Question 1:
I don't smack my children, yet they hit each other. I thought this was learned behaviour. Is there any way I can stop it? Sometimes they really hurt each other. They are boys, aged four and six.

Answer:
Hitting each other is common for boys around a similar age and is often a way of expressing feelings. Even though you may not hit them, they can learn it from the media or friends.

It's important to teach them to use words to express their feelings, rather than actions in the form of hitting. The focus isn't just to stop them from hitting, but to understand the reason behind the aggression.  Encourage them to talk about what they don't like about each other or each other's behaviour, then help them to resolve their differences and find a solution to their conflicts.

It may be a slow process, but they'll gradually begin to resolve conflict in a constructive manner, even when you're not around.

Question 2
My daughter is using swear words she picked up at school. She's nine. I've told her why she shouldn't use these words, but she asks me what they mean. I feel she's too young to know this. Can you make any suggestions about how to cope with this problem?

Answer :
I don't think there's any way to avoid this. It's important to help your child understand the rough meaning of the swear words so, hopefully, she'll choose not to use them if she understands what she's saying. If you don't teach her, there's a good chance she'll find out what they mean from her friends and peers in a situation you have no control over.  You need to answer her questions. It may be difficult or embarrassing for you, but if you choose your words carefully it's possible to convey a vague meaning without going into explicit details. Good luck.
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Question:
My son is five years old and he hates school. He's in Primary One and tells me he'll never be as good as his classmates.  He suffers nightmares, head-aches and tummy aches, which I think are psychosomatic. I've talked to the teacher who says he's struggling a little with the work.  Should I get him a private tutor?

Answer: 
Your son is telling you something is very wrong.  It's important to talk to him and find out what he doesn't like about school. He may be experiencing difficulties he doesn't know how to cope with other than by running away. Children usually don't know how to resolve their problems or even how to speak about them. You need to be patient.  Observing him in school may help you understand him more.

Sensitivity and empathy are crucial because what children regard as problems often don't seem to be issues to adults.  Don't ignore or deny his problem.

My wife and I are getting divorced.  Two months ago, she moved in with another man who doesn't have a big enough houses for our children - a girl, 15, and a boy, 12 - so they're with me.   My wife says that as soon as they get a bigger place the children can move in, but they say they don't want to.  The other day, our daughter told her she never wanted to see her again. I'm at a loss about how to cope with this. Their mother loves them and wants them with her. I think this would be best.

Your daughter's behaviour is normal, considering what she's going through. She may feel abandoned and betrayed by her mother, who appears to have put this man before her children.  Her anger is understandable. Encouraging her to share her feeling with her mother may help. It would also give her mother the chance to explain herself and give a different perspective.

You need to understand the pain your daughter is going through and try to comfort her so she doesn't feel so alone.

This is a difficult time for your children, especially if they can't be with the parents they want to be with.  Another man having stepped into the picture so quickly may have made things even worse.

Your wife needs to tread carefully also - especially if she jumped from one relation-ship into another without giving herself a chance to reflect on her marital problems.  I'd recommend she seeks professional help to discuss her dilemma and sort out the best arrangement for the children.
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Questioin:
My five-year-old daughter seems hypersensitive to criticism.  For example, if she accidentally knocks over a glass of water,

She runs off in tears.  More worryingly, she will say things are her fault even when not. If I tell her off when she really is naughty, she threatens to hurt herself or cut off her hair.  How should I deal with this?

Answer:
Your daughter has developed a negative self-image, which may be her way to cope with life stresses.  It's almost as if she's  practising being bad or being to blame so she can tolerate it more easily when she's told off for being naughty.

Holding her and trying to understand her pain may help both of you.  It's important to comfort her with positive thoughts to counteract her negative ones. This will help her to learn how to deal with painful feelings and teach her how to comfort herself.

Hopefully, it will also help her to distinguish between her negative thoughts and reality.  This isn't always easy for parents, especially if they find themselves emotional and intolerant of the child's reaction. If you've tried and found it difficult, consulting a professional may help.

It's also a good idea to hold back from pointing out your daughter's problems to her. It's better to try to use constructive suggestions for how she can behave differently, rather than just telling her she's wrong.

Overall, it's important to be encouraging and positive in areas where she's weak. Look at her efforts and not the end results.
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Question:
I was a bit of a tearaway as a teenager and caused my parents a great deal of anguish. I smoked cannabis, drank and got into trouble with the police for shoplifting. Thankfully, I learnt my lessons and eventually saw the error of my ways. Now I'm a dad and my own children (one boy and one girl) are teenagers. I'm worried they'll go the same way.  I wonder if telling them about my behaviour and the consequences would be a good deterrent. Do you think it would work?

Answer:
A lot of parents are concerned about their children knowing about their own bad past behaviour for fear it may be a bad influence or cause them to lose their children's respect.

However, we've found that children at appropriate ages have a curiosity about their parents' past and especially appreciate learning how their parents had similar struggles or made similar mistakes when they were their age. This can help them accept their own struggles or flaws.

The important part, however, is to discern the right time to tell them, because children like to idealise parents and may not be ready for that image to be destroyed.  Wait until they express curiosity or when you think sharing your experiences may benefit them during a struggle they're encountering.

My son is seven and has a tendency to grab his crotch   when he's nervous, which of late, has been   frequently. How do I help him to overcome his nervousness? I find his behaviour embarrassing. Also, he vents his frustration at the slightest incident, such as when he forgets to pack a certain book for school or when the building blocks he's trying to stack fall over.

Your son's tendency to grab his crotch is a way of soothing his anxiety. This behaviour isn't uncommon in younger children. However, it appears that as he's grown older he hasn't found a   better way of dealing with it. It seems he either expresses his anxiety through anger and frustration or through a self-soothing touch of his genitals.

At this stage, it would be important, through counselling, to understand the source of his excessive anxiety and then help him find a better way to express his unease that will help him to cope rather than trigger concerns from others, which may cause more anxiety. It's important for him to change this behaviour pattern before it becomes a part of his personality.
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Question:
My 22-year-old son lives with me at home. He works and gives me money for food and lodging.  He comes and goes as he pleases. However, I feel he's taken it too far.  He's begun staying out all night without telling me. He never cleans up and expects me to cook and clean for him. When I complained, he told me he's an adult and can do what he wants. I feel he's taking me for granted.

Answer:
Your son is an adult and as such, needs to be respected as an independent person. In terms of the living arrangements such as cleaning and cooking, you can spell out your expectations as part of the rental agreement. If you can't reach an agreement, he should plan to live elsewhere. Setting clear boundaries will reduce unnecessary conflict.

I recently found a condom hidden in my daughter's bedroom. She's 16 and has been dating a boy for six months. I was furious and told her she was too young for that kind of relationship. I expected her to be remorseful but she shouted back, telling me never to touch her things again. How can I make her understand that I only want to help?

Parents are often concerned about their teenagers. However, their care at times may be perceived as an intrusion. Identity formation is an important part of adolescent development and being respected as an individual matters a great deal. Rather than look through their things, talk to them to keep track of what's happening.   An open mind will allow you to communicate better.  An apology for looking through her room will help reopen the lines of communication.  You can then express your concern that you do so because you care about her.
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Question:
My 15-year-old son has a violent temper and I find it scary.  And it's getting worse as he gets bigger.   He's never hit me, but he throws things. Last week, I nagged him   while he was doing his homework. He began screaming, threw his books across the room and grabbed me by the shoulders.  Then he thumped the wall so hard he cut his hand.  Is there any counselling or books to help him control his anger?

Answer:
Your fear of dealing with anger led your son to successfully use anger to control you when he was younger. This has continued and you've become more scared of him as he gets stronger.

Although he didn't hit you, he obviously has problems   controlling his anger - either he can hurt people or will hurt himself. This situation needs intervention from a psychologist or family therapist who can help your son learn anger management and work through his relationship pattern with you.

Your son needs help while he's still young because this will affect him significantly in his relationships, at school, and in the future.  Working through your own fear of anger will also be necessary if you're to help your son break this pattern.

My daughter is 15, has lots of friends and has always done well at school.  Yet she seems depressed. She sits in her room a lot.  She tells me she feels sad, but doesn't know why. Recently, my husband and I expressed disappointment when she failed to get her usual high marks.   I expected her to take it in her stride. Instead, she said that, since she was such a disappointment, she may as well kill herself.  Since then, she's been even more withdrawn. I've read about teenagers taking their own lives and I'm worried.

It sounds as if your daughter may be depressed and that she's hiding her sadness from others. She's good at doing well to please others and make others like her, but she's not happy inside because she can't really be herself.

If she continues to relate to others this way, she'll live a miserable life.  She needs professional help. Try to talk to her and let her know there are ways to help her understand her problems and find a solution.

As for you, it would be helpful to be more understanding and empathic about her feelings. Telling her not to feel this way won't help because she's already trying so hard to please others. Instead, try to allow her to have her feelings and accept them.
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Question:
My two sons, aged 14 and 11, appear to hate each other.  They're always arguing and fighting, they make nasty comments behind each other's back, and they seldom talk.  They're different personalities, but their behaviour   affects the whole family. It's getting to the point that I dread weekends and family outings.  It wasn't always like this. When they were younger they played together, although like all siblings they had their moments. They share a room.  Do you think they need their own space and should I give up my study to give them their own bedroom?

Answer:
If their relationship is a problem now, but wasn't before, then it would be worthwhile taking each aside and talking to them individually to try to find out the reasons for their behaviour. Now that your oldest son is 14, he may need his own space and this could be the cause of friction.

There may be other issues relating to their personalities and whether they believe they're being treated fairly by you. Parents often aren't aware that deep down they may favour one child over another.

Giving up your study room may relieve some of the arguing, but if the root of the problem is more than personal space, it won't change their relationship.  It's crucial that you find out what the real issues are. Issues such as respecting each other's boundaries, accepting each other's needs and expressing angry feelings in a constructive way are important and need to be addressed. If you've tried to talk to them with no positive result, then seeking family counselling would be worthwhile.

Last year, my mother died suddenly and I was upset. My daughter, aged 15, appeared to cope well and, despite her young age, was a great source of support.  She was strong and loving and would always be there to talk to me if I felt I needed someone. I now feel better able to cope, but the opposite is true of my daughter. She's much quieter, dreams about her granny and   last week I found her crying while looking at a family album. Is this a normal way to behave or do you think there's something going on   I don't know about?

If your daughter was close to her grandmother, then she may have held back her grief to support you. Only when you began to feel better have her real feelings begun to emerge. She may be afraid to talk to you about her sad feelings for fear this will arouse more of your sadness. It's important to ask her if she's still sad about her grandmother's death or if something else is bothering her.  If she's dealing with the grief of losing her grandmother and you're unable to support her because it may be too painful for you, then it would be wise to seek help for her from a counsellor who can give her the support she needs.
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Question:
My 12-year-old daughter has been caught stealing things from classmates. Nothing big - just hings like pens, a key-ring and a notebook. She says she stole them because they were nice and she never has nice things - which isn't true. I always make sure she has what she needs. I've always been conscious not to spoil her, but I feel sad that she thinks she's deprived. Is it my fault?  And how can I make her realise that stealing isn't the answer?

Answer:
Often a child's view is different from their parents - hence, I often see parents with good intentions who nonetheless manage to hurt their child without realising it.  This is why you must communicate with your daughter and understand why she feels she's being deprived.  Although it's not important whether you agree with her perception, it's important to understand and accept the way she feels and that her decision to resort to stealing may be based on the perception that she wouldn't be able to get what she wants from you.

One possible solution is to come to an arrangement with your daughter that allows her to get something she wants each month within budget.  In return, she could promise not to steal.

If this works out, then the problem may be just as she said. However, if it doesn't, then her stealing may reflect a deeper problem and you may need to involve her school counsellor to find out more about the problem.
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Question:
My son is 13 and appears to have undergone a personality change. Until last year he was well behaved at school and appeared happy. Now, he's always in trouble for disrupting class or answering teachers back.  In the past month he's had three detentions. I grounded him one weekend but it had little effect. I don't know how to deal with him.  When I tell him off, he just smirks.

Answer:
The teenage years are often difficult for parents and teens because it means a lot of adjustments to different need that arise from entering into   a new stage of life. It's not uncommon to find a teenager undergoing a drastic change and becoming more problematic and less compliant. However, your son's behaviour does need attention and grounding him may not be sufficient.  I suspect   something's bothering him and he doesn't know how to express his feelings except through disruptive behaviour. Maybe the first step is for you to relax and to find a time to talk to him calmly. Try not to use a complaining tone, but tell him there seems to be something wrong and that you want to help.  If he refuses to talk, see if there's someone else whom he trusts.  If that avenue fails, perhaps a teacher or even a school counsellor will be able to help.
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