[image: image1.jpg]HOMEWwyNORD




Want a Strong Family? Eat Dinner Together!

By Wayne Rice
It may seem simplistic to suggest that one of the primary keys to keeping your family relationships on track is simply having a family meal together on a regular basis, but it’s true! Studies have indicated that family dinners improve kids' health, their grades, and their relationships with other members of the family. In addition, kids who eat dinner with their families regularly are less likely to smoke, drink alcohol or do drugs. One study found that meal time with the family was the single strongest predictor of better achievement scores and fewer behavioral problems – even better than going to church!

Makes you want to go set the table right now, doesn't it? Well, why not? But keep in mind that the idealized family dinner isn't always going to be the harmonious bonding experience that its always cracked up to be. Instead of interesting dinner conversation with your kids, you may get dialogue that resembles this:

"Stop kicking your sister!"

"You're a poophead!"

"I hate carrots!"

Still, regular dinner with the family—regardless of irregular schedules and irritating behavior—is always worth doing. If you're not sure how to make it work, here are ten tips to help you get on the right track:

1. If squabbling at the table is a common occurrence, ask yourself "What am I doing that makes it worse?" The answer in many cases is unnecessary reprimanding. The classic "no dessert unless you behave yourself" turns dinner into a control struggle which defeats the purpose. If the kids don't eat their vegetables, let it go.

2. Don't turn the conversation into an interrogation session about school, activities, or relationships. A more off-the-wall conversation starter might be better. "If you could have dinner with anyone in history, who would it be?"

3. Don't use dinner as a time to complain, scold, lecture, impose new rules, chores or other unpleasantries. Bring a positive attitude and a couple of good jokes.

4. Don't watch TV while doing dinner. If you have a TV in the dining area, leave it off.

5. Serve something special on a regular basis—something that is a real family favorite. Experiment with some new recipes to find out what those favorites might be.

6. Make dinner a special family event. Light candles, put a clean tablecloth out, put on some soft music, use the good dishes. Distinguish between a routine and a ritual.

7. Try something different once in a while—like eating outside on the patio, or doing a picnic at the park or on the living room floor.

8. Don't worry if you can't have dinner every night. If your family is used to a "gang grab" (whatever you can find) approach to mealtime, try having dinner just one or two nights a week for starters. Then work your way up to at least five.

9. Involve the family in meal preparation if possible. This is great opportunity to teach kids how to cook (or perhaps they can teach you!) Setting the table, clearing the table, washing the dishes, etc., also provide good chore opportunities.

10. You can also use dinner as a time to affirm family values. For example, you might say grace or have family devotions together. One family we know has a jar of names (relatives, family friends) from which they draw a name and pray for that person at mealtime. Do whatever works for you.
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