Parenting by Example…But What Example?
By: Jes Springer, Director of School Based Behavioral Health Services – NorthLakes Community Clinic – Turtle Lake
Try this experiment: Think of the last direction you gave your child. Maybe it was to put on their shoes, empty the dishwasher, or to stop making so much noise. Then, think of exactly how you said it: word choice, tone of voice, finger point, facial expression (crumpled eye brows and all). Now, imagine saying the exact same thing in the same way to your friend, a customer at work, or a stranger shopping next to you at Walmart. Would you say it the same, or make a few changes? 
Why is it that we feel we can speak to our own family members, including our children, in such rude, demanding ways?  Many times, we do try to say it or ask nicely the first time. And yes, the more we have to repeat ourselves, the more frustrated we become and the niceness goes right out the window. But, how often is it that your first words to your child or your partner are already worn down and sharp? 
When working with children in therapy, parents/guardians ask that we help their child learn to be more respectful, have less of an “attitude,” to do what they are told, to be kinder to themselves when making mistakes and to spend less time on screens. These are great goals for them to work toward and we absolutely will do that! However, in the process of helping them, we often discover that they are replicating what they are seeing at home. A parent rudely telling a kid to pick up after themselves, then becoming angry when the kid is rude back. Or getting after a kid for being on their phone too much, while the parent returns to playing games on their own. Even how we treat our partners; do they learn one has all the power, no need to listen to the other?
How about mistakes? As parents, we make a ton of them, myself included. How you handle them is what matters. We teach our children to apologize. Look people in the eye, use the words “I’m sorry” and work to repair any harm caused. How many adults are willing to practice what they preach? It can be very hard to deliver that apology, especially when we have to admit we were wrong to our child, but it is critical for them to learn how to move forward. You are teaching them how to be a respectful adult, an effective leader and a healthy family member. They see our mistakes, just like we see theirs. So, if you catch yourself passing your frustrations of life onto your kid, just call yourself out, apologize genuinely and try again. They will respect you more for it, and maybe even pick up their mess the first time you ask. 
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