Why the Ability to Listen is a Superpower (Part II)
Jeanne Blake: When a child is struggling it’s natural for a caring adult in his or her life to want to take action to ease the
child’s distress. Dr. Leslie Klein Garvin, the Director of Counseling and the Middle School Counselor at the National
Cathedral School in Washington, DC, explains the benefits of listening and acknowledging what a child is experiencing vs.
stepping in to try to fix the problem.
Dr. Leslie Klein Garvin: So, what we know about human development and child development is as kids grow, they really
look to the important adults in their lives so that they can see their own feelings mirrored in someone else. So, kids and
teens learn to make sense of their emotional worlds based on the responses that their emotions elicit in these adults. So, if
a child displays or expresses feeling sad, and a parent’s or caregiver’s response is “Don't be sad,” the child starts to
wonder, “Is my experience of sadness real?” This can be really confusing, especially as kids are growing in their ability to
name and identify their feelings. If they hear a feeling mirrored back to them that's not what they're feeling, it really goes
against their own understanding, and it can create a lot of confusion. This is really hard for parents because it goes against
all of their natural instincts. No parent wants to see their child in pain. So, when they noticed that their child is in pain, they
try to do everything in their power to make it go away. They often suggest things they think will cheer their child up. What
we do encourage, based on the feedback I got from my students, and just from our understanding of how children's
emotional world and ability to name and understand their emotions develop, is to push back against those instincts and to
make space for the unpleasant feelings.
Jeanne: What are examples – guidance for parents – on how to do that?
Leslie: If a parent hears their child expressing distress over loss or grief resulting from the pandemic, or any situation
beyond the pandemic, rather than try to cheer the child up, I encourage parents to say, “I know, you're really down. This
whole situation really, really stinks. It's OK to be sad, angry, confused. I understand why you feel that way. And I'll be right
here with you.” Then sit with them and let them have whatever reaction they have. We also know all parents have been in
situations where their child doesn't necessarily express feeling down, but they observe them being down, withdrawn or
closed off. In those moments we encourage parents to say, “I know you don't want to talk about it, but I can tell
something's going on. I understand why it would be. Things are hard. I'll be here when you decide you're ready.” Then you
can pull back. But you have opened the door and your child feels seen. We've all heard of, or been there, when kids say,
“I'm fine, I don't want to talk.” Eventually they will be ready, and they know you see them.
Jeanne: Leslie encourages parents to practice this strategy for supporting their kids now and beyond the pandemic. I
would add that this wise counsel for improving our communication with the adults in our lives as well – both personally
and professionally. When our feelings are validated, we are more likely to continue to open up. That helps us build a sense
of connection, reduces stress, and fosters resilience.
This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity.
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