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Dear T.R.
Thank you for asking this 

very relevant and timely 
question.

Adults as well as children are over-
whelmed with emotions when they hear 
about a terrorist attack. When they become 
more frequent, the feeling of uncertainty 
and loss of control can create much anxiety. 
There are certain guidelines to keep in mind 
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Dear OU Parenting,
Following the recent string of 

terrorist attacks, my son, 11, has 
become very anxious. I, of course, 
have also been affected by all the loss 
and trauma. I’m not sure how much 
or how little to share with him in gen-
eral and specifically regarding my 
own emotional experience.  For exam-
ple, should I try not to cry and be sad 
around him? T.R. 

when responding to children under these 
circumstances.

Firstly, it’s important to give children a safe 
space to speak, meaning a space to express 
them selves in the way that is natural for 
them. Some children don’t have much of a 
reaction and others will cry, show anger and 
frustration. They may say things that you 
don’t agree with or challenge you. Giving 
them the space to do this is crucial.

Next, when they ask questions, try to give 
them accurate information, answering only 
the questions they ask. Stay focused. It’s not 
necessary to elaborate or get sidetracked by 
politics or other similar situations. Explana-
tions should be given in an age appropriate 
manner. Just like your rules are age appro-
priate your discussions should be as well. 
Having more detailed, graphic conversations 
is more appropriate with an 18 than a 10 year 
old. 

It’s important to keep an eye out for both 
emotional and physical signs of distress. 
If your child looks sad, has crying spells, 
becomes fearful or angry or is experienc-
ing changes in sleeping and eating patterns, 
he may need extra help processing the cur-
rent state of events. Be aware of behavioral 
changes.

Regarding your own emotional state, it’s 
important to model emotions in front of your 
children. Seeing you express your feelings 
will allow your child to do the same. That 
being said, there is also a limit. You do not 
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How To Get 
Unstuck!

How do you break a bad cycle with your 
child? Everyone has those interactions with 
their child when suddenly something changes 
and the mood or conversation starts to spiral 
out of control. One minute you’re having a 
great interaction with your child and the next 
minute everything has disintegrated. Some-
times you’re not even sure what happened to 
cause the spiral. 

When a parent stops to reflect, when this 
happens, many times they will see that there 
is some sort of pattern that occurs. It can be 
that the parent is triggered by something that 
the child says or does or the child was set off 
by the parent. What’s clear is that there tends 
to be cycles parents and children get stuck in 
and are left feeling powerless to navigate.

I’d like to offer some suggestions to free 
yourself from these vicious cycles.

Firstly, when a situation arises and you feel 

like oh no, here we go again, it’s a sign to pay 
close attention.
1.	  Notice the cycle and pause. 

Stop and observe the change in the mood. 
Take a breath in order to calm your 
system and step away if you feel over-
whelmed. It’s hard for a child to calm 
down when the parent is dysregulated.

2.	 Gather information and look for a trigger.
Ask yourself if this happens every time 
you discuss a certain topic or if it’s always 
at a specific time of day. For example 
things always take a turn for the worse 
when your child gets home from school 
or before bedtime. Check if your child is 
hungry or tired? Or maybe you are.  Ask 
yourself how you’re feeling at that 
moment. Are you angry, resentful, sad or 
frustrated? Once you check in with your 
emotions you can explore how you usu-
ally respond. For example, every time I 
bring up this topic my child ignores me 
so I yell. 

3.	 Change your response - The parent can 
now break the pattern and choose to 
respond differently. It helps to recognize 
that your child’s “rude” behavior is usu-
ally a sign of internal stress. Once you 
learn to not take the defiance personally, 
you can focus on the things that trigger 
you. Change doesn’t happen when you 
continue to do the same thing. Acknowl-
edge your child’s emotions and validate 
them before you correct their behavior. 
Respond in a brief statement of what you 
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expect from your child instead of giving 
a long lecture.  

4.	  Now you can make space for repair and 
connection. Part of repairing the relation-
ship is setting aside time to connect with 
your child and do something that they 
enjoy. Repairing the relationship outside 
of the conflict can lessen future clashes. 
It also helps when a parent can apologize 
when they’ve lost their temper. Try notic-
ing and acknowledging good behavior 
and positive interactions. The process 
of change takes time and patience, often 
requiring a lot of effort and creativity 
from parents. 

When a parent can shift from automat-
ic, emotional reactions to intentional, calm 
responses, negative cycles can be broken, and 
new healthier dynamics can be built.

Be’hatzlaha 
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