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First in a series of three on family conversation habits: 

Winners and Losers.  

This new year is an election year, and we'll be hearing from the candidates until November. It's 

dangerous for candidates to admit they are not perfect, right, efficient, and the best. But 

candidate strategies are not productive in family conversation. 

Parents can easily slip into similar modes with their own children, but unlike campaigns where 

only the candidates are judged, at home everyone is a player. This makes a big difference. 

One way to begin is to avoid using family conversations as a competitive sport. Conversation 

should not be a game. Games have an end and winners are declared. That means they also have 

losers. If parents play to win, the games will be short because parents have more practice putting 

everything into words. Sooner or later Mom and Dad won't find anyone who wants to play.  

"How was school?" 

"Same old thing." 

Mom has a choice right away. She could say, "Come on, something must have happened." 

Mom's score is up one, daughter's is down one. Or Mom could leave the score at zero saying, 

"Gets pretty dull in the middle of the year." 

"Yeah, everybody's going nuts having to stay inside all day - even for soccer practice." 

Now Mom could say something else agreeable and understanding, "This weather has certainly 

been awful." Or she could play to win, "Well, at least you get more time to get your homework 

done." Daughter's alarm goes off. Defenses activated, here comes Mom's topic and criticism. 

Parents can easily slip into this efficiency mode. "I don't have all day to blabber, She needs to 

spend more time on her work, so I have to get in my licks when I have the chance." This is a 

parenting style reserved for speaking to children. We know the conversation will end soon, and 

we want to "wrap it up" with our point. 

Better to forget about the ending and let most conversations explore situations without 

conclusions. Most often neither side wanted directions or advice anyway. 



The real disadvantage to adversarial games is that losers quickly become non-risk takers. Then 

creativity goes down and conversations increasingly become defensive arguments. Sometimes 

both sides end up just attacking and defending. 

Often parents suspect that these confrontations have become a habit and an entertainment. They 

are inefficient encounters for a child looking for the satisfaction of dominating at least in a 

conversation at home. 

You don't have to be drawn into these tennis game conversations. It's not necessary to hit every 

ball that comes over the net, some silence is OK. And it isn't necessary to return every argument 

with a retort. Take your time with reactions as you would with an adult friend. Avoid the 

personal comments as much as possible and encourage your child to think (and talk) like an 

adult.  

With the time limit ignored and the score left at zero, future talks are more likely and will 

probably become more interesting. 

Next week: Family arguments: "Put-Downs and One-Ups."  
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Second in the series about family conversation: Put-Downs 

and One-Ups 

Family conversation doesn't always run smooth. Sometimes it doesn't run at all. Then parents 

have a tough time getting any information from their children about the temptations and troubles 

they're facing outside their home. 

Both sides have verbal habits and attitudes that can frustrate an otherwise valuable conversation. 

1. Put-downs are usually vague yet personal. General complaints are sometimes triggered by a 

particular infraction, "Watch your language or you'll wish you had." Of course he knows you're 

talking about a particular (usually four-letter) word but this objection is expressed as a general 

criticism of a whole person. 

Better to avoid the general put-down and focus on the present mistake. "Don't say that word in 

our family; it's rude, abusive in a sexual way and as an adjective to "car" it doesn't even make 

sense. It sounds as if you don't know enough language to express yourself." 



I agree this is still a put-down but, focused on the behavior with some extra explanation, it is less 

personal. This will not immediately take care of the problem, but at least he may search for other 

words. When he finds them, let him know you are impressed. 

2. One-upmanship is also a bad parental habit. It usually comes near the end of a conversation 

when we decide to declare ourselves the winner. We like to see starts and ends where often only 

a continuing process of change exists. For example, as parents we hope to persuade our children 

to avoid bad habits at the very beginning. No smoking, no drugs, no alcohol. 

Conclusions on the end of these conversations are better left off. "So I don't ever want to hear 

that you..." is better replaced by a reason, "Once those brain cells are gone, they don't regrow." 

Whether you have a child or a teen these discussions are likely to continue on into their twenties. 

The best help will be your reasoning against the bad habits and your example. Statistically, 

smoking kids come from smoking families. Alcohol abuse breeds alcohol abuse - whatever the 

commands, arguments or excuses. Children, even teens, copy better than they listen. 

"You can't quit school. You won't get anywhere without an education." 

"They don't teach anything I need to know." Now Mom could remain inflexible, stay with put-

downs and disagree saying her son needs to learn the basics or that he doesn't know what needs 

to be learned. 

She could also go with a one-up. "Your father wouldn't have the job he has today if he had quit, 

and I wouldn't be teaching without my extra schooling." 

A better approach might be to look for agreement. Certainly there's more to learn since we were 

in school. Maybe he has a point about what he needs to know and it's time to ask for a better 

menu. Just working out what needs to be learned will turn him toward learning it, whether the 

school decides to teach it or not. 
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Last in a series about family conversation: Are boys losing 

out in family talks? 



The Southern Regional Education Board studied 40,000 typical high school students, not stars 

and not low performers. While 84 percent of girls said it was important to continue schooling 

after high school, only 67 percent of boys agreed.  

At the end of the 1990s 133 women earned bachelor's degrees for every 100 men. By 2010, for 

every 100 male college graduates there will be 142 women.  

Is this a school problem or a home problem? 

Parents often tend to cave in to flack from boys while resisting any flack from girls. Insistence on 

girls doing their chores and homework develops their skills and their enthusiasm for work done 

successfully. Boys may receive less encouragement from exasperated parents or because their 

boys dodge the work altogether and as a result fall further behind in the experience department. 

Another source of the gender difference problem may come from the trend to single parent 

families. The U.S. Census says one-third of our children are raised in single parent households, 

up from only one in 10 in 1960. These children are five times more likely to be raised by single 

Moms than single Dads. So girls will have a same-sex role model while the boys may be looking 

to teachers, relatives, and media for guidance part of the time. Whatever the sources of influence, 

the differences between boys and girls in school are becoming disastrous. 

By 12th grade, 44 percent of girls have become proficient readers but only 28 percent of boys 

have made the cut. Only 41 percent of boys said they "often" tried to do their best work in 

school, compared with 67 percent of the girls. 

So the boys need any encouragement we can give, and the most useful encouragement will be 

time - time with homework, time with talking over career plans and time for looking into the 

prospects after high school graduation. Don't be discouraged by the apparent lack of enthusiasm 

for these topics. Boys often feel obligated to act independent (I don't need any homework help) 

and competent (I know all about those college programs). 

It's a parenting pitfall to become discouraged by the apparently indifferent attitude of a boy and 

leave him short on attention and serious family topics. 

When your school asks for volunteers for field trips or football games away, encourage Dads to 

take up the opportunity. It will give the fathers a chance to learn more about their sons and to set 

a standard for students who need the male example. 

In those conversations at home, remember that often a teenager's number one fear is 

embarrassment. So rather than beginning with a question you know he can't answer, "How are 

you going to get anywhere without an education?" Start with information he wants to hear, 

"Here's a flyer about that golf scholarship in Virginia. What do you think, maybe we should 

drive down and take a look." A picture is worth a thousand words, but a visit is worth a thousand 

pictures. 

 


