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Part 1
Families under pressure
and new forms of balance

1.1 Why this booklet?

"l wish for my former life"; "l would like to put everything behind me and
not think about it anymore"; "l want to wake up from this nightmare and
get back to normal". These are phrases that, at least once, each of us has
thought or uttered during the long pandemic period. Sometimes we have
hoped that we could erase everything. Imagine that nothing had hap-
pened and pick up where we left off. Even more so now, when contagion
seems perhaps less of a concern than during the most critical phase, it
might feel strange to have a book in our hands that talks about crises such
as the pandemic and their effects. We will discover together that we can
look back on crises to learn how to face new challenges, both the every-
day and the exceptional and unexpected. COVID-19 is just one of the
many challenges we faced, and it will certainly not be the last. In this first
part of the booklet, we will review together the impact (both negative and
positive) that this 'storm' has had on all of us and our families, and in the
second part we will reflect on the relationship between parents and chil-
dren, taking into account the specificities of the different age groups of
children and young people, and imagine some strategies that parents can
implement to promote their children's and their own well-being, even in
critical situations.

1.2 The challenge of the pandemic

The experience linked to the COVID-19 emergency constituted a turning
point in the biography of most individuals: a moment of crisis and rup-
ture in the continuity of events capable of marking a division between a
before and an after. The pandemic, and the restrictions that followed it,
led to an abrupt rupture in our daily rituals: the lockdown in the home
and the obligation of distancing broke our mental schemes relating to the
organisation of our lives, destabilised our balances, on a personal, family,
and collective level, causing disorientation, anxiety, feelings of precari-



ousness and threat to our safety and security. This has had a serious im-
pact worldwide on not only the physical, but also the psychological and so-
cial health of children, youth, and adults. Children and adolescents are
particularly vulnerable because their nervous systems are not fully de-
veloped, which is why their abilities to handle stress and regulate emo-
tions and behaviour are still limited. Research shows that emotional and
behavioural difficulties have increased in children and adolescents: irri-
tability, easy distractibility, sleep and eating disorders, psychosomatic
symptoms (for example, headaches, nausea, stomach-aches without a
medical explanation) have been reported. These symptoms of discomfort
were mostly present during the lockdown periods but had important
after-effects even after the resumption of normal daily activities. What
about the parents? The uncertainty related to COVID-19, the fear of falling
ill and the fear for the health of loved ones, new family routines and the
drastic reduction of social and leisure activities, worries about the eco-
nomic and work situation and the strain of managing distance learning
were sources of stress in the majority of the families. Irritability, concen-
tration problems, boredom and feelings of loneliness were also found in
the parents.



1.3 Families facing this challenge

The critical, terrible, and totally unexpected situation we have faced has
highlighted the centrality of the family's role and its ability to respond and
adapt to change, even when so sudden and significant. The period of re-
strictions we went through made it clear how central the family is to the
care of sons and daughters, and how it is the privileged place where our
needs as adults for intimacy, sharing, comfort and closeness can (or cannot)
be met, even with the need to safeguard our own personal space and au-
tonomy. In our daily experience, we usually do not realise how much our
family is a group characterised by dynamism, subject to continuous (small)
transformations, capable of adapting and changing in the face of the dif-
ferent situations and changes we encounter. These small daily transfor-
mations, which we do not usually observe, become more evident if we take
a longer time frame and think back to what our family was like a few years
ago, when our children were small or when they were not yet born... the



feeling is really strange: we are still us, it is still our family, but so many
things have changed! We think about the spaces in the house, the furniture
and the games, the time we spend with our children and the behaviours we
use to take care of them, the time we have for ourselves and our partner,
and the topics of conversation with the other parent, or with our friends...
In this way we can see, from our own experience, two fundamental tasks
that every family faces: the need to modify, to adapt to changes and, at the
same time, to maintain its own stability and identity. The pandemic has con-
fronted us with a decidedly imposing, sudden change that has affected
every level of family life. First of all, it will be easy for you to recognise the
impact it has had, on an individual level, on you and all the other members
of your family since it changed the living spaces, habits and routines to
which you were accustomed. Then think about how the relationships be-
tween you and the other members of your family have changed on an in-
terpersonal level: the amount of time devoted to talking to each other has
been different, the tasks and contents that have characterised your con-
versations and your days have been different (think of your commitment to
follow the distance learning of your children...), the opportunities for com-
munication and confrontation are different and more numerous (and with
these, often also the opportunities for discussion and sometimes conflict).
You have undoubtedly observed the changes that have taken place at the
level of the larger family group: the relationships and support of grandpar-
ents or other family members, for example, have disappeared in order to
safeguard the health of the population groups most at risk in the event of
infection.

Finally, try to think of the obvious changes that have taken place at the social
level: your family has had to close itself off within its own borders, within the
walls of its own home, severing ties both with friends and with the organisa-
tions you used to rely on (the various services in the area, school, workplace,
family doctor, etc.). Each family, within its own home, had to cope with the
pandemic, restrictions, in many cases even work difficulties, economic pre-
cariousness and, above all, the anxieties and fears associated with a new, un-
expected and unimaginable situation until a few days before it occurred.
Especially in the lockdown phases, the balance between inside and outside
(between time spent outside the family and inside the family, between rela-



tionships lived outside and inside the family, etc.) has profoundly changed,
and itis for this reason that it has been necessary for all families to seek a new
arrangement, a new form of balance in their relationships not only with life
outside the home (school, work, friendships, other relatives not living to-
gether), but also within the home, in the couple, in their relationship with
their sons and daughters, and even in their relationship with ourselves! How
many times, before the pandemic, did we happen to think of our family, of
our home as a safe haven, to which we could not wait to return, especially at
times when we felt in difficulty, tired or worried about something.

During the lockdown, this image changed somewhat: our family, our home
was our only (also physical) living space, our only possibility of movement
and relationships; limitations made our family and our home narrow spaces
in which we often felt constrained, with only technology as a means of com-
municating with the outside world. As parents, we reacted sometimes by be-
coming more intolerant with those who shared (and invaded) our spaces, or
we were more permissive with our children to avoid conflict. Simple house-
hold rules (mealtimes, sleep, TV time, playtime) were sometimes swept away
by the storm: the home often turned from an organised and predictable en-
vironment into a chaotic space. We have not always been able to 'keep the
compass', while knowing that for children and young people (but also for us
adults) there is a need for rules and limits that are clear, understandable,
shareable, stable, and consistent. In spite of these difficulties in living in the
home as the only living space, this has remained for quite a long time con-
noted as the only safe place in the face of the risk of contagion. This led to a
serious sense of isolation, as families could not avail themselves of the usual
social support normally offered by relatives, friends, and neighbours.

The epidemic was in fact accompanied by a 'social disconnection’, and also
often by a sense of suspiciousness towards the outside world. "The 'other’
was often seen as a potential virus carrier, rather than as a potential ally
against the problems associated with the pandemic. Fear arose 'of the out-
side', where an invisible danger lurks and where everything could be con-
taminated. Even after the lockdown ended and in the milder phases of the
pandemic, it was not always easy to resume one's usual activities. A 'lock-
down anxiety' has arisen in some cases, and some people, often young peo-
ple, have suffered from the 'hut syndrome': leaving one's nest (one's 'hut’,



one's home), perceived as the only safe place, is still generating a feeling of
insecurity and anxiety in some people. It is important to remember that
one of the family's tasks is to mediate between the internal context and the
external social context: parents help children, from an early age, to under-
stand the world and find the most appropriate ways to interact with other
people. The family should be a springboard, a secure base from which to
approach the world and gradually become more and more autonomous.
But what if the image of the world that adults send back to children is that
of a dangerous place? For our children to regain trust and hope, it is our
way of looking at the world that must regain trust and hope. Let us start fo-
cusing on the positive, let us emphasise with our children that in times of
pain, people can be found who are willing to offer help and solidarity (we
can remember the valuable work of doctors and nurses during health
emergencies, for example): in this way, we do not hide the difficulties, but
show that it is possible to find a way out. It is not possible to protect against
difficult experiences, but we can help children to integrate these experi-
ences into their understanding of the world and to learn from them. How
children make sense of their lives also depends on the reactions shown by
adults. It is also important to make our children understand that it is nor-
mal to feel fear in the face of perceived danger. Our autonomic nervous
system reacts automatically, beyond our control, if there is a threat'.
During the 'peak’ periods of the pandemic, each of us experienced anxiety
and disorientation. These are unpleasant feelings: if we could have, we
would have made to disappear immediately. And yet fear, a primary emo-
tion, is fundamental to our defence and survival: if we did not feel it, we
would not be able to save ourselves from danger. And it is precisely through
fears and fears that we become courageous. You cannot be brave if you
have not been through fear. This is an important message for your chil-
dren; itis a message that traditional fairy tales also teach: the protagonists
must always face a difficulty, a dark period, experience strong and negative
emotions, in order to triumph in the end and become heroes/heroines in
some way. There is no such thing as a happy ending that does not involve
a big problem to overcome.

1. If you want to learn more about this mechanism, take a look at the box at the end of this chapter!



1.4 The family crew in the storm

From what has been said so far, it is clear that not only your family, but all
families have been faced with a major sudden change, a critical situation
that has altered personal and family life and required the implementa-
tion of strategies and mechanisms of transformation and adaptation to
cope with the situation. And in this situation, it is above all the parents
who have had the most difficult task of guiding the family and ferrying it
through the storm of the pandemic. We can really imagine the family as
a team, the crew of a canoe, which has a common and shared goal; the
parents are the captains of this team within which everyone has a role,
takes an active part, and helps by rowing in rhythm with the other family
members.

Obviously, everyone contributes to the navigation with their own strength
and characteristics; when one of the members is tired or loses the rhythm,
the other family members can come to their aid, show them how to pro-
ceed, encourage them to regain strength or rhythm, or compensate, at
least temporarily, for their rowing slower or in a different direction, so that
the boat can continue to sail towards its destination. It is only in this way,
by all working and rowing in the same direction, that it becomes possible
for the boat to face the storms it may encounter more safely.

The role of crew captains is particularly central when turbulence is en-
countered during the voyage. Their ability to cope with and manage tur-
bulence while staying on course is crucial. Parenthood, the most difficult
job in the world and one that no one can teach you, turned out to be an
even more arduous task following the changes encountered, that strong
and unexpected storm that we tried to describe in the previous lines and
which, no doubt, is a vivid memory in our minds.

The pandemic and the restrictions that followed constituted a major
stress factor outside the family, which powerfully affected all its members.
Parents are the ones who had to guide the family in the midst of this tur-
bulence, trying to take on and manage not only their own discomfort and
fears, but also and especially those felt by their sons and daughters, con-
tinuing to do their job: taking care of their children, with the aim of pro-
moting their well-being and helping them to grow up in peace. Research
conducted over the past two years has highlighted the much higher lev-



els of stress felt by parents and how this can have a negative impact on
parents' ability to care for and respond to their children's emotions and re-
quests. How many times in the past years have we felt overwhelmed by
our task as parents, lost patience with our children, become angry and
responded to them in a standoffish or hasty manner, and then blamed
ourselves for what we said or did! And how many times have we felt tired,
nervous, lacking time and energy to devote to our children, and felt that
they were also taking away our time to devote to ourselves! What has hap-
pened over the past few years, therefore, is that our individual stress level,
that is, the discomfort produced by various personal conditions and also
external to us (in this case the discomfort produced by the pandemic, re-
strictions, economic precariousness, etc.), has also affected our parental
stress level, that is, the level of demands that are related to parenthood
and the relationship with sons and daughters.

A higher level of individual and parental stress is associated with a greater
difficulty for parents to take care of their child(ren) and this is associated with
a lower level of well-being manifested by the child(ren) and also by the par-



ents themselves, that is, by the whole family. On the other hand, parents who
were able to implement good strategies to manage their own and their chil-
dren's stress levels were able to mediate and mitigate the negative effects of
the pandemic and social isolation on their children's adjustment and well-
being. Research shows that the less psychological distress of parents, the less
anxiety and depression in boys and girls; conversely, more stressed parents
often have more stressed sons and daughters. When one is invaded by emo-
tions that are too strong and difficult to control, one finds it more difficult to
be supportive of one's children. Boys and girls notice the inconsistencies of
adults. If, for example, we say: "Don't be afraid!" but then constantly repeat
"don't touch anything!", "don't get too close to your friend!" "don't kiss
grandpa!" and so on, we can generate confusion in them. In addition, when
we are stressed, we are more likely not to react in the best way to our child's
negative emotions (we already struggle with our own emotions!), perhaps by
ignoring them or debasing them or punishing them. In doing so, however, we
are not giving them the tools to learn how best to handle them.

Stress? is contagious: tensions pass from mind to mind very easily: have
you ever had dinner with a couple of friends who quarrel with each other
and constantly punish each other? At the end of the evening, you proba-
bly felt exhausted and nervous. It is because you have been infected! In
this case this is a slight temporary effect, either because the evening is over
(thankfully!) or because you, as an adult, have the ability to manage your
negative feelings, for example, by distracting yourself by thinking of some-
thing pleasant. But what happens when a child, who has not yet developed
mature emotional management skills, is exposed to a high level of stress
on a daily basis? Children are much more vulnerable, and the negative ef-
fects will be more intense and longer lasting on them. They will become
restless, unable to concentrate, possibly aggressive or anxious and possi-
bly develop psychosomatic symptoms. The child's behavioural problems,
in turn, will make life even more difficult for the already stressed parent,
creating a short circuit that is difficult to manage. In high-stress situations
it can happen that one feels overwhelmed and inadequate.

A certain level of stress is inherent in the parental role, but sometimes the

2. The highlighted words are explained in the Glossary of Part 2, Section 5.
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situation degenerates, and 'parental burnout' can set in. When we talk
about burnout, in the work and non-work context, we refer to a situation
of high stress and progressive malaise, accompanied by psychophysical
exhaustion. It is good to be aware of one's own stress level: there are sev-
eral alarm bells for a possible burnout:

M Fatigue and a state of weakness, tiredness.

M Difficulty sleeping, disturbed sleep (continuous waking at night, insomnia).
M [rritability, impatience.

W Hyper-alertness and constant worrying.

B Constant brooding with negative thoughts.

M Difficulty making emotional contact with children, detachment.

If you experience these difficulties, perhaps the stress in your home has
become excessive, almost toxic . If you have the feeling that the situation
is getting out of hand, if you are afraid of not being in control with your
child(ren), if you have lost the pleasure and joy of sharing affectionate and
pleasant moments with them (playing together, cuddling, etc.), do not hes-
itate to talk to someone you trust and/or seek help from an expert. Get
help. There are times when it is impossible to carry the load all by your-
self: accept to share the effort with someone. You will be better off, and
your child(ren) will be better off.

1.5 The other side of the coin: positive experiences in the crisis

We reviewed the negative aspects of the impact of the pandemic and the
'darker' aspects of the lockdown. But it was not all negative! If you close
your eyes, can you recall at least one pleasant moment spent with your
child during the lockdown? Definitely yes! Many parents report that, dur-
ing that slower time spent at home, children had the opportunity to in-
vent new hobbies and collaborate in family life, and there were more
opportunities for dialogue and sharing with their child(ren). Parents and
children often enjoyed the opportunity to spend more time playing and
having fun together.

This is no small thing. Shared play, not only for children, but also for ado-
lescents and even adults, is more than just a pleasant experience. Play al-

3. If you are interested in learning more about this, you can take a look at this video (in English):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sutfPqtQFEc
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lows one to express one's creativity, to train in problem solving, to find a
mental space of respite from everyday problems, to express and manage
emotions, and even to negotiate conflicts. Have you ever started a game
with your children reluctantly because you were tired and nervous, and
then found yourself very involved in the game, enjoying it, and at the end
feeling regenerated?

Of course, it doesn't always happen, because sometimes our thoughts get
caught up in worries, commitments, fatigue. But when adults manage to
'unplug' for a moment, getting completely into the game, just like boys
and girls do, they certainly find there a means of regaining energy and
good humour. Not surprisingly, some scholars have identified play as one
of the ingredients of a healthy diet for the mind.

According to this approach, there are seven ingredients, to which we
should devote an adequate amount of time during the day: sleep, physi-
cal activity, concentration, relationships, inner reflection, idleness and, of
course, play*. Neuroscience teaches us that pleasurable and fun experi-
ences, such as play, are associated with a rush of dopamine, a brain chem-
ical linked to gratification. The release of this substance makes us want to
repeat the pleasurable experience (it is the same mechanism as addictions,
but in this case without the risks and side effects). This does not only mean
that your child(ren) will ask you more often to play together (this may even
scare you, since you cannot always be available for their games!).

It also has another, much more important effect: if children have many
opportunities to experience that being together is pleasant and reward-
ing, they will be more open to other people in the future and will have
confidence in the possibility of having other pleasant and rewarding rela-
tionships. So, as we play with our sons and daughters, we are working for
their future! Moreover, one must consider that it is not only stress that
passes from mind to mind: positive emotions can also 'infect' those close
to us! Moments in which positive emotions are shared are very precious.
Of course, this also means that in order to take care of your child, you must
also take care of yourself. Take care of yourself, pay attention to how you
are (itis not trivial, it is not obvious). Dedicate time to yourself (you could fol-

4. If you are interested in learning more about this, you can take a look at this video (in English):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3EQ2tzHI3Ks



low the healthy mind diet we talked about earlier!): you will be better able
to give quality time to your child(ren) and your loved ones. Neuroscience re-
minds us that the child's brain is shaped by the experiences parents offer
it: thanks to cerebral neuroplasticity, the architecture and functioning of the
brain changes as a result of experiences with the environment®.

The relationship is the humus in which the development of the individual
and their ability to cope with challenges, both everyday and exceptional,
such as the one at the centre of our reflection, takes root.

1.6 Emerging from the emergency stronger than before

In the face of a situation as critical as this pandemic, perhaps we can think
that it is already a lot if we have come through. Yet, it is possible to see this
crisis (like many others we have overcome in the past and will overcome in
the future) as an opportunity, as a chance to 'flourish’, to 'grow'. The pan-
demic was a disorienting life event, but it was potentially an 'activator' of
functional resources for change. The hope is to emerge from the emer-
gency stronger than before. And, even more so, parents wish this for their
children: not only that they know how to overcome difficult moments, but
that they face problems and learn from them. In short, that they become
resilient. What is resilience? It may sound like a difficult, technical, 'insider’
word; instead, it is about processes that we all put in place on a daily basis
that allow us to feel better, despite difficult times. We can think of resilience
as an immune system of the mind. The concept originates in the field of
mechanics and indicates the property of materials placed under pressure
to change without breaking. Being resilient does not mean adapting pas-
sively to a change, or to go back to the way it was once the 'storm' has
passed: it means being able to change to cope with difficulties, turning a
negative life event into a positive enrichment (in fact, it is even possible to
speak of 'post-traumatic growth'). Resilient parents support their children
more easily in the face of stress; in a virtuous circle, sons and daughters
who are able to manage their own emotions and behaviour even in diffi-
cult situations show their parents that they have done a 'good job': par-
ents consequently increase their self-confidence and resilience. What can

5. If you are interested in learning more about this, you can take a look at these two videos (in English):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VNNsN9IJkws
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m_5u8-QSh6A

15



we take home from the pandemic experience? The image of a family that
is able to adapt, that can respond to various difficulties through strategies
and mechanisms that we can also use in other situations and circum-
stances. Today, we are living through a 'new normal'. We can learn from the
storm we went through and learn the best strategies and ways to return
to see, and above all to live, the family as our safe haven, where we can
recreate our serenity and where we can feel (and make our sons and
daughters feel) protected and where we can balance the insecurity we may
feel outside, for example, due to anxiety about the future and fears of eco-
nomic precariousness. This can help us in the future to face possible new
storms, new difficulties or, in any case, can accompany us to make the best
of everyday life. We must learn that, as parents, in order to take care of
our children, it is essential to also take care of ourselves, our fears, our
emotions. Only in this way can we really listen and respond to the fears,
emotions and needs of our sons and daughters, whatever age they may
be. In the second part of this booklet, we will talk in more detail about the
role of parents in supporting the development and well-being of sons and
daughters at different stages of growth.



Box: the role of the autonomic nervous system in the face of danger

The need for security is a primary need for all living beings. To ensure the sur-
vival of the species, a kind of 'internal vigilance system' is active in animals and
humans, which acts without us being aware of it, and is always on the alert to 's-
niff out' signs of possible threats in the environment. If it senses a danger, it im-
mediately prepares our body to react. The autonomic nervous system (ANS)
plays a key role in this process. It regulates important bodily functions, such as
helping us to breathe, helping our heart to pump, helping us to digest food and,
finally, scanning, interpreting, and responding to danger signals. There are two
separate systems at work within our autonomic nervous system involved in re-
sponding to a threat:

- Sympathetic nervous system. This triggers our 'fight or flight' reactions to dan-
gerous situations: it activates a rush of adrenaline, which allows us to promptly
move away from the danger or fight it off. Think for example of an animal faced
with a predator: the increase in respiratory and cardiac rhythm, pressure and
muscular tension makes it easier for the animal to take sudden action to save
itself (fleeing or attacking the predator). It is possible that our sympathetic au-
tonomic system is often activated in response to the invisible threat of covid 19.
What effect did the adrenaline rush have in this case? Obviously, we couldn't es-
cape or fight. Here we felt restless, unable to sit still, anxious, or more nervous
and aggressive than usual. It may have happened to you, a family member, or
your child.

- Parasympathetic nervous system. This is the system that regulates our relax-
ation and rest. When we realise that there is no danger, our body starts to calm
down and conserve energy, it is like slowing down the rhythm: the parasympa-
thetic nervous system lowers the heart rate and blood pressure. In particular, the
ventral vagus pathway of this system allows us to relate to others and facilitates
listening and learning (which we find impossible to do when we feel in danger).
The parasympathetic system also comes into play when the internal vigilance
system senses an extreme threat to which nothing can be done. In such a case,
the dorsal vagus pathway of this system, instead of merely slowing us down, im-
mobilises us. Do you know an animal that pretends to be dead in order to de-
ceive the predator? This automatic and unconscious mechanism causes us to
faint, or leads us to feel paralysed/frozen, unable to reason, confused, drained.
Has this ever happened to you or your child? Of course, the pandemic is not the
only source of threat we may face on a daily basis. Knowing how the autonomic
nervous system acts can help us make sense of certain sensations and behav-
iours (ours and our child/children's), understanding that these are automatic
and unconscious physiological reactions in response to a danger].
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Part 2
Families with children 0-6 years

2.1 Facing the challenges of the life cycle

Each stage of the family life cycle has its own specificities and vulnerabil-
ities, related to the developmental milestones, or developmental tasks,
that children have to face in order to grow as individuals and as members
of society. At the same time, parents also go through phases of change,
with respect to, for example, their relationship as a couple, the care of
older generations, their commitment and investment in work and friend-
ships. It is very different, for example, to have very young children and
find oneself dealing with the advanced old age of one's parents, or to have
teenage children when one is already a little older. At each stage that dy-
namic between the drive for change and the drive to maintain one's iden-
tity as a family unit mentioned in the previous chapter reappears and is
redefined, and at each stage one's wellbeing depends on the number and
extent of the challenges to be faced in relation to the individual, family,
and social resources we can count on at that time.

If the challenge is excessive and/or our resources are few, we risk trigger-
ing processes of psychological deterioration, with various manifestations
of distress. If, on the other hand, we manage crises because the challenge
is within our grasp - we are, for example, well equipped - then we will
come out of it with something extra that will become, in life, 'a new arrow
to our bow', a new competence or skill that may come in handy at other
critical moments.

Sometimes, however, the normal challenges that every family goes
through - the birth of children, their entry into the world of school, the
adolescence of children, a move, a new job... - are compounded by others,
those that are more difficult to overcome. - there are also others, what
are called paranormative events, that is, events that are unexpected and
in front of which we feel a lot of stress because we do not know how to
cope with them (for example, a bereavement at an early age, a disabling
illness, or macrosocial events such as the pandemic we have gone
through, or wars and economic crises that come back to worry us).



Macrosocial events thus have the effect of amplifying the 'ordinary and
normal' difficulties and challenges that families experience, with an effect
that is all the more disruptive the more the equipment is lacking or de-
fective, both in terms of material resources - for example, economic - but
also in terms of psychological, emotional, social and relational resources.
As we have seen in the previous chapter, being the captain of a ship going
through a storm is no simple matter, being the captain when we lack the
oars, or the boat is filling with water becomes a feat beyond measure.
When children are born, for example, the couple is called upon to take
upon itself the parental role, which must be amalgamated and har-
monised with the dimension of the couple's relationship, without ob-
scuring it and finding a new balance: becoming parents is an undertaking
in itself full of joys but also of uncertainties, disorientation and fatigue,
experiences that during the pandemic were accentuated by the fear of
contagion and the social isolation experienced by new parents. The fear
of falling ill and social isolation also had an impact on other tasks typical
of the developmental phase of pre-school children, such as acquiring a
basic trust in the world and being able to explore and get to know it in an
increasingly autonomous and self-determined manner, participating in
the first social communities such as the creche and pre-school, building
the first friendship relationships with peers, and gradually acquiring the
ability to regulate one's own behaviour and emotions. In the following, we
will try to focus on some of these developmental challenges, what it
meant to face them during the pandemic, and what coping strategies we
can learn from this experience in order to promote the well-being of our
children and our own, even in critical and stressful situations.

2.2 Dealing with difficult emotions

In the pre-school years, children are 'in their infancy' in the development
of what is called emotional competence, that is, the ability to express
their emotions in a regulated manner without allowing themselves to be
overwhelmed, to understand the causes of their emotional state and to
share their own and others' emotions with others. The way we adults ex-
press our emotions, the way we react when we experience very intense
emotions, and the extent to which we are able to empathise with the emo-
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tions of others, are the first points of reference for our children in the ar-
duous task of learning to untangle the tangle of emotions they experience
on a daily basis. For example, it is difficult for a child to learn to express
their anger in a controlled manner if every time we get angry with them®
for something that he or she should not have done, we fly into a rage,
shout and say or do things that we often regret because we know that they
are not only useless but also harmful (such as using humiliating expres-
sions, inflicting excessive punishment, or worse still, beating the children).
It certainly happens that even the most caring and sensitive parent occa-
sionally loses control of themself and adopts inappropriate attitudes or
behaviour: it is customary to say that to err is human, and decades of stud-
ies and research on the emotional relationship between parents and chil-
dren have taught us that occasional mistakes - defined as interactive
failures - are not harmful if the adult is able to 'correct' themself and repair
the bond with the child. A well-known paediatrician and child psychoana-
lyst named Donald Winnicott stated that children need parents who are
good enough and not perfect. What is-harmful, however, and thus gener-
ates suffering and discomfort in children, to the extent that it can lead to
psychopathological development, is repeatedly experiencing situations in
which one's own emotions are not understood by adults and in which the
responses received are not respectful of their developmental needs: if to
err is human, to persist is diabolical. Certainly, however, it is not always
easy to understand the moods of young children, and we do not always
have the emotional resources to welcome them. The younger the child,
the more they express what they feel through behaviour - crying, requests
for closeness, 'tantrums', destructive behaviour - or through the body - dif-
ficulty in feeding, falling asleep, speech problems, body discomfort - which
cannot always be immediately and easily 'decoded' and traced back to the
source that generated them. In order to succeed in this task, the adult is
firstly required to tune in to the same wavelength as the child in order to
best intercept their emotional communications, just as when with the old
radios it was necessary to carefully position the knob so that the signal ar-
rived clear, strong and without interference. If the adult is in turn over-
whelmed by their own emotions, for example, because he or she is very

6. In this booklet, “they/them” is used as a singular pronoun as well, for a more gender-neutral language.
Therefore “his/her” and “him/her” becomes “their” and “them”, while “himself/herself” becomes “themself”.
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worried, disorientated and sometimes overcome by a sense of helpless-
ness, as happened during the last Covid 19 pandemic, it becomes difficult
for them to pick up the child's signals without the 'interference' of their
own experiences. It can then happen that instead of having a warm and
welcoming attitude towards a child who cries, complains, protests, or op-
poses, one responds with impatience, irritation and sometimes even with
abrupt and violent ways. Even if it is not always easy, being a parent at
times of emotional turbulence in a child's life means being able to maintain
equilibrium and lucidity and remembering that the child's behaviour, how-
ever difficult it may be for us to tolerate at the time, is not intended to put
us in difficulty, reproach us, make us feel lacking orinadequate. The more
intense the child's emotions are for them and the more difficult they are to
control, the more excessive their behaviour may become: it is precisely at
such times that we must not lose our bearings, not get carried away by the
child's emotional wave and try to offer them containment for their emo-
tions. During the pandemic, it happened to everyone to go through mo-
ments of strong emotional activation: even the youngest children, although
they did not fully understand what was happening, 'picked up' in the fam-
ily atmosphere signals of alarm, tension, anxiety, fear, pain, from which
they were infected, reacting in ways that, in a vicious circle, burdened their
parents even more, who were not always able, as we said, to act as emo-
tional containers.

Containing means taking in and holding together 'emotional pieces' that in-
stead the child experiences as 'splinters gone mad' or pieces of a jigsaw
puzzle that they cannot put together, and let them experience that in the
face of such emotional impetus, we do not leave them alone, we offer
them an anchorage to which they can cling and we show them a way out,
that is, a way to deal with their emotions. In short, we do what the author
of Peter Pan described as the task of good mothers, that is, 'to put their
children's brains in order every night'. Well, a brain that is still a work in
progress, such as that of pre-school children, needs the adult to guide it to-
wards the construction of ways of relating to reality that are as functional
as possible to its well-being. Emotional containment by the adult therefore
allows the child - and also their brain, as neuroscience has shown - to have
the important experience that even when faced with strong and difficult
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emotions, such as sadness, fear, anxiety, terror, we are not alone and can
'survive' the emotional storm. The younger the child, the more contain-
ment must be achieved through physical closeness - holding, cuddling,
hugging... -, voice modulation - calm and relaxed tones -, and, as the child
grows, through more complex strategies for containing and regulating
emotions such as play, drawing and verbal language. It should be pointed
out at this point that a prerequisite for effective containment is the recog-
nition of the legitimacy of every emotion expressed by the child: there are
no right or wrong emotions. If anything, over time the child may learn to
behave in a more socially appropriate way to express their emotions. In-
deed, no one can tell us what to feel in a certain situation, or judge what
we feel, because emotions are subjective reactions.
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2.3 Setbacks in developmental trajectories: the significance of child-
hood regressions

As we have emphasised so far, attunement and containment thus require
the adult's willingness and ability to listen to the child, accepting their emo-
tional manifestations, but also observing their behaviour, the way he or she
plays, what he or she says or draws.

As they are not yet able to put into words what they are feeling, pre-school
children can tell us that 'something is wrong' by, for example, regressing,
that is, reverting to the behaviour, requests or attitudes they had when they
were younger, such as sucking their fingers or the dummy when they had
stopped, starting to wet the bed again once they have achieved sphincter
control, refusing to do things on their own that they are now capable of
doing, such as eating on their own. Regressions are quite common at pre-
school age and often represent physiological moments of emotional fatigue
of the child, who through such regressive behaviour, it demands more at-
tention and closeness from the parents, communicating that it feels 'still
small' and needs time to grow and become independent. How often does it
happen that when a baby brother or sister is born, the first-born child again
asks for a dummy, or a bottle, or to sleep in bed with the parents? If we tell
the child that we understand how he or she is feeling and reassure them
that we are present and available for affection, these regressions will soon
disappear and the child will once again be ready to progress, having gained
the valuable experience of having been welcomed and understood at a diffi-
cult time.

Other times, however, regressions can be caused by 'non-physiological' emo-
tional events that are excessively stressful for the child: conflict at home,
parental separation, a bereavement in the family or, as was common during
the Covid 19 pandemic, the continuation of a state of emergency that has
completely disrupted our everyday life. During the lockdown and in the
months that followed, the youngest children showed greater anxiety and
concern at times of daily separation from their parents, although they had
already been able to cope with such moments for some time: Separation
anxiety is generated by the fear of not finding oneself, of losing one's par-
ent or of being abandoned, and it is therefore easy to understand how the
pandemic has made more concrete and realistic the fears that all young chil-
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dren experience in the gradual process of emotional learning that concerns
the ability to separate from reference adults, certain that one will find one-
self. The concern that children show at the moment of separation should
never be belittled or circumvented (for example, by moving away from the
child when they cannot see them because they are distracted by a game).

This last example leads us to emphasise how important it is to talk to chil-
dren, even if they are small, about the emotions they are feeling, even when
they are very painful emotions linked to traumatic situations such as loss, ill-
ness, or death. How many times during the pandemic did we want to hide
the truth from the children, not to talk about it, when our gaze, our facial ex-
pressions, our postures did not convey the message 'everything is OK' at all.
As adults, we sometimes mistakenly think that talking to the children makes
them suffer even more: itis likely that if we tell our child that we understand
that they are afraid that we will not come back to pick them up from kinder-
garten, we will trigger a good cry, but by doing so, the child will not have had
to make the effort to keep it all inside, to cope on their own, thinking that it
is better not to talk about what is hurting us. Naming our emotions, decod-
ing them and sharing them is a bit like realising, when we turn on the light,
that in the dark there is nothing to be done to be afraid of: 'shining a light'
on what is going on in their mind, with the help of a supportive adult, helps
the child to have the courage to explore their emotions, to recognise them
and thus gradually learn to handle them. Regressive behaviour is not the
only way in which young children can communicate their emotional distress.
It can often happen that they suddenly change their habits, for example, eat
more or less, refuse food, find it hard to fall asleep, lose interest in games
that used to excite them... In this case, too, it is necessary to listen to the
child and understand together with them the reasons for their distress.
Other times, however, oppositional, and defiant behaviour may appear: sad-
ness and fear that are not recognised and accepted turn into anger towards
things and/or people. Such behaviour is always a call for help and should
not be labelled as 'tantrums' or 'naughtiness': anger is in fact a consequence
of the feeling of having been damaged, deprived, hurt. It is by no means
easy to contain a child's anger and not to fall into the trap of symmetrical es-
calation, where we respond with harsh and punitive behaviour, thinking that
it is rudeness, a challenge to our parental role, or an attempt to question

25



ourselves that must be curbed in good time. Nor is it functional to ignore
such behaviour, hoping that it will go away by itself: usually if the interlocu-
tor we are addressing does not hear, we raise our voice; even the child, if we
ignore what they are doing, will 'up the ante' in order to elicit a response
from us. Even if it is painful, we must instead get involved and try to under-
stand what is not working in the relationship between us and our child at
that moment: this is certainly the least comfortable road, but the only one
to take, not with the aim of blaming ourselves, but of improving and repair-
ing the relationship with our children by empathising with their experiences.
Mentalised emotions, that is, thought and understood, will then no longer
need to be expressed through the body, behaviour, or regressions.

But we adults must also be able to do the same with our emotions! Emo-
tional sensitivity and empathy are therefore two 'pieces of equipment' that
can best help us in our relationship with our child/children, both in good
times and even more so in stormy moments, and therefore, far from being
innate qualities, they must be cultivated and nurtured: When we feel that
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we just do not have any emotional space left to accommodate our child(ren)
and their emotional needs, when we feel too much pressure, it is important
to get help from our partner, relative, friend or professional, because we can
all run out of emotional resources at times. Just as when it is important for
the mother to feed her newborn baby satisfactorily, so to 'feed' the minds of
our children, we need our mind also has the right emotional nourishment
that we can draw from our relationship with others close to us.

2.4 The need for regularity and predictability: managing everyday life
The pandemic did not only put a strain on the emotional capacities of adults
and children: it also profoundly altered our daily lives, especially during the
periods when we could not leave the house and carry out our normal activ-
ities, such as going to work and for the children to attend nursery and
kindergarten. During periods of lockdown or isolation we all lived within our
homes, having only long-distance contact with relatives, friends, colleagues,
teachers, or educators. The home was our refuge, but sometimes also a
somewhat suffocating and limiting environment, especially for those fami-
lies who, as we have already mentioned, had little space at their disposal
and many different needs to meet, such as smart working, distance learn-
ing for the older children and play for the younger ones.

Before the pandemic, on the other hand, we had our own rhythms, often
pressing and hurried, but certainly reassuring scans of our daily life: then
suddenly everything changed. We had to review and renegotiate family
spaces and times, and we often modified even the most 'normal’ habits,
such as mealtimes or bedtimes, with the consequence of finding ourselves,
at certain times, in the midst of chaos. So, we have experienced first-hand
how important it is, both for us and especially for younger children, to have
an orderly and predictable life. The daily rhythms that punctuate our day
guide us in knowing what is going to happen, just as a train's route is guided
by the tracks it has to run. We need predictable and recurring times and
spaces because predictability and recursiveness generate in us a sense of se-
curity from being able to know in advance, and thus control, life events. In
the case of young children, daily routines intervene in the process of iden-
tity construction, help children to have realistic expectations of 'how the
world is going' and to develop what is called a sense of mastery over the en-
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vironment: if mum picks me up every day at four o'clock, it is easier for me
to face the day with serenity than to live in anxiety that mum might come
back at an unspecified time, or to fear that she might not even come back.
Rituals, with their familiarity, therefore, help us to cope with the typical wor-
ries of our existence and moments of transition. We adults also need such
rituals, but we are able to tolerate greater demands for flexibility and adap-
tation to novelty than are children. For this reason, it has been common to
observe increased nervousness and irritability in children, triggered by the
loss of established spatiotemporal reference coordinates. It is not only our
minds that need order and predictability, but also our bodies: we know very
well, for example, that if we go to bed at approximately the same time and
get up at the same time, we fall asleep more easily and feel more rested in
the morning, and we know how much more difficult it is if we have irregular
mealtimes. Children who have regular meal and sleep schedules are also
calmer and it is fairly easy to understand if and when they are hungry or
sleepy, compared to children who are more irregular in their eating or sleep-
wake patterns. In the progressive acquisition of such regularity, our own
habits, and the ability to construct an organised and orderly daily routine
play an important role. During the pandemic this was not always possible,
sometimes we let things go a little because we were locked in the house,
other times we were forced to radically change our habits and it was difficult
to find new balances.

Of all the routines swept away by the lockdown, that of having to get up for
school is certainly the routine that has had the greatest impact at all ages.
School time' was initially replaced by empty time and then by various forms
of distance learning. For the youngest children, nurseries and preschools have
also activated ways of staying in touch with children and families through de-
vices, which have come to occupy more and more space in the daily lives of
even the youngest children: from video calls, to sending audio and video clips,
to online meetings, the everyday life of us all has suddenly become digitalised
and screens have replaced people and objects in our daily lives. Those who
have young children know how tiring it can sometimes be for children to ad-
just to different rhythms and routines at the weekend and then to take on
more during the week when they return to the nursery or kindergarten. If a
weekend or a holiday can already be a source of upset for children because
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their daily routines are interrupted, we can well imagine the psychological im-
pact of the sudden and inexplicable loss of the opportunity to go to school
and see their friends, without knowing when this would be possible again.
This 'indefinite’ suspension of our daily routines, which characterised above all
the first months of the pandemic, made us clearly understand how impor-
tant it is to be able to stay and find ourselves in known, familiar, recognised,
and reassuring spaces and times. We used to say that when faced with the im-
possibility of going to the créche or kindergarten, in many cases it was the ed-
ucational services that 'went' to/from the children: faces, sounds, images
reached us through a mobile phone, a PC or a tablet.

The possibility of maintaining a link even at a distance with the school was
certainly an important resource in an emergency moment when it was a pri-
ority to "'saving what can be saved': we soon realised, however, that school-
ing in the classroom - and we will expand on this in the chapter on
school-age children - can in no way be replaced by virtual learning experi-
ences, since it is based primarily on exchanges and emotional relationships
between children and adults and between children and on being able to ex-
perience first-hand, with our whole body and all our senses. In addition, dis-
tance education has forced us to confront the risks associated with the
excessive use of technological devices, a problem common to all age groups,
but certainly even more accentuated when it comes to pre-school children.
In fact, in addition to contact with school, during the pandemic the various
electronic devices were often used as 'virtual babysitters' when parents
could not take care of their child/children, or as 'vacuum fillers' in the many
moments of boredom, or as distraction elements to buffer difficult situa-
tions. These are 'habits' that we should limit, if not abandon, ensuring that
children have time and space to play, move around, stay outdoors, play
sports, and enjoy the company of adults and children in physical spaces,
rather than digital ones.

On the other hand, paediatricians and psychologists have for some time
been denouncing the negative effects of digital overexposure on the cere-
bral, linguistic, cognitive, and even emotional development of such young
children, emphasising that other experiences are suitable for healthy
growth. These certainly include the opportunity to explore and learn about
the world around us and to share this adventure with peers.
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2.5 The need to explore and learn: encountering the world 'in safety
The Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget already stated in the early 20th century
that children, in order to grow and develop their thinking and reasoning
skills, need to interact directly with the world around them and to experi-
ence it for themselves. He stated that the child is like a little scientist who ac-
tively constructs their own knowledge about reality by observing,
questioning, exploring, experimenting, searching for the why of things. After
more than a century of scientific research, we can confirm how important it
is for young children to be able to gain concrete experience of the world
through their own bodies and sense organs: carrying, sniffing, manipulating,
assembling and disassembling, rolling, climbing... these are both activities
that are enjoyable and fun in their own right, and ways that young children
can learn about the world around them: For example, a ball for a two-year-
old will be an object that they can grasp with their hands, throw or kick, it can
be hard or soft, of a certain colour and shape; or a newspaper for a one-
year-old will not be something where there are important things to read,
but something to taste, smell and maybe even snatch. Up to the age of two,
children learn about the world through their perceptions and the actions
they can perform on and with objects: this.is the stage of so-called sensori-
motor intelligence. In the following years, up to the age of 6 or 7, children
need to put their industriousness to the test: making, unmaking, building,
destroying, transforming... in short, acting on reality in order to get to know
it, but also to exercise that sense of mastery that makes us feel able to op-
erate in the world to achieve specific goals, to find answers to our questions
and to see that we can manage.

These are in fact the years in which the foundations of our self-esteem -
that is, how much we feel we are worth- and of our self-efficacy -that is,
how capable we feel we are in a certain sphere, such as playing football or
drawing- take shape, experiences that we will also take up in connection with
the typical challenges of school age. In order to be able to set out to explore
the world, however, we need a springboard to give us the right boost, en-
couraging us, having confidence in our abilities and presenting the world as
a place where we can venture. To borrow a metaphor from the psychoana-
lyst Bowlby, it is @ matter of having a 'secure base' from which to depart
and to which to return in case of danger, certain of finding a refuge: one
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cannot face unknown seas if one does not have the certainty of a safe har-
bour. Being a reliable and encouraging 'safe base' is a very important aspect
of parenting: children only learn to trust themselves and the world if some-
one has first trusted them and 'given them permission' to go it alone and 's-
tand on their own two feet'. It is therefore essential that adults allow young
children to explore the outside world for themselves, which at this age can-
not only be told or represented or imagined: it must be experienced with
the eyes, ears, nose, mouth, hands, feet... It is also important that children
of this age can spend time in the open-air playing games of movement and
testing their motor skills, and that they do not have a full 'agenda' of struc-
tured activities, but are allowed to have empty spaces in which they can
freely choose how to spend their time, or to rest or even get bored. It is in
the emptiness, in the absence, in the lack, that children's creativity, fantasy
and imagination are stimulated.

All too often they are 'switched off' by excessive exposure to the media, by
an excess of pre-established activities, by a myriad of toys that experts de-
fine as structured, that is, toys that provide for a use that is already estab-
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lished a priori and that leave little or no room for alternative and creative
ways of use. Awooden stick can become a sword for some children, a magic
wand for others, a horse to be ridden for others, and can be used for new
interpretations and scenarios each time; an electronic game with buttons
that, when pressed, allow you to hear the cries of animals, cannot stimulate
the playfulness of the children no form of use other than pressing buttons
repeatedly until, when the novelty is over, it is put aside.

The pandemic, first by preventing us from frequenting places other than our
homes and then by constantly reminding us of the importance of disinfect-
ing hands and surfaces to avoid contagion, has meant that, even with good
intentions to protect them from contagion, we have begun to pass on to
children the message that outside the home the world is dangerous: 'don't
touch, clean yourself, disinfect, don't get dirty, we won't go there anymore
because there are too many people' have been much repeated phrases.
Thus, free play in the open air, in parks and gardens became off-limits, as did
the possibility of playing with natural and unstructured materials within the
educational facilities, as these materials could not be disinfected. All these
prohibitions and restrictions made it difficult for some children, during the
first attempts to return to normalcy, to trust that they could do even the
most normal things again, such as going to the park or riding on a merry-go-
round. Some of them even refused to leave the house and see their friends,
which also had consequences for their social development, as we will see in
the next section.

The theme of the fear of contagion also often emerged in the children's
games: pieces of cloth became masks for dolls, cans of various kinds became
imaginary containers of disinfectant gel with which to play at disinfecting toys,
instead of the notorious 'bad wolf', the 'nasty, nasty' virus appeared in the
games to catch you... In their own way, through symbolic play, the children
tried to come to terms with fears and prohibitions that were not only in-
comprehensible, but completely against the nature of their way of experi-
encing reality and learning. Aware of these serious limitations, it has been
and still is important to try to recover what has been lost, taking care to invest
in enriched and enriching educational spaces and times that can in some
way 'compensate' the children, at least in part, for their lost experiences and
allow them to once again become the protagonists of their growth, feeling
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that they can safely go out into the world and face the journey of growing up
in the company of their peers. Indeed, the need to build meaningful social re-
lationships was another of the children's rights that was profoundly affected
by the limitations induced by the pandemic: The media often talked about
this, referring above all to adolescents and their risk of social isolation, and
attimes it was even claimed that, all things considered, younger children were
fortunate enough to be able to 'enjoy' the presence of their parents to an ex-
tent that was previously unimaginable, forgetting, however, that it is precisely
at pre-school age that one learns to be with others and that relationships
with adults, however rich and satisfying they may be, cannot by their very na-
ture provide all the experiential nourishment that children need.

2.6 The need for 'social connection': the importance of childhood
friendships

We have emphasised several times in the preceding pages that during the
pandemic, as in all moments of emotional overload, parents may have felt a
sense of exhaustion and weariness, comparable to a condition of burnout,
due to the strain of keeping several important tasks together. During the pan-
demic it was mainly a matter of keeping the work dimension together with
that of caring for the child(ren), at the same time and throughout the day:
that initial relief of 'we are all united and close' turned at times into a 'we are
too close!, to the point that some authors have spoken of a kind of ‘child in-
digestion'. However, we could say that the children have also had 'parental in-
digestion': children who were previously used to spending many hours
outside the home at the nursery or pre-school or in the company of adults
other than their parents, have long found themselves forced to relate exclu-
sively to their mum and dad. This has certainly allowed, as we have already
mentioned, many moments of emotional closeness between parents and
children, and the sharing of activities for which there was never time before,
at the expense, however, of the social nourishment that children, from a very
young age, can draw from meeting and confronting peers. For a long time,
psychology itself studied in depth the influence of the quality of the adult-
child relationship on the latter's well-being or discomfort in the first years of
life, leaving out the field of investigation of the relationship with peers, which
is more in-depth in the case of pre-adolescents and adolescents.
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Since the 1970s and 1980s, however, numerous studies have highlighted
the importance of the bonds between children even at pre-school age, de-
scribing their complexity, the role they can play in the cognitive, linguistic,
affective and social development of children and what differentiates them
from relationships with adults, and this has gone hand in hand with the con-
solidation of an image of a child who is not only socially competent at an
early age, but also eager to engage in relationships with peers. This disposi-
tion or pre-disposition to build social relationships is, as many neuroscien-
tific and evolutionary studies have now shown, encoded in our genome, to
the point that our brain has been called 'a social brain": nature has endowed
it with brain areas and circuits - including the famous mirror neurons - spe-
cialised in managing relationships with others and responsible, for exam-
ple, for human capacities such as imitation, empathy and understanding the
mental states of others, all abilities that enable us to ‘connect' with others.
Social connection has been an important evolutionary advantage, as
through cooperation with one's conspecifics, human beings have been able
to survive even in hostile environments and conditions. Since this is an in-
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nate predisposition, young children also seek and need to develop satisfy-
ing social relationships, both with adults, with whom they find security, pro-
tection, and support, and with their peers, with whom they are able to build
rich social exchanges and even deep friendships from an early age. In a sym-
metrical relationship dimension, pre-school children share play experiences
with each other, but also emotions, stories and fantasies, experiencing being
'equal’ partners in the literal sense of the term and living as members of a
group where it is possible to 'work out' intimacy, cooperation but also com-
petition, mutual support, sharing thoughts and experiences sometimes
completely unknown to adults, respecting diversity and the spaces of others,
certain of 'playing on equal terms'.

We could therefore say that it is precisely thanks to the nurturing of social re-
lations from an early age that we can build and nurture those attitudes to meet-
ing others that we later define as 'citizenship skills' and that are now
increasingly recognised as integral parts of the education and training of the
new generations. From what has been said so far, it is easy to understand how
social distancing has been detrimental to the social development of children,
and with it the consequences induced by the fear that the other, even if they
are your friend, can be dangerous and therefore it is forbidden to approach
them. Research carried out during the lockdown months, but also in the
months following, has shown that parents have observed an important change
in their children, frightened by the idea of getting closer to known adults and
children, and even more so by the idea of getting closer to new people.

We think, therefore, how much the more or less explicit message of "don't get
close to others" has conditioned children of this age, who, on the other hand,
manifest the pleasure of being with friends and companions by hugging, kiss-
ing, holding hands, sharing games and even, for the youngest, sucking the
same dummy or bringing the same toy to their mouths. Seeing and hearing
one's companions on the screen of a mobile phone or computer certainly
aroused initial enthusiasm and curiosity, but soon parents, educators and
teachers 'experienced with their own hands' that we should certainly try to
abandon the 'long-distance relationship' route as soon as possible: since the
pandemic, we have seen the importance of ensuring that even the youngest
children have the opportunity to be with others 'in the flesh' reconfirmed, a
theme that we will see come up again with the older children and teenagers.
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Part 3
Families with children 6-11 years old

3.1 School and its challenges

As we have seen in the chapter "Families with children 0-6 years old", each
phase of family life is characterised by specific developmental tasks, that
is, tasks that have to be tackled and solved in that particular period and
that lead, once overcome, to the acquisition of particular skills.

As far as families with children between the ages of 6 and 11 are con-
cerned, these tasks are primarily related to the school environment and
the challenges that children face there, challenges that become particu-
larly complex in the presence of paranormative events, which, as in the
case of the pandemic, reduce the personal, family, and social resources
available.

The start of school for children and parents marks an extremely significant
transition. School is an area of transition between family and society, it has
the function of a time scanning in the growth process, it imposes a series
of expectations towards what the child has to learn to do: for example, to
achieve a certain level of profit, to relate in an appropriate way to adults
and children, to inhibit physical movement in favour of mental engage-
ment and impulsive actions in favour of self-regulation, to respect social
norms, to communicate, to manage conflicts, to negotiate, and so on. For
parents, too, school can be a testing ground: our child's school results are
often perceived as confirmation that we have done a good job, while some-
times when our child brings home negative evaluations, we too feel some-
what affected and hurt (‘'what did we do wrong?'). After all, a child is often
perceived, even unconsciously, as a part of themself, and it is natural to
feel deeply involved in their successes and failures. Perhaps that is why
school performance is often the first concern of parents, and it is very com-
mon for an adult to ask a child: 'How are you doing at school? Sometimes,
however, we adults put another aspect of the school experience on the
back burner, which is just as important: that of relationships. Let us there-
fore remember to ask children more frequently: 'How do you get along
with your classmates? With whom do you get along best? Do you feel com-
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fortable within your class group?". The time children spend at school is in-
deed essential not only for learning opportunities, but also for relation-
ships: the classroom is a laboratory in which children develop their
cognitive, but also communicative and relational skills.

3.2 The experience of school lockdown and distance learning

The lockdown and closure of schools has meant a loss of important ref-
erence points for growth.

Distance learning is not comparable to the school in attendance. It had
the merit of having ensured the continuity of the pupils' educational paths
and of having maintained contact between the children and with the
teachers, but at home there are no classmates, the complicity between
school desks, the mutual glances, the possibility of laughing together at
the same joke has been missing; paying attention to lessons has been
much more difficult: the gaze in front of the computer is strained, the
teacher cannot use his physicality and gestures to attract attention. The
school routine, which is so important for learning to be organised, was
also missing. Being able to follow lessons without getting ready to leave
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home, without checking one's backpack, without the anxiety of arriving
late (and so on) deprived the children of an experience that is funda-
mental for their autonomy and their ability to be responsible.

As we saw in the previous chapter, in fact, the need for regularity in sched-
ules, in the organisation of the day is important for all of us, even more so
for children. This has often resulted in a marked decline in interest and
motivation towards school activities. Even before the pandemic, it was not
unusual for a parent to have to harass a child who did not want to do their
homework, but during the distance learning (and also later, with the re-
sumption of school in attendance, as we shall see), the children were even
more difficult to deal with at school. We have to consider that the sense
of belonging to the class, the relationships between children and teachers,
the active involvement in school life, the emotional and communicative di-
mensions strongly influence motivation. Disinterest, apathy, and rejection
of school are reactions that we can expect from children, who have had
such important parts of their lives taken away from them.

Learning takes place 'together' and is all the more fruitful the more the
children feel they belong to a learning community and get along well with
the other protagonists in the school context (classmates and teachers):
learning notions in isolation actually decreases performance. Distance
learning overwhelmed not only the children, but also the parents. During
the lockdown, we experienced not only the difficulty of reconciling family
life with work, but also the need to support the younger children in les-
sons and, in the case of several children, perhaps even manage conflicts
between siblings, competing to occupy the room in the house best served
by Wi-Fi or to use the only computer available. In fact, electronic devices
have become the only foothold to stay somehow connected to the outside
world, at a time when social spaces, sports centres, and in some cases
even public gardens, were 'off limits' to children.

3.3 The use of devices

The implementation of distance learning by the schools, as we have seen,
has greatly expanded the commitment and involvement of families in
school activities. From one day to the next, parents had to deal with or-
ganising the necessary spaces and tools (computer or other device, in-
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ternet connection, ...), and using unfamiliar or, for many, completely un-
familiar devices and modes, educational technologies, and virtual notice-
boards. If we think back to the first months of the lockdown, we certainly
remember our first time in front of the many different platforms used for
sharing educational material, the need to register the children on these
platforms and explain to them how to log in, download the material, scan
the homework and upload it directly to the platform or send it by email to
the teachers... How many messages on the parents' groups asking for help
with all these aspects and how many videos, memes and messages joking
about the new methods and the new tasks of parents in the face of dis-
tance learning! A source of stress and discomfort for many parents, es-
pecially those who were less familiar with these tools and computer
language.

In addition to the memories of our difficulties, of our feeling overwhelmed
by the demands related to distance learning, research has also highlighted
the high level of stress and discomfort that families felt, particularly in sit-
uations characterised by low technological knowledge, limited availability
of devices and little space in the home. On the other hand, the various
devices were, during the lockdown months, the only means of contact
with the world outside the family and allowed the children to maintain
their relationship with school and their classmates, and us adults to con-
tinue to cultivate forms of sociability and sharing (albeit virtual) with
friends and relatives. Quite common, in fact, were appointments on online
platforms for a virtual snack (or an aperitif for adults) or to celebrate birth-
days or other occasions with someone far away from us. The interruption
of our daily routines and commitments outside the home due to the pan-
demic has led us, as a direct and inevitable consequence, to resort more
to the use of devices, opening up our world, and even more so that of our
children, to a virtual dimension.

In the lockdown period, in fact, our children (also at the request of us par-
ents and society) were hyper-connected to serve different purposes: to
getinformation and for their education (they had to follow school lessons
and, for those who attended them, also extracurricular meetings, such as
language and music courses, etc.), to allow socialisation and to enable
them to make use of the Internet, and to make the most of the Internet,
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for socialising and maintaining human relations and relationships (greet-
ing distant relatives, chatting with friends) and for leisure (playing alone or
online in the company of friends or other playmates). For all these as-
pects, the virtual world has proved to be really useful in the pandemic as
it has allowed children (but also us parents) to continue with many activ-
ities interrupted by the lockdown. It is important, however, today not to
continue to exclusively promote the use of the virtual, so as not to run the
risk of raising hyper-connected generations, with children who withdraw
and shut themselves up exclusively in this parallel world, making it prevail
over concrete, real activities, being physically close to other people, face-
to-face relations with friends, playing sports, educational and school ac-
tivities carried out in classrooms, various cultural, artistic and sporting
leisure activities, thus renouncing exploring, investing in, and therefore
living in, the real world.

As parents, we must teach our children to use devices correctly and safely,
remembering that they are neither dangerous and evil monsters to stay
away from, nor safe places to leave children alone, but they are tools that
can be useful and functional if used appropriately. It is crucial, therefore,
that parents support children in the use of different devices. Children
must be followed, listened to, welcomed, informed, trained, and sup-
ported in the knowledge and use of the devices so that they learn to make
appropriate use of these tools and that this virtual reality does not be-
come a refuge for them. The pandemic has made more salient a situation
that, however, was already present before. Entering primary school is
often a time of encounter (not for everyone a first encounter) with tech-
nology. At this age (and increasingly earlier), children discover that the on-
line world opens up endless possibilities for them. Children are curious by
nature and, of course, their curiosity opens up to this new world, but their
ability to understand what online means, how and who can interact with
them online or can post content is still limited. They do not have sufficient
tools and knowledge to assess whether content, words, images, activities
are appropriate for them or not. This is why the role of parents as guides
and guardians is crucial.

It is not only a matter of limiting the time they use devices or setting up a
filter to restrict internet browsing or the viewing of certain content, but
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also (and above all) of educating children in the use of digital technology,
working alongside them, listening to their doubts, their questions, moni-
toring the way they use technology and explaining to them both the ben-
efits and the risks of using devices so as to minimise the risks and
maximise the opportunities. So, what can we do as parents? One impor-
tant means that we must always use is speech, dialogue: we must never
forget to talk to our children about what is appropriate for their age and
explain to them the reasons why, for example, a certain game or applica-
tion is not suitable for them. In this dialogue it is important to listen to
their point of view, to recognise the importance of technology for them,
to involve them in the discourse so that they can feel an active part of the
decision-making process and can slowly develop greater awareness and
autonomy of judgement. These moments become excellent opportuni-
ties to foster the development of their critical thinking skills and their
sense of responsibility. We can talk about their well-being and how online
activities may affect it (for example, effects on sleep, concentration and
learning, emotions and feelings), and we can stimulate them to engage in
other activities that do not involve the mediation of a screen (a sport, a
walk with friends, a manual and creative activity, a bike ride or a play-
ground, for example). Agree with them on a daily time of use that is ap-
propriate for their age.

Once the rules have been set, explained and agreed upon (time of use,
how to use the devices, etc.), it is essential to consistently maintain our
position; this means, for example, that when our son/daughter asks us to
download an application (or game) that is not appropriate for their age be-
cause their friend is using it, we must stand firm in our position and say
no, without giving in to their request, but explaining why we say no. We,
as parents, must also be aware of the dangers present online, be in-
formed (and trained) about the safety and risks of sharing information
online and monitor children's online behaviour in this regard as well (what
information is appropriate to share and what is not, with whom they com-
municate online...). Last but not least, let us not forget that children ob-
serve us and learn from what we do, not only from what we say: the way
we use devices becomes a message that will influence our children's
choices and behaviour.
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3.4 Returning to school: re-experiencing social relations

Once the peak of the emergency was over, with the return to school, chil-
dren had to adapt to new rules and restrictions: in many countries of the
world, children were deprived of the possibility of sharing social moments
such as recess, communal meals, and school trips. The spacing between
desks has not made it possible to restore the sense of intimacy and dia-
logue that is typically established between classmates, and masks have
severely impoverished communication and emotional exchange, partially
concealing the facial expression of faces. Anti-covid rules also often lim-
ited the possibility of exchanging and sharing materials and games, and
consequently the children had less opportunity to play together and co-
operate in group work.

Finally, in moments of despair or anxiety, it was not possible to be reas-
sured and comforted by hugs and physical contact from friends or teach-
ers. In short, the children often felt lonely, even if in the midst of others.
Added to this is the climate of suspicion and fear of others that the pan-
demic has somehow sown. How many homes have heard comments like
these: 'One of my classmates coughed today and | immediately moved
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away, because he might have covid'; 'One of my classmates didn't come
to school today because she is sick and | spoke to her yesterday: am |
sick?'; 'We can't invite my friends home, because if we do, they will bring
the virus'. Adults - parents and teachers - have fed, with their recommen-
dations (obviously made for good) a representation of the other as dan-
gerous: 'don't get too close to your friends'; 'always keep your mask on
because you might get infected', and so on. Even the mass media, often
using very incisive slogans, emphasised the need to protect oneself by
keeping away from others. In this climate, in which 'being together' and
'being in a group' have become synonymous with danger, establishing,
and cultivating friendships (which is a fundamental developmental task
at this age) has been quite a challenge for our children. In particular, those
who faced the transition from one cycle of studies to another experienced
greater difficulties in settling in and building relationships with new teach-
ers and classmates. The children who finished kindergarten or primary
school in the pandemic period did not have the opportunity to close this
journey with a moment of celebration, a farewell to teachers and class-
mates. No rite of passage, for them and their parents, that could mark
this moment and underline, in a symbolic way, this transition that leads
them to see themselves as older. This is an important stage in the chil-
dren's growth that represents, at the same time, a change, a discontinu-
ity within, however, an evolutionary path of identity and self-image that
remains unified. If we reflect on how difficult and disorienting these ex-
periences were, we can more easily understand the problematic behav-
iour that children can exhibit today: difficulties in relating to peers,
aggressive or withdrawn behaviour, fear of approaching new environ-
ments and people are in some ways 'natural’ reactions to the atypical and
in some ways traumatic situation they have experienced. As a result, it is
more difficult for a positive classroom climate to be established in which
children respect each other's point of view, are empathetic, know how to
collaborate, feel understood, welcomed, and develop a reassuring sense
of belonging to the class group. Let us remember that in a place where
one feels good (with oneself and with others), one learns more easily: pos-
itive emotions facilitate and nurture learning. Unfortunately, the opposite
is also true. We must therefore expect that tiring interpersonal relation-
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ships negatively affect academic performance. It is important to bear in
mind that these two aspects are closely interconnected: we cannot expect
to help our son/daughter to improve at school, if we do not take care of
his/ her friendship relationships, for example, by creating opportunities to
meet, listening to any fears he/ she may have about relationships with
peers, helping them to put their difficulties into words, supporting them
in rediscovering the 'good taste' of being with others.

3.5 Returning to school: emotional problems and academic achieve-
ment

The children, returning to school, brought with them a very heavy emotional
burden. Itis as if, along with books and exercise books, they had also crammed
a tangle of negative emotions into their schoolbags, which acted as a brake on
their progress and made the achievement of good results more critical. As we
have already pointed out, the pandemic has caused an increase in anxiety
and stress levels: these also negatively affect learning. Research data show
that children have increased difficulties in their ability to concentrate, memo-
rise and maintain attention for long periods, as well as some problematic be-
haviour, indicative of increased difficulty in regulating emotions.

All this was associated with a significant deterioration in academic per-
formance. Emotions in fact influence the thinking resources that are fun-
damental for learning: attention, comprehension, memory, perception.
Pleasant emotions favour the approach to study, are allies of intuition, cre-
ativity, reasoning. The opposite happens in the case of unpleasant emo-
tions: let us imagine a child who, during a test, is afraid of failing: their mind
will be invaded by thoughts such as 'l am not capable; | will fail; | will get a
bad grade', which take away space from the possibility of reasoning and
achieving the objective. This type of anxiety, called performance anxiety,
absorbs working memory resources, that is, the type of memory that al-
lows us to keep in mind information and data necessary to solve a problem
or perform a cognitive task. For example, a child who has studied hard, but
is terrified of making a mistake and making a bad impression in front of the
class, may not even understand the teacher's question or may not re-
member information that he or she knows (and may remember it after the
end of the question or test, when the tension suddenly subsides and stops
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"holding in check" the mind, which is now free to access the stored infor-
mation). Unfortunately, in this situation, it is easy for the child's fears of get-
ting a bad grade to become a reality and thus confirm their idea of failing.
This type of anxiety thus reduces the child's ability to fulfil their potential
and improve their results and affects the child's self-image. Taking into ac-
count all the hardships that children have gone through and are going
through, how can we help them (re)find the pleasure of learning?

3.6 Supporting motivation and enjoyment of learning

One of the key words that could guide us in supporting our children in their
schooling is 'confidence'. In order for children to believe that they can suc-
ceed at school (as in other areas too!), we adults must be the first to be-
lieve in them. If the child feels that we have faith in their possibilities, that
we are certain that they will be able to face difficulties with courage, that
they will be able to learn from their mistakes and will achieve their goals,
this conviction of ours will turn into 'petrol' available for their 'journey’. Chil-
dren are mirrored in our eyes and build their self-image largely on the basis
of how we see them. The trust we have in them is almost magically trans-
formed into the trust they place in themselves.

When we talk about self-image, we have to refer to two important and inter-
connected concepts: self-esteem, which is the set of evaluative judgements
that each person makes of themself, and self-efficacy, which is the perception
that each person has of the possibility of achieving success in a given task, that
is, the sense of competence, of being able to do it. Research in many countries
around the world shows that self-esteem declines during school age.

Young pre-school children, when judging themselves, often tend to over-
estimate their positive aspects and emphasise them (it is not uncommon to
hear a child say: 'l can jump as high as the tenth floor'; or 'l am as strong as
Superman'), whereas as they get older, they begin to evaluate their own
abilities more realistically and learn to compare themselves to their peers.
As parents, we can be taken aback by the fact that our previously self-con-
fident child suddenly questions himself or herself and tends to devalue him-
self or herself: 'l don't understand anything about maths'; 'I'm the ugliest kid
in the class', etc. With the start of school, the children are called upon to
'produce’, to achieve predetermined goals, they are subject to judgement.
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All this can lead to a validation of their own abilities, but also to painful feel-
ings of inferiority and inadequacy. At school, the role of self-efficacy is also
particularly significant, because children are constantly confronted with
challenging experiences.

Let us imagine an 8-9-year-old child struggling with the study of a compli-
cated science subject. If they have a good level of self-efficacy, and conse-
quently thinks that it is a task within their reach, their approach to studying
will be permeated by pleasant feelings, such as curiosity, satisfaction, pride.
If, on the other hand, he experiences learning that subject as an obstacle too
big for them, due to a reduced perception of self-efficacy, will probably post-
pone or avoid working on it, in order to avoid the negative emotions (anxiety,
fear of failure, anger) that are associated with the task. As in a self-fulfilling
prophecy, children who feel they cannot succeed at school will immediately
become discouraged when faced with obstacles and will work less hard, and
this obviously decreases their chances of good results. Poor results, in turn,
further reinforce their negative self-image. In fact, children often believe that
their difficulties are due to an unchangeable and stable cause ('I'm stupid, I'll
never manage'; or 'I'm not good at it, | don't understand anything').
However, we can help them to change their interpretation of the situation
by referring to something they can control and modify, such as their com-
mitment, study method, way of organising themselves, note-taking, and so
on. In this way we increase their sense of mastery and control over the sit-
uation, and act to increase their self-efficacy and motivation ('if | change
something in my approach to studying, | can improve my results and suc-
ceed in my goals'). When a bad grade arrives, it is obvious that our first in-
stinct is to intervene in some way. For example, we might be tempted to
say: 'You got a failing grade, so you won't watch television for a week'. Pun-
ishment, however, could be counterproductive, because we would be rein-
forcing the equation school=angry, or school=anxiety.

If the child experiences an emotion while studying, every time they find the
stored information in their memory, they will also reactivate the emotion.
If the child studies serenely, the message will be imprinted in their memory:
'This feels good, do it again'. If, on the other hand, while studying they are
invaded by stress, fear and boredom, the mind will store this message: 'This
makes you feel bad, don't do it again'. When a bad grade arrives, therefore,
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rather than resorting to frustrating punishments, which certainly do not
fuel the desire to study, it is better to decide together with the child on a
strategy to remedy the bad grade.

One could also decide to limit the time spent watching television. However,
this must be a rational and planned choice, and not one dictated by our mo-
mentary nervousness; a choice possibly negotiated with the child, so that
he or she understands that we can be allies against a bad grade instead of
waging war against each other. And when a good grade comes instead?
Let us train ourselves to value and praise commitment and perseverance
("You tried hard, and you did it!") and not the result itself. Complimenting
the child with general expressions that do not focus on what they have
done ("You are really good!"; "What a clever child!") may be counterpro-
ductive because, when they fails and brings home an unsatisfactory grade,
the child may feel that they have failed our expectations, or that they are not
as smart as they thought they were, with obvious negative effects on their
self-esteem. Let us therefore try to break down the idea that it is grades
that define the value of children. Moreover, let us also remember that there
are many types of intelligence (studies speak of 'multiple intelligences') and
not all of them find in school the ideal territory to manifest themselves and
be valued. Alongside logical-mathematical intelligence and linguistic-verbal
intelligence, which make life easier at school, children who are more gifted
in bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, or in visual-spatial intelligence, or in mu-
sical intelligence (and so on), will make the most of their talents in other
areas. Finally, we must emphasise that we can cultivate good self-esteem
and self-efficacy in our children, not only when they are busy with school-
books, but on a daily basis, at home, taking advantage of the many oppor-
tunities that present themselves to us. Every time we let our son/daughter
experiment in small challenges (keeping his/ her things in order, helping us
prepare dinner or in small household chores) and show trust in them, we
help them to believe in themself. And even when they make big messes,
we should try to refrain from making overly critical judgments or negative
comments ("there you go, you're doing it wrong"; "you don't know how to
do it"; "you're not good at this") and also try not to replace them ("leave it:
I'll doit, we'll finish it quicker"): we value their small progress and give them
time to improve their skills, so as to increase their self-confidence.
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Part 4
Families with pre-teens and adolescents
(11-18)

4.1 Adolescents and parents:

It is not true that in adolescence parents lose their importance. All re-
search tells us that for adolescents, parents remain an important refer-
ence to turn to especially for important life choices. Keeping this in mind
means not giving up on your educational role even if your children are
getting older.

4.2 How can parents guide their children towards autonomy?
Parents' task is to accompany their children in the process of acquiring
more and more autonomy. Adolescent children must be increasingly able
to manage the various aspects of their lives independently (school,
friends, partners, household tasks, values, life plans). The acquisition of
autonomy is a long and gradual process. The increasing autonomy of chil-
dren does not equate to a break in their relationship with their parents;
on the contrary, adolescents who are capable of exercising their auton-
omy with responsibility usually have parents who trust them and transmit
their own sense of trust to them. For example, autonomy in movement of
a 15-year-old who at the same time requires proximity to his parents for
help with respect to a problematic situation he is experiencing at school.
Pandemic counter measures have strongly threatened in particular this
aspect so crucial to the growth of boys and girls. At a time of gradually
gaining spaces of autonomy, lock downs have led adolescents back to an
exclusively domestic life, in continuous and exclusive relationship with
family members. This has generated great stress and malaise in adoles-
cents (and often in their parents as well).

4.3 The role of the conflict with parents

Generally, adolescents gain spaces of autonomy through negotiations
with their parents (for example, "can | go out alone in the afternoon"; "can
| go out alone in the evening?"; "can | go on a few days' vacation with

49



friends?"; etc.). Sometimes these negotiations generate conflict; in fact,
parents may consider their child's requests inappropriate for their age
("you are too young for this") or their level of maturity ("you are not yet
ready to do this on your own").

Children's adolescence is generally the period in the family life cycle when
conflict is greatest. Through conflict, children often make important au-
tonomy gains. So experiencing conflict in the family can contribute to de-
velopment but, conversely, it can hinder growth if conflicts are too
frequent (for example, a girl says, "In my house we fight over everything")
and generate destructive emotional escalation for the participants (for ex-
ample, a boy says, "When | fight with my parents we insult each other";
"When | fight with my father we end up breaking objects out of anger"; "If
| fight with my parents we end up using our hands"). Being able to man-
age conflict with teenagers is a tough task for parents (teens can be ex-
hausting!) but essential to help them grow and learn in turn that conflict
with others can be managed while always maintaining mutual respect (for
example, conflict dialogue between parent and child marked by mutual re-
spect).

4.4 The role of communication with parents: Parenting styles

We have repeatedly stressed the centrality of dialogue between parents
and children as the main educational tool.

On its own, however, it is not enough; to help children grow up, it is also
necessary to clearly establish what rules they should follow for life inside
and outside the home (for example, for household activities, school com-
mitments, use of leisure time, return time). We speak of an authoritative
educational style when parents know how to well combine dialogue and
demands for compliance with rules. In this case, parents use reason
rather than imposition to enforce the rules they demand compliance with.
It is not only useless but also harmful to put rules in place and not en-
force them.

This creates disorientation in children and encourages transgressive con-
duct. It is necessary to think carefully about which rules are really impor-
tant, state them to the children clearly explaining the reason for them,
and then demand compliance. Parents can be true managers of their ado-
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lescent children's lives. Adolescents are seeking autonomy and self-actu-
alization; parents can support them on this journey by helping them iden-
tify their growth goals, select the information they need, weigh the life
choices they make, and take on age-appropriate responsibilities (for ex-
ample, homework, chores, bedtime, and so on).

4.5 Through Puberty: body and psychological changes

With the entry into adolescence, obvious bodily changes related to pu-
bertal development emerge, first among girls and then among boys. Such
changes are often associated with strong emotions: surprise and fear
being the most frequent. Throughout the life cycle, the body is the bio-
logical reference of our identity, so the sudden and sometimes over-
whelming changes of puberty put adolescents in crisis with respect to
their own identity.

During this period, it is difficult for them to answer the question: who am
I? In addition, the physical changes of puberty are generally not harmo-
nious, so preadolescents see more changes in body parts than others and
often fear that they are not "normal” (for example, "my feet are too long";
"my nose is too pronounced"; "my head is too big compared to my body").
During the pandemic, the focus of many adolescents (especially females)
on their bodies has greatly increased, and with it, feelings of anxiety and
worry have also increased. During the pandemic, adolescents spent a lot
of time in online interactions through various forms of video calls, this
mode of exchange generally involves mirroring themselves in the video on
which the other party is also seen. It has been noted that during video
calls, interlocutors spend more time observing themselves than they do
watching the person they are talking to. This mode of communication
does not allow the exchange of glances between the interlocutors and
favours the concentration of each person's attention on their own physi-
cal appearance. Excessive focus on the self, coupled with the inability to
meet friends with face-to-face exchanges, may have increased concerns
about pubertal development especially among females. In fact, they spent
more time on video calls than males, who used the Internet predomi-
nantly for online games, here the focus is more on the game rather than
on one's own image.
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4.6 Parents facing their children’s puberty

Parents also often experience strong and mixed emotions when faced
with the sudden changes, physical and psychological, of their adolescent
children. No one knows at the outset what adult body the ongoing
changes will lead to, and so it can happen that children's concerns about
their own physical development become parents' concerns as well. This is
the case of a 17-year-old boy who is very focused on his nose, which he
thinks is weirdly shaped and too big in relation to his face. This preoccu-
pation becomes a daily thought that distracts the teenager even from his
normal school and recreational activities. His parents, seeing him so sad
and worried, go along with his request for cosmetic surgery. They think in
this way they will restore peace of mind to their son. Keeping the dialogue
between parents and children open is important in order to know what
may be worrying the children while being careful not to get caught up in
the bursting emotions of the children so as to maintain the lucidity nec-
essary to be able to help them deal with their concerns. Keeping a clear
head means being willing to talk to children about their worries, placing
them in the often not easy growth paths of adolescents. Neither does
denying or minimising their states of mind serve to help them resolve
them, as is the case with a 14-year-old girl who is very worried about her
weight, she sees herself as fat. When she mentions this concern of hers
to her parents, they smile and tell her that it is only her fantasy! By doing
so, they reject his daughter's anxiety referring to her being overweight
and deny the problem by stating that it does not exist and that they are
all pure fantasies.

To cope with these difficulties of children, it is important to:

B know the changes associated with puberty and the worries that these
can often generate in adolescence

M devote time and attention to dialogue with their children, taking what
they say seriously and letting them express themselves freely; this is al-
ready a first way of helping them

M foster friendships with boys and girls of their own age

B remember that teenagers may appear to be adults because of the ma-
turity of their physique, but this does not correspond to maturity on a
cognitive and emotional level, which takes longer
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4.7 The new thinking skills of adolescents

In adolescence thinking becomes abstract, teens learn to make hypo-
thetical-deductive reasoning and have a lot of fun exercising it (for exam-
ple, abstract reasoning: "If humans did not exist, the earth would still exist,
but it would be different ...."). Thanks to this new thinking skill, adoles-
cents broaden their temporal perspectives and gradually imagine more
and more precisely what adults they will be: what work they will do, how
they will set up their lives. Learning to think in an abstract form makes
adolescents much more like adults and more able to sustain an always
equal confrontation with them. Parents become aware that their children
demand explanations for the rules they have to follow and sometimes
challenge them vigorously. Teenagers experience that they are much
more powerful with their thinking than they were able to be a few years
earlier, and this makes them feel at the center of their world. Until around
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age 16-17, boys and girls are very self-centered. (Ex. of phrases that al-
most every parent of teenager has said to their child: "In this house there
is only you!"; "You think only of yourself"; "You are not the navel of the
world"; "This house is not a hotel").

Social media have helped amplify this feature of adolescent thinking. The
social media most used by adolescents (for example, Tik Tok and Insta-
gram) emphasize adolescent bodies. Thus, the investment in one's body
image is even more exaggerated. Many teenagers are constantly show-
ing off on social media, spending a lot of time and energy on such dis-
plays, living as if they constantly have an audience to perform in front of.
So, itis harder for today's parents to help their children reduce their ego-
centrism.

The lockdowns and massive use of the internet made by kids during the
pandemic has fostered an increase in egocentrism, particularly in relation
to the use of social media (for example, video calls in which the inter-
locutors in the screen look more at themselves than at each other; the
lack of the exchange of glances fosters a focus on self).

4.8 Changes in Identity

Changes in body and thinking underlie adolescents' redefinition of self.
Starting at age 12-13, boys and girls begin to restructure their identity. It
takes many years to achieve an adult identity.

This is a very demanding and emotionally charged process of physical and
psychological change.

Usually, teens experiment with different ways to show that they are grow-
ing up: clothing and hairstyle, behaviours such as drinking and smoking,
commitment to personal training, choice of friends and romantic partners.

4.9 How can parents help adolescents’ Identity development?
Parents have to cope with their ideal child, which often does not corre-
spond to their real child. Recognizing in their children their qualities and
characteristics is essential to accompany them in self-discovery.

Central to this is dialogue on issues concerning the future, life plans start-
ing with the child's personal characteristics.

It is through dialogue that parents help their children cultivate their
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dreams and recognize which of these can become life projects to which
they can commit. For example, a 13-year-old girl tells her mother that she
wants to be a dancer.

The mother listens to her and asks her what she wants to do to realise
this, the daughter replies that she has to think about it, for now she
watches many videos on TikTok. This is an example of a dream that the
teenager is not yet clear on how to realise.

During the lockdown periods, many teenagers also nurtured their dreams
through the use of the Internet, exploring many possibilities for personal
fulfilment online. Having overcome the times of severe restrictions due
to the pandemic, teenagers are now coming to terms with the real possi-
bilities of realising their dreams. Some dreams are blurred, others need to
be translated into projects they can commit to. It is also the task of parents
to accompany their children on the path that translates dreams into proj-
ects, step by step by focusing on personal commitment. In the example
above, the mother may suggest to her daughter that she enrols in a dance
school, thus better understanding whether that activity is for her.

4.10 And about sex education?

Among the topics of dialogue between parents and adolescent children
must be sexuality.

Be careful not to talk about sex only in terms of risk or problem. Sexual ex-
periences are a normal aspect of adolescence and then adult life. Helping
children think of sexuality as an important, beautiful, and exclusive aspect
of intimate romantic relationships is crucial to giving importance to this di-
mension of life.

Many parents do not talk about sex with their children, and it is usually the
mothers who talk about it with their children, both boys and girls. It should
be known that children who can talk about sexuality with their parents
are less involved in risky sexuality, use contraceptive methods more fre-
quently and experience sexuality more peacefully.

During the pandemic, the use of online pornography by adolescents in-
creased. Many of them stated that they consulted pornographic sites to
increase their knowledge about sex. The sexuality understood through
pornographic sites is distorted, unrealistic and often characterised by pre-
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varication. In view of this, dialogue between adolescents and parents on
issues related to sexuality is even more important. To help adolescents
deal with sexuality, it is important to:

B know that sex is usually a very interesting but at the same time embar-
rassing topic for teenagers to discuss with their parents

M devote time and attention to dialogue with adolescents, taking what
they say seriously and letting them express themselves freely; this is al-
ready a first way of helping them

M do not judge with either words or 'the look'

M do not talk about sex only as a risk

B remember that the restrictions due to the pandemic may have made
adolescents more insecure and less used to dealing with peers, especially
with respect to intimate relationships

4.11 Adolescents and peers

In adolescence, the role of peers takes on central importance to the well-
being of boys and girls. Belonging to a group of friends and having a good
best friend usually makes teenagers happier. However, there are also ado-
lescents who like to be alone and perform activities on their own. Restric-
tions related to the pandemic have reduced and often cancelled teens'
opportunities to hang out with their friends. This has often been experi-
enced with great discomfort and has sometimes fostered social isolation.
Today, many adolescents struggle to resume face-to-face relationships with
peers. For some, staying locked in their rooms and meeting others through
social and video games is reassuring and less tiring than getting involved in
face-to-face experiences. Many parents are concerned about their children's
isolation. Sometimes it is necessary to seek professional help.

4.12 Adolescents at school: what family role?

Together with the family, school constitutes one of the main contexts of ado-
lescent development. The importance that boys and girls attach to school is
closely related to the importance attached to school by parents. Parental
monitoring can reduce school-related problems and increase self-responsi-
bility. In addition, parental involvement in their children’s learning promote
adolescents’ motivation and engagement.
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4.13 School disengagement

Distance learning in the pandemic years has fostered adolescents' es-
trangement from school. In pandemic period, learning, relationships with
teachers and peers experienced through PC have reduced adolescents'
engagement in all school-related activities and fostered school dropout.
When adolescents leave high school before graduating, they approach life
with important deficiencies that compromise their economic and social
well-being. Some suggestions to promote positive student outcomes:

M Encourage adolescents to learn new knowledge, emphasize the impor-
tance of learning and the school experience

M Be involved: exhort children to tell how they feel in class and how they
experience relationships with classmates

M If the adolescent has problems with organizing schoolwork and home-
work, help them plan activities to be done according to due dates

B Support children autonomy in learning and self-regulation processes,
help them identify goals appropriate to their developmental level

M Help children experience a school failure nonetheless as an opportunity
for learning and further engagement, rather than an exclusively negative
experience

M Be positive. Let your children that you know they can do well and over-
come difficulties

M Be sensitive to your children’s unique characteristics: each adolescent
is different

4.14 Adolescents and risk

Adolescents may engage in risky behaviours to experience new emotions,
prove themselves as adults, transgress rules, and establish bonds with
other deviant peers.

In particular, adolescents' involvement in cigarette smoking and alcohol
use increased during the pandemic period. This increase in risk involve-
ment is most likely associated with stress caused by isolation and is
strongly associated with increased use of social media. During the pan-
demic, adolescents generally experienced a major lowering of life satis-
faction.

To counter an adolescent child's involvement in risk, it is important first to
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notice what is going on. Therefore, attention should be paid to children's
behaviours in order to identify any early signs of risky behaviour (for ex-
ample, catching the smell of cigarettes on clothing or observing signs of
alcohol impairment) and be willing to talk to them about it.

Some suggestions:

B Know what the child does when the parents are not supervising him
(when he is away from home but also when he is alone in his bedroom).
Parents can use three ways for this: a) self-disclosure by children b) ask-
ing questions and when children don’t comply, ¢) snooping.

M Do not ignore signs of involvement in psychoactive substance use (for
example, excessive use of money; smoking odor; alcohol impairment, etc.)
B Address the problem through dialogue with the child, trying to under-
stand the reasons for the problem

M Explicitly disapprove of the conduct while maintaining an attitude of un-
derstanding

M Consider seeking help from a professional without feeling inadequate
parenting

4.15 Depression in adolescence

The prevalence of depressive feelings among adolescents has been in-
creasing for some years now; the pandemic and associated restrictions
have further increased this dimension of risk. More females are exposed
to more depressive feelings than males, particularly when they have high
levels of empathy but poor ability to manage the emotions they feel. Fe-
males tend to have a more negative mood and are more concerned about
self-image (especially in reference to the body). The role of adults, through
dialogue and emotional closeness, is critical in helping adolescents man-
age their emotions.

Some suggestions:

B Remember that the mood of parents affects the mood of children

B Emotional supportis central and is achieved through dialogue and ges-
tures of affection (a caress, a hug, a genuine smile, etc.)

M Always leave space open for dialogue

M Try to persuade the child to obtain professional help and do not aban-
don them after professional help has commenced
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5. Glossary

Burnout: “physical, emotional, or mental exhaustion accompanied by de-
creased motivation, lowered performance, and negative attitudes toward
oneself and others. It results from performing at a high level until stress
and tension, especially from extreme and prolonged physical or mental
exertion or an overburdening workload, take their toll.” (American Psy-
chological Association [APA], 2023)

Emotional Competence: “set of abilities that allow a person to recognize,
understand and coherently respond to others’ emotions and regulate
one's own emotions.” (Albanese, 2008)

Empathy: “understanding a person from their frame of reference rather
than one’s own, or vicariously experiencing that person'’s feelings, per-
ceptions, and thoughts. Empathy does not, of itself, entail motivation to
be of assistance, although it may turn into sympathy or personal distress,
which may result in action.” (APA, 2023)

Mentalization: “the ability to understand one's own and others’ mental
states, thereby comprehending one’s own and others’ intentions and af-
fects.” (APA, 2023)

Regressions: “a return to a prior, lower state of cognitive, emotional, or
behavioral functioning. [...] An individual may revert to immature behav-
ior or to an earlier stage of psychosexual development when threatened
with overwhelming external problems or internal conflicts.” (APA, 2023)
Resilience: “the process and outcome of successfully adapting to difficult
or challenging life experiences, especially through mental, emotional, and
behavioral flexibility and adjustment to external and internal demands.”
(APA, 2023)

Secure Base: “a place of safety, represented by an attachment figure (e.g.,
a parent), that an infant uses as a base from which to explore a novel en-
vironment. The infant often returns or looks back to the parent before
continuing to explore.” (APA, 2023)

Self-Efficacy: “an individual's subjective perception of their capability to
perform in each setting or to attain desired results.” (APA, 2023)
Self-Esteem: “the degree to which the qualities and characteristics con-
tained in one’s self-concept are perceived to be positive, across life in gen-
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eral and its various contexts. Self-esteem develops through individual, fa-
milial, and social variables” (ISS, 2023). It is based on one's way of being
and in the feedback received about it from role models, family members,
or people outside the family context.

Separation Anxiety: “the normal apprehension experienced by a young
child when away (or facing the prospect of being away) from the person
or people to whom he or she is attached (particularly parents). Separa-
tion anxiety is most active between 6 and 10 months of age. Separation
from loved ones in later years may elicit similar anxiety.” (APA, 2023)
Stress: “The psychological and physiological response that the organism
enacts when faced with tasks, hardships or life events evaluated as ex-
cessive or dangerous. The feeling of a stressful situation is of strong men-
tal and emotional pressure” (Istituto Superiore di Sanita [ISS], 2023). It can
be positive, functional (eustress) or negative, dysfunctional (distress).
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PART 3 - Additional resources

The following is a curated list of documents, guides, tools, recommenda-
tions, tips, and tricks that expand on the themes of this booklet. They are
sorted by target (families and professionals) and language. If you want to
know more, please feel free to explore the contents of this list either by
copying the links, searching for the site on search engines or scanning the
relevant QR code, which will take you directly to the resource.
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