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			To my children and grandchildren, who have helped me—and continue to help me—learn how to communicate with kids.

			—Bill

			To Vanessa, who said “Yes” to me all those years ago, starting this wonderful life we’ve built together.

			To Matthew and Katie: I love you, no matter what. You make my life rich in all the ways that matter.

			—Ned
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			Why Effective Communication with Kids Is So Important Now

			Bill got a call from the parent of Sarah, a seventh grader with a reading disability whom he’d recently tested. He expected the call to be a pleasant one; after all, Sarah’s latest scores now showed her reading at grade level, a feat that had seemed beyond her reach just six months earlier. But the conversation quickly turned to something else entirely.

			“We have a rule that the kids have to finish their homework before they can have screen time for the night,” Sarah’s mom told Bill. “Sarah’s friends were all playing a game together online, but she hadn’t finished her homework yet. She knows the rules, but she absolutely lost it when I told her I wouldn’t let her log on until she was done. The rest of the night and the next morning she wouldn’t speak to me—acted like I wasn’t even there.”

			Sarah’s mom understood that she couldn’t make Sarah do her homework or make her want to do her homework. What frustrated her was that sometimes—like when enforcing a reasonable, longtime family rule turned into an all-out battle—her best attempts to communicate with her daughter went nowhere, or made things even worse.

			“I hate being the bad guy,” Sarah’s mom said, “but she knows the rules. She gets why homework comes first. I just can’t figure out what I said that made this blow up.”

			If you’re a parent, you’ve had a moment—maybe many of them—when you’ve thought, How did that conversation with my kid go so badly? What did I say, or how could I have said something differently to get my kid to open up more? Maybe the conflict started with a simple request to eat their dinner or make their bed in the morning. Maybe it started with their plea to go to a concert on a school night. However seemingly benign or innocent the beginning, the encounter ended with an “I hate you” that still echoes in your mind hours later. Or maybe the impasse was triggered by something as simple as “How was school?” No matter how welcome and open-ended the question, you’re met with grunts and one-word answers.

			You’re a reasonable parent. Your underlying interests are all about wanting your kids to be safe, to be healthy, and to be able to engage with things other than screens—not just now, but for the rest of their lives. So why, then, are you still fighting with your kids? Just as important, why do you think they’re fighting with you?

			Communication in general is hard. Communication between kids and parents is even harder. At some point after the sixth grade, the same kid who would not stop asking “why?” at age four suddenly stops talking freely and willingly to you. The conversation you wish you could have easily with your child suddenly feels as complicated as trying to extract your car keys from a gutter grate.

			If parent-child relations seem more complicated than when you were growing up, you’re not wrong. We wrote a good part of this book during the COVID-19 pandemic, when the relationship between parents and kids reached new levels of physical closeness and boundary blurring, and stress reached new heights. Dependence on screens—a lifeline for education, social connection, and entertainment—nevertheless caused consternation about tech addiction and more than a few arguments, as parents pleaded with their kids to just shut it off for a while. Parents also became de facto teachers, whether the dynamic with their kid was suitable for the role or not. And behavior problems increased as kids had few outlets for their frustrations, or for anything else. During one video talk we gave, a mom explained how she was fighting with her first-grade daughter every day to stay focused on her distance learning. She then explained that her little girl had just drawn a picture of “a meteor hitting Mommy.” The mom wanted to know, “How much do I need to worry about this?”

			Even before COVID-19, we worried about mental health in kids. Suicide is the second-leading cause of death for ten- to twenty-four-year-olds, and the rates have increased every year since 2007.1 More than 60 percent of college students recently reported experiencing overwhelming anxiety, and 40 percent said they were so depressed it was difficult to function.2

			We wrote our first book, The Self-Driven Child, in part as a response to these alarming statistics. Though we come at issues facing kids from different angles (Bill as a neuropsychologist, Ned as a test prep guru), we see a similar problem: kids increasingly feel a lack of control over their lives. From a brain science perspective, there is little that is more stressful than feeling you do not have agency. Think about it: some of the most stressful moments we experience are when we’re stuck in traffic, when we’re waiting on someone else to make a decision that affects us, when our kid is sick but it’s not clear why, or when we’re in any number of unpleasant scenarios and there’s nothing we can do about it.

			Many of our kids feel like this all the time. They’re constantly told where to stand and what they need to learn, they’re told when they can go out or not, or they’re put in situations where someone else is making a decision that will impact their future. We wrote our first book to explain why we need to change our approach with kids—to help adults understand and meet their children’s need to gain a sense of control over their own lives. Now we’re here to elaborate on how to implement this approach.

			The parents who attend our talks often ask questions that are less about our philosophy and more about the nuances of putting it into action: “How do I get my kid to understand that he shouldn’t spend so much time doing [fill in the blank]?” (And by the way, that blank is most often filled in with “video games” or “social media.”) Or they ask us, “How do I talk to my kid in a way that encourages him to do what’s in his own best interest?” “How do I talk to my kid in a way that avoids constant battles?”

			Any approach to parenting is easier said than done, right? It’s one thing to intellectually understand the wisdom of a certain style or approach; it’s quite another to be able to summon the right words in the heat of the moment. How can you be assertive and understanding at the same time, especially when the stakes are so high? How can you be accessible to your child and still maintain healthy boundaries? How can you take a step back when they are driving you completely crazy, and possibly driving themselves off a cliff? We are continually asked what the alternatives are to begging, scolding, lecturing, ordering, and threatening. We love it when parents ask these questions, as doing so shows their interest in changing themselves—and the way they do things—rather than changing their child.

			Focusing on effective communication with our kids is a powerful way to grow our relationship with them (and often with our spouse, students, and coworkers as well) and to support their development.

			Between the two of us, we have been talking with kids for more than sixty years, finding language that they understand, that influences and motivates them, and that helps them understand themselves. And throughout that time, we’ve also been helping parents use that language at home. We’re eager to share the kinds of conversations that work.

			The sections of The Self-Driven Child we hear back from readers about the most are dialogues we re-created between us and our clients, dialogues that illustrate some of the principles of effective communication. And we heard that some of the book’s sample language for parents, like “I love you too much to fight with you about your homework,” transformed their relationships with their children. Since the publication of The Self-Driven Child, we have been asked repeatedly to write “a manual” with even more specifics to help parents put the principles of that book into practice, and the volume you hold in your hand is designed to be just that guide. What you won’t find in this book is guidance on how to talk to kids about race, or about death, or about any other number of issues that are better left to subject area experts. We have great respect for the work these experts do, and we defer to them while sticking to our own area of expertise—which comes from the realm of the science of performance, and the many ways we have been able to apply what we know about neuroscience to the everyday struggles facing our clients and their parents. The dialogues in this book come from discussions with our clients and our own children, as well as focus groups that we conducted with parents.

			As the book’s subtitle promises, we’ll cover ways to talk with kids about motivation, stress tolerance, and happiness. We are not here to promise you will figure out exactly how to motivate your kid; rather, you will understand how motivation works, and what kinds of things we say all the time that actually deflate motivation when we want the exact opposite outcome. We are not here to say your children should never be stressed; rather, we want to help them build up stress tolerance, so that they go into coping mode during stressful situations instead of flipping out. We are not here to insist your home will always be happy or conflict-free; rather, you will understand that your connection with your child is the most important thing of all, and that when it’s strong, almost everything is surmountable.
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			Communicating Empathy: A Recipe for Closeness and Connection

			So often we’re asked about the specifics of what parents should say to guide their kids while still giving them room to make their own decisions. Indeed, that’s what this book’s about—communicating in a way that fosters a healthy sense of control. Our goal in this chapter is to adopt the role of Cyrano de Bergerac, sharing what words might work, and to weave that advice together with a little Robert Sapolsky, explaining the brain science behind why.

			In our first book, we emphasized the importance of autonomy—of kids having a sense of control over their own lives. Autonomy has a starring role in this book, too, although we focus on how to promote it through conversation. This first chapter, though, steps back to lay the groundwork for future independence, because before we can promote their autonomy, we have to be connected to our kids, and they to us. A strong connection with a parent is the closest thing to a silver bullet for preventing mental health problems in kids. A healthy bond with a parent is a predictor of emotional health and resilience, and it can lessen the impact of even significant adversity on a child’s health and, eventually, on their life span.1 A close relationship with parents allows kids to feel safe, accepted, and respected—which ultimately helps them develop a sense of control and the self-drive that goes with it.

			Building closeness begins in the first months of an infant’s life when parents and other caregivers respond to the baby’s needs. Through repeated interactions, infants and toddlers learn that a caregiver can be trusted to feed them, change their diaper, help them fall asleep, and comfort them when they’re upset. With a secure attachment, toddlers then use their parents as a safe base from which to explore their world—and to which to retreat if things are too stressful. A secure bond with a caregiver (usually a parent) is the most important outcome of the first eighteen months of life, as children who feel securely bonded to their caregivers have stronger emotional regulation, are more likely to develop healthy self-motivation, achieve at higher levels, and are happier and more confident than those who don’t.2

			Kids don’t stop needing connection with their parents as they get older. In many ways, they need it more. Still, the ways in which we connect change over time. Ten-year-olds can feed themselves; sixteen-year-olds don’t need to be picked up when they cry. But they still need closeness, and they always benefit from warmth and responsiveness. Although teens are biologically driven to spend more time with peers—and to push their parents away to some extent as they forge their own identities—when they feel close to their parents, they are much less likely to develop anxiety or mood disorders, abuse drugs or alcohol, or engage in delinquent behavior. They are also more likely to listen to their parents rather than exclusively to their peers. They are more likely to integrate their parents’ values as their own. This is key because no one can make a child do anything. Parents can’t make them work hard, or care about others, or nurture a spiritual life, or vote Democrat or Republican, or even vote at all. But if kids are close to their parents, and the parents value hard work, caring about others, spirituality, and civic engagement, their children are much more likely to as well.

			When Ned’s son, Matthew, was a sophomore in high school, they were taking a walk one afternoon when Matthew asked an important question. He was planning to attend a school dance that evening, and then a party at a friend’s house afterward. He was concerned there would be drinking at the party. He asked Ned, “What should I do if kids are drinking alcohol?”

			Ned suppressed an urge to pump a fist in the air and holler, Yes! Parenting win! My kid is talking to me about this! Instead, he suggested they do some mental role-playing of different scenarios, and what Matthew might do in each.

			Matthew’s coming to Ned was a very vulnerable move. Matthew trusted his parents, because his parents had long trusted him. Ned could have said, “What? Drinking! You’re not going to that party!” Had Ned and his wife, Vanessa, constantly been on Matthew or failed to treat him respectfully in general, Matthew never would have risked sharing his concerns. Instead, they had a great conversation about the pros and cons of staying at the party versus leaving. As they talked, the issues became more nuanced. Matthew confessed he was really bothered by a cautionary tale he’d heard about a student who’d attended a party where people were drinking. One kid was so incapacitated that the police and paramedics were called. While most of the partygoers fled, a student stayed to take care of the incapacitated kid, and as a result was fined $500 for being at a party where there was underage drinking. The moral of this story, as Matthew seemed to understand from classmates, was “don’t be guilty by association.” Ned told Matthew he saw it differently. What if this kid who stayed actually saved the other’s life? He was fined $500, which was unfortunate, but wasn’t that more than worth it to save a life?

			The point is, when our kids feel close to us, these nuanced conversations—about values, ethics, and consequences—are possible. And there are more and more of them as kids grow up.

			Fostering and Maintaining Connection

			A close attachment requires the development of a one-on-one bond with a parent, and the power of “private” time never diminishes. The way we get to really know someone is to spend time alone with them. If you have dinner with a married couple or a group of friends, you can feel close to your companions, but true intimacy requires being one-on-one. This is as true for parent-child relationships as it is for any relationship, and we’ve seen dramatic turnarounds in discouraged kids when parents started to spend one-on-one time with them—instead of just family time. This is clearly easier to do if you have one child than if you have five, but even when you are dealing with just one or two kids it can be hard to carve out the time to be alone with them.

			A friend of ours, Raina, worried that she was losing her connection with her middle school daughter. Though the busy family prioritized time together, it was just that: time that all of them were together. Then one day Raina and her daughter had two hours to kill in between errands. They went on a long walk, and Raina said it was like the floodgates opened. “She told me everything—not just about what was going on in her life, but about what was in her brain. She went from talking about a cafeteria drama to how she would decorate her dorm room one day, to whether dogs could cry, to what she wanted for dinner.” All that was in her head had been there when she was surly that morning. But having her mom’s undivided attention let the stream of consciousness flow.

			Bill feels lucky that he learned about the power of one-on-one time when his kids were very young. He had weekly dates with each of his two kids from when they were three until they left for college. There are 168 hours in a week, he always thought to himself, so surely I can devote two of them to one-on-one time with the most precious things in my life. When the kids were little, they’d draw or play a game with Bill, and as they got older, private time often involved Bill pitching or hitting grounders to them, going for ice cream, riding with the kids while they practiced driving, or running an errand together that they were both interested in. Bill would usually ask the kids what they wanted to do for private time, and if they weren’t sure, he’d offer choices. He promised not to take any phone calls, and every week he’d write the time for the next week’s private time in the family calendar. He also consciously made eye contact with his kids during private time (and throughout the week as well). Research has documented the extremely powerful effects when two people look into each other’s eyes for a few minutes.3 There’s also important research showing that what people really feel, while they may try to hide it, is given away by the smallest of expressions around the eyes. While we don’t need to “stare” at our kids, making eye contact when we talk is a powerful way to connect with them.4

			Especially in an era of smartphones and multitasking, when our attention is really divided, something as seemingly simple as focusing your full attention on someone else is powerful. One high schooler told us he liked talking to his mom, but not his dad, because “When I talk to my dad he doesn’t seem as interested. He looks around, goes on his phone, doesn’t really look at me.” Your full attention shows them they are worth your time. Luckily, Ned learned this lesson before kids came along. Early in his career, when Ned would come home from work, he and Vanessa would have dinner together and Ned would have half his attention focused on the newspaper. It’s understandable, really—he was mentally fried and the paper was a bit of a mindless temptation. But Vanessa’s perspective is understandable, too—she felt like what she had to say wasn’t as worthy of Ned’s attention as the paper was, and she told him that. It was hard for her to say, and hard for Ned to hear. But he heeded the oft-given advice to treat people like they have a sign on their forehead that says make me feel important. Now, decades later, their two teenagers keep honored seats at the table—the paper still isn’t welcome. (And neither are smartphones!)

			Individual time matters, and proximity matters. Show your kids you care by sitting alongside them—even when they’re playing dress-up . . . or, more likely, video games.5 Several experts have suggested that one of the best ways parents can help regulate their children’s use of video games, in fact, is to understand the games and even play with them. At a talk we gave some years ago, a father, nearly in tears, described his supreme frustration with his elementary-school-aged son effectively shutting himself away for hours at a time playing “some STUPID video game.” Ned asked what game his son played. “I have no idea,” said the dad. “Something that’s a complete waste of time.” As we’ll talk more about in Chapter 8, we can more effectively guide our kids’ use of technology if we watch them play or see how they use their social media.

			Proximity also means showing up and being present at events that are meaningful to our kids—like their games, performances, birthdays, and parent-teacher meetings. Obviously, you won’t be able to attend everything that’s important to them. But you can say, “You have two games a week for the next few months, and as much as I’d love to, I can’t go to all of them. Which are most important to you? I want to be sure I am there when it matters most to you.” The being present part means actually paying attention to your kids at these events and not to your phone or other adults. There are few more powerful ways to show kids that they are loved and important to us than to take time out of our day to share something that’s important to them.

			Look, we get it—you’re not going to love everything your kid does. But finding an area of shared interest is incredibly helpful for connection. A friend of ours loves outdoor sports and competition of any sort. He wanted nothing more than for his kids to share his love for any one of a variety of sports—he wasn’t picky!—and had dreams of coaching them one day in whichever one they chose. But his daughters love theater, music, and crafting and have no interest whatsoever in anything competitive or overly physical, or in anything that takes place outside. So they’ve found some middle ground. They have movie rituals together, and they all became passionate about the Percy Jackson book series. This dad also acknowledges to them that while he doesn’t love theater the way they do, he loves being with them and hearing them sing. He also makes sure to use his daughters as resources in areas where they’re skilled, which communicates respect and fosters connection. For instance, since the girls are so into music, he asks them to make him exercise playlists based on their favorite songs.

			Family rituals also offer a way to connect with our kids and let them know that they are important members of our family. Rituals don’t have to be elaborate. One of Bill’s family rituals when he was growing up was getting drive-in burgers on Christmas Eve on the way to his grandparents’ house. Rituals can involve religious practices, making pizza every Sunday, or something like going to the library together once a week. One mom reported that when she drops her kids off at school, each kid gives her a fist bump and says “Team Jackson,” before hopping out of the car. It’s a way to give them confidence before they go out to face their day, to stay unified, and to remind them that they are part of something larger than themselves.

			Individual time, proximity, shared interests, and family rituals—these elements together foster a pretty simple foundation for closeness. We worry, though, that more and more parents are missing out on this closeness with their kids, and that the kids are missing out in the process. Twenty years ago, researcher Suniya Luthar was shocked to discover that kids from affluent families and high-achieving schools are actually at significantly higher risk than kids from disadvantaged families for anxiety and mood disorders, for chemical use and abuse, for self-injury, and for certain kinds of delinquent behaviors6—a finding that remains true today. The two main factors that appear to explain this finding are excessive pressure to excel and a lack of closeness to parents.7 Many affluent parents are surprised by the latter finding, particularly those who spend a lot of time driving their kids to practices, rehearsals, tutoring, and therapy—and are intimately familiar with their kids’ school assignments and grades. That’s proximity, sure, but without the other three: individual time, shared interests, and family rituals that make kids feel like they belong to something larger than themselves. As a result, the kids from these families don’t feel as emotionally close to—or as connected with—their parents.8 Ned recently asked one of his clients, the daughter of extremely wealthy parents, who she feels closest to in her life. She answered, “My nanny.” Ned asked who she feels next closest to and she answered, “My driver.” Ouch.

			We all have to do the slow, intentional, and transformative work required for connection if we want our time as parents to yield bonded, healthy relationships with our adult children. While parents with lots of resources—financial reserves and privileged contacts—may feel that those opportunities and networks give them a leg up or give them a way to outsource this work, that’s not the case. Resources can create a false sense of security for parents (“we’ve got everything they need!”) and unintentionally foster competitiveness, daunting standards, and kids feeling overwhelmed, while lowering the sense of connection.

			Empathy and Validation: A Playbook for Better Connection

			One evening, Ned’s daughter, Katie, came downstairs, simply fuming after losing a video game. Despite great care and what she thought were heroic precautions, she’d fallen into lava, ending her game and losing the online treasures she’d spent hours acquiring. Her well-meaning brother jumped into problem-solving mode, asking questions and offering suggestions that, to Katie, all boiled down to “could’ve, should’ve” advice. Vanessa, knowing next to nothing about the game, simply paraphrased what Katie had told her and then validated Katie’s frustration. “So you fell into lava and lost everything you had collected. Jeez, that sounds SO frustrating.” Feeling heard not only helped Katie cool off and put things into perspective, but also to pivot to possible solutions.

			Demonstrating empathy is one of the most important things you can do to be close to your child. One of our children’s deepest needs is to feel heard, and by listening carefully and expressing empathy for their feelings, we help to fill this need.9 We also strengthen our bond with our child every time we indicate that we understand their experience. There’s extensive behavioral research to support this,10 and biological research that validates the connection between empathy and bonding, specifically research on empathy and the bonding hormone oxytocin. If someone has a higher level of oxytocin in their bloodstream, they are more empathetic. And it turns out the reverse is also true: if they feel empathy, even if it’s just from watching a touching video, their oxytocin levels rise, making them feel more connected to—and generous toward—others.11

			Showing empathy and validating our kids’ feelings and experience may not seem hard, but it is. If our kids are not doing well, parents often feel the need to be disapproving—otherwise, they reason, the kid will think they’re okay with the behavior. Also, when our kids are upset, their distress induces what is called a “righting reflex”12 in parents—or the desire to fix whatever the problem is for the child by using logic. But logic doesn’t calm emotions—empathy and validation do. In our interviews, many middle and high school students told us they felt closest to the person who listened with understanding and didn’t judge them—and more often than not, this wasn’t a parent. Instead, they reported that they felt closest to a sibling or a cousin or another adult, like an uncle or a teacher. There’s nothing wrong with that, but it does beg the question: Why not us? It may well be that we need to do a better job of communicating empathy.

			“It would be better if parents acted like they related to their kids,” said one student. “We all make mistakes. We’re learning. Relate to your child so they can feel better about the stuff they’re going through.”

			Fortunately, there’s a pretty clear playbook on how to do this. Dealing with kids’ emotions in a productive way involves a four-step process, and the first two steps happen before you say a single word.

			
					
					Stay calm and think of your kids’ strong emotions as a great opportunity to connect.

				

					
					Understand and accept rather than judge; be curious rather than accusatory.

				

					
					Reflect and validate their feelings.

				

					
					Explore—ask follow-up questions.

				

			

			Let’s go through each step.

			Step 1: Stay Calm and Think of Your Kids’ Strong Emotions as a Great Opportunity to Connect

			Consider the bonds that develop when people share stressful experiences. It’s not like we expect you to jump for joy when your kid’s having a meltdown, is grumpy, or is having a hard time in his life. But when you stay calm and reframe big feelings as an opportunity, it’s easier to exercise patience and compassion. Also, if we can stay calm as they vent or cry or yell, we can lower their emotional charge, which will enable us to communicate prefrontal cortex to prefrontal cortex (rather than stress response circuits to stress response circuits). The prefrontal cortex is the part of the brain (often thought of as the “pilot”) that can think logically and clearly, and put things in perspective. No meaningful communication happens when one person is hot. Meet their intensity with your presence, and don’t get upset yourself.

			Step 2: Understand and Accept Rather Than Judge; Be Curious Rather Than Accusatory

			When your kid’s upset, you inevitably have subtitles running through your head telling you to use the opportunity as a teaching moment. It’s hard, but turn these subtitles off. The thinkers who have long guided our perspective on this are Ross Greene, an eminent child psychologist, who says, “Children do well when they can”; and Barry Kaufman, a psychotherapist and writer, who makes the same point: “People are always doing the best they can.”13 Take the generous position that even though your child is in distress, this distress represents their best effort right now—and that’s okay. Every misstep doesn’t have to be a teaching moment. From this position of grace, you can get curious rather than accusatory and then peel back the layers to investigate what might be going on with them.

			For decades, Bill has made a living by testing kids with learning, attention, social/emotional, and behavioral problems. So he has met with countless parents who were angry at or frustrated by their child, only to find out through the testing process that certain skills—like following directions or inhibiting impulsive behavior—were much harder for their child than they are for most kids. The parents then felt terrible for having criticized or punished their child for something that was not really their fault. Once they understood why the child didn’t follow directions, had trouble following through, or acted without thinking, the parent moved from judgment, criticism, and attempts to force, to understanding, acceptance, and support. We don’t think you need a testing process to adopt this approach. If all parents take the position that their kids are doing the best they can given where they are right now, imagine the emotional wear and tear it would save.

			Bill recently met with a client, Molly, whom he had diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder a few months prior. The diagnosis initially was very helpful to Molly and elevated her mood, as it gave her a way of understanding herself as someone who is socially awkward but extremely talented in other ways. But Molly hit a rough patch over the summer and became anxious and depressed. In talking with Bill, she mentioned that school was really stressful and that the social part of school was terrible. She explained that her parents were in denial about how bad she feels, and she added that if she calls her mother from school and tells her she is depressed, her mother says, “You need to push through it,” but little else.14

			“My parents don’t listen,” Molly said. She then explained what it feels like when she is depressed—the self-loathing, the loathing for everyone else, and the feeling that she can never live up to her own standards. No wonder she wanted to call her mother! Molly went on to say that when she is feeling unhappy and isolated, her parents challenge her tendency to conclude that she will always be alone, and they point out that she does not show interest in another kid unless the kid shows interest in her.

			Bill then asked Molly who understands her the best. She mentioned her friend Marcus. Marcus, she said, listens the best and “understands me and doesn’t judge me,” whereas other kids judge her for being different. Molly then started to cry and said, “It’s okay if my parents have constructive criticism, but it doesn’t help if they tell me what I should be doing when I’m really depressed.”

			We get why Molly’s parents (who are wonderful parents and love her deeply) responded the way they did. They knew that most of the thoughts that lead to high anxiety or depression are based on disordered thinking, such as blowing things out of proportion or being overly negative. Her parents wanted to help Molly reorder her thought processes and see the positive, and to provide constructive suggestions. But the problem with this is that the first thing Molly needed when she was really upset was a safe place to vent.

			Step 3: Reflect and Validate Their Feelings

			Reflective listening developed out of the work of Carl Rogers, one of the most influential psychologists of the twentieth century. His person-centered approach to psychotherapy emphasized the importance of listening closely to deeply understand a client’s experience—and then reflecting back that understanding. Many forms of intervention for helping people change have incorporated Rogers’s reflective listening (also called “active listening”), including interventions for helping problem drinkers, adolescents and adults with intense emotions, and unmotivated students.15 Careful listening helps kids feel heard, and several experts have pointed out that kids listen better after they are heard.16 Also, when they feel understood—and, importantly, accepted—by their parents, it helps kids see their parents as the safe base they can come to, rather than run from, at times of stress.

			Language that communicates careful listening when kids have strong emotions is similar to paraphrasing—but in a way that signals we are trying to understand their feelings. Psychologist and communication expert Eran Magen uses the helpful acronym WIG (“What I Got”—from what you said) to describe this kind of listening. Some examples of “WIG-ing”:

			
					
					“What I got from what you said is that you feel like Erin betrayed you.”

				

					
					“Am I getting this right—that the way she said it made you feel like she was trying to embarrass you?”

				

					
					“It sounds like you’re pretty disappointed about your performance.”

				

					
					“I think you’re saying that your emotions were so strong in the moment that you freaked out.”

				

					
					“Let me see if I’m understanding. Other kids were doing it, too, and you feel like your teacher singled you out and that it’s not fair.”

				

					
					“It sounds like you were really scared when I was late to pick you up.”

				

					
					“You seem to be pretty mad about this.”

				

			

			One useful tip for asking questions: rather than ask a child why he is upset about something, ask, “How does that upset you?” For many kids, this phrasing sounds less challenging or accusatory than asking why.17

			Through reflective listening, we can help kids see that we’re trying to understand what they’re going through. Magen says we win relationship “points” and make a deposit in our relational bank account every time a kid says “yeah” or “exactly” in response to our WIG.18

			Language that expresses validation is similar—but adds the message that I can see why you feel like that—your feeling is normal.19 Validating language shows a kid that he’s not wrong to have his feelings, and that he is accepted and loved unconditionally. Some examples:

			
					
					“I’d be scared, too, if someone much bigger than me was threatening me.”

				

					
					“That sounds like it would be painful.”

				

					
					“That must have been hard for you.”

				

					
					“I think I know how you feel.”

				

					
					“I can see why you say you had a hard day.”

				

					
					“I think most people would be upset by that.”

				

					
					“I get scared sometimes, too.”

				

			

			Some Dos and Don’ts

			Let’s say your kid does poorly on a test that you know he didn’t study for and blames his teacher for including questions on the test that weren’t discussed in class. Here are some not-so-helpful and then some helpful responses:

			Judgmental/Invalidating

			
					
					“You know you really didn’t study very much.”

				

					
					“What did you expect?”

				

					
					“Don’t worry, you’ll be able to make it up on the next test.”

				

					
					“I think you need to study harder for the next test.”

				

					
					“I don’t know what you’re upset about.”

				

					
					“Ms. Coleman is an excellent teacher. I’m sure she wouldn’t test you on material you hadn’t been taught.”

				

					
					“Maybe if you had/hadn’t . . .”

				

			

			Empathic/Validating

			
					
					“That must be frustrating, because I know you really want to do well in that class.”

				

					
					“You sound pretty upset about your grade.”

				

					
					“It sounds like you think Ms. Coleman was unfair.”

				

					
					“I bet other kids were upset, too, when they saw material on the test that hadn’t been covered in class.”

				

			

			Step 4: Explore—Ask Follow-up Questions

			Once you’ve done the reflection and validation work of Step 3, your kids will feel heard and accepted. Since they no longer need to defend or justify themselves, they are more likely to admit their own role in a problem and can walk alongside you instead of fighting you. You can move on to an even greater place of curiosity. You can ask questions to better understand the child’s experience and explore their openness to hearing advice, or considering ways to solve problems. Here’s how one parent described the progression:

			
				My sixteen-year-old son is at a top-notch independent school that specializes in helping kids with autism. I credit that school with saving his life. That said, he’s never enjoyed school; it’s very stressful for him. Every Sunday night for at least the last ten years, he would begin airing his grievances about the school—fussing about his classmates, his teachers, the work . . . everything.

				Last April, at the end of spring break he started fussing at me about the fact that he didn’t want to go back to school . . . I turned to him and said, “You know what? You have hated school for as long as I can remember. It sounds so hard to be going somewhere that you hate every single day.” He visibly relaxed.

				I then explained my perspective. “Here’s the thing, kiddo. That school is the best I can do for you. I worked really hard to get you into that school. Remember how awful your previous school was for you?” He nodded. I continued, “So I’m starting to think that maybe this school thing is just not for you. Maybe what we need to do is start looking at how you can get the skills you need to do the work you want to do as an adult. And then we can just forget this whole school thing.”

				He opened his eyes wide, burst into tears, and ran into his room. I waited for about thirty minutes to give him some time to sit with the idea and went into his room. I opened his door, leaned in, and said, “Are you okay?” From under the covers, I heard a muffled “Yes.” His head emerged, and he said, “You know what, Mom? My school is a great school. I just need to man up.”

				It’s been nearly a year since then, and he hasn’t complained about his school since. He will still fuss about situations that he is (reasonably) frustrated about, but he has thrown himself into his life at this school. He passed his state graduation exams and is starting to think about his next steps.

			

			This mom meant everything she said—she wasn’t manipulating her son to get him to stop complaining. And he was sixteen—it was reasonable for them to consider taking traditional school off the table. She was asking him genuine questions about alternatives, which he could hear and think about because she’d first made it clear that she heard him, she understood, and she empathized.

			
				What Doesn’t Work

				Most parents have a pretty good idea what doesn’t work to build connection, because our kids let us know by, well, tuning us out. Lecturing, scolding, criticizing, and nagging obviously provoke the “tune out” response. But so do these gems (and don’t worry—we’ve all used them at some point or another):

				
						
						“It’s not too cold to play outside.” “How could you still be hungry?” These fall in the category of trying to talk a child out of their feelings, which isn’t useful. “Don’t be mad about that” is a frequent knee-jerk reaction when a kid’s anger seems completely unjustifiable (for instance, when they didn’t make a team because they didn’t get in shape). If they’re mad, they’re mad. It doesn’t actually work to tell them not to be.

					

						
						“You’re just tired” or “You’re just in a bad mood.” Pointing out that a crabby kid is tired or crabby is never helpful. The very fact of being irritable means the person is less able to see themselves as irritable. The same is true for all relationships. After forty-three years of marriage, Bill’s wife, Starr, has never once responded well to him telling her when she’s mad about something that she’s just tired. (And yet he is still learning not to say it!)

					

						
						“Again?” It doesn’t matter what this is in response to—needing a larger item of clothing, spilling juice, missing the bus. “Again?” usually is felt as shaming, and shaming is never helpful.

					

						
						“Why didn’t you hand in that assignment?” “Do you want to fail?” These aren’t questions—they are accusations with a question mark—don’t use them.

					

						
						“I’m sure it will be fine.” This is otherwise known as dismissive positivity,20 and it has the effect of minimizing a child’s problems. We grasp why you might want to add the benefit of perspective when a child is making a huge deal out of something that you can see will pass quickly. After all, haven’t we spent most of our lives learning not to sweat the small stuff? Don’t we want our child to benefit from that wisdom? Sure we do, but not when it has the implication of delegitimizing how they feel, which, in the moment, it does. Cheerleading at the wrong moment doesn’t make people feel met—it makes their pain feel discounted. It’s also worth considering, are you being positive to help them feel better? Or to help yourself feel better?

					

						
						“That sucks. I’m going to call your coach [/director/teacher] and talk to him.” This is an example of sympathy, not empathy, and it’s particularly problematic when it crosses over into solving the child’s problem. Empathy means just being with him in his pain, not pitying him or fixing it. Make no mistake: it is hard to sit silently, zip your lip, and just be present as your child “empties the trash.” It seems simple but is deceptively difficult. Zipping your lip requires restraint, because it induces such a low sense of control in the listener. It makes you feel better to engage, solve the problem, reassure, or somehow make the child feel better. Zipping your lip is a way of signaling that it’s not your life—it’s theirs. And that’s one of the most difficult notions for any parent to grasp.

					

						
						“That happened to me once.” While sharing your experiences is great, be careful not to do it too soon. Magen calls this “taking the wheel.” For the moment, your kid needs to be in the driver’s seat. Magen also uses the metaphor of moving a spotlight. If your kid wants to vent about his completely, outrageously unfair teacher, it might not be the best moment to vent about your completely, outrageously unfair boss.
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				But What About . . . ?

				One of the best parts of our work together is that we’ve had the chance to travel around the country, talking to parents and educators and hearing where people struggle to implement our advice. Here are some of the most common pushback questions we receive:

				If I validate my daughter’s feelings, she’ll think her shouting at me is acceptable.

				Recognize the difference between feelings and actions. Anger is a feeling that is a natural, expected part of the stress response. You can empathize with your daughter’s anger and still make it clear that the action of shouting at you isn’t okay. Your job isn’t to sit and take it. You can say, “I know you’re really angry right now, and I don’t like it when people talk to me like that” or “I’m going to take a walk/go to my room for few minutes, and we can talk when things calm down. I need a few minutes to be ready to hear more.”

				What if my kid is feeling jealous or self-pitying? I don’t want to validate those emotions, because they’ll just become entrenched.

				Empathy and validation don’t mean that we agree with the child or condone everything he says or does; it’s simply an effort to understand and accept the child’s perspective.

				Emotions don’t become entrenched when they’re validated. In fact, they tend to lighten. As Fred Rogers (of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood) said, if it’s mentionable, it’s manageable. And on the flip side, telling your kid that she should not feel jealous of her brother does not make that jealousy go away. If she stole her brother’s cookie as a result of that jealousy, that’s a behavior, it’s not okay, and you should make that clear. But before you get into other ways she might have handled her jealousy, validate the emotion. John Gottman calls this emotional coaching, and through it, kids learn that emotions are acceptable, normal, and, yes, even manageable.

				If you think about it, we all want to be met with this kind of empathy. If we screw something up—say we left water running and it created a big, expensive problem—we already feel terrible. We might have been tired or feeling stressed-out before we left the faucet on, which led to the absentmindedness in the first place. The last thing we want is someone chastising us for being thoughtless. (“How could you be so irresponsible?”) We want compassion. “I know this is really stressful for you. You’ve got a lot going on.” You need your emotions heard and understood, and then and only then can you turn to learning from the mistake. Or say that you’re incredibly angry about something that happened at work. You want to vent that anger, not have someone minimize it or tell you that you shouldn’t be feeling that way. You are feeling that way. What you’re looking for in someone you feel close to is for them to hear that emotion, to empathize with the fact that—whether rightly or wrongly—you’re mad.

				What if you empathize and empathize, but your kid never breaks out of “woe is me”?

				If that’s the case, this is no longer an emotionally charged encounter, but a negative loop the kid has developed. Once you’ve expressed, “I hear how you’re feeling,” multiple times and it’s clear that your empathy hasn’t freed your kid, say something like, “This feels like a circle now. You say one thing and I counter with another. I want to break out of it. I love you, and if you’re suffering I want to do everything I can to help you, but I don’t think this pattern helps either one of us.” Or you might say, “I call what you’re doing self-torture, and I’m not going to contribute to it. I see it differently. If you’d like to hear my angle, I’d be happy to share it with you.”

				Obviously, there’s more to it, though. If reflective listening is easy and effective, we’d all be doing it. So what’s the catch?

				The reason so few parents practice reflective listening is that, remember, it’s hard. Reflective listening can often feel forced and inauthentic. Our kids might look at us like we’ve grown two heads or ask, “Why do you keep repeating what I say?” When they do, simply explain, “I’m trying to change the way we talk to each other” or “I don’t want to fight and criticize, and I want to do my best to let you know I want to understand where you’re coming from.”

				Reflective listening also requires pushing away all the many other demands on your time (Dinner! Getting out the door for this activity or class! Sending that last work email!). If you are in a state of mind where you cannot really focus, say “I really want to give you my full attention. Let me finish this, which should take me five or ten minutes, and then we’ll talk.” Then when you’ve reach that stopping point, put the phone down, close your laptop, and turn away from the other tasks occupying your brain. Reflective listening also requires not jumping to problem-solving. So often, we fall into the temptation of trying to make our kids feel better by solving their problems. Instead, reflective listening helps kids feel better and think more clearly, so they can solve their problems for themselves.

				Finally, and most important of all, you have to push away fear (“What lesson do I need him to learn here?” “Am I communicating I approve of whatever he’s saying if I don’t freak out?”) so you can be open to listening.

				Empathy and discipline seem opposed to each other, though. Isn’t discipline important, too?

				It’s more of a with than an or. You can absolutely discipline with empathy, and children who experience the two together do better over time socially, emotionally, and academically, and they have stronger self-regulation.21

				Bill recently evaluated a seventh-grade boy named David who attended a school for students with learning disabilities. David is a sweet boy but one for whom many things are hard, as he has a language disorder, an attention disorder, learning disabilities, and social difficulties. Also, his stress response is so sensitive that he is highly anxious and very easily frustrated and angered. During Bill’s initial interview with his parents, they reported that David is never happy and, in fact, is mad “all the time.” They noted that he is remorseful and self-critical once he calms down, but his frequent emotional blowups were extremely stressful and wearing for David and his parents.

				One day David’s mother called Bill extremely upset. When classmates teased David about his choice of jeans, he responded with an ethnic slur in retaliation. He’d been suspended for a day. “How do I handle this?” she wanted to know. “What consequences can I give him so that he doesn’t ever do this again?”

				Bill first told David’s mother that there is considerable evidence that punishment is not an effective disciplinary tool.22 He also mentioned that, as Ross Greene has pointed out, the kids who get the most consequences often learn the least from them.23 (We get more into this in Chapter 9.) He then reminded David’s mother of their previous conversation about how discouraged David feels and how he often is so down on himself. It seemed unlikely that the best way to help him with this situation was to pile on more. As Jane Nelsen, the author of the classic parenting book Positive Discipline, put it, “Why did we ever think that to make kids feel better it was first necessary to make them feel worse?”

				Bill applauded David’s mother’s decision not to allow him to play video games or do anything particularly fun on the day he served his suspension. But Bill’s strongest recommendation was that, as much as possible, she express empathy for what David was feeling and try to understand what his experience was like when he used the offensive language. She could explain to him that the part of his brain that senses threat is extremely sensitive. She could explain that his outburst was related to the stress response—or fight-or-flight response—because, once we’re stressed, we’re supposed to protect ourselves by running or fighting. She might express understanding that when other kids were laughing at him, David understandably felt embarrassed, ashamed, and angry and that, with his stress response in full gear, he lashed out in a way that he thought would enable him to get back at the other kids. Helping him feel understood and that he is loved even when he does something stupid would be more effective than trying to make him feel even more discouraged, ashamed of himself, and isolated. It would be equally important for David’s mother to talk about the unacceptable use of the slur, but he wouldn’t hear any of that without empathy first. Discipline with empathy helps kids feel safe, heard, and accepted—unconditionally. And it helps their brains rebound from the setback.24

				I’m completely on board with this philosophy, but I never get to show empathy or connection because my kid is such a closed book. How do I get him to open up to me?

				To begin with, try spending time alone with kids who are more closed off. Don’t put pressure on them to talk if they don’t want to—but make the space for it in case they do. Don’t expect your kid to start opening up the second you see each other at the end of the day. For a lot of kids, it takes time to transition—let them ease into it. Instead of asking “How was school?”—a question almost sure to be answered with a nondescript “fine”—you can simply say that you’re happy to see them. Then you might follow up with, “Anything you want to share? Any highlights?” If not, let it go, give them time. Share details about your own day and they may reciprocate. Also, match their intensity as best you can. If you come at a kid who is taciturn with an abundance of charm and energy, it’s not going to land. Lower your energy to meet his. He may hear you care, even if he doesn’t care to acknowledge it at the time.

				Also, arranging your nightly routine to have a few unpressured minutes to sit quietly on your kid’s bed may help because, for many kids, the thirty minutes before bedtime is when they are most likely to open up. (It’s also a wonderful time to give them the messages you really want them to internalize, like, “I love you no matter what,” because the messages they hear just before falling asleep are the ones their brains are most likely to replay during the night.) When kids are older, look for opportunities to be alone together when their guard is most likely to be down. Ned’s noticed that his son, Matthew, always talks more when he’s moving—whether they’re on a walk or throwing a Frisbee. While we’ve sung the praises of eye contact, there are also times when not making eye contact furthers honest discussion. Many parents talk about how their kid opens up when sitting in the back seat of a dark car. Ned remembers playing with a gadget as a kid while talking about something uncomfortable with his mom. She told him to look at her when he was talking, and he thought, Okay, I can look at you or I can open up—you get one or the other.

				My child has an autism spectrum disorder, and lots of things that help other kids—like eye contact and hugging—don’t work for him. What can I do to connect with my son?

				Connection undoubtedly can be trickier for kids on the spectrum, although it’s really important. Peter Vermeulen, one of the world’s experts on autism, has recently emphasized the importance of helping kids with autism foster a strong sense of relatedness.25 But feeling connected means different things to different people, including different people on the spectrum. It’s all about sharing experiences in a way that communicates acceptance and respect. For some kids who

				
				
				
				Putting It All Together: Sample Dialogue

				
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				Remember What It’s All About
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