Understanding Our Children
Some more reflections from Justin Coulson’s great little book, ‘What your child needs from you.’
Coulson makes the disturbing statement that parents talk too much. Ouch! That probably
includes teachers, counsellors and chaplains! He quotes an experience that Steven Covey
recalls:
A father once told me, ‘I can’t understand my kid. He just won’t listen to me at all.’
‘Let me restate what you just said,’ I replied. ‘You don’t understand your son because
he won’t listen to you?’
‘That’s right he replied.
‘Let me try again,’ I said. ‘You don’t understand your son because he won’t listen to
you?’
‘That’s what I said,’ he impatiently replied.
‘I thought that to understand another person, you needed to listen to him,’ I suggested.
‘Oh!’ he said. There was a long pause. ‘Oh!’ he said again, as the light began to dawn.
‘Oh, yeah! But I do understand him. I know what he’s going through. I went through the
same thing myself. I guess what I don’t understand is why he won’t listen to me.’
Coulson suggests that this story reminds us that as parents
we often forget to listen properly to our children but instead
do most of the talking.
Listening is not an easy skill. Good listeners are hard to
come by in my experience. We are very good at jumping to
conclusions, interrupting, fixing things, finishing off other’s
sentences, making quick judgements, being distracted and
thinking about the next thing that we want to say, instead
of listening well.
Good listeners listen. Good listeners reflect back what the other person says, ask questions,
show empathy and help the speaker draw out more of what they want to say. Children (like us)
often don’t know exactly what they think, so they need the listener’s help to express their
thoughts.
Understanding our children requires us to listen well and to connect with the emotions that are
being experienced. This requires a lot of time, patience, kindness and effort to identify the
feelings that are behind the words.
As parents we often want to squash or deny the emotions that our children are displaying.
Instead we need to stay calm, listen well, identify and name the feelings that are present and
allow the emotions to be explored even further.
Coulson says, ‘By being emotionally available and offering our understanding we are able to
reduce the emotional flooding that might otherwise occur….. acknowledge the emotions that
are occurring and not have to talk too much.’ This makes our children feel understood.
It’s something we can all improve on.
All the best everyone. Kindest regards, Rob.
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