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Does your child know the difference? 
 

As parents, there are many things that we need to remember to 
teach our children. Sometimes, it's difficult to remember what it 
was like when you were that age and there are many things we 
take for granted as adults that children do not always know. 
 
Therefore, we falsely assume that are children know certain 
things that they do not. In some cases, we might even get upset 
with them for not knowing or for failing to show that they do. As 
parents, it is our duty to teach our children the important things 
about life and never just assume that they will know. One 
example of this is the difference between fantasy and reality. 
 
Most adults know that certain things are not real. We can get caught up in the fantasy of books or movies 
because we recognize that the story is not literal and is meant to entertain. A child, however, may not be able to 
distinguish this. 
 
As adults, we already recognize the difference but children need to be taught. And even if you have told them 
before, they might need to be reminded again and again that some things are not reality. You may even need to 
remind your child that cartoons are not reality. While it seems obvious to an adult, the child's mind works 
differently. 
 

Nightmares and fantasy 
 
From monsters under the bed to bogeymen in the closet, most children experience nighttime fears.  While most 
grow out of them on their own, for some children, there’s a risk of developing anxiety problems later in life, 
according to new research. In the new study, researchers at Tel Aviv University discovered that preschoolers 
with persistent nighttime fears were far less able to distinguish reality from fantasy compared to their peers. 
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Once upon a time a nightingale landed on the window-sill of Princess Serima's bedroom in 
Baghdad and told her to beware of the wicked vizier, Khanid . . . . Now just a moment! 
Nightingales can't talk! If we tell young children such a story we will give them false beliefs 
about reality.  
 
Most people, though, consider this kind of fantasy harmless; even if young children might 
initially believe that certain birds can talk, they will learn soon enough that birds can't talk 
in reality only in stories. But other confusions created by fantasy stories, more subtle 
ones, are perhaps less easily sorted out, and remain to distort our understanding 
throughout life. Such stories may set in place stereotypes, not just of bent old women 
being witch-like, but more subtly of why people sometimes rob banks or sacrifice their 
leisure to help a handicapped the cause of such behaviors as due to inherent evil or 
goodness. 
  
Fantasy: Pro & Con 
 
Plato argues that the beginning of children's education must come in the form of stories, and so "our first 
business will be to supervise the making of fables and legends, rejecting all which are unsatisfactory. Plato 
believed that the stories children hear early in their lives will have a profound influence on them, and so he 
wanted to get rid of any that created, to put it in his terms, a false view of reality in children's souls. We must 
recognize, he says, that a "child cannot distinguish the allegorical sense [of a story] from the literal sense" 
(Republic, II, 377). So, he insists, mothers and nurses are not to "scare children with mischievous stories of 
spirits that go about by night in all sorts of outlandish shapes. 
  
Fantasy, can allow us to create an imaginary world in which children can rehearse and begin to deal with many 
of the most fundamental psychological problems that come with the territory of being human. Jealousy, fear, 
hate, cruelty, selfishness, as well as love, compassion, courage, security, patience are variously present in 
fantasy. To provide children with stories that show only the latter set, with the expectation that they will then 
internalize these, is to leave them with the guilty suspicion that they are the only ones who harbor wicked 
impulses.   
  
Fantasy can also provide a psychological resource for children whose reality 
offers them very little.  
  
So what are we to conclude? That fantasy stories do subtle but profound 
harm by confusing our minds about reality or that they are vital to our 
psychological health? Or both? Or neither? Or perhaps both are partially 
true? Some kinds of fantasy stories might do harm and some good and the 
same story might do harm or good to different children in different 
circumstances? Well, that all helps to confuse us even further. 
  
Happy-fantasy 
 
It is hard not to feel some sympathy for the argument that the disturbances and anxieties of everyday life will 
become clear to children soon enough. Their childhood stories need not rub their noses in the unavoidable 
distresses of life. Let their early fantasy stories project, if only for a few years, an untroubled world that 
highlights what is joyful about life. Such a view gave us much of the fantasy world of which was projected even 
in its "realistic" movies which all the animals are cute, all the people are exemplary or unmotivatedly wicked, 



and the dangers are never a real threat. Of course it isn't real, it's proponents know; but reality comes soon 
enough with its dirty boots into our lives. 
   
I think it fair to conclude that the accusation that fantasy stories confuse children's minds is not in general true. 
The counter-argument that fantasy is a prerequisite both for a range of intellectual skills and for an imaginative 
and flexible engagement with reality is better warranted. Clearly there are cases where fantasy can combine 
with psychological problems and perhaps even make them worse. Even in the worst cases, where the mind 
"escapes from reality," it may well be that fantasy provides some coping resources. The fantasy, in such cases, is 
only a symptom, perhaps a catalyst, of something darker, and the fantasy may be the child's one beneficial tool. 
  
Fantasy comes along with language; it is the fulfillment of a genetic potential, and like any fulfillment of our 
genetic potentials, like satisfaction of hunger, relaxation after hard work, sexual ecstasy, so the exercise of our 
potential for fantasy first and last delivers pleasure.  
 
It can be even more difficult for the child to distinguish reality from fantasy when movies are being made more 
real than ever before. Here are some tips to help with teaching your child fantasy versus reality: 
 
• Monitor what you allow your child to watch, play and read so that you can be sure he is taking in what he is 
capable of comprehending for his maturity level 
• Discuss what you view and remind your child that it is pretend and that it is meant for entertainment (even 
cartoons) 
• Allow your child to ask questions about the things he sees in movies or reads in books 
• Discuss the characters and how while they are created to appear real, they are actually pretend and these 
things are not really happening in real life 
 
These tips will help you in teaching your child fantasy versus reality. It seems this is a lesson that is getting more 
and more difficult to teach in our technological times but it is an important one to teach. You cannot always 
shield your child from everything he or she sees, nor would you want to. Instead, you need to help raise a child 
who understands the difference in pretend that is just for fun and entertainment and when something is reality. 
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