphed into babysitters so that my husband and I could get (some of) our work done.

			If you’re a busy parent—and honestly, what parent isn’t?—then screens have probably been essential to your mental health and overall survival. Yet the dire warnings about their risks may also be giving you angina. Eliminate screens from our kids’ lives and we lose our minds; allow our kids to use them and we poison their minds. We just can’t win!

			If there’s one thing that (sort of) gives me reassurance about screens, it’s that I know I’m not the only one struggling to limit them. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that babies and toddlers under eighteen months should never use screens other than for video chatting; yet according to a 2017 survey conducted by the nonprofit group Common Sense Media, children under two watch screens about forty-two minutes a day. Kids ages two to five should be limiting screen time to an hour a day of high-quality programs, but two-to-four-year-olds actually spend more than two and a half hours a day on screens (mostly watching TV). For kids over six, the AAP moves away from specific time-based recommendations and advises parents to put consistent limits on screen use and make sure it doesn’t take the place of sleep, physical activity, and other healthy behaviors. But in reality, kids this age use screens for nearly three hours a day, which means it is almost certainly supplanting some of these healthy behaviors. Whoops!

			Then there are tweens and teens, who are on digital devices pretty much all the time. According to a 2018 Pew Research Center report, 95 percent of American teens either own or have access to a smartphone, and 45 percent say they are on the internet “almost constantly.” Overall, teens say they spend seven and a half hours a day on screens, and that’s not even including time spent on screens at school or doing homework. Kids between the ages of eight and twelve use screens a bit less, but they are still using them an average of more than four and a half hours a day.

			WHY THE IMPACT OF SCREENS IS HARD TO NAIL DOWN

			But how much does all this matter? How much does this screen time actually affect our kids? This is the million-dollar question—but alas (sorry!), there isn’t a clear answer yet. In fact, right now, there isn’t much of an answer at all, and that’s largely because this is such a complicated and convoluted issue.

			Ideally, if you wanted to determine exactly how screen time affected kids, you would design an interventional trial that randomly assigned some kids to tons of screen time and some to none, and then you would watch them for years to see what happened to the kids in each group. But of course we can’t do that—these kinds of trials are hideously expensive, for one. But more important, since there’s an assumption that screens are harmful, it would be unethical for researchers to plop kids in front of screens just to see what screens did to them.

			So instead, the studies that have been done on screen time have generally compared how much time kids spend on screens with measures of overall well-being or diagnoses like anxiety or depression. Yet these findings only provide correlations—a study might find that four hours of screen use a day is linked to a higher risk of depression in kids—and they don’t actually say anything about cause and effect. They don’t tell us how screens affect kids over time, nor can they determine whether screens are actually the cause of the outcome they’re investigating.

			For instance, kids who spend a lot of time on screens can differ in many ways from kids who spend little time on screens. They may have different family backgrounds, go to different kinds of schools, and have different levels of privilege, just to name a few possibilities. Researchers try to statistically “control” for these other factors, but the controls don’t always work well.

			Even observational studies that follow kids over time can’t establish causality with certainty. If a study finds that three-year-olds who watch TV for more than two hours a day are more likely than other kids to have attention problems at the age of eight, we can’t be sure TV was the instigator. There may be lots of differences among these kids that shape their risk for attention problems. Maybe kids with burgeoning attention problems tend to like or use screens more, or perhaps some third variable drives the relationship (maybe kids with unstable family situations use screens more, and the unstable family situation is what increases their risk for attention problems).

			Another problem is that the outcomes researchers look at can be vague. Many studies assess the relationship between screen use and overall well-being, but findings can differ depending on the definition of well-being researchers use. When Amy Orben, a research fellow at the University of Cambridge, and Andrew Przybylski, a researcher at the University of Oxford, analyzed all the possible ways in which screen use could correlate with well-being in adolescents based on various definitions of the word and other plausible variations, they found that there were literally thousands of ways to interpret the data, and that some conclusions directly contradicted others.

			And, of course, kids can do many different things on screens. They can watch videos, create videos, chat with one another, build apps, use apps, surf the internet, use social media, and more—yet most studies lump these activities together into a single “screen time” measure, even though they undoubtedly each have distinct effects.

			The type of app or video matters, too; watching cute cat videos, Orben said, is almost certainly going to have a different impact than watching videos of people harming themselves or others. (Orben pointed out that researchers generally have to lump all kinds of screen use together, because even though technology companies collect data on what individuals specifically do or watch, the companies usually don’t share these details with independent researchers. Sure would be nice if they did!)

			When kids use their screens might matter, too. In a 2017 study, Przybylski and his colleague Netta Weinstein found that screens are linked with fewer negative effects when used on weekends. And most research looks at how screen time relates to outcomes on average, when there can be wide variations in terms of how screen time affects different individuals.

			Finally, studies tend to rely on people estimating how much time they spend on screens, yet self-reports are hugely unreliable—both because people aren’t very good at gauging how much time they spend online and because sometimes they intentionally fib. A 2016 study found that only one-third of individuals accurately and honestly report how much time they spend online; 42 percent overestimate it, and 26 percent underestimate it. Parents, too, are terrible at gauging how much time their kids spend on screens. A 2020 study found that 36 percent of parents underestimate their kids’ screen time, while 35 percent overestimate it.

			When I spoke with Orben, she used a helpful analogy. If a scientist walked up to you right now and said, I know exactly how your child is going to react after eating the equivalent of five sugar cubes, you would probably laugh in her face. How a child reacts to sugar depends on a lot of things. If a child has uncontrolled diabetes, the sugar could be deadly; if a kid just finished an exhausting basketball game, the sugar might provide a source of much-needed fuel. Also, is the sugar provided during a meal, or on its own? Is it in the form of gummy worms, or applesauce? The context matters—and the same is true for screens. Yet right now, with screen research, we don’t have this kind of context, so we really can’t make meaningful conclusions.

			At this point, you’re probably thinking, Why is this lady harping so much on how bad the research is—I just want to know how long I can let my kid use the iPad without breaking her brain. I hear you. But I think it’s important to understand the limitations of the research on screen time because we are all constantly being bombarded with news reports about studies “proving the dangers of screens” or “showing that screen time is harmless.” In reality, no study conducted today can provide us with this kind of clear conclusion—and I think it’s empowering to know to be skeptical of such sweeping claims.

			Case in point: In a September 2017 article titled “Have Smartphones Destroyed a Generation?” published in The Atlantic, Jean Twenge, a psychologist at San Diego State University, argued that screens make kids unhappier, lonelier, more sleep deprived, and more depressed. Twenge, who has conducted much of the research behind these claims herself, is regularly cited in articles about the dangers of screen time for kids. One of her arguments is that, because adolescent well-being and happiness have precipitously dropped since 2012, and that’s the same year that half of all Americans began owning smartphones, digital media must be the cause of this plunge in teen mental health.

			But the scientists I spoke to, and the research I read, was largely skeptical of Twenge’s findings and how she interprets them. Because again, these kinds of broad claims are not warranted based on the research we have. In fact, one study, published directly in response to one of Twenge’s papers, used longitudinal data—which tracks people over time—to analyze the relationship between social media use and depression in adolescents, and it found no evidence that social media leads to depression. Instead, it found evidence to suggest that the causal arrow might point the other way: Teens who are first depressed (especially girls) are then more likely to use social media.

			So what can we say based on the research we have? On average, the size of possible screen effects on kids appears quite small—perhaps even too small to be meaningful. In a study published in January 2019, Orben and Przybylski analyzed data involving more than 350,000 adolescents. They found that digital technology use is associated with only 0.4 percent of the overall variation known to exist in adolescent well-being—meaning that kids who use screens a lot are, on average, only very slightly different on measures of well-being compared with kids who rarely use screens.

			In fact, when Orben and Przybylski compared the association between screen time and well-being with other things, they got amusing results. They found, for instance, that screens are linked with decreases in well-being that are about the same size as the decreases in well-being associated with eating potatoes, and that wearing glasses is linked with even bigger well-being drops.

			In other words, when people argue that screens ruin kids’ brains, they should also know that eating potatoes and wearing glasses are potentially just as dangerous—the size of the possible effect is about the same. Now, importantly, we’re talking about average effects—so screens could be particularly harmful or helpful for certain kids, and again, the impact almost certainly depends on the content and the context.

			In a way, from what we know about how different kids can be from one another and how broad and heterogeneous the term screen time is, parents, not scientists, are probably the best equipped to assess how screens affect their kids—because the impact largely depends on details that parents know best. Parents are also the best equipped to tell if their kids are becoming anxious or depressed, at which point they can investigate whether screen use or social media might be a cause.

			All these same limitations, by the way, apply to research investigating the link between violent video games and aggression. Studies do suggest that kids who play more violent video games are more aggressive—but we don’t really know what that means yet.

			In a meta-analysis of two dozen studies on the topic published in 2018, researchers found that after statistically controlling for several other factors, the relationship between violent games and aggression was very small, and that games accounted for less than 1 percent of the variation in aggressive behavior among US teens and preteens. But again, the effect on a specific child will almost certainly depend on the game, the kid, and how regularly he or she plays.

			Keep in mind, too, that our instincts about the dangers of screens and games are nothing new—society always freaks out about new types of media. In ancient Greece, Socrates worried that if enough people learned how to write, it would “create forgetfulness in the learners’ souls, because they will not use their memories.” In 1854, Henry David Thoreau griped that inventions like the telegraph were an “improved means to an unimproved end.” And in the 1740s, a moral panic arose over the potentially dangerous effects of novels, which critics worried would lead people to lose touch with reality and emulate the dangerous characters they read about. They particularly worried about the effects of fiction on women—that it might take women away from their domestic duties and inspire them to run off with new suitors. (I wonder what those eighteenth-century prudes would think of Fifty Shades of Grey?)

			It’s also important to mention a few good things about digital technology for balance. Ninety-four percent of teens say that they use social media to connect with people they already know in real life. Most teens who play games say the same, and they also say they feel more connected with friends for doing so. In a 2018 Common Sense Media survey of American teenagers between the ages of thirteen and seventeen, most said that social media had a positive, rather than negative, effect on how they felt about themselves. Only 3 percent of surveyed teens said that social media made them feel more lonely or depressed.

			Kids have created some cool and constructive apps and websites, too—like Sit with Us, an app made by a sixteen-year-old in 2016 that ensures that kids don’t have to eat lunch alone. In 2017, a teenage boy created an app to organize the caregivers who looked after his grandmother with dementia. It’s now called CareZare and is available for free. Many apps and games can be educational and creative, too. I’m pretty sure my son learned to read in part because he was obsessed with the app Endless Alphabet when he was a preschooler. Today, he spends much of his screen time playing online chess and coding on the site Bitsbox, which I suspect are building, rather than destroying, his brain.

			“For many of us, social media is an exercise in (mostly) consumption,” wrote digital citizenship expert Devorah Heitner in her book Screenwise. “But for others, social media is a creative outlet. It’s a chance to make new things, to show off creativity, to get feedback, and to share and learn.”

			SO . . . WHEN SHOULD I LET MY KID HAVE A PHONE?

			I know you desperately want practical information, so I’m going to do my best to provide you with some. But I really can’t tell you when you should let your child have a phone, because it depends on the kid, the community, the need, and your values. Some kids get phones in elementary school; others wait (or shall I say are forced to wait) until middle school or high school.

			Many parents in my community have expressed support for Wait Until 8th, a movement that advocates for waiting until at least eighth grade before giving kids phones. I’m on board for that. But it does depend on the community. If all the other students in your child’s grade get phones in sixth grade, it can be difficult to deny your child one for two more years—you might disrupt his social life by doing so, because kids make plans and connect with one another in meaningful ways through their phones. (I will say, though, that the experts I interviewed for this chapter all said things like Look, you’re not going to ruin your kid’s life by making them wait.) If you do want to wait until eighth, you might want to rally support for the movement in your community early, because the more families you can get on board, the easier it will be for you to follow through.

			But—back to the question at hand. When are kids ready? “I feel strongly that technology requires that people have the ability to think abstractly and ethically in order to manage it,” said Liz Repking, founder of Cyber Safety Consulting. Common Sense Media recommends answering the following questions before you decide—and if you answer any of them with “no,” your child may not be ready.

			
					
					Does your kid show a sense of responsibility, such as letting you know when they leave the house? Do they show up when they say they will?

				

					
					Does your kid tend to lose things, such as backpacks or homework folders? If so, expect them to lose a (expensive!) phone, too.

				

					
					Does your kid need to be in touch with you for safety reasons?

				

					
					Would having easy access to friends benefit your kid socially?

				

					
					Do you think your kid would use a cell phone responsibly—for example, not text during class or disturb others with their phone conversations?

				

					
					Can your kid adhere to limits you set?

				

					
					Will your kid use text, photo, and video functions responsibly and not to embarrass or harass others?

				

			

			In her book Raising Humans in a Digital World, digital literacy educator Diana Graber poses a few additional questions you might want to consider as well:

			
					
					Has your kid developed the social and emotional skills necessary to use their gadgets wisely—to show empathy, kindness, and respect?

				

					
					Does your kid know how to manage their online reputation?

				

					
					Does your kid know how to unplug?

				

					
					Does your kid know how to make and maintain safe and healthy relationships?

				

					
					Does your kid know how to protect their privacy and personal information?

				

					
					Does your kid know how to think critically about the information they find online?

				

					
					Is your kid equipped to be a digital leader (e.g., someone who stands up to bullies or creates inspiring content)?

				

			

			Of course, you have to use your own best judgment on what your child can handle. One option, if you’re not quite sure, is to get a “family” phone first, suggested public health scientist Julianna Miner in her book Raising a Screen-Smart Kid. Maybe one kid has the phone every Thursday to bring to soccer practice, and the other has it for play practice on Fridays. Plus, when you share the phone, you can monitor what they’ve been doing and downloading, which will give you an idea of what skills your kids might need to work on. Another option, if you think your child needs a phone for safety reasons (maybe she walks to school by herself), would be to get her a “dumb” phone—one that doesn’t allow apps.

			Even if you answered “no” to some of the questions, you can remedy the situation in a short amount of time by teaching the skills your child needs. Have conversations about how important it is to manage online reputation, explaining that colleges and employers often check social media accounts and that nothing can ever truly be deleted on the internet. Talk to your child about sexting—the sharing of any sexually explicit or sexually suggestive message or image on digital devices—and the fact that doing it is illegal for people under the age of eighteen in most states (see chapter 11). Help your kids understand how to protect their privacy, too.

			If you really feel your child needs a phone, you don’t necessarily have to wait months or years—but you do need to take steps to ensure that they will use the phone safely and responsibly. Here are the key tips I’ve gleaned about phones—and other forms of technology and social media—based on research and recommendations from digital media experts.

			Screen Strategy #1

			Don’t monitor; mentor.

			When I started researching this issue, I hunted for themes. Was there anything that all the experts recommended regarding screens and phones? I quickly found one, and it’s this: Rather than monitoring or limiting your kids’ technology use, be a mentor instead.

			Mentorship, for instance, is the overarching strategy recommended in Heitner’s book Screenwise. “Helping [kids] make good decisions is a better and more effective strategy than trying to protect them from everything that is out there,” she wrote.

			In her book The Art of Screen Time, NPR correspondent Anya Kamenetz summarized her overarching advice as follows: “Enjoy screens. Not too much. Mostly with others.” (If this sounds familiar, that’s because it’s based on Michael Pollan’s famous eating advice “Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants.”) Also, the AAP’s latest guidelines for parents on media use emphasize that parents should ideally be engaging in media with their children, rather than having kids always use screens by themselves.

			There’s a reason everyone is advocating for mentorship: Because as much as we wish we could, we can’t shield our kids from screens and social media. Even if you ban them at home, they’ll have access at school or at friends’ houses. It’s far better to help your kids understand how to navigate screens and social media safely and responsibly than it is to ignore the issue entirely or try to keep screens out of your house.

			Research supports this idea, too. Alexandra Samuel, a technology researcher and writer, surveyed North American parents about how they manage media with their kids. She found that parents generally fall into one of three camps:

			
					
					“Limiters,” who try to restrict their kids’ screen time as much as possible;

				

					
					“Enablers,” who take a permissive approach and let their kids do what they want, often by themselves;

				

					
					“Mentors,” who engage with their kids about technology and often play games or explore apps with them.

				

			

			Samuel then asked parents when and how their kids have gotten into trouble online. She found that during the school-age years, the kids of limiters were twice as likely as kids of mentors to access pornography or post rude comments online, and that they were three times as likely to impersonate classmates or adults online. “Shielding kids from the Internet may work for a time, but once they do get online, limiters’ kids often lack the skills and habits that make for consistent, safe, and successful online interactions,” Samuel wrote in a piece about her research in The Atlantic.

			Kids of enablers were also more likely than kids of mentors to access porn, she found, and they were the most likely to engage in online chats or email exchanges with people they didn’t know. As Samuel concluded, mentors “may be the parents who are most successful in preparing their kids for a world filled with screens, working actively to shape their kids’ online skills and experiences.”

			Young kids learn more from educational content when their parents engage with them about it, too. In a 2016 study, researchers split kids between the ages of two and six into four groups. In the first group, parents watched ten episodes of Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood with their kids over the course of two weeks and talked to their kids about the shows as much as possible. In the second group, parents watched the Daniel Tiger shows with their kids but didn’t talk with their kids about what they’d seen. In the third group, kids watched the Daniel Tiger episodes alone and their parents didn’t talk about them. And in the fourth group, the parents played ten episodes of a nature documentary for their kids but were given no further instructions.

			The researchers found that kids who watched the Daniel Tiger shows developed higher levels of empathy—but only when their parents had also engaged with them about what they had seen. They also found that the benefits were most pronounced for younger preschoolers and those who were low-income.

			Watching screens with our kids also helps us gauge whether the content they’re viewing is truly appropriate. In 2015, YouTube launched YouTube Kids, which was intended to include child-friendly videos and educational content. But in 2017, journalists with The New York Times reported that the channel was also exposing kids to questionable and even disturbing content—videos that had somehow slipped past their filters (with so much new content created every day, it’s hard for even a big company to keep up). YouTube claims it has fixed the problem, but the fact is, we can never be sure that harmful media won’t make it past our filters.

			So how do we do this mentoring thing? Well, for one, we can talk to our parent friends and crowd source ideas. In The Art of Screen Time, Kamenetz explained that because the prevailing wisdom among middle- and upper-class parents is that screens are bad and shouldn’t be used, parents rarely talk to other parents about them—they’re considered a somewhat taboo and shameful topic. But we could learn a lot if we talked to one another about what we’re doing with our kids and why, what apps our kids are using and what games they’re playing, and how we’re navigating the ever-changing digital landscape with our kids.

			Ultimately, too, mentoring is fairly simple: The idea is to research, explore, and use screens with our kids, rather than separate from them. “Any form of media that supports a positive interaction between a caregiver and a child can be enriching and educational,” Kamenetz wrote, based on what developmental psychologist Rachel Barr had told her. So if your kid comes to you asking to get Minecraft or try a new app or check out a new cool website she heard about, you might both look it up online—check it out together, read the user agreement together, read reviews of it together on Common Sense Media—because you’ll inevitably share your values and concerns with your child as you do, and these conversations will educate her and help her understand what safe media use looks like.

			Of course, we can’t always use screens with our kids—sometimes, especially when kids are home all day with us and we’re trying to work, we have to take important calls or finish making dinner—but we should try to do it regularly. A 2014 study found that when parents knew what websites their adolescents were visiting and talked to them about it, their kids were far less likely to experience online harassment than were teens whose parents simply tried to restrict their internet use.

			Screen Strategy #2

			Create a digital road map for your family.

			If you feel you have too little control over your kids’ screen use, or you want to structure rules and expectations, consider sitting down for a family meeting in which you discuss and create a family screen plan or digital road map.

			Before the family meeting, you’ll want to come to some kind of agreement with your partner, if you have one, on what you’re hoping to accomplish. “There should be a lot of prework done up front by the parents to understand where they’re going to allow their kids to have a voice and what their bottom line is on a particular item,” Repking said.

			For instance, if you really don’t want your kid watching TV after 9:00 p.m., make sure your partner knows this and doesn’t argue against you during the meeting. Discuss, too, what you’re comfortable letting your kids do—and not do—on their devices. My husband and I don’t want my kids to engage with strangers online, so we have been selective about the apps we let them use. We signed my son up for a kids’ email that requires us to review and approve any emails that come from, or are sent to, people who aren’t on his preapproved contact list.

			Then sit down as a family and explain what you’re hoping to do. You might say that your goal is to help the family figure out ways to use screens constructively—to bring the family joy, connect the family with others, and help the family learn. You might add that you hope to minimize the bad things that can come with screens, like fights and sleep loss. The goal of the meeting, you might say, is to come up with rules and guidelines to create an ideal balance.

			Here are some things to keep in mind for the discussion:

			
					
					Do you want to create daily (or weekly) time limits, or do you feel it’s OK for your kids to use screens whenever they want, provided they have finished their homework, chores, and other essential activities? Check out the AAP’s Media Time Calculator at healthychildren.org (perhaps with your kids), which will help you figure out how much time, on average, your kids will have left for screen time each day after doing what they need to do.

				

					
					Will you expect your kids to ask your permission, or at least check in with you, before using a screen? Some experts say this can be helpful because it communicates to kids that screens deserve respect and thoughtfulness. “By just pausing at that permission getting, you’re already asking a child to be conscious about what they’re doing,” said Liz Kline, the vice president of education programs at Common Sense Media.

				

					
					Consider a media curfew—like that all phones have to be downstairs charging by 9:00 p.m. Screens emit blue light, which reduces the body’s production of the sleep hormone melatonin, so the use of screens right before bedtime (or nap time) can make it harder for kids to fall asleep.

				

					
					Think about how the layout of your house could be tweaked to make it easier to manage screen use. Maybe all phones and tablets have to be stored in a specific place. A central charging hub (and no chargers in the bedrooms) could help.

				

					
					Where will kids be able to use their devices? Perhaps they can do certain activities (like online reading) in their rooms but others (like chats and video chats) must be done in shared spaces, so you can check on what they’re doing. If that sounds intrusive, consider that when your kids have real-life playdates, you’re likely to pop in every so often to check in and offer snacks; digital playdates should be no different, Heitner said.

				

					
					What could you do to encourage shared media use? Should you have a family movie night each week, or Sunday afternoon game watching?

				

					
					What should happen if kids want to get a new app or try out a new game or social media site? Should they come to you first? What kind of research has to be done? Who pays?

				

					
					If there’s only one TV or tablet, what’s the process for determining who gets to use it and when?

				

					
					What rules should you have about creating and sharing photos and other content?

				

			

			Screen Strategy #3

			Teach your kids about privacy.

			Diana Graber, the author of Raising Humans in a Digital World, has taught cyber civics to hundreds of American middle schoolers. In one of her seventh-grade lessons, she makes a special announcement. She says, “The school principal just hired a research firm to help him customize the school to better meet your needs. To accomplish this task, researchers will be on campus for a week. During this time, they’ll be collecting personal information about you, such as your name, age, address, and so forth. They’ll also be following you around and tracking your habits, like where you go (including the restroom, lunch area, playground, etc.), how long you spend there, who you spend time with, and basically everything you do all day.”

			As you can imagine, her seventh graders do not take this information well. In fact, they tend to go ballistic, complaining that this “research” is an egregious violation of their privacy. Graber then invites her students to write letters complaining to the school administration. In these letters, the students say things like This to me is an invasion of privacy and stalking and These people have no right to know my habits or personal information.

			Graber is, in fact, making the entire story up in order to make a point. She next explains to the students that, in reality, no researchers are coming to the school—but that kids share this exact kind of personal information, including where they go and with whom, with social media apps and companies every time they use their phones. The lesson, Graber said, is always a powerful one—her students have rarely thought about how much information they give away via their devices, and they are often eager to learn how to update their privacy settings and use their phones more responsibly.

			Although it might be hard to duplicate this lesson at home, consider asking your kids how they might feel if their principal made a similar kind of announcement, and use it to start a conversation about online privacy and data mining. If you’re not sure where to start, Common Sense Media has free lesson plans available on talking to kids about privacy, tailored by grade, in their digital citizenship curriculum.

			Another great way to teach your kids the importance of privacy (and consent and boundaries), even from a young age, is to ask them for their permission before posting photos of them to social media. This shows them that it’s important to respect others and their privacy when using social media, and that people should have control over how their pictures are shared.

			The same thing goes when camps and schools ask if they can use images of your children for their marketing literature. Explain to your kids what they’re requesting and then ask for their consent. Parents aren’t often aware that kids care about this: In a 2016 study, researchers asked parents and their kids, aged ten to seventeen, about their rules and expectations for technology use. Twice as many children as parents said that parents shouldn’t share pictures of kids without asking first.

			Screen Strategy #4

			Put down your phone.

			At the beginning of her book It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens, technology and social media researcher danah boyd (her legal name is uncapitalized) shared what she saw while attending a high school homecoming football game in Nashville, Tennessee, in 2010. All the teens at the game had cell phones, but they were not spending their time engrossed in their devices. Usually, boyd said, when they looked at their phones, it was to briefly share something with people around them. “Although many parents I’ve met lament their children’s obsession with their phones, the teens in Nashville were treating their phones as no more than a glorified camera plus coordination device,” she wrote.

			But some people, she saw, were glued to their devices almost the entire time. The parents.

			According to a 2016 Common Sense Media survey, parents spend more time on screens than their kids do—an average of nearly 9.5 hours a day, with more than 80 percent of that time devoted to personal screen use (not work-related use). And yet, this survey also found that 78 percent of parents think they are good media and technology role models for their children. Ha!

			Part of the problem is that our kids notice when we are using screens—but we don’t notice them noticing it. In a study published in 2014, pediatrician Jenny Radesky, then at Boston Medical Center, and her colleagues observed fifty-five caregivers while they dined in fast food restaurants with at least one young child. Even when the caregivers had other adults with them, forty of the fifty-five spent most of the meal engrossed in their phones or tablets. When the children tried to talk to them or otherwise get their attention, the caregivers often scolded them or responded robotically to them without looking up. One woman pushed a young boy’s hands away when he tried to repeatedly lift her face from the screen to engage her in conversation.

			When we’re not responsive to our kids, they can become not just frustrated but despondent. In a highly cited experiment from 1975, developmental psychologist Edward Tronick and his colleagues asked mothers and their two-month-old babies to engage in normal play together. Then they asked the mothers to suddenly make their facial expressions flat and expressionless for three minutes (as undoubtedly happens when we get engrossed in our phones). Tronick watched what the babies did in response: They first tried to get their mothers’ attention. Then, when the mothers didn’t respond, they pulled away from their mothers, looking withdrawn and hopeless. Is this what our kids go through every time we get sucked into social media and ignore their pleas for attention? It’s heartbreaking to think about, but I fear the answer might be yes.

			Researchers who engage with kids about media issues say that kids frequently complain that their parents are always glued to their screens. As Heitner explained in Screenwise, her students once created an app to solve the problem, which they named Stop Texting, Enjoy Life. It shuts down a parent’s phone when triggered by their child’s voice. “As parents, we have put timers on our kids’ use of technology, and these clever kids are letting us know that they want the same consideration,” Heitner wrote. Consider asking your kids which of your tech habits they find the most annoying—and see if you can do something to change them.

			It’s important to monitor and manage our media use for another crucial reason, too: We can’t expect our kids to have a healthy relationship with screens if we don’t. As I’ve written over and over again in this book, kids do as we do, not as we say. We need to model the behaviors and choices we want to see in our children.

			If picking up your phone every four seconds to check social media is a reflexive habit, what can you do to crack down on your use? First, disable notifications, at least during periods when you’re typically with your family. My husband is really good at this; I could be better, but I’ve been making progress.

			Designate some strict “no screen” times for yourself, too. Perhaps you put your screens away for the half hour after your kids come home from school (if you’re home); the hour after you get home from work; during meals; and during family outings (like trips to museums and zoos). Repking said that when she picks up her kids from school, she always arrives ten minutes early so that she can catch up on her emails and social media, and then as soon as she sees her daughter walk out of the building, she puts her phone down for the entire ride home.

			Another strategy you can use, especially with young kids, is to explain why you’re using your phone whenever you use it, Graber suggested. You might say, I’m just going to go look up the recipe we wanted to make, or Daddy just texted me to say he’s on his way home, so I’m going to reply that I got it. Engaging in a tech play-by-play also helps us recognize when we’re using our devices when we don’t need to be, Graber said. I’m just going to check my Instagram for the third time in five minutes doesn’t sound very reasonable, does it? When we have to admit to ourselves what we’re doing, it makes us ease up and put our phones down, and it helps us model the values we hope to see in our children.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					The research so far doesn’t tell us anything clear about how screens and digital media affect kids.

				

					
					Help your child develop essential skills before letting them have their own phone.

				

					
					As much as possible, use screens with your kids, and talk to them about what they are doing and seeing.

				

					
					Create a family media plan.

				

					
					Model healthy screen use yourself.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 11

			

			“When I Touch It, It Gets Bigger!”

			Talking to Kids About Sex and Pornography

			Just before the coronavirus hit, my then eight-year-old had a friend over for a playdate. At one point, they asked if they could borrow the iPad to listen to music, and I agreed. For half an hour, I heard songs blaring from his room—including “Weird Al” Yankovic’s “Eat It,” which cracked me up—and then suddenly, all went quiet.

			The kids had been loudly bantering for almost the entire playdate, and I wondered about the sudden silence. I knocked on my son’s door, and when he said “come in,” I saw both boys huddled over the iPad on the bed.

			“What are you doing?” I asked.

			“We were . . . looking at . . . pictures,” his friend answered. My son looked horrified.

			“Well, I’ll take the iPad now,” I said. They handed it to me immediately, and my curiosity dial went up to 11.

			As I walked away, I turned the iPad on, and saw that they’d just finished a Google search.

			They had searched for “naked people.”

			It was actually (kind of) funny that this happened when it did, because earlier that week, I had interviewed a handful of sex educators for this chapter. Everyone encouraged me to talk to my kids about pornography, saying that it’s never too early and that many kids encounter porn by the age of eight. Whatever—my son couldn’t possibly need to know about that yet, I scoffed to myself. Clearly, the joke was on me.

			Parents, it turns out, very often underestimate what they need to tell their kids about sex and pornography—and even when we want to have these conversations, we don’t know how. Some of us end up waiting years for the “right moment,” when of course, there is no such thing. Who can blame us, though? Many of us were raised by parents who considered sex an extremely private subject. Talking about sex with our kids seems about as fun as getting a colonoscopy.

			But we need to get over our fears, because research suggests that many kids reach adulthood without having received any information on the subject from their parents—and that’s not OK. In a 2015 study, researchers analyzed the results of a national CDC-sponsored survey of nearly two thousand young women between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four. Three out of four said that before the age of eighteen, they had never learned anything from their parents about sex or birth control, a finding that is all the more shocking when you consider that parents are much more likely to talk to girls about sex than they are to talk to boys (probably because they desperately do not want their daughters to get pregnant).

			In their 2020 book Sexual Citizens, Columbia University anthropologist Jennifer Hirsch and sociologist Shamus Khan interviewed more than 150 Columbia students about the conversations they’d had—or shall I say didn’t have?—with their parents about sex. “Time and again, we thought of how disappointed we were, not in young people, but in the communities that had raised them,” Hirsch and Khan wrote. “Almost no one related an experience where an adult sat them down and conveyed that sex would be an important and potentially joyful part of their life, and so they should think about what they wanted from sex, and how to realize those desires with other people in a respectful way.”

			It is bizarre when you stop and think about it. We spend decades preparing our kids for so many aspects of their adult lives, yet for some reason, we ignore a part of their life that’s typically a cornerstone of love and relationships and drives the propagation of our species. This topic we gloss over also happens to be extremely complicated and difficult to navigate, yet we just shrug our shoulders and assume our kids will figure it all out by themselves.

			If your response is But kids are getting sex education in school, so it’s fine, um, no. According to the nonprofit Guttmacher Institute, nineteen US states do not require that sex education be taught in school at all, and of those that do, only seventeen mandate that the information be medically accurate. When the New York American Civil Liberties Union evaluated the quality of New York’s sex education in 2012, the organization found that one school district described the penis as a “sperm gun” and the vagina simply as “penis fits in here.” Most school programs promote abstinence—only twenty states, along with Washington, DC, require that their programs even mention contraception—even though, according to a 2008 study, teenage girls who receive abstinence-only sexual education are no less likely to get pregnant than girls who receive no sex education at all.

			Research also suggests that abstinence-only programs don’t lower the risk of sexual assault, but that more comprehensive sex education that includes teaching refusal skills does. “If there were a vaccine that could prevent half of all campus rapes, and it was only provided to young people in half the school districts in the country and those whose parents could afford a progressive private education, there’d be a national outcry,” Hirsch and Khan wrote in Sexual Citizens. “And yet that is essentially the situation in the United States.” According to a 2017 study based on a survey of more than 1,600 Columbia and Barnard College students, more than one in four female and one in eight male college students experience sexual assault on college campuses. An even higher proportion of gender-nonconforming students—more than one in three—experiences a sexual assault. In a 2017 CDC national survey, nearly one in ten high school students said they had been forced to do “sexual things” they didn’t want to do in the past year.

			Even if you live in a state that provides comprehensive sex education, your kids still might not be learning what you think they are. Among other things, most comprehensive sex ed programs focus only on the bad things that can happen when teens have sex, such as pregnancy and STDs. Fewer than half of high schools and fewer than a fifth of middle schools teach all the topics recommended by the CDC, which include what healthy relationships look like and navigating the issue of consent (only taught by nine states and Washington, DC).

			So no—kids don’t learn much about sex in school. We need to educate them ourselves. Still, some of you might be wondering: Won’t conversations about sex at home increase the chance that our kids will start doing it? Actually, no—although how parents talk to kids about sex does seem to matter. A 2015 study found that when parents introduce their kids to the issue of sex with a stern, scaremongering lecture, kids are more likely to have sexual intercourse during adolescence. On the other hand, when parents have supportive and receptive conversations with their kids about sex, kids are less likely to take sexual risks. In a 2012 nationwide survey, 87 percent of teens said it would be much easier for them to postpone sexual activity and avoid pregnancy if they were able to have more open and honest conversations about sex with their parents.

			If it’s hard for you to stomach the idea of talking to your kids about sex itself, frame it in your mind as being more about sexuality. Sexuality is a broader topic that encompasses gender roles, relationships, desire, and consent, and these are issues our kids have to grapple with every day.

			“As soon as they are out in the world, they are seeing people in relationships; people are interacting with them based on what they perceive the kids’ gender to be. When they start watching TV or consuming any other kind of media, they’re learning a lot about sexuality,” said Elizabeth Schroeder, a New Jersey–based sex educator who has worked internationally with schools, parent groups, and other youth-serving organizations for over twenty-five years. “It’s really important, therefore, for parents to talk with their kids proactively from the very beginning to help the kids understand the world around them.”

			MASCULINITY IN CRISIS

			Parents of boys have an especially difficult and important job, because boys are growing up in a world that sends them strong, and often dangerous, messages about masculinity and sex. A 2018 national survey of American kids found that 72 percent of boys feel pressure to be physically strong, while one in three boys believes that society expects them to hide or suppress feelings of sadness or fear. In addition, 40 percent of heterosexual boys between the ages of fourteen and nineteen say they feel pressure to “hook up” with girls, while 32 percent of all boys this age feel pressure to “join in when other boys talk about girls in a sexual way.” Nearly half of boys aged fourteen to nineteen said they had heard their fathers or other male family members make sexual jokes and comments about women.

			The media sends boys dangerous messages, too. In one disturbing study, researchers at the University of Massachusetts edited together scenes from the R-rated movies Showgirls and 9½ Weeks that depicted women as sexual objects (none of the scenes involved overt physical violence). They showed these clips to a group of mostly college-aged young adults, while another group of young adults watched cartoons. Afterward, the researchers asked both groups to read fictitious magazine accounts describing stranger and acquaintance rape and then asked them questions about what they read.

			The men in the study who had watched the degrading sexual videos were much more likely than the men who’d watched cartoons to think that the girls being raped by an acquaintance actually enjoyed it and secretly “got what she wanted.” (No matter which videos the women in the study watched, they did not think women enjoyed being raped.) The men in the study were also asked whether they might commit acquaintance rape themselves. Compared with the men who hadn’t watched the degrading videos, twice as many of those who had—nearly one in every five—admitted that yes, sure, they might commit rape.

			Every year, high school and college scandals come to light involving groups of boys (often athletic teams or fraternities—groups that celebrate and reinforce certain types of masculinity) acting in horrifically misogynistic ways. Who knows how many more things happen that never make it into the national media. Many of these incidents involve otherwise so-called good or smart young men—guys, in other words, who really should know better.

			In 2016, for instance, the Harvard men’s soccer team was caught rating new recruits to the women’s team based on their hotness, which they’d been doing since 2012; at Columbia, the men’s wrestling team referred to the school’s female students as “ugly socially awkward cunts”; and at Amherst, the men’s cross-country team sent around an email that contained photos of eight women along with their alleged sexual histories. In many of these examples, the perpetrators said that they were just trying to be funny. But as journalist Peggy Orenstein explained in her 2020 book, Boys & Sex, for sexual harassment to seem funny, it has to feel harmless—which means that the boys perpetrating it have to, in her words, “systematically ignore the humanity of the girls involved—and that is not harmless at all.”

			While interviewing boys for her book, Orenstein also noticed that they tended to describe hookups with girls in violent ways: They would tell their friends they “destroyed her” or “ripped her up” or “slammed her.” Orenstein interpreted this framing as evidence that this kind of locker room banter is not really about sex but about power: “[It’s] asserting masculinity through the control of women’s bodies,” she wrote, “using symbolic aggression toward women to bond and validate their heterosexuality.”

			And then there’s pornography, which may skew boys’ expectations and beliefs about sex and consent in dangerous ways—but it’s hard to know for sure. A 2019 study reported that the more that teens are exposed to sexually explicit material, the more likely they are to believe rape myths and to be skeptical of the #metoo movement. Another 2019 study found that tenth-grade boys who watched violent pornography were more than three times as likely to perpetrate teen dating violence as boys who didn’t watch violent pornography. Yet it’s difficult to discern which direction the causal arrow points in studies like this. It’s possible that boys who already hold sexist beliefs, and who are predisposed to dating violence for other reasons, are more likely than other boys to watch pornography—perhaps the attitudes drive the pornography use rather than the other way around. Still, considering the ways that pornography portrays sex and women, it’s unlikely to shape boys’ sexual expectations and attitudes in healthy ways.

			RECLAIMING FEMALE SEXUALITY

			I have a daughter, too, so I worry a lot about the sexual messages our culture sends to girls. My six-year-old recently started posing for photos with her head cocked and her hip jutting out, which tells me that even at this sweet young age, she’s already internalizing that girls should look a certain way. (My son, who’s nine, hasn’t yet moved beyond the “goofy smile” phase.)

			If you look around, you can easily see where girls get this idea. Many female characters in kids’ books and TV shows are obsessed with their appearance; even in movies where girls are the heroes, they still have eyelashes longer than their waist circumference. Girls are constantly bombarded by well-meaning appearance-related comments, too—the old lady in the grocery store saying “I love your dress!” or “Don’t you look pretty today!” On their own, these comments wouldn’t necessarily be a problem, but they are part of a near-constant onslaught of messages girls receive that indicate that their value stems largely from their looks. As developmental psychologist Deborah Tolman wrote in a 2012 paper, adolescent girls are “being barraged by a deafening one-note anthem: Their appearance is what matters, and looking sexy is what counts.”

			It hasn’t always been this bad. When Cornell social historian Joan Jacobs Brumberg read and compared the diaries written by adolescent girls over the course of a century, she found that when girls in the nineteenth century talked about wanting to improve themselves, they typically meant doing better in school or giving more to others. These days, however, girls almost exclusively discuss self-improvement in terms of enhancing their appearance. “Girls today are concerned with the shape and appearance of their bodies as a primary expression of their individual identity,” she wrote in her book The Body Project.

			This focus on appearance feeds into a bigger and more pernicious problem: Girls “think of and treat their own bodies as objects of others’ desires,” according to a 2007 report from the American Psychological Association. This then shapes their sexual health, because girls start to believe that their partners’ physical and sexual desires matter more than their own. A 2009 study found that young women are four times as willing as young men to engage in sexual activities they don’t like. Some girls totally lose touch with their feelings and desires. In a 2014 study, researchers asked young women to describe key indicators of their own sexual satisfaction, and some highlighted their partner’s satisfaction—and specifically their partners’ orgasm—as being among the most important. (Some young men in the study said they enjoyed when their partners climaxed, but those men did not cite their partners’ orgasms as key aspects of their own sexual satisfaction.)

			Orenstein encountered this issue over and over again while interviewing girls for her 2016 book Girls & Sex. “The concern with pleasing, as opposed to pleasure, was pervasive among the girls I met, especially among high schoolers, who were just starting sexual experimentation,” she wrote. “Girls have long been made the gatekeepers of male desire, charged with containing it, diverting it, controlling it. Providing reliable release from it had now become their responsibility as well.”

			To be honest, I don’t want to think about my six-year-old ever being sexually active. But one day she will be, and when she is, I want her to have knowledge and agency. I want her to understand her body and what she wants (and doesn’t want) and be able to clearly advocate for it. Girls are not going to get this information from sex education—and the information they get from the media and their peers will likely be skewed—so we as parents really need to help them. We need to make sure our daughters recognize that their worth is not based on their looks and that their own desires and experiences matter just as much as those of their partners.

			So yes, we need to talk to our kids about sex, sexual stereotypes, and pornography—and we need to do it early and often. “After nearly a decade of reporting on teenagers and sex, if I know anything for sure, it’s that parents just have to get over it,” Orenstein wrote. “I know it’s awkward. I know it’s excruciating. I know it’s unclear how to begin. You may have never even been able to have such conversations with your own spouse and partner. I get that. But this is your chance to do better.” Here’s how.

			Sex and Porn Strategy #1

			Talk about it all—body parts, boundaries, privacy, harassment, consent, and gender stereotypes.

			Kids say and do the darnedest things, and that’s especially true when it comes to body parts. Young kids in particular often have no concept of privacy, and they’re more than happy to share their thoughts and observations with anyone who will listen. One of my favorite stories involves a conversation that took place between a five-year-old boy—a good friend of my son’s from preschool—and his seventy-year-old grandmother:

			
				Five-year-old: Grandma, do you have a pagina or a penis?

				Grandma: What?

				Five-year-old, louder: Do you have a PAGINA or a PENIS?

				Grandma: Oh. I have a vagina.

				Five-year-old: Oh, I have a penis.

				Grandma: Yes, you do.

				Five-year-old: Mine gets bigger.

				Grandma: Yes, as you grow, it gets bigger.

				Five-year-old: No, Grandma. When I touch it, it gets bigger!!

			

			Grandma, I think, deserves a gold medal for how she handled that conversation. When I was growing up, it was rare for parents to even use the correct anatomical names when referring to body parts; I’m not sure I knew the word vulva until I was in high school.

			But it’s wise to jump right in with the correct words—to teach your kids about their penises and testicles and vulvas and vaginas from the time they are babies. Among other things, research shows that kids who know the correct names are less likely to be sexually abused and are more successful when they try to report abuse. In her book The Sex-Wise Parent, Janet Rosenzweig, the executive director of the American Professional Society on the Abuse of Children, told the heartbreaking story of a girl who told her teacher that her father “hurt her cookie,” by which she meant her vagina; her teacher, of course, had no idea what she was trying to convey and simply offered her a snack. We need to “ensure that they have the right words to use when they need to communicate with you about anything, including sex,” Rosenzweig wrote.

			I agree—although I think the reasons to use accurate terms go far beyond preventing sexual abuse. When we invent euphemisms for body parts, we communicate to our kids that there are parts of their body that aren’t OK for them to discuss with us. It sends them the message that sex and bodies are taboo topics, which does not bode well for keeping lines of communication open down the line, when we want our kids to come to us with questions or concerns. Put another way, by keeping silent about sex and bodies, we don’t keep the topics out of our children’s lives; we just ensure that the information they receive does not come from us. “There’s a lot in the world that’s going to be teaching your child about sex and sexuality. And so you have to put your voice in there as one of the strongest,” said Eva Goldfarb, a sexuality educator at Montclair State University in New Jersey.

			We should also regularly reinforce the concept of boundaries. Parents are usually good at talking about boundaries when it comes to overt violence and body violations—we tell our kids not to hit or pinch others and not to grab each other’s toys. But we need to go further. Ideally, we should tell our kids that they’re in charge of their own bodies (and that other people are in charge of theirs)—and that they shouldn’t touch other people’s bodies without their explicit consent, nor should anyone touch theirs. We often don’t use the word consent with our kids, but experts recommend introducing the concept early and referring to it regularly. One book that’s great for introducing young kids to this topic is Consent (for Kids!) by Rachel Brian.

			Sometimes, too, we directly violate our children’s body autonomy in our well-meaning attempts to teach them to be polite. We’ll tell them that they are in charge of their bodies, then turn around and instruct them to give Aunt Joyce a hug (I’ve certainly done this). The same goes for making kids give their friends hugs at the ends of playdates or as an apology—it’s not a good idea, because it sends mixed messages about consent and body autonomy. “What feels most comfortable to me is when people say, ‘I would love a hug from you if you’d like to give me a hug,’ ” said Poco Kernsmith, a violence prevention researcher at Wayne State University. But reassure them that it’s fine if they don’t want to.

			Whenever you need to invade your child’s personal space, you might also want to “make a big underlined point of asking them for their consent,” said Emily Rothman, a community health scientist at the Boston University School of Public Health. Is it OK if I lift up your shirt to look at this scratch? Mind if I give you a snuggle? This may sound over-the-top, but showing your kids that you respect their body autonomy and personal space affirms that it’s OK for them to take ownership of their bodies—and that other people’s bodies are their own, too.

			We also need to have clear conversations with our kids about what they should do if someone else touches them in a way they don’t want. It’s a complicated message to convey, because unwanted touching can sometimes feel good—we can have physiological reactions that do not match our desires, which is why even people who despise being tickled will sometimes still giggle. Advise your kids to tell you or another adult (such as a camp counselor or teacher) if someone touches them in a way that feels confusing, or that they didn’t really want, even if the touching itself didn’t hurt or they didn’t know how to refuse it.

			You can also be specific about what kind of touching you’re referring to. You might say, Tell me right away if someone kisses you, asks you to take your clothes off, or touches your penis or other parts of your body in a way you don’t like or want, or asks you to touch them in ways you don’t want. Say that it’s not fair for people to ask them to keep these kinds of experiences secret, and that it’s always OK to tell you, even if that person says not to. You might want to add that every grown-up knows that it’s not OK to touch a child’s private parts, and that if they say otherwise, they’re lying. (If you’re worried that your child might have been sexually abused, talk to your pediatrician, the police, or the Childhelp National Child Abuse Hotline.)

			Also, emphasize and respect the notion of privacy with your kids. If you’re a family that’s generally comfortable with nudity, that’s fine, but still signify that being naked is something that some people do in private. When your kid waltzes into the bathroom while you’re getting into the shower, maybe say, Just so you know, you are in my bathroom and I’m naked, and that’s OK with me, but next time could you knock? This kind of acknowledgment “shows that you have boundaries, and that you know how to assert your boundaries, and that you want them to respect your boundaries,” Rothman said. The more your kids encounter and navigate boundaries, the more comfortable and accepting they’ll be in the future when they meet other people who assert theirs.

			This all said, it’s perfectly OK for kids to touch themselves. This happens from the time kids are babies, and it’s normal. (You can and should explain to kids that this is something that they should do in private, though, not in front of other people, including you.) In fact—and I know, this might seem crazy—you might want to go so far as to encourage it, especially for girls in high school. Many young women have sex for the first time without ever having had an orgasm—and when that happens, how do they know what to ask for, or even what they want? Having some prior knowledge about what feels good (and what doesn’t) can give young women confidence and agency. As clinical psychologist Lisa Damour wrote in her book Under Pressure, “Girls who aren’t well acquainted with their own sexual wishes are the ones who are most likely to make compromises in their physical relationships, to go along with sexual activity they don’t actually want, and to put their health at risk.” Maybe you say something like, It’s OK and even good to touch yourself to figure out how you like being touched, because one really important thing about our bodies is that they can give us pleasure. And one day, you’ll want to be able to tell someone you care about what makes your body feel good.

			It’s also important to help kids recognize—and put into context—the sexist and sexualized messages that pervade our culture and the media. After the 2020 Super Bowl halftime show featuring Jennifer Lopez and Shakira, my son confided in me that he didn’t know what to make of it; he said he thought the show was “inappropriate.” (My husband snapped a particularly amusing picture of him and a friend watching the halftime show, mouths agape.) I used his comment as an opportunity to talk with him about gender stereotypes and culture; we discussed the vast differences in the ways masculinity and femininity are portrayed on TV, and also talked about differences in what the world expects from boys versus girls and what it’s like for people who don’t fit neatly into “boy” or “girl” categories. (For more on gender stereotypes, see chapter 5.) I also pointed out that both Jennifer Lopez and Shakira are Latin American women, and that some aspects of their performance reflected and celebrated their cultural and ethnic heritage.

			Kids’ books and movies often present opportunities for discussion, too. When I see female characters acting in stereotypically feminine ways, I often make a point of mentioning it to my kids and asking them what they think of it. Likewise, if all the heroes in a movie I see are boys, I sometimes mention that, too. And when male characters are portrayed as macho and unemotional—reinforcing the idea that men aren’t allowed to feel emotions like sadness or fear—that can also be something good to discuss.

			By the time your kids are in late elementary or early middle school, you’ll want to have talked with them about sexual harassment, too. In Under Pressure, Damour suggested that parents ask girls whether the boys they know are treating them respectfully. We should explain that harassment is a sexualized form of bullying and that it’s never OK and never their fault. We should also let our kids know that we’re there to help and support them if needed.

			We need to ask our boys whether they and their friends are treating girls respectfully, too—and explain why harassment is never funny or something to shrug off. Damour has found that when girls call boys on their harassment, the boys often insist that they were “just kidding” or that the girl is making too big a deal of it. That is, in effect, gaslighting—a manipulative response that causes the person being harassed to question her own sanity or reality. “The more we pull sexually aggressive behavior out of the shadows, the more we minimize the needless shame girls feel about being mistreated,” Damour wrote.

			I choose to discuss these issues with my kids because I don’t want them to implicitly accept what they see as the way things have to be or always will be. I don’t want them to see girls harassed or portrayed as objects of desire without pushing back on the narrative and making sure they understand that these expectations and ideas aren’t fair or right. Nor do I want my kids to believe that they have to act or look a certain way because of their gender. I want my kids to know, too, that they can help rewrite this sexist narrative.

			Sex and Porn Strategy #2

			Answer questions honestly and briefly, and don’t worry if you mess up.

			When my daughter was four and my son was seven, my husband and I bought them Robie Harris’s book It’s Not the Stork! It’s a wonderful picture book that describes body parts, sex, how and where fetuses grow, and what happens when babies are born—and we bought it in part because we didn’t know how to have these conversations without a script.

			For whatever reason, my kids never asked me to read the whole book from start to finish; they typically picked specific pages for me to read aloud and they never requested the page that talked about the mechanics of sexual intercourse.

			Then one day, when my daughter was five, we finally read that page together. When I got to the part that explained intercourse, my daughter stopped and looked aghast. “Wait. Mom. Did you and Daddy do this?!” she asked.

			“Yes,” I replied, trying to sound as casual and normal as possible. (I did not feel casual and normal at all.)

			“Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded, sounding hurt.

			“I’m telling you now,” I said.

			A half second passed. Then: “OK, keep going,” she said matter-of-factly, and that was that.

			It can be really hard to know how to answer your kids when they ask you questions about sex—especially when they’re young. And sometimes we read more into their questions than we should. Goldfarb shared with me the story of a school principal whose four-year-old turned to him one day and said, “Daddy, how did I get here?” The father immediately started stumbling over his words, eventually launching into a barely coherent lecture about seeds and eggs. His son looked at him, perplexed, and said, “But, Daddy, I know you said I came from Puerto Rico. Did I get here by boat or by plane?”

			So when your child asks you a question that you assume is about sex, take a second to probe what they’re really asking. You might say, What made you think of that? or What do you think? Or What do you already know about that? It’s also OK to give kids a short (but honest) answer and then wait for them to ask follow-ups.

			If you completely mess up your response, that’s fine, too—you can say to your child, You know how you asked me yesterday about how babies are made? I don’t think I gave you a very good answer, so I’d like to try again now. It’s also OK to have boundaries in terms of what you talk about with your kids. If your child asks you a question that feels private or that you don’t really want to answer, you are perfectly within your rights to tell them that. Or, Schroeder said, you can answer it, but in a way that feels comfortable. Say, “ ‘Honey, I am going to choose to not share with you how old I was when I first started having sex, but I do want to talk about what people need to think about before making that decision,’ ” Schroeder suggested.

			What if you want to talk to your kids about sex but have no idea how? It’s hard—really, really hard. One acceptable crutch is to rely on books to at least introduce the topic, as my husband and I did. Author Robie Harris has written a series of excellent books for kids of various ages, including the one I mentioned earlier—It’s Not the Stork!—for kids four and up. Her other books include It’s So Amazing! (which I recently bought for my son), for kids seven and up; and It’s Perfectly Normal, for kids ten and up, which is all about puberty, sex, and sexual health.

			You also don’t have to (and probably shouldn’t) try to tell your kids “everything” in one talk. “We hold on to the idea that there’s a fixed quantity of sexual information adults need to keep close to the chest until we think the kids are ready, and then we can safely turn it over—whole,” wrote sex educator Deborah Roffman in her book Talk to Me First. But that’s kind of like never telling kids about math and then trying to teach them arithmetic, algebra, and geometry all in one sitting—it doesn’t make sense.

			Another thing Roffman suggested is for parents to convey to their kids that sex is a topic that deserves respect. Kids (and adults) often giggle and make jokes when talking about sex or body parts, because the topic makes us uncomfortable, and humor is a way to defuse the tension. But kids can misinterpret these reactions as conveying that sex itself is a funny topic, and we should push against that and convey instead that sex is important and powerful, and that it deserves respect and a degree of seriousness.

			What if your kid walks in on you having sex? Try your best not to get mad (although it’s OK if you do; you can always apologize later and say you were surprised). If you can, stay calm and be direct—maybe say, We’re having some private time, can you please close the door and go play somewhere else? Then, later, talk about what happened, because your kid might have questions (eek). Reassure younger kids that what you were doing was OK; explain to them that what you were doing is called sex and that it’s something that grown-ups do with each other that feels good and can express love. And it’s perfectly fine to lock your door, or at least ask your kids to knock next time—we all deserve privacy when we want it, and especially when we’re having sex!

			Sex and Porn Strategy #3

			With older kids, regularly discuss the rules of consent—and accept that they can have loving relationships.

			Once your kids are old enough to be romantically interested in others—around middle school, if not before—you should be regularly talking with them about sexual consent and entitlement. Boys, in particular, don’t always understand what consent means or how it looks. This can be dangerous, considering that they also often feel entitled to sexual pleasure.

			For her book Boys & Sex, Orenstein interviewed more than one hundred high school and college boys about their sex lives. Whereas girls often feel pressured to submit to boys’ advances or to ensure that their partners climax, boys don’t always feel the same, she found—and they also may not recognize the subtle (or not so subtle) pressure they put on girls to appease their sexual desire. “The narcissism of male desire is instilled early, reinforced by media, peers and parental silence, and by girls who have themselves been trained from an early age to take men’s needs and desires more seriously than their own,” Orenstein wrote.

			Among other things, boys tend to overestimate how interested girls are in having sex with them. When social psychologist Antonia Abbey interviewed college students, 72 percent of women told her that men had sometimes misperceived their friendliness as a come-on. Her work has also found that young men are much more likely to overestimate a woman’s interest when they have been drinking alcohol, and that they are more likely to assume that a woman is sexually available and interested if she has been drinking, too, regardless of her behavior.

			We need to talk to our sons about these inclinations so that when they find themselves in these situations, they second-guess their assumptions and make sure their partners are truly on the same page. We need to talk to them about the fact that they are not “entitled” to sex or oral sex or anything else if they dance with someone or walk someone home from a party, or if they get invited back to someone’s house to hang out. We also need to spell out what consent does and doesn’t look and sound like. We need to tell our kids that silence isn’t consent; that saying yes to one activity at one time doesn’t imply consent for other activities or the same activity at other times; that consent shouldn’t be coerced or manipulated; and that a person can’t consent while intoxicated, asleep, or restrained. You might even want to suggest some questions for your kid to ask periodically to help them check in with a partner. These might include Are you enjoying yourself? Are we moving too fast? Are you still okay with this?

			We should convey, too, that rape and sexual assault are not just things that “bad guys” or “monsters” do—they are things that otherwise good guys can do when they make assumptions or think more about themselves than their partners. “Among the young men I’ve talked to, some that I liked enormously—friendly, thoughtful, bright, engaging guys—have ‘sort of’ raped girls; pushed girls’ heads down to get oral sex; taken a Snapchat video of a prom date giving them a blow job without her knowledge and sent it to the basketball team; shot an iPhone video of a girlfriend performing a blow job (again, without her immediate knowledge) for ‘personal use,’ ” Orenstein wrote. “They all described themselves as ‘good guys.’ And they were, most of the time. But the truth is, a really good guy can do a really bad thing.”

			We should talk to our girls about consent, too—and about ensuring that they set a high bar for their sexual experiences. Girls have been conditioned to avoid and resolve conflict and to be generous and nurturing. In sexual situations, this can translate into girls doing things they don’t want to do because they don’t want to disappoint or anger their sexual partners. Because of this, we need to teach our daughters that their desires are no less important than their partners’, and that whatever they’ve heard about boys “needing” sexual release is untrue. We should explain that if their partners pressure them to do more than they want, they absolutely do not owe them anything, no matter what they’ve already done or what else has happened between them. We should encourage them to do things only when they really want to, and that it’s OK for them to say no if they sort of want to do it but aren’t sure. “To require mere consent sets an incredibly low bar for entering into what should be the shared pleasure of physical romance,” Damour wrote. “A healthy love life centers on finding areas of joyful agreement. As we’re welcoming young people into the world of romance, we should hold them to the highest possible standards—not the lowest.”

			Damour suggested that parents help their daughters brainstorm gentle ways to say no to sexual activities they don’t want. Although it should be perfectly OK for a girl to say “I’m not into this” in the middle of a hookup and get up and leave, the reality is that many girls are too afraid to do this—they worry about hurting their partner’s feelings and whether their refusal will trigger an angry, or even violent, response. (This is, again, why we need to tell our boys to regularly check in with their partners and give them an easy out if they don’t want to keep going.) Damour suggested trying out phrases like Hey, this is really fun. I’m not sure what you had in mind, but I don’t want to have sex tonight, or even I just remembered that I told my friend I’d take her home. I have to leave now. “I’d rather have teenagers tell a white lie than do something dangerous, or something they don’t want to do, for lack of a handy way of saying ‘no,’ ” Damour wrote. I want to emphasize that this is not how things should be; girls should not have to worry that refusing sex could lead to violence. But the reality is it may be wise to help girls come up with ways of saying no that make them feel comfortable and safe.

			On the flip side, we should also let our daughters know that they are entitled to sexual desire and should not be ashamed of it. Our culture frames boys’ sexual desire as normal and girls’ desire as shameful, which is why sexually permissive boys are called “players” yet sexually permissive girls are called “sluts” and “hos.” We should talk to our girls about this double standard so they recognize that it’s unfair. We should also communicate to them that sex is a normal and healthy part of life, for both men and women, and that it should be a source of pleasure, not shame or stress. Damour suggested saying to tween and teen girls, As you’re thinking about the physical side of your own romantic life, you should start by reflecting on what you want. You should tune into what you would like to have happen, what would be fun for you, what would feel good. And then you might also emphasize the importance of being in a trusting relationship, Damour wrote, by saying something like The next thing to consider is what your partner would like to have happen. This will require some communication—you’ll need to know each other well enough to learn this.

			This underscores another important point: We shouldn’t assume that our kids are too young or immature for real, loving relationships. American parents tend to pooh-pooh the idea that teenagers can experience love, and as a result we often assume that they are not ready or mature enough for sex. But whether or not we think it’s time, kids do what they want—on average, American teens lose their virginity at age seventeen. And teens fare better when we show them respect in the conversations we have with them about sex and relationships.

			In her book Not Under My Roof, University of Massachusetts at Amherst sociologist Amy Schalet compared the ways in which American and Dutch parents engage with their kids on the topic of sex. Although teens from both countries lose their virginity at around the same age, American teenage girls are nearly six times as likely to give birth compared with Dutch girls.

			Schalet’s work suggests that this difference stems in large part from how American parents—and the American culture at large—frame and discuss the issue of sex and love with kids and what kinds of expectations we have of them. She found, for instance, that Dutch parents talk to their boys regularly about love and relationships and think of their sons as being able to make strong emotional connections. American parents, on the other hand, she found, often write off their boys as sex crazed and hormone driven and consider them unable to truly fall in love. One self-described American liberal parent said to her, “Most teenage boys would fuck anything that would sit still.”

			American teens do tend to have more sexual partners than Dutch teens do, but it’s unlikely that there is a biological reason to explain this discrepancy. It’s more likely that American boys play to the stereotype of them as sex crazed and unable to make deep connections—they have more sex in part because our culture expects them to, and because the media tells them that this is what they are supposed to do. And because we (and our schools) don’t provide information about how to have sex safely, American teens get into a lot more trouble when they do start doing it.

			Schalet argued that kids would be far better off if parents helped them understand their sexual feelings and desires in positive ways, rather than always framing them as negative and dangerous. Hirsch and Khan agreed. “It’s a parent’s right to tell young people, ‘Not under my roof.’ But they shouldn’t fool themselves into thinking that the rule will keep young people from having sex. What it does do is effectively convey a refusal to see them as sexually maturing young adults,” they wrote in Sexual Citizens. Put another way, what we say and do as parents may not affect whether or not our kids have sex—but it will absolutely shape whether our kids will make wise and safe choices about how, why, and where they have sex.

			Sex and Porn Strategy #4

			Talk to your kids about sexting and pornography.

			You knew this one was coming: Yes, you’ve got to talk to your kids about porn. After discovering my son’s “naked people” search on the iPad, I pondered what to do. (Also, I felt extremely grateful for adult content controls, which, thanks to my husband, were in place on the iPad, so their curious search did not actually produce photos of naked people.)

			I wondered: Should I have a conversation with both boys about it during the playdate? Or should I wait and just talk to my son about it afterward? I didn’t want to embarrass my son in front of his friend, and I also wasn’t sure how the other boy’s parents would want me to handle the situation, so I decided not to mention anything during the playdate. But I did tell the other boy’s father what happened when he picked him up.

			Then I sat down to chat with my son, trying to remember everything I’d learned from my interviews about how to talk—and not talk—to kids about porn.

			First, it’s totally normal for kids to be curious about sex and nakedness. So I started the conversation by telling my son, calmly and kindly, that I’d seen what he and his friend had searched for on the iPad, and that he was not in trouble, because it was natural to be curious.

			Then I brought up the fact that, as he knew, there are some things that adults do that aren’t so good for kids—like drinking beer and coffee. I said that looking at naked pictures can be a little bit like that. Sometimes, I explained, when kids search for things like naked people, they’ll end up seeing things that are weird, or confusing, or unrealistic, and that are not meant for their eyes. So, I said, it’s best not to search for things like that on computers or iPads.

			That’s when my son piped up and said, oh yes—he’d already seen a weird and confusing video at a friend’s house that involved naked women dancing. His friend had been excited to show it to him. Not exactly what I wanted to hear, but I was glad that he felt comfortable enough to share that tidbit with me.

			So then I said: “Well, you should always talk to me or Dad if you see things that confuse or upset you like that.” I promised him he wouldn’t get into trouble for telling us about them. I also reminded him that I’d just bought him a new book all about sex and body parts—I’d just gotten him Robie Harris’s It’s So Amazing!—and I said that it has some safe-for-kids illustrations of naked people that he could look at any time he wanted. I added that if he had any questions about any of it, he should always ask me or his father.

			So the talk went fine—and wow, did I feel good getting all that off my chest. I encourage you to do the same with your kids. In fact, Rothman recommends that parents talk to kids about pornography as early as kindergarten, framing it as being about nakedness (as I did) rather than sex. Surveys suggest that more than half of eleven-to-thirteen-year-olds have seen pornography; often, they first see it by accident because they type the wrong words into a search engine or because older siblings or friends show it to them to freak them out. But by the time boys are in sixth to eighth grade, many start searching for porn intentionally.

			To reduce the risk that your kids will accidentally stumble across porn, you might also want to activate content filters on your devices and browsers, as my husband had thankfully done on our tablet. On Apple devices, these options can be found at Settings > Screen Time > Content & Privacy Restrictions > Content Restrictions. These restrictions won’t block everything, but they will make it much less likely that your kids will accidentally see something they shouldn’t. Once kids are older and more web savvy and (in some cases) actively hunting for porn, these blocks won’t do much good, though, since they are pretty easy to circumvent.

			If your kids have already seen pornography, you’ll also want to help them understand and interpret what they’ve seen. One key point to make is that a lot of pornography is unrealistic and doesn’t depict what most people look like naked, how most people treat others during sex, or how most people like to be treated. “That’s the number one message that I think kids of any age need to hear,” Rothman said. Explain that, just as impossible, unrealistic things happen in cartoons or movies, “pornography is made to entertain people and to be fantasy. And it’s not meant to be an instruction manual or a documentary,” she said. Explain, too, that the bodies (and body parts) they see in pornography usually aren’t natural or typical.

			Of course, there are exceptions; not all pornography is as terrible as parents assume. Sometimes it’s really just people having garden-variety sex. So before you launch into a tirade about what your kids saw and how horrible it was, you might first want to inquire about what they’ve seen so you can put it into appropriate context.

			If your kid seems to enjoy watching disturbing pornography, don’t totally freak out, Rothman added. Just as your pupils dilate when it gets dark, our bodies can have automatic physiological reactions to disturbing sexual images—even to things you don’t want for yourself, or things that go against your ethical principles. (Rothman said that parents sometimes ask her for the names of “ethical” porn sites to recommend to their kids but that she doesn’t condone this approach; curating porn for your kids is going a little too far.)

			If your kids still keep watching porn, even after you’ve advised them not to, then you may need to let things go. Certainly you can try upping the ante on your parental controls and explain, again, why pornography is not good for them or why it goes against your values. But if they’re teenagers, you might not want to get into a full-on war over the issue, either. “There comes a point where, even if you’re not entirely comfortable with it, kids are going to make their own choices about who they are and what they want to do,” Rothman said. And as anyone who’s ever been a teenager knows, when parents go overboard in terms of being controlling, teens will do everything they can to rebel and break the rules.

			What if you’re worried that your child might be addicted to porn? Rothman said that, thankfully, porn addiction is relatively rare. Some counseling professionals make scary but inaccurate claims about porn addiction in order to get more clients. But if you are concerned about the compulsiveness of your kid’s pornography use, consider finding a therapist who specializes in CBT (cognitive behavioral therapy) for teens. This kind of therapy can effectively treat compulsive behavior.

			The other really important thing to discuss with kids is sexting—the sharing of sexually explicit images or sexually suggestive material via digital devices. According to a 2018 systematic review of the research literature, more than one in four teens admits to having received a sext, and nearly one in seven admit to having sent one. Kids often don’t realize that sexting is illegal under the age of eighteen—naked pictures can, for instance, be considered child pornography. Although it’s rare, some kids who have shared sexts have been forced to register as sex offenders.

			In a 2019 commentary, cyberbullying researchers Justin Patchin and Sameer Hinduja argued that when kids receive a sext, they should delete it immediately, without sending or showing it to anyone. The usual advice we give to kids about dealing with online behavior—taking screenshots of the evidence and showing them to trusted adults—might backfire and get them, not to mention the other people involved in the sexting, in lots of trouble. (That said, if kids are being pressured or threatened to send nude photos, Patchin and Hinduja advised that they should take screenshots of those requests or threats.) For more advice, check out cyberbullying.org.

			If this is all terribly scary and difficult to think about, I hear you. I didn’t want to think about my kids ever encountering porn or sexts—but when my son did, I was really glad I was able to intercept it (at least this time!) and engage with him about it. And I feel much more at ease now that I have planted the seeds for more conversations with him and his sister about sex and sexuality. All of our kids will have to navigate the messy world of sex, porn, and sexting soon enough—so it’s smart for us, and for them, to be prepared, and to do all we can to ensure that this part of their lives, like every other, is as healthy and fulfilling as can be.

			KEY POINTS

			
					
					Talk to kids about boundaries, consent, sexuality, harassment, and gender stereotypes from a young age. If you need help, use books.

				

					
					Answer questions about sex honestly and succinctly, and don’t fret if you mess up—you can revisit it later.

				

					
					Talk to kids regularly about consent—what it is, what it isn’t, and that consent for something at one time does not imply consent again later.

				

					
					Don’t pooh-pooh the idea that teens can fall in love. Some teens can have mature and loving relationships.

				

					
					Talk to kids about sexting and pornography and what to do if they encounter it.

				

			

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Over the course of the year in which I wrote this book, I read hundreds of studies and spoke with dozens of child psychologists. I learned a whole lot about the most constructive ways to parent my own two kids. So I was a little sad when I found that I didn’t magically transform into Super Mom, nor did my kids magically become Perfect Kids. Having everyone home 24–7 during the coronavirus pandemic certainly didn’t help: How are we supposed to maintain perspective and patience when our kids are literally climbing all over us all the time?

			Much to my own dismay, I often found myself reacting to situations in ways that directly contradicted what I’d spent hours reading the day before. My kids would start screaming at each other, and even though I had just read eight studies on the most effective ways to mediate sibling conflict, I would hear myself barking down at them to stop fighting. My daughter would have her twenty-first meltdown of the day just as I was serving dinner, and even though I would know that she was tired and hungry and it was entirely reasonable for her to have trouble regulating her feelings, I couldn’t see the situation through any other lens than Ugh not again, and the last thing I wanted to do was empathize.

			This might happen to you, too. You might find that even after you’ve learned new strategies and are excited to use them, you still watch yourself do the exact opposite and wonder what in the ever-living hell is going on. It feels like your brain and your body are disconnected. Your brain is telling you, Hey, I think I know what to do here! But your body jumps in first, taunting, Hahaha nope.

			I struggled at first with what this disconnect meant. Was I incapable of change? Did I just waste a year of my life educating myself only to discover that I will never actually become a better parent?

			I don’t think so. In fact, the other day I was reading a textbook on authoritative parenting (yes, those exist) and came across a section on parent training. As the book explained, “Some of the most difficult challenges in parent training are to encourage parents to (a) take the time and make the effort to acquire new parenting skills, (b) consistently implement those skills learned rather than reverting to relatively automatic maladaptive and coercive responses, and (c) apply parenting skills when they are depressed, tired, worried, and stressed.”

			If you’ve read this book, you’ve already succeeded with (a)—you’ve taken the time and effort to acquire new parenting skills. Gold star! But (b) and (c) . . . Well, those challenges sure resonated with me. It really is hard to use new parenting skills, especially when you’re tired and stressed (which I think all parents are right now, all the time).

			Why is it so hard to change our ways? Parenting is deeply rooted in emotion, and it’s reactive. Our choices and responses in difficult parenting moments are often driven by the parts of the brain that deal with feelings—the limbic system. When we learn and try to internalize new strategies, on the other hand, we’re engaging the prefrontal cortex, the part of our brain that orchestrates thought and action. Sometimes (often?) these two parts of the brain will be at odds with each other. It takes time for our brains to figure out how to be mindful and accepting of our emotional reactions, while also responding to experiences in ways that are consistent with the approaches we’ve learned. It’s like we have to retrain our brain—and if your brain is as stuck in its ways as mine was, well, that could require a wee bit of time.

			Thankfully, about six months in, I did start seeing small changes in myself. First, I began having more empathy for my kids when they got upset about seemingly silly things. I started seeing their experiences from their perspective and was able to think, OK, it makes sense that she got mad when I gave her the cereal in the green bowl rather than the red one. (Well, OK, maybe not total sense.) It was like a door had opened in front of me, but it took me a really long time to amble my way through it. I also think I needed a lot of practice trying out these new approaches before I could start doing them well.

			One of the biggest changes I began to see in myself was in how I talked to my kids. I remember, as a new parent, reading articles that said things like The problem with parents today is that they don’t talk enough with their kids. And I remember thinking, Surely that doesn’t apply to me because I talk to my kids all the time!

			But now, after spending a year deep in the research, I think I finally get what those experts were trying to convey. Of course we all talk to our kids, and we work hard to instill in them the lessons we think they need to learn. But we don’t always communicate these lessons in ways our kids can easily understand and absorb. Now I talk much more about feelings, and I try to connect dots much more clearly, and I try my best to stay calm when having important conversations (and if I can’t, I revisit the topic later, when I am feeling better). When I talk to my kids about their choices, I now try to connect those choices directly with other people’s feelings and lives. When I make requests, I explain my reasoning for those requests and how the requests relate to me or others. I also just have more conversations with my kids about values and issues I consider important—like race and sexism and consent. I try to be explicit and specific.

			I’ve described many kinds of suggestions on many different topics. Your head may be spinning a little right now (sorry). But if I had to whittle my advice down into one sentence, it would be this: Try to show compassion and make connections. When your kids are pushing your buttons, think about what they are experiencing; think about what they might not understand about others and the world and how that lack of understanding may be shaping their choices. Then think of ways to fill in those blanks—to connect them and their actions to other people and the world at large. How you fill in those blanks will depend largely on your kids, the situation you’re facing, and your own values.

			If this sounds too simple to be effective, I hear you. But these are the things that have changed in my parenting as a result of all this research, and I am starting to see changes in my kids, too. (Starting to. But hey, it’s progress.)

			So do I handle all situations with my kids now with empathy and grace? Nope. The other day, in fact, after a particularly difficult afternoon, I snuck down into the basement to exercise. I needed an hour to sweat and clear my head, but as soon as I got down there, my son came down to play. My daughter soon followed, and they immediately started fighting—right next to me—over a chair. I completely lost it and yelled at them. And then I felt terrible. But I connected with them about it later and apologized, and my son surprised me when he said, “It’s OK, Mom. I understand.” It was almost as if he was starting to understand my perspective better, too.

			The fact is, no matter how much we know or how intentional we try to be, we can’t always be there for our kids when they need us, especially during difficult times. And that’s all right. I think of parenting as a bank—when we’re able, we make deposits. We build up a balance. If something bad happens and we can’t make more deposits for a little while, our kids still have a balance they can draw from. Our investments give our kids security and guidance and resilience, leaving them with tools that they can use to get through their own difficult moments.

			A while back, for an article I was writing for The New York Times, I spoke to a philosopher of education, who told me that, in her mind, there are essentially two types of people: those who think that humans are basically good but need guidance and nurturing in order to fare well; and those who think that humans are essentially bad, who need to be controlled and beaten down in order to stay in line.

			I am firmly in Camp Good. I think that when kids are provided with ample love, compassion, and guidance (which includes setting limits), they usually grow into loving, compassionate, capable people. We don’t have to give our kids everything all the time, but we have to be there for them enough. And the science supports this conclusion, too. Research from a diverse set of disciplines suggests that children—and people in general—are intuitively kind and good when they are given what they need. It’s the kids who are denied these needs for much of their lives who struggle—who often make bad choices and have trouble finding their inner moral compass. This helps to explain why kids with neglectful parents fare the worst: They haven’t gotten much guidance at all, and their moral compass, over time, loses its way.

			One winter day while I was revising some chapters of this book, I looked outside and saw the school bus dropping my kids off at the end of our long driveway. At the beginning of the school year, their walk home from the bus typically ended with my son running into the house, oblivious to the fact that his little sister was far behind him, yelling for me through tears. Usually she was upset because her brother had done something to annoy her while walking off the bus—he didn’t let her go first, maybe, or he hurried her down the bus stairs. My son would walk into the house and I would say, “Do you hear your sister crying outside?” and he would shrug and walk upstairs, slamming the door to his room.

			But on this particular day, I watched something different unfold. My son had walked halfway down the driveway when I saw him stop and turn around to check on his sister. That morning, she had left her balance bike at the end of the driveway in order to ride it to the house after school, but she was clearly struggling to mount the bike wearing her oversize backpack. I watched as my son slowly turned around from the middle of the driveway and walked back toward her. Then he took the backpack off her, helped her onto her bike, and lumbered down the driveway carrying both backpacks as she rode on her bike next to him.

			This may not sound like a big deal to you, but it was to me. My son has always had a big heart, and he’s as honest and rule-following as they come, but he has often struggled to put others first. But over the course of his life (and especially this year), I’ve tried over and over again to help him see himself as part of something bigger—to help him understand how much good he can do in the world, why being generous matters, and why love sometimes means carrying your little sister’s backpack home, even if you’re tired and need a snack and want to be alone.

			So when my son walked down the driveway that day under the weight of two backpacks, I broke out into a smile, ran downstairs, and waited for him to come in so I could tell him how proud I was. I was close to tears, and I gave him a great big hug. Even though this was not a world-changing moment in the broader sense, it was a world-changing moment for me as a mother—and for us as a family.

			Parenting is hard—I’ll say it yet again. No matter what we do, our kids will constantly challenge us, because that is how they learn and grow. We may wonder at times if they are absorbing any of what we try to instill in them. But every once in a while, if we’re watching closely, we will catch glimpses of the fundamental goodness underneath all their layers and be able to envision the kind of people they are becoming. When this happens we should feel proud of them, and we should feel proud of ourselves, too, because their grace in these moments is evidence that we are doing OK, that our hard work as parents is paying off—and that our kids aren’t growing up to be assholes. They are growing up to be people who will make the world a more beautiful and loving place, and we have helped them get there.
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