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Preface 

“Where do babies come from?” your five-year-old son asks during his afternoon snack.

“Why do you want to know?” you reply, ducking a really tough question with another question.

“I just want to know.”

“I thought I told you when your sister was born.”

“I don’t remember.”

“I don’t want to talk about it just now.”

“Why?”

“I just need some time to think about it.”

What’s wrong with this picture? Is it that a five-year-old is interested in something to do with sex? Or is it that you think you can’t answer his question without embarrassing yourself, so pass on it for the time being?

Of all the difficult topics of conversation that might come up for parents and children of any age, sexuality probably tops the list. That’s why most parents try to avoid the topic completely and hope their kids will learn about it from someone else. But there is no shortage of other tough topics moms and dads, at sometime or other in their children’s lives, will need to talk about: right and wrong, fighting, rules, drugs, death of a person or pet, children who are different, proper behavior toward the opposite sex, money, toys and clothes, schoolwork, choices and moral development, separation and divorce, money, alcohol, drugs, and cigarettes.

We Need to Talk: Tough Conversations with Your Kids is a clear and sympathetic guide through this mythical minefield of difficult conversations. I call it mythical because the truth is, any topic can be discussed with children of any age in an honest way, as long as parents carefully choose their words and examples and speak with the tone and tact befitting their child’s age, gender, and ability to understand. Using vivid examples, expert commentary, and useful scripts, this book gives parents those words and examples and shows how to fit them to their own children, whether they are preschoolers, grade school children, or teens.


Introduction 

Tone and Tact—Finding 
the Right Words for 
Your Child at Any Age 

IF YOU THINK parents have trouble talking to their children about some topics more than others, you’re right. But if you think that’s because those topics are intrinsically too tough, you’re wrong. Not only can every parent talk about any topic to any child, they can do it easily and truthfully. It doesn’t matter if you’re shy or bold, easily embarrassed or unshockable, Type A personality or Type B, woman or man, mother or father, extrovert or introvert. You just have to know what to say and how to say it.

Tough Talk with a Tough Teen—A True Story 

My wife and I have three children, including a son who, when he was a child, wouldn’t accept us as having any authority over him. Our other two children acknowledged us as their parents, listened to what we had to say, and did what we asked. We could talk to them about anything.

Our son argued with us over almost everything. He did poorly in school, but had lots of friends. As he grew up, he proved to be very inventive and very skilled with machines. However, by the time he reached eighteen he was neither in school nor working. We decided the best thing for him and for us was to ask him to leave home. Our problem was how to do it. What could we say to our child to get him to move out? More importantly, what could we do to get to him to understand our point of view and why we thought it would be better for him and for us if he made his own way? Since he had always rejected our authority and was of legal age, we felt he needed to be his own boss in his own apartment.

Our concern was that he understood we were doing this not because we wanted to but because we had to, for his sake; he needed to be responsible for his own life. We confronted him in his own room, my wife and I, and by the time we were finished we were both crying. This is roughly how the conversation went:

US: We’re sorry, darling, but we think the time has come for you to move out. Right now you’re using our house as a hotel. You’re not working and you’re not going to school. If you were, we’d be happy to have you live here as you always have and we’d support you. But you’re not, so we think it would be best for you, and for us, if you moved out. We love you, but we need you to go.

We didn’t want to sound unfeeling, but we needed to be firm. We both hated saying this, but we felt we had no choice. He was a seriously disruptive part of our family. We also wanted him to know he had options— school and or work.

HIM: So, what do you want from me?

He was never easy to have a conversation with and this, of course, was one he certainly didn’t want to have—nor did we.

US: Just what we said: you have to leave.

We had both agreed beforehand that we wouldn’t back down. If we did, things would never change for him, and would actually probably go from bad to worse. We were using what was called tough love, to be used only when all else fails.

HIM: Where can I go?

We knew he had some options, including a really close friend who had moved into his own apartment and whose father we knew very well.

US: You have lots of friends. What about moving in with Martin? We think you will be better off staying with him, if he’ll let you.

HIM: What if he won’t have me? Where do I go?

US: We’ll help you look if you want.

And we would have, if it had been necessary. But we wanted this to be his first real taste of the freedom and responsibilities that come with being on your own.

HIM: How soon do you want me to leave?

This is where we started crying.

US: We’d like you to be out by the weekend if you can arrange it. We’ll help you move if you need our help.

We didn’t want to give him too much time or we were afraid we might back down, and that was something we didn’t want to do.

HIM: Okay, I’ll call Martin.

US: Okay, let’s hope he’ll have you. Please know that we love you very much; you’re our son and we only want the best for you. But we can’t go on this way and that’s why you have to leave. If you ever decide you want to go back to school or if you get a job and need to live here, we’d welcome you back.

This was said through a veil of tears.

He did call Martin, who said yes. By Saturday, he was gone. For the next year, he shared his friend’s apartment. We saw him occasionally, but kept in touch by phone as well.

In over forty years as a parent, and now grandparent, I’ve had thousands of conversations with children about every topic imaginable, from sex to drugs to school to work, from relationships to fighting. But none was ever as tough as that one. It was incredibly hard to do at the time, but my wife and I, and our son, think it turned out to be for the best.

Speaking with Tone and Tact 

I once did some research on how teachers and children talked to and treated each other in school because I was interested in how good teaching and learning happen, even in difficult situations; how showing each other kindness and respect, two important parts of tone and tact, turns what could be a disruptive event into one creating solidarity. The class I observed and videotaped over the course of a year was in a hamlet in the Canadian Rockies. It was a grade-one class in a school not too distant from an Indian reservation.

This particular class turned out to be especially interesting because every child, except for one little girl, was from that reservation. They arrived each morning in buses and cars. School began promptly each morning at 8:30 A.M., and many of the children would be there by then. But the wonderful thing about this class and the teacher concerned the Native Canadian children who would continue to arrive throughout the morning. Each time a new child walked into the classroom, at 9:30 A.M. or 11:00 A.M., in the midst of lessons about reading, writing, or spelling, the teacher would stop what she was doing and welcome the child with a smile and a gracious “Thank you for coming.” There were no recriminations, no hostility, no scolding this six- or seven-year-old for something far beyond her control. This brilliant young teacher showed only kindness and gratitude that the child had come at all.

I think of this example as illustrating perfect tone and tact because it shows great respect for the people involved, an understanding of the situation in all its complexity, and a talent for creating a positive, caring atmosphere, rather than a negative, hostile one.

What you say to your child is as important as how and when you say it. By conversational tone, I mean speaking in a voice that shows you love your child and value and understand your relationship with him. By conversational tact, I mean using words appropriate to your child’s age and his understanding and range of knowledge and experience. It also means leaving some things unsaid, perhaps because your child is too young to understand, or too old to need those things made explicit.

Conversational tone and tact can’t be faked; your child knows phony when she hears it. Even preschoolers know when mommy is pretending and show it in their inattention. Just as school children know when a teacher is really interested in them and when she is not, they know when a parent is just mouthing the words “I love you,” “I understand,” or “This is for your own good, not mine,” and when a parent means it.

The following are some guidelines for talking with tone and tact to kids of any age. They embody some things I think of as eternal truths for talking to children—or anyone else—but I make them explicit here because they are truths we seem to easily forget when we have conversations with kids.

Tone—How to Say It 

Speak from the heart as well as the head. Speaking to your ten-year-old son about divorcing his father can’t be done without strong feeling. You know he will be confused and angry, just as you are. He may seem mature in so many ways, but this will not be one of them. No matter what the reason for separating and or divorcing, your son will only wish that you will work it out and stay together. Put yourself in your child’s place. Imagine how your child hears what you’re saying by trying to think and feel like someone his age. Whether he is four, ten, or fourteen, you need to offer messages of care, consolation, and understanding.

Make your tone suit your topic. The subject of sex, for example, should be approached in a number of different ways depending on your child’s age. Your four-year-old needs a straightforward, factual explanation of sex, including the right words for body parts and sexual acts. An older child or teenager can understand more of the emotions, morality issues, societal constraints, and other more complicated aspects of sex.

Use your tone of voice to invite your child to talk. Your sensitive fifteen-year-old, whose closest friend just died in a car accident, needs to talk as well as listen. Your tone of speaking and listening needs to encourage her to talk about her feelings. One-way conversations about tough topics don’t work. If you do all the talking and your child does all the listening, she may tune you out because you sound like a poor teacher whose tone of voice says only her words, ideas, opinions, and feelings are important.

Show that you are listening with respect and patience. Say your six-year-old tells you about his schoolmate’s funny clothing and strange way of speaking. You want to encourage him to accept and enjoy differences among the children in his school and community. You and he can’t have a successful conversation about this without showing respect and patience as you listen to his story. You set this tone with the look on your face, your unswerving attention to his words, and the tone of your voice when you respond to his words. Show your child by word and deed that you value and need his input.

Be clear that this is an open-ended conversation. You talked to your daughter about the birds and the bees when she was three, then again when she was ten, and now you’re doing it again as she reaches puberty. Tough conversations like these don’t have clear beginnings, middles, and endings. You don’t need to discuss everything in one conversation; your tone should imply this topic can and will be revisited. Then, you both have the option to probe the topic more deeply as new thoughts and feelings and needs arise.

Tone—How Not to Say It 

Don’t talk down to your child. Your son may be only five years old, but he has opinions on lots of matters that concern both of you directly, and he’s not terribly happy when you talk to him like he is still a baby. You’re better off assuming he knows more than you think he does. Your tone should show how much you value his understanding, at whatever level it might be. The key point is to know your child and talk appropriately. At any age, it’s better to talk up than down. Judge what’s appropriate by the way he responds.

Don’t ignore your child’s concerns. Throughout her young life, your daughter has come to you wanting to talk, to tell you stories from school or discuss concerns about sex, death, divorce, schoolwork, and now, drugs. Hopefully, you will always be happy to listen and talk about these things. Your child has legitimate concerns about these tough topics. Imagine what they may be and listen carefully as she expresses them, invited or uninvited. Then address them in a conversational way.

Don’t yell at your child. Yelling solves no problems and sets the wrong tone for the talk. You may want to yell about your child’s behavior in public or his poor work at school, but it won’t help and will probably just hurt and make things worse.

Adults preach to children too often. “Do this,” “Don’t do that,” and “Listen to me, I know best,” are phrases children hear for much of their young lives. Preaching doesn’t give your child a chance to join in the conversation; it implicitly devalues her input. Your daughter is a good girl and listens when you ask her to. Be careful not to take advantage of her good nature.

Your children have their own experiences that come from their everyday lives, just as you do—you don’t have a monopoly on understanding life’s highs and lows. Tough topics are successfully discussed when you and your child both contribute to the conversation. You take turns, you listen respectfully to each other, and you learn from each other. You decide what to say next by listening to what your child is saying now. You may find your answers in your child’s words.

Tact—What to Say 

Always ask yourself how your child will experience the conversation. You have just presented your three-year-old son with a baby sister. He wants to know if she will go back into your tummy. How do you tactfully tell him she’s here to stay? Tact means being open to your child’s experiences, which are both common and unique. You must accept both these aspects in order to be tactful in talking about tough topics, like sharing your love. You know you have more than enough for both children, but he doesn’t. Constant physical love and reassuring actions need to reinforce anything you say about loving him as much as ever.

Your talk must show your child you see her as a subject, not an object. When your daughter asks why she has to do her homework when she desperately wants to watch a movie, you need to tie your answer to her as your daughter, not as just another teenager who wants to ignore her schoolwork. You need to talk to her knowing who she is, what her strengths and weaknesses are, and help her understand herself. Your talk needs to show a great sensitivity to your child’s needs so you can talk about the importance of school in the context of her life, not just yours.

Sometimes you need to be subtle, no matter how tempted you are to bop your child on the head to make a point. Give him credit for understanding more than he can say. Don’t belabor issues. Be playful, understated, subtle. Bop him on the head only as a last resort.

Show that you have confidence in your child. You have given your daughter some important jobs to do around the house; this shows you trust her and think she is mature enough to bear some of the responsibility for the smooth running of the household. Trust is an excellent teacher. Your confidence in your daughter will help build her self-confidence.

Go with the flow of the situation. You want to confront your son with the cigarettes you found in his jacket pocket when doing the laundry. How do you begin? There’s no one way to do this. Your conversations about this tough topic can be scripted from your point of view, but your child won’t have read your script. You have to be ready to improvise, go with the flow. If you listen carefully to what your son says, you will know what to say next. Above all, don’t ignore his words and just follow your own agenda. Successful conversations must always be jointly created.

Tact—What Not to Say 

Don’t assume your child’s personal space is always available to you. Your daughter has her own room, which may seem to you like a cesspit, littered with goodness knows what. Yet, it’s her personal space and you, as her parent, need to respect it. Once children begin regular school, they need to be given more privacy and responsibility for their own space; beyond the age of six only matters of grave concern or harm should warrant you entering your child’s space without her permission. Personal space can be mental as well as physical, so be tactful when probing for stories, answers to questions, and seeking information. You need to not only respect your child’s space, but nurture and preserve it. She needs personal space every bit as much as you do.

Don’t take advantage of your child’s vulnerability. It is supremely tactless to criticize a child for not being as good at something as you are. Especially in areas like school or sports, children are especially vulnerable to comparisons with other children or their parents. Children are forming their own self and identity and need positive, not negative, reinforcement.

You may think something like separation anxiety is silly, but those fears feel very real to your child. All of us have fears—of heights, falling, dying, going broke, losing a loved one. Some are more reasonable than others, but all are real to the person who suffers from them. It would be extremely hurtful to deny these fears exist.

Don’t use lots of negative words. Labels like “lazy” and “selfish” don’t do anything to help the situation, however true they may be. There are moments when every parent is fed up with their child’s behavior and lets fly with some name calling. It might be satisfying for the moment, but in the long run it doesn’t stop the behavior. Tact demands a positive approach in which words challenge rather than demean. Use expressions like “What if . . . ?” “How about . . . ?” “Why not . . . ?” and “Let’s see . . .” to open the door for solutions.

Don’t forget that the differences between boys and girls can make a difference. Christine, a fifteen-year-old, was incensed that her brother Mark, a fourteen-year-old, was allowed to walk home alone at night from a friend’s house, while she was not. Christine was right to be angry. She wanted to know why girls have to be protected in ways that boys don’t. What would your answer be? How can you tactfully explain something that Christine already knows but refuses to accept; that girls get attacked because they are so much more vulnerable and they are, to their attackers, objects of sexual fantasy, desire, and violence?

Any conversation about gender differences needs to honestly and tactfully take account of the fact that boys and girls develop physically and mentally at different rates, and their ways of understanding and acting upon the world differ. The principle of distributive justice tells us to treat equals equally and unequals unequally. You need to explain, tactfully, that for purposes of “treatment,” boys and girls are often different, so treating them the same would be unjust, as well as unwise.

Parental Fears 

In spite of all this talk about proper tone and tact in tough conversations with your child, you still have fears about having these talks. What fears do many people have about such conversations? Here are twelve fears that top the list and how to overcome them:



• Fear of being embarrassed or embarrassing your child. In spite of what you think, children prize honesty from parents, and they can see right through dishonesty. You won’t embarrass them or yourself if you’re honest while at the same time trying to understand how they will experience your words.

• Fear of failing. Think of the price you and your child will pay if you don’t have this conversation. If you do all this talking and nothing improves, nothing gets understood, the sharing doesn’t happen, you have given it your best shot. Remember, you can’t measure the effects of your talk right away; it takes time for things to be understood and to change.

• Fear of sounding too alarmist. If you don’t want to blow things out of proportion, keep that fear in mind as you talk and use measured tone and tact. These are tough conversations, but remember that they don’t mean the end of the world. Keep things in proportion.

• Fear of making matters worse. Talking about tough topics will only make matters worse if you forget why you’re having the conversation. It’s not for your sake; it’s for your child’s. Make it a two-way street—talk and listen carefully. Don’t preach or think you have all the answers. Your child probably has most of them.

• Fear that you won’t say the right things. We never know the right thing to say except in the actual situation. Let your child’s talk tell you what the right thing to say is when it’s your turn. The right thing is that which will make the most sense to your child.

• Fear of alienating your child even more. You can’t control your child, but you can control yourself. Don’t let this become a battle. You want a win-win situation and you can get that if you pay more attention to your child’s needs than to your own. Take your cues from him or her. Don’t push too hard and don’t think you have to get everything accomplished in one try.

• Fear they will think you don’t love them. Then don’t criticize or pretend you have all the answers. Make this conversation a joint creation. It’s talk about a tough topic, but your goal should be to create mutual understanding 

• Fear they won’t love you anymore. Speak from your heart as well as your head. If you have a good relationship with your child to begin with, then you won’t risk losing her love simply because you’re talking about a tough topic.

• Fear you might be too heavy handed. You might be. Many parents are when they start “talking about serious things” with their kids. Begin by smiling and keep that smile going. It’s hard to be heavy-handed when you’ve got a nice smile on your face.

• Fear of hurting them. You won’t hurt them if you keep them in mind all the time. Be positive in what you say, not negative. Start by talking about all the good things your child is just for being himself. Don’t ever lose sight of the goodness of his essential being. This topic is just a ripple on the surface, not the whole stream or ocean.

• Fear of not being tough enough. Knowing your child intimately will help you decide how tough to be. Never lose sight of what you know about your child’s age, gender, maturity, and level of understanding. These will guide you in choosing the right words and attitude.

• Fear of losing control. Don’t make this a high-stakes game. Keep it light and friendly. If it’s not a life or death issue, you must never use words that show anger or unnecessary alarm. Choose the right space for talking. Have your conversation outside in your garden or a park. Go for a walk. Do it in a public space where you must always consider those around you. And never forget that your child is the reason for this talk, not you.

Creating Great Relationships 

This book is all about tough topics of conversation you will cover at some point or another in your relationships with your children. Most of these topics are serious in nature and should be approached in a serious way. However, you don’t want to take this to the point of making these conversations feel like negative experiences. If you do this, your child will learn to shy away from any sort of conversation with you. Instead, you want to create a positive forum for discussion that might even include some laughter and silliness once in a while. The goal is to create a relationship of wonderful tone and tact between adult and child.

For most children, adults are always serious, all-knowing, and quite strict about not saying anything stupid. After all, parents want their children to know the right things to say and do and they want them to know the truth about the world. But being silly creates a world adults and children can share. By leveling the playing field, kids can compete for silliness equally with the grownups because kids wrote the book when it comes to being silly. At least that’s what most adults and kids think: kids talk silliness and adults talk seriousness.

The truth is that tone and tact, properly understood and used, create great relationships and give you the ability to discuss any topic, tough or simple, with any children of any age in an honest way. Using tone and tact requires no special training or skill. Just remember that conversations on tough topics need to be done for your child’s sake, not yours. You should leave your ego and self-importance behind. Simply work with your child on this one and smile. Nothing is ever a matter of life and death except matters of life and death. In this conversation, think of your child’s age, gender, and ability to understand. Don’t talk down, don’t patronize, don’t preach; just have a gentle conversation with your child as you would with a spouse or friend.
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