By ANNE CASSIDY
t 10 years old, Elizabeth
Clark might be considered
a child of the *90s, but what
she truly yearned for was
a symbol of *50s conformi-
ty. “All the girls are going to
wear a poodle skirt to the sock hop
at school,” she told her mother, Ellen.
“Can I have one, please?”

However, not just any poodle skirt
would do. Elizabeth’s had to be made
of felt; it had to flare out when you
spun around in it. And, of course, it
had to have the poodle on the front.
“There was just one reason she wanted
that skirt,” says Ellen. “She wanted to
be like everyone else.” Despite some
misgivings, Ellen bought it for her. In
fact, she ended up buying two; her 7-
year-old daughter, Susannah, decided
she wanted to look like her sister.

What is it that turns most kids this
age into such raging conformists? Even
the ones who have blithely moved to
their own inner rhythms all their lives
seem to get swept up in the desire to
march in step with their peers. Parents
often find this stage especially tough
to deal with; we fear that our influence
is waning, that we’re somehow losing
our children. We’re faced with new
and difficult questions: Shouldn’t I en-
courage my child to be independent,
not just one of the crowd? Do I want
other kids to have so much power over
what she says and does?

The short answer to these questions
is: Relax. The need to be like everyone
else is an important developmental
stage in any child’s life. “Fitting in with
peers is a natural part of growing up,”
notes Harold Koplewicz, M.D., chief of
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child and adolescent psychiatry at New

-
York University School of Medicine
and author of It’s Nobody’s Fault: New
Hope and Help for Difficult Children
and Their Parents (Times Books).
“Kids this age need to be with other
people, and their parents should want
them to be with other people. Con-

forming doesn’t have to be bad. I .

It’s only when kids start doing -
e s need to be 1n
do that conformity can be danger-
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ous.” You can nip any problems in the
bud by understanding what drives your
child’s need to fit in, and giving her aid
and comfort in the innocent ways she
wants to express it.

To put your child’s feelings in per-
spective, take a moment to consider
how important peer approval is to you.
“Conformity is not unique to kids,”
says Sharon Scott, a family counselor in
Dallas and author of Not Better . . . Not
Worse . . . Just Different (Human Re-
source Development Press). Ask your-
self whether your child’s desire to play
soccer because all his buddies are in
the same league is all that dissimilar
from your joining a tennis club because
many of your friends are members.

The itch to belong actually begins
in the first years of elementary school,
when children are beginning to shift
their focus from family to friends. Al-
though at this age they’re comfortable
relating to parents and siblings, they
don’t have much experience Wearing
in presenting themselves to  the same
peers in large, structured set- “uniform”
tings. “Kids this age need com- sends
mon ground in order to play Peersa
together,” says Karen Bierman, .,ml,e Sge:

m just
Ph.D., professor of psychology fike you
at Pennsylvania State Universi- are. Let’s
be friends.”
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- with the 1n crowd.
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ty. Conformity becomes
a way of saying, “See, I'm
just like you. Can we
be friends?”

These friendships of-
fer children invaluable
information about the
world that parents sim-
ply can’t provide. “When
a child is with his par-

ng con

ents he is, by necessity, : f ; f
the younger, dependent DON'T DO SAY WHY
one. Butin peer relations §AY

everyone is equal. If a
child is losing a game,

other kids won’t let him  in those
win just to be nice, the clothes.”
way his parents would,”

says Kathryn Urberg,

Ph.D., associate profes- “You're

sor of psychology at
Wayne State University, g be
in Detroit. listening
Bierman adds, “When to that!”
we talk about social
skills, part of what we
mean is being able to
read what’s going on in a
situation and adjust to it.”
Kids learn naturally to be-
come flexible and adapt-
able with others, as long
as they have opportuni-
ties to navigate their so-
cial lives solo. The
key for parents is
to give guidance
when needed, but
not to take over.
At the same
time, keeping out
of your child’s
business does 7ot
mean removing
yourself from his
life. When his urge
to be part of the
crowd first shows
itself, your im-
pulse might be to
hang back from
him. “However,
staying close to
your child is espe-
cially important
between the ages
of 7 and 10,” says Koplewicz. “For
one thing, it builds a reservoir of good-
will for when he’s 12 or 13.” But there
are even better reasons. As your child
chooses which group he wants to em-
ulate, your opinions become crucial—
even if he pretends otherwise. It’s
helpful for him to hear that belong-
ing to a group doesn’t require slavish
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“Youlook “What do you like
likeaslob about that shirt?”

tooyoung you're becoming
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It's slightly paradoxical, but one of the best ways to retain a
degree of influence over your 7- to 10-year-old is to give him
the power to make his own decisions—up to a point. Parents
contributing editor Lawrence Kutner, Ph.D., suggests ways of
speaking to children this age that acknowledge their urge to

portant to you to have
a party at a place your
friends really like,”
then graciously accede
to her wishes, unless
there are other reasons
not to do so. If that’s
the case, be honest
about those reasons
and offer alternatives:
“We can’t afford bowl-
ing for so many kids.
You can have a smaller

Rather than insult his taste, party at the bowling
getinformation.Onceyouun-  alley or a larger party
derstand why he likes certain at home. Which would
clothes, you might make other  you prefer?”

suggestions that fit his sense On the other hand,
of style and yours. you wouldn’t want
R your child watching
e mz’;mmm? MTYV just because her
more maturein  want to hear that her efforts buddies do. Again,
your tastes and aren’t working. Acknowledge don’t base your objec-
you don't want that she’s growing up (which tions on the other kids.
people treating is what she wants), then work Remember the line we
you like a kid any- together to come up withways 41| groaned at as kids:
more. Let’s talk to recognize her newfound “If all your friends

about how we mamritythatmakeyoum iumped off a brid
can both fortable, too. Jusb e
a little to mal 4 would you do it, too?”
that possible.” Instead, sympathize
with the impulse be-
“| et’s talk Even as kids get older, they still hind the request, but
about it.” not only need limits but crave assert your own values.
them. It’s one thing to give Say calmly, “I know
your child more freedom,and  your friends like mu-
another to leave him adrift to sic videos. But I don’t
: z::,‘euﬂlsmsf S deasio‘::.nltn think anyone your age
their parents tossayea Enuo,to dat- ought to be seeing the
ing or wearing a particular sexual images in a lot
piece of clothing, because of those videos, and I
it gives them a ng don’t want them in our
excuse for their friends. house.” Then be pre-

pared to stand firm.

conformity, es-
pecially when
the other kids do
things that make
him uncomfort-
able. You can
say, “It’s totally
okay with me
if you want to
wear baggy jeans
like your friends,
but don’t feel
you have to have
a girlfriend if you don’t want one.”

In addition, focus on your child’s
specific behaviors or desires, not the
fact that she displays them in order to
fit in. If she asks to hold her birthday
party at a local bowling alley because
all the other kids do, don’t say, “Can’t
you think of something more origi-
nal?” Instead, tell her, “I know it’s im-

Now is the time to develop a posi-
tive attitude about your child’s need to
fit in, because at this age kids are just
dipping their toes into the waters of
social conformity. (Just wait until
they’re preteens and can’t possibly go
to school unless they’re wearing the
right brand of jeans.) Let your child
know that you understand his need to
have the same baggy pants and fade
haircut that all his friends have. But
also stress that what matters most to
you is what he’s like underneath
those clothes and that haircut. You’ll
find that, remarkably enough, he’ll be-
come more and more his own per-
son—even as he joins the crowd. O

Amnne Cassidy is a frequent contrib-
utor to Parents. She lives with ber
busband and three daugbters in
Herndon, Virginia.




