Rule 8

Be Patient

It’s a typical morning. You need to drop off your child at daycare/your mother’s/preschool/the baby-sitter’s before heading for work. You’re five minutes late so, of course, your child:

A) Is eating his Cheerios one “O” at a time.

B) Will not let you dress her until she shows you every item she wants from some toy catalogue.

C) Insists on zipping his own jacket – a laborious process at the best of times. If you try to help he will take it off and start over.

D) Just decided to expand her fear of bees and wasps to include every benign creepy crawler known to humanity. She will not leave the house with first surveying the front lawn. You convince her that what she seeps on the path is not an ant but a black speck. “What’s a thpeck?” she asks suspiciously. Before you can answer, a bonafide ladybug crawls across the slate. She screams and dashes back into the house.

E) Gobbles his English muffin and rushes off to brush his teeth all by himself. In two minutes flat he declares, “All ready.”

F) All of the above except E.

If you checked E you can skip this rule. For everyone else, here’s a crash course in patience.

For starters, understand where impatience with little kids comes from. When you become a parent the control you have over your day decreases in direct proportion to your expanding joy. What used to be a ten-minute run to the supermarket is now an hour expedition, what with dressy baby, bringing diapers, wipes, searching for that rattle and taming the tantrum that occurs after you block your two-year old’s attempt to knock over all of the pickle jars.

Becoming a parent adds meaning and pleasure to your life. But it also means that for the foreseeable future you have no life. You cannot bathe two children, make dinner, read stories and get everyone to bed by 8:00 if you take a moment to clip your toenails. Until you fully accept this you will be impatient with your children, waiting for things to get back to normal which, of course, will never happen.

Your sinking sense that your life is essentially over will be readily confirmed by the world out there, which remains oblivious to the needs of small children and their parents. Most bosses do not consider “My daughter pooped in the potty for the first time,” a valid excuse for punching in late. The working world is unforgiving when your schedule gets screwed up by a two year-old’s tantrum or your baby-sitter’s personal problems which preclude her giving you fair warning (or at least five minutes warning) that she has to visit her sick uncle and therefore will not make it to work today or any day for the next ten years. So, while you are watching your child fumble stubbornly with his zipper you are tallying the consequences – ranging from an irate, finally-fed up boss, to another late night making up for the work you’re not doing now. Either way, you’re not likely to get enough sleep tonight, which means that by tomorrow morning your patience will be missing altogether. No wonder you’re ready to pull up that zipper yourself. A patient parent is the oxymoron of the 00’s.

It helps to remember that your kids aren’t driving you crazy deliberately. They have no concept of how long it takes to do something, or think something. The amount of time they spend watching an ant crawl across the path could be five seconds or five hours. Because their concept of time is so flexible they don’t understand why you are so uptight about it.

It would be unrealistic and probably even harmful if you never expressed impatience toward your children. Having to cope with your frustration when they dawdle helps them learn there can be fallout when they are uncooperative. You don’t want them to assume that they can inconvenience you enormously, even put your job at jeopardy, and still be treated like angels. But there is a difference between losing your cool on occasion and at twenty-four hour intervals.

As frustrating as it is to deal with a dawdling child when you are late, there are many downsides to acting impatient on a regular basis. (Being impatient you might not be able to avoid. But acting impatient is a tendency you can unlearn).  For one thing, it’s rude. When you say “hurry up, hurry up” in increasing decibels they feel about you the way you do about a tailgater. Being impatient with little children is also not a way to maximize their developmental potential. It does not create a warm, unthreatening environment in which they can explore, expand their minds and grow into the kind of (prompt) people you want them to be.

But perhaps the most practical (if not the most important) reason for curbing your impatience with little children is that rushing them is almost certain to backfire. If, instead of punctuating his attempts to zip with “Come on, hurry up, here let me do it!” you offer up some slow, encouraging words like “You can do it. Try again. There you go,” the time expenditure will be less in the long run. Taking the extra minute helps avoid a scene. Once the tears and kicking start you have a miserable child to contend with, as well as more delays – especially if you need to put him or her in a time out and talk about what just happened.

You probably already know more than you care to about the perils of impatience. So why do you fall prey to it while other parents don’t? What is the secret of that perfectly coifed mom who drops off her child at day care meticulously dressed, no toast crumbs at the corners of her mouth, and matching bows in her hair? Why is this mother always smiling in the elevator while you are gritting your teeth? Either she is a sociopath, heavily medicated, or has had the foresight to strictly adhere to the following advice:

Schedule in dawdling time.
This is the reverse of that old rule about preparing for a trip:  Pack everything you think you absolutely need, and then put half of it back. With little kids you need to schedule in as much time as you can possibly imagine needing to get somewhere – and then double it. This way there is time to let them zip their jackets or peruse toy catalogues, or to say “no” to these requests for good reasons – bot because you don’t have time to discuss them intelligible. It means you will have time for a long talk about what makes bugs scary, and maybe even some deconditioning. With luck, this means that tomorrow morning she will venture boldly onto the front path. If, instead, you must carry her screaming to the care because the clock is ticking, you will pay the next morning – which may mean you’ll be even later.

Talk yourself down.
Yes, it really helps to take a deep breath, label your feelings, ala “I’m getting impatient,” and force yourself to cool it. You do this by first focusing on how your body is reacting to your impatience. Probably your jaw is clenched, along with almost every other muscle in your body. By purposefully relaxing those muscles you halt the feedback loop that unwittingly adds to your stress (you’re upset, your pulse rate quickens, which makes you feel more upset, which ups your pulse all the more, etc). Next, pretend you’re being filmed. The 60 Minutes cameras are rolling, documenting a day in the life of the typical toddler. There he is, putting Cheerio number thirty-seven into his mouth. No let’s get Mom’s reaction. Close-up. Smile for the camera, Mom. It’s easy to let loose your patience in the privacy of your own home – but not if you imagine the whole world is watching.

Be clear about your rules.
If you have to say “Five more minutes” four times before your  children hup to, what you’re really saying is “twenty more minutes.” By minute nineteen you probably feel like you are about to combust. But it’s not really impatience you’re feeling – its anger at yourself for letting your kids rule the house. The anger gets bottled up and then unleashed on your child. So don’t say “five more minutes” unless you mean it and if you mean it let them know, even if that means physically removing them from the premises when the time is up.

Admit it.
Let your kids know you’re getting impatient. Apologize. Tell them you’ll try harder next time. You may not be the most patient parent, but at least your giving them the message that you don’t consider yourself perfect, which means it’s okay for them to make mistakes too.

Of course, not all of the impatience we feel with young children is due to time pressure. In some cases our impatience comes from concerns about the child’s maturity – or lack thereof. By our measure he should be out of diapers already, or speaking in full sentences, or able to write his name. After all, his sister could at his age, and so can most of the kids in his nursery school class. Perhaps he is intentionally dragging his feet. Often, this kind of impatience is really a screen for parental anxiety when a child seems on the late side in passing some milestone. Instead of admitting our concern to ourselves we blame the child. In all such cases, expressing impatience doesn’t help and is almost always harmful. It’s far better to admit to yourself that you’re worried. That way you can deal with the issue objectively and see more clearly whether it is unfounded or reality-based. The solution could be anything from having your child professionally evaluated to backing off and letter her decide when and where to pee. There are many “right” paths in these situations. But impatience with your child is a certain dead end.

(Taken from Rules For Parents: Simple Strategies That Help Little Kids Thrive – and You Survive, by Nan Silver. Published in 2000 by Berkley Books).

