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By Scott Noelle

progressive parenting

Embracing the ideal of progressive, natural 
parenting is a lot easier than actu-
ally walking the talk. When idealistic 
intentions race far ahead of practical 
abilities, staying the course requires a 
willingness to inhabit the paradoxical 
space of the healing gap. 

T
he tiny examination room 
at the Planned Parenthood 
clinic was too small for three 
people. Nevertheless, Beth 

and I stood awkwardly against 
the wall as the door opened and 
the gyneacologist squeezed in. 
The stiffness of her white lab 
coat was audible as she manoeu-
vred around the examining table. 
Her vocal inflection was delib-
erately neutral when she finally 
announced the results: ‘The test 
came back positive.’ It took me a 
moment to figure out that ‘posi-
tive’ meant my wife was pregnant 
with our first child.

My mind exploded with 
thoughts of alternate futures, and 
the walls of that tiny, windowless 
room seemed to be contracting 
around me. As we left I felt my 
life as a childless adult come to 
an end, and I was born into the 
world of parenthood.

But it wasn’t a planned par-
enthood (well, we didn’t plan it) 
and my emotional reaction was 
an unfamiliar mixture of joy and 
terror. I had always looked for-
ward to raising children, yet I had 
expected to ‘get my act together’ before anyone would call me 
Dad. Though I was 32 years old, I felt completely unprepared 
for this journey. How could I raise a child responsibly when I 
was still recovering from my own troubled childhood?

That feeling, over seven years ago, came from an 

awareness of what I now call the healing gap, a phenomenon 
that arises when a person consciously seeks a healthier path 
than the one he or she is currently on. In parenthood, it’s the 
gap between the healthy parenting ideas you embrace con-
sciously and what you’re actually capable of doing, here and 
now.

Real-life parenting does not emerge solely from the par-
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Dealing with the times we stumble     I have two daughters aged four and 
21 months. My four year old is quite 
an emotional child. She has great diffi-
culty coping with frustration and when 
faced with a difficult situation she often 
screams, yells or cries. Although she has 
good language skills I think that she has 
difficulty verbalising her feelings at these 
times and is overtaken by the emotion 
of the situation. Because she has such 
intense reactions I think that other chil-
dren ‘push her buttons’ to gain a reaction. 
I find these situations extremely difficult 
to cope with. I feel her reaction over-
shadows the behaviour of the other child 
so that I (and other mothers) become 
annoyed with her rather than seeing the 
whole situation. 

I am also aware that I have difficulties 
dealing with these intense reactions as I 
grew up in a family where emotions were 
not freely expressed. I have always tried 

to allow my daughters to express their 
emotions, and have always responded 
to their needs, but am finding that as my 
daughter gets older I am having more 
difficulty coping with her outbursts and 
wondering if, and at what age, she will 
‘grow out of this’? I am also concerned for 
her when she starts pre-school next year.
I have tried a number of strategies such 
as taking all of the food additives and 
sugar out of our diet, telling her to sim-
ply call out to me in these situations or 
to walk away. We try hard to model calm 
problem solving and non-violent com-
munication at home.

    My younger son had incredible temper 
tantrums as a young child. I was told that 
I had them too and so I did my best not 
to interfere with his tantrums, to let him 
have them and not to withdraw my love 
from him while he had them. It was often 
highly uncomfortable, especially when 
they happened in restaurants or other 
public places. When I registered him for 
kindergarten when he was five, I told the 
teacher about his emotional tendency. 
For the school hours he was in her hands 
and I extended my trust to her to deal 
with the situation rightly if it came up. 
Well, he never had one single tantrum at 
kindergarten. He ‘saved’ them for times 
when I was around. Still they became 
less and less frequent at home too as he 
got older. He is fifteen now — he still gets 
emotional from time to time, but not in 
the tantrum kind of way anymore. 

It is one of the signs of getting older 
that children can ‘cope’ with their emo-
tions in a more socially accepted way. 
Although this is a good thing it is also 
where all of us have made tremendous 
compromises when we were children. 
We realised that if we expressed our emo-
tions freely we would not get accepted. 
None of us were fully met on an emo-
tional level by our parents and had to 
adapt our behaviour to get at least some 
love. We all created a much tighter way 
of being. Doing that we also cut ourselves 
off from a deep connectedness with life, 
intelligence and creativity.

Looking back with the understand-
ing I have today I would say, that my 
son’s temper tantrums were already one 
step removed from what he was actually 
feeling. On a subtle level he had picked 
up the link I had with these tantrums. 

Having them, I now believe, was an 
attempt of his to be more fully met by me 
on an emotional level. Since you say that 
in your childhood expressing emotions 
freely was not encouraged it could well 
be that your daughter picks that up and 
that her screaming, yelling and shouting 
is an attempt of hers to get you out of 
your ‘safe’ emotional spectrum and meet 
you at a deeper level. 

Why don’t you, the next time she is 
very emotional when just you and her are 
present, really let in how her emotions 
affect you. Rather than excusing her, or 
just letting her express herself, open your 
heart and go to the place you shut down, 
when you were a child, and really feel 
with her, not for her. Rather than you 
thinking that you have to guide her, let 
her guide you and gently open up to a 
world that is still more available to her 
than to you, the world of pure feeling. 
Take a leap into the unknown with her. 
I envy you a little, that you have this 
opportunity. I have it to a certain degree 
with my son, but the innocence of a four 
year old is one of the most precious gifts 
for our emotional re-awakening. A web-
site which might be interesting for you 
on this topic is www.enhearten.org.

As there are always many levels we 
can approach a situation from, like you 
have done; minimising the sugar intake 
is certainly a good idea. You may also 
want to consider taking her to a session 
with and osteopath or a cranio-sacral 
therapist. Many osteopaths claim that 
fifty percent of all babies, and mothers 
for that matter, need adjustments after 
birth. A good homeopath might find a 
remedy which makes it easier for your 
daughter to channel her feelings in a 
more sociably accepted way. 

Even though any of the above may 
help to heal imbalances your daughter 
may have (we all have them in one way 
or another), nothing is as important as 
how you relate to her. For her, what you 
think is less important than what you 
feel. The more in contact you are with 
that yourself, the deeper she can trust 
you. You can both assist each other in 
becoming more fully available to the 
richness of an emotionally healthy life. 
You know how, not mentally, but with 
quiet, gentle, emotional openness and 
creativity. You can trust that fully.

 

an inner journey
 

By Lela Iselin


