
A t the end of second grade, Ann’s 
parents learned that she was 

assigned to Ms. Jones’ third grade 
classroom. They immediately decided 
this was unacceptable and marched 
straight into the principal’s office to 
demand that she be transferred. Ann’s 
parents had heard about Ms. Jones’ 
reputation as a strict, no-nonsense 
educator who had high expectations 

of her students academically 
and behaviorally. They 

feared that their daugh-
ter would suffer at 

the hands of such 
an “old school,” 

no-nonsense 
instructor. 

The prin-
cipal 

acquiesced. Ann got the message loud 
and clear that teachers and principals 
shouldn’t be trusted to make wise 
decisions for children; they are to be 
feared. She also got the message that 
her parents were strong and protec-
tive and that without them she was 
in some kind of danger from a harsh 
world. Ann’s sense of personal insecu-
rity began to grow. 

Fast forward a few years. Ann is in 
seventh grade and is looking forward 
to playing on the school’s basketball 
team. Ann’s parents are dismayed 
when their daughter is not chosen 
to be a starter, and she spends much 
of the first few games warming the 
bench. Ann’s parents demand from 
the coach that she get more playing 
time and are furious when he suggests 
several skills they might practice with 
Ann to improve her game. They then 
march to the office of the athletic 

director and demand 
that Ann become a 

starter. Because 
they were large 
donors to the 

school, the athletic director caves to 
their pressure and instructs the coach 
to make Ann a starter. Ann does start, 
but she does not perform well. She is 
miserable when her teammates express 
their resentment toward her for tak-
ing a spot on the team that she has not 
earned. Ann starts to dread the games. 
She begins having headaches each day 
there is a game and finds it hard to 
sleep or eat. She becomes so anxious 
that she decides to take her parents’ 
advice and quit in the middle of the 
season. Ann becomes more anxious 
as she questions not only her athletic 
abilities but also her ability to cope 
with stress. She again gets the message 
that her parents are her protectors 
against other adults and even peers 
who are not to be fully trusted.  

Fast forward a few more years. Ann 
is a junior in high school. She inter-
views at a fast food restaurant and 
gets hired. Both she and her parents 
are perplexed when she is scheduled 
to work several Friday and Saturday 
nights in a row, plus Sunday after-
noons. They are even more shocked 
when Ann is assigned some of the 

least desirable tasks, like cleaning 
the bathrooms. Ann’s parents 
berate her manager and insist that 

Ann get scheduled during 
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the more desirable shifts and not be 
made to clean the bathrooms. Because 
Ann’s parents are good friends with 
the restaurant owner, the manager 
is forced to make exceptions for her. 
Ann detects the resentment her man-
ager and coworkers feel toward her. 
She begins to feel excessively nervous 
about going to work. Sometimes, in 
the hours leading up to her shift, 
she feels increasingly nauseous 
because of the anxiety. Then once she 
gets to work, she has to excuse herself 
during their busiest rush time to be ill 
in the bathroom. Ann’s parents soon 
demand that she quit this job that is 
beneath her. Ann is so relieved that 
her parents once again rescued her 
from a bad situation and an uncaring 
employer. She wonders how she could 
ever survive in such a tough world 
if her parents weren’t always there to 
come to her aid. 

Fast forward yet again. Ann has 
headed off to college. She is displeased 
with the dorm she is assigned because 
she’ll have to walk farther than some 
others to get to class. She is also frus-
trated when she can’t take the class 
she wants at the time she wants. This 
sends Ann’s anxiety soaring, in large 
part because her parents aren’t there to 
help her to cope with these stressors. 
Ann calls and begs her parents to do 
something to help her. (I bet you can 
see where this is heading. . . .) So Ann’s 
parents march into the housing admin-
istration office and the registrar’s office 
with their demands. This reinforces 
to Ann that she is incapable of coping 
with distress, disappointment, and frus-
tration on her own. Her anxiety contin-
ues to increase as a result. She finds it 
difficult to concentrate because of her 
worry, and her grades plummet. 

As a counselor, I see many young 
people who, like Ann, have significant 
anxiety and few coping skills to man-
age challenges effectively. Anxiety often 
has several causes, including biolog-
ical, temperamental, and personality 
factors. But another important variable 
often has to do with the style of par-

enting with which they were raised. 
Within the last decade or so, we’ve 

become familiar with the term helicop-
ter parent, which refers to parents who 

“hover” over their children to support 
them at every turn. This is the parent 
who double-checks every assignment 
to ensure his or her child will earn an 
A and closely supervises playdates to 
ensure that everyone has fun. 

Increasingly, this style of parenting 
seems to be moving to another more 
intense level, where parents don’t just 
hover; they actively smooth out the 
path of any perceived difficulty for 
their child. These parents are referred 
to as “lawn mower parents.” Clearly, 
Ann’s parents would meet this defini-
tion. They didn’t just hover and offer 

support; they actively intervened on a 
repeated basis in order to prevent their 
daughter from having to face stressful 
circumstances. 

While well intentioned, this style of 
parenting is actually very detrimental 
to children and adolescents. Ironically, 
it often produces the exact opposite of 
what the lawn mower parent intended. 
They intended to shield their child 
from anxiety, but in actuality, they 
create anxiety and then fuel it over a 
period of years so it becomes quite 
entrenched and challenging to modify. 

In reality, parents assist their child 
when they allow their child to face 
challenges, even hardships, with sup-
port and guidance. This gives the child 
the opportunity to develop coping 

strategies and practice them. Children 
learn about a variety of resources 
when assistance is needed. They learn 
about their strengths and weaknesses. 
They learn that life isn’t always fair. 
Children then can realize that they are 
stronger and tougher than they knew. 
Their self-confidence and self-esteem 
grow. They don’t fear stressful situa-
tions because they know from experi-
ence that they will find a way to cope. 

Most unfortunate of all is that lawn 
mower parents fashion themselves into 
a kind of “savior” for their children, 
who they often view as “little gods.” 
They don’t encourage their children 
to turn to their true Savior for safety, 
support, encouragement, and guid-
ance. Sadly, these children often have 
a skewed view of who the true God 
really is. 

Lawn mower parents, and all par-
ents, would be wise to meditate on, 
and have their children meditate on, 
what the Scriptures say about anxi-
ety. The Bible is full of passages about 
being strong and courageous, giving 
all of our cares to God, not wasting 
a moment worrying, and putting our 
full faith and trust in our Lord to help 
us. If lawn mower parents could only 
have one Bible treasure to teach to 
their child, perhaps Philippians 4:13 
would be one of the best: “I can do 
all this through him who gives me 
strength.” This passage reminds us 
that Christ is our source of strength 
and the reason we can be content 
whatever comes our way. 

If you or someone you know is fac-
ing the impact of lawn mower parent-
ing and/or is struggling with anxiety, 
please reach out for help from a pastor 
or Christian counselor. 

Sheryl Cowling is a Licensed Clinical Social 
Worker, Board Certified Professional Chris-
tian Counselor, and Board Certified Expert 
in Traumatic Stress who provides counsel-
ing services at WLCFS-Christian Family 
Solutions in Germantown, WI. Sheryl and 
her husband are members of Crown of Life 
Lutheran Church in Hubertus, WI.

(Anxiety and Lawn Mower Parents . . . cont.)
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In the boxes write how many hours (or parts of an hour) you spend on each activity. 
Draw a cross by the picture that reminds you of staying spiritually healthy. 

Look at the remaining pictures, and circle two other blessings from the Lord that you enjoy.

learning 

sleeping eating devotion time

screen time 

(school, home- 
work, lessons)

(TV, phone,  
computer, games)

exercise

traveling

reading

playing

working/chores

Draw or tell about a favorite thing you do to grow healthy in each of the following ways.

MY FAITH

My Christian 24-Hour Day
Take a few minutes to think about the time you give each day to spiritual, physical, and intellectual exercise. 

MY LEARNING MY BODY



Now more than ever, we see kids struggling. We see 
our children hurting, and it’s unexpected because kids 

shouldn’t have much to worry about. They should be playing 
outside and having fun with their friends. But they’re not. 
We see our happy, bubbling fifth graders enter middle school 
and become moody, negative, and angry. We see our teens 
entering high school, gradually closing in on themselves and 
shutting themselves away from family and friends. We hardly 
recognize them. We wonder, Are the kids alright?

The National Institute of Mental Health isn’t so sure. 
They report that 12.8 percent of adolescents experienced 
a major depressive episode in 2016. That is 3.1 million 
teenagers struggling with a clinical level of depression in a 
single year. Younger children experience depression as well, 
at rates closer to 2 percent. In addition, research suggests 
that 60 percent of those kids were not receiving treatment. 
Let’s not allow that 60 percent to struggle alone any longer. 
Change starts with knowledge, so let’s dig in.

What does depression look like?
When you think of depression, you might think about 

the classic character from Winnie the Pooh—Eeyore. In this 
story, Eeyore moves and speaks slowly, spends a lot of time 
sleeping or looking tired, and is generally sad and mopey. 
These are cookie-cutter signs, but what you might not 
know is that many children and teens with depression often 
look and behave quite differently than that. Young children 
are capable of experiencing stress, low self-esteem, and 
guilt. While they can experience these things, they often 
have trouble expressing them, so symptoms can manifest in 
physical ways, such as frequent complaints of stomachaches 
or headaches. Your child might have difficulty concentrat-
ing on homework, or may even defiantly refuse to complete 
homework. Their grades might drop, or they might not 
want to go to school. You might also notice your child hav-
ing trouble falling asleep. 

Teens, on the other hand, are more likely to show symp-
toms such as a lack of interest in activities they previously 
enjoyed. Teens also are more likely to seem unmotivated 
and extra tired, and may want to sleep more (though 
sometimes they struggle to fall asleep, which makes for 
a frustrating cycle). Teens are also more likely to experi-
ence weight gain and to use substances in relation to their 
depression. Parents of teens might be rolling their eyes at 
me, because much of what I am describing sounds like 

your average teenager. Fair point! You don’t have to assume 
your child has depression because Johnny slept until noon 
one Saturday or because Mary quit the volleyball team. 
These signs in isolation or in small amounts are par for 
the course. But look out for multiple occurrences of these 
symptoms, or if they seem to be excessive.  

There are also depression symptoms that show up in 
both childhood and adolescence. These include anger 
outbursts, irritability, depressed mood or excessive sad-
ness, low self-worth, and suicidal thoughts. Kids and teens 
struggling with depression will often have trouble coming 

Heather Wegner
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up with positive attributes about themselves. Anger is one 
of the most frustrating symptoms for parents to deal with, 
because it often is directed at you and feels personal. But 
when you look at your moody child, remember that kids 
who are hurting reach out for love in the most unloving 
of ways. 

What do I do?
Okay, so some of you are breathing sighs of relief, 

while others might have noticed their parental alarms 
going off. Is my kid depressed? How do I find out? How 
do I help them? 

Foster open communication. Talk to your kids. More 
important, listen to your kids. If communication is a diffi-

cult area for you, that’s okay. 
You are not alone! It might be 
intimidating or uncomfortable 
to start out by asking your 
child if they’re struggling with 
depression. Instead, start with 
small things and use natural 

opportunities. For example, 
if your kid volunteers infor-
mation about a random topic, 
express interest in it. Listen 
to the little things, because to 
kids, little things are import-
ant. How you listen is also 
important. I’ll encourage you 
to hold off on judgment. When 
biblical correction is needed, 

use it with discernment, but don’t start with it. Instead, 
start with empathy, validating your child’s feelings and explor-
ing the situation more fully. Doing this will help create 
emotional safety in the relationship, which will help them 
open up to you about more painful feelings in the future. If 
kids or teens are pushing back, forcing conversation often 
isn’t helpful. If it seems your child is struggling but doesn’t 
want to talk, I like to use a simple phrase: “I’m here for 
you, whether you want to talk or need some space.” Then 
honor the one they pick! 

Reframe your view. How you think about your child 
is important! If you think that your child is a lazy jerk, 
it might be difficult to have empathy for them. I would 
encourage you to reframe how you view your child. You 
might reframe “my kid is a lazy jerk” as “my child is strug-
gling with motivation and anger, and there might be some-
thing deeper going on beneath the surface.” The point here 
is to try to see the pain or hurt behind the angry front. 
For many kids, boys in particular, it feels too vulnerable 
to show sadness and it feels safer and more powerful to 
express anger. 

Limit screens and social media. Your kids/teens might 
spend several hours using laptops at school; then use 
phones to scroll through Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter; 
followed by time with a tablet working on homework; 
finally ending the night watching Netflix. Too much screen 
time can increase feelings of anxiety and depression. It can 
contribute to feeling isolated and disconnected from the 
world. Teens compare themselves to their peers and see all 
the fun things their friends are doing without them, which 
both contribute to low self-esteem. Screens and social 
media have addictive qualities that make it difficult to stop. 
So parents, limit screens. And monitor your own usage as 
well. Kids model what you do, not what you say. 

Encourage exercise. Vigorous exercise is one of the 
best ways to battle feelings of depression, low energy, and 
low motivation. Help your child find an enjoyable way to 
exercise. If your child hates running, don’t force it. There 
are countless ways to get moving, like dancing, swimming, 
playing a sport, playing tag, kickboxing, or yoga. Karate 
and tae kwon do are practices that help children develop 
self-discipline and deep breathing.   

Help your child find his or her identity and self-
worth in Christ. We all need to do this. Remember that 
you are loved by the King of heaven. You are his trea-
sured child. You are known intimately and loved uniquely 
and specifically. You are valuable beyond measure, not 
because of what you do or how you behave but because 
Christ loves you and has clothed you with his righteousness 
and grace. There is nothing in this world that can separate 
you from that love. You are so important to our heavenly 
Father that rather than lose you, he sent his Son to die so 
that he would never be without you. Remind yourself of 
this, and remind your child of this. 

Find a Christian therapist. Your child doesn’t need 
to go through this alone. If your child is struggling with 
depression, anxiety, or a painful event that happened to 
them, get support from a professional who can give your 
child Christ-centered care. WLCFS-Christian Family 
Solutions has therapists around the country, and if you’re 
too far away from a clinic, they provide counseling via 
secure video. They can join with you and your child as you 
work toward healing. Visit ChristianFamilySolutions.org. 

Heather Wegner MA, LPCC is a Licensed Professional Clinical Counselor 
at Christian Family Solutions. She lives in Lakeville, Minnesota, with her 
husband, Daniel, and their five-month-old baby, Judah. They are members 
at Bethlehem Lutheran Church, where her husband serves as the worship 
arts director.
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The word 
lone is 

defined as “soli-
tary” or “by itself” 
(Merriam-Webster.
com, 2018). In a 
world of over 7 
billion people, it 

may seem unlikely 
that anyone spends 
much time in “lone” 
or “solitary” tasks. And 
yet, look around as 
you wait in the school 

pickup line, grocery shop, or attend 
a birthday party. These may not seem 
like “lone” activities because they 
bring people within close proximity 
of other people. Where’s the “solitary” 
part of these activities? Physically, peo-
ple are close together. However, many 
of those people are actually in “lone” 
endeavors—and not just because one 
is buying salami and the other cereal. 
People are trading daily interactions 
with people for interactions with devices. 

Whether they are keeping up with 
family and friends, taking care of work 
obligations, or just satisfying a desire 
to be entertained, people are spend-
ing more and more time on devices. 
Statistics show that average American 
adults check their phones 80 times 
a day (Asurion Tech Tips, “Are You 
Addicted to Your Phone?” 2018). 
Whether it’s the creative “brainhack-
ing” designs that keep us scrolling, 
the clever embedded pop-ups that 
play to our wants, or the anxiety cycle 
that triggers the need to recheck our 
phones to keep our brains (cortisol 
levels) “happy,” we’ve found a way to 
disconnect (unintentionally or not) 
from the people immediately around 
us (Cooper, 2017). 

This “separate togetherness” per-
meates our society, changes how we 
interact, and may even change the 
standards we have for interactions. 

Whether it is primarily the phone’s dis-
tractive qualities, or because of wlone-
liness and boredom, people don’t want 
to be alone (unplugged)—which, iron-
ically, makes them alone. In Asurion’s 
2018 Tech Dependency Survey, many 
responded that they could go with-
out their phones for as long as they 
could survive without food and water 
(Asurion Tech Tips, “Are You Addicted 
to Your Phone?” 2018). Are people 
that addicted—so unable to unplug—
that they can’t just watch life go by? 
Maybe. How far would someone take 
this “need” to never be alone, lonely, 
or bored? In a study of participants 
who were encouraged to be absolutely 
alone with their thoughts in a con-
trolled environment, many chose to 
give themselves electric shocks rather 
than do absolutely nothing (Wilson, 
2014). Shocked? They were, literally.

Are children following adults on 
this “lone” quest? Common Sense 
Media tracked zero to eight-year-old 
children over three different segments 
of time (2007, 2011, and 2017). 
Research reveals that in 2011 only half 
of homes even had mobile devices 
used by this age group, compared to 
98% in 2017. The amount of mobile 
media usage by this age group jumped 
to nine times more than in 2011 
(Rideout, 2017). Now we can take 
technology anywhere and assume its 
use by every generation. 
But will this just make 
us more alone as we’re 
out together?

How does this 
start? Perhaps by 
subtly giving the 
child the phone so 
that Mom or Dad can 
have a minute alone to 
think or work? Again, 
this is “separate togeth-
erness,” where we’re 
together, but not really. 

Does this morph then to the young 
grade schooler wanting the phone to 
play games while parents talk and 
then progress to the middle schooler 
begging for that first phone (though 
perhaps content with mom’s phone)? 
Finally, do we end up with the teen 
who has the device and, among a 
whole group of friends, is checking 
the phone (because that’s what all of 
the friends are doing—separate togeth-
erness again)? We’ve covered the age 
span from toddler to teenager, and 
while the appearances have changed, 
the device can reduce all levels to the 
equivalent of toddlers in parallel play. 
The children are together, but they are 
playing separately—not interacting 
(unless the game’s score or the video 
is worth sharing with the group—and 
even that might just be posted rather 
than shared in real time!).

Are these “lone” behaviors the cat-
astrophic end of society as we know 
it—never alone, yet not really together? 
No. For each pitfall, we could identify 
a benefit for our children. Remember 
how hard it was to research facts when 
all your school had was a 10-year-
old set of encyclopedias? Now our 
children have current information, 
streamlined communication, and helps 
that previous generations would never 
have dreamed of having. These are 
wonderful blessings, and we do well 
to balance the blessings along with the 

many caveats.
Among the blessings are the 

many resources (we’re not alone 
after all!) that help us nav-

igate the crowded land-
scape and make healthy 
choices for our families 
about the way we will 

use our devices and access the 
media that exists today. The 
American Academy of Pediatrics 

(AAP) recommends that chil-
dren 18 to 24 months sparingly 
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use digital 
media. Video-

chatting should 
be explained 

when used 
(children may 
not understand 
the concreteness 
of people on a 

screen), and any 
media should be high-quality and used 
with an adult present. Findings show that 
digital simulations lack transfer at this 
age: instead of having an app to stack 
a block, use a real one. Children need 
the stimulation of people. Similarly, even 
though children two to five graduate to 
one hour of quality programming a day, 
the recommendation is still to have an 
adult spend time with them while on a 
device (AAP News and Journals Gateway, 
“Media and Young Minds,” 2016).

School-aged children will face differ-
ent issues concerning usage because of 
individual needs and propensities (some 
children gravitate toward games or social 
media more than others). Knowing your 
child, setting boundaries on media use, 
and communicating about media with 
your child are imperative. The AAP 
recommends developing plans based 
on age and needs for sleep and activity. 
They recommend setting time and mate-
rial limits, and teaching about unhealthy 
internet behaviors (cyberbullying and 
gaming disorders). One of the biggest 
gems of advice: teach them to be able 
to put the device away (AAP News and 
Journals Gateway, “Media Use in School-
Aged Children and Adolescents,” 2016). 
Some of the most telling information 
comes from the teens themselves: 
Pew Research reports that 54% of teens 
disclosed that they think they spend too 
much time online, with over half of 
them trying to set limits on their gaming 
or social media usage. About a quarter 
also reported feeling anxious, lonely, or 
upset if the phone is unavailable. And 

51% of teens also called out parents for 
being distracted by their cell phones 
when talking to the teen (Jiang, 2018)!

Give up? Admit we’ve failed? We 
wish we were in an easier time period 
for raising children! 

Thankfully, as we’re finding  
boundaries—and maybe each other 
instead of sitting together engrossed 
in our singularly distracting activi-
ties—it’s refreshing to remember that 
we’re never ALONE. We’re reminded 
that Jesus is with us always (Matthew 
28:20). We may grumble that no one 
had to worry about too much screen 
time or cyberbullying a hundred years 
ago, but in fairness, there have always 
been distractions. “What has been will 
be again, what has been done will be 
done again; there is nothing new under 
the sun” (Ecclesiastes 1:9). We are not 

the first people to face the challenges 
of the distractions of this life, nor will 
we be the last. What will always be 
consistent, whether we are evaluating 
apps, putting new limits on screen 
time, or intentionally being together, 
is a faithful God who goes with us 
through all these challenges. In a digi-
tal age of being “always on” and never 
alone, we are truly never ALONE for 
this life or the next.

Note: The author has written a 
book, Look Up From Your Phone, which 
is a family journal and devotional 
that prompts families to discuss their 
smartphone habits openly. See the 
back page for more information.

Amy and her husband, Pastor Charlie  
Vannieuwenhoven, and their four children  
live in Lutz Florida. Amy teaches middle  
grades at Northdale Lutheran School in Tampa.
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www.5tothrive.net  
is an excellent website 
developed by two members 
of the Wisconsin Lutheran 
College faculty, Dr. Rhoda 
and Prof. Marty. “Our goal 
is to equip parents and  
educators to help young 
people thrive.”

Check it out. You will find 
valuable insights. 
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A A phone call interrupts a peaceful 
Sunday dinner. A notification brings 
family game night to a halt. A new 
app distracts from some urgent 
household chores.

Smartphones can be a wonderful blessing,  
but excessive screen time can also strain  

the relationship between parent and child.  
Look Up From Your Phone is a family journal and 

devotional that prompts families to discuss their  
smartphone habits openly. It also gives suggestions  

for how families can alter their habits and regain  
balance when necessary.

With Look Up From Your Phone, parents and  
children alike will gain new appreciation for  

the everyday blessings of family.

Look Up From  
Your Phone 

So I Can Love You
by Amy Vannieuwenhoven

Softcover, 182 pages,  
5 x 8 in.

KT1201802, $15.99

HEY, YOU! 

Ill
us

tr
at

io
n:

 iS
to

ck


