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Opinion

Four recent, popular (millions sold), and highly praised books authored by women,
have children as protagonists. A shared theme is the children’s desperate need for parental
presence, nurturing, and love. Caring adults who encounter the children recognize their
desperation and respond with benevolent assistance. In Educated, a Memoir, (Westover,
2018) and The Goldfinch (Tartt, 2013) encounters with therapists were of negligible benefit.
Encounters with professional helpers leave the protagonists feeling discouraged by reactions
or recommendations offered in a prescribed manner or by nothing more than time spent in
the presence of the therapist. The children resort to seeking help from family friends, teachers,
or tapping into their personal insight and intuition.

In Where the Crawdads Sing (Owens, 2018), Kya, a little girl hopes her mother will return
home to comfort and protect her from a raging, alcoholic father. She is greatly saddened
when her hopes are not fulfilled. With resilience and trust, she turned to caring adults and
a male peer in her community for material and empathic social and emotional support.
Similarly, in The Secret Lives of Bees (Kidd, 2001), a young Lily longs for her deceased
mother’s companionships and comfort when her violently angry father rages against her for
no apparent reason other than her existence. What are the messages these acclaimed texts
communicate about the efficacy of therapists in the contemporary world? The protagonists
Kya, Lily, Tara and Theo receive far greater support and compassion from merchants, teachers,
older siblings, and trustworthy community members, then they receive from professional
helpers.

Each character can be regarded as representative of millions of children in contemporary
society who have noreliable parent or caregiver in her/his life. Rather, with natural intelligence
and intuition as mainstays, they turn to adults who recognize their desperation and provide
sensitive and caring, and sustained assistance. Can counselors in schools and mental health
centers help children who are self-reliant by necessity years before they have reached the
level of maturity when self-reliance is socially, emotionally, and economically expected?
Having educated mental health and school counselors for years and served as a counselor in
public schools for over 10 years, I propose they need a revised training program. Children in
large and small communities are invited to join real and digital communities, many of which
are not nurturing but offer a token of recognition as compensation for unfulfilled physical
needs, benevolent caring, and familial belonging and support. Counselors in offices may have
a full schedule of therapy sessions each day. However, after clients spend an hour with a
therapist, weekly or bi-weekly, where do they go if home is a tent city, an abandoned building,
a shelter sponsored by a social or church affiliated agency? Does an hour of active listening,
unconditional positive regard, or rational-behavioral dialogue satisfy the anxiety, danger, or
social marginalization they face on the street, in school classrooms, lunchrooms, or hallways?
There are no immediate or quick fixes to the desperation children face in contemporary
society. However, those who care enough to dedicate their time and talents to helping them
overcome multiple challenges, are asked to evaluate the efficacy of their professional outreach
in light of the vivid examples presented in the four examples encountered in the above texts..
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