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One of my earliest memories as a father is of holding one of our twin
boys—I don’t remember which one—in a hospital room a day or two after his
birth. Guofang and I had read books and attended a class about the supposedly
right way to soothe a baby. Hold him just so, the experts assured, and he’ll
drift off into contented slumber faster than you can say “happiest baby on
the block.” Well, I was doing it by the book but the baby’s cries were only
getting louder and more persistent. This was a proverbial “Oh, no!” moment.
I remember thinking, “What if he doesn’t stop erying? What have I gotten
myself into?”

Fast forward about 18 months, in the same hospital, but now after the
birth of our daughter, Qiqi. Little Qiqi’s blood oxygen level was low, so she
was wheeled away from the delivery room and strapped to an oxygen tank. I
remember watching my newborn baby and thinking, “If only they would let
me hold her in my arms, I could soothe her and all would be well.” I had
definitely become a more confident dad. After thousands of diaper changes and
untold sleepless nights, I was undergoing a mysterious transformation that had
only just begun. I now had a sense of how to be a parent and what it means to be
a father.

As a father of three adorable children, I learned that parenting is one

of the most challenging experiences a person can go through. The process
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of transforming a squalling infant into good, happy, successful human being
is fraught with unexpected difficulties. When we were expecting the twins, I
imagined our future children and the upcoming joyous events and important
milestones like their first steps, family holidays filled with laughter, and
graduation ceremonies. As a father—to—be, I rarely imagined the amount of
thought, effort, and sheer exasperation to be expended in getting them to do
simple things such as sit at the dinner table or pick their socks up off the floor.
Nor did I anticipate how such seemingly trivial matters can come to be seen
(maybe incorrectly) as warning signs of long term problems. If the kid can’t
listen when we ask him to pick up socks, how is he ever going to learn to follow
instructions in school? 1 also learned that there are few hard-and—fast rules
about parenting and no guarantees things will turn out the way you want. Nor
is there even an assurance that what you want is what will be best for your
children.

With so many challenges and so few rules to guide us, Guofang and I had
to be creative. Being professors, we studied many parenting books and tried
different approaches. The approach we’ve developed, through trial and error, is
to connect play and learning. We delved into our children’s worlds in order to
communicate with them in ways that they could understand. We found that play
is one of the most important ways in which our children understand and respond
to their surroundings. From shortly after she learned to talk, our daughter Qiqi
loved to use figurines (which she called her “people” ) to reenact scripts of
social situations learned from stories or interactions with parents, siblings, or
teachers. And as the subsequent chapters describe, we invented volumes of
stories about Yeah—man, Nah—man, Silly Nincompoop, and the Three Little

Kings not just to entertain but also to convey simple messages about appropriate
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behavior and attitude.

I'm naturally inclined to interact with children in this way. That is
something I discovered about myself after the birth of my niece, Karen. I
enormously enjoyed playing with Karen, inventing silly characters and stories
with her, and she loved this, too. But engaging with a child’s thought-world has
not always been easy. Young children’s ideas often seem silly, fantastical, and
illogical. Like many parents, I also sometimes wondered why I should take such
nonsense seriously. Why not just ignore it and replace it with a more rational
adult mode of understanding? Over time, I learned that doing this often fails to
produce positive results.

Here is a simple example. When our twins were about two years old it
was often extremely difficult to get them in their coats and shoes, out the door,
and into the car, even when we were going to a playground that they liked. No
amount of rational explanation—you want to go to the playground, you can’t go
until you put on your shoes and get in the car, etc.—would move them to get
ready. Worse than that, repeated explanations would quickly turn into nagging
and leave us frustrated. I found the following a more effective method. I told
the kids that Red Bird was coming to tickle their belly buttons, and that they
would only be safe if they were strapped into their car seats. With cries of “Red
Bird! Red Bird!” , the children would scurry to the sanctuary of the mini—
van. Although they grew out of the Red Bird story quickly, they enjoyed many
similar games that continue to this day. For example, the first one to be buckled
into his or her car seat would be the King of the Pirate Ship, or the Big General,
or Very Special, and the last would be the Rotten Egg.

Another reason I engage with our children’s imaginary world is for the

sheer joy of it. Children crave attention from their adult caregivers. And they
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especially appreciate adults who make an effort to listen to their ideas and help
to weave them into more elaborate stories and games. I believe the loving bond
that results from this kind of fun is what being a father is all about.

As you can see from our stories, engaging with children in this way takes
time and effort. As university professors, Guofang and I continually battle the
tension between family and work. When the twins were still infants, I often
struggled with the feeling that I should be spending more time writing articles
and advancing my career. | remember eagerly returning to my research once
they were asleep, in day care, or otherwise out of my responsibility, even though
[ was totally exhausted and sleep deprived. But as time went on, I began to look
forward more and more to spending time with my children, and taking a break
from work. I found playing with my children invigorating and fulfilling, and no
longer envied colleagues who worked through the weekend.

But the tension between work and family has never completely gone away.
As a father, I believe these feelings are reinforced by traditional gender roles
of the father as breadwinner and mother as the house keeper and caretaker of
children. You can see this stereotype in many novels, movies, and TV shows
and in our fathers’ generation. My own father was a good example. He was an
electrical engineer, and he devoted his evenings and Saturdays to his work.
It was always clear that taking care of the kids was my mom’s job. Although I
have fond childhood memories of my father reading to me and tucking me into
bed, once my sisters, brother, and 1 outgrew story time and being tucked into
bed, my father did not know how to communicate with us. As a result, we spent
little quality time together. As judged by the traditional masculine ideal, my
father’s dedication to his work was a complete success: he accumulated a wall

of patents, put his kids through college, and left my mother with a comfortable
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retirement. But for me, this success came at a cost. He became ill and passed
away when I was seventeen and I feel that I did not know him well. I often
wonder what my relationship with him might have been if he had taken some
time off from all those Saturdays and evenings he spent at work to play with me
and my brothers and sisters.

My regret in not knowing my father as I grew up has shaped how I view
my time with my children now. I can’t redo my childhood, but I have a chance
to choose what kind of father I want to be and what kind of relationship I want
to foster with my children. My father’s early passing made me realize that life
is short and what matters most is my relationship with the people I love. I hope
the stories that follow inspire you to think about how you can creatively interact
with your children and leave a lifelong legacy of fond memories and learning.
And I hope our stories present new and helpful perspectives, suggestions, and
approaches to similar parenting challenges that you encounter during your

journey raising your children. Bon voyage!

Daniel Steel
East Lansing, MI, USA
May 3, 2015
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