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Many parents misperceive one of the unspoken yet fundamental
principals that governs our parenting. we think that our job is to
raise children to have a pain free life, that with the right education,
information, nurturing and training, we will raise children, who will
later become adults, who will not know a moment of stumbling and
falling.

I

was surprised to learn, a number of years &go, that athletes spend
an inordinate amount of time learning how to fall with a minimum of
injury to their bodies. Just as there are skills that athletes can learn
to minimize physical injury and pain, so too can we teach our
children to learn how to encounter emotional stress and discomfort
and keep going.
Falling, failing, struggling - all are inherent to the human condition,
and unavoidable. As parents, we can not prevent our children from
falling, nor do we want to, lest we fill them with fears. To paraphrase
aithor and psychiatrist John Hallowelr, the most paralyzing l.urning
disability is fear of failure. Fortunately, unlike congenital disabilities,
fear of failure is taught, and therefore avoidable. A; parents we can
learn to be near by and available to our kids, to translate the pain
and confusion of failing to them so that, as they grow, they will learn
to cope with the inevitable discomforts that life holds.

what do I mean by faliing? For very young child.ren, it can mean
exactly that: allowing them to take the bumps and bruises that are
inherent in learning about the physical world and standing, quite
iiterally, on two feet. It means keeping their world safeiy
appropriate to their skills. Initially, a flight of stairs must be safely
baby- gated; as the child learns to crawl and then walk, they must be
allowed to struggle up and down a few steps in order to figure out a
style that they feel comfortable with, whether that means scooting
on their bottom, turning around and crawling backwards, or clinging
with both hands to the railing. with the parent close by to give
encouragement, "this is hard, but I know you can do it," and "you're
doing a great job" a chitd will figure out a way to safely negotiate
those stairs. As the she develops her own technique, she will feel the

thrill of pride and achievement that comes with mastering any new
challenge

By creating a safe environment for experimentation, we can give
children the opportunity to grow. children, to varying degrees
depending on temperament, seem driven to encounter and master
new situations. In the case of learning to climb stairs, it is neither
fair nor appropriate for parents to deny their children mastery by
either keeping the stair forever gated or carrying that kid up and
down until they are ready for college!
For older children, the world and work broadens to begin to include
the nuanced realm of the social and emotional. Nature may not have
endowed us with the ability to always land on our feet like cats, but
she has blessed us with an extraordinary brain and spirit. Just as
infants seem absolutely compelled to learn to sit up, to crawl, to
walk, so too do young chiidren seem endlessly curious about and
compelled to master their social world.

As one child will walk at 10 months and another not until 2 years, so
too do children reach the developmental stages of being able to
separate from caregivers, of being able to play interactively, and
impulse control at different ages. Just as the child must master the
skill of going up two stairs before she is ready to go up and down an
entire flight, Iearning social and emotional skills is a process, slowly
learned and mastered over a lifetime.
Ironically, the measure of a successful parent is a parent who creates
their own obsolescence; as our children grow, if we are doing a good
job, they will need our supervision less. This notion is frightening
and bewildering to both parent and child. However, as children need
parents less for the day to day structure and maintenance of their
lives, parents and their children can come to simply love and enjoy
one another more.
Allowing your child his pain in faliing, his frustration at a task
attempted but failed at, his anger at not getting his way, his
loneiiness in a bored moment is vital. It is our job as parents to let
the child be with it, not to mitigate it, heal it, cure it, relieve it.
Teaching a young child that when she is sad, frustrated or angry it is
an adult's job to alleviate her pain is a poor message. As parents we
may stretch ourselves to be tuned in and available to every nuance

of our child's world. It is unrealistic to think that the rest of the
world, even the most caring teachers or sensitive friend, is going
extend the same effort.

to

When your child wants the swing, or wants to be the Snack Helper at
school, and and cries when she is told that she has to wait her turn,
what are your choices? I think we can ail universaliy agree that
telling her to shut-up and stop being such a baby would not be the
best place to go with it, but what after that? one could ask the
swinging child to vacate the swing, or the Teacher to let the crying
child be the Snack Helper, but I think this solves a problem in the
moment and creates a larger one in the long run. Resolving their
pain for them in situations where we still have power to do so will
only leave them defenseless later in life when it crops up again in
situations where we can have no control. If we get the swing for her
today, what does she learn about coping when she doesn't get the
lead part in the play? If we arrange for him to serve snack, how wilt
he recover life's later frustrations, like the promotions he may not
always get at work?

Certainly we want our children to feel good about themselves, but
that does not mean that they always get to feel good. Feeling good
all the time is simply not a realistic expectation. Psychologist John
Rosemond feels that parents seem to feei that "if they make a
decision that makes the chitd feel bad, the decision must be bad. "
The goal in nurturing you child's feelings of self esteem is not to
create a reality in which they can feel happy ail the time, but in
helping them to discover how to cope in times that they feel bad.

when we deny our children the moment of pain, we rob them of the
ability to learn how to work through it. If we sooth ail of their hurts,
they never learn to sooth themselves. When we distract them from
their discomfort, we teach them distraction. Distracting a whiniug,
complaining child teaches them not to work through their frustration
or anger or boredom, but to reach for a distraction - in childhood that
may be a new toy or a candy treat, but it can translate, in adulthood,
to a drink, a cigarette, a credit card or drugs.
There is no way to learn how to cope without being given the
opportunity to learn how to cope.

I don't suggest that we simpty do nothing when our children feel

pain. We can give them the vocabulary to name their feelings,
validate that

it

and

hurts to feel pain, frustration, sadness. When a child

because he took a fall on the playground, I might say
something like "Wow, you bumped your knee and it really hurt! Do
you want a piece of ice to hold on it until it feels better?" I think we
can use similar words in helping a child learn how to cope with social
bruises as weli, saying "You're reaily frustrated that it isn't your turn
to be Line Leader today. It is hard to wait for your turn." It is
important to validate that child's authentic feeling, and provide them
the space to discover how to regain their equilibrium.

is crying

Learning to fall safely, to propel one's body in air in order to land
over the greatest surface mass possible in order to absorb the
impact, and to allow the body to feel them pain of that impact in
order to recover from it are the first two, vital steps we must help
our children learn. The third step we must help them to learn is to
get back up again. The most well balanced people of all ages, the
most successful adults, all negotiate these three steps constantly.
They draw on existing experience and skills to encounter and master
new situations. They allow themselves the exhilaration of success
and the frustration of a setback or failure. They have learned not to
let any one impediment deter them from their goal, they have
learned to get up and go at it from a slightiy different direction.
They have learned to be responsible for their own lives.

It may be useful for parents to remember that we are not

responsible for our children's happiness, we can not create lives for
them wherein they will feel no pain. Rather, we are given the
incredibly daunting task of helping them to discover their own paths
to what makes them happy, and how to cope with the inevitable
obstacles that 1ie in their path ahead.
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