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COMING ALONG SIDE OUR CHILDREN 

“Miss! Miss! He called me a wienie!” And so could start a round of “who did what to whom”. 
While I observed this common playground scenario, it occurred to me that this child was not 
actually asking the adult to “right the wrong”. It seemed to me that he really wanted was an 
understanding that his feelings had been hurt and that he was frustrated. He also probably 
wanted some reassurance that the adult saw him differently. 
How much easier it would be if we realized that what children most need from us is support and 
understanding. Whether it be dealing with a hurtful comment on the playground or a more 
serious situation such as bullying, children look to us to see if we accept and understand their 
feelings and they want to know what we think of them. 
How else could we respond when a child tells us of a hurtful or frustrating situation?  
First, we need to acknowledge the situation using words such as, “I am so sorry Johnny called 
you a “wienie”. That must have hurt your feelings.” Or “That sounds REALLY frustrating!” Then 
we need to allow the child to talk about their emotions, the frustrations and hurts. This gives 
them the message that we understand and care about them. 
It is difficult for adults in schools to just come along side the child’s experience because we feel 
obliged to do something about the situation. And it is very natural to want to move into action 
when a child comes to us with a complaint. However, it is usually a time consuming venture as 
we try to uncover what really happened. (Who ever really figures out “who did what to whom”?) 
Then we have to decide what to do. Often the solution is to impose a consequence, which then 
needs to be meted out and supervised. There is so much to do and so little time. Is there a 
better way to use the few moments that we have? 
Lorraine Beaudry, a teacher in Alberta, shared with me that instead of always intervening she 
does a LOT of listening when children come to her to complain about their classmates. 
Interestingly, after listening to their concern and acknowledging their feelings, even the messy 
ones, when she asks the student, if he or she would like her to DO something, most often the 
child says, “No.” There are times when she will speak with the other student, but knowing that 
her children just want her to listen has made her feel less pressured (it’s hard to find the time to 
both listen and to intervene – she chooses to listen). She finds this approach takes a lot less 
time and is lot more satisfying all around. It has made a difference in her classroom. 
When children sense our “presence” it has a calming effect on their nervous system. In order for 
us as adults to be “present” we need to be convinced that what we are doing in the moment is 
just as important as what we will be doing in the next. There are times when we are so focused 
on what we need to do next that we forget the importance of listening. 
Our children need to know that what they are feeling is valid and they need to know we are 
willing to listen to their concerns. They want to know what we think of them, and once reassured, 
can hold onto that for a while, as they experience the rough and tumble of being with their peers. 
Of course, we need to be alert to situations that need intervention, as our students also look to 
us to keep them safe. However, this may not need to be done as often as we think. 
I send out a challenge to those of you working with children. Try this out as an experiment for a 
day or two. Come along side the child by acknowledging his or her feelings and hurt. 
Acknowledge the frustration being felt or the injustice of what has happened. Even if the child 
asks you to do something this can be done at a later time. Stay in the moment and continue to 
ask him or her if she is OK. I am sure that you will be surprised with the results. 
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