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Toughest Que stions

Answered!

Ifit seems like you're constantly dodging hardball
inquiries from your “Gen Why” offspring, consider

these “CliffsNotes.”

BY BRUCE KLUGER

So this is what it feels like to be seated
across from Barbara Walters. Your
child just asked you a doozy of a question,
and you have no idea how to answer...
without scarring him for life. He’s staring
at you, waiting. This little guy is relent-
less! Where are my three lifelines?

Kids wouldn’t be kids unless they
routinely unleashed a real stumper. “At
this age, a preschooler’s natural curi-

osity about the world is skyrocketing,”
says Neil McNerney, a licensed child
and family counselor in Reston, VA.
“They’re entering that “Wow;, there’s
awhole new world out there’ phase,
and as aresult, their to-the-point
questions about weighty issues can
catch adults off-guard.” When this hap-
pens, it’s important to remember that
they’re still just preschoolers. “We hear
a question and assume that we should
answer it based on an adult’s perspec-
tive,” says McNerney. “But young kids
aren’t developed enough to handle that.”

Clearly, it’s a fine line to walk. So,
Senator, what exactly should you say
when your little one asks:

“Are you going
todie?”
© What he’s really asking

When the father of my daugh-
ter’s playmate died unexpectedly, her
questions about death began. At this
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age, kids are
often most
concerned
about being
separated
from their
family or left
alone. “Usually they’re asking because
they’re upset by arecent death and
wondering if you will die soon, too,”
says McNerney.

How to answer “Be reassuring, but
avoid being completely factual,” says
McNerney. Since your child is proba-
bly asking this question with only the
immediate future in mind, quell his
fears by saying “Most people live long,
healthy lives, so this is something you
don’t have to worry about for a very
long time.” This isn’t a dodge. If it turns
out he’s actually worried that he won’t
have anywhere to go if something hap-
pens to you, you can tell him that you’ll
always make sure he’s taken care of.
If a person he knows or a pet has died,
“be sure to acknowledge his pain and tell
him it’s OK to feel however he’s feeling,”
says McNerney. “We have a tendency to
want to shield kids from pain, but this
doesn’t help them cope.”

What not to say Don’t have the whole
“circle of life” chat or say “Yes, I'll die
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who argue can still love each
other.” Put your answer into
context by saying some-
thing like “You fight with
your brother, but you still
love him, right? It’s the same
thing with Mom and Dad.”

If your spats occur more
frequently, try saying some-
thing like “Right now we’re
working on fixing some
problems.” This idea of
grown-ups working together
to resolve their differences is
agood lesson.

‘What not to say Keep your
responses general, and don’t
get into the nitty-gritty of
why you're arguing. Kids
won’t know what to do with
this information. It could
cause them unnecessary
worry, or they might spill
your personal family drama
to someone you'd rather
keep out of the loop.

“Why is

their famlly
different?”
What he’s really asking
Maybe your kid has a pal
with two moms or dads, or a
different ethnic or cultural
background. Or perhaps

that describes your family.
Whatever the case, expect
your kid to eventually ask
why certain families look dif-
ferent than others. “Most
books still portray a typical
nuclear family with a mom,
adad, and kids,” says Shara
Sand, Psy.D., a psycholo-

gist in private practice in
New York City. It’s natural
for kids to be confused when
something veers from that.
“They’re trying to figure out
what ‘family’ actually means,
and if one version is ‘right.””

7

How to answer Explain
that there are all sorts of
families, and thatone isn’t

‘ ‘ My daughter asked me why grown-ups don
anything. I told her to ask her father!
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better than another. Sand
recommends pointing out
relatives or friends to use as
examples—maybe you know
a single mom who adopted,
two gay moms, or a bira-

cial couple. Let him know
that these are all “fami-

lies” because they are people
bound by love. If he can’t
wrap his head around how
two men or two women can
make a baby, don’t get too
detailed, suggests Sand. “You
can explain that when a cou-
ple can’t have a child on their
own, a doctor can sometimes
help them make one.”

What not to say Kids notice
these differences early on,
but keep in mind that ste-
reotyping doesn’t begin to
happen until about age 6.

So there’s plenty of time to
teach valuable lessons about
how differences can be good,
rather than taking a “color-
blind” strategy. Don’t forget
that kids are like sponges:
Any comments you make
(even if meant as a joke) will
help shape their future opin-
ions. Sand says to especially
avoid words like “strange”
and “weird” when describing
other families.

“Where did 1
come from?”
What he’s really
asking “There’s an old

joke about a child who asks
‘Where did I come from?"”
says Shure. “The mom
goes into the whole birds-
and-bees thing, and after
five minutes the kid says,
‘Oh. 1 thought I came from
Philadelphia.’”

Tempting as it is to believe
that preschoolers’ inquiries
are actually veiled questions
about sex, it’s not just about
that. When my wife was car-
rying our second child, our
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Dad plays a part, too—that
he puts something called

sperm inside Mom to help
make the baby grow.

‘What not to say
Don’t go into
the details

of sex (kids
aren’t ready

for this until

the fourth or
fifth grade),

but don’t lie,
either. The old
stork story will just
lead to more questions
later on.

Whatever tongue-tying
whopper is posed by your
kid, don’t be silent. That will
only signal that he’s asked
abad question. Think of
these puzzlers as opportuni-
ties to chat with your child
and learn what’s going on in
that little head. After all, it
won't be too long before he's
reminding you that he actu-
ally knows everything. @

Bruce KLucer is a married father
of two living in New York City.
Additional reporting by editorial
assistant Stephanie Eckelkamp.

—Leslie Ann Flores, on Facebook
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