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Introduction

Why Conversation Matters

I know we did a lot,” I said to my husband, Philippe, after we’d finished putting our two kids to bed and cleaning up. “But what did we talk about?”

“I don’t know.” Philippe spoke with his usual straightforwardness. “The usual, I guess. Really, I don’t remember.”

We sat in our Boston apartment at the close of a busy weekend, planning the week’s schedule as we usually did on Sundays. We had to get organized before Monday. Still, despite our best intentions, we usually forgot something. There was just so much to juggle. Our weeks passed, like those of many families, in a blur of activity; our weekends, too. We had little time to prioritize or reflect . . . and, I realized, little time to talk with each other, or with our kids.

That lack was especially ironic, given what I did for a living and what I was passionate about. For more than a decade, my work as a speech-language pathologist, lecturer, and researcher has centered on understanding and supporting children’s language and literacy development. I’ve taught at Harvard Graduate School of Education and lectured at Harvard Medical School. During those years, I’ve worked with children from toddler age through graduate school. My work has brought me into contact with so many different children and families, from high-poverty preschools to Montessori schools, hospital clinics, and many places in between. I’ve met kids one-on-one, in small groups, and in classrooms, to assess their language and reading levels and teach them speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills. I’ve served as an academic learning specialist and taught kids with dyslexia, those on the autism spectrum, and those with major reading struggles. I’ve loved understanding these children’s development, following them closely, talking with their parents, and figuring out strategies to help.

So that question I asked Philippe—minor as it seemed—mattered to me. Over the next days, it hung in my mind. In the rush of activity, what exactly did we talk about?

In talking to other parents, I realized our family wasn’t alone. Nearly everyone was truly busy and didn’t find time for much good conversation. “We hardly get home in time for dinner. Then it’s a story and bedtime,” one friend said. Another explained, “We know our son wants our attention at dinner, but when he’s quiet, we use the time to check email.” The frantic pace of family life didn’t seem to allow for much beyond surface talk. Many parents I knew raised kids while working and caring for older relatives, part of the “sandwich generation.”1 Others worked night shifts or had to travel for work, or had long commutes and felt pressured to make the limited time with their kids count. Still others were exhausted by the demands of school, sports schedules, or college application deadlines.2,3,4 And that wasn’t even considering self-care.

When Conversations Happen

When I thought more carefully about our household conversations, I realized my daughter, Sophie, then five years old, and I had had many engaged, inspired conversations in the last weeks and months—but they hadn’t been at the forefront of my mind. Several years back, I’d taken her to Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts. She’d run around dim-lit hallways in the ancient Egyptian rooms, peering into each sarcophagus and asking question after question. Finally, she sat on a bench and grew quiet in the peace of the dark halls.

“Where did the mummies go?” she asked after a long pause.

“Sorry, what?” I sat beside her as she swung her legs.

“You said the mummies aren’t here anymore. That their bodies are, but they aren’t. So where did they go?”

“Hmm, good question.” I considered myself spiritual, but not religious, and definitely didn’t have an answer for that. So I hedged. “The Egyptians thought they’d travel to another world. That’s why they worked so hard to mummify them.”

“Okay.” She sounded impatient. “But which part of them left? Their bodies are still here.”

“Yes—but they’re dead.”

“Sure.” A pause—then questions tumbled out. “But where did they go? And before they were born, where were they?” She met my gaze. “And where were you before you were born?”

“Wow—that’s a tough one.” I tried to buy time. “I don’t remember. Do you?”

“Nope.” Squinting, she shook her head.

“And if you had to guess?”

“I was an old man.” She sounded surprisingly certain. “I got sick of being so old, so I turned into a baby again.”

“I can see that.” I put my arm around her.

“I’m starving.” With a jolt, she stood and twirled around. “Let’s have lunch.”

On the way back, I couldn’t help marveling at her insight and how easily she’d arrived at it. Somehow, at her age, she’d stumbled on the concept of reincarnation, or a version of it. And why had she brought it up, I wondered, precisely then? I thought back to her fascination with mummies, which had begun with a few Halloween picture books. Almost as soon as she could talk, she’d asked about them: whether they were real, if they could bite. Today’s deeper question hadn’t sprung out of nowhere. Instead, it had been building, bit by bit, starting with much simpler ones.

But what about my side of the conversation? I was struck by the fact that Sophie had seemed more engaged and interested in talking, precisely because I didn’t have answers. Over the past weeks and months, I’d answered her dozens of questions as best as I could. This time, I admitted I didn’t know. I didn’t pretend to be an expert. Instead, I simply provided an opportunity and a willingness to dive in. As I’d later come to realize, these opportunities to talk abound if you open your mind to them. It’s not about being perfect, having expertise, or even posing the right questions. It’s definitely not about knowing exactly what to say. It has far more to do with an attitude of curious waiting: using talk to open a window and letting your child take it from there.

To be fair, this talk with Sophie was unusual. The fact that I still remember it so well, three years later, is testimony to how infrequently such conversations happen if we don’t make an effort to cultivate them. But these conversations don’t have to be unusual. Sure, having a quiet time and place to talk had made it easier for me to focus on Sophie and answer her questions. But talking like this doesn’t require a special occasion. You don’t even need to leave the house. A great conversation could have happened over a book or been inspired by the back of a cereal box.

But how should we make talk more of a priority? I wondered. Add “have quality conversation” to our weekly schedules? No one I knew had the mental energy or time, and surely no one needed the guilt. I had to think differently about talk in our house, and I imagined that other parents might be willing to also. Because what if talk with our kids wasn’t another item on the to-do list, or yet another thing to worry about, but an opportunity?

In fact, you can make a difference in the quality of your conversations, and there’s a method for doing it well that science supports. The opportunities are there, available at any time, anywhere, and to anyone. This book is designed to explore why these deeper, authentic conversations often go missing, and more important, how we can have more of them, in ways that help us raise curious, compassionate kids while enjoying ourselves.

With a few tweaks and key habits, you can have far more of these great conversations. They can become not more things to remember, or more stress or work, but engaging, fun additions to your lives. You can weave them throughout your days in ways that keep things interesting and, most important, that help your kids and your whole family thrive.

Before moving on, a short note on terms: in this book, I talk about parents for simplicity’s sake. But, thank goodness, kids have many others who love, raise, and care for them: grandparents, cousins, aunts, neighbors, foster parents, and host families, as well as teachers, day-care staff, camp counselors, principals, babysitters, and nannies. It truly does take a village, and that goes for talk as well. If you find yourself interacting with kids on a regular basis, this book can help. Also, when I talk about kids, I’ll be alternating “he” and “she” throughout this book.

The Great Conversation

When’s the last time you had a great conversation with your child or children?

I don’t mean a philosophical discussion, but one that intrigued or surprised you, that left you both wondering or curious. One that helped you understand each other better, brought you closer, or resolved an argument. One that you both engaged in, building on each other’s ideas in a comfortable, back-and-forth flow. One that made you laugh out loud, or that seemed forgettable but that your child later reminded you of, showing he’d learned something or gained some insight. Or one that simply let you relax and enjoy each other’s company.

I mean a conversation when you weren’t talking about undone homework, clothes on the floor, the next day’s school and sports schedules, who’s picking whom up, or any number of other mundane logistical details. When you weren’t rushing out for swim practice, or checking if your sixth-grader brought his violin, if you emailed the permission slip, or if your toddler put on his shoes. When you weren’t asking “check-in” questions: How was the birthday party, did he enjoy the playdate, did the math test go well, or did he win the baseball game?

If you can think of one great conversation, try to come up with more. Remember them in detail. How recent were they? How often do they happen, as compared with the mundane ones?

If you struggled with that exercise, don’t feel bad. You’re far from the only one. Most of us talk with our kids every day. We listen if our kids are complaining or excitedly talking our ears off. We work to be patient. We’re all trying our best. And yet our conversation is often trivial or mundane. We’re distracted. We focus on getting points across but pay less attention to how we’re talking, or how kids are hearing what we say. As a result, we miss out on chances for conversations that meet kids at their levels and evolve in a moment-by-moment way, as they have gradual insights or startling leaps. In fact, if we take the time to listen, there are so many opportunities right in front of us, not only to have kids follow directions or get answers right, but to help them stretch themselves: to make imaginative connections, empathize in new ways, or question what they thought they knew. That stretch is where the surprise happens, where kids feel challenged, where we feel intrigued or engaged, and where we often end up laughing out loud.

Instead, with the best of intentions, we’re often focused on making sure our kids are successful in the short term. So many conversations revolve around scheduling rides, planning events, or asking about homework, birthday parties, sports outcomes, and grades. It’s about getting things done for today and ready for tomorrow. It’s about making sure balls aren’t dropped and tasks are completed. There’s little time to pause and discuss things (and prolong the dinner-making or homework-doing or cleaning up).

Yet, when we leave behind deeper conversations, we miss out on the chance to help kids truly relate and succeed, both now and in the long term. Success isn’t the same thing as performance. Truer success comes not only in winning soccer games and scoring well on tests, but also in building skills like empathy and creativity that will serve kids in the moment, and for years to come. Really, if we want to raise thriving kids and build lasting bonds, it’s those conversations we most need. What’s more, those are often the conversations kids are longing for, even if they don’t always say so. All kids, at every age, want to be heard and understood.

Why Does Conversation Matter?

A great conversation with your child offers a double promise. First, it helps you relate and connect in the moment in ways that almost nothing else can. Second, these conversations boost learning and well-being over the long term through building skills kids can use. See the figure here for how this double promise works.

The first promise is about the day-to-day. Great conversations aren’t like broccoli—good for your kids, but unpleasant. Quite the opposite. Ideally, they’re enjoyable and interesting, at best thought-provoking, even as they bond you over time.

In the moment, listening and talking in ways that let a child feel understood primes you to have a close, caring bond. When he feels respected, he is more likely to respect you. He asks deeper questions and shows more curiosity, since he feels you’re on the journey alongside him. He’s more willing to hear your side of an argument—even if he disagrees. And, afterward, you both have a better sense of where the other person is coming from, especially if you don’t see things similarly.

When you offer this model of how to listen and talk in responsive ways, he’s far more likely to learn those skills himself. He’s also more likely to open up and share more of his real passions, interests, worries, and fears. That lets you understand better what he wants and needs and meet him at a “just-right” level. You might not give him everything he wants, but you understand his hopes and wants. With your relationship as a strong base, he’ll have an easier time socializing with others. He’ll also tend to “act out” or “act in” less—he’ll feel less anxious, depressed, overwhelmed, or simply irritable and stressed. As a result, your relationship feels smoother and more joyful, and your connection grows.
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The Gateway to Skills

The second promise has to do with the long term. When you have quality conversations, you stretch a child’s language skills, helping her expand on her initial ideas, ask deeper questions, and make the most surprising creative leaps. That builds her vocabulary, but far more. Talking through feelings and ideas makes them more precise: through talk, she clarifies to herself what she thinks, even as she learns to express herself. Back-and-forth dialogue lets her gently confront new ideas and perspectives and learn to make sense of them. In the most profound ways, talk lets her map her mental and emotional landscapes. She learns where she feels most proud and most vulnerable; where she shines and where she shies away; and where she’s most and least confident in her skills. With that greater self-awareness, she has the foundation to go out into the world and strategically build the knowledge and skills she needs. She’s also better able to empathize with others, as she sees that everyone is on a journey, and each person, adult or child, has his or her own unique gifts.

In my work as a speech-language pathologist, I’ve found that language is a gateway to so many skills, in precisely the areas that let your child thrive. Through conversation, as you’ll see in the chapters that follow, your child will build skills and capacities in seven key areas. She’ll learn how to learn. She’ll learn to empathize deeply, become more confident and independent, build closer social bonds, and grow more playful and creative, more welcoming of differences among people, and more aware of her own and others’ temperaments. Once developed, these skills let her become more compassionate, thoughtful, and understanding. She blossoms, becoming a better thinker and learner and a better friend. She learns to relate more easily, celebrate her own and others’ quirks, and compromise in ways that meet everyone’s needs. And she does so in a way that builds your bond. That bond strengthens through the process of working through arguments, making sense of disagreements, even noticing and responding to negative thoughts. It’s not about perfection or constant happiness. It is about using dialogue to learn who each other is and appreciate each other—as your family dynamics evolve over time.

How Great Conversations Sound

The best part is that you can start early with these conversations. There are principles and conversational habits you can use from the time your child can talk, and even before, all the way through the young adult years. You won’t use the same words or tone, and you may not even discuss the same topics, but the underlying principles stretch through the ages.

If all this sounds difficult or tedious, think again. More often than not, these conversations can be spur-of-the-moment, playful, and flowing. They let each person express his or her individuality in a way that celebrates uniqueness and quirks. Think less about one big talk, or even a series of them, and more about making the most of daily interactions—using what kids care about as springboards and jump starts.

But how? Over the course of writing this book, I interviewed dozens of researchers and scientists—linguists, psychologists, and neuroscientists—and spoke to countless parent colleagues, acquaintances, and friends to hear about their everyday experiences. I was inspired to see how many great conversations were happening, often under the radar. Many times, these conversations arose from irritating, awkward, or frustrating moments; the last places you’d think to look. For instance, a friend of mine finally managed to get her six-year-old daughter, Sasha, dressed and ready for a field trip, after going through the list of what they’d need. It had taken a long time, with Sasha constantly second-guessing every item. Afterward, on the car ride to school, Sasha kept grumbling. My friend asked her, “What six things would you take to the moon?” Sasha answered, then countered with, “What would you take, if you were traveling on a submarine?” Their car ride ended with laughter and a few creative lists, instead of their usual frustration. Sasha left for the field trip feeling happy and connected instead of stressed.

Or take my friend Debbie Blicher’s discussion with her adopted daughter when her daughter was six years old. Sitting beside Debbie and her husband, her daughter said, “I feel so alone. I’m the only one in the family with red hair.” Debbie responded, “Well, honey, I’m the only one who wears glasses.” Her husband added, “And I’m the only one who’s bald.” Brightening, her daughter said, “And [my brother] is the only one who’s really annoying!”

On the surface, these conversations might seem forgettable or even silly. But their power lies in their simplicity. There was no premeditation or sticking to a script. Instead, the parents noticed what their kids needed at the moment and let the dialogue flow. In the first, Sasha’s mother broke open a tired routine by inviting Sasha to stretch her imagination. In the second, Debbie encouraged her daughter to see how each person in the family—adopted or not—was unique. Considering her daughter’s age, she focused on the concrete, or aspects her daughter could see. And she left room for her daughter to express her frustration with her brother without feeling she’d be reprimanded. The shared humor bonded them and let her daughter realize it was okay to be different. In fact, it was normal. Her feelings didn’t have to be perfect, either.

That’s not to say being adopted is the same as wearing glasses, or that big worries can be resolved easily. In fact, Debbie told me this was only one in a long series of “adoption conversations” they’d had, many of them far more serious. But it is to say you can take on serious and important topics in lighthearted ways.

Certainly, these conversations aren’t always possible to have. Sometimes, you or your child are in a hurry, or you’re not in the mood. But these conversations are far less lofty than you might think. They don’t have to take a long time. It’s not about discussing philosophy or using big words. It’s not about lecturing or making your point. It has far more to do with the back-and-forth, where you encourage your child’s participation and say what you think. You leave room for twists and turns, let your child surprise you, and return to questions and ideas over days and weeks. You serve as a sounding board.

Of course a child will have many interactions and relationships with those around him—and each one changes him, in minor or major ways. We’re far from the only ones to affect our kids. And yet, when they know we’re there and that they can come back to us to reflect, they’re far better able to navigate those other relationships. It’s no accident that a study of kids who’ve bounced back from trauma found that each had at least one strong, stable relationship with a caring adult.5 That groundbreaking study from the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child pointed to the power of “serve and return” conversations, in which there’s a back-and-forth between adult and child, as especially powerful in building kids’ resilience and even rewiring their brains.6 To adapt to the challenges they’ll face, kids need to have positive experiences and believe in themselves. They also need us as guides and mentors. Through checking in with them along the way, we can help them manage the lows and celebrate the highs.

The Power of Quality Conversation

Through my experiences as a researcher, lecturer, and mother, I’ve come to see how powerful high-quality conversation can be in raising thriving, successful kids. I’ve seen how these conversations can start early, with our interactions with babies. What’s more, as I’ve seen in my clinical work and my talks with parents, quality conversation is a low-hanging fruit. It’s freely available and doesn’t require any advanced degree, training, or materials to harness it effectively.7 You only need a bit of reflection, a few key habits, and small pockets of time.

Why can conversation do so much? It’s because words aren’t only entries in a dictionary. If conversation stopped at labeling, it would be horribly tedious. You never have a discussion where one person says, “Blue door,” and you respond, “Open window.” Kids never do, either. Even for young kids, many early words (“Hi,” “bye-bye,” “please”) are all about managing relationships. As my Harvard colleague and well-known linguist Catherine Snow argues, words are concepts, ideas, and feelings; tools that let kids take on the world and relate. The more actively kids talk, and the more feedback they get, the bigger those toolboxes grow.8,9

Talking it out helps with far more than vocabulary. Kids who explain their learning strategies solve problems better and show more confidence.10 Discussing and recognizing emotions helps kids show more empathy.11 Those who talk through emotional stress have better coping skills.12 And those who learn to describe themselves from multiple angles (for instance, as a brother, friend, and baseball player) show more creativity.13 Quality conversation even links to greater happiness. College students who have more deep conversations tend to be happier than those who have fewer.14 At the same time, conversation is a two-way street. It has as much to do with how kids are talking, and how engaged they are, as about the kinds of talk they hear.

This kind of engaged conversation is a fundamental gateway and an inborn need.15,16,17 From infancy on, kids thirst to communicate, nearly as profoundly as they hunger for food. Even six-week-old babies communicate in back-and-forth exchanges, using eye gaze to respond when we talk.18 These preverbal conversations help them notice what we’re feeling and sense whether the outside world is safe or dangerous. Subconsciously, they match our emotions. When we interact with babies, even our heart rates sync up.19,20

On the flip side, kids suffer when they miss out on quality conversation. With the chain of communication broken or impaired, they can struggle to connect, at times in the most basic ways. Isolated, they may grow lonely, which in a vicious cycle further hurts their developing language skills. But even typically developing kids don’t have a seamless language journey. All children have countless minor and major communication stumbles along the road to strong language skills. They all need regular opportunities to stretch their “talk muscles” and hone their listening abilities. For them—and for us as parents—conversation is a key way in.

The Goals of This Book

Here you’ll find a new way to think about parenting: as a series of conversations. You’ll find a new art—really, a blend of art and science—that lets you master the ways in which you talk to kids. I offer a model for quality conversation, which I call rich talk: conversations that help kids thrive more than any extracurricular class, team, or tutoring ever could. This talk, if you harness it well, lets you raise kids who are compassionate, creative, and curious, and who feel in control of their own happiness. This book unlocks the power of quality conversations in seven key areas of child development. Through mastering them, you’ll build children’s skills in learning, empathy, confidence and independence, relationships, play, openness to difference, and managing temperament. I’ve chosen these areas based on the science of child development, as well as interviews with dozens of researchers, parents, and caregivers. These areas are both critical for child development and open to change, based on children’s talk and the talk they hear.

This book blends science with strategy, as I explore what works to enhance your conversations and why, for kids ranging from toddlers through teens. It’s not about an overhaul, but about drawing on your family’s unique strengths. When you reflect, you’ll likely find you already have many habits that are working well. It’s far more about how to have great conversations than precisely what to talk about. In this book, I encourage you to shore up your strengths, become conscious of trouble spots, and make small shifts to smooth the harder parts. To help, I introduce conversational habits, or easy, doable routines that act as gateways into big ideas. These routines are research-based and field-tested in my life and those of colleagues and friends. They’re accessible, quick, and free. They support your child’s development while helping your family feel more joyful, connected, and understanding, and less stressed.

While you may be naturally more social or happen upon these skills more easily, there’s always room for enhancement. If you parent, care for, work with, or teach kids, you can benefit. Throughout, I’ll also discuss what can happen when we don’t make time for these habits. In our age of chatter and surface talk, our kids need these conversations more than ever. At the same time, each of us needs an approach tailored to our situations and to our kids. Think less about a perfectly orchestrated symphony and more about jazz. Your family is different from every other family, and there is no one right way to interact or talk. The only “right” way is the one that helps you and your family connect, reflect, and thrive.

As we go, I encourage you to keep an open mind about the strategies I suggest and try out the ones that seem interesting. As the Harvard psychologist Robert Kegan tells his students, think about “renting” these ideas, not buying them. Try them on and see how they fit. I fully expect that some strategies won’t be useful or work well for you. That’s normal. In fact, it’s a good thing. If I—or anyone else—could prescribe ways of talking, we’d already be missing the point. Take my suggestions as jumping-off points, not scripts. The most important element is to notice your own family dynamics, pay attention to what helps or hurts, and make small shifts in response.

Already we invest a huge amount of time and passion caring for our kids. We give all our patience and love, even when we’re exhausted or drained. But parenting is tough. Whether you’re a single mom or surrounded by family, whether you have one child or four, whether you’re raising preschoolers or preteens, there’s a lot to keep track of and so many demands. Along with the fulfillment and joy of seeing kids grow up come countless everyday stresses—and the longer-term challenge of raising thriving, fulfilled adults. This book is designed to give you a powerful tool, often underappreciated and underused, that can help. I hope it makes your lives richer, bonds you more deeply, and lets you have more fun along the way.




Chapter 1

What Rich Talk Is, and Why We’re Missing Out

A real conversation always contains an invitation.

—DAVID WHYTE, POET1

It’s a rainy Tuesday morning in November, and it’s school-picture day. The Edwardses, a middle-class family living in a small town in the northeastern United States, are getting ready for work and school. The two teenage boys wake to their phone alarms. “Already?” the younger boy, Todd, moans. He’d stayed up late worrying over a math exam. At breakfast, he and his brother, Charles, sign on to their social media accounts to “like” their baseball team’s win. “At least that’s something,” Charles says. Todd agrees, then gulps, remembering the homework he’s left undone.

On the drive to school, both boys slump in the back, half-asleep. During the day, the parents work at office jobs: Jan, the boys’ mother, as a hospital administrator, and Bill, her husband, as a marketing specialist. At school, the boys rush from science class to social studies, with both classes focused on test prep. In between, they text friends and scroll through videos but don’t actually meet up with anyone.

At dinner, the family chats about Charles’s upcoming college applications. “I can’t believe there’s only a month left,” Jan says, flipping through forms. Soon the boys ask to be excused.

All in all, a standard day for a family raising two kids in a high-powered public school. They didn’t talk much, but they didn’t argue, either. Conversation came mostly in short blips. Even their media viewing involved customized, on-demand programming. Each child watched solo. There was no shared experience and no need to compromise.

In many ways, the family was lucky: they were all healthy, Bill and Jan had well-paying jobs, and the boys were getting decent grades. And yet, as Jan told me one evening, she sensed something was wrong. They were busy, but hardly seemed connected or even present in one another’s lives. She certainly wasn’t feeling a lot of joy. And yet, she convinced herself, that was normal. After all, she was raising teen boys, who weren’t exactly known for being talkative.

Then came the phone calls. First from the school counselor, saying Charles was depressed and wanted to let Jan know but didn’t feel he could tell her. Days later, Todd’s soccer coach called, saying Todd was acting cruelly to his teammates. When confronted, Todd had apologized, saying he was stressed about school and had just broken up with his girlfriend.

Jan was stunned. Wouldn’t Charles have come to her if he felt depressed? Wouldn’t she have seen signs of Todd’s aggression? She hadn’t even known he’d had a girlfriend. Bill, when he heard the news, was equally dumbfounded.

“I’d thought we were all moving along just fine,” Jan told me soon after. “Until we weren’t.” When she reflected, she realized they rarely took time to discuss hopes and plans or reflect on what worried or excited them. They often didn’t even stop to talk through their days. Even as they were constantly connected to people online, they often passed by one another from day to day, living separate lives. They were functioning but not thriving, and getting increasingly unglued.

I bring up Jan’s story not because it is so unusual or extreme. Her story echoes many others I’ve heard, in one flavor or another, over the years. We think we’re managing—making it through minor and major bumps in the road—and don’t take the time to notice or explore the cracks. If our lives are humming along, we don’t tend to seek out dialogue about trouble spots. And the same goes for the positive side. We tend to emphasize external successes—trophies, prizes, or good grades—but not highlight the times a child learned something new, solved a problem creatively, empathized in a surprising way, or even resolved an argument well.

The Talk That Leaves Kids Stressed

As a result, while our kids are surrounded by chatter, they don’t always spend as much time communicating in meaningful ways. They’re not always supported to give voice to deeper thoughts or feelings or take the time to hear ours. Even with all their digital connections, they’re increasingly isolated, fragile, perfectionistic, and often anxious, fearful, or depressed. In fact, stress and worry over performance have become an epidemic, as I’ve seen in my professional work and research, as well as in my talks with fellow parents.2 According to the National Institute of Mental Health, nearly a third of teens will experience an anxiety disorder.3 As college students, many are highly perfectionistic, in ways that feel toxic and harm their mental health.4

In the face of talk that emphasizes achievement over everything else, many kids end up self-critical. When they hear often about how successful others are—but not how they got there—they tend to feel at the mercy of their circumstances. When they think of learning as a game of “who gets the right answers fastest,” they’re less creative, empathetic, and open-minded than they could be. They might seem to be thriving when things come easily but get stuck when they hit roadblocks. Others, who’ve internalized the message of “fancy words mean you sound smarter,” have large vocabularies but stunted skills in expressing or understanding feelings, leaving them disconnected from their families and friends. Others fear disappointing their parents and say they have no one who understands them, even as their parents say they’re desperate to connect. So many parents I’ve talked to want to feel closer to their kids—but that closeness can feel hard to attain, with the pressure to help with homework or the guilt of making “quality time” count.5

In my own work, I’ve seen how much children are thirsting for the chance to process their thoughts and emotions through back-and-forth dialogue and to connect with others in ways that let their true selves be heard and seen. I’ve seen how they suffer when lacking such opportunities. When kids mostly hear us as nagging or pushing, managing or directing, they tend not to seek us out as much. We leave behind the chance to pursue questions more deeply—to explore what interests our kids and us—and to enjoy the time to talk that we do have.

If you’re not paying attention, you might not notice the lack of deeper conversation. But you may see the aftereffects. College students, as a large review of more than 14,000 students over 30 years found, are less empathetic and community-oriented than in previous generations, with most of the decline seen after the year 2000.6,7 Many kids, even young ones, fear the intellectual risk-taking that leads to creative thought. Over the years, I’ve seen kids who struggle to brainstorm or collaborate because they’re overfocused on getting ahead; those who have trouble understanding how their friends feel; and those who don’t take risks because they’re terrified of mistakes. “I can’t. I don’t want to be wrong,” I’ve heard kids respond when I’ve asked them to guess, or even estimate. Many of these kids also have trouble learning from others. When they see learning as a race to get answers, their talk turns to questions of who’s best. They tend to focus on how well they’re performing as compared with those around them. If they don’t succeed at first, they’re often hesitant to persevere, reflect on what happened, or try again.

In part, that’s the fault of the world they’re growing up in. We live in a society that prioritizes chatter over substance, quick updates over nuance, and on achievement seen in a narrow way. To help kids succeed, we’re encouraged to focus on what’s flashy, boosting their skills through the latest “build your brain” program, coding boot camp, or tutoring class. In doing so, we don’t pay as much attention to our everyday talk, which filters through our lives and those of our kids. Such talk could help us relate and bond, but we don’t always use it for that purpose. Instead, we often use talk to get us from here to there. But that leaves us in a language desert, where we have more words than ever—but less that brings us closer, delights us, or satisfies.

In my study of conversation, I’ve heard a message loud and clear: we and our kids are in desperate need of a reset from this childhood-turned-rat-race. Kids don’t need encouragement to do more, faster. Instead, we need to step back and notice our talk. We need to become more intentional in focusing on what really matters for their development and well-being.

The Power of Time and Space to Talk

I was working at a high school for children with language and literacy disorders when I met Jenny, a ninth-grader with severe anxiety. Often, she felt so nervous in class that she ran out. Her teachers panicked. Someone had to search the school. Kids and teachers naturally got upset, and Jenny missed out on the chance to learn. Even worse were the fears for her safety, since no one knew where she’d gone. But with one teacher, Pamela—a soft-spoken woman who moonlighted as a yoga teacher—she stayed in class, and even lingered afterward. When I asked Pamela why, she simply smiled.

“I give her the time and space,” she said, “to talk or to be quiet. Either way.”

Most other teachers, it turned out, had grown frustrated and lectured Jenny, which only made her more flustered. But Pamela started out differently. Every day, she checked in and waited for Jenny to talk. Once Jenny described—often haltingly—how she was feeling, Pamela helped her explore how and why she was feeling that way. Whether Jenny felt excited or sad, Pamela listened equally. In the anxious times, Pamela counseled Jenny to take deep breaths, then use strategies to panic less. As a result, Jenny began taking hold of her anxiety. She also started taking ownership of how she felt. Through their talks, she grew to understand herself better, recognizing which strategies calmed her and evaluating her in-the-moment needs.

Back then, I simply thought Pamela was quiet, gentle, and understanding. And she was. But she wasn’t always that way. One day, I heard her regaling a few students with jokes. With another student—a boy who complained daily about homework—she sounded surprisingly strict.

Looking back, I came to realize her true gift. She was a shape-shifter, able to change her talk based on what she heard each student needed. Instead of being only gentle or strict, she was responsive. That was her power: the ability to tailor her tone and talk depending on what she noticed about each child. She’d learned the art of having deep conversations, which started with making the space and time, and with being sensitive to a child’s subtle cues. She noticed what Jenny was saying, and how she was saying it. And she did the same for the other kids.

Equally important, she noticed how she felt about each interaction. As a natural introvert, she found it easier to talk with Jenny than to manage kids who acted out. But her personality had many aspects, which she allowed herself to express. At times, she drew on her “louder” or funnier side. She reflected on which conversations left her energized versus frustrated, then sought out more of the energizing ones. While showing empathy to her students, she directed compassion at herself. Inevitably, she’d make a mistake or say something she shouldn’t. Her students would, too. But her goal was connection, not perfection—and that’s what her talk allowed.

Great Conversationalists Are Made, Not Born

As I later realized, Pamela wasn’t unique. Over the years, as I met with parents, teachers, and caregivers from vastly different backgrounds, I was encouraged to see many others with similar skills. “Whenever kids talk with her, they’re always laughing,” I heard of one mother, who held weekly playdates at her house. Or, of a principal: “All the kids go to him to talk—especially when they’re upset.” Or I think back to Sophie’s dentist, herself the mother of small kids, whom Sophie visited when she was six years old. We’d told Sophie she’d likely need to have a tooth pulled. Entering the office, she was practically shrieking. The dentist introduced herself calmly and asked about Sophie’s favorite cartoons. After a few minutes discussing PAW Patrol and Shimmer and Shine, Sophie gradually relaxed—especially when the dentist said her daughter had liked the same shows. When Sophie asked about the cleaning tools, the dentist answered thoughtfully, seeming to sense Sophie’s analytical nature and interest in how things worked.

After a few minutes, the conversation returned to the matter at hand, and Sophie went and had her X-rays done. But she came back with her jaw set tight.

“You’re not going to pull my tooth,” she said matter-of-factly. “I won’t let you.”

“I won’t force you,” the dentist said, and I sighed, fearing we’d have to return. Pulling out the X-rays, she passed them to Sophie. “Look.” She pointed to one spot. “You have an infection under that tooth. See here? You might not feel it, but if you wait, the infection could get worse.”

“I see it.” Wide-eyed, Sophie leaned in.

“I’ll give you a choice.” The dentist put the X-rays away. “We can pull it now and get it over with, or wait and see. It might hurt more if you wait.”

Sophie sighed and sat silent, lost in thought. Then a glimmer filled her eyes.

“Okay, fine.” She opened her mouth wide. “Go ahead.”

Without any force or artificial cheer, the dentist had recognized what Sophie needed to hear at that moment. Ever pragmatic, Sophie wanted the real story, which the dentist gave her—along with the X-rays. That satisfied her drive for information, in a concrete way, while letting her know we weren’t trying to hurt her. Sophie wanted to feel she had some choice and that the situation was at least partially under her control. The dentist, in giving her options, allowed for that sense of control, while strongly suggesting that the “wait and see” approach wasn’t the best.

In the moment, I found the dentist’s approach a bit extreme. It was a matter of health and safety, after all. Wouldn’t it be better just to tell Sophie, “The dentist has to pull it,” and deal with the inevitable upset? Shouldn’t we just have made her comply? But then I reflected. Forcing her wouldn’t have felt good for her. She would have felt powerless, and probably even more stressed. And what about the next time she needed dental work? She’d have no reason to trust us if we said it would be no big deal. What’s more, if this forceful approach became a pattern, it could erode our relationship longer-term. It wasn’t only about the dentist, but about the way we related. Instead, a simple conversation became a great one. It responded to what Sophie needed and who she was. It put her in the driver’s seat, letting her choose to do what needed to happen anyway.

For some kids, that approach wouldn’t have made sense. But the dentist had talked to Sophie first. She’d built a connection and gotten a feel for Sophie’s personality and style. She’d tested Sophie with the X-rays, seen her engagement, and only then offered the choice.

Taking it step by step, in a responsive way, made the dentist a great conversationalist. It wasn’t any one phrase or strategy, or a combination. It wasn’t her use of a script or recipe. Instead, it was her ability to sense what a child needed, tailor her response, then check in—and repeat the process, learning as she went.

To an outsider, these great conversationalists might seem born, not made. But in fact, having these conversations takes a specific set of skills, which can be practiced, learned, and tailored to each child in your family or at your school. The true measure of these conversations isn’t how long they take or how impressive they sound. Instead, it has to do with what happens afterward. How close or distant do you and your kids feel? Did you and your child express what you needed or wanted to? Did they—or you—come away with more empathy, a satisfying resolution, or a new insight?

In daily life, we have many kinds of conversations, which are all valuable. We do need talk about who’s doing the laundry or where the library book went. Even small talk—the “How are you?” and “How was your day?” questions—can be comforting, helping us relate to others and even enhancing our cognitive skills, well-being, and mental health.8,9 Those social niceties can build empathy and perspective-taking skills, as we imagine how our conversational partners think and feel. But if we stop there, we’re missing out on how much more conversations can do. This book is about nourishing those great conversations: prioritizing them and giving them room.

My Journey to Rich Talk

Arriving at these ideas has been, for me, a process of discovery. My training as a speech-language pathologist at the MGH Institute of Health Professions in Charlestown, Massachusetts, emphasized how tightly oral and written language—or speaking, listening, reading, and writing—are linked. I began to see how many kids who had trouble with writing, for example, also struggled to come up with ideas. I also saw how kids who talked through their ideas often had an easier time when it came time to write those ideas down.

With all this in mind, I began working at the school where I met Jenny and Pamela. I began to see how much interactions between teachers and kids counted, both to help them feel connected to each other and to help kids learn. It wasn’t only what kids were reading and writing that mattered for their learning and development. The everyday talk in the classroom was key.

Soon, I decided to study these interactions. I enrolled in a doctoral program in education at Harvard and soon zeroed in on the idea of “classroom climate.” That is, what aspects of teacher-student relationships made the classroom feel positive and motivating? And did that positivity affect how well students learned or how motivated they felt?

Since no one seemed to have the answers, I decided to review all the studies I could find. I focused on older kids and on two aspects of classroom climate: the goals the classroom emphasized, and how much support the teachers gave. Most studies divided goals into types: mastery and performance.10 With “mastery” goals, kids see mistakes as evidence of learning and failure as a necessary step to success. They feel comfortable trying new things. Learning is an end in itself, and errors are par for the course.11 With “performance” goals, kids focus on getting answers right and avoiding mistakes. Often, they pit themselves against one another, in a competition to see who can finish fastest or be the best.

The goals that kids develop depend on the talk they hear. The responses their teachers encourage and the subtle messages they send play a part, as do the comments from their parents and friends. And this classroom talk, I soon found, mattered. Kids who felt their classrooms emphasized mastery got better grades, did better on standardized tests, and cared more about learning than kids whose classrooms emphasized performance.12 In fact, the more kids felt their classrooms focused on performance, the worse their academic scores. When they felt they had to get the right answers, they did less well. The strongest link was for sixth-graders. Many kids at the start of middle school, I reasoned, pay lots of attention to how others view them. If they’re worried about not being “good enough,” a performance climate could make those fears worse.

Teacher support also mattered for children’s learning and well-being. When children viewed their teachers as more supportive, they did better on standardized tests. They also had stronger senses of self-efficacy, or feelings that they could achieve their goals, and were more motivated, social, and caring. Their teachers’ support, it seems, trickled down to how they felt about themselves.

I came away from that research with new questions and a sense of awe. We often assume learning is about academics and feelings aren’t as important. But the way kids felt about their classrooms linked strongly to how engaged they were and how well they learned. Learning was about far more than the curriculum. Daily back-and-forth interactions played a key role in how well it went.

With that idea in mind, I began studying preschoolers, whose brains are still more plastic, and shifted my lens to the adults in their lives. If this everyday talk mattered so much, how could we enhance it? How would kids benefit?

The way we talk to kids, I reasoned, matters especially in times of high stress. But how did talk change in stressful circumstances? To find out, I began studying and interviewing teachers in a high-poverty preschool, as part of a team implementing a yearlong training to support those teachers’ abilities to regulate their emotions and manage stress.13 There, many kids and parents faced chronic stress, as did their teachers, whose full-time jobs often left them under the poverty line.14,15,16 Over an academic year, as I observed and interviewed these teachers, I was impressed at how much tenderness, even love, they felt and showed for the kids they taught.17 I was equally humbled to realize the severe stresses they faced and how hard they worked to keep an even keel.18 How well they managed their stress, I found, affected how they talked, which changed how kids behaved. I recognized, in this work, how deeply factors such as poverty affect children’s abilities to learn, develop, and thrive. Parents and teachers are in no way responsible for this cycle of poverty.19,20

But what about parents? Kids are in school, surprisingly, on average less than 15 percent of their waking hours.21 The talk they hear and engage in at home sets the foundation for the rest of their lives. Soon, I began to wonder: How did “family climate,” built on conversation, affect them, as much or even more than their “school climates” did?

While still in grad school, I started working as an oral and written language specialist, as part of an interdisciplinary team at a Boston hospital. As a group of psychologists, neuropsychologists, math specialists, and others, we diagnose children with language and learning disorders and make recommendations to their parents, teachers, and schools. The work is precise and in-depth. In our clinic, a child rotates among specialists for the better part of a day. Afterward, we spend an hour or more discussing each child’s case as group. Collaboratively, we work to develop a learning profile of that child and make recommendations to help her learn and thrive long-term. The years of this work have given me insight into how complex a child’s journey of learning and development can be, and how important it is to see him or her from all sides. I began to view the process of understanding children as detective work.

That detective work starts early on, with reading a child’s file. Then, from the moment we meet, I observe everything I can about the ways he or she speaks and interacts. I always start with social conversation; for instance, asking how tired or awake she feels, whether she has plans for an upcoming vacation, or what she plans to do later in the day. This isn’t idle chatter, but a key part of seeing how she interacts with a stranger. Later on, noticing one area of strength or challenge raises questions in my mind about what other areas might be relatively weak or strong. As I find the answers to some questions, new questions rise up. Hearing from my colleagues gives me new insight. Occasionally, it upends my understanding. For example, a neurologist may show that a child has attentional difficulties that affect his ability to listen or participate. As I go, I keep my mind open, listen carefully, and try to let my picture of a child evolve.

Those lessons are important ones for us as parents. As I’ve come to see, it’s not only important to know a child’s strengths and challenges, in order to help him or her thrive. It matters just as much to know how a child perceives her own challenges and strengths: where she feels pride or embarrassment, where the sore spots or points of shame lie. These aren’t always the same as the sore spots we see. It’s not because a child believes she’s terrible in math that his teacher thinks so too, or because she feels she has no friends that she truly doesn’t. But her feelings about her strengths and weaknesses matter more than her grades or scores. They affect how she behaves at home and in class, how she relates to others, and how she feels about herself. Those feelings, rather than any one test grade, are what will make or break her over the long term.

For example, I remember Michael, a child I worked with, who thought he was a poor reader. In part as a result, he didn’t want to read out loud in class and told me he “wasn’t a kid who reads.” It turned out that he was reading right at grade level. It was just that many kids in his class were unusually high-achieving and reading above grade level. Understanding that situation helped Michael reframe his sense of himself. He might not be a superstar reader, but he could read just fine, and shouldn’t need to feel stressed about keeping up with the rest of the class. At library time, he could check out the books he liked without worrying that they were “dumb.”

It’s through conversation that we’re able to dive deeper into those feelings and thoughts. Over time, this helps kids become far more self-aware: more in tune with their values, more specific about their goals, and more compassionate toward others and themselves.

Through back-and-forth dialogue starting with a child’s perceptions, we can help a child understand himself better. He can start to realize, for example, why he might be having negative thoughts. He can learn to reframe thoughts that are keeping him from trying new things. He can learn to make sense of where he’s been, in terms of his own successes and challenges, and where he’d like to go. All this, over time, can change his learning and relationships with others, and even his life trajectory. And all this change starts with the smallest moments.

This experience was invaluable, but it also raised more questions. Especially after Sophie, my first child, was born, I began wondering: What specific conversational “moves” let us provide that help? How could our talk be a gateway of learning and connection? Which strategies could enrich our interactions and engage both ourselves and our kids?

Talk as a Parent’s Way In

Inspired by those questions, I started paying more attention to the talk between parents and their children, everywhere I went. At times, I heard that talk going swimmingly. Parents and kids were (mostly) enjoying each other’s company, and kids saw their parents as models, conversational partners, and sounding boards. But often, the picture I saw was far less bright. So many kids, I found, struggled to feel connected and accepted for who they were. Many were barely keeping their heads above water in the face of home and school demands. Some seemed anxious or depressed, others perfectionistic, and still others distracted, unmotivated, isolated, or simply exhausted. This was true for kids with challenges in language and literacy, but equally for those with average or above-average skills.

Ironically, it seemed that the parents most concerned about their children’s development were also most struggling to relate in more satisfying ways. I found many instances of what Jennifer Senior describes in her 2014 book All Joy and No Fun: homework as “the new family dinner,”22 consuming hours and often ending with arguments. Even parents who didn’t overemphasize achievement often spoke of feeling distracted, rushed, or guilt-tripped over how much “quality time” they spent. They also felt disconnected from their kids, then anxious about that disconnection, in a vicious cycle.

But what could be done? To learn more, I delved into a pile of parenting books. Most focused on behavior: what we should or shouldn’t allow, how loose or tight we should hold the reins. In 1980, Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish published How to Talk So Kids Will Listen & Listen So Kids Will Talk.23 This book, which became a major bestseller, provides a hugely helpful starting point for conversations. Instead of pushing away a child’s negative feelings, the authors suggest, acknowledge and validate them. Notice and encourage cooperation. Describe what you see; for example, “There’s a lot of water on the floor,” rather than, “Why did you have to mess up the rug again?” Empower a child with choices. Praise wisely, in a way that encourages him to try again.

While I’ve recommended that book to many parents, I knew conversation could do still more. This book builds on and refines Faber and Mazlish’s approach, from the perspective of a fellow parent with a professional background in speech and language. I take as a starting point many of their foundational principles. They have great insight into showing kids respect, helping them accept their feelings, and freeing them from playing “roles,” such as the “whiny” or the “dawdling” kid. Like them, I also have the goal of helping you connect with your kids through effective communication. But in building on their work, I offer a more organic approach, focused far more on the back-and-forth that conversation allows. I’m proposing a framework where parents and kids can grow together, in dialogues that evolve over time. It’s the exact opposite of a recipe or a script. Instead, I use my work as a clinician as a jumping-off point, showing you how kids can develop through dialogue that meets them where they are. I take you along my journey as a parent, and show you the journeys of other parents I’ve met. In doing so, I highlight what we all know intuitively: how complex and multifaceted kids are, and what a delight—and a challenge—it can be to get to know them, and let them know us, through the ways we listen and talk.

In this book, I bring your child and your relationship to the next level. I show you how to use conversation as a tool not only to help kids cooperate, but also as a means to inspire them. I delve deeply into the power of ongoing dialogue, which starts from a moment-by-moment understanding of what a child wants or needs—and what you do. In dialogue, there can be no recipes, and no “say this and not that.” Your interactions are far too individualized and unique. Even what one child needs today, in one conversation, might not be what she needs tomorrow. The same goes for siblings. They might have far different conversational needs, depending on their personalities, the kind of day they’ve had, and even if they’re together or alone. Sensing those needs, and shifting your response, is truly an art, not an exact science. At the same time, there are strategies to help.

What this book offers is a framework to master that art. It all starts with taking a compassionate look at your family’s talking and listening habits, beginning with what’s already working well. It gives you methods you can take into any conversation. And it shows how we all have our strong points in talking with kids, but also our weaknesses—especially if we’re rushed, upset, tired, or stressed. Drawing from my own life, I show you times I’ve felt proud of my conversations, but also times I floundered, or when my contributions had the opposite effect of what I’d hoped. I talk about how important it is to flounder. Not knowing an answer is as important as knowing one. Showing that we’re comfortable with struggling might feel hard, or embarrassing, but it lets kids grow comfortable with their own challenges. That lets them try more over time.

In this book, I give examples from parents I’ve met and worked with, as well as ideas backed by the scientific research on language development. And I show how powerful a tool conversation can be to connect us deeply and transform the relationships we have with our kids—if we can let go at times, listen deeply, and leave our own agendas behind.

These great conversations aren’t possible all the time, certainly. Sometimes, they’re the last things we have time for. But when we do make time for this talk, even in small moments, it can change how we see our kids and how they see us. It can profoundly enhance our relationship. We become more open to each other, and more understanding. We can even, in the best of times, feel inspired. What’s more, creating this foundation means that hard times, later on, will feel less hard. With that strong base in place, your kids are more likely to come to you for support and comfort, not argument.

Conversation Giants

To understand the importance of these conversations, let’s meet two key players who have influenced “talk about talk” for more than a century. The first is the twentieth-century Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. His “stage theory” argues that children’s thinking develops as they do, but it’s not a steady climb. Instead, there are jagged leaps of insight, as kids engage with their environments, discovering as they go.24 Kids learn through trial and error, as they have new experiences, then work to make sense of them. Your role is to provide new materials and opportunities and let them explore, while occasionally clarifying their ideas.25,26 This is exactly where conversation comes in. Conversation is a constant chance to give and get feedback. Through close attention to what your kids are saying, and how they’re saying it, you can learn so much about how they’re thinking: where their errors lie, what they’re excited or frustrated about, what tickles them, and especially how motivated or engaged they feel. As a result, your responses are far more likely to answer their real worries or questions, not the ones you assume they have. That’s the key to helping them learn better—and just as important, to letting them feel they’ve truly been heard.

At the same time, another psychologist came to the stage who emphasized conversation far more. The Soviet psychologist Lev Vygotsky, born in the same year as Piaget, took a far more interactive approach.27 Knowledge, he said, is built through the interaction between people. Through scaffolding, or feedback from an adult or older child, a child can reach insights far beyond those he could have on his own. Vygotsky’s “Zone of Proximal Development” pinpoints the gap between what a child can do himself and where he can get with your help.28,29,30 When you target that sweet spot, he’s primed to make the most of what you have to say or teach. Your interaction is the key to helping him stretch. Over time, with your help, his zone gets bigger and bigger. He becomes more capable of doing more on his own. He learns more and learns how to learn. His capacity for feeling grows more deeply. His thinking becomes more nuanced and elaborate.

The following diagram shows how that stretch works:

[image: image]

As Vygotsky argued, it’s the scaffolding, or support and guidance received from an adult or older child, that helps a child reach his potential. But the stretch shouldn’t be so big that it goes over her head or so small that it provides little challenge. Trust your intuition. It’s not about what you read in a child development book—not even this one!

This book leans in Vygotsky’s direction. Yes, kids are active and learn through exploring their worlds.31 But, as decades of research have shown, your interactions are equally key to helping kids reach their potential.32 Think about high-quality conversation as providing that stretch in the best way, precisely because it lets you learn what kids need and want at any one time.33

The Embodied Conversation

This book focuses on what’s called embodied face-to-face conversation.34 It’s this kind of conversation that’s especially powerful in enhancing your relationships and building kids’ skills long-term. In these conversations, you’re physically with each other. You’re fully present in body and mind. You’re paying attention to body language, facial expression, and other nonverbal cues, and encouraging your child to do the same. You’re attending carefully, taking in what the other person says and how they’re saying it.

Embodied conversation engages the five senses. In the blend of what each person says and how he or she says it, frowns and smiles and pauses help kids learn more deeply and engage. When you and your child sit close, you tend to mimic the other’s actions and expressions, which forms a powerful social glue.35 That’s the foundation of empathy, since it gives your child a starting place from which to take your perspective. Watching your face offers hints about how you’re feeling and thinking, in a way that goes beyond words.36,37 In embodied conversation, you communicate warmth while you ask questions or tell stories. Your child learns and relates.

Simple greetings, such as “How are you?” and “Fine,” aren’t full conversations. The same for lecturing or giving lessons: you’re communicating, but not really conversing. There’s little room for your child to weigh in, or for the discussion to take an unexpected turn. Instead, when you talk with your child, not simply at him, he’s far more likely to be engaged and to care than if you talk nonstop, even about something that interests him. He’s also more likely to learn.38,39

Can you have conversations over email, video chat, or phone? Of course. When conversation isn’t embodied, it’s called mediated. In mediated conversation, you’re not talking in person. You may be on the phone or chatting over text message, video chat, or email. I’m not knocking that conversation—it can be a great way to connect and keep in touch—but it doesn’t provide the same opportunities for sensory information and feedback. It’s important, and at times even necessary, but not enough.

Beyond Banning Phones

That’s not to say mediated conversation is “bad” and embodied is “good.” And it’s certainly not to shame you or say that you shouldn’t talk in mediated ways.40 It’s not a sign of bad parenting to multitask or respond to email while fixing dinner. At times, it’s simply what our home and work lives demand. Focusing on talking with kids, then taking a break for social media, can let you have the best of both worlds. And if you have a work deadline or playdates to schedule, or a cousin asking to FaceTime, it’s often not possible, or even advisable, to put the technology away.

Especially these days, mediated conversation has its place. At times, it can be a much more efficient way of operating than the embodied version. If you need to order plane tickets or contact customer service, it makes far more sense to pick up the phone or email than to physically go to each place. Within your family, texting and talking on the phone are often the easiest and best ways to know where everyone is, when you need to pick someone up, or even just say hi to a child who’s not at home. And if you aren’t living with your child, or if your partner or relative doesn’t see him regularly, video chat can be a great alternative.

The same goes for social media. There’s no question that some use does help kids—and us—connect in positive ways, whether sharing videos of weekend antics or planning a surprise party. Banning it isn’t realistic and tends to make it a forbidden fruit. Still, social media—and mediated communication in general—has major limits, which we’ll explore in the chapters to come. When we suggest that “it’s all really the same,” or “let’s just move everything online,” we miss out on the true power of embodied conversation, which gives our talk far more richness and nuance. Being present in person, with no devices in between us, sets us up to hear our kids more fully and to give more of ourselves. When we can do it, we should.

So how can you make the most of this conversation? Focus on what I call “rich talk”: research-based principles that make quality dialogue more of a daily reality.

What Rich Talk Involves

In my study of the “moves” that make conversations great—including my talks with dozens of researchers and interviews with parents—I’ve heard a few key themes over and over. I’ve been inspired by researchers in linguistics, child psychology, and even artificial intelligence.41 Blending the scholarly terms and parents’ insights, I’ve come to see rich talk as having three main elements. Think of it as
























Doing the ABCs Leads to Talk Success
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Why We’re Missing the Rich Talk Opportunity




	The achievement-oriented focus of traditional schooling, which trickles down to our home lives.

	Intensive parenting ideals that suggest we need to be “on” all the time.

	The ways our kids and we use technology, especially while we’re together.











































OEBPS/images/f038-01.jpg
Zone of Proximal Development

High-quality conversation
makes the stretch
possible

Where a child
can geton
his own

Where he
can get with
your help






OEBPS/images/9780062938916_Cover.jpg
Rebecca Rolland, EdD

The Pyrfor
Talking

Vit
Children
NV

THE SIMPLE KEYS
TO NURTURING
KINDNESS,
CREATIVITY,
AND CONFIDENCE
IN KIDS

7N





OEBPS/images/f009-01.jpg
Quality Conversation: The Double Promise

Promise #1: You and your child relate better

‘ In the moment, your child: ‘

v

Feels heard Uses his
and —»| language skills
understood to talk more

{

Expresses himself
more fully

!

Lets you respond Peacisouior v .
in a way that : our connection
Y > “actsin”less [

meets his needs grows

AW /

‘ You feel more effective as a parent ‘

Promise #2: Your child builds skills he needs to thrive

I Long-term, your child: I

S e® H @

Grows to care Gains Builds
and understand confidence and relationship
others self-reliance skills

Learns how
to learn

L
Masters Becomes open to Celebrates

the art of those who each person’s
creative play are different temperament






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
The Art of Talking
with Children

The Simple Keys to Nurturing Kindness,
Creativity, and Confidence in Kids

Rebecca Rolland, EdD

D

HarperOne

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents





		Introduction: Why Conversation Matters



		Chapter 1: What Rich Talk Is, and Why We’re Missing Out



		Chapter 2: Conversations for Learning: Sparking Your Child’s Lifelong Curiosity



		Chapter 3: Conversations for Empathy: Fostering Your Child’s Understanding of Others



		Chapter 4: Conversations for Confidence and Independence: Encouraging Your Child to Embrace Challenges



		Chapter 5: Conversations for Building Relationships: Cultivating Your Child’s Social Skills



		Chapter 6: Conversations for—and Through—Play: Promoting Your Child’s Joy and Creativity



		Chapter 7: Conversations for Openness: Raising a Global Citizen



		Chapter 8: Conversations for Temperament: Bringing Out Your Child’s Best



		Conclusion: The Lasting Value of Rich Talk



		Acknowledgments



		Appendix



		Selected Bibliography



		Notes



		Index



		About the Author



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Introduction: Why Conversation Matters


















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492














OEBPS/images/f047-01.jpg
The ABCs of Rich Talk
: Back-and- : . Talk
Adaptive S forth Child-driven [ 2 Sliccass
You're flexible You're You start with You feel more
in responding working a child’s goals, connected,
to wants together and interests, with more
and needs engaged and needs insight

T @ W«






