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How do we know when to push our children for more, or when to sit back and allow our children to 

choose their own ways? 

There are so many different approaches to this question.  April shares that though her parents were 

stellar and parented 8 children there were no expectations for household chores, grades or extra-

curricular activities. She was expected to be kind and respectful, but there were no charts, and no 

reporting back. April never even cleaned a bathroom until she was in college. They did create an 

environment of confidence and trust, which was great. But it seems that April just came as a very 

motivated, goal-oriented person.  

Saren’s parents were much more directive than April’s parents.  Her mother, Linda, really valued music 

and wanted a family orchestra. Linda really appreciated music and her abilities to play the violin and 

piano, so she wanted her children to have that same enjoyment. Each child was expected to participate 

in music on some level. Her father even learned to play the cello so that they could have a string 

quartet. Her father, Richard, really enjoyed sports. So each child learned how to play tennis, and the 

boys played a lot of basketball.  Saren’s parents also really encouraged goal setting. Every Sunday every 

person sat down and thought about what they wanted to accomplish in each area of their lives.  

Saren’s parents were very directive towards their children, but they also gave a lot of ownership to the 

children. Exactly how they wanted to approach each goal was wide open, and the goals were never set 

by the parents. 

1. ALLOW FOR INDIVIDUALITY. Children come with their own predispositions. Saren’s mom, Linda 

Eyre, said that each child is like a seed. You water and nurture them all, but maybe one is an oak 

while another is a sunflower. Children are not like a moldable lump of clay that we can shape 

into anything. Being attentive to a child’s inherent strengths can help parents know how to 

encourage their children.  

 Some children are never going to be successful in a certain area. Saren’s parents learned that 

sometimes it is necessary to back off—it was not worth sacrificing the relationship with that 

child so that they can achieve some goal. Each child is not going to have the same talent level 

and interest level.  Family policies need to be able to be individual, and specific to each child.  



 

 

 

2. WHICH AREAS ARE NON-NEGOTIABLE? 

 Have discussions. Discuss with spouse, and children about what is important to your family? 

April shares that swearing and disrespect were some non-negotiable standards in her home. 

Family discussions can also help alleviate feelings of injustice regarding the workload with 

members of the family. April shares that her older children opened her eyes to her lack of 

expectations for the baby of the family. 

Define with children what “doing their best” means. Create assessments based on each child’s 

best. This needs to be done carefully so as not to label our children in ways that can be hurtful. 

Help children to keep commitments. Making and keeping goals that they make can help kids 

learn how to keep commitments on a broader scale.  

Help children develop ownership. When Saren was 6 years old, she was given a violin for her 

birthday. But she wasn’t certain that the violin was something that she really liked. So maybe a 

family policy can be “It is non-negotiable for the children to be involved in sports”, but some 

experimenting and discovering can be allowed so they have ownership and choices in their life 

as well. Saren has found that this has worked well with her children, and that their family has 

gotten involved with a lot of diverse and interesting activities because the children wanted to try 

something different. 

3. TEENAGERS. Teens typically have a high level of competence and quite a bit of discretionary 

time. Subsequently, teenagers can be given more opportunities for responsibilities. Though 

teens can seem extremely busy, giving a pass to teenagers just because of their schedules is 

problematic.  Adults who work all day find that the trash still needs to be taken out, so we are 

helping our children most by helping them practice those skills while still at home. We can help 

our children on a particularly crazy day, but allow them to still have some accountability and 

responsibility. Most household chores are 5-10 min jobs. April’s teen has started doing her own 

laundry, she cooks the meals often, and cleans the bathroom.  

 

Discussion: Saren shares that she had a good talk with her teen who was not keeping up with his 

responsibilities. She asked him honestly if he felt that there too much was expected of him. They 

went through all the recreational activities in a given day and also the time needed to keep 

commitments around the house. As they went through it, he realized that he had plenty of time 

and resources to get done what was expected, and the ironed out the difficulties he had with 

certain chores.  

 



4. EXTRA-CURRICULAR EXCELLENCE? April’s philosophy is that it is important to give support like 

providing the right shoes, proper instruction, and understanding the value of the experience you 

are providing for them.  Then you just watch them enjoy the activity, no matter how it is 

executed. April’s goal at the end of the day is to have happiness and kindness, and to know that 

they all tried the hardest that they could that day.  

Saren tells us that most kids are going to be average at a lot of different activities. But also each 

child is going to be uniquely prepared to do some beautiful and specific thing. Do your best to 

be aware of the child’s passions and strengths, and just encourage. One helpful question she has 

used to nurture ownership and passion is, “What do you want to get out of this?”   

5. ACADEMICS. For April and Saren, academics care prioritized above recreations. Even if a child is 

talented in other areas, there will come a time when they will need academic and study skills to 

fall back on.  

Sidenote: Saren notes that she puts family contributions one step above academics. When 

children say that they can’t possibly help with the dishes because they have too much 

homework, you can help them understand how priorities need to be aligned.  

Feel free to start a conversation about this topic on our Facebook page, and share this podcast with 

other moms so that we can learn from each other. As we try to assess our children’s specific needs, 

evaluate goals for our children, while nurturing trusting relationships and supporting our children as 

they grow, we can’t go wrong.  
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