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Tell the truth to yourself first, and to the children.

—Maya Angelou, interview, George Stroumboulopoulos Tonight, December 31, 2013

Self-Expression

The fifth chakra, or throat chakra, is associated with self-expression and communication. It’s the ability to speak honestly, receive and process information, and speak with authenticity and truth.

This is where our insides are shared with the outside world, an opportunity to offer what only we have felt and experienced. This makes it a place of deep vulnerability because we fear that what we share may be threatening, uncomfortable, or not enough for others. Speaking what we know may risk our sense of belonging or damage our connections. Our need to be accepted and acceptable can turn our fifth chakra into a bottleneck, stifling who we are and what we know in an effort to be loved and valued.

If the lower chakras are in good order—our need for safety, emotional expression, self-individuation, and compassion—then it’s more likely that we can share our own personal truths. But if the lower-chakra aspects of ourselves have been denied or repressed, then we may not even know how to share what we need. We may not have the words or understanding to speak what we are feeling.

In early development we may have shared ourselves and been told to quiet down or that we were being disloyal or disrespectful. We may have been told by society that children are to be seen and not heard or that boys don’t cry and girls don’t get angry. We may have been taught through a multitude of experiences and events that sharing what we really think and feel is unsafe and that it’s best to either stay quiet or join the chorus around us.

Then, when we are adults and in relationships with others, we find it difficult to share who we are or express what we feel. When we are being asked our opinion at work or socially, we pass on the chance, fearing we are wrong and that we will be shamed or ridiculed. Or when we are given the opportunity to share our intimate feelings for another, we are terrified of rejection. These adult experiences are opportunities to reconsider what we learned in childhood, to begin the work of trusting our abilities to use our voices and handle how they are received with a sense of empowerment and humility.

Honest communication reveals what’s going on inside of us, and if we were previously traumatized by rage, physical or sexual abuse, or criticism and humiliation, we were taught to live in fear of this kind of exposure. We learned to stay quiet to stay safe, to protect ourselves by never sharing what we feel.

Traumatic experiences have a way of morphing into shame, and shame tells us that what lives inside of us is flawed and that we need to hide it. Our inner voice is our greatest critic, telling us that nobody wants to hear our opinion and that offering ourselves is to risk humiliation and harm. It’s a vicious cycle of needing to share to release the shame but being too ashamed to share anything we feel.

The path to change is to practice speaking, ideally with a partner or friend who has demonstrated a willingness to listen. But it could also be a therapist, coach, or parent-type figure, anyone who can hear without judgment and offer compassion instead of criticism.

You can begin with simple things, like favorite movies or favorite books, and then move into other areas that might feel more vulnerable—stories from childhood, fears about the future, or experiences with anxiety and depression. The more we are able to share and feel accepted, the more we will realize that the voice in our head telling us to stay quiet has been self-harming and betraying what is in our best interest.

The more we share, the more we realize our common humanity and how anything we have felt, experienced, or said has been experienced by others. Speaking what we feel and believe is like working a muscle, and the more we utilize the muscle, the stronger it gets. Sharing what we feel inside makes us lighter because we no longer carry the weight of unexpressed feelings or ideas. We free ourselves by speaking what we know and support others by relating to what they feel.

The Art of Communication

The fifth chakra is also related to our ability to effectively communicate, specifically how to practice and develop authentic and connective communication. Authentic communication does not come easily; there’s a delicate balance between saying what we mean while staying tactful and diplomatic.

When I talk to fifth grade girls about sharing their feelings, they initially believe this gives them permission to say anything that comes to mind, even hurtful things directed at specific people. This is when we discuss the difference between content and context, that it’s not just about what you feel, but you also need to consider why you are feeling it, why you are sharing it, how you will express it, and what it will accomplish. It’s not what you say; it’s how you say it and why.

Effective communication is a dance with many moving parts. What we feel and want to say is important, but how we deliver what we want to say is more important. The sound of our voice and our body language play a role in how everything is received. That’s why communication is an ongoing practice, because every experience offers us either what feels like successful connection or an opportunity to consider how we could have been more thoughtful with our words or ability to listen.

Parents often ask how they should talk to their kids or ask for specific words they should say. It can be a good idea to be coached in what’s most effective, but it’s less about the right words and more about what’s behind the words. The way we feel comes across in how we sound, and our sincerity comes across in our energy and body language. Having an effective conversation is less about word choice and more about the energy behind our words. Listeners are more attuned to how they feel during the conversation rather than remembering the specific words that are spoken.

How are you making your kids feel while you talk to them, and why are you sharing what you are sharing? Are you offering something that might be helpful, or is your intention to convince and manipulate behavior? While there can be a fine line when considering this question, whatever the intent it can usually be felt by the person listening. Kids know when their parents are trying to “convince” them to do something, and fifth graders know when a friend is saying something to be hurtful rather than helpful.

Your intention may be focused around helping, but that doesn’t matter if your children are no longer listening because they feel under attack. It’s just as important, if not more important, to pay attention to the energy we are carrying when speaking. We may be having a tough day because of work, and then we yell at our kids about their toys being all over the floor. We may feel insecure about how we are perceived, so we tell our kids to act or look a certain way so we feel better about ourselves. It doesn’t matter what words we choose, children can feel this inauthenticity, and it’s usually why they push back. They know it’s yours and not really about them, so they question why they have become the receiver of your pain and discomfort.

We also have to be thoughtful about the words we choose and how they will be understood. When my daughters were young and would take something that wasn’t theirs, I would say, “You can’t take that.” This made no sense to them, because they did just take it and had already demonstrated they could. I had to learn to be thoughtful and creative in how I talked to my girls, to point out what they did and then explain why they may be able to take something, but it’s not a good choice.

We don’t have permission to dump everything we think and feel on top of people and then believe we can maintain a healthy relationship. Saying something unkind and then saying it was a joke or that the other person is too sensitive is irresponsible and mean, and telling our kids or partners how to think and act or yelling at them for not thinking and acting the way we would is unfair and will eventually harm the relationship.

We may feel righteous about what we say and why we say it, believing that others pushed us to do or say whatever we’ve just expressed. It is human to be emotional and get caught up in the moment, but it’s unfair to blame others for what you are saying or how you are saying it. Blaming others is common in adolescence when kids are developing a self-identity and figuring out how to communicate, but it’s also common for physical and emotional abusers, because they don’t take any responsibility for their actions, blaming their victim as the person who incited the violence.

These are the extremes, and most of us fall somewhere in between. We may occasionally lose control through yelling or word choice, but instead of shifting blame we can view it as a wake-up call to pay attention to the underlying pain behind the yelling. It may be a pattern from childhood or more recent worries that we are trying to suppress. But either way, we can take responsibility for the content and context of our communication.

This is very true in partnership, and healthy communication with a partner can be a foundational training ground for healthy communication in parenting. Healthy communication with friends and family is also foundational and a great place to practice, but if healthy partner communication is demonstrated in the home, then children can learn through role modeling as well as their interactions with us.

When I want to share something difficult with my husband, I make it a priority and find a good time. Asking for an impromptu big talk at the beginning of the World Series feels inconsiderate and ineffective, but I also don’t want to plan so far ahead that we both worry about our “big talk” all day. Ideally, there are date nights, walks, or scheduled opportunities for connection, so talks are naturally built into our lives. But whatever the plan, the goal is to approach it calmly.

I start by taking responsibility for my part. Maybe I haven’t been clear about my needs, or maybe I’ve been quiet or suppressing my annoyance for a long time and could have spoken up earlier. Taking responsibility for my part lends to a feeling of openness and vulnerability in the discussion, an ability to express disappointment or disagreement, but an honesty about how we both contributed to the existing problem.

It’s easier to listen when the person across from you has already recognized their role in a situation. Just saying we are overwhelmed or stressed is too general and doesn’t offer an opportunity for real understanding or change. We need to be clear and honest about our difficult feelings, to share that we feel angry, disappointed, abandoned, or lonely—the more defined our feeling, the easier it will be to discuss and manage.

Yelling, hitting, storming out, or slamming doors may relay the same type of feelings, but expressing anything violently will keep it from being heard. Reacting physically or in an emotionally scary way automatically puts the other person, whether it’s your partner or your child, on the defensive. When we are defensive, we shut down and are unable to hear. We go into survival mode rather than being open to introspection or connection.

Again, these more destructive patterns may have been role modeled for you as a child, or maybe you have had previous relationships that played out this way. But a healthy relationship necessitates an ability to have safe conversation, to deliver feelings and needs without fear or force, so the person in front of us can reciprocate similarly.

It’s a contradictory message to yell at our kids that they need to be kind or shame them into giving from the heart. We can suggest and encourage, but the strongest possibility that they will act or react in a certain way is through our role modeling and supportive interactions with them on a daily basis.

If we slam doors or stomp out, that’s what our kids will learn to do. If we suppress all of our feelings or unleash all of our feelings on the family, that is how they will manage their emotions. They learn through watching, and they learn through their interactions with us.

The practice of communicating calmly and effectively can be one step forward, two steps back. We not only need to be thoughtful about our own emotional state and intention, but also need to be thoughtful about the person in front of us, how they best receive information, and what we can consider from their point of view.

Things will not always flow perfectly, but even the imperfect conversations are opportunities to recognize how we could have expressed or received something more effectively. When it comes to communication, our previous chakras play vital roles: our sense of safety (chakra one), our ability to regulate our emotions (chakra two), our sense of self (chakra three), and our ability to be empathetic and compassionate (chakra four) are the keys to effective communication. Being triggered in any one of these areas can throw off our ability to own our behavior and consider the needs of another.

That is why this area of development may highlight the need to focus on another area of development. We may recognize through our communication that we always feel unsafe and that we need to go back and focus on our sense of grounding and stability. Or we may recognize that we don’t know what we want or what we would even ask for, and we have to go back to our sense of self and figure out how to tap into our own needs.

How we communicate is an indicator of how we are managing all the pieces of ourselves, and poor communication is an opportunity to notice what’s lacking and, if possible, pay attention to the aspects of ourselves that need the most support and compassion.

In that way, communication becomes an effective recalibration tool, a way of recognizing what’s going on in ourselves at all times. It also forces us to pay attention to the needs of others rather than focusing solely on what we need to share.

Words Are Things

In Don Miguel Ruiz’s book The Four Agreements, the first agreement is Be Impeccable with Your Word, meaning our lives become more manageable if we speak with integrity and honesty and avoid speaking negatively about ourselves and others. His challenge is to use our words to inspire truth and love.

The first agreement is a reminder to notice our words and why we say them and to become more thoughtful about our word choices. Maya Angelou explained the importance of this when she said, “Words are things. . . . [S]omeday we’ll be able to measure the power of words. I think they are things. They get on the walls. They get in your wallpaper. They get in your rugs, in your upholstery, and your clothes, and finally into you.”

Words have the power to transform our thinking, for better or worse, influencing our choices and beliefs about ourselves and others. If our words are thoughtless, painful, or harmful, they can cause mass destruction.

Understanding the power of words motivates us to use them conscientiously, to not be flippant or insensitive. We have the freedom to choose what we say, but freedom necessitates responsibility and a willingness to recognize the consequences of our choices.

Our intentions may be good, but if the words we choose create a negative impact, then our good intentions aren’t enough. Words can mean different things depending upon the receiver, and if the receiver feels disrespected or hurt after absorbing what was said, it’s an opportunity for listening and understanding. The belief that we shouldn’t have to consider our word choices is the belief that our perspective is the only correct one and that other people’s life experiences should be minimized or aren’t as valuable.

We are always growing and learning; this ability never goes away, no matter how old or experienced we are. The ability to become more aware of how we impact the people around us is how we stretch; it’s an opportunity to expand our awareness and listen to other people’s lived experience. It’s our responsibility to become more knowledgeable about the perspective of others and develop our communication so we are contributing to well-being rather than doing harm.

This is especially true with our children. If we offer our unsolicited advice about everything they do, or we comment on what we think they should be doing, then our kids will eventually take offense. We can be righteous and decide they have no right to be offended, but as we stay stuck in our story, they disconnect from us and the relationship suffers.

If our children tell us that our words hurt them, it’s an invitation to be creative about how we communicate. What we have done in the past or what we are doing right now isn’t working, so we may need to find new ways to talk. When my oldest was little, she told me that she didn’t like telling me difficult things because I appeared disappointed when I listened and sounded disappointed when I talked. I wanted to argue the fact that I was not disappointed, but she was sharing her experience so I decided to listen and get creative.

We decided that when she wanted to tell me something difficult, she would write to me in a notebook and leave it on my bed. I would write back, and then, if necessary, we would continue to discuss it face-to-face. She felt more comfortable discussing it once the difficult things had been written and read, because then my face didn’t give away so many feelings.

We have continued to use this method throughout her life, and she has shared some of her most difficult moments with me in writing. I found that this was helpful for both of us because I was able to thoughtfully consider a response, keeping our communication healthy and respectful. My daughter has also used writing to share her gratitude and love, writing me lovely cards on the important holidays.

With all my daughters, I have found that text messages, Post-it notes on their doors, or even Snapchat posts have been effective ways to communicate our love and challenges. With my college students, I have found that some prefer face-to-face discussions, and some prefer long emails. Instead of insisting on one way to communicate, I insist on finding the most helpful and supportive way to communicate. This has created trusting relationships with people I care about, where what we say and how we say it can both be considered.

Heard and Understood

As a clinician, I know that what my clients need most is to be heard and understood. Listening and acknowledging their perspectives is the first step in helping them move forward in a healthy way. This is true for all human beings, and this is definitely true for our children. Not only do our children want to be known, but they especially want to be known by their parents. They want to feel seen and safe, and they want to feel free and be accepted.

Our ability to be active listeners is how our children will feel known in our presence. Effective communication is not about perfect words or the ideal debate; it’s about the practice of listening intently, of demonstrating an undivided attention that makes the person who is speaking feel valued.

Most of the time we aren’t really listening; we are just waiting for an opening to make our point, leading to inadequate communication and misunderstandings in our most important relationships. Our brain is in such a hurry to move to the next thing or check the next box on our list, we forget what’s most important—we forget to pay attention.

Being heard is one of the most profound human needs, and when met by an attentive listener, intimacy and safety are created. Healing takes place when our story, feelings, or opinions are heard and understood, even if it doesn’t change the experience we are having or the behavior of others. Being heard is not always about finding solutions; it’s about being recognized and having our truth validated, which honors our existence and perspective.

When we are heard and understood, we begin to believe that we matter. Knowing that we matter sets the tone for our lives, guiding our choices and our ability to have a sense of self. All parents want this for their children, but the practice of listening can feel daunting, especially if this kind of communication has never been role modeled or if we believe that our role is to solve problems rather than be an attentive listener.

We jump to problem solving when we are trying to decrease our discomfort about how our children are feeling and ultimately how they are making us feel in the moment. If we believe that it’s our job to keep our kids from feeling pain or challenge, then we try to talk them out of their pain and explain away what they share. But it’s not our job to keep our kids from feeling pain and discomfort; in fact, it’s our work to allow them to feel whatever they feel and support them as they work through it.

Supporting them while they work through it means listening and allowing, understanding and comforting. If our kids ask for feedback or help, then the door is open to share, but most of the time they just need to know that we get it. They need a space to feel safe and known; they need to know that no matter what they feel or experience, they still safely belong.

What people fear most is being an outcast, not feeling accepted, or not belonging. This is an understandable evolutionary fear based in needing community to survive. Big feelings, mistakes, and challenges feel like they can threaten our sense of security and may lead us to being rejected and unloved. Underneath all the angry words and defensiveness, there is the fear that we aren’t enough.

Being an active listener requires our ability to relax, pay attention to the person in front of us, and actually contemplate what they are trying to say. Active listening can actually slow down the pace of the person talking to us, because the pressure to be understood decreases when someone is really listening. When communicating, we reciprocate what we are experiencing, so if the person across from us is calm, it’s easier for us to be calm.

This is difficult when we are dealing with a child or teen who is feeling out of control, because our autopilot response will be to react similarly. This is why we need to breathe and pay attention, to get back to active listening and realize that the person in front of us may seem combative but they are also releasing a lot of feelings that are healthy to release. Our ability to stay calm when the person across from us can’t leads to safer and more effective communication.

As a parent it can feel unfair that we are being asked to do all of this difficult work, to stay calm in the midst of difficult communication, to pay attention when no one is paying attention to us. That’s why self-awareness and self-care are an essential part of parenting. It can feel almost impossible to help someone know they belong if we don’t feel like we belong, and it feels difficult to not get defensive if no one has ever considered our point of view.

Parenting opens up parts of us we thought we had put away for good. It brings back our positive memories, but also the parts of childhood that we would rather not revisit. I smoked a cigarette for the first time when I was twelve and had my first drink the same year, and some of my good friends were already sexually active. I had to reconcile these experiences when my own daughter turned twelve, because looking at her made it seem impossible that I was only her age when experiencing so many adult things.

In my mind, I had made myself so much older or aware, almost like a protection that my choices or experiences were somehow mature or typical. I have heard similar things from my clients who were molested or had sexual experiences with older partners when they were actually quite young. They now see themselves more clearly when they look at their children, and feelings of grief come up as they realize that they were taken advantage of or simply did not have the maturity to handle what was happening.

These experiences are painful, but they are also cathartic. Having a child did not create these feelings; they had been living inside of us without a way to be heard or understood. Having a child is an opportunity to account for every aspect of our lives and our way of being. It’s an opportunity to acknowledge what we didn’t have the words for when we were young and forgive ourselves for what we didn’t have the ability to understand.

Another common theme of my clients is their awareness that they were the child of an alcoholic or addict. While some kids grow up acknowledging family addiction and understanding the ramifications, others grow up in more of a denial state, creating stories or excuses in childhood to buffer the chaos or challenges in their home environment. But when they become parents, there is greater clarity that the chaos they tried to manage or deny was due to a family member struggling with addiction.

This realization can be painful, but it’s important to understand that the pain is not new; it’s always been true and can now be seen with mature eyes. Seeing what was true can lessen the guilt for past mistakes or misunderstandings, allowing us to reflect on our childhoods with greater understanding and compassion. When something is too heavy or burdensome for a child to hold, the brain does its best to create a story or way of thinking that makes it more manageable. The hope is that once we have more maturity and access to support, we can reconcile what we may have been unable to acknowledge so we can honor the truth and soothe the child within us. An unwillingness to do this can cause us to repeat instead of repair patterns and possibly perpetuate the same cycle of dysfunction in our own family.

The realizations about our past come fast and furious when we become parents, and while it can feel like something to run from, our willingness to feel and accept is the way through. Our ability to acknowledge what we have experienced and move forward with self-compassion is what allows us to be present for ourselves and our children.

Learning Differences

When I was studying to become a teacher, one of my greatest lessons was that students have different ways of learning. Some are auditory, some are more visual, some are more kinesthetic (hands-on), and some are a mix of all three, opening my eyes to the fact that a one-size-fits-all learning style is not sufficient.

I am somewhat evenly a visual and auditory learner, with kinesthetic much farther down the list, so hands-on group work has always felt like a chore. I always felt bad about this because the people around me always seemed to thrive in group work, but to me it felt like going through the motions. Instead of shaming myself for not enjoying group projects or believing that group projects were inherently bad or unnecessary, I began to pay attention to my best learning style and make room for the way others became educated.

We tend to undervalue skill sets that aren’t as emphasized in the school system but are still necessary for our society to function, causing us to take paths or go into careers that don’t fit our skills or interests.

As a kid who was much more existential and interpersonal, I didn’t think of myself as “smart” in traditional school situations where a more logical-mathematical approach was valued. I had to work much harder to achieve what others so easily mastered, and my innate ability to understand people and be curious about the world was never noticed as a skill for my future success. But once I was done with traditional education, my more innate skills were able to take over and lead the way in my master’s program and my eventual career as a therapist. If we are able to respect and notice our children’s native genius, we may be less worried about straight As and more
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The books I return to again and again:

The Gifts of Imperfection: Let Go of Who You Think You’re Supposed to Be and Embrace Who You Are, 

by Brené Brown

All of Brené Brown’s books have impacted how I understand the human experience, but this book encapsulates how to unlearn what we have learned and find our true selves in the process. This is the book I have used most frequently with my college students, and the list of ten guideposts are essential understanding on the path to personal growth.

Differently Wired: Raising an Exceptional Child in a Conventional World, 

by Deborah Reber

While Reber writes about her own experiences with her twice-exceptional son, her book is vital to all parents in supporting our children for who they are rather than who we believe they should become. Her book (and friendship) has given me the strength and encouragement to support my kids in finding their own paths rather than caving to outside expectations and unquestioned conformity.

Peace Is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life,

by Thich Nhat Hanh

This is the book I most commonly give as a gift due to its beauty and simplicity. The message and writing are simple, but far from easy, with this world-renowned Zen master asking us to practice mindfulness during the most difficult and mundane times. Suggesting a complete paradigm shift, he encourages us to see ourselves as each other or, as he describes it, inter-are. It’s a deceptively subtle book relaying the most arduous message—wake up, wake up, wake up.

Gift from the Sea, 

by Anne Morrow Lindbergh

This personal reflection helped me understand the joy and pain of motherhood and that I wasn’t alone in feeling uncertain and conflicted. I read this book every year to remember that some advice is timeless and that, as a woman, I am never alone on this journey of balancing caregiving and personal freedom.

Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents, 

by Isabel Wilkerson

Isabel Wilkerson’s book provides the history of human rankings and power, sharing the stories of real people to better understand how the caste system has guided, and continues to guide, our politics and culture. There are so many important books to be read when it comes to race, inequality, and power, but this award-winning book was the most impactful because of its unflinching honesty and hope for common humanity.

Eastern Body, Western Mind: Psychology and the Chakra System as a Path to the Self, 

by Anodea Judith

I bought this book around the time my second daughter was born, and I’ve returned to it again and again to navigate the understanding of the chakra system and how it intersects with psychology and wellness. This book uses the structure of the chakra system to map out individual development and is a deep dive into personal challenges and healing.

When Things Fall Apart: Heart Advice for Difficult Times, 

by Pema Chödrön

When life hurts, I listen to Pema’s audiobook as a reminder that falling apart and coming back together are the natural rhythms of life and that my ability to accept is how I find peace. Pema also explains that feeling fear means getting closer to an inherent truth and that running away from suffering is like running away from being alive. This book reminds us that being human means experiencing pain, but that the experience of pain has the power to develop compassion for ourselves and others.

Parenting from the Inside Out: How a Deeper Self-Understanding Can Help You Raise Children Who Thrive, 

by Dr. Daniel J. Siegel and Mary Hartzell

I use all of Dr. Siegel’s books to better understand interpersonal neurobiology and how to better utilize the brain, and this book uses this research to explain how our childhood experiences shape the way we parent. It challenges us to better understand our own life stories so we better communicate with our children about the life stories they are creating. This book is the essence of our Zen Parenting Radio tagline, “The best predictor of a child’s well-being is a parent’s self-understanding.”

Emotional Agility: Get Unstuck, Embrace Change, and Thrive in Work and Life, 

by Susan David

My favorite books are about emotional intelligence, and the language and perspective of this book have been the most helpful, personally and professionally. Not only do we need to respect and honor the messages of our emotions, but we also need to practice agility and self-acceptance in how we respond to what we are feeling. Our ability to navigate our inner world is what determines our ability to adapt and find meaning in our lives.

A Short Guide to a Happy Life and Being Perfect, 

by Anna Quindlen

Both of these little books sit on my desk as reminders that what others perceive as success may not feel good to us and what feels good to us may not be understood by others. They give me permission to live my one precious life and remind me that beauty and a sense of self are found in daily and ordinary things.
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