
“LESSONS FROM SPILT MILK” 
 

by Deborah Zipkin, Director of 
The Bridge’s Family Resource Centers 

      

 Every summer at the Family Resource Center, 
we offer a program to help preschoolers get ready for 
kindergarten.  Along with working on literacy skills and 
math activities and going on field trips, we help the 
children develop the social skills they will need to 
thrive in school.  When you’re four or five years old, it’s 
important to know how to wait your turn at the water 
fountain, tie your own sneakers, raise your hand before 
you share some important information, and pour your 
own milk at snack time.  
 

 Each July we have at least one child who 
struggles with that last task.  A few years ago, it was 
Charlie.  Charlie came to us from a wonderful, nurturing 
family; he was the youngest of three kids.  When his 
mom and dad brought 
him to our classroom, he 
clung to them for dear 
life.  They would try 
their best to settle him 
in by putting his 
backpack in his locker 
and helping him get 
started on an activity—
then they’d sneak away 
when Charlie was 
immersed in building 
blocks.  Our staff helped Charlie and his parents make 
a smoother transition by making some small changes in 
their drop-off routine.  Charlie hung up his own gear, 
selected an activity, gave two kisses and then settled 
down and got to work.  After just a few days, Charlie 
was fine with the new style of doing things and 
blossomed in his own way—even at snack time.  
 

 Though we used small pitchers, Charlie missed 
the cup when he poured his milk or juice.  But he did 
get the hang of cleaning up after himself.  By the end 

of our month together, Charlie would get the paper 
towels, wipe up his spill and pick up the pitcher and try 
again.  The other kids never laughed at him, and in fact, 
whenever Charlie was successful his tablemates would 
cheer.  Charlie taught us that we just needed to 
provide the raw materials for him to learn this new skill 
and that he was capable of mustering the self-
confidence to keep trying.  Though it’s hard to stand 
back and watch as a child sweats the small stuff, that’s 
just what we had to do. 
 Here are three more suggestions to help kids 
become more self-reliant, confident and resilient: 
    

1. Encourage dancing to the beat of their own 
drum.  Do you have one of those wonderfully 
creative kids?  You know the kids I’m talking 
about—they skip off to school wearing two 
different colored socks or striped shirts with plaid 
pants by choice.  They couldn’t care less about logos 

and are just as happy in hand-me-
downs as in trendy outfits from 
the mall.  Let’s applaud their 
individuality and support their 
preferences and passions.  If your 
child loves art, encourage his or 
her creativity by keeping easily 
accessible art materials in the 
house.  A budding scientist can 
explore the backyard or the 
beach.  Let the children know that 
they can play violin instead of 
soccer, or run track instead of 

playing football. Honoring their interests, 
temperaments and choices will give children a 
chance to excel, and also give them the confidence 
to resist peer pressure later on.     

 

2. Expect that they will fix what’s been broken. 
Last fall, my friend Elaine got a call from her son’s 
teacher.  It seems that her sixth grader had been 
chatting and laughing in class after the teacher had 
requested that the class stop talking.  Elaine had a 
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conversation with her son and he admitted that he 
had been rude.  Neither Elaine nor her husband 
asked for long-winded explanations for their son’s 
behavior, nor did they wring their hands and wonder 
what they had done wrong as parents.  Instead they 
requested that their son write a one-page note of 
apology to the teacher, and required that he deliver 
it to her the next day.  The teacher accepted his 
apology, appreciated the note—and life goes on. 
Children need to know that their actions have 
consequences and that they have the responsibility 
for making amends. In most cases, given the 
opportunity, they can do it themselves.   

 

3. A commitment is a commitment.  Growing up 
with a strong sense of self means making tough 
choices and following through on decisions.  If your 
fifth grader has plans to go to the movies on 
Saturday with one friend and begins to whine when 
another friend calls with an invitation for a 
weekend at her beach house, the discussion at the 
dinner table has to include, “Didn’t you already 
make plans for Saturday?” followed by, “How would 
you feel if someone let you down in that way?”  
Making a commitment means showing up even when 
it’s inconvenient or frustrating.  My teenage son 
broke his thumb while playing basketball this winter 
and couldn’t finish the season.  However, in our 
house commitment means sitting on the bench at all 
of the remaining games and cheering for your 
team—even if you are unable to play.  It’s part of 
the deal.  

 

 When my son was born, the best piece of 
parenting advice I received was from an eighty-year-
old neighbor.  Over a cup of tea, Mrs. Vance said, 
“Always remember your job is to give him wings.”  When 
Sam was little, that was easy.  It meant teaching him to 
be a gracious loser at Candyland, encouraging him to go 
on play dates alone and insisting that he deal on his own 
with the consequences of forgetting his homework.  
Now, however, it means being flexible with his curfew 
and saying a prayer every time he gets behind the 
wheel of the car.  And lately, what it really comes down 
to is sharing what I know to be true and then getting 
out of his way.  
 
 And that’s what I learned from Charlie. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Books for Parents 

 How Much Is Enough? Everything You Need 
to Know to Raise Likeable, Responsible and 
Respectful Children        
 by Jean Clarke, Connie Dawson, and 
     David Bredehoft    
 

The Blessing of a Skinned Knee  
 by Wendy Mogel 
 

Too Much of a Good Thing: Raising Children of 
Character  
 by Dan Kindlon 

      In 1991, The Bridge, in partnership with 
Charter Oak Academy, established the Family 
Resource Center (FRC) to support the healthy 
development of families in the community.  
Today the FRC offers a variety of family 
support services that enhance parenting, 
promote family involvement with the schools, and 
help children to succeed academically, socially 
and emotionally.  For more information, call the 
FRC at 233-4701. 

 

PARENTING THROUGH SWIMMING 
 

      Help your child (ages 1-8) learn to swim and 
pick up some parenting tips as well.  Parent and 
child work together in the water with Colleen 
Murphy, family therapist/aquatic instructor. 
 

Classes are Monday, Wednesday, Friday 
Session 1: Beachland Pool, 847 S. Quaker Lane 
11-11:30am – July 9, 11, 13, 16, 18, 20 
6-6:30 pm – July 9, 11, 13, 16, 18, 20 
Session 2: Fernridge Pool, 567 Fern Street 
11-11:30am – August 6, 8, 10, 13, 15, 17 
6-6:30pm – August 6, 8, 10, 13, 15, 17 

Fee: $60/family unit 
For more info, or to sign up, 
Call The Bridge at 521-8035. 


