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Welcome

			The world of today can feel complicated, overloaded, moving at warp speed. Modern kids need to be ready to roll! The pace of daily life can leave them with little time to catch their breath before the next hurdle. We want today’s kids, no matter what their age and stage, to be strong enough to gracefully navigate the inevitable ups and downs of everyday life. To be able to learn, grow, adjust, and bend—not break. 

			And what of our kids tomorrow? Are you having a little trouble even imagining the future world they will be living in? You aren’t alone. We are in what many scientists believe is the most rapid period of change in all human history. And this pace of change will likely continue to accelerate even further for our kids: in technology, global connectivity, jobs, and ways of living.

			Modern life can be exciting, scary, fun, unpredictable, and sometimes overwhelming. Parents have an obligation and an opportunity to take special care and equip our kids for our modern world. The good news is that we can protect and prepare them for both the ordinary challenges of today as well as for an uncertain future. And the opportunity is here for them to shift and evolve beyond us—to move us from an Age of Anxiety into a new Age of Adaptability.

			We can’t know what exactly might be coming down the road for our children. But we believe in putting our energy into focusing on things where we may have the most impact. Rather than trying to raise our children for a world that exists now, we believe modern parents should raise children for the world that will be, whatever that will be: the best possible, the problematic, and anything in between. Raising kids who are prepared for everything, derailed by nothing, and adaptable for whatever may come along.

			In short, we believe in raising kids who CAN.

			And the good news is that it’s not as hard as it sounds. 

			
A Simple Parenting Playbook for the Age of Adaptability 

			For years we’ve seen loving parents drowning in information and advice on how to raise their kids, which can frankly be exhausting. We’ve shared their frustrations. Not only is the pace of change accelerating, we are also in an age of information overload. So we set out to write just a single, simple playbook for parents, one that would offer the best professional parenting knowledge and advice out there, all condensed into one small, fun package, organized and skimmable, easy on the eyes and soothing to the brain. 

			Our inspiration was a Rick Steves travel guide—friendly, accessible, packed with information, but set up to make it easy to find what you need. We made sure we were as scientifically accurate as the New England Journal of Medicine. And then we added the best of everything we know based on our collective professional wisdom and boiled it down into the essential things every child needs in order to thrive in this modern age.

			The result is the book you hold in your hands, a playbook for parents. Being an effective parent—in bad times and good times— is simpler than you think: You just need to know what to prioritize and how to put those priorities into practice. Our goal is to share the very best tools for healthy development and emotional strength in a easy format so that you can parent smarter, not harder. 

			So, who are we? We are three mental health professionals— a psychiatrist, a parent psychologist, and a child psychotherapist—whose work focuses on children, parents, and families. Together we have a combined seventy-plus years of experience and have worked with tens of thousands of families in our individual private practices. All three of us are professional child whisperers, coming to the job from three different but complementary lenses. 

			We are also parents ourselves, with grown or nearly grown kids. We know firsthand how relentless, stressful, confusing, and lonely this parenting job can be. We, too, have faced challenges within our own families. We have struggled with the same uncertainties and have made plenty of mistakes. Like you, we try to practice what we preach and to forgive ourselves when we fall short. 
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			Anyone can google “separation anxiety” or “How can I get my kid to listen?” And there are a million magazine articles and blogs, usually with contradictory advice, on every parenting question out there. So why do you need another voice (or three) in your ear telling you how to do it? Because our office shelves are lined with research books and journals, which we refer to routinely in our clinical work. We attend major conferences featuring leading researchers in the field of child and adolescent mental health. We are up to date on the latest and best research. In other words, our work—and this book— is grounded in evidence-based, peer-reviewed research, combined with our own decades of experience in clinical work.

			We have tried to make this book ridiculously simple. It is designed to be visual, efficient, useful, and fun. 

			This book is for you if: 

			➔ You want just one simple parenting book that tells you the most important things to know. You are a dedicated parent, but you don’t always want to own or read all those books lined up in the parenting section of the library.

			➔ You want trustworthy, high-quality information and advice that is evidence-based and current. You prefer streamlined, straight talk from professionals over sifting through conflicting and sometimes dubious Google advice. You appreciate the Consumer Reports or Wirecutter approaches to curating the best information. Just as Consumer Reports tests forty washing machines to recommend the top three, our essential principles are based on countless numbers of studies of kids and families. We have culled the best.

			➔ You want balance in your parenting life. You don’t want to become a professional parent; you want to be a person who (mostly!) loves to parent. You don’t want to feel so worried about being a good parent, and you don’t want to constantly second-guess yourself. 

			➔ You want to parent your own way. You’d like to know some basic principles but apply them in a way that aligns with your individual style, values, and circumstances, as well as with your individual kid’s needs, style, values, and circumstances. 

			➔ You want a book that’s fun to read and easy on the eyes. Doodles and infographics keep your brain amused—and might even help you remember a parenting tip or two. You don’t have to sweat every decision or agonize over every mistake. It’s okay to not take this parenting thing too seriously. 

			As professionals and as veteran parents, we know full well that there is no such thing as a perfect parent or a perfect child. Parenting is the ultimate long game, and everyone gets unlimited opportunities to get it “right.” You could have weeks, months, or even years of parental inertia, inattentiveness, or missed signals, but nothing with your kids is irrevocable. Indeed, missed moments are to be expected, and each one is a chance for growth. Children—in fact, all humans—do not ever “finish” learning and growing, they just continue evolving. Our brains are adaptable by design, and they are especially moldable until we are in our mid-20s. So it really is about the journey. There is no finish line, judge, or final score. 

			
				Parents, Kids, and the COVID-19 Pandemic

				Though we had long considered writing this book, we finally put pen to paper in the summer of 2020—frankly, as our own way to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic. To put it mildly, it was a difficult time to be in the field of child mental health. Evidence quickly mounted that kids and their parents were struggling in new and, at times, devastating ways. While we were inspired by the many families who found ways to manage the fear and uncertainty that were swallowing up daily life, we could also see more serious cracks begin to form. Small challenges became major impairments. We watched our young patients shift from presenting a bit of anxiety to refusing to go to school. We saw the occasional tantrum become protracted daily meltdowns. We saw sadness turn to full-blown depression. 

				The good news? We also saw the opportunities in the adversity. Kids learned to be newly flexible. We all remembered our collective human need for meaningful connection. As a society, we practiced tolerating uncertainty. And seeing all this, we came to believe that parents can nurture a next “greatest generation” of mentally strong kids, helping them develop, out of the ashes of the pandemic, a new superpower: adaptability.

			


			The Ten Essentials

			We believe that, in order to thrive, every child needs:

			
					Rest, recreation, and routine

				Attention skills and self-control

				Tolerance for difficult feelings

				Tools to accept and manage anxiety 

				Psychological flexibility

				Independence

				Self-motivation

				Compassion and gratitude

				Resilience

				Parents and caregivers who strive to embody these essentials, too—and who embrace that they themselves, just like their children, are works in progress

			

			These ten principles did not magically appear to us. We talked and brainstormed and whiteboard-ed and sticky-noted for countless hours as we wrestled to distill what we knew, trying to crack the code of the essential properties of healthy humans. Our different professional lenses allowed us to find the common threads and the underlying truths in psychological development. What emerged were our ten top priorities for raising kids.

			These Essentials, as we call them, fall in order in this book and are designed to build upon one another. They are the essential qualities of well-being that parents can nurture in their kids, with a little guidance. They are not a linear checklist of skills and characteristics to acquire—human development doesn’t work like that. Instead, they are qualities that evolve and become more deeply wired over time. These Essentials form a set of priorities that we can return to again and again over the course of our kids’ childhoods. 

			Our Essentials are innately human, with no expiration date. And kids’ brains are wonderfully plastic and do not fully form for decades, so parents have a million unique opportunities to help wire their kids, no matter their age, for psychological strength. 

			Using these Essentials as a road map of sorts, parents can help kids develop the neurobiological capacity to evolve into happier, healthier humans. You might get lost; you might take a wrong turn. Don’t panic! Just refer back to your map and remind yourself of your priorities. And don’t kick yourself for any detours along the way.

			We believe in putting our energy into controlling the things we can. What follows next are our top ten Essentials, whether for an age of anxiety, our post-pandemic decades of recalibration, or for an increasingly complex modern world. Difficult things happen. We sometimes have the opportunity to wrestle something good out of them. The human brain is not fully developed into our mid 20s, so we have a massive window of neuroplastic opportunity. We have the chance to help mold and shape our children’s actively developing brains into learning crucial coping skills that will set them up to thrive in adulthood. Our Essentials are specifically designed to help raise kids who can evolve beyond our generation into members of a new Age of Adaptability.

			[image: ]

			
How to Use This Book

			We hope your copy of this book will be well-worn, dog-eared, highlighted, and constantly moving from the bedroom to the kitchen to the bathroom. It is designed for you to drop in, drop out, read in multiple sittings, in multiple years, throughout your parenting journey. Each chapter covers one of the Essentials and is organized to allow easy skimming. These ten principles build upon one another, yet every chapter can be read as a stand-alone topic, so feel free to jump around. 

			Each chapter is built upon the same structure: 

			➔ The Takeaway: A quick glance at the key points in the chapter. Sometimes that's all you need!

			➔ The Setup: A brief story from one of our patients or clients that illustrates the Essential in action.

			➔ Why Is This Essential? Why did this topic make our top ten?

			➔ Curious About the Science? Here we offer a few highlights from the relevant psychological and neuroscience research, boiling down the greatest, latest, and/or most interesting findings. 

			➔ What Does It Look Like in Your Family? One of the biggest challenges with parenting books is that they are written without knowing each reader’s individual family. In our professional capacity, the first thing we do when we meet a family as new clients is to “take a snapshot”—that is, we assess where they are and what help they need. We have created some simple assessment tools so you can determine for yourself whether you might need a little help with any of the Essentials in this moment. They will help you customize the approaches laid out in this book and make them your own. 

			➔ Take a Look at Your Child: Questions here will help you consider how your child is doing with family relationships, friendships, learning, and sense of self. Looking at these categories and how they apply to the essential principle under discussion, how curious versus concerned for your child are you? Grab a piece of paper and draw a Concern-O-Meter or other rating scale from 1-10. Using markers, colored pencils, or a stray crayon or two, mark up the Concern-O-Meter with arrows to indicate where you think your child lands in this moment in time.

			
Concern-o-meter 
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			☐ Family relationships ☐ Friendships ☐ Learning ☐ Sense of Self

			

			➔ Take a Look at Yourself: This section asks bigger-picture questions to help you clarify your own parenting values and goals, and identify your natural parenting style as it relates to the essential principle at hand.

			How Do You Think You Trend?
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			➔ Plays for Your Playbook: This section is the heart of the book, offering a variety of concrete tips and tools that we provide to our patients. Browse and experiment. Play around to find the ones that fit your family best. Maybe even pick some plays that are uncomfortable or wildly different from what you usually do. At different ages and stages some will be more applicable than others, so there is value in rereading this book for the same kid as that kid grows older. Certain tips will also be more useful for some kids than others. Ultimately, you decide what to try. 

			➔ Wrapping Up: The bottom line. 

			➔ Deeper Dive: This book is designed to be ten parenting books condensed into one. If you want to delve deeper into a particular topic, here you’ll find the books and other resources we love best and most recommend to the parents we work with.

			
			
Playbook Pearls

			In each chapter, observant readers may find some universal themes in our parenting tips, tools, and tricks. Here are a few general best practices to consider.

			
➔ Hold Up the Mirror

			We want our kids to learn how to see themselves, both on the inside (their feelings, thoughts, and motivations) and on the outside (their behavior and interactions with others). We can do this by holding up a mirror; share with them our observations about how they are acting or feeling, and help them make connections between their emotions and their behavior. It’s important to share your observations neutrally, like a reporter, rather than judgmentally, like a pundit. Say what you see, not what you think or feel. (“I see that you’re really mad at your sister for knocking over your LEGO tower. Your hands are all balled up and you look like you want to kick something.”) 

			
➔ Encourage Your Kids to “Take a Selfie”
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			Self-understanding leads to self-regulation. We want kids to gain enough self-awareness to be able to evaluate themselves—to be able to take their own selfie rather than rely only on us taking a snapshot of them.

			
➔ Copycat

			A parenting truth is that our kids learn more from watching what we do than from listening to what we say. Modeling what to do through our own actions is a highly effective way to parent.

			
➔ Narrate Your Thought Process

			A specific form of modeling is narrating out loud what kids often can’t see: your interior thoughts, feelings, and decision-making. Narrating is a thinking-out-loud technique in which you describe what you are doing as you are doing it. Often it works best when you include the why: “I’m feeling really grouchy, so I’m going to go take a short walk because I know it will help me feel better.”

			
➔ Unmask Yourself 
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			We encourage parents to share their own struggles, both past and present, with their children. Rather than alarming them, we find it to have the opposite effect; kids are relieved and encouraged to know that their parents are humans who also make mistakes and sometimes feel uncertain, sad, or overwhelmed. By “unmasking” ourselves, we help our kids see difficulties as part of the normal human condition. It can also allow children to develop their intuition. If a kid senses that their parent is hurt or upset, we generally recommend that the parent share or confirm that feeling (within reason, without overloading). This way, children can learn to trust that their inner sense about others is often correct.

			
➔ Give a Feelings Shower

			One of the biggest mistakes we see parents make is trying to talk to a part of a child’s brain that is currently offline. When a kid becomes emotional, the rational, organized part of their brain often shuts down, and logic and problem-solving become impossible for a time. In these moments, we encourage you to talk only to the part of your child’s brain that is still active—that is, the emotional center. The best way to connect with this part of the brain is to give a “feelings shower” with your words: Recognize, validate, and empathize with your child’s strong emotions to help them regulate and bring that executive brain back online. 

			
➔ Do Nothing
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			Sometimes the absolute hardest—and most effective—thing to do as a parent is not to do anything at all. To say nothing, to do nothing, to zip our mouths, to stifle the urge to act, to just wait and see what happens. When we give our kids space to feel, suffer, or figure things out for themselves, we give them the ability to stretch and grow by their own effort.

			



	

	
				
What’s Going on in Your Kid’s Brain
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			Before you dive into the heart of this book, we want to provide some context about what exactly is going on in your kid’s brain. It’s not essential that you understand the nitty-gritty of neuroscience, brain development, and neuroplasticity, but a brief overview of these things will give you the “why” that will guide you toward implementing the “how” of the Essentials. 

			The human brain hasn’t changed much in the past 30,000 years. This means that the brain helping your kid survive a busy twenty-first-century day is unfortunately hardwired to survive a different kind of day from our prehistoric hunter-gatherer ancestors. The brain is ready to help your kid stay alert and on the move. In the face of stress, the brain is wired to be fearful, reactive, and anxious—useful emotions when you’re trying to avoid a tiger attack, but less useful when you’re trying to prepare for a chemistry test. 

			The human brain’s survival response is not always well-suited for modern life, including the experience of uncertainty, which is a hallmark of the world we live in today. We need to adapt our stone-age brain to function in a modern world. The good news is we can help our kids overcome their currently less useful, primitive instincts and instead leverage the immense power of the newer, more adaptable parts of their minds. We have the opportunity to help our kids develop increasingly rich and efficient connections to the most highly evolved parts of their brains. 
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			Emotions, Memory, and the Boss of the Brain

			The amygdala and hippocampus are some of the more ancient parts of the human brain. They are close to the very oldest parts of the brain—the brain stem and cerebellum—which control the most vital life functions, such as heart rate, breathing, body temperature, and balance.

			The amygdala is part of the limbic system, which codes and processes emotion: fear, sadness, anger, happiness, and pleasure, to name a few. The amygdala is our threat detection center. It is always scanning for potential danger—even as we relax and binge-watch Netflix—and stands ready to sound the alarm so that, should a crisis occur, we can react immediately, before thinking a single conscious thought. (Consider how your body might react to touching a hot stove—your hand snaps back before you can consciously think “hot!” or even react with an “ouch!”.) 
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			A perceived threat sets off the amygdala’s alarm bells and triggers our “fight-or-flight” response, which unleashes into our bloodstream a mighty bundle of stress chemicals, including adrenaline, norepinephrine, and cortisol. The term fight-or-flight was coined more than a hundred years ago. Today, this emergency survival reaction is now more accurately referred to as “freeze, fight, or flight.” Freezing is a powerful defense—not moving can help prevent detection by a predator. However, in this book, we stick to the more common term fight or flight. 

			With this chemical blast, we feel our amygdala’s alarm in a very physical and sudden way. The amygdala directs blood and strength to the most essential body parts needed to survive the perceived crisis: Our heart rate increases to quicken our blood flow. Blood is redirected from nonessential places, such as our skin, fingers, toes, and gastrointestinal tract, to the more essential larger muscle groups, like our thighs and biceps. We breathe faster to take in more oxygen and sweat to cool ourselves down. In an instant, we are physically prepared to react as fast as possible to save our life. 
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			But for all of its powers, the amygdala is not discriminating. It often can’t tell the difference between a tiger and a test—and most inconveniently, the amygdala can perceive our thoughts as threats. For example, for those of us who are afraid of snakes, simply picturing a snake in our mind could trigger our amygdala’s danger response. Neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux, one of the early researchers of anxiety, was able to map out, within the brain itself, how our unconscious threat detector, the amygdala, synaptically interacted with our conscious thoughts. Ta-da! We now could see how these survival circuits create the human experience of anxiety.
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			The hippocampus is the part of our brain that is responsible for processing memory. It forms and organizes memories of our experiences so we can remember them for later use. It also records the emotions connected to these experiences. The amygdala and hippocampus are next-door neighbors. This friendly neighbor status allows them to permanently connect our feelings with our memories of a situation without needing to tap into the more thinking parts of our brain. Situations that make us emotional, especially the scary ones, are immediately recorded in our memory. This evolutionary adaptation allows us to remember to avoid those situations that make us feel fearful or anxious in the future. Again, that’s great for avoiding the tiger den you noticed on your afternoon walk through the savanna. It’s not so great for tackling that chemistry test.
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			The good news is that the sometimes-unruly amygdala and related structures are overseen by the newest and most intrinsically human part of the brain, the cortex, a six-layered masterpiece that has evolved over millennia. The cortex is composed of intricately interconnected brain cell matter, a remarkable system overlaying the primitive brain. The very front part of the cortex, the prefrontal cortex (PFC), was especially enlarged and sculpted in humans.
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			The PFC is the wise, rational, reasoning part of the brain. It is often referred to as the “executive” of the brain, like the CEO of an organization. We like to call the PFC the “boss of the brain.” The PFC houses some of our language processing centers, and helps us focus, sustain attention, and not get distracted. It helps us slow down and make good choices—to think clearly, control our more primitive impulses, and analyze information to make the best decisions. The PFC allows us to see the middle ground—the gray between black and white. It helps us avoid thinking in extremes or engaging in “all or none” thinking. As the locus of our self-control, the PFC also applies the brakes on our amygdala to regulate anxiety and emotions—the wise Yoda to our feisty young Skywalker. Simply put, the PFC sets humans apart from other animals. Thanks to our PFC, we can plan ahead, strategize, manage our time, create contingency plans, and think bigger-picture thoughts that transcend time and space. 
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			As mental health professionals, we often help care for a primitive brain attempting to respond to a modern world—a world that has less physical danger (most of the time) but constant other experiences that our ancient brains code as being equally dangerous, like forgetting your homework, dropping your tray in the school cafeteria, missing the school bus, or having to interact with a stranger at the coffee shop. We help our patients tap into the strengths of their PFC while regulating the not-always-helpful emotional responses from their amygdala and related brain pathways. And the good news is that our brains are open to this sort of help, thanks to neuroplasticity.
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			Nurturing Neuroplasticity

			Neuroplasticity is the ability of neurons to continually network in the brain, forming, organizing, and reorganizing connections. These connections are called synapses. Neuroplasticity allows the brain to change and grow more complex by molding and shaping different synaptic networks.

			Dr. Jay Giedd and his colleagues at the National Institute of Mental Health revolutionized the way we look at child brain development. Their research showed that the PFC is the last part of the brain to develop and remains a neuroplastic “work in progress” through young adulthood. Giedd’s study looked at MRIs of young people’s brains every two years from the ages of 3 through 25. The MRIs showed dramatic changes in the thickening, thinning, molding, and shaping of the PFC during the child and teen years. 

			The brain develops in a wave of neuroplasticity from back to front. Development starts in the primitive areas at the back of the brain after birth. It then progresses forward to the front of the brain, finally reaching completion of the brain’s advanced frontal regions when we reach the age of approximately 25. This explains why young adults, despite their adult-like physical bodies, can still make impulsive, reckless decisions; the boss of the brain, the PFC, has not fully formed, connected, and taken charge.
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			In babies and young children, brain neurons grow like bushes. As kids enter their teen years, their brains begin to prune the smaller, lesser-used branches and twigs to allow the more-used branches to grow stronger and faster. The brain hardwires whatever we practice: riding a bicycle, learning an instrument, shooting a basketball, staying calm when feeling angry. Children don’t come into the world being able to do these things automatically; they need to practice so that the neuroplastic brain hardwires these skills. 

			In terms of brain development, the child and teen years are both windows of opportunity and periods of vulnerability. Everything that kids practice, learn, and hardwire in these years holds major consequences for the development of emotional regulation, attention, and self-control. Practicing multiplication tables hardwires in that skill, while avoiding multiplication tables may hardwire a child’s thought that they are not as competent as their peers. Practicing staying calm when angry also can be hardwired into a kid’s brain, making it easier for them to stay cool under pressure as they get older. On the flip side, exploding every time they feel angry can also become hardwired, making that behavior more difficult (though not impossible) to change or improve. 

			Dr. Giedd’s study, along with other research, points to the teen years as a particularly critical period for brain growth and development. Dr. Giedd coined the phrase “use it or lose it” to describe this period of neuroplasticity, meaning that frequently used neural pathways are strengthened, while seldom-used pathways are eliminated. By the time we reach adulthood, our brain is using the synaptic networks it built through habit when we were younger to guide our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.

			
				client file

				Fish Have Amygdalas, Too

				Catherine had a sweet, anxious 7-year-old patient* who had a passion for fishing. She taught him how some of the “lower” parts of the brain that carry emotions and memories are actually ancient vestiges from our evolutionary past, and can be found in different forms in all the animals that descended from the same common ancestors. Catherine talked about how even modern-day reptiles and fish have a rudimentary amygdala and hippocampus. They can “feel” fear and connect it with memory, which allows them to avoid future dangerous situations (such as a certain boy’s favorite fishing hole). Her little patient responded with shock, saying, “Wait a minute, FISH have amygdalas, TOO?” His dad later reported that the boy was very gentle with any fish he caught after that: soothingly assuring them as he released them that it was okay, he was just fishing to visit them, and they were safe in the fishing hole. 
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						* Our client stories throughout this book are based on real-life examples from our practices, but we have changed key details and created composites from multiple client experiences.

					

				

			

“Yikes” vs. “Meh”: The Brain under Stress

			That PFC boss of the brain is miraculous, but it’s not impervious to strain. Two constants of modern life—stress and uncertainty—are PFC kryptonite, and they can make it hard for the boss of the brain to do its job as the calm, rational locus of control. And when our PFC is impaired, we have less ability to think rationally and feel calm.

			Yale neuroscientist Dr. Amy Arnsten has spent more than two decades researching the effects of stress on the PFC connectivity network, all the way down to the molecular and chemical level. Her research shows that chemical messengers in the brain, including norepinephrine (related to adrenaline) and dopamine, can both positively and negatively affect the strength and power of the PFC. When we are under stress but feel alert and in control (such as when we’re facing the pressure of a big deadline or a choir solo performance), the release of norepinephrine and dopamine helps optimize PFC brain control. This “top-down control,” as it’s called, can help us successfully manage intense, often unpleasant feelings of stress. Conversely, high levels of uncontrollable stress (such as when we are living through a global pandemic) activate the amygdala response, which impairs the PFC. This isn’t always a bad thing! When we are in immediate danger, we want to act quickly, from instinct rather than trying to work through our decision-making process (and possibly getting hit by a bus while doing so). But long-term exposure to high levels of chronic stress has been shown to lead to additional changes in the PFC that can be further detrimental to its functioning. 
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			Acute stress activates the PFC to provide the motivation to get up and go in the face of a challenge (Yikes! I better start studying for that math test!). Chronic stress lowers our PFC function, dimming our drive and our energy levels (Meh. What’s the point? *continues to scroll TikTok*). The result is a loss of focus, often experienced as a kind of brain fog, less awareness of time and space, and difficulty with higher-level decision-making and abstract reasoning.

			As noted by Dr. Giedd and his colleagues, neuroplasticity is paradoxical. The brain’s plasticity—its ability to grow, strengthen, and prune neural connections in response to the environment—can have negative effects as well as positive ones, leaving kids’ brains more vulnerable to the effects of chronic high stress. Research shows that stress can cause neurons to die and neural networks to shrink or retract. Stanford researchers led the first study comparing MRI brain scans of teenagers taken before the pandemic to MRIs taken a year after the pandemic started. The teens assessed after the pandemic shutdowns had brain MRIs that had prematurely aged and thinned, with more advanced brain age and neuro-anatomical features typical of individuals with a history of significant childhood adversity and trauma. As our favorite neuropsychologist, Dr. William Stixrud, often says, “The more anxious and stressed you are, the more anxious you become.”

			There are so many things that can knock our PFC off track—economic uncertainty, toxic family dynamics, poorly performing schools, and even more systemic issues such as the long-term effects from the stress of poverty, violence, and racism. And many of these stressors are out of parents’ control. It’s deeply challenging to help your kid keep a routine if you never know when your next work shift is going to be; motivation can be hard to cultivate if your neurodivergent kid needs more support and the school isn’t helping. And for many of us, the pandemic created new vulnerabilities in our family and social structures, opening us up to the damaging effects of chronic stress on our children’s still-developing brains. This neurological reality has potential implications for some individuals’ long-term mental health and well-being. 

			Highly stressful events often come with an ever-present cloud of uncertainty. Like most vertebrates, we humans find uncertainty to be stressful; our brains associate survival with predictability. We are wired to constantly work to reduce and resolve uncertainty. However, during the pandemic we encountered radical changes; the “corona coaster” went up and down on a week-by-week and sometimes day-by-day basis. We often felt like we could not depend on anything to remain constant or consistent. Our inability to resolve the chronic daily uncertainty of the pandemic placed a level of chronic stress on us that was exhausting to sustain. 

			[image: ]

			Recent research has shown that the feeling of “anticipatory anxiety” comes from a part of the brain near the amygdala called the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis (BNST), sometimes also known as the “extended amygdala.” Recall that the amygdala is tied to our feeling of fear and immediate response to threat. The BNST is involved in sustained fear reactions, and in the long-lasting icky unease that is typical of anxiety and switched on by apprehension. Our collective BNSTs certainly had a lot of wear and tear over those pandemic years.

			[image: ]

			Chronic uncertainty can cause us to lose our sense of control and develop feelings of powerlessness. With powerlessness comes the risk of losing hope. Dr. Martin Seligman described the concept of “learned helplessness”: the idea that when people experience a stressful situation repeatedly and feel like they cannot see a way out, they may eventually give up trying to change or solve the situation, even when paths to the solution present themselves. Learned helplessness at any age can lead to anxiety and depression; in childhood, it can have lifelong consequences. 

			The good news: Studies reveal that PFC connections can regrow during sustained periods without stress, allowing a worn-out PFC to heal. After all, the boss needs a vacation, too. 

			Modern Parenting in an Age of Adaptability 

			Humans are remarkably adaptable. In evolutionary time, we have taken over the entire planet in the blink of an eye. Our physical adaptability has allowed us to thrive over time, evolving to survive wars, famine, predators, and (yes) plagues. We adapted within groups driven by social connections, communication, and relationships with other humans. We adapted to develop communities that depend on individual specialists, freeing up energy that was previously devoted to survival. With our evolutionary gifts of intelligence, the ability to use language, and our crème de la crème PFCs, we became able to plan, strategize, explore, invent, specialize, and work together in complex systems on a global scale.

			However, the overwhelming speed and complexity of modern life is outpacing our psychological adaptability. Society is changing fast, and our ancient survival-based wiring is not equipped to handle our psychological needs when managing our modern world. In what scientists call an “evolutionary mismatch,” our brains were wired for specific settings and stressors, but our current environment no longer matches those conditions. Our prehistoric brains, wired for survival, are in constant fight-or-flight mode, understandably overstressed, and overflowing with adrenaline, all of which builds our anxiety levels to an all-time high. 

			We think it is high time to capitalize on the most evolutionarily advanced boss of the brain, that logical, wise, calm, and Yoda-like prefrontal cortex to build a true superpower: psychological adaptability. It begins with teaching kids to see their brains in action and to optimize their PFC superpower while their brains are still taking shape, thanks to the long window of neuroplasticity. We can help kids identify their emotions, which allows them to create some separation between feelings, thoughts, and reactions. This process can help kids maximize their focus, attention, emotion regulation, and locus of control.
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			We believe in putting our energy into controlling the things we can. What follows next are our ten top Essentials, whether for an age of anxiety, our post-pandemic decades of recalibration, or for an increasingly complex modern world. Difficult things happen. We sometimes have the opportunity to wrestle something good out of them. If the human brain is not fully developed until the late 20s, we have a massive window of amazing neuroplastic opportunity. Our Essentials are specifically designed to help raise kids who can evolve beyond our generation into members of a new age of Age of Adaptability.

				
					Deeper Dive

					The Whole-Brain Child: 12 Revolutionary Strategies to Nurture Your Child’s Developing Mind by Daniel Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson

					Dan Siegel (a psychiatrist) and Tina Payne Bryson (a psychotherapist) are two of the most important voices in the field of brain health and emotions. This easily accessible book includes illustrations of the metaphors they use for how a child’s brain develops and grows over time, with specific strategies you can use to build healthy synaptic connections. 

					The Teenage Brain: A Neuroscientist’s Survival Guide to Raising Adolescents and Young Adults by Frances E. Jensen with Amy Ellis Nutt

					Dr. Jensen, a neuroscientist and mother, provides the latest understanding of brain development while using her own real-world examples parents can resonate with. We often share sections of this book with teenagers, too, so they can better understand their own behavior in light of their neurobiology.

				



	

	
				
ESSENTIAL 
1

			
Getting Your Three Rs

			

			
Rest, Recreation, and Routine
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The Takeaway

			
				✔ The roots of good mental health are rest, recreation, and routine.

				✔ Sleep has a massive impact on cognitive function and mental well-being. Unstructured play provides critical thinking skills, movement activates brain connections, and routine relaxes the brain and sets it up for success.

				✔ If your kid has hit a rough patch, it’s likely that at least one of these elements is out of whack.

			

			

			The Setup

			Catherine was recently asked to assess a young boy for ADHD based on concerns expressed by his teacher. During her initial evaluation, the boy confessed that he was secretly reading late into the night with his flashlight under the covers. She “prescribed” a no-flashlight rule for a week. Soon after, unbidden, the teacher wrote a note to the parents about what a difference the “doctor’s visit” had made in their son’s ability to pay attention at school.

			Why Is This Essential?

			As parents, one of our most important jobs is to help our kids build a strong foundation for psychological health so they can function well both in crisis and in calm. The roots for good mental health (at any age) are rest, recreation, and routine. We call these the Three Rs.

			Inevitably, there will be times when one or two or all three of the Three Rs will be out of whack. We have all experienced the frequent tension between the demands of modern life and the Three Rs. Rushed meals, fewer opportunities for movement and exercise, wacky sleep cycles— if too frequent, these daily disruptions raise concern about long-term consequences for mental health and brain development in our children.

			The Three Rs are intrinsically connected; imbalance in one affects the others. For instance, the bulk of the sleep disturbances we saw in children during the pandemic were likely exacerbated by a lack of movement and dysregulated routines. Kids (and their parents) lost the boundaries of their daily schedules. Bedrooms morphed into classrooms. With limited playground time and reduced sports schedules, the structure for movement, exercise, and outdoor time largely disappeared. Results? Reduced quality of sleep.

			We want you to find balance. If your child seems a little unmoored, is struggling in some way, or is just having a bad week, take stock of the Three Rs. Remember, your child’s brain never takes a break. It works equally hard, day and night. Whether managing all your child’s vital life systems or their motor, sensory, and cognitive processes, the brain continues to take care of your child’s body all the time, even when they are asleep. Even a small adjustment in just one of the Three Rs can make a big positive difference for your kid.

			[image: ]

			Curious About the Science?

			What Science Says About Rest

			The old adage “sleep is the best medicine” applies to more than just physical illnesses. Sleep is one of the most critical components for body and brain health, impacting everything from cognitive function and mental well-being to growth, height, and immunity. Reduced or disrupted sleep can completely unravel frontal lobe attention and self-control, both in children and in adults. Sleep problems are correlated with multiple psychiatric disorders, including anxiety, depression, and ADHD. Sleep deprivation has been shown to quadruple the risk of teenage depression and significantly increase the risk for teen suicidality.

			[image: ]

			A recent study from the University of California at Berkeley concluded that deep sleep seems to be a natural inhibitor of anxiety. The study showed that a night of good sleep reduces activity in the amygdala, whereas a sleepless night can trigger amygdala activity and cause up to a 30 percent increase in anxiety levels. When we are sleep deprived, our body and brain benefit from adrenaline to keep us awake and alert. But adrenaline is also designed for moments of potential danger, which means that we become more reactive, more anxious, and more likely to lose control of our emotions. 

			Another fascinating function of sleep is related to the flow of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF), the lubricating fluid that bathes our brain and keeps it cushioned inside our hard skull casing. New research has shown that the channels in the brain expand while we sleep, allowing large waves of CSF to flow through and flush out toxins and debris. We can think of this sleep-time CSF flush as a nightly “power-wash” of the brain, preventing the buildup of adrenaline and toxic waste by-products.
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			Research has also shown that sleep plays a critical role in learning and memory. For example, in one research study, people who studied information in the evening, had a good night’s rest, and then were tested in the morning performed better than those who studied in the morning and were tested that same evening. 

			We see lots of sleep struggles in our young patients. One reason is stress, which affects sleep on multiple levels—when we sleep, how long we sleep, how easily we fall asleep, and how soundly we sleep. Another is excessive screen time and/or screen use too close to bedtime. Our brains require rest and rejuvenation from screens and devices. As early as 2010, researchers showed that when students unplugged and significantly reduced their screen use, they reported a dramatic improvement in their quality of life. 

			Other studies have found that adults unplugging completely after the workday resulted in feeling recharged for the next day. As we discussed earlier, modern life’s constant connectivity and disruptions—the incessant pings from emails, texts, tweets, and digital notifications—exhausts our brains. Unplugging our devices may refresh the prefrontal cortex (PFC), creating motivation, energy, and engagement with the world.

			With our busy lives, we know it can feel impossible to prioritize a healthy night’s sleep over our kids’ grades, sports, family time, and chores. This is an area where we ourselves find it especially hard to practice what we preach. But we promise: Everything you and your child struggle with will get better if you first have the foundation of a healthy night’s sleep. There is never a time when consistent, right-sized sleep won’t help. There are no magic pills to raising a healthy, well-adjusted kid, but sleep may come closest to the promise of immediate improvement in at least some aspect of your child’s life—and your own. 

			What Science Says About RECREATION


			Humans are built to play. Experts in human evolution have shown that fun and recreation—exercise, movement, laughter, time spent outside, time to be social, unstructured playtime—are essential for the growth and development of children’s brains and even the survival of our species.

			
				client file

				Exercise for Worriers

				Jennifer was working with a parent of a worried 8-year-old named Sadie. Sadie had a lot of anticipatory worries that kept her from being able to go to recess or hang out with friends. Some worries were related to outdoor sensory experiences, such as thunderstorms or being stung by a bee; others were more home- or school-related, like fear of a home robbery or someone throwing up on the bus. 

				Poor Sadie’s fight-or-flight system was turned on for much of her day. She needed a way to methodically release the anxiety-triggering chemicals that her nervous system, feeling constantly under threat, was producing. Jennifer decided to put her on an “Exercise Program for Worriers.” They enlisted her older brother to skip, walk, and/or jog with her to school each morning. Her school counselor had her join a speed walkers group—meeting up with other like-minded kids to walk for the last ten minutes of lunchtime. Her grandmother officially timed her while she ran around her apartment building two times right when she got off the school bus. Every time she had a worry at home, she was encouraged to jump twenty times on the tiny indoor trampoline her family had in the TV room. Even without any formal talk or play therapy, within two weeks Sadie and her family reported her anxiety levels at less than half what they had initially been.

			


			To begin, the experience of unstructured play is crucial for nerve cell connections being made in kids’ growing PFCs. (Emphasis on unstructured, meaning free play without rules or directions from parents, teachers, coaches, or other adults.) Unstructured play is also a critical ingredient for teaching the brain two important life skills: the ability to predict what will happen, both with people and the world, and the ability to manage uncertainty and surprise. Studies have shown that older kids who are highly playful report less stress and better coping skills than their less-playful peers. 

			Play also brings movement, an essential component for a healthy life. When we stay in the same position for long periods of time, the body circulates less oxygen. When less oxygen circulates in the bloodstream, the feeling of fatigue increases and results in lower energy efficiency and motivation levels. 

			Spending time outdoors is essential, too. Studies show that simply spending ninety minutes outside, in a natural setting, stimulates beneficial changes in the PFC. Daily contact with nature lowers stress, improves mood, and reduces anxiety. Time spent in green spaces and outdoors can improve cognition in children with attention deficit disorders.

			One exciting recent discovery is a little-known metabolic factor called brain-derived neurotrophic growth factor (BDNF). BDNF is naturally created in the body, especially during exercise. In the lab, when scientists put BDNF on nerve cells it caused neurogenesis (the creation of new nerve cells) and supported the survival of existing nerve cell pathways. Harvard professor and BDNF guru Dr. John Ratey calls BDNF “Miracle-Gro” for the brain.

			[image: ]

			BDNF boosts memory and IQ, increases the thickness of the cortex and hippocampus, and helps protect neurons. There is evidence that BDNF stimulates neurogenesis in older adults, including people with Alzheimer’s. Conversely, lower levels of BDNF have been associated with depression, cognitive decline, and even a shorter life span.

			As far as we know, there is no way to manufacture BDNF. We can’t take a BDNF pill to support brain health. However, there are ways to encourage the brain to make more of it—one of which is regular exercise. According to Dr. Ratey, this means getting to at least 70 percent of your maximum heart rate for thirty minutes, four or five times a week. Exercising once or twice a week may feel good and can relieve stress, but to receive the deluxe brain benefit, our kids need to be running, jumping, chasing, and playing cardio-intense sports more regularly. And we want them hot with exertion, short of breath, covered in sweat. This type of physical effort uses more brain cells and using more brain cells activates the genes that make BDNF.

			Last but not least, as Stanford neuroscience researcher Dr. Allan Reiss has shown, humor is also important for cognitive and emotional development. Both child and adult brain networks are activated in positive ways by humor and play, delivering enormous servings of dopamine, along with some mood-enhancing serotonin.

			More than ever, we need to step up and incorporate movement, daily play, and humor into our everyday life. The good news is that evolution has designed kids for exactly this purpose. All you have to do is make sure your kids have ample opportunities to laugh, move, and play. 

			What Science Says About ROUTINE 

			One of humanity’s most amazing neurological gifts is our ability to anticipate the future by learning from past and current events. With this power, we can work to prevent bad things from reoccurring. But this also means that our human brains fear uncertainty. Uncertainty diminishes our sense of control, which can cause anxiety (both immediate and anticipatory). It can make us feel overwhelmed and trigger a sensation of “brain fog.” Uncertainty causes our obsessive anticipatory circuits to come up with endless “what if” scenarios, conjuring up worst-case scenarios and catastrophe. 

			Routine is an antidote to uncertainty. Routine relaxes the brain and sets it up for success. As parents, we can help our kids feel more organized and focused by maintaining structure and routine. Having a routine reduces the need for on-the-spot decision-making and supports self-regulation by taking the guesswork out of daily life. It gives kids a boost of empowerment by supporting a sense of self-control.

			Even the illusion of structure can convince that boss of our brain, the PFC, to think, “I’ve got this.” Picture the sense of calm you might feel upon entering your child’s classroom on back-to-school night and seeing a daily activity schedule neatly written on the whiteboard. Or the relief and satisfaction you might see on your kid’s face when they cross off a homework assignment on their to-do list. Whether we are young or full-grown, our sense of control is optimized when we can rely on a general framework of what will happen each day. Having a routine engages our PFC and regulates those pesky anxiety loops—and it’s a more constructive way to hack into our dopamine circuits than playing video games for two hours.

			[image: ]

			Structure is a kind of mental health. Several studies have found that having active daytime routines promotes healthier sleep cycles. Another study showed that family routines help reduce oppositional and negative behaviors in children. Solidifying the morning routine reduces stress not only in the morning but also later in the day. Knowing what we can expect, and having rituals and plans we can count on, whether fun or monotonous, gives both parents and children daily anchors in a sea of uncertainty. Do not underestimate the power of a solid routine!

				
					Routines and “Real Life”

					While we tout the importance of routine, we also need to be gentle and flexible. Routine is not rigidity. Sometimes our work or home lives are necessarily unpredictable—for example, when parents travel for work or have changing shifts, when someone in the family is going through a serious illness, or when childcare is unreliable. Even if some parts of family life are chaotic, parents can still work to stabilize what they can. Look for opportunities to build ritual and routine (for example, a military parent might pre-record bedtime stories before a lengthy deployment). And in times of change or transition (a big move, a divorce, a pandemic), implementing new routines and rituals might be the first priority. Even in families with great predictability to their days, some routines will go lopsided. Some days may become unexpected pajama days. But other days might be planned pajama days that can go on the family calendar.

				

				
			
What Do the Three Rs Look Like in Your Family?

			Take a Look at Your Child

			
					Family relationships: Does your family structure provide support for the Three Rs (Rest, Recreation, Routine)? Do you prioritize them for your child? Is one R particularly challenging for your family?

					Friendships: Does your kid engage in both structured and unstructured time with friends? Do they have opportunity for sleepovers and playdates, but not to the point of exhaustion? When they are with their friends, do they spend any time outside? Do they run, move, jump, and chase?

					Learning: Do teachers, coaches, or other adults involved in your child’s life express any concern about your child being sleepy, lacking attention or focus, or lacking interest in movement? 

					Sense of self: Can your child notice what they need for themselves in all Three Rs? Do they connect their mood to the quality of their sleep the night before? Do they notice if they can concentrate better after walking the dog? Can they speak up or adjust when they feel they are getting out of balance?

			

			Concern-o-meter 

			Using a piece of paper, draw a Concern-O-Meter or other rating scale from 1-10. Pick a color for each category. Draw a colored arrow for each to give yourself a visual picture of your child in this moment.

			[image: ]
			☐ Family relationships ☐ Friendships ☐ Learning ☐ Sense of Self

			

			
Take a Look at Yourself

			
				Are your values aligned with your parenting choices?

			

			Simple as the Three Rs might be, this Essential may require you to do some soul searching to honestly identify your priorities for your child. (Travel sports or downtime? More sleep or better grades?) Every family has constraints and competing needs that may impact their ability to make the Three Rs a priority. What elements of your daily/weekly/monthly/yearly life are fixed (work hours, childcare needs, financial limitations) and what are flexible? Accepting that you may not be able to change everything, what can you adjust to better serve your long-term goals for your kid?

			
	If your kids are young, are you taking advantage of your ability to have a direct effect on the Three Rs?

			

			The age of a child matters greatly in how we can effectively address the Three Rs. With very young children, it is much easier for parents to create a routine and ensure it is followed, as well as to control the amount of sleep kids get, the food they eat, and the recreation in their days. Are you paying attention and following through?

				
					Be Honest with Yourself

					If you’re a hypocrite, own it! If you’re ambivalent, admit it! Who isn’t? Perhaps you don’t garage your cell phone, but you can get a good night’s sleep anyway. Perhaps you really value good grades and think your child can get by with less sleep for a year or two in order to make that happen. Before you determine where you want to be with your child’s Three Rs, determine where you are with yourself and your priorities. We aren’t recommending that you be perfect, or even perfectly consistent—only that you be honest, with yourself and your kids.

				

				
				
If your kids are older, are you using your parental influence to encourage them to observe the Three Rs, and are you consistent in your messaging and actions?


				

			As kids get older, parents’ control shifts to influence, and adolescents’ barometer for hypocrisy is huge. At this stage, leading by example and having thoughtful conversations is more effective than issuing mandates. It may become more difficult to enforce the Three Rs, but it’s still extremely important to give them your attention: practice them in your own life and prioritize them in your parenting and messaging to your children.

		
		What are your favorite things to do with your kids?

		

			Does time spent with your kid also contribute to the Three Rs? Relaxing with your kids provides important connection time that can help kids cope with stress. Have you found unplugged activities that you and your kids enjoy doing together? What about family inside jokes, laughs, and all-around silliness?
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“A must-read for parents who are trying to prepare their children

to thrive in a world that’s changing at breathtaking speed.”
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