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WHY BOTHER?
Here’s the real reason you should become the best listener you can be. When
you listen well, your child will feel:
You understand what they’re trying to say
You appreciate what they’re feeling
You respect and value them as a person
If you don’t, your child may have thoughts like:
“They don’t get me.”
“They don’t care about me.”
“My problems aren’t that important to them.”
“I can’t turn to them when I need help.”
In other words, listening well is a powerful way to draw your child closer to
you.
And not listening well can push them further away—at a time when they’re
already seeking independence.
The future of your relationship with your growing child depends on them
feeling heard and understood.
The purpose of this brief guide is to share the top 10 ways to be a better
listener.
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1. MANAGE YOUR USUAL REACTION
Almost none of us learned effective communication skills when we were
young. Most of us picked up how to talk and listen to each other “on the
street,” so to speak. These mostly counterproductive behaviors became
ingrained by the time we were adults. Many parents use these patterns to
communicate with their children, especially when busy, stressed, or upset:
Being impatient
Expressing frustration or anger
Arguing or dismissing your child’s point of view
Criticizing, expressing sarcasm or put-downs
Blaming or shaming
Not giving full attention when your child has something to say
Playing the “authority” card
It’s natural to have these reactions, but none of them will draw your child
closer to you. Just the opposite. Responding in any of these ways will tend to
push them away.
The first step to listening well is to reign in these automatic reactions. When
you feel negative feelings bubbling up inside you, stifle your impulse to say or
do the first thing that comes into your head. Instead, take a breath or two
while you calm down. Think: What can I do now that will help me understand
what’s going on with my child?
The best next steps are explained in the following pages.

2. RECOGNIZE “LISTENING MOMENTS”
One of the barriers to listening well is not realizing when you need to do so.
After reigning in your typical parental reaction, the next step to effective
listening is to recognize the listening moment, which is when you realize: My
child is trying to tell me something that's important to him.
These opportunities can take you by surprise: problem behavior, emotional
outbursts, unexpected problems, mistakes in judgment, bad attitudes, or
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asserting a point of view contrary to your own. You might feel irritation,
disappointment, frustration, or anger; and your first impulse may be to
express these feelings.

3. ADOPT THE “LISTENING MINDSET”
What will protect you from a typical knee-jerk reaction is adopting what I call
the listening mindset—the thoughts you typically have about encounters with
your child:
I care about my child’s problems, thoughts, and feelings. Something is going on
right now, and I need to know what it is. So rather than react negatively or
assume I understand, I’ll check what I think I’m hearing. I’ll try to sense what my
child is feeling.
State it in your own words, and rehearse your listening mindset over and over
while you’re learning effective listening skills.
The power of your love can be like radar if you set it at the right frequency.

4. GIVE YOUR UNDIVIDED ATTENTION
Put down your phone. Stop doing what you’re doing. Face your child and
make eye contact. Having suppressed your initial emotional reaction, present
a calm, caring, and genuinely interested face, ready to pay attention to your
child and only to your child.
If you do this right, in that moment your child will feel like the most important
person in the world.

5. CHECK WHAT YOU THINK YOU’RE HEARING
As you give your undivided attention to what you child is saying, expect that
two things will be expressed:
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Their thoughts
Their emotions
Both are important, and you need to “get” both messages.
First, find out what they’re trying to say.
Most kids have a hard time expressing themselves. Later, after they’ve
doubled or tripled their vocabulary and made good grades in speech and
writing class, maybe they’ll able to speak in coherent paragraphs. Or not. To
be honest, few people can.
You’ll hear fragments of thoughts and stories communicated out of sequence.
It will be hard to piece together their message. Your job is to be patient and do
the best you can to hear “the point” they’re trying to make.
When you think you understand something, summarize in your own words
what you think they’re trying to say.
“It sounds like you and Maria had an argument.”
“You feel that Maria violated your friendship.”
“Maria hurt your feelings.”
Pay attention to how they react to this. They’ll let you know if your
understanding is correct. More likely, your best guess will be off a little.
Encourage them to keep explaining while you try again to grasp the meaning
of what they’re saying.
You’ll probably need to check for understanding several times to be clear
about what your child wants you to know.

6. EXERCISE EMPATHY: SENSE AND EXPRESS WHAT THEY’RE
FEELING.
The trick to empathy is to exercise mindfulness about your child. Set aside
thoughts, opinions, or expectations—past or future. Focus only on the
present:
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Who is this person, right here, right now? What’s going on with her? What is she
feeling?
Then summarize in your own words what you think they’re feeling.
It helps to be able to give words to the feelings you’re sensing. The list on page
8 can help.
“You seem to be upset about what she said about you.”
“It hurts when a friend says bad things about you.”
As a result of expressing empathy, you want your child to conclude:
You care about what’s going on with them.
You understand how they feel.
It helps to come to you when they need support.

7. REMAIN COMFORTABLE WITH SILENCE
Most people, when there’s a moment or two of silence between them, feel the
urge to fill the void with words. Such a moment may happen while listening to
your child. The trick is to remain silent. Your face should express that you’re
interested and focused on them, but don’t try to make conversation. Listening
isn’t the same as conversation. Typically, your child will give in to the silence
first, continuing to explain himself.
If not, you can ask an open-ended question.

8. ASK OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS TO GET THE WHOLE STORY
You may have to encourage your child to continue talking to get the whole
story. As I implied, they might begin in the middle and skip to the end before
getting to what happened initially. Open-ended questions are the kind that
can’t be answered in a word or two:
“Then what happened?”
“Why do you suppose he did that?”
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“How do you feel about that?”
“Go on…”
“I’m interested in how this got started…”
Remember, when you’re listening well, you’re not talking. You want your child
to do most of the talking.

9. RESIST THE TEMPTATION TO GIVE ADVICE
Most of the time when people want to be heard, they don’t want advice. They
just want a sympathetic ear, a shoulder to lean on, someone to understand.
Still, a listening moment can be a learning moment. For one thing, through
your efforts to listen to understand, you child’s ability to understand their
own situation may improve.
Also, this understanding may lead them to want to know what to do next.
At this point, most parents are tempted to give advice. It’s almost always true
that an adult’s experience and wisdom are superior to that of a teenager or
young adult. It’s shocking to remember what you didn’t know at that age.
But working things out for them is not a good way to teach them. Instead,
make this an opportunity for them to think for themselves. Give them a chance
to exercise problem solving:
“What’s the real issue here?”
“So, what do you want to do?”
“What are your options?”
“How do you feel about doing that?”
Even if you think what they decide to do is not the best choice, if you believe it
won’t lead to physical harm, let them work it out. If it turns out to be a
mistake, they can learn from it.
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10. IMPROVE THE WAY YOU LISTEN BY LEARNING FROM YOU R
MISTAKES
If you sense that your efforts to listen could have gone better, analyze why.
Think about what you said and how you might have said it better.
As you reflect on how you communicated, flip through this guide for ideas to
improve your listening next time.
Looking ahead, continue to rehearse your Listening Mindset, and resolve to be
watchful for more Listening Moments. You can get good at this. Like anything
in life worth doing, there’s probably no end to how good a listener you can
become.
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EMPATHY DEPENDS ON BEING ABLE TO IDENTIFY FEELINGS…
HAPPY
Fulfilled
Satisfied
Gratified
Joyful
Elated
Eager
Enthusiastic
Motivated
Thrilled
Jubilant
Delighted
Contented
Pleased
Cheerful
Glad
Serene
Calm
Peaceful
Relaxed
Optimistic
SAD
Depressed
Miserable
Downhearted
Heartbroken
Bored
Dejected
Gloomy
Unhappy
Dissatisfied
Discontented
Hopeless
Grieving
Disappointed
Discouraged
Lonely
Melancholy
Remorseful
Pessimistic

ANGRY

AFRAID

Mad
Upset
Annoyed
Bothered
Cross
Judgmental
Irate
Bitter
Jealous
Envious
Resentful
Irritated
Aggravated
Bitter
Furious
Hostile
Aggressive
Infuriated
Offended
Outraged
Revengeful

Nervous
Tense
Apprehensive
Worried
Edgy
Jumpy
Agitated
Hesitant
Uneasy
Panicky
Fearful
Stressed
Frantic
Scared
Troubled
Distressed
Anxious
Terrified
Petrified

STARTLED
Surprised
Frightened
Tense
Unsure
Alarmed
Astonished
Stunned
Unnerved
Puzzled
Shocked
Horrified
Amazed
Bewildered

ATTRACTED
Interested
Curious
Intrigued
Attracted
Enthralled
Caring
Concerned
Loving

DISGUSTED
Revolted
Offended
Aghast
Appalled
Dismayed
Sickened
Turned off
Uncomfortable
Ashamed
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Dr. Denny Coates is a parenting thought
leader who writes about adolescent brain
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Dr. Coates is the creator of several online coaching and reinforcement
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Strong for Parenting – for parents
Strong for Families – for family therapists, school counselors and
other helping professionals
Strong for Life – for teenagers
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For more about the book, visit SmarterTeenBrain.com.
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