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Practical Success

Cordell M. Parvin

Much has been written about the challenges law-
yers face finding balance in their lives given the 
time they spend working. Recently, I read a very 
interesting Atlantic Monthly article by Ann-Ma-
rie Slaughter aimed at women professionals: Why 
Women Still Can’t Have It All. I urge every lawyer to 
read the article.
 After reading the article, I went 
back to a draft column I had writ-
ten for women lawyers. I sent the 
column to my wife Nancy and sev-
eral women lawyers I have coached 
and asked for their feedback.
 After hearing from Nancy and 
the women I have coached, I de-
cided my column would be bet-
ter aimed at lawyer dads. Even 
though, Anne-Marie Slaughter’s 
article is for women, she does make 
an interesting point for men. She writes:
 “Still, the proposition that women can have 
high-powered careers as long as their husbands 
or partners are willing to share the parenting load 
equally (or disproportionately) assumes that most 
women will feel as comfortable as men do about 
being away from their children, as long as their 
partner is home with them. In my experience, that 
is simply not the case.

 “Here I step onto treacherous ground, mined 
with stereotypes. From years of  conversations and 
ob servations, however, I’ve come to believe that 
men and women respond quite differently when 
problems at home force them to recognize that 
their absence is hurting a child, or at least that their 

presence would likely help. I do not 
believe fathers love their children 
any less than mothers do, but men 
do seem more likely to choose their 
job at a cost to their family, while 
women seem more likely to choose 
their family at a cost to their job.”
As a dad and long time lawyer, I can’t 
argue with that proposition. Instead, 
I want to share two stories about fa-
thers and sons that I believe illustrate 
that fathers are changing over time. 
My minister related the first story to 

our congregation a few years ago. It was about a 
day of  fishing long ago:
 “Charles Francis Adams, the son of  John Quin-
cy Adams took his son, Brook fishing. Brook kept a 
journal and his entry for that day was: ‘Went fishing 
with my father — the most wonderful day of  my 
life!’ It turns out that Charles Francis Adams also 
kept a journal. His entry for the very same day was: 
‘Went fishing with my son today — a day wasted.’ 
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That entry might seem incredible today, but I do 
not think so.”
 I remember Harry Chapin’s wonderful song 
The Cat is in the Cradle and the lyrics:

My son turned ten just the other day
He said, “Thanks for the ball, Dad, come on let’s play”
“Can you teach me to throw?”
I said, “Not today, I got a lot to do”
He said, “That’s ok”
And he walked away but his smile never dimmed
And said, “I’m gonna be like him, yeah”
“You know I’m gonna be like him”

 I am confident that most lawyer dads do not 
consider time with their children wasted. But, if  so, 
are those dads totally attentive when they are with 
their children?
 The second story is Green and Clean and I read 
it many years ago in the late, Stephen Covey’s 
book “The 7 Habits of  Highly Effective People.” 
Dads, I know you will value reading this entire story 
and you can do so at this website. http://champi-
onsclubcommunity.com/covey/explore/stories/
green-and-clean/
 I will try to paraphrase the story here: 
 Stephen Covey tells about giving his seven year 
old son responsibility for the yard work and mak-
ing the yard “green and clean” and volunteered to 
be his son’s helper. For several days, Stephen Covey 
looked at the yard and nothing had been done. Ste-
phen Covey asked his son: “How’s the yard com-
ing?” The son replied: “Fine, Dad.” 
 After dinner one night, Stephen Covey suggest-
ed they take a look at the yard. As they walked out in 
the yard his son began to sob and said: “It is so hard, 
Dad.” Stephen Covey asked if  there was anything 
he could do to help. That broke the ice. His son 
went in the house and got a bag for Stephen Covey 
to pick up garbage from a barbeque. According to 

Covey, his seven-year-old son only asked for help 
a couple of  more times that summer and the yard 
was greener and cleaner than ever before.
 Ok, so what practical tips can I give you as a 
Dad? I learned a great deal of  what I now advise 
from Stephen Covey. But, here it goes:

1. For each of  your children individually, or as a 
group, plan father-daughter/son/children time. 
Each Saturday afternoon, my daughter Jill and I 
spent that time doing what she wanted to do.

2. When you are with your children, be totally fo-
cused on your children. Turn your Blackberry or 
iPhone off. Turn the radio off  if  you are in the car 
together.

3. Be patient like Stephen Covey was with his sev-
en-year old son.

4. When you are working at home, and one of  your 
children interrupts you, put your work down and 
listen. You likely do it when you get an email at 
work. So, you can do it at home.

5. To the extent possible, leave work to see your 
children’s important events. If  it is not an emer-
gency situation, you can get back to the work when 
your children are asleep.

6. Set a good example by coming home cheerful 
and leaving your work problems in the office.

7. Encourage your children to give their maximum 
effort.

8. Finally, each and every day let them know you 
love them and love doing things as a family.
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