
clean the toilets. It’s like, if 
you think it’s hilarious to 
pee all around the toilet, 
then you can clean it up. 
It backfired: He put on an 
apron and started singing, 
like, “I’m a working man!”

How do you discipline?
With a stick! [Laughs.] No. 
We make them earn the 
stuff they want. They’re 
not going to play with their 
iPad today unless they do 
their chores. I use an app 
called ChoreMonster. The 
kids earn points for brush-
ing teeth or picking up 
the dog poop. It’s genius. 
[Oliver interjects: “Ugh!”] 
Oliver says it’s hard!
 
What are some of your 
house rules?
We can’t have iPads until 
after 7 p.m. Otherwise 
the entire day is, “iPad 
time? What about now?” 
It makes me crazy. And no 
TV on weekend mornings. 
I discovered, on school 
days, when they’ve got to 
get up at 6:30, they won’t 
get out of bed. But on the 
weekends they were up at 
6 a.m. I was like, “Why do 
you guys wake up so early 
on the weekends?” It’s like, 
“Because I wake up and I 
think, Is it a TV day? And 
if it is . . .” So we had to 
change that rule. I’m like, 
“Thank you for telling me 
what I need to do!”

Do your sons understand 
why you have rules?
I tell my kids, “Look, your 
life is a video game, and I 
have to get you from level 
0 to 18 as an independent 
person with all your 
skills and limbs intact. 
Every time you hit your 
brother or throw food, 

arm, chimes in with 
his thoughts. (“Oliver is 
apparently part of this 
interview,” she quips.) The 
Neutrogena spokeswoman, 
46, shares the dirty details 
of motherhood with Us’ 
Alissa Schulman.

Do you have a mom 
philosophy?
I read some article where 
Reese Witherspoon said, 
“If you’re not yelling at 
your kids, you’re not 
spending enough time 
with them.” It made me 
feel so much better. I was 
like, Oh, this must mean 
I’m a good mom! Reese 
Witherspoon, who I’ve 

only met once, saved my 
life with that quote.

Three boys are a 
handful!

They’re ram-
bunctious. We’ve 
had four or five 
casts in three 
years — there 
was a point when 
I thought the 
Department of 
Children and Fam-
ily Services was 
going to show up 

at my door! There’s 
a lot of naked wres-

tling. How many times 
can you say, “No yank-

ing on one another’s 
genitals”? Everything is 
hilarious until someone 
starts crying.

Do you feel outnumbered 
by the guys?
There’s a lot of boy humor 
around here that I don’t 
get. One time Oliver 
didn’t want to go to camp 
for whatever reason. 
He insisted on staying 
home — so I made him 
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iving in a house full of males leaves Julie Bowen 
craving time with fellow moms. “You need those 
friends you can tell, ‘Oh, my lord, I have three jack-
asses for children!’” she jokes about Oliver, 9, and 
twins Johnny and Gus, 7, her boys with software 
developer husband Scott Phillips. “And she’ll be like, 
‘Let’s just leave our kids at the beach and never pick 
them up!’” Calling from a getaway to Santa  Barbara, 
the Modern Family star sounds a bit like her ABC 
show’s alter ego, slightly frazzled mom Claire 
Dunphy. Midinterview, she confesses: “P.S., I’m 
sweeping something really weird off the floor as we 
speak.” In the background, Oliver, crashing the trip 
after being sidelined from surf camp with a broken

Modern Family matriarch 

Julie Bowen tells Us how 

she manages her rambunctious 

trio of boys at home  

One
Funny

Mother
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“My boys are 
the biggest love 

affair of my 
life,” the actress 

tells Us.

Oliver, Johnny and Gus (from left) gave Mom props at a May 4 visit to Jimmy Kimmel’s show.
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you’re  taking us all back.” 
I thought that was a smart 
analogy, but Oliver looks 
at me and goes, “Wait, are 
the levels weeks or years?” 
I think I’m so smart and 
they’re like, “What is she 
talking about?”

Do you and your husband 
share parenting styles?
My husband is very funny. 
He’s good at defusing me. 
The kids will go to bed and 
I’ll be like, “Well, it’s time 
to bleach the cabinets!” 
And he’s like, “Or not.” He 
helps me realize that mak-
ing sure everyone’s socks 
are matched properly is 
a waste of time. He’s like, 

“Who cares? Let it go.” He’s 
good at balancing me. 

It sounds like you’re a 
very prepared mom.
I have this fancy Givenchy 
bag. I don’t know what the 
Kardashians have in their 
bags — I bet they have 
really expensive products 
or six cellphones or 

conversations happen in 
my brain, by the way.

What do you do together 
as a family?
Everyone can ride a bike 
now, so the park has had a 
big resurgence in our life. 
We also play a lot of dumb 
drawing games. At restau-
rants, I carry paper and 
markers and tell everyone 
to draw a picture with a 
unicorn, an octopus and 
an explosion. That keeps 
them still for a minute!

How about vacations?
I take the kids skiing every 
year, and my husband 
doesn’t always go. The 
way I grew up, that’s very 
normal. My mom would 

something. I have a cell-
phone and some lipstick 
for me, and the rest is just 
filled with stuff for the 
kids — sunscreen and lip 
balm and little Ziploc bags 
of pretzels and Goldfish 
and cheese sticks. Kids 
don’t seem to recognize 
when they’re hungry until 
they’re starving and in the 

emergency zone, so I’m 
like, “Who wants some 
apple slices and cheese?”

What gives you guilt?
Kids think the world is 
about them, so if you for-
got to put the right flavor 
yogurt in their lunch, 
and they have too much 
homework when they 

come home, they’re like, 
“You know I hate peach!” 
There’s a part of me that’s 
like, “I’m so sorry, I could 
have shown my love 
more.” But then I’m like, 
“You know what? It beats 
digging ditches. There are 
kids in Syria who have 
never even seen yogurt, 
so stick it!” A lot of these 

take us skiing, but my dad 
hates cold weather. In 
my family, Mom can lead 
the sports activities, no 
problem! Except football 
— that, my husband does.

What has Claire taught 
you about motherhood?
I’ve learned a lot from 
Claire! Somewhere early 
on in the series, she said 
wisely that her job wasn’t 
to be the kids’ friend, it 
was to be the mom. I don’t 
think I fully understood 
it at the time because my 
kids were really little, but I 
get it now. Also, Claire has 
made that mistake over 
and over, which makes 
me feel better. It means a 
whole room full of writers 

have agreed they made 
that mistake too.

Do you share parenting 
tips with your costars?
It was very satisfying when 
Ty [Burrell, who plays 
Claire’s husband, Phil] 
started having kids. He 
would go, “How did you 
do this? I’m exhausted.” I 
said, “Ty, you know what’s 
the best? When you Don 
Draper them.” And he’s 
like, “What’s that?” And I 
was like, “You come home 
from a great day at work, 
and it’s 7 and the kids are 
all clean from the bath and 
ready to go to bed, and you 
pour yourself a drink and 
pat them on their clean 
little heads and give them 

a hug and say goodnight!” 
Every now and again it’s 
delightful to Don Draper 
your children. But for the 
most part, it’s not.

Describe a dream mom 
day for you.
I would love to get up, take 
the kids to school, work 
out. Maybe have lunch 
with a friend. I really like 
putting the kids to bed 
because everyone is cozy 
and snuggly. Nobody is 
giving anyone a hard time, 
and everybody reads. 
Then, I would want to 
sit on the couch with my 
 husband and watch Game 
of Thrones, asking him 
every five minutes, “What 
just happened?”   

“The boys’ routines are so 
set, hopefully they’re sec-
ond nature,” Bowen says of 
getting them to school on 
time. Her schedule:
 
6:20 a.m. 
“I wake up! I’m a terrible 
cook, but I like to make a 
nice breakfast. We have 
eggs, bacon, sausage and 
toast — the whole thing.  
It makes me feel like I’m 
doing something!”
 
6:30 a.m.
“The boys get up. The kids’ 
alarm clock is actually a light 

that gets brighter and 
brighter. It is supposed 
to wake them up as if  
it is the sun.”
 
6:45 a.m. 
“No one can get three kids 
out of the house by 7:30 if 
you’re fighting to get them 
dressed at 7:29. We have a 
rule: Don’t come downstairs 
without being changed.”
 
7 a.m. 
“We pack lunches and set 
out clothes, shoes and 
backpacks the night before. 
But every day someone 

goes, ‘I don’t know where 
my sweatshirt is!’ I have a 
mudroom — which was my 
dream, to have a mudroom 
— and they each have a 
cubby with all their stuff. So, 
if something is missing, it’s 
like, ‘Go to your cubby!’”
 
7:15 a.m.
“SPF is not optional in our 
house – they can pick spray, 
stick or lotion as long as it 

goes on. The most import-
ant thing for children is to 
see their parents put SPF on 
themselves every day.”
 
7:30 a.m.
“My husband or I drive the 
kids to school. If you’re the 
first in the car with a seat-
belt on, you earn extra iPad 
time. If you leave anybody 
waiting, you’re going to lose 
some iPad time later.”
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I’M A NORMAL 
MOM. LOTS OF 

MISTAKES, LOTS 
OF LOVE, LOTS OF 
TALKING ABOUT 

HOW PEOPLE 
FEEL, AND HUGS 

AND KISSES.”

The Neutrogena 
spokeswoman 
says she “goes 
nuts” applying 
Wet Skin Kids 
sunscreen on 
the boys (with 

Phillips in 2015).
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With three boys to get out the door, 
Bowen says mornings are “go, go, go!” 

“I think reading is the greatest thing,” Bowen (with Gus, left, and 
Johnny at an L.A. event in 2015) tells Us. “I want to make good 

STRATEGY
SCHOOL-DAY
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readers.”


