LEARNING AT PARENTING  - 2

       Children are not little adults, we are often told.  They are small humans who will take several years to master their bodies and their interactions with the world.  They are not perfect, so they should be allowed mistakes that they are supposed to learn from.  Parents are allowed their mistakes, too, because, of course, they are still learning. “Mom, you’re not perfect”, a four year old patient of mine told his mother, to which she retorted, “Of course I’m not!”  His next statement:  “Nobody’s perfect!” That’s certainly a great realization.

         Children need respect.  They are sacred beings who are with us to learn.  We are entrusted with helping them achieve their full potential, and it is not for us to belittle them nor their efforts.  We were children once, and when we remember how nice it felt when someone spoke to us like we mattered, or asked our opinion as they would a bigger person, then we can begin to understand how such an attitude can help a child grow to be a secure, respectful human being.  I sometimes ask some parents, when they can’t distance themselves from the irritating behavior of their children, to think of them as other people’s, or just as other people.  Then they can deal with the children better while pretending that they are just guests or acquaintances. One is often more courteous with strangers or guests, after all. Why not with our children?

          Children need honesty.  You cannot lie to children – they will eventually be on to you, and that will bring you a notch down in their eyes.  Therefore, you should not lie.  Truth is easier to handle, whether it is a visit to the doctor or the pain of a shot or even the tightness of finances so a new toy cannot be bought at the moment.  When the child understands the truth, he will have a good grip on reality.  The departure of a parent, for example, should be always explained to the child, whatever the reason and no matter the emotional toll.  Grief can be handled, acceptance will come earlier, and life will feel much more manageable. 

           Corollary to that, children need to express their feelings, and to have them accepted as normal.  One child may say that he is sad, and the mother says. “No, you’re not.  How can you be sad when you have all of us to love you and all these toys and stuff to play with?  You’re not sad”.  The child then says “Then how come I have this ache in my heart?” The child whose feelings are not recognized may manifest physical symptoms that will have the parent seek medical help for.  Fortunately, many physicians know about those symptoms, and the hidden ache is often revealed.

           Children need acceptance.  A parent may grieve over a child’s physical looks, or the lack of them, or over intellectual incompetence or even over a presumed inadequacy in physical size.  A psychologically healthy parent will accept that generally one has no control over a child’s looks, or mental abilities or talents, but that he, the parent, can help the child with whatever perceived deficiencies he might have. The child has to be accepted for what he is and encouraged to be what he can become, with help.  “He is ours, after all,” one mother said to me recently, “and we will take him, baggage notwithstanding. Then we will do what we can.”  That child is blessed.
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