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By Laura A. Riffel, Ph.D.
What is that? It’s the children of the 21st Century who think that bullets will bounce off their chest, that they can’t get killed when they go “roofing” in the car, or die from a drug overdose. They think they are Superman.  How did they get that idea?  They got it from their parents believe it or not.

 I’m a child of the 50’s.  When I was a child we feared disappointing our parents.  It was that fear that kept me on the honor roll and kept me from turning to drugs.  My parents didn’t beat that into me.  I respected them and worried that I would do something to cause my mother to give me that “look”.  They were the authority figures in my life. If I disagreed with my parents on anything and went to my grandparents and shared those thoughts, guess what my grandparents told me?  They said, “You better listen to your Mom and Dad.”  I feared disappointing all of them.

 
Today those roles have seemed to reverse.  Parents fear disappointing their children so they buy them every single toy on the market.  When they forget their lunch money parents rush up to the school to bring it to them, lest they have to “EGAD… eat. a peanut butter and jelly sandwich provided free by the lunchroom for those that have no lunch money.”  I have friends who cook three different meals in the evening to make everyone “happy”.  One friend of mine will drive through three different drive-thru restaurants to make her kids happy.  We were lucky enough to have one pot of chili and my little sister got to pick her beans out of it if she didn’t like them.  I learned to try things and like them instead of sticking with one thing over and over again.  

Parents never let children experience anything they dislike.  They also don’t make them suffer the consequences of their choices.  When I was a kid, if I chose to wear pink and green on Thursday and I got made fun of because in fourth grade that meant you had cooties, my Mom didn’t go up to the school and threaten to sue the counselor and the principal for damaging my inner self image by allowing things like that to happen in school.  Today, parents are all to ready to call a lawyer if one little thing goes wrong in their child’s life.  Some of them have the phone number memorized. Teachers and school administrators are paralyzed in teaching children to suffer logical consequences because they are afraid they will get sued by some litigious parent.

So what is all this rescuing and coddling causing?  It is causing Superman Syndrome.  The child never experiences disappointment or suffers the consequences of their actions.  They begin to think that they are made of superhuman materials.  They can leap tall buildings with a single bound.  I’m all for bolstering a child’s self-image; however, they need to understand the consequence of an action.  It is very important for children to learn to handle disappointment and to suffer a few consequences while they are young.  The price is cheap when they are little.  Someone makes fun of them and tells them they have cooties.  They have to eat a crusty bread sandwich or borrow a cookie or two to make it through the day.  

Why are so many young adults already on Paxil and Zoloft?  They never learned to handle a little stress. Why are so many children turning to drugs?  They can’t handle disappointment or rejection.  In one high school in Atlanta there have been 4 separate fatality accidents of high school students who didn’t think about the consequences of their actions. Why don’t children think, “How is this next decision going to affect my life?”  It’s because we have been rescuing them since the day they were born.  They have Superman Syndrome.


So how do we fix this syndrome?  Get a pill?  Heavens No, unless you count a chill pill.  Let children suffer the consequences of their decisions.  Don’t let them win when you plan Chutes and Ladders, unless they really win.  If they forget their band instrument tell them to work it out with the band teacher on how they can make up the class.  Let them learn from their mistakes. Don’t buy them every toy that comes on the market.  Make them earn the money for it by doing odd jobs for neighbors.  They will learn the value of a dollar and learn to respect their elders.  They will learn to handle a little stress and a little rejection and a little disappointment.  They will learn this while the price is cheap.

Parents should teach and model respect for elders and authority. When I was in school the motto was, “If you get in trouble at school it will be double when you get home.”  I respected my teachers.  I only feared one the whole time I was in school.  Today, children don’t respect teachers because their parents don’t respect them. Parents should teach and model respect of authority. Then they should give their children opportunities to practice those skills and praise them for appropriate behaviors that depict respect.  
Children shouldn’t get five chances before they get sent to their room.  Say what you mean and mean what you say.  If you are not taking them to soccer practice until their room is clean, do not take them to soccer practice till their room is clean…even if it is for the championship game.  Let them learn the consequences of their own actions when the cost is not life in prison or eternity in a coffin.
