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Blending Eastern and Western wisdom to ensure children’s academic success in a 
post-Covid 19 world



CHAPTER 4: EASTERN AND WESTERN PARENTING

Part 9 – The Middle Way

I am a parent of four grown-up children myself and have worked with many thousands of parents in 37 countries and those experiences have convinced me that all parents, whoever and wherever they are, want the same two things for their children. They want them to be successful and they want them to be of good character. However you define success I think we all want to help our children to become fully capable, happy, fulfilled and successful adults. But there seem to be fundamental differences between Eastern and Western parenting on how best to achieve this.

[I realise that describing any country or any people as representing what I am calling an “Eastern” or “Western” society is a generalisation and I recognise that there are differences within Eastern and the Western countries that are as large as some of the differences between Eastern and Western countries but I think focusing on distinctions between East and West will show us patterns of thinking and behaviours which are interesting to investigate.]

To me parents are the most important players in the task of defining culture. It is always parents who take the values, beliefs, traditions and learnings of past generations and pass those onto future generations. It is from parents that all children draw their understandings of who they are and what is important in the culture they were born into. 

One clear difference between Eastern and Western parenting is the unspoken agreement or contract between parents and children:
· In the West it is generally expected that parents will look after children until those children can look after themselves.
· In the East it is generally expected that parents will look after children until those children can look after the parents.

To give you an example from my own life, I was brought up by my mother and father in a very traditional post-war New Zealand household where the focus was on frugality and conservative choices. It was a good upbringing in that I had everything provided for me that I needed and I did not suffer any trauma or danger or violence throughout my childhood.
My parents expected that I would go to university after I finished school and study something but the choice of which degree was completely left up to me. As I explained in my last book The Importance of Failing Well, the driving force behind my subject choice for university study was getting away from home. That was the thing that I think both I, and my parents, wanted most.   
My parents help fund my first year at university but it was expected that after that year I would totally fund my own life, myself. Which is what I did, getting part time jobs to pay for tuition and board through the rest of my university years and moving directly from university into my first “proper” full time job. 

As soon as I left home I almost completely cut ties with my family as well. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see them again it was just expected that our contact would be very much restricted once I left home. I probably visited them once a year for the next 10 years until I got married and started having children. Then it was appropriate for a lot more connection and communication but still we all led separate lives. 
My father died at 81 and my mother continued to live in their house, by herself, for a further 10 years until she decided to move into a retirement village where she has been ever since. She is now 92 years old and living in her own two bedroom apartment in the retirement village where she is surrounded by friends and acquaintances with interests similar to hers which seems to be working out very well for her.

I have four children of my own now and the expectations today in my culture are still mostly the same as they were when I was growing up. All of my children left home when they finished school, two into university and two into full-time jobs. They have all lived independent lives since then, earning their own incomes and making their own decisions. The two who took employment as soon as they left school have both now finished degree courses as well and all four now have good professional careers. Once they left school the connection they had with my wife and I became much less frequent but we have learned to keep in touch with all of them regularly to keep our whole family connected. We would welcome any of our children back home with us to stay as long as they wanted if they needed to at any time in their lives but it is not something that is very likely to happen.

Such life patterns as I have described are very common in Western countries. Leaving home as soon as you can, life independent from your parents, parents retiring away from the rest of their family. Obviously in many eastern cultures and Eastern countries normal life patterns are very different from this. 

Societal expectations in all parts of the world are manifested in lessons parents teach their children and behaviours that they encourage and those they discourage.

Children brought up with traditional Eastern values often:  
· have very high respect for their parents and teachers
· appreciate the sacrifice their parents have made for their education
· feel responsible for their family’s future well-being
· have learned to rely on their parents’ advice when making decisions
· have not made any of the most significant decisions in their lives, themselves
· have not experienced life independent from their parents

Whereas children brought up with traditional Western values often:
· have much less respect for parents and teachers
· are unaware of or not particularly appreciative of any sacrifices their parents have made on their behalf
· feel responsible only for their own and their immediate family’s well-being
· have learned to make their own decisions independent of parents’ advice
· have made many of the most significant decisions in their lives themselves
· have experienced life independent from their parents

In the Eastern household parents are focused on teaching children about the importance of family, filial piety and responsibility. In the Western household parents are also focused on teaching children about the importance of family but through a focus on independence and personal growth.
 
Each model is in place to achieve the same goals of helping our children be successful and of good character, each has strengths and weaknesses and I think each can learn from the other.

If I put the best of both models of parenting together I think they form a useful model of their own that I like to call the middle way.

Both Western and Eastern parents need to help their children to:
· realise that parents and teachers are worthy of their respect – give children lots of examples of worthy behaviour and achievements of their parents and teachers
· appreciate the hard work and sacrifice that they as parents have gone through to give their children the advantages they have – tell them your stories, help them appreciate what your life has been like
· understand the advantages that a coherent, supportive, cooperative family has over any individual – discuss the importance of family in terms of emotional support, resource accumulation, available skills, reliability and predictability
· value the wisdom that comes with age – make sure children are well connected with their grandparents and are encouraged to ask their grandparents’ advice on any topic.
· teach them how to make good decisions – involve them in all the decision making that effects their life and help them to notice how good decisions are made, then make sure they have practice in making their own decisions. evaluating all consequences and taking responsibility for all their own actions
· become competent in all the skills of independent adult living 

This last one - become competent in all the skills of independent adult living - is interesting, because while some of the skills of independent living are the same worldwide, some are very culturally specific.

For example, with all our four children, three boys and one girl, my wife and I made sure before they left home they could all:
· cook – at least 5 basic meals
· launder their own clothes
· manage their own money
· represent themselves confidently to others
· drive a car
· change a tyre on a car
In your culture the skills needed for successful independent adult living might be very different but I think all parents need to think about what those skills are and make sure they pass those skills on to their children before they leave home. Whether that moment of independent living happens at the end of high school or university as it often is in the West or at the moment of marriage or later as it is in many Eastern cultures, it will happen at some point and children need to be ready for it. To me that’s exactly what good parenting is about – giving our children all the tools they need for their future.

All parents, in the East and in the West, are doing their best to help their children develop good character and become successful. Everyone has different definitions of success and good character but it goes without saying that all parents want that for their kids.  
The question is how do we get them there?

In the East the traditional Confucian model asks parents to raise children to be filial to their parents and to behave in an obedient and respectful manner towards their elders. This hierarchical model of parent child interaction has resulted in a common practice amongst parents of using critical commentary as the primary corrective strategy for children’s behaviour. In other words focusing attention on that which is incorrect. An Eastern parent is likely to draw a child’s attention to their shortcomings, difficulties or any potentially negative features that need to be corrected for the child to be successful in fitting into their expected social relationships. This is done so that the child is quite clear as to the behaviour or attitude that is not desired but unfortunately gives them little information on the action that is approved of and so their learning is often subsequently impeded. A focus on the negative, what you don’t want them to do, will often cause them to think about and focus on just those things you don’t want them to be thinking about and may well produce the very behaviour you don’t want to see. If you want your children to learn well from every experience then in every situation they must be able to see both what is not desired and also what is desired in order to be able to move their behaviour in the right direction.

In the West the tradition of focusing on independence and individuality has resulted in parents more often using the primary corrective strategy for children’s behaviour of positive reinforcement. Focusing attention only on that which is correct and drawing out of children any possible talents or abilities. In a Western family parents will often try to ignore all bad behaviours and will look for any behaviours that give evidence of any particular skills, talents, abilities or characteristics that are heading in the direction of what they think of as success or good character and then the parents will try and maximise the child’s attention on those aspects of themselves. The advantage of this model is that the children are very clear about what success looks like but at the same time they may be completely unaware of their own bad behaviours. Behaviours that would be useful for them to correct in order to maximise their success.

The best model would use the strengths of both – the middle way.   

Both Eastern and Western parents need to help their children to:
· Understand which behaviours and attitudes are linked with success and with the expression of good character. 
This requires first a family discussion about how you all define ‘success’ and what you mean by ‘good character’  in your family, where both parents and children’s views are aired and considered and an agreement is reached as to what your family means by these terms
· Notice for themselves anytime they are moving towards success and the demonstration of good character and enhance that movement as best they can – this requires parents to use the attention they give their children to encourage desired behaviours and to use language to move children in a positive direction
· notice for themselves anytime they are moving away from the desired behaviours and  attitudes and correct that behaviour without help from parents – this requires the acceptance and modelling in the family of the idea that failure to achieve is normal and expected and not something to be avoided but something always to learn from and adapt and change as a consequence of (there will be much more on failing well in a future chapter)
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