Coaching Your Child to Communicate
I sat with a group of grieving parents last Saturday who were discussing what to do when your kids won’t open up during a time that is an obvious struggle, and how to help children during the emotional storms of grief and trauma. The biggest point is that kids are not experienced at recognizing or naming their emotions. They just need good coaching. It reminds me of all of the steps that were necessary when I taught my own daughter the simple activity of playing catch. Approaching your children in that same coaching manner guides them through an otherwise confusing and emotional time.

Slow Things Down: Life is pretty busy these days and many kids are over-committed in activities. Family life has become a lot more about doing than about being. Pick a time where you can slow things down to a simple activity. Pay attention to yourself, take deep breaths, slow your speech and talk in a lower voice tone. Use your inside or “soft” voice.

Engage Through an Activity: Pick one you know your child likes or may respond to. Playing a board game, getting ice cream together, making cookies, or even looking through pictures together. 

Find Their Best Time: Try to remember when your child has opened up in the past; if it was during snack time, when taking a walk together, riding in the car, baking together, or while doing a craft together. If the child is older, maybe it is when you are out to lunch or having a snack together.

Try Different Approaches: Begin with your own feelings. Tell a memory that includes your child and the one who has passed, or just share a memory and then leave time for their response. It may work better to share with children how they are acting that tells you they are hurting; such as “I don’t see you smile as much; that tells me you have something on your mind.” or “Your brother seems to be getting on your nerves more lately; are you frustrated about what has happened?” It is also good sometimes to guess how your children might feel, but then leave silence for a response. If you guess different feelings, they may agree to one, or they may express themselves through correcting you. 
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Be All Ears:  When kids who are struggling do begin to open up, it can be a slow and confusing process for them. Be all ears, once they start speaking, be quiet until all is said. Be patient with silence. So many times I have seen a child say “I don’t know,” only to add more if it is met with a loving silence. 

Reinforce With Gratitude:  Take time after your children have opened up to thank them. Tell them how important their feelings are and how much you enjoyed listening to them. Ask you’re your children if they have any more thoughts, feelings, or questions.

Coaching your child as they develop the skills of recognizing and expressing their emotions is a gradual process. Equipping your child with the skills to communicate around emotions is a gift that they take to others throughout their life!
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