Parenting Can Be Easier

by Louisann Levy, M.Ed.
Imagine this:  You are sitting on an airplane.  You have just found out that the pilot has never flown a plane before.  Not only have they had no piloting experience, but they have not received any training.  

If you’re lucky, they might have read a couple of books on the subject.  
How confident would you feel about this situation? Would you dare allow your child to ride this plane?

What, you may wonder, does this have to do with parenting?   

It is a fact that many people attend at least 12 years of school, yet, interestingly, not much prepares them for the challenges of raising children.   

Parenting is one of the most important roles anyone will ever perform, yet it comes with absolutely no 

required training.  

Why is more education required to simply obtain a driver’s license than to parent a child?  A motor vehicle is not nearly as complicated as a human being. When a vehicle is put into gear, it moves. When the brake is pushed, it slows down.  This predictability does not exist with humans – including children.

When a person becomes a parent - whether or not by choice - they are immediately called upon to be a leader, a guide, and provide long-term support for their children.  There is no turning back from the job of parenting once it begins.  This truly is a situation where you reap what you sow.  

Ask yourself:  “Where did you learn to raise a child? or  How did you learn to handle the ever-present anger and frustration that often accompanies the job of parenting?  or  How do you change some of the parenting habits you unwittingly learned as a child?”

There appears to be an unspoken belief among many parents in the United States that goes like this:  “I should know how to parent.  I gave birth to this child, of course I know what to do.  Even though I didn’t totally admire the way my parents raised me, I didn’t turn out so bad.  Anyway, only bad parents take parenting classes.  I’ve read some books on the topic.  I should know how to put those ideas into practice…but during the day-to-day situations, I just don’t.”  

Habits are easily learned (especially when they’ve been acquired over many years) and habits are extremely difficult to change.  That is a huge reason why attending a parenting class provides a pivotal opportunity that is not available through books.  Research has shown that to successfully change habitual behaviors, it is necessary to practice new behaviors and it is tremendously helpful to have support during this process. 

In a parenting class which meets many times with the same group of people, parents gain a support network with the other parents in the group.  They can gain comfort and reassurance along with lots of laughter as they realize that parenting is not as easy as they thought.  It is much easier learning new parenting strategies, as well as being much more enjoyable, when the experience is shared with other parents over several meetings.  Integrating new tools with old ones takes some time and practice.

In the same way that a carpenter has many different tools for different situations, there are a variety of tools for parents.  There are simple strategies on how to constructively express anger, become more empathetic with your children, become comfortable with setting appropriate limits without being mean, build a cooperative and fun relationship with your children, etc.  Practicing with a familiar group of fellow parents in a supportive, stress-free classroom makes it easier for when a parent is ‘on duty’ with their children.  When the inevitable challenges occur with our children and steam is coming from our ears,

it is quite difficult to translate words of advice from a book into a new behavior.  Practice is the key to successful behavior change.  “Knowing is not enough; we must apply.  Willing is not enough; we must do.” - Goethe
The saying, “different strokes for different folks” applies when shopping around for a parenting class.  Different parenting classes address different aspects of parenting.  There are general classes that provide skills on how to increase the joy of being a parent.  Not only will parents learn approaches for strengthening harmonious family dynamics, but they might also learn to reduce the destructive practices that destroy the parent/child bond.  Some classes are more focused on specific issues: preventing child abuse, children with brain/behavior disorders, general baby care, etc.  Before choosing to take a parenting class, it’s wise to inquire into the specific approach of each class.

Just like with any important job, there is a lot to learn when it comes to being a successful parent.   There is no greater resource in our country, our society, our world, than our children.  For those who think that it’s only the ‘bad’ parents who attend parenting classes, answer this:  Is it only the ‘bad’ airplane pilots who go to flight school?  Parenting has just as much an impact, perhaps more.

As Frederick Douglass, the eloquent statesman, stated:

“It is easier to build strong children than to repair broken adults”.
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