Dive In and Learn Something New

What kids’ play can teach Moms

By: Amy Tiemann, Ph. D.

Have you noticed how many opportunities for creative activities and learning we create for our kids, and how few we have for ourselves?  The trend toward over-scheduling our offspring to the point where they are exhausted and we feel like full-time chauffeurs is reaching a breaking point. My solution is twofold:  first, make sure we are signing our children up for reasonable schedules, and second, using our kids as inspiration to join in the fun ourselves.

Look at all that we expect our children to do:  they are often learning about art, music, drama, sports, and language all at once, either as part of their school day or as enrichment. Kids put themselves out there in new situations all the time, taking risks that may pay off by developing into lifelong interests. 
But we grown-ups tend to get awfully conservative and set in our limited ways. We drop out of the musical, dramatic and artistic pursuits if we haven’t reached a professional level. We feel like we’re too out of tune to sing in the church choir, too old to take up tennis again, too embarrassed to start piano lessons at age 40. Our kids can teach us to think outside the boxes we have shut ourselves in, if we let them open our minds to the fun of kids play again.

I’ll share my own slightly embarrassing anecdote. I really wanted to start swimming laps at our health club as a new way to vary my workout routine. But I was really hesitant to dive in and give it a try. I didn’t know how all the lane-sharing protocols worked, and I thought I was a pretty poor swimmer who would get passed by little old ladies. These minor hurdles threatened to keep me sidelined indefinitely. But then I started taking my daughter to the pool for weekly swim lessons. I watched how hard she worked. Her slow but steady progress was inspirational. And I started watching the lap swimmers. 
There were all types of swimmers, all levels of skill and rehabilitation, and most importantly, I realized that no one really cared what anyone else looked like. I got up the courage to ask the teenaged lifeguard to explain the rules about sharing lanes. Finally, I jumped in. It turned out that swimming wasn’t nearly as intimidating as I though it would be. I wasn’t half-bad, and that was good enough!  Now while my daughter takes her lesson, I swim as well. This gives me a whole new opportunity to exercise, and a chance to show my daughter that I can still learn some new tricks.

So keep you eyes out for opportunities to develop new skills. One of my friends who is a school principal took up the violin in an effort to convince her daughter that she should play, too. When her daughter dropped the lessons a year later, my friend realized that there was no reason why she couldn’t keep studying the instrument. She even appeared in the school play this year, the only adult in an ensemble with elementary-aged kids.

The barriers that keep us from trying something new are usually quite small and related to our unwillingness to look silly as we learn a new skill. This is where our children’s progress and range of activities can really motivate us. Whether we are playing with our kids, working alongside them, or striking out on a path of our own, it is truly never too late to follow their example by relearning the joy of kids’ play.
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