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My talented son wants to quit acting after being mocked. How hard should we should push him to pursue it? 

Our 12-year-old son is very good at drama but how hard should we should push him to pursue this interest? He has refused to do any acting since his friends laughed at his singing in his last performance (when shown to the class on DVD). 
He has won many awards at drama competitions but now will not sign up to the school’s new drama production because he was so mortified by his friends’ laughter. Do we push, force or bribe him to go to the try-outs or do we look the other way and let him decide? 
I feel that it will be a waste of his talent if he doesn’t take part. I also think that having the ability to speak in public is a good life skill. But equally, if he later felt that he had missed out by not participating, it would, perhaps, be a lesson and would drive him more in the future to venture into things even if others laugh. What should we do? 
Helen 

Issues for parents: deciding to push children to do something despite their reluctance and discovering how to give children the courage to be themselves in the face of negative comments from their peers. In doing this, we build our children’s resilience for the challenges they will face in later life. 

At the age of 12, your son is going through a number of transitions. He is only a year into secondary school, where he will be facing much greater peer pressure than at primary level. Then along comes puberty — which brings intense emotional and physical change, and can be unsettling for any child as he or she experiences new thoughts and feelings. At the same time, your son is developing his sense of identity and independence. With this comes the need and desire to take risks as well as the need to fit in and gain peer approval. 

When our children are hurt — we hurt. Your dilemma is that classically faced by the parents of anxious children: do we smooth things for them and make them feel better or do we enable them to learn from the experience and develop the skills to manage such slights from the perspective of “we are never going to please all of the people all of the time, so we may as well get used to it”. You also need to consider the issue of helping children to make independent choices that are not negatively influenced by the reactions of other. 

I often meet anxious parents of anxious children who are completely stuck about what to do. This is because what is required is often counter-intuitive — we want to protect but, actually, we must not. In our risk-averse culture, young people are often denied opportunities to develop key life skills such as resilience, which is so necessary in our image-driven, “me-centric” society. 

For many young people, being different is a threat rather than an asset — this means that many unusually talented or “quirky” children suppress their abilities in favour of being accepted into the mainstream. 

The people who really achieve in life are those who have self-belief and confidence — even when times are tough. 

If your son has a talent, he must enjoy it regardless of the reaction of his peers. 

I empathise with you because my son, a talented dancer, struggled to continue for a while after his friends started teasing him for being a “sissy in tights”. Like you, my husband and I grappled with whether to push him on. In the end, we did and, for a while, it was a struggle but soon his passion for dance overtook his temporary embarrassment and shame. 

Children are often cruel because they are envious. You need to help your son to recognise that people react in ways that are hurtful not necessarily because of something about us but because of their own lack of understanding. 

If we personalised every nasty comment or disparaging remark we would never leave our houses. We all have to learn to develop a tough skin and distinguish criticisms that are constructive — made by those we love and respect — from those that aren’t. 

If you let your son retreat from his passion for drama because of how others react, you give him permission to cave in whenever someone negatively appraises him throughout his life. 

Our children require well-developed critical evaluation skills to navigate life, and a robust sense of self-belief and self-respect. To develop the former they need to understand why people can be nasty, and how it often reflects problems that those people have rather than being an accurate appraisal of our children. 

To develop self-belief, they need to have an honest view of who they are, what they enjoy and are good at — despite what others may think. 

I urge you to get your son back into his acting and so build his resilience, even though it will be difficult to begin with. 

SHOULD WE PUSH OUR SON?





Professor Tanya Byron





(taken from The Times – 21ST September 2010)











