By Michael Tan, father of 3 sons aged 21, 18 and 16 years

Love, Really Loving your children

Do you love your children? Of course you do. You will do anything for them. Anything, so long as it concerns their safety and well-being … and their future too. This is love, right? Well, it does look like it.

But do you really love your children? I mean like relational love? Not so sure, isn’t it? The love you have is probably more like parent-child love - like protective love at play. And this is where many problems with parents and children lie, especially with teenage children. They somehow seem to think that we parents don’t really love them.

Let’s see how we can take a fresh look at how to love our children. If we want to love them the way “love” is understood by them (and probably by the rest of their peers), what will be the ways to show our love? Let’s count the ways …

We can love their ambitions

Why is it that there were only 3 occupations that we could work towards during our time? We often had to choose between being a doctor, a lawyer or a scientist. However, there are many more options today than the three in our generation. Today, we can be an anime artist, a rock star, a professional computer game player, a big-time cook, a famous hairdresser, a well-known sportsperson, an iconic architect, a high-flying accountant or even be a Singapore Idol.

Ask your children what they want to be when they are older. Listen to their aspirations and their passions. This can be great for bonding and all you need to do is to look interested. They have a lot to say on what they want to be, so hold on to your need to ‘extent your years of wisdoms.’ Just tell them to continue to study hard as their “back up plan”.

We can love their friends

This is one area we often have conflicts with our children. Simply put, sometimes we just don’t trust their friends. This is because if our kids behave badly and they have been with this group of kids, then we would naturally assume our kids are “corrupted” by those friends.

But that is not the way our kids feel.  From a teenager’s perspective, they are friends and friends enjoy each others’ company. They don’t pass moral judgments or wag fingers and tsk tsk for each other’s wrong behaviors. So instead of building a wall against our children’s friends, we can start pulling these barriers down by getting to know who they are. Get their friends to come to your house for lunch/dinner or even tea. Get to know them, their names and ask them about their families and personal interests. You will be surprised by how ‘normal’ they actually are.

A case in point – the youngest kid of one of my friends began exhibiting ah beng behaviors in his secondary school days. Like most parents, our friends warned him against spending too much time with them. It was much later that our friends realized that the other sets of parents had said the same thing about their son too. So parents, know the friends of your kids and make friends with them, rather than restricting your kids’ contact with them. Quite often, restricting them is a losing battle strategy.

We can love their opinions

Of course, young people are opinionated. They are supposed to develop their own personalities, to think for themselves and learn to be an adult. And they learn from the people they mixed with, from media and from popular culture. For some reasons, they tend to be less inclined to learn convention wisdom. It is just so uncool. So there’s no point for parents to drill endlessly about the value of thrift, hard work, value of money, future prospect or any sane advices we adults like to dispense. They like to think the world is coming to an end or they’ll die tomorrow, so what’s the point. They do not think spending money for good looks is materialistic; just that not dressing up to standard is even worse – a fate worse than death. And there are always countless reasons for not doing sane things.

It can be exasperating but let’s learn to love the way their brains function. Sure, they can be shortsighted and immature, but they have not learned to think long term yet. So be patient and reflect what it was like when you were at their age. You did well because you gradually learnt to think more seriously and project long term plans. Your kids will too and they will probably learn it faster than you because, as you would have realized by now, they are smarter than us when we are at their age.

We can love doing what they love doing

Young people nowadays have a lot of things to keep themselves busy with. There are mp3 players, X-box video games, PS 3/Wii, You-tube, MySpace, sms, MOS, frappucino, anime, pod casting, jamming gigs and lots more. These are the things that appear to separate them from us adults. But it need not be so.

Take sms, for instance. Adults usually give this up for three reasons. First, they find it difficult to type out messages with the small, ‘triple-letters-in-one’ keypads. But is it really so? Remember when we are ‘forced’ to use computers and learn to type? That used to be the job of clerks and secretaries. The kids are good at sms because they use it very frequently.

This brings us to the second and third reasons. We prefer to call and talk over the phone rather than to sms and we often feel that we don’t have much to sms about. True, it is more efficient to call but sms has its unique appeal. Don’t know what to sms? Try this – key the following: ‘Hey, I am thinking of a pot-luck dinner party at my place this Saturday. Interested?’ Sms this to all the people in your hp and see the effect. It is cool. Try also the latest video games and visit the Internet communities. See why they are so addictive. There is really no age barriers, only mental barriers.

We can love the music they are listening to

Let me tell you about this guy I came to know. At one dinner event, we got to talk about the early great rock bands like Pink Floyd, Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath, Metallica, Deep Purple, Rolling Stones and whatever else. Then he said he cannot appreciate today’s kind of music. This is something I heard before many times from my peers. Piqued by curiosity, I asked him, “why not”. “Cannot appreciate lah”, was the answer.

For me, this is one area I still cannot understand. If people can appreciate the music of Deep Purple, they should be able to appreciate any music! For one to remain in a dated music era is like being stuck in a time warp. It need not be this way. 

There are a lot more variety in today’s music that can suit everyone. From Jamie Cullum to Black Eyed Peas to Britney to Usher to White Stripes to even Paris Hilton. They sound good and there are reasons why they are popular. If you like Abba, you should be able to enjoy the sexier Sugarbabes. If you like Frank Sinatra, you would definitely croon to Michael Buble.  If you like the Beatles, you would enjoy Coldplay. If you like Aerosmith, you would grind to The Darkness. Past bands and singers are great and it is right that we keep fond memories of them but we must constantly be updated. One of the coolest things that can happen is when your kids buy a CD and tell you that you will like it.

Although it is really not easy to relate and communicate with teenagers, it would help greatly if there are smaller generation gaps and lowered barriers such that it enhances the communication process. It can be done. Let’s count all these ways to love our kids and see the difference in their lives.

