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Chapter eight

How to Compassion the Crap Out of Your Kids

It was a warm Sunday, not long after the start of school last fall. Our eleven-year-old daughter was eager to hang out with a new kid in her class, and he lived across the street from a big park where they could play. We were already a year into the pandemic, and we were desperate for safe social interactions. This one was a no-brainer.

She came home hours later, pink-cheeked and happy. It wasn’t until after dinner that night that I got all the details, including the part where my kiddo and her friend walked over a mile to get ice cream. At first, I was pleased by their initiative and independence, but as I thought about it more, I realized that the ice cream shop they went to had no outdoor seating. Our family wasn’t eating inside restaurants during the pandemic—I mean like at all—so I was a bit confused. Did they just stand on the sidewalk?

“So, where did you guys eat your ice cream?”

My daughter paused, and in that second, my heart sank.

“Inside,” she said. “We sat in a booth.” Another pause. “But it was only for like, two minutes. And we were in the corner.”

Holy shit.

My whole body tensed up and my thoughts exploded. We had worked so hard to give our kids as much independence and autonomy and opportunities to hang out with their friends as we could during this freaking pandemic, and we tried hard not to burden them with rules and restrictions. But eating in restaurants was a hard no, and she knew it.

She knew it, and she did it anyway.

And I knew, from lots and lots of experience, that my own freak-out was imminent. I was about to lose my shit with her. And I could have, honestly. A parental explosion would have been completely justified in that moment. She had broken a core pandemic rule that could potentially put the whole family’s health at risk. So, yeah, I could have reacted all shouty-style and laid the smack down—no more unchaperoned hangouts and no more ice cream until she goes to college. (Which, for the record, would have been a terrible idea for the whole family. Not only did my husband and I need the time away from our daughters as much as they needed it from us, but god help me if you think I can make it through the rest of my daughters’ middle school and high school years without ice cream.)

Even so, I thought about it. Boy, did I think about it. I could  have yelled all my tension out AND taught my kid a lesson she wouldn’t ever forget AND reasserted my authority in a time when everything felt so damn out of control. It was an awfully tempting possibility, to be honest.

But I didn’t do it. Maybe it’s because I was working on this book and the hypocrisy of it all was too much to handle. Or maybe it was because I took one look at my daughter’s pained face and saw that she already knew, like deep down in her kishkes knew, that she had screwed up big time. Or maybe it’s because I know—after years of experience and experimenting—that freaking out never works out. The kid doesn’t learn the skills they need to do better next time; they just learn how to get better at hiding their mistakes and poor life choices from their parents. And that’s not what I want, especially as my daughters head into their teen years. I want them to keep talking to me, even and especially when they’ve epically screwed up.

I took a deep breath. A really, really deep breath.

“Alright, kiddo, here’s the deal,” I said. “We’re both too tired to deal with this right now. Let’s both get some sleep and we can talk about it tomorrow. Meanwhile, I love you, no matter what.”

I won’t lie; I felt pretty damn proud of myself for keeping my cool in that moment.

And then I did what any reasonable parent would do. I went downstairs and unloaded on my husband.

It’s been over a year since any of us have eaten in a restaurant and we’re working so hard to keep her grandparents safe and what the hell was she thinking and BLAH BLAH BLAH GAAAAHHHHHHH.

I did feel a teensy bit better after that.

We didn’t have time to talk until dinner the next night, which was good, because I legitimately needed that entire day to get calm enough and clear enough to think through how I wanted to approach things. I decided to start with curiosity, if for no other reason than I could not even begin to fathom why my kiddo had eaten her ice cream inside. And so that was my first question.

Not surprisingly, as we’ll discuss later in this chapter, “why” questions don’t tend to be very effective, and mine was no exception. All I got was a mumbled “I don’t know” in response. And here’s the thing: I believed her. For some reason, in that moment, I totally believed that my daughter did not, in fact, know why she had eaten her ice cream in the restaurant.

So I tried a different tactic.

In as calm a voice as I could muster, I said, “Try to remember back to when you and your friend were getting your ice cream. What were you thinking about?”

She was quiet for a moment and then she said, “I was thinking about ice cream.”

And that absolutely made sense to me. My kiddo is generally respectful and usually either a) follows the rules, or b) talks to us about why they don’t make sense to her. And she’s just a kid with a kid’s brain, which means she can easily get caught up in the momentum of the moment and forget about anything other than whatever’s right in front of her, especially when the thing right in front of her is an ice cream cone.

From that place of shared understanding, we were able to have a conversation about what made it hard to remember the family pandemic rules. My daughter cried as she talked about how challenging it had been, not being able to hang out with her friends inside and eat inside and do freaking normal-ass activities (my words on that last one, not hers) for so long, and I totally understood that. I had been feeling it too. It had been rough for all of us, and all she wanted was to enjoy a treat in a restaurant. And that’s when I went in with the kindness: I took her onto my lap and held her, and I may have even cried a bit myself.

Once we were both a little calmer, we talked about how to help her remember the rules the next time. She came up with a few ideas, such as having us talk to her friends’ parents and reviewing the rules with her ahead of time.

After all that, we didn’t take away the hangouts or the ice cream or even her screen time. Our daughter understood what she had done wrong, she felt terrible about it, and we had a plan for how she would do things differently next time. But let me very clear: At no point did we ever tell her that what she had done wasn’t a big deal, or that it was OK if she did it again, or that we would consider flexing our family rules because she wanted to eat ice cream inside. We held firm to our expectations and made it clear that if she couldn’t follow them, then she would likely need a parent to join her when she hung out with friends—not as a punishment, but as an acknowledgment that she wasn’t ready to make these sorts of decisions on her own yet.

That’s the magic of compassion: It decreases stress and tension, which allows us to get a little clarity on the situation, so we can solve problems and plan for the future without flexing our rules and boundaries, giving in to our kids, or letting them get away with anything. And compassion does all of this while opening up communication and strengthening our relationship with our kids. Oh, and it feels better for everyone. It’s a win-win-win, which, as I’m sure I don’t need to tell you, doesn’t happen very often in the world of parenting, so we gotta jump on it when we can.

If Compassioning the Crap Out of Our Kids Is So Awesome, Why Don’t We Do It All the Time?

I’m writing this chapter a few months after the Infamous Ice Cream Incident, and as I reflect on it, compassion seems like such the obvious choice. And yet it took me years of losing my shit and laying the smack down to get there. I know I’m not alone; the default reaction for most parents is to freak out and/or focus on finding fault.

But why? If compassion is so effective at reducing stress, changing behaviors, and strengthening relationships, why aren’t we all just compassioning the crap out of our kids all the time? There are a bunch of reasons, and none of them have to do with you or your inherent worth as a person, much less your parenting skills or abilities.

We didn’t know any better. It’s not just that we didn’t grow up speaking the language of self-compassion; it’s that we didn’t even know the language existed. (And for the record, neither did our parents. Or their parents.) That’s not to say no one in the history of the universe ever treated themselves with compassion. Of course not. It’s just that the idea that compassion is a skill that we could intentionally practice hadn’t yet made its way into the Western mindset. This stuff is new for all of us.

Most of us were raised in a culture that believes we need to discipline our children in order to maintain respect and control. We’ve been taught that either we lay the smack down and show our kids who’s boss or all hell will break loose. We’ve been told, by our parents and parenting experts and social media mavens, that chaos isn’t the normal, predictable outcome of life with kids. Rather it’s because we’re not parenting hard enough or well enough or we don’t have our shit together.

Yeah, that’s a load of crap.

Control is, as they say, an illusion—especially when it comes to kids. And the older our kids get, the less control we have over them. Eventually, the only thing that’s going to keep them connected to us is the quality of our relationship with them, which isn’t likely to be very strong if we’ve spent years screaming at them and taking away their screens every time they screw up.

We’re too damn tired and overwhelmed and burned out to show up for our kids with compassion. This isn’t a matter of willpower or inner strength or whatever. It’s how our brains work when the shit hits the fan. Tired parent brain = toddler running the show. (And oh, what a terrible, terrible show it is.) Well-rested parent brain = the grown-up is back in charge and can choose to take a deep breath and respond with compassion.

Here’s the thing about exhaustion: It’s not just about how much sleep we get (or don’t). There are so many ways to be depleted—physical fatigue, mental, emotional, social, spiritual, sensory, creative, the list goes on and on—and most parents are drained in every single one of them. Sometimes there’s something we can do about some of them, and oftentimes, there’s no easy or clear fix. Sometimes all we can do is muster enough energy to turn on an episode of PAW Patrol or MasterChef Junior so we can zone out on the couch. Even that can be a deeply compassionate response for the entire family.

 

Good enough parenting is absolutely good enough. It would be great if we could respond to our children with perfectly calibrated compassion at every moment, but that ain’t gonna happen. Perfection isn’t an option, and even if it were, it’s not ideal for our kids. Children benefit tremendously from our mistakes and missteps, and not just because they’re learning what not to do. Each time we forget to sign their permission slip or lecture when we should be listening or send them to their rooms when we should be pulling them onto our laps, we’re teaching our kids some of life’s best lessons:

• They will not always get what they want—or even need—and they will be OK.

• We all make mistakes and we can always apologize and make things right again.

• People can have strong and unpleasant emotions all over us and say the wrong things and do the wrong things and that doesn’t mean that we’re terrible people or they hate us or our relationship sucks. It just means that we’re all human and this is what humans do—especially to people they love.

• We can notice when we’ve gotten off course and choose to treat ourselves and others with compassion at any moment.

What to Do Instead: How to Compassion the Crap Out of Your Kids

Our kids will struggle and suffer for the rest of their lives. That’s the bad news, and nothing to blame yourself for. It’s just life. The good news is that we parents now have a more skillful option for responding to them. While compassion can take some getting used to, it’s way, way more effective than losing our shit or lecturing them or just zoning out and letting them suffer alone because we’re too overwhelmed and have no freaking clue how to help our kids. Remembering these two acronyms can help you get started: KISS and SNACKS.

KISS: Keep It Simple, Sugar

Please please don’t make this bigger than it needs to be. Try not to overthink it or get all worked up about it or hyper-focused on saying the perfect thing at just the right time. You’re not their therapist and it’s not your job to solve the problem or fix their feelings or make everything perfect and better. That sort of response is neither necessary nor possible, so do what you can to let those fantasies go. Just Keep It Simple, Sugar. It’s just about showing up, sticking around, and mustering as much connection, curiosity, and kindness as we can when the chaos really ramps up. That’s all our kids really need.

SNACKS: Stop, Notice, Accept, Connect, Get Curious, Kill Them with Kindness, and Start Again

Sometimes it’s hard to know how to be compassionate with our children. It’s so tempting to focus on fixing the problem or their feelings or whatever, but that’s not what compassion is all about. Instead, try showing up with SNACKS (because honestly, what kid doesn’t love a snack?).

Step 1: Stop

We can’t show up for our kids when we’re doing something else. It’s just not possible. But it’s not always easy to put a pin in whatever we’re doing, because generally speaking, whatever we’re doing likely feels either a) way more urgent, or b) way more entertaining than whatever our child is struggling with. It can be legitimately hard to step away from our work or our friends or the screen or whatever else is holding our attention and focus on our kids, but that’s OK. You’re not stopping forever, just for a moment. And no matter how hard it feels, we can do hard things, and they will get easier with practice.

Step 2: Notice

You’re probably thinking that this is the dumbest piece of advice ever because of course you freaking notice when your kid is suffering and struggling. You notice the hell out of their tantrums and fighting and door slamming. You couldn’t freaking miss it if you tried, and more often than not, you’re consumed by it.

Yeah. That’s not noticing.

Noticing is the difference between biting your toddler’s head off because he’s being a total pain in your ass and getting just enough headspace to realize that you forgot about lunch and he just needs a little food to get back on track.

Noticing is the difference between getting into yet another epic power struggle with your tween about her clothing choices and choosing to step out of the room, take a few deep breaths, and figure out if this is really the hill you want to die on. (PS: It’s probably not.)

Noticing is the difference between screaming at your kids to stop freaking bickering already and remembering that sometimes it’s OK to let kids figure things out for themselves.

Noticing is the difference between holding yourself responsible for your child’s feelings and getting enough clarity to remind yourself that a) no feeling is ever wrong, b) feelings were meant to be felt, not fixed, and c) it’s absolutely not your job to make your kiddo feel better. All you need to do is stick with them through the storm.

Sometimes it’s hard to know what to do with what we notice, especially if what we notice is really weird or scary or confusing. Do we worry? (OK, obviously we worry, so the question is really what level of worry are we talking about here?) If you’re not sure, check in with trusted friends or adults who know you and your children, which may include friends, family members, teachers, their pediatrician, or their therapist. Remember, you don’t ever have to be scared alone.

Step 3: Accept

This one’s a doozy, but it’s well worth the time and effort. There is zero space for compassion, connection, curiosity, and kindness if we’re all tangled up in wishing our kids were different or being pissed at their imperfections or refusing to acknowledge whatever they’re struggling with. All of these reactions are completely natural, and we all have them, but that doesn’t mean they’re helpful. So give yourself a little time to feel your feelings or vent to your partner or sob with your therapist or whatever you need to do—because we all need to do that—and have a shitload of compassion for yourself because man this parenting gig is HARD AF. And then accept that this is where your kids are right now, and this is what they’re struggling with. Again, that doesn’t mean you like it, and it doesn’t mean you aren’t going to work with your kids to change it. It just means it is what it is right now. That’s all.

Step 4: Connect

“Connection before redirection” is a favorite saying among parenting experts, and not just because we love us a good rhyme. It’s also because lecturing or explaining or setting limits or laying the smack down will get you nowhere unless you’ve taken the time to connect first. This is true for our children, our partners, our colleagues, or anyone else in our lives. Think back to the last time someone barged in when you were having a rough moment and started in on everything you did wrong and everything you should have done differently (or even worse, told you to just calm down), without taking even a moment to say hi, ask how you were doing, or understand what was going on for you? How did that go for you? Did you feel any calmer? Clearer? Inspired to change?

Those were rhetorical questions. Of course you didn’t.

Connection makes all the difference. It’s the most effective and efficient way to help everyone calm down and move forward with clarity, creativity, and confidence. But you can’t bullshit it, and you can’t fake it. Kids have excellent BS detectors and they’ll know when you’re phoning it in. They may not realize what they know, and they might not be able to verbalize what they know, but on some deep level, they’ll know it and you’ll know it and it will not feel awesome.

And just as you can’t fake connection, you also can’t force it. Snuggling a frustrated toddler who doesn’t want to be touched or repeatedly nagging an exasperated tween to talk to you isn’t connecting. They’re just fix or feel-better reactions, designed to soothe our own anxiety and discomfort about whatever’s going on with our kids. It’s the grown-up (ish) version of “Please play with me will you play with me why won’t you play with meeeeeee?” and it’s as ineffective and annoying when you do it to your children as it is to you when they do it to you.

Here are a few connection strategies to try instead:

Play It Cool and Keep It Casual. It can be tempting to get all serious and show up in a super serious way or have a serious conversation, but that’s not necessary. The whole talking face-to-face thing is overrated anyway, especially when it comes to kids (and that’s coming from a woman who made her career talking to people face-to-face). Eye contact can make things unnecessarily intense and increase stress. So try something else. Some kids connect physically, through snuggling or wrestling, while others might want to be near you without touching. Some kiddos like to talk, while others find it easier to connect through a shared activity, like coloring or crafting, going for a walk, shooting hoops, or tossing a ball. Remember, this isn’t about what you need, at least not in this moment. It’s about noticing and accepting what your kid needs in that moment.

Name and acknowledge your child’s feelings if you can. Daniel Siegel, my favorite interpersonal neurobiologist (because we all have one of those, don’t we?), frequently reminds us to “name it to tame it,” and by it, he means our feelings. There’s something magical about acknowledging what we’re feeling, and it can be a great way to connect with a struggling child. Having said that, resist the urge to start your sentences with “I know you’re feeling . . .” That can feel bossy and judgy and put your kid on the defensive. Try something like, “I’m wondering if that made you feel sad . . .” or “It sounds like maybe you’re feeling . . .” Feel free to use your own words and style, and for the love of god try not to sound all therapist-y; that’s annoying.

Don’t tell your child that he or she is OK. Clearly they’re not OK; otherwise you wouldn’t be KISSing and SNACKing them. You can tell them that they’re safe, or that they will be OK, or that this feeling won’t last forever.

Let them know that they’re not the only ones who have been through this situation. Offer to share a story about a time when you went through something similar, if you have one. This doesn’t have to be a story about how you handled everything perfectly and it all came out perfectly; it might even be better if it isn’t. The point is that you got through it, and your kid will too.

Remember that it’s OK to set limits on behaviors and make the distinction between behavior and feelings. Your kids can be rip-shit pissed; they can’t whack their brother over the head with a whiffle ball bat or dump an entire bowl of peas on the floor.

For older kids, tweens, and teens: Ask them if they’re looking for advice or just someone to listen and respect their response. If they don’t want advice, I don’t care if you have the best solution ever in the history of life solutions that will 100 percent solve their problem for all eternity (which, PS, you don’t), bite your tongue and zip your trap and keep it to yourself.

Step 5: Get Curious

Curiosity is a parental superpower (when we can remember to use it). Not only is it a great way to connect with our kids and figure out what the hell is going on, but it’s pretty much the only way to share information with our kids without sounding preachy. We’ve already talked about how folks feel about unsolicited advice, and there’s no one who likes it less than a kid getting it from their parents. Just telling your kids that feelings are normal, and each feeling has a beginning, middle, or end, for example, is likely to land on deaf, uninterested ears. (Trust me, I know from experience. Lots and lots of experience.) But asking kids where they are in their feelings—the beginning, middle, or end—will have a much higher probability of sparking their interest. Each time we can ask a question or preface our thoughts with words like “I wonder what would happen if . . .” we’re welcoming our children into the conversation rather than throwing it in their faces.

You really can’t go wrong with curiosity, but there are a few strategies that will help make your curiosity practice as effective and engaging as possible.

Turn on your own curiosity first. Here are a few questions that might be useful to consider:

•What’s going on with them? What are they struggling with? Developmental transitions? Something at school? With their siblings or friends? Their teams or extracurricular activities?
•Are they dealing with any major life changes? Starting or ending the school year? Transitioning to preschool, elementary school, or middle school? Going to camp for the first time? Any birthdays, holidays, or significant anniversaries coming up?
•What’s your best guess at how they might be feeling? Do you think they’re dealing with any big, overwhelming, or frightening emotions? Are they worried about or scared of something?
•Have they been dealing with any losses in the past few months? A grandparent? A pet? A divorce in the family? A best friend who moved away?
•What’s going on with their bodies? Are they in the middle of a growth spurt? Could they be in pain? Starting puberty? Could they be hungry, thirsty, tired, getting sick, or constipated?
•What do they need? (Try not to confuse this with what they’re saying they need; they’re just kids with poorly developed prefrontal cortexes, so they might not actually know what they need. Try not to get too frustrated; as annoying as this can be, it’s totally normal.)
•Can you give them what they need? And if you can, does that mean you should? And if you can’t or don’t want to, what can you do instead?
Try to avoid “why” questions. “Why did you do that?” is a parental favorite, which is weird, because it rarely works. Kids (and adults too!) often don’t have the insight or information to answer that question accurately or honestly, so either they’ll shut down with an “I don’t know,” or they’ll make up a story that may be neither accurate nor helpful. You can often get the answer you’re looking for with questions such as:

•What were you doing when that happened?
•What did you want at the time?
•How are you feeling? 
•Do you remember what you were thinking about?
•What do you think that was about?
Try to notice if you’re expecting a specific response from your child. That’s not curiosity; that’s a quiz. If you notice that you’re feeling judgmental, annoyed, or irritated at whatever your kid is showing up with, then you’re probably not in a headspace to be curious, and that’s OK. Go back to connection or kindness or tag in your parenting partner or put the kid in front of the TV until you’ve had a cup of tea or a few minutes to breathe. Any of that will be more effective than judging your children for their answer.

Ditch the snarky, sarcastic questions. Unless you are 100 percent absolutely positively certain that you and your kids are calm and connected and ready for a dose of humor. Otherwise, those kinds of questions are just going to alienate your kiddo, possibly hurt their feelings, and shatter any chance you might have had at connection and compassion in that moment.

Your child might not always be interested in, or receptive to, your curiosity.

That’s OK. Sometimes kids just don’t feel like exploring or thinking or talking or insighting (which is different from inciting, and really should be a word), and I know you know what I’m talking about because that’s how almost every parent on the planet feels after about six p.m. And that’s cool, because you can still kill them with kindness.

Step 6: Kill them with Kindness

Kindness is awesome. It’s at the heart of connection and curiosity, and it’s always an option, as long as you can get in the head- and heart-space for it. But please don’t misunderstand me; we’re not going for a Mother Teresa level of kindness here. (And, for the record, Mother Teresa didn’t actually have kids. I’m just sayin’.) I mean, if you’ve got next-level kindness skills, that’s awesome, but most of us don’t. We’re just aiming for enough kindness to not beat up ourselves or our kids for whatever normal, but brutal, human situation we’re dealing with.

All you need to do is reach into your quiver of kindness arrows, pull out whichever one feels right in the moment, and do it with your child. There’s no perfect practice here, so don’t stress about that. Each one of these is inherently kind and can often set the stage for connection and curiosity as well.

Here is a not-at-all exhaustive list to get you started, in no particular order:

Snack ’n’ Sip (as in an actual snack, not a clever acronym made up by that awesome parenting lady). I’m not suggesting you teach your children to eat or drink their feelings, but noticing and tending to our bodies’ needs is an inherently kind thing to do—especially when you can share that snack together.

Stretch. Move your bodies. Have a kitchen dance party. Go for a walk. Sit on the floor and stretch together. Not only is this a great way to connect, but it often feels good as well. And don’t forget, our feelings live in our bodies, and, man, can they get stuck there. Stretching and moving can help loosen up those feelings, which will take away some of their power.

Snuggle. Because snuggling is awesome.

Song. Turn on some tunes, and either dance or just listen. Music is a great way to evoke and acknowledge emotions, and sometimes you gotta just get those feelings out.

Story. There are so many ways this one can go. You can share a story from your own life, make up a story together, or read a book. Books are often great choices because a) they require relatively little brain power from weary parents, and b) they can be a highly effective way to explore confusing situations and big feelings when we have no idea where to start or what to say. Don’t worry about finding the perfect book; just take your kiddo to the library and let them pick whatever they want. You’ll be amazed at how often they pick a story that’s just right for whatever’s going on.

Show. Turn on something you both like and watch together. Bonus points for snuggling (if that works for you and your kid).

Sleep. Our kids don’t appreciate this now, but sleep is an inherently kind way to take care of our minds and bodies. Tired brains think too much, feel too big, and get all worked up when really the only problem is that they’re exhausted. I’ll often tell my worn-out, freaking-out daughter “We’re too tired to talk about this
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