
Tips for Parents by Susie Kohl 

Resistance a Sign to Slow Down 
HY DO I HAVE TO LEARN TO READ?” a six-year-old asks her dad shortly after enter-

ing first grade. “You can read to me!” she explains patiently. Her father asks 

what she will do as a grown-up. Her quick retort: “My husband will read to me.” 

Children sometimes resist next steps in their development even though adults are avidly waiting 

for them to achieve them. Who doesn’t want a child to get toilet trained, become a good reader, 

or start a writing project as soon as it’s assigned? The mastery of new learning isn’t always as 

exciting to a child as it is to those chronicling and applauding his development. 

As adults, we can avoid panicking at a child’s lack of enthusiasm for the next accomplishment 

by noticing our own tendencies to avoid hard learning. The desire to drag our feet when growth 

seems difficult can shadow us throughout our lives. That hesitance may even serve a purpose. 

Are you up for new challenges? What about ballroom dancing? (See our new class offering in 

Explorations.) How about studying a new computer program even if you don’t feel technically 

competent?   

If the activity doesn’t reflect our strengths, or if we are wrestling with too much learning (how 

about a new computer pro-gram and dance classes?), resistance signals us that we have to pro-

ceed more slowly. In our preschool and elementary school, teachers try to cultivate a love of 

learning—a goal that requires sensitivity to children’s experiences. 

The wise father in the story above avoids saying, “You have to learn to read—you have no 

choice.” He listens to his daughter’s feelings with the stalwart faith that she won’t grow up 

illiterate. If she has particular problems, he will find her the help she needs. In some situations, 

parents and teachers are called on to motivate children when they don’t want to finish the report 

or practice their reading.  

However, not all growth is academic. We also know that if we don’t rally children toward clean-

ing up after themselves—or doing their own laundry—they are likely to grow up feeling incom- 

petent and helpless.  

Here are some ideas for giving the kind of help that makes a difference.  

Lend your energy to the process. Adults sometimes complain, “I’ve already shown you how to 

do that math problem. Why do you need me?” Research shows that children can perform at a 

higher level when a caring adult is nearby, so their cries for help aren’t necessarily a bid for 

attention.  

Share your learning challenges. “I’ve always had a hard time following directions. I have to 

read them slowly and go back to check if I’m doing them right.” 

Emphasize effort. “You’re trying different ways to solve that math problem, and that takes a lot 

of perseverance.” 

Avoid overloading. Signing a child up for soccer when he’s having a hard time with reading can 

leave him feeling unsuccessful and overwhelmed.  

Find the spark. Your child may not like to read, but a book about art reveals the exciting infor-

mation that can reside in book.  
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Talk about strengths and struggles. A friend of mine with a very successful writing career 

didn’t walk until he was two-and-a-half years old. He told his pediatrician that he didn’t want to 

walk! He might fall down! My friend’s inspiration to walk occurred watching a football player 

run across the field on TV. He forgot his fear and toddled forward. So even though his strong 

area has always been words, there were aspects of becoming physically adept that intrigued him. 

When we talk to children about their areas of strength, it’s important to emphasize that we can 

find enjoyment in activities even if they involve more work. 
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