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More praise for Mom, They’re Teasing Me


“Once again Michael Thompson, Lawrence Cohen, and Catherine O’Neill Grace have reached into the hearts and minds of children and parents and given us deeply needed advice, reassurance, and good news. They show us how to deal with some of the most painful moments of childhood and, not only survive them, but thrive. Michael Thompson combines the knowledge and wisdom of a brilliant psychologist with the heart and love of an experienced parent. This much-needed book is a true gem.”

—Edward M. Hallowell, M.D.




“Few parenting challenges compare to helping a kid cope with teasing or being left out. With empathy and understanding, Mom, They’re Teasing Me gives parents age-by-age information and practical advice to guide and comfort kids through every stage of their so-called social lives.”

—Freddi Greenberg,
editor in chief, Nick Jr. Magazine




“What a wonderful and helpful book. It is right on target dealing with a very difficult issue—one that all parents confront—in a truly sensitive and intelligent manner. Above all, Michael Thompson and Lawrence Cohen give answers— why it happens and what to do about it. Iwas really impressed by their ability to make helpful sense out of a truly difficult part of child-raising.”

—Anthony E. Wolf, Ph.D.
author of Get Out of My Life,
but First Could Yo u Drive Me
and Cheryl to the Mall?
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For Theresa, Joanna, and Will, my greatest teachers
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—Michael




For Emma, with love
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—Larry




For my mom, Lois Decker O’Neill, who listened

—Catherine
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INTRODUCTION
It All Started
When She Hit Me Back…

What exactly is a parent supposed to do when a child comes home from school in tears because of a teasing incident or a friendship disaster? What do you do when your daughter is obviously in need of help in a social situation— but, as upset as she is, she's even more distraught at the idea that you might call the other parent or the teacher? So she pleads with you, “Don't call, Mom, please don't. Oh my God, you'll just make it worse!” What do you do if your child isn't receiving any birthday party invitations? How do you talk to other parents—or should you talk to other parents— about the fact that the phone never rings for your child? And if you are a teacher, what exactly is your role in protecting children from rejection or dealing with overly powerful cliques? Do you know that there is a secret social underworld playing out in front of your eyes every day? How much can you do to change it? How much worry is too much? How can we separate our children's experiences from our own painful memories of teasing or rejection?

We wrote this book to help answer questions such as these, questions that parents, teachers, and other adults face on a daily basis—questions that we have been asked again and again as we have traveled around the United States and overseas, giving workshops for parents and consulting to schools. Wherever we go, we hand out index cards and ask our audiences to share with us their worries about their children or their students. We have gathered hundreds of these question cards over the years, and from those we have focused on forty of the most common—and the most compelling—in these pages.

We want this book to help you understand the painful challenges as well as the extraordinary joys of children's social lives. We are two psychologists who specialize in children; we also do troubleshooting in schools and run workshops for parents and teachers. In our experience, problems that kids experience in their social lives are some of the most painful problems of all. Why do we say that? We have seen more mothers weep over these issues than they do about any other childhood problem.

When a parent is weeping or seething with anger about something going on socially with his or her child, the only response in that moment is empathy. But when things cool off a little, we have found that it often helps to explain some things about child development, so we will describe some of the psychological discoveries that we have found most illuminating. But as parents ourselves, we have been humbled to realize that sometimes knowledge of psychology is not much help. As much as we want to help, we sometimes lack data. Sometimes a child doesn't tell us her true feelings about a situation, so we are working with incomplete information, or she tells us but gives an account that is slanted in one way or another. (We often refer to this bias in reporting events to us with the phrase “It all started when she hit me back.”)

Much of the time it turns out that perspective is more important than knowledge. If you are a parent, you already know that perspective is the toughest thing to maintain in child rearing. We all marvel at the balanced parent, the parent who doesn't explode, the parent with the light touch, the parent who doesn't get overinvolved, the consummate stage manager who can invisibly create an environment in which children solve their own difficulties. We all want to be like that, but very often we’re pulled into a situation prematurely, or we hang back too long.

Here's a quick example of how important it is to get a broader perspective on children's social experiences. Imagine a mom and a psychologist standing outside a school talking. They are watching her son play on the climbing structure with a bunch of other kids, mostly younger than he is. As the grown-ups chat and watch the play, her son starts being very rough and mean with the smaller children. The psychologist wonders if the mom is going to say anything to the boy about it. She doesn't. Then, suddenly, the smaller kids realize that there is only one of him and lots of them, so they gang up on him.

The mom leaves the conversation in midsentence and goes running over to protect her boy. She shouts at the other children for ganging up on one kid and for being too rough, and bundles her son into her arms. He starts to sniffle and whine a little bit. This is for her benefit, it seems, since he was totally fine before she ran over, even while the littler kids were beating up on him. In fact, the psychologist thought that the boy may have even liked the other kids ganging up on him, because it gave him a chance to fight them more aggressively.

Were the mom and the psychologist both seeing the same thing as they watched the scene on the playground?

Probably not. Parents tend to have a biased view when they watch children's social interactions. Usually we see our own children as the helpless, innocent victims and other children as the mean ones. But some parents actually have the opposite bias, always assuming that their own child is at fault in any conflict. Teachers, meanwhile, often split into two camps, some identifying with the underdogs and others identifying with the top bananas. Another reason we don't get a full picture is that we see the world through the lens of our own experience. If we were bullied and rejected a lot as children, we may be more likely to see that happening to our child, even when it isn't. Or, alternatively, we may not even notice it anymore, since we have become inured to it. In the case of the aggressive boy whose targets turned against him, it wasn't training as a psychologist that allowed a clear view of what was going on. It was just not being emotionally involved.

So one goal of this book is to help provide adults with a more complete picture, which takes into account the whole situation, or as much of it as we can possibly understand. That means seeing the roles of every child, the group as a whole, the parents, the school, and every other aspect of the system. You will see that we seldom peg some children as simply victims and others as simply bullies. The world we portray is not a black-and-white world, but one of complex interactions between the individual and the group. We try to take a systems approach to the social problems of kids.

Suppose a parent asks, “How can I teach my son better social skills so he will be accepted by his peers?” That is related to a common question from teachers, “How can I get my class to stop scapegoating this one boy?” Take another look at those two very different questions. Did you notice that they could actually be referring to the same child, but from very different angles? The child may lack social skills and be an irritant for the group; the group may have found its sense of mission in tormenting one child. If you are going to change this dynamic, it is important to address all facets of the system. The answers in this book will always try to balance the individual perspective with the group perspective.

One of the hardest jobs for parents is to acknowledge our children's pain while also keeping it in perspective. The most common difficulties of child rearing come when adults either can't face that their child is suffering or take that suffering too much to heart. To help the reader understand how serious children's social suffering may be, we have divided the book into three sections: normal social pain, children at risk, and school and neighborhood problems. We have done so to help the reader distinguish between the expected, inevitable social pain of childhood and the kind of social trauma that can totally crush a child's self-esteem.

Normal social pain is very real. But it doesn't have the danger of leading to serious mental illness or suicide or homicide. When our child comes running to us with hurt feelings, or slams the door to her room and cries all night into her pillow, we can easily lose sight of the fact that our child is not in serious peril, even if she is in a great deal of pain at the moment. At the same time, many parents tend to minimize the suffering associated with loneliness or rejection. We try to offer a balance between acknowledging pain and keeping it in perspective, between intervening when necessary and not worrying too much.

Normal social pain comes from the inevitable and nearly universal aspects of group life and peer interactions. Every child is teased, every child has a fight with a friend, everyone likes someone more than that person likes them. A child can't be expected to have too much perspective on that. After all, it may happen to everyone, but it only hurts when it happens to you or someone you love. Therefore we, as adults, have to remember that this normal social pain will pass, and that there is a tomorrow with the potential for friendship and acceptance.

For those children at real risk, however, the concerns are very different. We may not want to face that our child is mean, or has no real friends, or is scapegoated by the group. But the research in this area is very clear: Children who are systematically rejected or neglected or aggressive are at a much higher risk for dropping out of school, drug and alcohol problems, depression, criminal behavior, and even suicide.

In our discussions with parents and teachers, we usually hear two main approaches to the group life of children. One style is a hands off, kids-do-that-kind-of-thing approach. When that approach fails, the results are reminiscent of the horrible scenes in The Lord of the Flies when the children revert to the influence of primal and destructive group forces. The other approach is for adults to engage in a great deal of hand-wringing, interventions, serious talks, punishments, and so on, trying to replace those negative group dynamics with something more positive. That approach often fails as well. We suggest an alternative: a focus on teaching good leadership and conflict resolution skills, which helps the popular kids learn to be benign instead of cruel, lower-status kids to stick up for themselves and find acceptance in the group, and the majority in the middle to take a moral stand against teasing, bullying, and cruelty. In addition, adults can't be embarrassed to talk about kindness, morality, or compassion. Indeed, we must talk to children about those things all the time.

Like our book Best Friends, Worst Enemies, this one is a collaborative work among two psychologists, Michael Thompson and Larry Cohen, and a children's book writer, editor, and former teacher, Catherine O’Neill Grace. In our earlier book, we blended our three voices into one. In this book, you will be hearing primarily from the two psychologists, and we will switch back and forth between the “I” voice and the “we” voice. Why? It's less confusing. Can you imagine going to a psychologist's office and encountering two psychologists in two chairs giving two sets of advice? What a nightmare that would be.

Answering questions in the “I” voice allows us to use our respective life histories and experiences. When Larry writes about his daughter, Emma, you need to know that the story comes from him, so we have made that clear. However, because we share a common point of view and have worked together to refine each other's responses, we decided not to sign the answers to the questions. A few biographical notes about the authors will make it clear where some of the stories you will read in this book originated.

Michael Thompson, Ph.D., lives in Arlington, Massachusetts, with his wife, Theresa McNally, and their two children, Joanna, age sixteen, and Will, age eleven. He is the co-author of Raising Cain, Speaking of Boys, and Finding the Heart of the Child. In addition to his speaking engagements across the country and around the world, he is the psychologist consultant at the Belmont Hill School, an all-boys school in Massachusetts.

Lawrence J. Cohen, Ph.D., is a psychologist living in Brookline, Massachusetts, with his wife, Anne Fabiny, and their daughter Emma, age twelve. He is the author of Playful Parenting and a regular columnist for the Boston Globe and Nick Jr. magazine. Before beginning his specialization with children, parenting, and play, he worked extensively with survivors of sexual assault and abuse and their families. He has also worked with criminals, including sex offenders and batterers, which has shown him the more dismal side of human interactions.

Catherine O’Neill Grace lives in Waltham, Massachusetts, with her husband, Don Grace, on the campus of Chapel Hill–Chauncy Hall School, where Don is the headmaster. Catherine is the author of numerous books for children, most recently 1621: A New Look at Thanksgiving. For fifteen years she wrote a health column for middle-school children for the Washington Post.

For all three of us, listening to children and adults talk about their friendships and their group experiences is a powerful lesson in the joy and the suffering that seem always to walk hand in hand in people's lives. As parents and teachers, we would like to provide our children with opportunities for happy friendship and group experiences. But it doesn't work that way, of course. We cannot stop the seas from being stormy. We can only help see to it that all children set out in sturdy boats and have safe harbors to come home to. As much as possible, we want our children's friendships, their classrooms and neighborhoods, and our own homes to be those safe harbors.





[image: ]
THE EVERYDAY LIVES
OF CHILDREN:
Normal Social Pain

Every morning when the buses pull up in front of an elementary, middle, or high school building, an extraordinary social drama unfolds. Most adults miss the importance of this opening act of the school day, because it is a daily theater, apparently so predictable that grown-ups are not alert to its intensity. But kids get off the bus with their minds geared not to Spanish, spelling, or computer class, but to seeing their friends. They’re ready for the curtain to rise on the action of the day—for the conflict and connection of social life.

Children suffer when they are teased or excluded or have a fight with a friend—and parents suffer empathically right along with them. Our job is to bear that pain and also to put it in perspective. After all, we lived through cliques and betrayals and heartaches, and our children will too. Of course, there are things we can do to ease the pain— theirs and ours—but our first job is to take a deep breath and trust in children's resilience and in the process of human development.

The social troubles children face are so predictable and inevitable that it is hard to call them traumas. Nevertheless, they do hurt and they do sap a child's confidence. Losing a friend, having a secret betrayed, and being teased are just a few examples. As parents, we want desperately to help children escape these hard lessons of life, or at least master them when they do happen. We know that lectures don't really work, but we keep giving them anyway, just in case. We aren't sure what else to do. We also know that our own endless worrying doesn't help, but we have a hard time turning it off.

Research shows that the majority of kids fall somewhere in the middle of the social hierarchy. Their status ranges from basically accepted to well liked to wildly popular. For these children, intense social issues (and pain) are still prevalent. In fact, pressures and conflicts are universal as kids deal with clashes among the individual, the friendship pair, and the group. Most of the answers to the questions in this section begin with reassurance. Our goal is to help adults understand such factors as temperament, group dynamics, and child development. Our hope is that a better understanding of these things will provide some perspective, a dose of optimism, and a little relief from the anxiety we feel. Parents and other adults all have their own painful memories of social struggles. These memories are triggered when children hand over their pain to their parents. It's hard to separate the new pain of your child's present from the old pain of your own school days. It's a bit like getting your toe stepped on when it's already broken.

When we label much of what you worry about as “normal” social pain, we do not in any way mean to trivialize it.

The pain we feel when we lose a loved one is universal too— and therefore “normal.” But that does not lessen its sting. Nevertheless, knowing that something is universal, that you and your child are not the only people who ever went through this pain, can be powerfully comforting.

If you read between the lines as you look over the questions in this section, you'll see that more often than not, what parents and teachers are really asking is this: “Is my child normal?” “Are the children in my class normal?” There is often a great deal of anxiety and concern behind these questions. Much uncertainty and anxiety comes from a lack of experience about how normal it is for children to be in pain, or how normal it is for children to be so difficult for adults to understand and to handle. Normal children are not wonderful every minute. Their friendships aren't always a scene on a Hallmark card. In fact, they throw us all kinds of curve balls. I often share with parents this quote from the brilliant child psychiatrist D. W. Winnicott in his book The Child, The Family, and the Outside World: “What is the normal child like? Does he just eat and grow and smile sweetly? No, that is not what he is like. A normal child, if he has confidence in his father and mother, pulls out all the stops. In the course of time he tries out his power to disrupt, to destroy, to frighten, to wear down, to waste, to wangle and to appropriate. Everything that takes people to the courts (or to the asylums, for that matter) has its normal equivalent in infancy and early childhood (and in adolescence), in the relation of the child to his own home. If the home can stand up to all the child can do to disrupt it, he settles down to play; but business first, the tests must be made.”

We have to bear the pain that our children share with us, pain that might break our hearts or annoy us or remind us of our own horrible peer experiences. And we have to keep a sense of perspective about all that pain. Indeed, the first rule of worrying as a parent is to take the long view.

There is a story about an anxious first-time mother who called her baby's pediatrician constantly, sometimes several times a day. After a couple of months of this, he asked to see her. This is what he said: “Mrs. Smith, you have given birth to a child. You have opened yourself up to a lifetime of worry. You have to pace yourself.” Kids, too, need to learn to pace themselves in the long-distance race of growing up.

In the first of the two case studies that follow, you will meet a mother who learned to manage her worry and to promote, rather than anguish about, her child's friendships.

The second case study in this section will introduce you to Karen, a young adult, and her reflections about the complex interplay of identity, friendship, and popularity during adolescence. Karen's ability to look back on her own social life helps her make sense of a struggle that was hard to understand when she was living through it. We hope her view will give you added perspective on your own children's experiences in the world of friendship and popularity.
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Learning Not to Worry

When Sandra talks about the ups and downs of her thirteen-year-old son Peter's friendships, she says things like this:

“You have to let things happen as they happen, without overreacting. But you also have to be there, ready to listen.”

Sandra hasn't always been so philosophical about her son. A self-proclaimed worrier, she has spent a great deal of time thinking and agonizing about his friendships and his place in the group. But she has come to realize that she has to let her son make his own mistakes, suffer the bumps and bruises of childhood social life, and figure things out for himself—as anxiety-producing as that might be for her. She knows she can't protect him from these inevitable upsets, nor can she fix them all.

Still, she stays involved, believing that it is very important for her to be there to listen to Peter before, during, and after his time spent “figuring it out.” All that listening helps her son solve problems on his own and helps her own peace of mind. Listening empathically—but not so empathically that it floods her with her own painful emotions—provides Sandra with an effective alternative to being overwhelmed and ratcheting up the anxiety level. She has learned to resist the temptation to jump in screaming and shouting about fairness or about who is being mean to whom.

At the same time, Sandra says that she works hard not to move too far in the other direction. She doesn't want to be so calm and relaxed about Peter's daily life that she ignores the real pain that her son and other children can feel as a result of their social encounters.

Sandra has discovered that the opposite of worry isn't necessarily calm serenity. When it comes to anxiety about our children's social world, the opposite of worry is trust. What Sandra has done over the course of thirteen years of parenthood is learn to trust her child—to trust his friendships and relationships and, most importantly, to trust in the process of development to sort things out.

It has taken Sandra some time to get where she is today. A few years ago, when Peter was nine, he came to her with a major upset about not being invited to a party by Ned, one of his best friends. Peter reported that Ned and some of the other boys in the fourth grade had been mean to him for several weeks. He didn't understand why they were being that way.

Sandra was devastated. As she realized later, she had an intense reaction because she was combining several layers of strong emotions. First was her empathy for her son, who was clearly in emotional pain. Second was her anger, that instinctive mama-bear protectiveness of her cub. Finally—and this is the most difficult and confusing layer—she had to deal with the way this event in her son's life reminded her of painful experiences in her own childhood.

All those layers of feeling contributed to Sandra focusing on the pain in the situation—her own and Peter’s. She also was inclined at first to see her son as a helpless, innocent victim and the other boys as mean bullies. Such black-and-white thinking is a hallmark of reacting out of anxiety and worry, instead of reacting to a conflict or problem with trust and confidence.

Why is trust the opposite of worry? Because in Sandra's distress over this emotional upheaval, she forgot— temporarily—to trust in her son's resilience. Resilience is the ability to bounce back. Most children, Peter included, are remarkably resilient, even when they have suffered a serious upset or injury. Sandra also forgot her trust in the nature of friendships. They tend to go up and down, to cycle through conflict and turmoil. But friendships also tend to move back on track, or else the children move on to find other friends, putting the painful encounter behind them. Sandra also forgot for the moment about development. Nine-year-olds don't usually talk things out. They act them out, using the tools available to them—rejection, exclusion, teasing, and confrontation.

Fortunately Sandra did not just sit around stewing in her own juices, getting more and more anxious and angry. In the past she might have been preoccupied for a very long time with Ned's apparent rejection of Peter and the feelings it stirred up in her. She might have focused on her own old childhood memories of rejection and isolation. Instead, on her path from worry to trust, she looked for ways to manage her anxiety rather than escalate it. She had learned over the years not to focus primarily on her son's problems—an unfortunate but widespread parental tactic we call “interviewing for pain.” So instead of asking Peter every day how it was going with Ned, she decided the best thing would be to get more balanced information.

So Sandra called Ned's mother, Bonnie. The phone call represented two big steps away from worry. First, Sandra had to trust that Bonnie would respond in a helpful way, that they could collaborate on understanding what was going on with the boys and help them work out a solution. Second, she trusted that the rift in the boys’ friendship could be healed with a little work from her and the other parents involved.

The first thing Sandra learned, like every parent who has ever made this kind of phone call, is that there was more to the story than she heard from her son. From Peter's point of view, Ned's cruelty and his failure to invite Peter to his party came totally out of the blue—unexpected, undeserved, and unprovoked. But it's never that simple, is it? When Bonnie talked with Ned about it and called Sandra back, she added a very different perspective. From Ned's point of view, Peter was just getting what he deserved because he had done something at school to get a friend of Ned's in trouble. So that friend had enlisted Ned and several other boys in a revenge pact against Peter. But they didn't tell Peter why they were talking behind his back, whispering at the lunch table, calling him a copycat if he said he liked what they liked, and saying he was uncool and wrong if he didn't like it. Peter had a clean conscience about getting this other boy in trouble. He thought he was just being a good citizen. He didn't put two and two together, so he was puzzled by the mistreatment by his former friends.

As Sandra and Bonnie talked, they realized that there was another important factor involved. Ned was going to be leaving the school where he and Peter had been together for four years to attend a different school in the fall, although the boys would still live in the same neighborhood. It was no coincidence that the hostility between the boys began right around the time that Ned's family decided he would be switching schools. The upcoming change helped both moms understand why an invitation to Ned's party was so important to Peter.

Sandra got a lot more than information from her phone call to Bonnie. She got a much broader perspective. She got a picture of her son's role in the conflict, so she didn't have a simplistic (and inaccurate) picture of him as a poor innocent victim. She got empathy from her friend about her son's rejection, and about her own feelings about it. She got an ally in her goal of rebuilding and restoring the friendship.

Furthermore, Sandra was able to see Ned as a child struggling with a difficult social issue of his own—leaving his old friends and making new ones—instead of as a mean kid who just wanted to hurt her own child. She realized that, like most people, Ned was having a hard time dealing with an upcoming loss. It made much more sense that Ned would pick fights with his best friends so that he wouldn't be so sad to leave them. Sandra was also able to realize that Ned was probably doing this with most of his friends, but that her son Peter might be especially sensitive to the dynamic of someone pushing people away so that a separation doesn't hurt so much.

Sandra obtained helpful information by looking outside herself and her son for different perspectives on the incident. She trusted that a more complete picture is a more accurate picture. She also used her husband and her friends as reality checks. As she says, “If you tell people what happened and they all act like ‘What's the big deal?’ then that's a pretty good sign that all the worry is an overreaction. Usually it means that the worry is a leftover feeling from my own childhood, instead of a fitting response to the current situation. But if other people are also worried, or they see that it makes sense to worry or be angry, then that helps me trust my instincts and my feelings that there is a real problem that I should be worried about.”

Because she knew his friendship with Ned was important to Peter, and because she realized that Ned wasn't an evil monster, Sandra made a special effort to get the two boys together in a fun setting. She kept it low-key, trusting that just having some time together was all they needed to get things back on track.

This was another big step in trust for Sandra. In the past she would have come across very strongly, fussing at Ned for being mean to Peter or asking him forcefully what was going on. On the other hand, part of her balancing act was not to leave things entirely alone. She knew that if she did nothing, the two boys might well drift apart—and she knew that Peter, and probably Ned too, would regret that. She avoided both of the most extreme reactions—verbally attacking Ned or encouraging Peter to end the friendship, and just letting things slide. Instead, she actively encouraged and facilitated the healing of the friendship. She trusted instead of worried, believing this time that if parents can get children together, proximity will heal the rift.

Most psychologists who work with parents frequently find themselves saying, “Don't worry.” Some people just need a little reassurance that their child is normal or that they haven't wrecked everything. But of course, no one can just snap his or her fingers and stop being anxious. The real goal is to manage the anxiety, to channel it into constructive avenues. Sandra continues to get anxious but does a much better job managing her anxiety now than she used to.

How does she do it? “When Peter tells me something or I see something that really bothers me, I manage my anxiety by working with myself, trying to find a balance between overreacting and overresponding versus pulling away and just being annoyed by it or ignoring it. A large part of this is recognizing what part of my reaction is from my own past— which was definitely not good in terms of peer stuff, especially in middle school. That's often the source of the intensity of my emotional reaction, so if I just respond out of that feeling, it's usually not very helpful,” she says.

A recent event signaled a big turning point for Sandra. Once again it involved not being invited to a party—but this time the emotional aspects were different for both Peter and Sandra. Peter is generally well liked, with plenty of friends. But rejection is very painful for him, and his mom, when it does happen. This time Peter was not invited to a sleepover that most of the other boys at his usual lunch table crowd were invited to. He was very upset.

Sandra's first response was different from her overly worried reaction when Ned rejected Peter. This time she responded by saying that this wasn't such a big deal. After all, he and the boy having the party weren't such close friends, and the boy probably had a limit to the number of kids he could invite over. Sandra was kind of proud that she had managed not to overreact.

But before she could pat herself on the back, she realized that Peter felt criticized and invalidated by her reaction. He was already feeling bad about himself for caring so much and being upset by the rejection. At age thirteen, he thought, he should be able to let it roll off his back. But he couldn't; it really got to him. His mother's suggestion that he not blow it out of proportion echoed his own feelings of inadequacy about not being able to take it in stride.

“I should have just validated his disappointment,” Sandra said. “It's taken me a long time to learn that the best thing to say is just, ‘I see you’re upset. I can understand why you'd be sad about it. You really wanted to go.’ Stuff like that. At least I've learned to ask him for his ideas of what he wants to do about it, instead of leaping in with a million suggestions.

Eventually we settled on a plan for the weekend where he would do some fun things he wanted to do, and he felt better. In fact, I think he got over it before I did. But I've been thinking about this incident with the sleepover a lot. It illuminated something for me that I hadn't realized, which is that when I work hard not to panic and make a situation into a crisis of my own, I can go too far in the other direction and say it's no big deal. But for him it is a big deal—it's just not as big a deal as I sometimes make it out to be when I add on my own old feelings about rejection or exclusion.”

Once again, the opposite of worry is trust—trust that there will be other sleepovers and, for Sandra, another chance to “do it right” and strike a balance between confidence and empathy. Sandra has learned not to turn every little incident into a catastrophe. She no longer sees a conflict with a friend or exclusion by the group as permanently damaging to Peter.

Sandra seems to be well on her way to finding that balance she's been seeking. The other day when Peter came home and said another boy put him down because he isn't as talented athletically as that boy is, she didn't spin out of control with her worry and her protectiveness. And Peter has matured too. Instead of falling apart as he used to, which only fed Sandra's worry more, Peter told her, “We just don't get along. It's no big deal—let it go.” Peter was annoyed by the incident but not overwhelmed emotionally. And Sandra was disappointed but not devastated, as she would have been in the past. Why not? She says it's because of the internal work she has done to untangle her own past from her son's present.

The other big change is that Sandra and Peter talk more about social strategies he's tried and those he'd like to try next. Even when those strategies are not entirely successful, Peter is telling a different story than he used to, and Sandra is supporting that new story. Peter isn't telling a victim story— his old favorite. He is telling a more empowered story about what he tried to do to help things. And he's telling a more balanced story, acknowledging his role in conflicts. Sandra is more able to see things as a system too, and not simply as another example of her poor little boy being mistreated.

There has been a significant shift from worry to trust in the content of Sandra's mental activity, as well as a shift in its intensity. She still thinks a lot about Peter's friendships and about any teasing or exclusion he might be involved in—as victim or bully—and she still spends a great deal of mental energy on it. But there is less panic, less escalation, and more trust in Peter, Peter's friends, Peter's resilience, and Peter's maturity.

Most of all, she has a new, trusting attitude that this too shall pass. In the past she tended to see everything bad that happened through a veil of gloom and doom. Now if there's some pain or anguish, she figures it will end. If a friendship is going well, she doesn't set herself up for disappointment by fantasizing that the boys will be best friends forever, and then feel devastated when one of them is mean or things go awry. This too shall pass, because all friendships have ups and downs. And it really pays, she says, to keep in good communication with other parents, even if the kids are involved in a conflict or are in a downswing of their friendship. That way things don't escalate from a temporary conflict to a permanent rift. And keeping in touch with the other parent, like her phone call to Ned's mom, helps Sandra avoid writing off a kid who is mean to Peter. This too shall pass—and in four months they might be good buddies again.

Sandra now trusts that not everything has to be perfect in Peter's friendship and group life. Instead of seeing the end of the world in any setback, conflict, or mean word, she realizes that “a boy will be okay if he has a couple of good
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Addressing a Social Skills Deficit
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A Perspective on Pain
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