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to Connect More With Your Learning Challenged Child7 Ways

Introduction
It’s hard being a parent, harder 

still with children who struggle 

with everyday social rules that are 

intuitive for you, but elude them. 

Understanding nuances of behavior 

is often unavailable to learning 

challenged kids. They often cannot 

problem solve, get into another’s 

perspective, infer meaning, take in facial cues or read body language.

Just as they struggle to understand outside behaviors, they also 

can’t control their own. They do things that don’t make sense.

Even after repeated pleas to stop, they keep grabbing at you, 

interrupting you, ignoring your directions. They will only calm 

down when they get what they want, when they want it.

As a result, the whole family dynamic can often revolve around 

the “problem” child. There’s no more going out for fear of 

being embarrassed by a meltdown. Siblings can feel neglected. 

Everyone’s walking on eggshells, trying to avoid an argument or 

eruption. That’s not easy to maintain. It wears everyone down. 

Even success leaves everyone frazzled and irritated.
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Despite all that, the number one concern parents have is 

that their child is not making friends. They don’t get invited 

to birthday parties. If they do have a playdate, they tend to 

struggle to share and take turns, often wandering off and 

ignoring their friend. At school, they may circle the perimeter of 

the playground, sit alone or prefer staying in the classroom

with the teacher. This is because they don’t have the tools to 

engage with others.

When parents see these signs, they are often gripped in fear. 

They feel powerless. They may blame themselves for not 

seeing the signs sooner, for not doing more. It’s important to 

remember that you are not the reason your learning challenged 

children are struggling to connect and communicate.

They struggle because they have a learning challenge.

Here are 7 ways to connect with your child that will also help them 

connect with friends. Some may seem obvious or intuitive for you, but 

they are not to your child. If you haven’t approached your child like this 

before, don’t worry.

Parenting is the hardest job there is, even when everything is going well. 

You are not expected to know what to do all the time. Sometimes we all 

need some help. Give these methods a try. You just may find that you can 

connect with your child in a way that seemed impossible before.
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Listen with Your Eyes,
Mind, Heart and Body 
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While their methods can be jarring (i.e. constant interruptions, ignoring 

directions, temper tantrums), your child is just trying to communicate 

something. They’re acting out because they don’t have the tools to 

communicate constructively. We expect toddlers to tantrum, but when 

older children melt down over something small, we can get frustrated. 

On top of that, everyone is often over-busy.  We feel like we’re juggling 

chainsaws. Sometimes, it’s not convenient to drop what you’re doing to 

just listen, but you have to. It makes a huge difference because your child 

can feel you reaching out.

Being able to listen to others is one of the key areas where 

learning challenged children struggle. They take their cues 

about behavior and life from their parents. You are their best 

models. So, by being a good listener to them, you are teaching 

them how to be better listeners themselves - not only to you,

but also to others. This means looking at them face-to-face, 

asking what they want in a calm voice, and listening with

your eyes, mind, heart and body. This creates a dialogue,

a collaboration. Even if it’s just taking a minute to explain 

why it’s important to finish what you’re doing - like cooking 

dinner - before you can help them. 

Take as example a child not getting dressed. The easy thing is to 

just yell from the other room. Your parents probably did that to 

you. But what if instead you go into their room, get face-to-face 

and explain the reason they need to get dressed. Then, ask them 
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to repeat what they heard. This helps you know whether they 

heard correctly or if you need to say it again or in a different 

way. This method reinforces what you want and helps them 

remember. If they bring up an objection, listen and acknowledge 

it, but you don’t have to give in. 

It can be a challenge to have the patience described in this section, but 

by being a good listener you are teaching your child how to be better 

listeners themselves. Taking a little extra time in the moment can pay off in 

the long run and possibly help avoid a meltdown.
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Show Them How to Think 
Rather Than React
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Many learning challenged children are impulsive. They don’t take time to 

think before acting. Once I asked a seven-year-old student, “What’s the 

reason you’re doing so much better?” She answered, “I think before I do...

and I learned it from you.”

Children tend to want things a certain way. They are often rigid 

and reluctant to think deeply when problem solving. Children 

also expect us to know everything instantly. Through modeling, 

you can help your child become a more flexible and deeper 

thinker. When you are confused or unsure, tell them you need 

a minute to think. This is not dismissive; it’s showing them that 

not everything happens instantaneously. It’s also leading them 

along the way, giving them information. When you’re solid in 

what to say, tell them.

We all have an emotional limit beyond which we don’t act 

rationally. We have buttons that can be pushed - buttons 

children know all too well. When they push them, work to stay 

calm, respond rather than react. Take a step back and ask:

What would be most helpful for my child? What does he or she 

want to hear from me in this moment? What can I say that will 

help us connect rather than push them away? Possibly most 

important: What would I have wanted my parent to say to me

at my child’s age? Answering these questions can help you think 

deeper and choose your words more carefully.
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Help Them Make Plans,
and Teach Them How to 
Adjust When Necessary
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While planning and spontaneity might seem like an either/or 

prospect, we do both in our daily lives. Sometimes, the planning 

is almost unconscious. Sometimes, we need to change our 

plans at the last minute when obstacles come up. We adjust in 

the moment, improvise or postpone an activity. Our children 

need to learn to do the same thing. Planning and willingness to 

change plans is just as crucial for them as it is for us, but they 

may not even understand the concept of time.

Let’s look at getting ready for work. We take dozens of 

small steps just to get out the door. We often do these steps 

automatically, without giving them a thought. But sometimes, 

things don’t go as planned. We run out of time. Traffic is worse 

than expected. So, we adjust. This planning and adjusting, 

which is automatic for us, is often out of reach for a learning 

challenged child. They don’t know the steps, the sequence, the 

timing. They may start a seemingly random task, like cleaning 

out the rabbit cage, a minute before the school bus comes. 

Waking them up and saying, “You have to be ready by 7AM to 

go to the airport” can feel like a pop quiz on something they 

haven’t learned yet. They need to be taught how to plan.

Once you have a plan and know the steps, explain it to them. 

Make sure they understand. They don’t know what you’ve been 

planning unless you tell them. Including children in planning 

gives them an example but also gives them time to process the 
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information, like we have. They need this time as much as we 

do.

The night before going on a vacation, you can help them devise 

and execute a plan. Break it down into steps: pick up their 

belongings that are scattered around the house, pack their 

suitcases, lay out what they’re going to wear. You may have to 

point out what they missed - the ball hidden behind the door, 

their toothbrush. When you include them in the planning,

the chances of your child not cooperating or having a meltdown 

lessen. And that means less stress for you.

We know plans need to be flexible, but children don’t. When a 

child rigidly refuses to wear the shirt laid out the night before, 

just tell him or her to pick another appropriate shirt. With that 

flexibility, you just avoided endless arguing or a meltdown.

You also showed that not accomplishing every part of the plan 

is okay. We plan for the best and accept what happens along the 

way. This flexibility helps our children be less rigid.
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Talk Your Thoughts
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As parents, we can be hesitant to have conversations with 

our children. We often think they don’t need to know what 

we are thinking or worse still that we might lose authority by 

having discussions with them. That’s not the case. Talking your 

thoughts is treating a child with respect. It’s a way of connecting 

with them and getting to know them better. I read about one 

child who said, “I want you to take some time out of your busy 

schedule to get to know me.” Telling your child your thoughts 

helps with this. It puts you into dialogue. It encourages mutual 

understanding, connection and growth.

Talking your thoughts is about making comments on what 

you are doing, sharing what you are noticing and explaining 

your plans. A lot of work goes into creating a plan, but if it 

isn’t shared with a child, they don’t have time for their own 

preparations. They may not be clear on what is expected of 

them. They may misunderstand or make assumptions. They 

may become rigid, confused and finally upset.

Take the example of a parent going on errands with his child 

to get the car washed, pick up a quart of ice cream and fill a 

prescription. The child wants to get the ice cream first and 

the parent says “no.” The child starts arguing, complaining 

and eventually cries. But what if the parent took a different 

approach, choosing to engage the child in problem solving by 

asking what they should get first. As they discuss it,
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the child realizes the ice cream would melt if they got it first

and nobody wants melted ice cream. The child is still eager to 

get home to eat the ice cream, but is able to stay calm.

Talking your thoughts lays the foundation for your child to 

know what’s happening. It helps them make transitions.

It makes them feel safe while building vocabulary. It helps them 

prepare and practice problem solving. It has the added bonus of 

giving them the opportunity to practice having a conversation. 

It helps them understand other people’s needs - all abilities 

necessary for success, connection and happiness.
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Teach them it’s
Okay to Make Mistakes
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We often strive for perfection, even though we know it’s 

unattainable. Learning challenged children, however,

don’t know they can’t be perfect. They can think they are not 

supposed to make mistakes and then feel awful when they do. 

Even the smallest misstep - not understanding a math problem, 

misspelling a word - can throw a learning challenged child into 

a spiral of failure. They may shut down, get angry or run off. 

They take mistakes personally. Mistakes are bad and they are 

bad for making them.

Many adults also put undue pressure on ourselves. We become 

anxious, embarrassed and even ashamed about our parenting. 

This is neither helpful, nor true. You need to give yourselves a 

break for not being perfect. Your children take their cues from 

you. Watching you embrace a mistake with an

“Oh well” or a laugh helps them do the same. Mistakes are how 

we learn. Mistakes help stretch our brains and make them 

strong. Recognizing your mistakes helps children accept their 

own mistakes. Embracing mistakes with acceptance and humor 

teaches them to do the same.

This next part can be especially hard for parents because it 

goes against our parental instincts: letting our children fail or 

get hurt can actually help them. To be clear, if they’re in real 

danger, step in. We have to do that, but sometimes we intercede 

too much. When we try to make our children’s life safe without 
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mistakes, what we’re really doing is robbing them of valuable 

life lessons.

I have a friend who is one of four daughters. When she went into the ocean 

as a kid, her mom would yell not to go past knee level water or she would 

die. To this day, none of her sisters know how to swim. Admittedly, this is 

an extreme example of an overprotective parent preventing a child from 

learning.

But when we are tempted to protect our children from making 

mistakes, we have to ask ourselves: will this experience help my 

child build resilience and the ability to persist, or am I being 

overly protective?
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Learn and Connect
through Play
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This is not just about our children. We’ve all seen a table full of 

people, heads down, looking at their phones instead of talking to 

each other. The art of conversation is getting lost in technology. 

Our society is becoming increasingly a world of individuals, 

alone and doing things alone. This is an especially challenging 

trend for children who already have a hard time knowing how 

to communicate with others. They need us to lead the way.

And it’s as easy as playing with them.

Playing with our children sounds like one of the most fun ways to interact 

with them, but it can also be one of the hardest. Today’s family dynamics 

revolve around obligations like baths, school work, sports and other 

activities. Kids are tired. Parents are tired. It feels like there’s no extra time, 

but it’s important to make time. Our kids need us to play with them, in a 

collaborative, connective way. Try not to make it about becoming better at 

a skill, “Let me show you how to throw a ball.” What they really want is just 

a game of catch. They just want you to be a willing participant in their play, 

following their lead and letting them tell you what they want you to do.

Play is a great way to help us connect, but it also teaches skills we need 

to be happy and successful in life. Board games teach children about 

listening, paying attention, noticing, taking turns, following rules, thinking 

deeply, problem solving, waiting, thinking about others and trading 

information. Successful conversations require all these abilities, but they 

don’t happen by themselves. They need practice.
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When I was a kid, we didn’t play with our parents much - but 

we played - outside and with friends. I remember spending all 

summer with my friends, playing in the alley in front of my 

summer cabin or going to the beach. We only came in when 

called for dinner. Today, more often than I like, children tell me 

they spend free time in their bedrooms, alone, watching an iPad 

or playing video games. Their siblings are doing the same.

They spend most of their time disconnected from other people, 

except maybe in the virtual world.

I know a father who takes 20 minutes every day to play Barbie 

with his daughter when he gets home. His participation is really 

just presence. She tells the story. She tells him what she wants of 

him. It’s simply two people who love each other spending a few 

minutes connecting. The funny part is that once she feels the 

connection, she eagerly runs off to play without him. She just 

needs to feel his presence and support before she goes exploring 

again.

But I also know a mom with  an explosive son. The explosive boy told me 

he just wanted to play with mom. The mom told me had no time. She 

listed everything she had to do instead, a lot of which were ways to work 

around her son’s outbursts.

Sadly, she was putting unneeded stress on herself. Taking time to play with 

her son could have lessened her stress and curbed his behavior. 
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Enforce Consistent 
Boundaries
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All children push boundaries. What gets parents in trouble, especially 

with learning challenged kids, is when they don’t maintain consistent 

boundaries. The concept of honoring a boundary may be entirely 

foreign to your child. Instead, they may grab your stuff, go into a friend’s 

refrigerator without asking or leave a classroom without permission. 

But they need you to be in charge, even if it makes them unhappy in the 

moment.

Adults understand how to set their own boundaries based on societal 

expectations and courtesy. The best way for children to learn the same is 

from their parents – through consistent, reasonable boundaries enforced 

with compassion. Children can become confused when parents demand 

immediate compliance in some situations, but not in others. They push 

back. Parents get frustrated and yell or threaten punishment. The kid, in 

turn, reacts with a favorite negative behavior and the battle begins!  If 

the parent keeps asking the message, the kid gets from the interaction is 

that when the parent says something, there will be seven more warnings 

before he or she REALLY means it.

Most families have a ritual around bedtime. The parents set the 

time. The child pushes the limit. The parent gets annoyed.

The child gets annoyed. Every night there is potential for 

conflict and a meltdown, but it’s far more likely if you are 

squishy about the time or wait until their bedtime to announce 

that they need to stop everything and go to bed. What if instead 

you set a consistent bedtime and give them a heads up.
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“Hey, honey, ten more minutes until you need to get ready 

for bed.” Eight minutes later, tell them they have two minutes 

before shutting everything off. The squishy way sets you up to 

fail. The consistent way honors the boundary of a set bedtime 

and treats your child, and yourself, with respect.

This doesn’t mean you can’t change your mind. Of course you 

can make exceptions, but how you do so is important. You are 

the one changing the boundary, not your child. Going back to 

the sections on listening and talking your thoughts, if there’s 

a specific reason to extend a bedtime, you can explain why you 

made the decision, but also make clear that the boundary is not 

up for negotiation.



As a therapist, I help students learn 

strategies and communication skills 

so they can be more comfortable in 

social settings. They learn that it’s okay 

to be uncomfortable and that being 

uncomfortable is part of the process.

They learn problem solving skills and 

how to understand the perspectives 

of others. They learn coping strategies 

and how to cultivate mindfulness. Ultimately, they learn how to be more 

social and have more fun.

It is my hope that the seven ways to connect described above will help 

parents have a better relationship with their learning challenged children. 

If you follow these steps, you’ll see a marked improvement in your child’s 

behavior. They’ll have more fun and be more social. 

Be well and enjoy.

The
Takeaway
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The
Takeaway Linda Boverman is a licensed speech and 

language pathologist with a Masters of 

Arts degree in Speech Communications and 

Speech Disorders from California State University at 

Northridge. She runs a private practice in Culver City and has been 

on the faculty of Park Century School for children with learning disabilities 

for over 12 years.

She specializes in working with children and adults who have language 

challenges, both receptive and expressive, as well as challenges in social 

communication, writing and cognition. Her clientele includes, but is not 

limited to, children and adults with learning challenges, ADHD and on 

the Autism Spectrum. She is also available to those who do not have a 

diagnosis, but feel uncomfortable with their use of language, academically 

and/or socially.

Recognizing that language challenges often cannot be separated out from 

challenges in attention, anxiety, executive function, writing and social 

cognition, she addresses these areas as needed. Mindfulness and brain 

and cognitive thinking research frequently inform her work. 

Her commitment to helping children and adults function better in school, 

in the workplace and in the social arena has resulted in children and adults 

leading happier and more productive lives.
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