How to talk so kids will listen and how to listen so kids will talk

Family Fest Session 17th September, 2010
Why?

Earlier in the year I did a course called ‘Tuning Into Kids’ which was about emotionally intelligent parenting. This was a great course which helped me to identify and value my own and my children’s emotions. After this I was really looking for some practical tools to put some of the principals of emotion coaching into practice and that’s when I found the authors Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish two mothers that attending Professor Haim  Ginnott a psychologist, parenting groups and then decided to write some books putting what they had learned into the hands of everyday parents.

I have two children an almost 6 year old boy and 20 month year old girl.  As you get beyond the feeding, sleeping and toilet training issues of the toddler and preschool years you are faced with the decision about how you are going to parent your child over the bigger, moral, character forming issues.  I have found these books helpful because they have given me a framework in which to move that I believe really values children as little people in their own right.   

The biggest shift for me as a result of reading and trying to implement these books is in the way that I view my children and how I define my role as a parent.

The way we talk to children and the words that we use are profoundly important. Not so we can get them to do what we want them to but because the very way we interact with a child determines the kind of human being he becomes.  The daily challenges and tasks of parenting are opportunities to forge our children’s character and affirm the values we believe in.  

Think about this question in light of the following story ….How do you see your role as a parent?

Three laborers were approached by a villager. “What are you doing?’ he asked them

The first worker said ‘I’m earning my living’

The second one said ‘I’m laying bricks’

The third one said ‘I’m building a cathedral’

We too are laborers. Our work is raising children. Our bricks – moment by moment responsibilities. Our cathedral – the realization of our children’s full humanity.

In the session I will give an overview of the main ideas and chapters set in 
‘How to talk so kids will listen & listen so kids will talk.’ as well as drawing on the authors’ other book ‘ Liberated parents, Liberated Children: Your guide to a happier family’.   In addition to these two titles Faber and Mazlish have written books expanding their principals for teachers.  They have also authored the New Your Times bestseller ‘Siblings without Rivalry’. More information can be found at www.fabermazlish.com.
1. Helping children deal with their feelings
One of the central principles of this approach is the importance of accepting children’s feelings. Children are people too.
All feelings are permitted, actions are limited.

There is a direct connection between how kids feel and how they behave

When kids feel right they can think right

When a child feels right they can behave right.

How do we get them to feel right?

By accepting their feelings

So many of us grew up in a time where children’s feelings didn’t count for much.  We were used to statements such as ‘You have no reason to be upset’ or ‘your making a big fuss over nothing’.

Steady denial of feelings can confuse and enrage kids. 
It also teaches them not to know what their feelings are and not to trust them.

e.g.   Child: Mummy, I’m tired

         Mum: you couldn’t be tired you just napped

         Child: (louder) but I’m tired

          Mum: your not tired your just a little sleepy now lets get dressed

         Child: (wailing) no I’m tired

Outcome – conversations turning to arguments

      Children are not learning to trust their own perceptions but to rely on mums instead.

Quick Reflection:  How did you grow up, were your feelings accepted and validated?  

Instead put yourself in your children’s shoes
When we listen to our children, when we accept and acknowledge their feelings and give them a chance to talk about what’s troubling them they begin to feel less upset, less confused, better able to cope with their feelings and their problem. Better able to come up with their own solutions.

e.g. ‘So your still feeling tired even though you just napped?’

Conmen ways we respond
· Denial of feelings

· Philosophical response

· Advice

· Questions

· Defense of the other person

· Pity

· Amateur psychoanalysis

Quick Reflection: Do you see yourself in any of these responses?

Instead an empathetic response – doesn’t come naturally to most of us


     To help with feelings:
1. Listen with full attention – eye contact, be present
2. Acknowledge their feelings with a word ‘oh’ … ‘mmm’ … ‘I see’

3. Give their feelings a name ‘That sounds frustrating’
4. Give them their wishes in fantasy ‘I wish I could make the banana ripe for you right now!  
Discuss: What could you say to your child in the following situation.
Janey is moving away and she is my best friend

First identify a word she might be feeling _____________ 
Second use that word in a statement that shows you understand the feeling
____________________________________________________________
2. Engaging cooperation

Methods most commonly used to get children to cooperate
· Blaming and accusing … ‘fingerprints on the door again! How many times do I have to tell you to use the doorknob?’

· Name- calling … Look at the way you eat … your disgusting’ 

· Threats … If your not dressed by the time I count to 3 I am leaving without you.

· Commands … ‘Clean your room right now!’

· Lecturing and Moralizing .. ‘You wouldn’t want anyone to do that to you, would you?’

· Warnings …’Careful, you’ll get hit by a car’

· Martyrdom Statements ‘Will you two stop screaming, what are you trying to do make me sick?’

· Comparisons … ‘why can’t you be more like your brother?’

· Sarcasm …. ‘is this the homework your turning in, well I hope your teacher can read Chinese, I can’t’

· Prophecy…. ‘Just keep on being selfish and you will end up with no friends’

Quick Reflection: Which of these do you use?


   Alternatives

1. Describe what you see or the problem …when we describe we give children a chance to tell themselves what to do.

‘There is a wet towel on my bed’
2. Give Information … it’s a lot easier to take than accusation

‘The towel is getting my blanket wet’

3. Say it with a word – less is more 

           ‘The towel!’

4. Talk about your feelings – by describing what we feel we can be genuine without          hurtful ‘I don’t like sleeping in a wet bed.’

5.  Write a note – above towel rack ‘please put me back so I can stay dry thanks your towel’

3. Alternatives to punishment
Why do we punish?
· If you don’t kids will get away with murder

· Get so frustrated don’t know what else to do

· So he will learn

· It’s the only thing he understands

How did you feel when punished as a Kid?

· I hated my parents

· Felt bad about myself

· Plotted revenge

· Plotted ways to get what I wanted without getting caught
Punishment can lead to feelings of hatred, revenge, defiance, guilt, unworthiness and self pity. Parents worry that if they don’t punish they will lose control over their children.

A child should experience the consequences of their misbehaviour but not punishment.

Punishment is when a parent deliberately deprives a child for a set period of time or inflicts pain upon him in order to teach him a lesson. Consequences on the other hand, come about as a natural result of a child’s behaviour.

Dr Ginnot states that Punishment is ineffective because it is a distraction.  Instead of the child feeling sorry for what he has done and thinking about how he can make amends, he becomes preoccupied with revenge fantasies.

By punishing a child we actually deprive him of the very important inner process of facing his own misbehaviour.

So what do I do instead? 

Alternatives to Punishment

1. Express your feelings strongly – without attacking character

e.g I’m furious that my new saw was left outside to rust in the rain.

Practice anger without insult. It is unrealistic and unnecessary for parents to be patient all the time. It can be helpful for a parent to express anger as long as it did not insult the child.  We do this by using words that describe rather than attack personality.
For example if a child’s messy room bothers a parent, the parent should express their genuine feeling
Instead of :

‘Why are you such a slob’ or ‘you never take care of your things.’ 
Say:

‘The sight of this room does not make me happy’ or

‘When I see things lying all over the floor I get furious. It makes me feel like opening the window and throwing everything out!’ or

‘I see something that makes me angry. Books, games and toys belong on the shelf.’
2. State your expectations

e.g. I expect my tools to be returned after they’ve been borrowed

3. Show the child how to make amends/be helpful

e.g. what the saw needs now is a little steel wool and a lot of elbow grease

4. Give the child a choice

e.g. you can borrow my tools and return them or you can give up the privilege of using them you decide.

5. Take Action

Child: why is the tool box locked

Father: you tell me why

6. Problem solve

What can we work out so I can use my tools when I need them and so that I’ll be sure they’re there when I need them?


Problem Solving
Step 1

Talk about the child’s feelings and needs
Step 2

Talk about your feelings and needs 

Step 3

Brainstorm together to find a mutually agreeable solution

Step 4

Write down all the ideas without evaluating

Step 5
Decide which suggestions you like, which you don’t like and which you plan to follow through on. 

4. Encouraging Autonomy

Autonomous means self-regulating, self-governing, inner directed and separate.

An Important goal for parents is helping children separate from us, helping them to become independent individuals. How do we do this? By allowing them to do things for themselves, by permitting them to wrestle with their own problems, by letting them learn from their own mistakes. 
Imagine you are four years old. In the course of a day you hear your parents tell you:

· Eat your beans. Vegetables are good for you

· Here let me zip that zipper for you

· your tired lie down and rest

· are you sure you don’t have to go to the toilet

How do you feel?


To encourage autonomy

1. Let children make choices… it gives them practice making decisions and exercising their own judgment,
Are you in the mood for your red pants or your grey pants today?

2. Show respect for a child’s struggle … this helps a child build courage to se a job through by himself.
A jar can be hard to open. Sometimes it helps if you tap the side of the lid with a spoon.

3. Don’t ask too many questions… too many questions can be experienced as an invasion of one’s private life. Children will talk when they are ready.
‘Glad to see you welcome home’

4. Don’t rush to answer questions… allow them the chance to explore the answer for themselves, first.
‘That’s an interesting question what do you think?

5. Encourage children to use sources outside .. so they know they are not completely dependent on you, the world outside can be called upon to help them with their problems.
‘Maybe the pet shop owner would have a suggestion’

6. Don’t take away hope… instead of preparing children for disappointment, let them explore and experience. By trying to protect children from disappointment, we protect them from hoping, striving, dreaming, and sometimes achieving their dreams.
‘So you’re thinking of trying out for the play! That should be an experience.’
More …
1. Let her own her own body. Stop fussing over them.

2. Stay out of the minutiae of a child life. Don’t constantly bug or nag them. e.g. take your hair out of your eyes how can you see what your doing.

3. Don’t talk about a child in front of him 

4. Let a child answer for himself. 

‘Johnny can tell you he’s the one who knows’

5. Show respect for your Childs eventual readiness. 

‘I’m not concerned when your ready you’ll get into the water’.
6. Watch out for two many No’s, rephrase statements.

Some Alternatives to No

1. Give Information

Child: Can I have a biscuit

Instead of’ no you can’t’, give the facts ‘we are having dinner in 5 minutes’
B. Accept feelings

Child: I don’t want to go home now, cant we stay?

Instead of ‘No we have to go now!’ accept his feelings ‘if it were up to you, you’d stay a long, long time. (As you take him by the hand) Its hard to leave a place you enjoy so much.’
C. Describe the problem
Child: Can you take me to the library now?

Instead of ‘No I can’t you’ll just have to wait’, describe the problem ‘I’d like to help. The problem is the electrician is on his way.’

D. When possible substitute a ‘Yes’ for a ‘No’

Child: Can we go to the park?

Instead of ‘No you’re not ready yet’ substitute a yes ‘Yes as soon as you have your clothes on and teeth brushed.’

E. Give yourself time to think

Child: Can I have a sleepover at Gary’s house?

Instead of ‘ No you slept there last week’, Give yourself a chance to think: ‘Let me think about it.’

5. Descriptive Praise
· Praise is essential for building a child’s self esteem.  However along with good feelings can come other reactions.  
· Praise can make you doubt the praise

e.g. if someone says you’re a great cook when you served up something ordinary

· Praise can lead to immediate denial

e.g. always beautifully dressed you should have seen me an hour ago.

· Praise can force you to focus on your weaknesses

e.g. Brilliant mind… are you kidding? I still can’t add a column of figures.

· Praise can be experienced as a form of manipulation
e.g. what does this person want from me
Words that evaluate – good, beautiful, fantastic make people feel uncomfortable. 


Praise that is helpful….Instead of evaluating describe

1. Describe what you see

‘I see a clean floor, a smooth bed and books neatly lined up on the shelf.

2. Describe what you feel

‘It’s a pleasure to walk into this room!’

3. Sum up the child’s praiseworthy behaviour with a word.

‘You sorted out your pencils, crayons and pens and put them into separate boxes. 
 That’s what I call organization.’  

4. The child after having heard the description is then able to praise himself.

e.g My preschooler showed me a picture of scribble and asked is it good?

Instead of an automatic very good I said ‘ well I see you went circle circle circle dot    dot dot slash slash!

     Yeah he nodded enthusiastically

     I said ‘ how did you ever think to do this?

     He thought a while ‘because I’m an artist’
6. Freeing children from playing roles

Sometimes children can get stuck in a role or we as parents can cast them in a role. Some common ones include sad sack, the princess, the whiner, teachers pet, the loner etc  How to deal with this is covered quite extensively in the book.   
