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T he minute my son’s instructor calmly demanded that  
he get up and keep trying, I sensed that ice-skating  

was not going to be his forte. He was 5 and had just taken 
one of those classic wipeouts where, after a few seconds of 
whirling arms and legs, his feet flew skyward, sending his 
butt straight toward the ice. My son took one look at her and 
then glanced toward me and my husband, Walter. 

“Get up, buddy!” we cheered, smiles stretched across our 
faces in an attempt to look upbeat. “You’re doing awesome!” 

His response to our encouragement was to lie down on 
the ice, arms and legs akimbo. As we would later learn 

from his short-lived experiments with soccer, skiing, 
baseball, and tennis, our boy’s protest wasn’t the result  
of injury. Rather, he couldn’t handle the straight talk  
of a coach who made it clear he’d have to work hard to  
keep up with the other kids. 

Walter and I were mystified, not to mention frustrated, 
by his thin skin. We’d both grown up playing sports in a 
time when it was standard for a coach to yell in your face 
when you didn’t perform to your potential. We might not 
have enjoyed the tirades, but we certainly handled them. 
By contrast, our son crumbled under even a little pressure.

Raise a Thick-Skinned Kid
We all want a child who can roll with the punches. Meet three  

families who have taught their kids important lessons on how to cope. 
 by ELIZABETH FOY LARSEN   illustrations by ANDY J. MILLER
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Perhaps it’s because all four of 
George McQuistion and Cristina 

Fernandez-McQuistion’s parents 
have passed away that they’re 
sensitive to the fact that there will 
come a time when they won’t be able 
to help their own kids—Matthew, 11, 
and Carmen, 7—through challenges. 
“We are raising our kids not as much 
for when they are 8 or 12 but for  
when they are in their 30s and going 
through a death or maybe a divorce,” 
says George. “That kind of resilience 
has to come from someplace.”

For Cristina and George, who live 
in Oklahoma City, that someplace is 
rooted in their own families’ histories 
and stories. Cristina’s parents came 
to Chicago from Cuba in the 1960s, 
before finally settling with their four 
children in Miami. “I grew up in a 
community where the adults had lost 
everything, including their place in 
society,” says Cristina. “All of them 
had to reinvent themselves.” 

Cristina says that Matthew and 
Carmen are interested in what  

it was like to have parents who 
struggled and were so different from 
their kids. “I tell them it was 
sometimes embarrassing for my 
siblings and me that our parents 
didn’t speak English well and were 
immigrants,” says Cristina. “But I 
also talk about how Cubans are 
optimistic and tell stories and use 
humor to get through hard times.”

Still, Cristina and George—whose 
West Virginia–born father was a 
survivor of childhood polio—don’t 
believe stories alone make a child 
thick-skinned. That’s why they hope 
that the investment they’ve made in 
travel, to places such as Mexico City 
and London, reinforces their family 
histories. Instead of staying in a hotel, 
they’ll rent an apartment; the kids 
help figure out public transportation. 
“We want them to see that they can 
navigate something new too,” says 
Cristina, adding that they try to head 
off any travel meltdowns by making 
their first stop a grocery store for  
somewhat familiar foods. Likewise, 
Cristina and George help Matthew 
and Carmen take note of resilience in 
current events. “Cristina ties her 
immigrant experience to our growing 
Latino population in Oklahoma City,” 
says George. “She explains how hard 
it is to be an immigrant and that these 
people are survivors.”

Childhood is the 
time to learn how 
to take care of 
yourself when 
feelings get hurt.

share survival stories 
The Fernandez-McQuistion Family
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“Many kids today have no coping 
skills,” says Hara Estroff Marano, 
author of A Nation of Wimps: The High 
Cost of Invasive Parenting. “They hit a 
speed bump and fall apart.”

In part because many children  
aren’t engaging in a lot of unstructured 
play, they may not be getting as  
many opportunities to bounce back 
from adversity. “Childhood is the time  
to learn how to take care of yourself  
when your feelings get hurt. Play is 
about more than fun. It’s about 
practicing for life,” says pediatrician 
Kenneth Ginsburg, M.D., author of 
Building Resilience in Children and 
Teens: Giving Kids Roots and Wings. 
“When we step in to protect our kids, 
they don’t learn how to be resilient  
or work through conflicts.”

This is certainly the case when it 
comes to our children’s ability to deal 
with the more common stings of 
childhood, which, unfortunately, 
often include bullying. “Bullies pick 
on the kids who do not stand up for 
themselves, the ones who lack the 
necessary social skill of assertiveness,” 
explains Marano. “This is not to blame 
the victims for bullying—bad things  
don’t happen unless a bully is 
around—but the problem is, there’s 
always a bully around.” 

But having a thick skin doesn’t 
mean not feeling emotions, clarifies 
Dr. Ginsburg: “It means feeling those 
emotions and learning how to put 
them into place, recover, and thrive 
nonetheless. What makes you 
thick-skinned isn’t that you are hard. 
It’s that you are secure.”

What can parents do to nurture that 
kind of resilience-boosting security? 
For starters, we can follow the lead of 
these three families. Like all of us, they 
have moments when they coddle, 
hover, or overreact to normal childhood 
slights. But more often than not, they 
are taking steps to help their kids 
believe they can endure hard times. 

Lots of 
balls in the 
air for this 
family!



october 2014  76  parents

This poignant 
letter was written 
by the mothers’ 
oldest son when 
he was 8 and  
was shared 
nearly 200 times 
on Facebook.

L iving in a liberal corner of south 
Minneapolis, Mary Gustafson and 

Jenny Simmonds’s two sons had 
never been taunted for having two 
moms. That calm sense of belonging 
was severely challenged in the fall of 
2012, when an amendment was 
placed on the election ballot that, if 
passed, would have legally defined 
marriage in Minnesota as only 
between a man and a woman. “We 
always said we wanted to give our 
children information and knowledge, 
so that if they ever got teased about 
our family they wouldn’t be caught  
off guard,” says Jenny, who is the 
director of a youth program that 
supports grieving families. 

That time was clearly at hand. The 
amendment was so hotly debated 
across the state that it was impossible 
for Charlie, now 8, and Carter, now 11, 
to miss the yard signs supporting the 
amendment, not to mention their 
mothers’ concerns. So Mary and 
Jenny explained what the amendment 

was proposing. “We wanted them to 
be equipped to be in a world with 
people who don’t always agree with 
them,” says Mary. Both moms also 
explained to their sons that just 
because a neighbor had a different 
viewpoint on the amendment, it didn’t 
mean that person wished their own 
family actual harm. 

Still, the boys were worried. When  
a family friend suggested that it might 
help him to write a letter about his 
feelings,  Carter took the advice. It was 
posted and widely read on Facebook 
(see above). The amendment was 
defeated and paved the way for 
Minnesota to become the 12th state  
to legalize gay marriage. But even if it 
hadn’t gone that way, Mary and  
Jenny hope that helping their sons  
face the situation head-on will serve 
them when they are older.

The women also try to nurture 
resilience in a smaller way by 
promoting independence. The boys 

stand up for what  
you believe in
The Simmonds-Gustafson Family

“We give them 
freedom but  
know they  
are protected.”

ride their bikes to school and can 
walk alone to the neighborhood 
convenience store. “We tell them,  
‘If something happens or you get 
lost, find a mom or dad who is with 
kids, tell them the problem, and ask 
to use their phone,’ ” says Jenny.  
“We always have our phones 
nearby and they have our phone 
numbers memorized. That’s how 
we give them freedom but also 
know they are protected.”  

It doesn’t mean they haven’t hit 
some snags. Last summer, Carter 
was allowed to walk five blocks to 
his music lesson. One day he 
reported that he almost got hit by a 
car. “Of course I was alarmed, but  
I let him go alone the next time, 
talking over what had happened and 
telling him to be extra careful about 
cars turning,” says Jenny. “It’s 
important that we let the boys 
navigate the world on their own, 
with our guidance.” PO
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1Set boundaries. And enforce 
consequences if your child 
oversteps them. “Parents need 

to be warm and positive without 
coddling, which means bending 
the rules and expectations,” says 
Joseph Lee, M.D., child psychiatrist 
and youth-continuum medical 
director at the Hazelden Betty Ford 
Foundation in Plymouth, Minnesota. 
That’s what the Fernandez-
McQuistions did when their son 
was in second grade and stole 
money from his father to buy 
Pokémon cards; his consequence 
was to donate all of his cards. “We 
actually felt sorry for Matthew,”  
says his mom. “But if we don’t teach 
him, how will he learn?” Matthew 
now refers to this episode as “the 
incident that can’t be named”—the 
fact that he can joke about it is 
proof he’s moved on. 

5 Ways to Boost Resilience

2Model positive coping 
strategies for your kids.  
By displaying healthy 

behavior, you give your children  
a sense of security that comes from 
knowing their parents are okay. 
“When you come home, do you 
reach for a beer or take a warm 
shower?” asks Dr. Kenneth Ginsburg. 
“Do you scream and yell, or do you 
write down and talk through your 
feelings instead? These are the 
things kids are watching that teach 
them how to manage life.” 

3Show kids they can deal. 
When the Fernandez-
McQuistions wanted a weekly 

date night, they struggled to find  
a regular sitter. So they chose a 
babysitting service. At first the kids 
actually cried about having to get 
used to someone new every time. 
Cristina and George told them they 
understood their feelings but knew 
that they could handle it. Today, the 
kids look forward to being surprised 
by who shows up at their front door. 

4Know how to recognize 
bullying behavior. It has to 
be repeated, intentional,  

and involve an imbalance of power, 
according to the national anti-
bullying program Olweus. An adult 
may need to be the one to help stop 
it. On the other hand, a one-time 
incident of teasing by a classmate 
on the playground—however 
painful—is not bullying and may be 
a great opportunity for your child  
to try to stand up for himself. 

5Don’t frame letdowns as 
tragedies. Avoid making 
ordinary disappointments, like 

not being invited to a party, into a 
big deal. Offer comfort but help  
your child see the bigger picture by 
saying something like, “It’s hard to 
feel left out, but not everyone always 
gets invited to everything. What do 
you think will help you feel better?”



Mom and Dad 
don’t sugarcoat.
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confront the tough stuff
The Quam Family

Sara and Erik Quam’s four daughters, who range in 
age from 18 months to 9 years, do a fair amount of 

fending for themselves. “If we hear them squabbling, we 
listen to see which direction the arguing is going,” says 
Sara. “They usually figure it out on their own. Eva, our 
oldest, is good at coming up with suggestions. But when 
they don’t, we step in to give some direction. Matilda 
and Beatrice, ages 4 and 7, get frustrated easily, so  
we remind them to use their words when they’re 
bickering.” (Baby Olive isn’t part of the squabbles yet.)

These negotiating skills are important to Sara, who 
wants the girls to be able to bounce back from conflicts. 
Her career, as well as her husband’s, take them away 
from their home in Omaha for two to three weeks at a 
time. Their girls seem to have figured out that the parent 
who’s home may not have time to act as a referee. “We 
remind them constantly: No whining and no tattling,” 
says Sara. “Speak up if someone is hurt. But just telling 
us that something isn’t making you happy is tattling.”

The Quams think their daughters, beyond acquiring 
the thick skin that often comes with growing up in a big 
family, learn their most important lessons when Erik 
and Sara are truthful about the harder realities of life. 
They’ve lost three close family members in the past five 
years. “Being more honest about death makes it less 
scary,” says Erik, who adds that he and Sara both grieve 
openly in front of their daughters and use simple 
language to convey the permanence of death. “They 
might not understand how cancer works, but they know 
their loved ones were very sick and hurting and that 
they aren’t now. They also understand they’ll never see 
them again.” Erik and Sara show the girls pictures of 
their loved ones and tell lots of stories about them.  
“I think it’s important to create memories,” says Sara. 


