
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

upcoming 
events 
 
All events are held in our San 
Francisco office. Fees for 
presentations are $40/person or 
$60/couple. Book group fees are 
$25/person. For more information visit 
our website: www.symbiosf.com. 
 
Book Group: Raising 
Your Spirited Child 
by Mary Sheedy Kurcinka 
Wednesday 07 January @ 6:00 pm 
 
Spirited children are intense and 
engaging; they often have magnetic 
personalities. But they can be 
exhausting to raise, especially through 
the early years. We’ll take a look at the 
wisdom this book has to offer, add 
some thoughts and perspectives of our 
own and apply it all to the stories, 
question and suggestions of the 
parents in the room. 
 

Separations & Loss 
Wednesday 14 January @ 7:00 pm 
  
Whether it’s a preschool drop off, 
goodbye to a visiting grandparent, a 
move to a new house, understanding 
death, or even just saying goodnight, 
separation and loss are important and 
sometimes difficult themes for young 
children. We will talk about how best to 
plan for and respond to these things 
based on your child’s specific 
temperament. 
 
Temperament: 
Understanding Your 
Unique Child 
Tuesday 27 January @ 7:00 pm  
 
Temperament plays a large role in 
determining how your child 
experiences, and relates to, his or her 
world. Every child is unique 
temperamentally, which is why each 
child responds differently to parents’ 
strategies regarding issues such as 
sleep, discipline and learning. This talk 
should help you form an understanding 
of how your child’s unique 
temperament affects your interactions 
with him or her and how it influences 
your child’s role in your family. We will 
provide guidelines for effective ways of 
working with various temperaments. 
 
 

january @ symbio 
 
 

q & a 
 
We just found out that our beloved dog has cancer and we know that we’ll have 
to put him to sleep in the next couple months. Our three kids (5, 3.5 and 2 years) 
adore him and we have no idea how to go about explaining the concept of death 
to them. This is their first encounter with a loss of this magnitude. We know that 
our oldest will understand much more than our youngest but we don’t know how 
much they’ll understand and what’s appropriate based on their ages. I now 
understand why parents just replace an animal before their child notices it’s 
missing but with a dog, that’s impossible. Can you point us in the right direction 
so we can prepare the kids, as much as possible, for this good-bye, and to help 
them understand that he’s not going to be coming back?   
 
Helping children deal with the death of a loved one, whether animal or human, 
can be a particularly painful experience for parents who must simultaneously 
contend with their own grief and the pain of watching their children hurt and 
struggle to understand. Perhaps the consolation of this double sorrow is that 
attending to, and appropriately sharing, your own process of grieving with your 
children is the best form of both instruction and reassurance that you can give 
them. The task at hand ends up being less about explaining the concept of 
death to children than helping them deal with the emotions connected to it. Kids 
facing death for the first time usually struggle with two different sets of emotional 
concerns.        (continued on page 2) 
 



  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The first is to find a means of comfort for the sadness and aching created by 
loss. The second is to find a means of dealing with the anxiety created by the 
notion that if a pet can die and leave you forever, so might anyone, especially 
Mom and Dad. As much as every parent wants to protect their children from the 
pain of grief and the fear that accompanies understanding loss, it is neither 
possible to do, nor wise to attempt. Because we can’t spare kids from such 
struggles, the best we can do is to give them an emotionally healthy way of 
dealing with them. Research has taught us that an important key to pain 
management, which includes the emotional pain of grief, is the sense that the 
intensity of the pain currently being experienced will subside to a more 
manageable level. Most of us seem to intuitively understand the appeal of the 
message that “time heals.” However, simply repeating this phrase often does 
more to assuage the worry of the speaker than to soothe the heartache of the 
griever. Your faith that the intensity of the pain will pass, that happiness will 
return, and that the heart was made to withstand the deep pangs of separation 
is best communicated in your willingness to allow yourself to feel sad and to 
express sorrow. Parents often try to avoid sadness and try to seem cheerful in 
order to spare children from being upset, but this often leaves them feeling that 
there must be something wrong or scary about being sad. Instead, reassure 
your children that sadness and tears are a normal part of loving someone. 
Explain death itself in your own terms: if you think of your dog as heading to 
heaven, explain that to your children; if you think he will be watching over you, 
you can tell them that too. Tell them that death is what happens at the end of 
life, that it’s normal, but it’s sad. Don’t tell them that your dog is just going to 
sleep – children will often take this literarily, which can lead to issues around 
sleep. Give them lots of room to talk about death and ask questions. Some kids 
ask a lot of questions, some kids do not. Even if they do not, be sure to talk 
about loss and death in the days that follow – again you’ll have to demonstrate 
that this loss is not too scary or sad to feel or think about. Be sure to explain 
that, although everyone dies, it’s not going to happen to them, or to you, for a 
very long time. In terms of the lead up, tell them what’s going to happen before 
the time comes to say goodbye. You can tell your oldest child 3-5 days before 
your dog needs to be put to sleep but younger children will only need 1-2 days 
of prep time. Plan a goodbye ritual of which they can be a part. Your oldest will 
probably lead the way here. They can make drawings for your dog, tell him 
stories, have a special hug; decide ahead of time what to do, and then carry 
through with the plan. Tell them that you (or whomever will be taking him) will 
leave for the vet with your dog, but that your dog will not come home. If you are 
planning to bring his body or ashes home for a burial, explain that too. Tell your 
children that it will not be your dog coming home, just his body or ashes, and 
that you will bury, or scatter, or keep his remains to help remember him, but that 
he is gone. Whether or not you have any sort of funeral at home, have a 
memorial site with photos, etc. where you can all go to remember him when you 
miss him, or to remember the good times, or to get used to the feeling of him 
being gone. If you have other pets, let your kids explain all of this to the other 
pets. Teaching and repeating is a very powerful way for young kids to learn - a 
stuffed animal or doll works well as a pupil too. Remind the kids to reassure their 
pupils that they, and you, will live for a very, very long time, but dogs don’t live 
nearly as long as people – and it was your dog’s time to go. Our best wishes to 
you all in the rest of your time with your dog.  
 
My wife came home last week from a conference at our daughter’s preschool 
saying that, according to a survey she took there, our daughter is “slow 
adapting” and this is the reason for her unpredictable, earth-shaking meltdowns. 
I must admit that this makes little sense to me. Our daughter seems to take to 
anything new just because it’s new. She can turn on a dime if you point her in a 
more appealing direction than the one she was heading in. In addition, her best 
friend was also found to be “slow adapting” but his meltdowns do not even begin 
to compare with our daughter’s in terms of either frequency or intensity. 
Nonetheless, according to my wife, helping our daughter adapt more effectively
        (continued on page 3) 

 
Encouraging 
Developmentally Useful 
Play 
Wednesday 04 February @ 7:00 
pm 
 
Parents know that children learn 
through play - but how does this 
happen?  What are they learning, what 
are the lessons of each age and period 
in development, and what is the role of 
play in this process?  Is there such a 
thing as the wrong kind of play and can 
too much, or too little, play ever have a 
negative impact?  We’ll tackle these 
questions as well as common concerns 
involving sharing, discipline and 
possession that often come up in 
discussions of play habits and 
practices. 
 

Parenting Strong-Willed 
Children 
Wednesday 18 February @ 7:00 
pm 
  
Every toddler has moments of 
willfulness and defiance, that’s part of 
their job, but some kids seem to be 
born with a double shot of will power.  
These kids are often bright and 
precocious, they live big and leave a 
wide trail behind them.  Parents can 
look forward to watching these kids 
mature into powerful leaders, but often 
wonder if they will survive their child’s 
toddlerhood and preschool years.  In 
this presentation we will take a look at 
the aspects of discipline, boundary-
setting, social interaction and 
communication as they apply to high-
octane kids.  
 
Private Presentations 
 
Presentations on any topic for groups 
of eight or more can be arranged by 
appointment. These presentations can 
be done at your home or another 
space of your choice, or at our San 
Francisco or Marin locations. For more 
details, contact us at: 
symbio@symbiosf.com. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

will reduce the tantrum Richter by a few points. Although I am willing to try anything in the hopes of this result, I still 
can’t get my mind around the idea – so if you could help this all to make sense for me, that would be great. Finally, 
even if the problem is that she’s slow adapting, what do we do to help her? 
 
Your questions and doubts make a lot of sense. Without knowing more about the specifics of your daughter’s 
temperament we can only offer a guess at what’s going on for her specifically, but your brief description of her 
behavior is, in fact, a good match for what we would expect to see from a certain temperament constellation that 
includes being slow adapting. Slow adapting kids do tend to be more prone to tantrums than children that adapt 
more quickly to change because 1/ the stress of adapting to changes and transitions can leave kids emotionally 
drained at the end of a day that requires a lot of adapting, and so they will tend to meltdown when they finally hit 
the point of overwhelm and 2/ tantrums are often the ultimate arsenal in the battle for power and control over a 
situation and slow adapting kids tend to be very attached to control (being able to control means you do not have to 
adapt). Most slow adapting kids behave in a way that reflects the strain created by the need to adapt: they tend to 
hang back from new things, they want to take their time, test the waters and in general, will prefer the familiar to the 
unknown. From a temperament perspective, these slow adapting kids are also “slow to warm” a trait that is 
measured by a child’s preference for approaching or withdrawing from something new, which is actually distinct 
from adaptability. However, not all slow adapting kids fit into this pattern. Some slow adaptors are actually very 
approaching, or “quick to warm” meaning they are attracted to new things and often compelled to dive into novelty 
headfirst. However, attractive and exciting as new things may be, the allure they posses for approaching kids does 
not ensure that they will get used to them with any speed. For slow adapting children who are also approaching, 
enthusiasm may masquerade as adaptation. So, a child’s interest in a new person, place or thing will give her the 
energy needed to seek out and navigate an encounter but the strain of the adaptation will still create an emotional 
drain, which is frequently expressed in a meltdown later, after the appealing new encounter is over. If this is what’s 
going on for your daughter, her tantrums may seem hard to predict if you are trying to link them to what is 
happening in the moment – instead think about adaptations over the course of the last day or week and look for a 
correlation there. Also, intensity (yet another temperament trait) is a major factor in tantrums – it sounds like your 
daughter may be an intense young lady – which will make her tantrums tend to feel more like ground-shakers than 
tremors, as compared to a less intense child who, even with the same approaching/slow adapting configuration, will 
seem somewhat more docile in his protests. In terms of how to help a slow adaptor, three things are key:  
1/ Predictability: Keep her routines the same, letting her know, in detail, what is coming next.  
2/ Assisting in emotional learning: Review both difficulties and successes after the fact. Kids won’t absorb most of 
what’s communicated in the midst of conflict and struggles for control, so talk about these times later when you are 
calm and your child feels close to you – she’ll much more able to gain a useful perspective in those times. You also 
want review good times, both in order to increase a feeling of positivity and in order to highlight what makes things 
go well. By reviewing the ups and downs of each day you’ll help your daughter to understand and learn to predict 
her own reactions. This gives her the possibility of choosing to avoid or manage stressors rather than just venting 
her overwhelm.  
3/ Modulate the need to adapt: Until your daughter can modulate her own reactions and environment with sufficient 
skill to alleviate the need for a meltdown (something many adults continue to struggle with), you will need to 
structure her days so that the number of adaptations required does not outstrip her reserves. Build in downtime; 
avoid exciting new places and activities later in the day. It will take some trial and error to figure out how much is 
too much because your daughter’s zeal for novelty and adventure will conceal mounting emotional fatigue until 
she’s already crossed the line. Don’t worry when this happens – the more you learn about her temperament, the 
more accurately you will be able to predict the challenging moments, and the more effectively you will be able to 
help her deal with them. 
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