The First Steps Programme – and how not to be (just) a “good” parent. 
By happy coincidence, the last two books that I have read are both dedicated to the author’s parents.  In one¹ the author used just these three nouns to describe his parents in the dedication: “guardians, guides and friends”.  In the other², the author added the following as an Acknowledgement to his parents in thanking them for reading his book before it went to print: “as only parents can: with devotion, honesty and love.”
I say “by happy coincidence”, but actually these dedications are much more of a very real cause for happiness - quite literally speaking.  Just imagine for a moment what it must feel like to be the actual parents of either of these two authors.  Being happy as the proud parents of a son (as in both of these cases) who is a published author is one thing; and all the more so if your son’s book is critically acclaimed - also as both of these books have been.  For your son also to dedicate their book to you is naturally even further cause for happiness.   But for your son to express his feelings and appreciation to you with these so poignantly embracing words – and obviously so publicly too in this way - surely this has to be the cause of some of your greatest happiness and joy.  I personally cannot think of many other things which would top this in being one of the most rewarding high points that one can possibly have as a parent. 
If ever there were two examples of the now clichéd aphorism of “less is more” - and in relation, as in this case, to expressing what is really important in not just being a successful parent but also in what creates a grateful child - then these are that!  And I say “successful” deliberately, as it is very important to emphasize that there is a very real difference between being a successful and being a “good” parent.  The title I chose for this piece may appear somewhat paradoxical, but for the reasons I will go on to explain, as a parent, one should not be (just) a “good” parent.  “Good” is, quite simply, not good enough.  For, and with the obvious exception, sadly, of those few parents whom most of us only hear about after the fact, I’d like to make the case that the overwhelmingly vast majority of parents are, essentially, “good” parents.  
I say that, not just for perhaps what could be said to be a somewhat tautologous emphasis in this context, and by distinguishing between “good”, as opposed to, “bad”.  But more to emphasis the point that any parent who loves their child and tries to do what they believe is good for that child, deserves at least to be judged as being “good” - as opposed to, that is, something to the contrary.  Besides, surely it is fair to say that most parents consider themselves, or at least would like to consider themselves, as being “good parents”?  Just as it would follow that most would have to admit, in all honesty, that is, that they also could do better as parents – right?
That is why being just a good parent is not enough.   On the ladder of life as a parent, as it were, one could say that being merely a good parent is indeed just the first step.  To be more than just a good parent, though, one needs consciously to take steps and climb up.  Not just to being a better parent, but to that high point of actually being a successful one. I doubt many parents think of parenting in the same context as climbing - and while I’m at it, let’s take this analogy to the ultimate level of the activity, and say mountaineering at that!  For just as climbing requires training, a lot of energy and certainly some sure footing (together with a good degree of pain too at times!), so too does successful parenting.
It is a regrettable fact of life, however, that all too many of these good parents never get past that first step. They just assume that being a good parent, and in their book that automatically also pre-supposes the expectation of being a “successful” one too, simply goes with the territory once one becomes a parent.  That’s it…period.  As if the information that is required to be a successful parent, is somehow genetically downloaded like a computer file into our DNA.  There is resides, just waiting to be installed and opened automatically… on the sound of the patter of our offspring’s tiny feet!  Or otherwise, it just happens through some process similar to that of osmosis.  
I have to say at this point that I am now primarily speaking more of fathers than I am of mothers.  Clearly a mother’s natural, maternal instincts are, indeed, genetic to the female sex of the human race. Just as they are to many other species.  Something akin to that hypothetical download is installed and opened the moment a mother-to-be first realises that she is carrying a child; far before she hears the sound of a newborn’s first cry, or a toddler’s tiny patter! That certainly gives mothers a distinctive advantage in the awareness stakes when it comes to successful parenting – as much as admitting to that now might well have offended my male and less insightful sensibilities in the past! 
But for the rest of it, and certainly for us fathers, the reality of successful parenting is generally rather different from that computer file analogy.  For to scale up to that high point as parents, for the most part we need to be taught and to learn the elements and the different facets that make up that required information; or rather, let’s call it: insight.  That insight, and moreover the ability to then effectively apply it, only really comes through a combination of practical training and learning, together with practice and other experience. This is in addition to the benefits of any instinctive feelings and/or psychological pre-conditioning that one might also bring to bear.  The sooner good parents realize that, the sooner they can start moving up to the next tier of becoming better parents.  It is only through taking such next steps that they increase their chances of achieving that goal of being successful parents; as all good parents naturally hope.
The Family First Foundation’s “First Steps” course is quite literally exactly that; a part of taking those first steps towards achieving that goal.  It is, though, still only a part of that much bigger commitment.  But this Programme just involves a small commitment; namely: to meet a dozen or so times to analyze the facts, problems and solutions relating to a selection of short, yet subject matter rich, family focused case studies.  These are then discussed within a group of fellow parents, who also share other personal experiences and insights. In all, therefore, it provides the framework for a stimulatingly worthwhile and enjoyable forum on many different parenting related issues.  This provides an excellent precursor to what is, of course, that far bigger commitment; namely as a parent trying then to apply that insight gained in bringing up one’s own children.  In essence, it is a process.  As, indeed, many parents could do well to think more about that same word in terms of their role in being better parents. 
As we all know, not many things in life can be guaranteed; and being a successful parent is no exception.  But we can at least raise the odds of achieving that hope.  Of course love is a good place to start; and it naturally goes without saying that parents inherently love their children.  That is what I maintain is the common denominator and “base camp”, as it were, for all “good parents”. When that love is still as strongly reciprocated by a son or daughter beyond childhood, as any parent always hopes - but many parents also automatically and erroneously expect - that is certainly a cause for true joy.  It also has to be a good measure of success for that parent.  But beyond love, what does it take to be better and, hopefully, successful parents?

Not ignorance, that’s for sure, as there is little cause for “bliss”, as the poet Thomas Gray’s often quoted line goes, from being ignorant of what is required for successful parenting.  Ignorance is not “the mother of (a child’s) devotion” to their parents - to adapt slightly the words of another poet, John Dryden.  On the contrary, to achieve such a summit of bliss from one’s children, as in the examples I first mentioned, comes not from the actual folly of ignorance, but from the wisdom and insight of pursuing the process of parenthood. For in conjunction with taking these first steps, a fundamental part of that bigger commitment I spoke of, involves really trying to “Live your life in the manner that you would like your kids to live theirs”. 
Indeed, there is a lot more to this whole parenting thing than first perhaps meets the eye!  And if a child hasn’t had the good (/honest) guides to show them the way, and has not been led by example, when they themselves come to parenting, how can that child be realistically expected to know anything other than the most rudimentary ropes?  If, and as some quite shocking examples show, they know even any of them at all.  All the more so, the younger and less mature they are when they are first thrust with the responsibility of parenthood.  If one is of the view that many of society’s problems are due to the breakdown of the family, and thereby traditional family customs and values, one can see just how easily that can happen in merely the space of one generation.  So parenthood carries with it more responsibility than many do not or, sadly often, cannot even imagine.  If all good parents concentrated a little more on following the advice of this maxim: “It's not what you leave to your children, it's what you leave in your children”, then who knows what sort of a positive impact that could make in better serving society as a whole? 
Any truly successful parent must be aware of and must be a good example of doing just that and following that sound piece of advice.  Just as I am confident in asserting, based solely on those words used to describe them by their sons, that the parents of those authors I mentioned earlier, must be admirably good people.  Just as they are clearly admirably successful parents. But what is it that best actually defines whether one can genuinely feel that one has made a real success of parenting a child?
Admittedly this is an impossibly subjective question in relation to what is clearly a deeply personal and emotionally charged issue.  But I would just offer up for consideration this suggestion, and that is: it is simply to feel a well-placed and justifiable pride in your child.  And I don’t mean by that a pride based on blind love.  Or otherwise what is essentially a vain pride, based on some achievement - for example such as being an acclaimed, published author - however remarkable or worthy that or any other achievement may be.  No, what I mean is the sort of pride that springs from an awareness and the pursuance of living one’s life conscious that: “Our children are watching us live and what we are shouts louder than anything we can say”. 
In pursuance of that, one consciously has to take, or rather climb, many steps before we can achieve the natural elation of reaching the summit of success that we seek.  Steps in line with the principles and the insights of which I have sought outline but only scratch the surface of here.  From my own personal experience, I would like to say that I have found the FFF’s First Steps Programme to be a very good place to start from.  And talking of experience, I asked you to imagine what it must feel like to be parents of those two author sons I mentioned earlier.  But what if I was now to ask you to forget about being a parent for a moment, and instead to imagine what it must feel like actually to be those sons?  And after you have done that, now think of your own parents, and ask yourself whether you can say, in all honesty, that those same words that they used to describe their parents would also be true to say of yours?   

For however loving, well meaning, good and hopefully successful as parents they may be, or have been, are the reasons behind your answer to that question the ones that you would have your own children think of you as parents and if asked the same question? Are those reasons a core part of what you want to “leave in your children”? But if not, then don’t waste any time to take the right steps with a more meaningful and insightful commitment, and act on your hope for being truly successful as parents. Be the “devoted guardians, honest guides and loving friends” to your kids; and nothing less than that.  But what is more, “leave” that in them. Now wouldn’t that just be something to make you proud!
¹“Blink” by Malcolm Gladwell
² “Video Night in Kathmandu: And Other Reports from the Not-So-Far East” by Pico Iyer
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