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Praise for Brain-Body Parenting


‘Brain-Body Parenting updates outdated lenses, offering powerful, practical ways to think about and respond to children. Dr Delahooke shows caregivers how to understand children’s emotions and behaviours, and guides us to respond in ways that are transformative both in the challenging moments, and in our child’s development over time. Parents, teachers, grandparents, and the children they love, will all be deeply impacted by this beautiful book.’


— Tina Payne Bryson, LCSW, PhD, New York Times bestselling co-author of The Whole-Brain Child & No-Drama Discipline, and author of The Bottom Line for Baby


‘In Brain-Body Parenting Dr Delahooke expands on her paradigm shifting-model of treating children with disruptive behaviours. In contrast to prevailing models that dominate parenting manuals and educational arenas, Dr Delahooke provides a more compassionate approach that addresses the needs of a child’s nervous system and offers insightful examples for readers to rethink and restructure their parenting. This book is a game-changer.’ 


— Dr Stephen Porges, author of The Polyvagal Theory


‘Brain-Body Parenting is an essential guide for parents craving a deeper understanding of their child’s needs, as well as their own. This book is a gold mine of advice.’ 


— Janet Lansbury, bestselling author of No Bad Kids and host of Unruffled


‘Dr Mona Delahooke’s latest book Brain-Body Parenting is an incredible, much-needed gift to the parenting world… This brilliant book needs to be in every home, early childhood setting and primary school.’ 


— Maggie Dent, bestselling author of From Boys to Men and host of the Parental As Anything podcast


‘With clarity, compassion, and easy to apply strategies, Dr Mona Delahooke offers parents… a path to move children toward self-regulation, balance and stability. An absolute must read.’  


— Susan Stiffelman, MFT, author of Parenting Without Power Struggles


‘In Brain-Body Parenting, Mona Delahooke translates the latest relational neuroscience research into easily readable and actionable support for parents, amplifying the importance of attuned and loving parent-child relationships.’ 


— Dr Laura Markham, author of Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids and founder of Aha! Parenting


‘This book offers a radically effective approach to parenting that will turn everything you think you know upside-down. Firmly rooted in science but also practical and insightful, Brain-Body Parenting provides an easy-to-follow pathway for parents to help their children thrive without losing themselves in the process.’ 


— Kristin Neff, PhD, Author of Self-Compassion and Fierce Self-Compassion


‘Mona Delahooke speaks to parents like no other as she responds to their concerns and questions with understanding and insight.’  


— Serena Wieder, PhD, clinical director of Profectum Foundation and co-creator of the DIR model


‘In Brain-Body Parenting, Mona Delahooke shares extensive knowledge about how children feel, think and act, using a remarkably astute lens to reveal how and why the nervous system affects children’s behaviours and attitudes… This book is destined to become a ground-breaking classic!— 


— Joanne Foster, Ed.D., gifted education specialist and author of ABCs of Raising Smarter Kids









INTRODUCTION:


Personalizing Your Parenting


As soon as I heard Janine’s voice on the phone, I could tell she was distraught.


She had lost her cool with her four-year-old son, Julian. What had begun as a routine shopping trip had spun out of control, morphing into a disaster in the parking lot of the local Target store and leaving Janine feeling both angry and embarrassed.


The next morning, sitting on a couch in my office, she was still raw with emotion as she recounted the incident. Janine was hardly a novice at managing children. She had taught second grade for a decade before becoming a mum, displaying such classroom prowess that she had won multiple teaching awards. As for Julian, he had been a precocious child who walked at eleven months and was speaking a few words by his first birthday. But he sometimes had difficulty controlling his emotions and following instructions. Even when his mother offered incentives for good behaviour, Julian often struggled to comply.


That day, as mother and son were waiting in the checkout line, Julian had suddenly grabbed a candy bar from the rack.


“Put that back, please!” Janine pleaded.


When Julian refused, Janine shifted instinctively into the mode that had served her well handling classroom outbursts: First she tried to distract her son, and then, when that failed, she told him that if he didn’t relinquish the candy, she wouldn’t give him the reward sticker she routinely placed on his behaviour chart each day. Janine did her best to be consistent and calm. But on this day, the more she spoke to her son, the more defiant he became.


Finally, Julian snapped, hurling the candy bar smack in the cashier’s face.


“Julian!” Janine screamed. “You are being so bad!” She quickly apologized to the clerk and then abandoned her shopping cart to carry her son, now bawling, to the parking lot. There, she shoved him into his car seat and then she, too, broke into tears.


“I didn’t recognize myself,” Janine told me the next day. “I just feel so guilty.” She had called her son “bad” when everything she knew about him told her otherwise. When he was calm, he was loving, gentle, and polite.


Why hadn’t Janine’s efforts succeeded in calming her son? Why had things gone so quickly and horribly wrong? And what could she have done differently? Nearly everyone who raises or cares for children has experienced plenty of moments like Janine’s. In more than three decades as a child psychologist, I have met countless parents like her: caring, compassionate, insightful people, eager to see their children flourish and thrive, but now wondering what they are missing. Again and again, I hear the same refrain: We’re doing what the parenting books say to do! Why is it falling short?


These parents are asking the same questions mothers and fathers have posed for generations—questions you may have, too: Why does my daughter refuse to cooperate or listen to me? Why is my son’s behaviour so unpredictable? Why is he such a picky eater? Why can’t she sleep through the night? How can we set appropriate limits? How can I tell whether I’m expecting too much from my child—or too little? And then there’s perhaps the most important question Janine asked me that morning, one that I’ve heard from countless parents before and since: Why do I keep losing it with my child when I know better?


Just as they share these questions and concerns, most parents also share the same deeply felt desire: to raise children who will grow up to be resilient, confident, happy, and independent people. But how to do that? Whose parenting advice is worth following? Parents today are bombarded with more guidance from more perspectives than ever before, from social media influencers to friendly (or judgmental) neighbors to school specialists to TED Talks to whatever a Google search turns up. You can choose among conscious parenting and attachment parenting and free-range parenting and dozens of other philosophies. Which is best? And what’s the optimal solution to challenging behaviours? Time-outs? Reasoning? Ignoring? Pausing and counting to three? Something else?


Of course, parents want what’s best for their children, but many of those I see in my practice are understandably confused and perplexed about what that is. With so many perspectives to choose from, whose wisdom can you trust? In more than three decades working with children and their families, I have come to realize that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to successful child-rearing. What’s most important isn’t the rules but the child. What’s crucial isn’t understanding someone else’s guidelines but understanding how our parenting is “landing” in our child. Once we have some insight into how a child is absorbing the interactions and circumstances they experience, we can begin to discover more personalized and more effective answers to common parenting questions.


The problem is that too often we focus on a child’s behaviours instead of the child. We’re concerned about solving problems instead of cultivating relationships and building bonds.


In this book, I’ll share how you can shift the focus from the behaviour to what’s underlying the behaviour; to redirect your efforts from understanding a parenting approach to understanding your child. My aim is to help you adapt your parenting to the individual needs of your child and, in turn, build a connection that helps them become more resilient.


In short, parenting isn’t about a theory or a hypothetical approach. It’s about you and your child. This book will help you shift from managing behaviours to using those behaviours as clues to help understand your child’s inner reality—the child’s sensory experiences, feelings, and emotions.


Most parenting books suggest “top-down” responses to behaviour that are oriented to the child’s brain: talking, reasoning, incentivizing, or offering rewards or consequences. These approaches generally offer parents two options: Reason with the child or discipline the child. While these approaches acknowledge a child’s cognitive (thinking) capacity, they neglect to account for the child’s entire nervous system; in other words, the brain-body connection. After all, the nervous system runs throughout the body, and it sends feedback to the brain. This book acknowledges the equal importance of the body and brain to understanding the child. It will show you how to parent using not just psychology but also biology.


It’s important to note up front that the approach you’ll learn in these pages isn’t just based on my own thoughts or observations. It’s grounded in cutting-edge neuroscience. It is also a product of my experience as both a clinical psychologist and a mother.


As a graduate student in psychology, I learned to focus on recognizing and diagnosing what was wrong—assigning labels to psychological symptoms. When I had my own child, I discovered that the top-down approaches I had learned in grad school, the methods that called for appealing to the child’s mind, didn’t always work. At least, they didn’t help me figure out how to help my baby, who cried for hours on end, or how to convince my anxious ten-year-old that yes, she could handle a sleepover at a friend’s house. So a decade into my career, I stepped away from my practice to seek out better answers to the challenges that parents brought to me and that I faced myself as a mother. What I discovered profoundly changed my practice and my view of parenting.


I decided to start from the beginning. My traditional training hadn’t included much insight into infant development and how to help babies, so I enrolled in two training programs focused on infant mental health. I spent three years in hospital, clinic, and preschool settings, studying babies and toddlers. The experience opened my eyes to the crucial impact of early development.


I also learned how the individual differences within each child’s body influenced the child’s development and how their parents and other adults interacted with them. Working on multidisciplinary teams that included pediatricians, speech and language therapists, physical therapists, occupational therapists, educators, psychologists, and—most important—parents, I learned how a baby’s body-based interpretation of the world affected development and early relationships.


My traditional psychology training had focused on top-down approaches anchored in the child’s brain. But the only way infants communicate is through their bodies. Understanding the “bottom-up” (or “body-up”) experiences that precede the development of the child’s thinking and formation of concepts gave me a better way to understand children at all stages of development.


As I continued to explore and learn, I had the good fortune to study with two pioneers in early child development, Dr. Stanley Greenspan, a psychiatrist, and Dr. Serena Wieder, a psychologist, whose clinical model was among the first to incorporate the brain and body in early intervention. They began with the premise that it’s essential to help a child calm down—to regulate the body—before talking, reasoning, or offering incentives can succeed.


More importantly, they based their model on the idea that the only way that humans successfully regulate their bodies is through attuned, loving, and safe relationships. That explained why the top-down approaches of my psychology training often failed. My training had overlooked the essential role of feedback from the body and its profound impact on relationships and how they, in turn, affect children’s behaviours. At around the same time (this was the 1990s), scientists were learning new information about the human brain at such an explosive rate that this period came to be known in scientific circles as the “decade of the brain.”


As it turned out, what I was learning about the centrality of relationships gained support and validation from the emerging field of relational neuroscience. Dr. Dan Siegel, a psychiatrist, founded the field of interpersonal neurobiology, which studies the impact of interpersonal experiences on brain development. And Dr. Bruce Perry, another psychiatrist, formed the neurosequential model of therapeutics (NMT), which echoed what Drs. Greenspan and Wieder had taught me about how relationships promote a calm, “regulated” body, which is essential to the capacity to learn and grow. Dr. Connie Lillas—a nurse, marriage and family therapist, and researcher—co-developed the NRF, the Neurorelational Framework, which similarly highlights the central importance of relationships that influence brain development. More recently, I have studied the work of Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett, a neuroscientist whose theory of constructed emotion emphasizes the impact of deep-body signals on our basic feelings and emotions.


It was a neuroscientist, Dr. Stephen Porges, whose groundbreaking work changed me most as a professional and a parent. His Polyvagal theory, first introduced in 1994, offered an elegant explanation from human evolution for how and why humans react to life’s various circumstances. Dr. Porges’s work provided a new understanding of how the autonomic nervous system—the great information highway connecting the brain and the body—influences human physiology, emotions, and behaviours.


Dr. Porges’s work provided a neuroscience theory base that brought the body and brain together into a fuller understanding of children’s behaviours. The Polyvagal theory offered the scientific reasoning for all I had learned about the critical importance of loving and attuned relationships that are personalized to each child’s individual differences and nervous system. It was reassuring to discover this perspective, which stood in contrast with my original training in behaviour management. What I have learned from these scientists and therapists formed this book’s core message: that regulation in a child’s physical body supports healthy relationships and loving interactions, in turn building the infrastructure that eventually enables the child to use reasoning, concepts, and thinking to flexibly manage life’s challenges. With this understanding of the two-way communication between the brain and body, I shifted my practice from focusing on eliminating children’s disruptive behaviours to understanding them as the body’s way of communicating its needs.


I chronicled that shift in my 2019 book Beyond Behaviours, which called for a change in how we respond to children’s challenging behaviours, and introduced a new way of supporting them. That book struck a chord with many people, and I’ve heard from parents, teachers, mental-health professionals, and therapists all over the world who resonated with its call for a paradigm shift in education and psychology. That consensus coincided with the rise of the neurodiversity movement and its calls to honor and respect individual differences rather than pathologizing them as disorders that need to be fixed. The new paradigm I was advocating recognized that the central and sacred ingredient of all child development is the relationship between parent and child.


At this exciting moment, Brain-Body Parenting builds on those lessons, adding the important insight that the brain-body connection provides a new foundation for understanding children’s behaviours and leads to a new parenting road map for nurturing joyful and resilient kids.


What you will find in this book isn’t a definitive guide to the neuroscience research and theories, but rather what I have taken from the emerging science and how I applied it in real life as a psychologist and as a mother. These chapters contain my own translation of the science for practical use. As such, my descriptions only begin to scratch the surface of the complexity of the emerging science, and I have taken great liberty in simplifying concepts to make them accessible. Neuroscience research is evolving rapidly, so stay tuned for updates. In the back of the book, you’ll find a glossary that includes some of the significant scientific concepts.


Science shouldn’t be confined to laboratories and medical journals. We should bring it into our kitchens and living rooms, where it can reduce suffering, improve relationships, and guide our everyday parenting decisions. (If you’re so inclined, I encourage you to read the original sources, cited in the bibliography and endnotes.)


With the support of neuroscience, instead of focusing on helping parents change their child’s behaviours, I began working with children and parents together, helping parents to understand their children—and themselves—in a more holistic way, beginning with an appreciation of each child’s brain-body connection.


When we recognize that a child’s brain doesn’t operate in isolation from the child’s body, a new array of parenting options emerges. Understanding the brain-body connection that underlies all behaviour gives us a new road map to guide our parenting decisions, one that is tailored to each child. For more than two decades, I have used this idea to help parents understand and solve common parenting dilemmas.


Instead of seeking a psychological diagnosis, we’ll seek to understand the child’s physiology that is contributing to the behaviours. Instead of looking for deficits, we’ll listen to the body’s signals to detect clues. Seeing your child’s behaviours, attitudes, and actions through the lens of the child’s nervous system will help you personalize your parenting, giving you a road map for making your important parenting decisions.


That’s what I began to share with Janine, Julian’s mum, the morning when she was so frustrated with herself, exasperated that nothing could calm her son—or herself—after the Target blowup. It wasn’t her fault that her teacher training hadn’t covered the impact that stress can have on the nervous system. Nor could she be faulted for Julian’s pediatrician blaming the boy’s difficulty managing disappointment on his “strong-willed” nature and encouraging her to use rewards and consequences to stop “bad” behaviours and promote compliance. Indeed, many of my colleagues in mental health and education still recommend similar approaches.


What I discussed with Janine was that her son wasn’t intentionally testing her limits or being willfully uncooperative; he was responding to stress. The answer in such situations isn’t to discipline the child or offer the child incentives but instead to customize your parenting, to help the child calm their nervous system so they can function, engage, and learn. That’s the foundation of the approach I shared with her—one that is compassionate, holistic, and effective. It’s the approach I’ll share in this book.


In the pages to come, we’ll learn key concepts to personalize your parenting, including:




•    How to use your child’s behaviours as clues to learn about your child’s unique platform—my simplified term for the brain-body connection.


•    How the concept of neuroception, Dr. Porges’s term for what I call the body’s safety-detection system, helps us understand our child’s subjective experiences.


•    How to discern whether a given behaviour stems from willful intention or physiological (body-based) distress.


•    How a shared connection between parent and child can help a child develop the ability to self-regulate.


•    The importance of self-care for parents, and how the loving presence of an adult can help a child to feel calmer and safer physiologically.


•    How understanding interoception—the sensations coming from deep inside the body—can help guide your interactions, and help your child become more aware of and conversant with feelings and emotions.


•    How to apply an understanding of the platform and all of these concepts to help build resilience and solve common parenting challenges from infancy to early adolescence.





Relieving, Not Adding to, the Work of Parenting


You might be thinking: Okay, but that sounds like a lot of work. Before we move on, let me assure you that my aim is not to add to your burden as a parent but rather to ease it. I never want to add stress, pressure, anxiety, or work. Far from it. This book isn’t about becoming some kind of super-parent. I have worked with many hundreds of parents, and my belief is that parents do the best they can with the information they have. I’ll help shine a light on all the knowledge you can glean from observing your child in a new way. Nobody knows your child as well as you do, and the tools and perspectives you’ll find in this book are meant to help you build your relationship with your child in a natural and wonderful way. Our aim isn’t to change your child but to help you personalize your relationship in a way that is grounded in deeply respecting your child’s individual, ever-changing brain and body.


Finally, I would be remiss if I didn’t acknowledge the importance of honoring your own parenting values, influenced by your unique background and life experiences. I was raised in the United States by parents from two different continents. As a firstborn child and a first-generation American, I am a product of both their heritages, and the values and traditions they passed down to me were influenced by their cultures. Similarly, I expect that you will tailor the information in this book to your family’s traditions and cultural values. Whether you are the parent of a baby or a much older child, a parent of one or a parent of many, I hope that the information you read here will empower you to grow in confidence as you view your child through a more comprehensive lens. It’s not easy to be a parent, and I have built into this book important messages about how to exercise self-compassion and take care of yourself along the journey.


The key to understanding what underlies behaviours for children and parents alike is an appreciation for the brain and body. This knowledge changed me as a mother and as a psychologist, and when I began sharing it with the families I work with, it transformed their lives, too. I hope this book will help you to experience less worry and more joy as a parent, that it will lead to less second-guessing, self-judgment, and stress about your parenting decisions while nurturing your child’s resilience and a connection that lasts a lifetime.









PART I


UNDERSTANDING BRAIN-BODY PARENTING
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How to Understand Your Child’s Physiology—and Why It’s Important




We are the caretakers of each other’s nervous systems as much as we are the caretakers for our own.


—Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett





When Leanda and Ross found their way to my office, they were desperate for advice about their daughter Jade. They certainly seemed well equipped to be parents. Leanda was a pediatric nurse and Ross was a high school principal. Both had studied child development and read their share of parenting books. Their older daughter Maria’s first years had gone relatively smoothly, and Jade, too, was happy and well adjusted early on.


Then came kindergarten. From the very first days, Jade put up a struggle. Each morning, as her father tried to drop her off at school, Jade begged Ross not to leave, screaming with such volume that ultimately a teacher would intervene, physically prying the girl from her dad.


The longer the daily struggle persisted, the more troubled and perplexed Jade’s parents became. Was their daughter’s resistance a sign of a serious problem? Would she grow out of it? Should they continue to follow the advice of the teachers, who advised them to drop off Jade and leave even if she protested—assuring them that this was a phase, something common in kindergartners? Or would another strategy be more beneficial? Mostly, they were perplexed about this question: Why was the parenting approach that had worked so well in raising their older daughter falling short with Jade?


By the time I met them, this daily battle had persisted for nearly four months, despite their nurturing parenting style, their open communication, and all the advice they had gathered from various parenting books. Leanda and Ross were clearly eager to see their child flourish, but they were stressed out and confused about what to do. How could they help Jade thrive?


The guidance they had been receiving from Jade’s teachers was in line with common parenting advice: to look at the behaviour, not the child. Most parenting approaches focus not on the whole child, but on the child’s behaviours—and how parents should respond to particular kinds of behaviour. And they suggest responses to behaviour that are oriented to the child’s brain: reasoning, requesting, or offering incentives, rewards, or consequences.


These reactive approaches have two inherent flaws. First, they offer one-size-fits-all answers, based not on your child but on a generic version of a child. And second, they assume that the child is intentionally behaving in a certain way—that in any given moment, the child is in control, or if she tries hard enough, can gain control of herself.


The specific advice is often guided by a particular philosophy: Be positive (focus on encouragement), or be supportive yet strong (authoritative), or let your child fail more (don’t helicopter), or don’t project your own issues onto your child (become more conscious), or reflect on present experiences without judgment (become more mindful), or help your child learn to talk about feelings (teach them about emotions). All of these concepts can be useful, but they fail to account for your child’s unique traits or their needs at any particular moment. In other words, it doesn’t matter how good the advice is in theory if the child isn’t yet receptive to being taught.


And then there are the common misconceptions about children’s willful or intentional control over their behaviour. Not long ago, I watched a video online that claimed it would explain how to prevent toddlers from “throwing” tantrums. It had racked up more than a million views on YouTube. There’s just one problem: Contrary to popular myth, toddlers don’t generally have tantrums on purpose. Rather, tantrums at any age are a signal that the brain-body connection is in a state of overwhelm, challenge, or vulnerability.


Putting Behaviours in Context


When well-meaning parent-educators and professionals imply that kids throw tantrums intentionally, they’re revealing a fundamental misunderstanding of how little humans develop control over their impulses, emotions, and behaviours. My aim in this book is to provide context through an understanding of the human nervous system—to help you as a parent understand how children develop self-control and emotional flexibility, and what you can do to foster that growth, given your child’s unique makeup and basic genetic blueprint.


The most popular thing I ever posted on social media was a single sentence, something I often say to parents of frustrated toddlers: “If the ability to control emotions and behaviours isn’t fully developed until early adulthood, why are we requiring preschoolers to do this and then punishing them when they can’t?” Those words, displayed over a child’s crayon drawing of the sun, have been viewed by more than two million people. Why did that statement resonate? Perhaps because its simple truth removes some of the self-blame and self-criticism that plague so many parents. (In fact, the ability to control our emotions and behaviours isn’t a developmental milestone but an ongoing process informed by the body and brain communicating with each other, keeping us safe and constantly predicting what’s going on.)


Most of us are never taught about the context of children’s behaviours; we’re taught about what to do to manage the behaviours. But there’s a bigger picture involved: the reasons humans do what we do. Think of behaviours as the tip of an iceberg—the 10 percent or so that’s visible above the waterline. Of course, there’s much more to the iceberg. Hidden below the surface is a much larger piece, concealed from view but far more significant. When we react only to the behaviour we see, we’re overlooking this hidden part, ignoring the valuable information that can help us understand the “why” of the behaviour, the rich clues about what is triggering such behaviour. As a culture, we are extremely judgmental about behaviour, especially our children’s. And now, thanks to discoveries in neuroscience, there’s a new and exciting story to tell about behaviours, feelings, and emotions and what drives them.


No matter what the behaviour, there’s much more happening than meets the eye. Our brain and body are constantly talking to each other—brains don’t exist on their own! Children rarely act out for no reason or simply to make their parents’ lives more challenging (as much as it sometimes feels that way). Our children’s behaviours are outward signals of their internal world, indications about that submerged part of the iceberg. We should value behaviours for what they tell us about the child’s body and brain. Instead of trying to eliminate the behaviours, we should strive to understand them for the rich information they offer about how our child experiences the world.


No matter how much you try to reason, reward, or offer incentives, you can’t coerce or even teach a child to have control over something they can’t actually control. What can you do? Instead of trying to correct or eliminate a concerning behaviour, try to understand the clues it offers about your child’s inner experiences.


The Platform


In particular, behaviours provide clues about the state of a child’s autonomic nervous system, the unique two-way system of communication between the body and brain. The brain-body connection, our nervous system, serves as a neural platform that influences human behaviours. The child’s body and brain are linked in a constant feedback loop through this system. So it’s incorrect to consider the child’s thinking or emotional expressions separately from the state of the child’s body. The state of the body influences the way we feel, act, and think. We will refer to this complex and extraordinary system as the platform.


Because we are never just a “body” or a “brain”; we are always both.


Each of us reacts to the world from moment to moment on a continuum from receptive to defensive. When we experience a challenge as a fear or threat, we’re in a defensive mode. When we’re feeling safe, we’re in a receptive mode. In my extensive work with children, I have witnessed that what influences a child’s level of receptivity is the state of their autonomic nervous system, the platform. A sturdy platform supports optimal behaviours and strengthens the child’s capacity to be flexible, think, and make decisions. A vulnerable platform, on the other hand, increases a child’s wariness, fear, and defensiveness. When a child’s platform is vulnerable, we see the behaviours that confuse and challenge parents: refusing to wear socks or to eat any food that’s green, smacking a sibling, or throwing the remote when it’s time to turn off the TV. These behaviours appear to reflect a child being oppositional, uncooperative, or impolite. On the opposite extreme are those moments when our children check out and disconnect, seeming to ignore us. The point here that I will unpack in the following chapters is that behaviours that appear to be defensive can actually be protective.


Another example of vulnerability in a child is hypervigilance, which can show up as overcompliance, a possible signal that the child is too concerned about pleasing others. While this behaviour is often rewarded, it can represent a vulnerable platform. Children with vulnerable platforms are prone to being vigilant, worried, and disagreeable as well as yelling, crying, having a tantrum, running away, striking out, or even shutting down. Humans are not always in intentional control of our behaviours—children aren’t necessarily consciously choosing these behaviours. Rather, many reactions and behaviours serve to protect the child from a deeply and subconsciously felt sense of unease or threat.


Here’s a remarkable insight: We can understand a child’s level of sturdiness or vulnerability by tracking what’s called allostasis, the process by which we maintain stability in our bodies. But you don’t have to remember that scientific word! The neuroscientist and researcher Lisa Feldman Barrett has another word for this continuous balancing of energy and resources: body budgeting. Just as a financial budget keeps track of money, she says, bodies track “resources like water, salt, and glucose as you gain and lose them.” Although we are not always aware of our body’s metabolic budget, everything we experience, including our feelings and actions, becomes deposits or withdrawals in our body budget. A hug, a good night’s sleep, playing with friends, and a healthy meal: All of these are deposits. Then there are withdrawals: things like forgetting to eat meals or drink enough fluids, being deprived of deep sleep, or being isolated or ignored.


In the coming pages and throughout the book, we’ll use Dr. Barrett’s useful term, the body budget, to help guide us in making big and small parenting decisions. We’ll customize those choices based on our child’s body budget—and our own.


Parents are constantly faced with dilemmas. When a child faces a particular problem, should we encourage the child to work it out on their own, or is it more appropriate for us to make a “deposit” into the child’s budget with our supportive and loving parental interactions?


The child’s platform reflects the child’s body budget and helps us make these decisions. In the next few chapters, we’ll learn how to track our child’s behaviours and other signals, helping us to discover what resources are available to the child in the moment and cumulatively. We do this by getting to know what our child’s body is telling us through their verbal and, most important, nonverbal signals.


This is the central idea I’m excited to share: Our best parenting decisions aren’t focused simply on our child’s behaviours or thoughts but rather on our child’s body and the unique way each child continually processes, interprets, and experiences their world.


That’s why our strategy as parents shouldn’t start with trying to eliminate a given behaviour. Instead, we should work to strengthen our child’s platform (and our own). We should start with these essential questions about how we customize our approach in any given moment: What is this behaviour communicating about what my child needs from me right now? Does she need my words and my talking to her? Does he need a hug or a shoulder to cry on? Do they need me to set limits and remind them of consequences? Or does she need something more basic to get to a strong platform? Does he need a “top-down” thinking approach—reasoning with the child—or a more “bottom-up” body one, which entails strengthening the platform first? Or perhaps a hybrid of the two approaches?


Each child, each situation is unique. Most parenting programs fail to raise these questions, which are essential. For a child to make use of the information we want to impart, the child needs to have a sturdy platform. And we don’t build a strong platform by incentivizing, ignoring certain behaviours, punishing, shaming, or talking at children. We do so by being present with the child and nurturing the relational trust that comes from our loving and consistent presence, customized and personalized to our child’s individual needs, while keeping in mind that our job as parents is to help our child grow increasingly more flexible and resilient. With our presence as the cornerstone, then we can extend what we ask of the child and help the child stretch and tolerate new experiences as they grow more and more self-sufficient.


Here is a new way of thinking about common parenting challenges: What we view as behavioural or emotional challenges often represent an adaptive, subconscious response to the child’s inner reality. It’s the way the child’s body is reacting to changes that require an adjustment or response—in other words, to stress. If we think of stress as our body’s natural adjustment to changes, we can appreciate behavioural challenges for what they tell us about how our child’s body and brain are managing what we ask of them. What we’ll typically find is a depleted body budget driving the “bad” behaviours, which aren’t actually bad but subconsciously protective.


That reality is often hidden from the adults in the child’s life—masked by our own annoyance at the behaviour—until the adults begin to ask themselves why the child is doing what the child is doing, and how that particular behaviour helps the child cope. In this new way of thinking, we see children’s behaviours as evidence of the power of human adaptation. It’s helpful to move away from categorizing behaviours as either “good” or “bad.” They are adaptive—and, for parents, sources of incredibly useful information.


Behaviours offer valuable clues about the state of the child’s platform and what the child needs from us. When we shift our thinking, we can see that we miss the mark when we focus on eliminating a behaviour instead of asking what it can reveal about the platform. Instead of telling a whining child simply to stop, we might consider that the whine is a signal that the child needs extra reassurance to feel calm. Telling a child to sit still at the dinner table doesn’t help when she feels the need to move her body in order to manage her stress. If a child feels afraid of something that seems to be unthreatening, such as going to soccer practice or the sound of a particular toy, it’s not useful simply to say, “There’s nothing to be afraid of.” We need to listen to what that fear is revealing to us. The behaviour offers clues as to what’s going on inside the child, so this is an essential moment to pause to reflect about what’s happening on a deeper level. Once we understand how our child’s body and brain are managing life’s big and little challenges, we can help children to use new experiences to grow and not be overwhelmed by them.


The Platform as a Road Map to the Just-Right Challenge


We want to see our children thrive with each new skill they acquire, whether it’s successfully nursing, swallowing their first bites of food, their first steps, the first day of school, or their first experience at summer camp. We help children tolerate these new experiences and situations by striking a balance. We need to make sure that they are challenged enough to grow new strengths, but not overwhelmed by what we are asking of them. To do this, we need to find what has been called the just-right challenge. I call it simply the challenge zone, where our children gain new strengths (because that’s where growth happens), learn new things, and reach their potential with the proper level of support. How to detect that zone? We follow the many signals a child’s body communicates.


A child with a depleted body budget is usually working outside of the challenge zone. It’s important to define this zone for each child, because children can’t grow to be resilient if their platforms are constantly overwhelmed or if they have too much support from adults constantly hovering over them, protecting them from healthy challenges. Throughout this book, I’ll provide ideas and examples for how you determine the best challenge zone for your child, depending on the circumstances. In doing so, I’ll address questions such as:




•    What do I do when my toddler (or child of any age) has tantrums?


•    How do we manage sibling rivalry?


•    How can we help our child sleep through the night?


•    What do we do when our child is noncompliant or defiant?


•    What do we do when our child faces problems with teachers or peers?


•    How do we know if a limit we set is too firm or not firm enough?





When we discover a child’s challenge zone, we can gain the answers to these and other questions, and find confidence in parenting decisions that are personalized to each child’s platform. And working within a child’s challenge zone builds frustration tolerance, a child’s ability to work with their frustration rather than giving up or melting down. A child with frustration tolerance can delay gratification and wait for what she wants, remaining calm when encountering obstacles.


As a parent, you play a crucial role in building and strengthening your child’s platform. That reality doesn’t have to add to the stress you already experience as a parent. As we’ll see, it’s never too late to strengthen the platform. Every interaction you have with your child can build the child’s receptivity and resilience. The window to helping our children thrive is always open. And we don’t have to be perfect about it. Fortunately, there’s plenty of room for error; it’s a learning process. What matters isn’t that we do everything perfectly as parents. That’s impossible! Rather, we should recognize when we’ve missed the mark, repair the situation, and learn from it. When we do, we and our children grow stronger as a result.


The more we understand how interconnected the body is with the brain, the more we realize that the state of the child’s nervous system should be the primary factor informing our moment-to-moment parenting decisions. Any approach to parenting needs to consider three crucial factors: (1) the state of your child’s and your platform (from sturdy to vulnerable), (2) your child’s developmental abilities, and (3) your child’s unique qualities—the individual differences that affect how children process information through their senses and from inside their bodies. Throughout this book we will use these three concepts to explore ways to customize your parenting to the particular needs of your child—as Leanda and Ross learned when their daughter Jade showed such resistance to kindergarten.


How Understanding the Platform Helped One Child


When Jade repeatedly begged her father not to leave her at kindergarten, both parents initially assumed that the daily struggle reflected a conscious, willful effort on Jade’s part to avoid school. I wasn’t so sure. After speaking to Jade’s teacher, I discovered that most days she acted sad and quiet for about an hour, but after that she usually joined a friend in the classroom’s play kitchen. Giggling with her pal and making pretend food for her classmates, Jade was a “different child,” her teacher reported.


That was what I saw when I spent some time observing her in the classroom. Clearly, Jade loved aspects of school, but it took a toll on her. When she gyrated her body, tried to run away, clung to her dad, or screamed, it indicated that the drop-off caused a heavy cost to her body budget. Most of the time, no amount of cajoling or incentives (like putting stickers on charts or offering another form of reward) alleviates such situations. What can help is learning about how a child’s platform functions depending on the situation.


After several long sessions of observing Jade and listening to her parents, I suggested that they view her actions not as reflecting a desire to avoid school but rather as signs of her nervous system valiantly trying to manage the stress her body was experiencing. Our task, I explained, wouldn’t be simply to change the behaviour but to help Jade at the level at which the behaviour was generated, and, in doing so, to strengthen her brain-body platform—to help her move from a defensive, vulnerable place to a receptive and sturdy one. When the behaviours stopped on their own, that would be the sign that we had helped her platform.


We met with Jade’s teacher and devised a plan personalized to Jade’s experiences. The first step was for Jade’s teachers to stop forcibly prying her from her father every morning. Instead, we needed to transform the routine from a “cold” hand-off to a “warm” one. Rather than leaving Jade in the chaos of the drop-off circle just when throngs of other students were arriving, Ross began delivering her fifteen minutes earlier to a quiet spot just outside the classroom. There the teacher could kneel and greet Jade with her warm, prosodic voice. The teacher chatted with the dad, giving Jade’s platform a few minutes to warm up, and, finally, the teacher let Jade indicate when she was ready to say goodbye to her father and enter the classroom to help prepare for the day. The teacher took her cue from the student, respecting and honoring the girl’s platform. It was only a week or so before Jade stopped begging her dad not to leave her, an indication that she was ready to go in on her own.


Just three weeks into the new plan—which included no mention of incentives or consequences—Jade volunteered to her father that she was ready to transition back to the regular drop-off circle. What had made such a difference? Instead of simply offering her rewards for not getting upset, we recognized that we first needed to strengthen her platform.


Understanding the importance of strengthening their daughter’s platform helped Jade’s parents know what to do in other similar situations. Jade loved to dance, yet when it came to trying a dance class at a local community center, she froze entering the room, begging her mother to join her. Wanting to be supportive, her mother tried the popular techniques for helping children deal with fears: encouraging her to name the emotion, discussing fear and how to combat it with calming thoughts, reminding Jade that Mummy was just outside the door. To be sure, these are viable tools that are effective once a child’s physiology is calm enough to connect the body to the brain, but as with the kindergarten drop-off, Jade simply wasn’t there yet.


The problem? Using a top-down approach for a body-up problem too soon. The solution? Focus on the platform! Since parents weren’t allowed in the dance studio and had to wait in a nearby room, Jade’s mother decided to let her teacher know about what worked at school. The dance teacher met with Jade just before class and gave her a job as a special helper. A few minutes of connection (perceived as a big deposit into her body budget) was all it took, and Jade accompanied the teacher into the class without her mother, holding the teacher’s hand. This simple, human-to-human contact helped boost Jade’s platform and enabled her to participate and enjoy the experience.


Of course, each child is different, but understanding a child’s nervous system helps reveal how a child will receive our interactions and what we are asking of them. And the ability to read a child’s need for emotional support as early as possible eventually leads to the child being able to participate in friendships, excel in school, and eventually become independent and resilient, able to manage life’s struggles. It takes time and is influenced by how the relationships in a child’s life nurture the child’s biology. When we consider the child’s platform first, before we ask the child to comply with what we are asking of them, we open new horizons in parenting.


Hang On! Is That Coddling?


Parents who are accustomed to more traditional parenting approaches may wonder whether the brain-body approach might be a form of coddling or permissive parenting. Personalize your parenting? Does that mean setting low expectations or paving the way and making things too easy for the child? Shouldn’t parents have certain expectations?


Those are great questions. It’s important to understand that the goal isn’t to pave the way for your child to act out without consequence or to avoid ever stepping out of the comfort zone. In fact, our aim is quite the opposite. Most parents want to support their child’s future resilience and independence. When you let the child’s nervous system serve as a road map, you can develop a better sense of when it’s appropriate to pull back and soothe the child, change plans to make the child feel safer, or let the child struggle through a challenge. Human beings don’t develop new strengths without experiencing some degree of stretching or even discomfort. The key is that the support needs to be tailored to the child and to the circumstances. Otherwise—as Jade’s experience shows—many approaches based on simply trying to alter a child’s behaviours fall short or even backfire.


Parents Have Platforms, Too


Needless to say, we all have nervous systems—adults, too. Our children’s platforms influence us, and ours affect them. As we will discover, our own platforms matter when it comes to parenting. (Chapter 5 will describe how we can nurture ourselves and make deposits into our own body budgets to balance out the constant withdrawals that come from parenting.) Many of us may not have had parents who nurtured our nervous systems by attending to our emotional needs, instead labeling or judging our behaviours and emotions.


Many of us recall our own parents saying things like, “Don’t cry—it’s not so bad,” or “Lots of kids are worse off than you,” or “Come on, there’s nothing to be afraid of!” The well-intentioned message had an unintended consequence: to ignore our bodies’ signals and sensations of distress, not even considering the feeling states underlying our behaviours. Even now, our parenting and education cultures generally don’t appreciate the deeper meaning of “negative” emotions and behaviours, and what they can tell us about the stress a person is experiencing in their body. Over time, ignoring and undervaluing these expected human responses to stress can lead to various health conditions caused by allostatic load, or the effects of long-term stress. These can include inflammation, high blood pressure, heart disease, eating disorders, anxiety, or depression. Earlier generations did their best with the information they had. Now, though, we know more about how stress manifests in the human body. When we consider the body and brain in a more integrated way, our children’s and our health and well-being benefit.


I have many memories of painful parenting moments that resulted from my own sometimes-weak platform. One in particular stands out in my mind. I was picking up my children from school after a particularly stressful day at my office. What I hadn’t realized was that the stress had degraded my own platform. When I arrived, my four-year-old decided that she didn’t want to get into the car, instead begging to stay and keep playing with a friend. After a few minutes of conversation and debate about why we needed to leave now, my platform broke. Suddenly I lost control over my emotions, grabbed my daughter, and yelled at her at the top of my voice. At that moment, I looked up to see a mum I knew staring at me in surprise. (I still remember the look on her face all these years later!) I sat in the car, feeling a pain in my gut. What had I done? My children, now all in the back seat, were quiet. I had scared them, and I felt full of regret and, most of all, shame. What kind of a mother, I thought, a psychologist, no less, scares her own children?


As the evening wore on, I apologized and tried to get the girls to talk about their feelings and memory of the event. They were understanding but didn’t want to discuss it. The next day, I visited an art studio near my office where I sometimes dropped in to paint designs on ceramic pieces—an activity I found relaxing. That day, I decorated a square coaster with three words, “Handle with Care,” and my three daughters’ names. As I sat in the studio, I promised myself never to “lose it” again in that way with my children. All these years later, I still keep that coaster on my nightstand, a visual reminder of my vulnerability and my intention. This memento still reminds me to treat my children, and myself, with love and compassion.


Indeed, those two powerful forces—love and compassion—are at the center of this approach to parenting. Shifting from addressing behaviours to trying to understand their origins and triggers means making a shift from managing our children to understanding them deeply. We can open ourselves to parenting with a sense of reflection and curiosity, observing ourselves and our children in a new way. We can move from putting out fires and reacting to situations to pausing and questioning what our children’s behaviours are telling us about their bodies and brains.


The Groundbreaking Shift in Parenting Focus: From Behaviours to Nervous Systems


To summarize, we need to shift from focusing on children’s behaviours to parenting their nervous systems—and caring for our own. We need to nurture our children’s physiology and psychology (platforms) by paying attention to their body budgets and what’s causing the behaviours we observe. As a psychologist, I no longer work on behaviours. I work on supporting nervous systems and looking to the underlying sources of challenges.


When we appreciate how humans develop, from the body up, a whole new horizon of positive parenting tools based on an appreciation for the mind and body becomes available to us. We build strong platforms through the way we nurture our child’s nature and as we endeavor to match our parenting with the shifting needs of the child we are blessed to parent. In turn, we’ll learn to find personalized answers to our parenting challenges.


The most important factor in strengthening a child’s neural platform is understanding the mechanics behind how humans learn to feel safe in their bodies and in the world. To understand that, we’ll learn in Chapter 2 how our nervous systems detect whether a situation is safe or dangerous, comfortable or life threatening—a phenomenon called neuroception.




Resilience-Building Tip: Children’s (and our own) behaviours are an outward reflection of the complex workings of the brain-body connection, their platform. When we stop to consider what their behaviours are telling us about their platform, we have our first clue for building resilience.
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Neuroception and the Quest to Feel Safe and Loved




Before they can make any kind of lasting change at all in their behaviour, they need to feel safe and loved.


—Dr. Bruce Perry





Lester and Heather had just moved across the country when their eight-year-old son started to have difficulty sleeping. Randy was excited to have his own bedroom after sharing a room with his toddler sister in their old house. He had even chosen the paint colors and selected a superhero-themed comforter for his bed. But soon after the move, Randy started waking in the middle of the night in distress and appearing at his parents’ bedroom door.


He also became inexplicably obsessed with keeping the floors clean, vacuuming the carpet when his sister spilled crumbs—or for no reason at all. At first the parents were amused by his new cleaning habits, but then when he added a new behaviour—spending long hours ritually organizing his sister’s toys—they contacted me for help.


His parents had tried discussing the matter with Randy, encouraging him to express his feelings and reasoning with him about his late-night fears. They installed a night-light and tried enticing him to stay in bed by offering to reward him with outings to a frozen-yogurt shop. None of that helped. In just a few months, their previously happy child had turned clingy and seemingly regressed in maturity.


Sometimes, our usual parenting tools—reasoning, limit-setting, encouraging—fall short. That’s often because what’s driving the child’s behaviours is a deeper need beyond the child’s conscious awareness: the basic human drive to feel safe in the world. Indeed, from the moment we are born, humans are on a quest to feel safe, a quest hardwired into our basic physiology.


As we have seen, when a child has a strong platform, they are more likely to be cooperative and able to respond to a wide range of requests. But if a child’s platform is vulnerable, the range of what they are able to manage narrows, sometimes so much that they might feel overwhelmed by even a simple task. That explains what happened to Randy. After the family’s move, he seemed more dependent on his parents and less able to enjoy things like his own bedroom or the chance to meet new friends or explore his new neighborhood.


I reassured Lester and Heather that there were good reasons for what they had observed in their son and that we would work together to find answers. Each child’s platform is determined by the child’s unique experience of the world, and it’s not uncommon to experience challenges, especially when we face significant changes in our lives. These temporary setbacks offer the chance to better understand a child and discover what can make them feel safe. Eventually, that knowledge will enable us to help the child adjust to life’s demands.


Feeling safe allows children to work at the top of their emerging executive functions. (Think of those things successful executives need to do to run businesses: stay focused, meet challenges, have self-discipline, and flexibly adapt to changing circumstances.) Of course, we want our children to develop these essential skills for future independence and success. But it’s important to remember that children build them over years—even decades. Throughout childhood and into early adulthood, children develop and strengthen the ability to control their emotions and behaviours, think and plan, and adapt to changes and circumstances. It’s not unusual for challenges such as family relocations to present temporary setbacks. As I explained to Lester and Heather, their son’s behaviours would likely make sense to them once they considered how children adapt to challenges and to stress.


As we learned in Chapter 1, the brain constantly monitors our body budget to make sure we are in balance—or, in scientific terms, maintaining allostasis. We don’t have to will our heart to beat, our lungs to breathe, or our digestive tract to process food. Our nervous system makes this happen by constantly monitoring information coming in from the environment and from our internal organs, making adjustments as needed to keep us healthy and safe.


Our bodies are equipped with a remarkable monitoring system that determines whether we will be receptive or defensive, cooperative or uncooperative. Understanding this can help us personalize our approach to our child’s reactions. Ignoring it can lead us to demand more of children than they can offer.


To begin, we need to understand how humans take in and understand our world. Once we understand how a child is reacting to a situation, we can try to bolster the platform (give them a hug, slow down) or move ahead with our request or expectation and encourage the child to take on a challenge more independently. It helps us to determine: Am I asking too much of my child in this moment? To understand how to answer that question, we need to understand the brain and body’s threat-detection and safety-detection system.


The DETECTION of Safety


Neuroception, Interoception, and the Safety-Detection System


Deep within our nervous system, out of our awareness, every human being has an innate process that detects safety or threat. This hidden sense kept our ancestors—those who survived—alive over many thousands of years, allowing them, for example, to flee a wild animal or an oncoming fire instinctively, escaping quickly and efficiently.


Dr. Porges coined a name for this ability to detect threat and safety: neuroception. It describes the way our nervous system constantly surveys our external environment (outside of our bodies), our internal environment (inside our bodies), and our relationships with other people to make sure we are safe, and it instinctively directs the body to action when we are not. Neuroception describes how our brain automatically and subconsciously makes sense of sensations and judges them as safe or not safe. Although the sensory signals triggering neuroception are outside our awareness, we are frequently aware of the impact of neuroception as feelings in our body (e.g., increases in heart rate or heart pounding). These feelings arise through another process called interoception, through which signals from deep within our bodies can alert us to how we feel on the inside. This is called interoceptive awareness. Complicated words, right? If you’ve never heard of neuroception and interoception, that’s okay. Let me explain and simplify what this all means because it’s going to help you understand your child’s (and your own) reactions to life’s experiences in a new way.


How does neuroception work? The neuroscientist Lisa Feldman Barrett explains that our brain is basically a lightning-fast prediction machine. Outside of our awareness, different parts of the brain talk to each other, constantly evaluating the flood of incoming sensations against all past experiences to instruct the body what to do next. “Your brain is always predicting, and its most important mission is predicting your body’s energy needs, so you can stay alive and well,” she writes. This is what happens when you hear the sound of a car that’s coming too close and, before you know it, your body has jumped out of the way. You didn’t consciously plan the action; your brain did it for you to protect you. That big jump was a cost to your body budget, but it might have saved your life.


Understanding how our brains make sense of the information coming from inside and outside of our bodies is crucial to understanding our children’s emotions and behaviours, as well as our own, helping us perceive a child’s relative receptivity and accessibility. It provides a neuroscientific basis for the idea that safety and trust are central to human development. And it helps parents understand how a child is perceiving their world and how to tailor our interactions based on that information.
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