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10 TIPS ON TALKING WITH YOUR CHILD AND OTHER PEARLS

Partially With Maryann Bucknum Brinkley


You look at your six-year-old child and repeat what you’ve just said—for the third time.  “How can I get through?” you wonder.  Or your 11-year-old daughter announces that all her classmates “hate her” but won’t breathe another word.  How can you get her to open up?


For answers, I reviewed a number of practiced sources.  Here are some suggestions advice for overcoming conversational obstacles and how they work.

1. Really listen to your child

Suspend your own feelings, and try to understand your child’s point of view.  This is a little more than applying your views on what she has to say or judge the value of her thoughts.  Expect her view to be “off the wall” but a valid one for now, given her age, experiences, and circumstance.  Pretend she is right and that you are the one who is the detective here to figure out where she is right so that you can clear the way for her to fit the ‘wild’ core of her idea into more grown-up thinking.  You will be seeing through a child’s eyes—seeing things fresh.  Then you can blend her view with the more sophisticated one that you hold.  When you can’t allow her the action because of safety, you can at least honor her view.  She will be more interested in following your direction when she feels she is respected and you will have fewer tugs of war.

2. No matter what, don’t laugh

Unless your child is laughing, too.  Give her the freedom to express feelings or opinions without fear of ridicule.  Keep in mind that a child doesn’t think as an adult does.  Remember the slimy green monster under your childhood bed that kept you up nights?  Or when you were convinced that a teacher held a grudge against you?  These are real concerns for children.  You must respect them if you want your child to feel comfortable about opening up to you.  Put yourself in the position of being her coach-not advisor or leader.  Root for her and commiserate with her losses but always leave it for her to make the final decision in her life-since it IS her life and she will be living it a lot longer than you will.

3. Openly express your own feelings

A good method of getting others to open up is by sharing your own thoughts and emotions.  Let your child know when you are upset or ecstatic and, most important, WHAT made you feel this way.  And, when your child does reveal her feelings, avoid comparisons or one-upman-ship language, such as “When I was your age, I…” Instead, show how you do identify with your child by making parallel statements, such as, “I felt that way, too.”

4. Remember that body language counts

Be aware that nonverbal cues indicate whether or not you are really available and listening.  With young children, talk face to face, not over your shoulder while standing at the sink.  Also, try to match the mood and posture of your child.  For example, stand or sit so that your shoulders face hers.  In this society-show your respect for her as an individual by looking her in the eye with a steady, thoughtful, and possibly loving gaze.  Other cultures show respect by looking down or by offering certain common phrases of greeting to signal closer contact.

With close-mouthed teens, try something as simple as sitting down in the same room and leafing through a magazine.  When you begin talking, don’t expect instant rapport.  Your goal is to show that you are ready to talk whenever your child is, and being available is the first step.  Car rides are great places to talk with teens-less interruption, especially if the radio or Disc is off.  Conversation can be purposely be begun with casual comments about the scenery until the teen (and you) feel comfortable with the more serious subjects.

5. Don’t ask open-ended questions

Don’t ask, “How’s school?”  Or “How’s everything?”  They’re too general to answer.  In addition, avoid the word “why?”  —It puts children (as well as grownups like you) on the defensive.  Questions that begin with “what” are usually better conversation starters since they are specific but demand more than “okay” as a response.

6. Take advantage of everyday conversation starters

Television, for instance, can be a wonderful stimulus for conversation, whether you and your child anticipate what will happen on an episode of The Cosby Show or discuss a distressing issue raised by a TV movie.  Newspaper stories and song lyrics also present opportunities for exchanges of thought.  Feel free to discuss more neutral things until you are practiced enough to begin introducing the ‘tough stuff’.  Your teen will appreciate you giving him a chance to recheck how open you are to listening when the two of you practice these preliminary conversations.

7. Be a sounding board for your child to test out ideas

Children often need to talk to someone they trust as a way of clarifying their thoughts.  Sometimes just echoing or paraphrasing a child’s words can help him understand the feelings behind them and make it easier to come up with solutions to problems.  If your four-year-old daughter is upset because a friend broke her toy, you might simply say, “It sounds as if you’re pretty angry at Billy for losing your truck’s wheel.”  This implies that she is strong enough to manage her own feelings, that you are there and capable of helping her if she can’t manage, and that it is ok to rehearse verbally instead of doing it.

8. Don’t overuse commands

Parents are responsible for guiding and teaching children.  It is easy and often expedient to lapse into the habit of always using the imperative, as in “Finish you homework” or “Help your sister clear the table”.  Explain to your child WHY it is important to comply with your wishes.  This offers the opportunity and responsibility to your child to counteroffer another solution that may be more acceptable to the both of you.  This reduces the common relational habit of blaming the other for one’s own failure; “I didn’t know what to do-no one told me”.  It encourages the child to look more thoroughly at other sides of the situation with you.  Then, when she is in a novel situation at school or scouts, she will have had the opportunity to apply looking at the rationale from her practice with you.

9. Spell out the specifics

Kids have naturally short attention spans even without ADHD.  So if you want them to respond appropriately, to what you say, try to be more clear and concrete about what is expected of them.  Rather than saying, “After school we’ll take care of some errands.”  Instead, try saying, “Be home by four this afternoon so we can shop for your new jeans.”

10. Express your unconditional love

From the earliest age, let your child know that he is loved, no matter what he says or doesn't say -no matter how heated an argument becomes.  Set up a schedule for yourself until the habit of daily telling him of your love is ingrained—twice in the morning, twice in the afternoon, and again twice in the evening.  This is not a bad idea to practice with the adults in your life, either.  Also make it a habit to thank or note to your child something positive she just did in the last hour that you noticed.  Try catching her doing well as well as catching her doing wrong.

Parenting Survival TIP:
And, as you grow daily and get your own “house more in order,” you will also be helping your child grow the most and the healthiest she can be.  When you demonstrate that your approach to life is a learning one, she learns by your example that life is a process of improving.  She will see daily that you are strong enough to be able to manage the changes that come with that process of improvement.  You will also have become the best role model any child could have.  You are not, and don’t ever have to be, perfect when you live your life with the attitude that you are getting better and better life every day.

Another survival point for parents:

Parenting is the only profession in our society that does not require specialized education and/or training before practicing.  Even driving requires a minimum of classroom and practical work before a test.  Yet parents are left to practice parenting only through their own wit, intelligence and interest in studying up.  Your children occasionally need to be reminded that you are learning how to be a parent at the same time they are learning how to be an adult!  As it is ok for them to goof once in awhile as they practice judgement skills, it is also ok for you to occasionally goof while you practice your parenting skills.  It’s not the size of the goof but how you correct yourself which demonstrates the one core life skill she needs in order to acquire all the others.  THAT is true success of a parent by ANY definition.
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