Children Really Do Learn What They Live

By Paula Davis

Children can sometimes be a barometer of the family climate.  Acting out and rebellion can be signals that there is rigidity and inflexibility in the parents and holes in their relationship.  Often when things happen in this kind of family, no one talks about how they are feeling.  The children attempt to force the family to address this by their behaviour.

During our children’s teen years, we (my husband and I) needed to re-evaluate our values both as individuals, parents and as a family.  We started out like most parents, wanting to give our children the very best.  In our efforts to instil values and mould them into the people we believed they “should” become, we now see that we did it partly for us, not them.  We wanted to feel safe and good about ourselves and our parenting.  

It pains me to reflect on this. If I am honest, we loved our children, but did not love them enough to see them as individuals in their own right - free to be themselves and free to make choices.  They were rightly angry. With great courage we challenged our rigid perceptions and let go.

In some ways our children felt safe to test the waters because they knew our family unit was a safe place to do that.  We loved each other and would still love them no matter what happened.  We ultimately did not back away.  

As parents, we are continuing to learn to love and respect our children as the wonderful individuals they are. We are in the process of developing adult relationships with our children. This is not always easy and sometimes involves painful conflict and bruising interactions, but it is more real than the pseudo loving family we projected. There is a desire in each of us to move towards rich and more authentic relationships with one another.  We are each committed to a growing awareness of ourselves and our destructive patterns of relating.

What does a good relationship look like?  How do we model that for our kids?  We believe a good relationship involves the freedom to deal with what is, not what “should” be.  It is the freedom to think, feel and choose what one does, not what one “should” be doing.  It is the freedom to risk rather than always playing it safe or staying locked into to a rigid role. 

May we model this in our closest relationships and in our families - allowing each other to be less than we might desire but continually moving towards one another with the courage to move away from safety. May our homes be places where our children feel loved in a meaningful and significant way; where nothing they do will affect that.  May our lives be characterised by strength and involvement, where we as parents are open to knowing the deeper parts of ourselves and our children.  We can only hope to achieve this if we as parents, are committed to pursuing this in the relationships that we model.  Children really do learn what they live.

