How Can | Stay Positive
for My Kids When I’'m
So Overwhelmed

Even for a psychologist who studies how kids
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understand racism and violence, talking to her
own children about it is difficult.

After another harrowing week of violence, | sat
down at my computer to attempt to “work.” Or
to just do something, anything. But | continued
to scroll, watch, or listen to terrible things.

Then, I received an email from a beloved
colleague. The bolded subject line:

“Dr. Briscoe-Smith can you help? Any
advice about how to talk to children of color
ahout these massacres?”

My first reaction was simply “Nope. Why you
askin’ me?” Just that afternoon | had hurriedly
turned off the talk radio station as my son en-

be turning to me. I did something silly and
stupid: | Googled my name and “violence” (pro
tip: Don't do that). | got a list of my previous
webinars and articles. Since around 2009, I've
been writing and speaking about how trauma
impacts kids; how children understand race
and racism; how to talk with children about
grief, terror, racialized violence; and how to
promote resilience. That’s 10 years talking
about pretty much the same damn thing.

Going over those talks was a good reminder
about the sound science, evidence, and
wisdom that we all have available to us about
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tered the car. | had quickly put down my phone
as | felt my daughter looking over my shoulder
at the images on my Instagram feed.

Claremont EAP distributes this newsletter to
provide employees with general behavioral
health information. If you have concerns
about these or other behavioral health
issues, you can call Claremont to arrange
for assistance. You will be directed to an
appropriate, experienced professional who
can offer guidance in a variety of work and
family matters.

how to survive after terrible things—and how
we as parents, teachers, and caregivers can
support children. As | reread and reheard my
own words, however, | felt a growing sense of
disquiet.

| was yet again seeing images of violence
against black bodies, bodies like my own and
like my children’s. There was overwhelming
pain, grief, and rage. This wasn’'t new—just
another wave of what I've known my whole life.
But now | could hold the murder of those like
me in my hand, and it could be watched over
and over again. It was in front of my children,
as well. In all of this, | found myself ex-
hausted. But here | was being asked for help.
| had to remind myself of why people might

In a December 2012 radio interview, there was
a cheerful optimism in the tone of Dr. Briscoe-
Smith. | heard myself saying that surely urban
violence and school shootings would spur a o
change in gun laws. In recorded talks after For confidential help, call

Oscar Grant, after Tamir Rice, after Ferguson, 800-834-3773

after Philando Castile, | seemed to feel, all or visit:
those years ago, a dogged commitment to claremonteap.com
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the absolute fact that our “better angels”
would prevail. By 2016, | heard from myself a
renewed focus on our resilience and capacity
to overcome our differences. And during the
summer of Charleston in 2017, there was in
my voice a buoyant hope for possible change.

Over and over, | heard myself say things like
“We must talk to our children” or “Remember,
we are resilient.” Today, frankly, those feel
like words spoken by someone else. If | am
honest, right now, | am tired, | am discour-
aged, and | feel impotent to affect my world
for the better. | feel like | am getting so used
to terrible things that | can scroll past them
with a hesitation, offering a quick “thought
and prayer” before moving on. | teeter between
being numb and overwhelmed with the state
of the world.

| know | am not alone in these feelings.

On an intellectual level, | have fiercely held
on to a deep belief that we—as a people, as
Americans and African Americans—have
overcome hatred, divisiveness, dehumaniza-
tion, and violence before. | believe that we
must remember the stories of resilience and
strength within our own families in order to
effect change today. When | hear people talk
about how definitively worse things are now
than “ever,” | bristle. | simply refuse to believe
that is true. By so many empirical measures,
life is “better” now. We're living longer, we
have more access to health care, there’s less
crime. But still the sentiment that | so often
encounter is that this is different and worse,
somehow.

In fact, | even argued with my mother about
this. She was lamenting how terrible things
are. “C'mon, Mom,” | said. “With all that
you've been through—Jim Crow in the south,
civil rights, Vietnam, poverty, discrimina-
tion—that had to be worse.”To which she re-
plied: “No, it wasn't. It was bad, but | thought
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we’d be further by now, that it would be
different by now, that we wouldn’t be hurting
each other like this by now. And that makes it
hurt more.”

My mother is a black woman who grew up with
her five siblings in the deep South during Jim
Crow. Her first toy was a “Mr. Potato Head”
that was an actual potato. She looked like
Angela Davis back in the day, as a college
student at UCLA, and was routinely harassed
for it. She married a Vietnam vet with intense
post-traumatic stress disorder. So, yeah, she’s
been through it, and her baseline for suffering
is pretty high. So, when Mom says that things
are worse now, | have to listen. And if I'm hon-
est, things do feel different now. | was arguing
with her, based on my convictions, but in my
heart, | knew she was right.

| study trauma, and so | look to the scientific
literature on trauma to understand my own
experience. “Psychological trauma is an
affliction of the powerless,” writes Harvard
psychologist Judith Herman in her classic
book Trauma and Recovery. She continues:

At the moment of trauma, the victim

is rendered helpless by overwhelming
force. When the force is that of nature,
we speak of disasters. When the force
is that of other human heings, we speak
of atrocities. Traumatic events over-
whelm the ordinary systems of care that
give people a sense of control, connec-
tion, and meaning.

She also states, “The knowledge of horrible
events periodically intrudes into public aware-
ness but is rarely retained for long.” This gets
to the core of why things might feel different
now. The intrusions are not periodic anymore.
Instead, there is now the constant witnessing
and proximity to multiple, repeated, and hor-
rific disasters and atrocities. We all know that
many communities have always experienced
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high levels of trauma. For them, there was
never such thing as “the periodic.” Even there,
however, things are different now.

All this talking about trauma and race brings
me back to my mother. | can’t remember a
single thing my mother has ever “said” about
race. My father was the one who told the
stories, who gave the lectures, who gave me
the “talk.” But | know it is also my mother
who has taught about race. About who a black
woman can be, about how to deal with sexism
and racism.

She also taught me about hope. She didn't do
this in words. My mother is almost pathologi-
cally positive and kind. She sees the best in
others. She knows herself well and she is
deeply connected to others—and she’s the
safe place | return to. She has helped me
weather the storms of my youth. It’s not that
she has been silent about how to overcome
grief, trauma, and sadness—it’s just that |
remember her “way” more than her words. She
didn’t ignore what was going on. | remember
her having the full range of emotions when |
was a child: anger, rage, sadness, grief. While
| know | didn’t see or appreciate her feelings,
she didn’t shield me from them, either. I've
studied in academic settings how to talk with
kids about race, violence, and trauma, but

| got my most important lesson about these
things from Mom: We don’t need to say the
perfect words, and we don't have to be the
perfect parent who is positive all the time, to
support our children. We can be, and should
be, as human as we feel.

In this midst of all this anger—in the face

of mass shootings, racist violence, a global
pandemic—I again returned to my mother. |
wanted her to soothe me with how things were
“so much better now,” but she gave me the
truth—nher truth. And because she hasn't
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sugarcoated things in the past, | know | can
trust her. | know that | have to listen to her.
She has given herself the space to be sad, to
worry. That gives me the space to do so, as
well.

That's the lesson | got from the School of Mom.
As a psychologist, | have additional evidence-
based advice for my friend and for adults like
her who are taking care of children. Here are
some things | think we need to keep in mind:

e |t really is different now, due to the cumula-
tive effects of chronic exposure to “viral”
images, sounds, and the recounting of
terror proliferated via the media channels of
the internet, social media, radio, and TV.

e Solutions to natural disasters (like CO-
VID-19) and human-made atrocities, feel
out of reach to the average person, which is
causing more stress and fear.

e A generation of children with exposure to
the internet and social media are consum-
ing much larger, visual, and uncontrollable
images of disaster and human-made atroci-
ties, and it is having a negative impact.

e Caregivers who have been coping with
ongoing stressors in this current era are
stretched thin and in need of more support.

e And many of us are tired, so tired. It's OK to
be tired.

Claremont EAP
can help with all
of these issues!
Call:
800-834-3773

or visit;
www.claremonteap.com
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Check in with yourself. How you
doin’? No, really. How are you, as a parent
or caregiver, doing? How do you understand
what is going on? How is it making you feel?
Be honest with yourself. Before we focus on
what we tell our kids, what do we tell our-
selves? How are you staying well? And if you
aren’t well—and many of us aren’t—how
do you get some help?

2. Filter what reaches your

children as much as you

can. If you're feeling overwhelmed, just
think about how your children—uwith so
much less life experience and knowl-
edge—might be feeling. While | still
believe it's important to talk to our children
about the bad things going on in the world,
| see that, if we are so lucky and privi-
leged, we should still try to at least space
out or filter the information that reaches
them. The research says that the pervasive
and chronic nature of mass and racialized
violence—the exposure to images and
sounds—is taking a toll on adults, and it’s
affecting our kids, too. If we can break up
the flow of violence and threat, we should.

. Commit to action. Any action.

Even and especially if that action is a
“small act of kindness.” Be a role model of
proactive empathy and compassion.

. Listen to your children and

support their actions. So much
of the conversation about talking with

our children is really about talking at our
children. There's a time for that, but try to
first be curious about how they are doing,
how they are making sense of things.
Listen to them about how they understand
what’s happening and what solutions they
might like. We can support our children in
leading without leaving them to clean up
our messes. If they're old enough to pursue
solutions, encourage them to do so. If they
want to march, just make sure they're
wearing a mask and bring a bottle of
Purell. If they want to volunteer, help them
to find a way.
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5. Draw their attention to the
good things. The terrible things are
important to pay attention to, but they do
not have to dominate our existence in the
way that they are now. Pay attention to
moments of joy, too. If your attention goes
to examples of heroism, helping, empathy,
and resilience, your kids will follow your
gaze, even if they don't seem to be.

6. Remember our stories of
resilience. Let’s not forget: We have
indeed been through terror and trauma
before. Every family has a story of survival,
of resilience. Let’s cultivate and tell those
stories—and create new ones.

So, given that context, how do we keep talking
with our children about terrible things that keep
happening over and over again?

Here are my suggestions:

| am holding on desperately and painfully to
hope that things will feel better soon. | needed
a friend to remind me that we have been down
this path before and we can survive together.
That’s a gift | can give to my children, and
that you can give to yours.

| don’t know if my children will remember any-
thing that I've said about race. They've been
to my talks, and soon will read my articles.
But more than that, | hope they remember my
way. As my mother has taught me, | don’t need
to be positive all the time. | hope that | am
showing my own children the full range of my
humanity.

At its core, | think, racism is the inability to
see the other—the “different”—as human.
[f my children can see the human in me, their
black mother, they'll be less likely to internal-
ize the lie that racism tells them about us.
That truth will, | hope, make them stronger in
the face of all the terrible things we're facing.

By Allison Briscoe-Smith [ June 4, 2020
Greater Good Science Center
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