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Advance Praise


“It takes real talent to do what Koplewicz has accomplished in this book, which is assemble the best science and probe the wisest clinical minds (including his own),  and then weave everything together into  a highly readable and relatable narrative that’s both useful and fun. With a unique mix of personal  anecdote  and  professional  insight, he breaks with received wisdom, delivers up some eye-opening surprises, and sends the greatly reassuring message to parents that if we take care of ourselves, our kids will be okay.”


—Judith Warner, New York Times bestselling author of Perfect Madness and And Then They Stopped Talking to Me


“Drawing on decades of clinical expertise and an organization that does some of the most compelling research on kids and mental health in this country, Dr. Koplewicz has written a practical, engrossing, and singularly useful book. Healthy adults don’t ‘just happen.’ They happen because we give them a robust foundation of safety and confidence. Step by step, Dr. Koplewicz illustrates how this foundation is best built.”


—Madeline Levine, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of The Price of Privilege and Ready or Not


“The Scaffold Effect is written with so much understanding and so much sympathy—for both children and their parents. Harold Koplewicz brings science and clinical experience together with his own family experiences to create a book that is always practical and compassionate, and manages to be firm, gentle, and encouraging in all the right ways.”


—Perri Klass, MD, professor of journalism and pediatrics, New York University, and author of A Good Time to Be Born


“This compassionate, witty, and street-smart guide to helping kids become independent young adults is a gift to parents everywhere. Harold Koplewicz gives us the tools to build strong, safe support around our children, and then trust that they will launch all the better for it and grow into their own destiny.”


—Catherine Steiner-Adair, EdD, author of The Big Disconnect


“Scaffolding is about passing the torch of knowledge, self-confidence, and empathy to your child so that she is not fearful of taking chances and grows increasingly confident of making her own decisions. The Scaffold Effect is a true gift to parents and their children. As both      a neuroscientist and dyslexia advocate, a parent, and now a grandparent, I loved this book.”


—Sally Shaywitz, MD, Audrey G. Ratner Professor, codirector, Yale Center for Dyslexia & Creativity, and coauthor of Overcoming Dyslexia (2nd Edition, 2020)


“A master synthesizer of attachment science, medical practice, and  his own experience as a father, Harold Koplewicz capably and compassionately leads us through the art of scaffolding, from early childhood through the important adolescent period, and then finally to the moment in our own parenting journey when we will let the scaffold down and see our kids move out into the larger world with kindness, strength, and security.”


—Daniel J. Siegel, MD, New York Times bestselling coauthor of The Whole-Brain Child and No-Drama Discipline


“In this era of searing fear and uncertainty, and out of the turbulent sea of contradictory parenting advice, emerges, blessedly, Harold Koplewicz’s authoritative counsel. A true giant of child psychiatry, Koplewicz has condensed his immense knowledge, wisdom, and experience into a practical and actionable plan. The Scaffold Effect is an instant classic—a godsend for us all.”


—Edward M. Hallowell, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Driven to Distraction and ADHD 2.0


“Parenting advice tends to swing like a pendulum—from one extreme, trendy position to another—every few years. The steady, deeply sensible and dependable position is The Scaffold Effect. Full of vivid examples of the evergreen effectiveness of scaffolding—the best way to support children as they grow (and grow away from us)—it’s a book for the ages.”


—Wendy Mogel, New York Times bestselling author of The Blessing of a Skinned Knee
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To Joshua, Adam, and Sam


The greatest joy of my life is being a father.


As much as I’ve taught my three sons,


they have taught me so much more.
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Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.









Introduction


[image: Image missing]


A family came to see me recently because the son, a six-year-old boy named Henry, was kicked out of his first-grade class. He got frustrated during a reading lesson and started throwing pencils and growling like a gorilla at another student. The teacher was so unnerved, the school administrators told the parents he wasn’t allowed back until he’d been evaluated by a professional.


Physically, Henry was angelic. His parents were all-American good-looking, tall with firm handshakes. They were obviously upset and embarrassed about their son’s outburst and his being kicked out of class. They were worried he might have attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), anxiety, or a behavioural problem. Henry’s father asked, “Is the school overreacting?”


That was what we had to find out.


After speaking with Henry for a few minutes, it was clear that his verbal skills were terrific. He was shy at first, but when he talked about summer sports, he had a glint in his eye. He eventually revealed the reason he got so upset during that lesson: The kid next to him had made fun of how slowly he was writing his letters and called him “dumb.” I took out a book and he tried to read it, but clearly couldn’t decode, meaning he couldn’t make the connection between a letter and a specific sound. Henry admitted that he was slower than the other kids and that “dumb” remark hit home. 


Quickly, we determined that Henry has some kind of dyslexia—like his mother and grandfather—not a behavioural issue. I have no idea why his teachers hadn’t figured that out after two years, but suffice it to say, he needed a diagnostic evaluation that would include specialized testing to evaluate his academic strengths and weaknesses with special emphasis on his reading skills, and then remediation to deal with the problem. Dyslexia is treatable. With help, this bright child would learn to read.


At the end of the session, Henry’s parents had a plan of action to fix the problem, and Henry felt so much better about himself. The strategies we discussed focused on support—therapeutic and emotional—to teach him not only how to cope with the practical problems of having a learning disability, but his, and his parents’, acceptance of it. When he left, Henry hugged me and asked when we’d see each other again.


It’s been several months since that first session. Henry is in an intensive reading program that uses a multisensory approach, and the specialized testing determined he qualifies for extra time on tests. Along with learning how to read, he’s learning to accept his dyslexia, not as something to be ashamed of but as a part of who he is. It’ll always take him longer to read, but he will make the necessary adjustments. Years from today, when he’s applying to colleges and taking the SATs, he will be entitled to receive extra time and he’ll have a decade’s worth of time management training—and the confidence that comes from overcoming challenges—to back him up. In a way, he’ll be better prepared for the rigors of the process than his peers who don’t have a learning disability.


His parents’ role is to guide Henry to accept and own his problem, understand what he needs, and show him how to cope. In effect, they will train him from a very young age to be an adult. With this parental guidance, Henry will be able to turn a deficit or weakness into a strength. I’ve seen it happen, too many times to count. The whole family will look back at the “dumb” bad day as a blip.


However, if Henry’s parents had insisted that nothing was wrong—as many do when they’re upset, embarrassed, or defensive—and reacted by switching schools or blaming the teachers, Henry’s problems would have only gotten worse, and the trajectory of his life would have been altered. If left untreated, dyslexia is linked with self-harm, suicide, and antisocial behaviours. Seventy percent of kids in the juvenile justice system have dyslexia.


If his parents had overreacted and gone to the other extreme, treating Henry as if he were damaged goods who would never manage on his own, they could have harmed him just as severely. The parents weren’t happy about the situation, but they put aside their discomfort, got their son the help he needed, and, in so doing, prevented a host of potentially serious problems for him and the whole family down the road.


Being able to prevent problems and minimize suffering very early on in someone’s life is why I decided to specialize in child and adolescent psychiatry. I can treat a kid for six months and significantly improve his functioning and behaviour before unhealthy patterns are locked in. Getting early, effective care for children and families who are suffering is also why I founded the Child Mind Institute in 2009. I was convinced we needed an independent nonprofit dedicated to children’s mental health to confront a public health crisis. According to the findings of the Child Mind Institute’s Children’s Mental Health Report, seventeen million kids under the age of eighteen have a diagnosable mental health disorder. That’s one in five. More kids are affected by mental illness than asthma, peanut allergies, diabetes, and cancer combined. And yet two-thirds of them will never get help due to misinformation and stigma. This leads to increased risk for school dropout, substance use disorder, suicidal ideation and attempts.


At the Child Mind Institute clinical centers in New York City and the San Francisco Bay Area, our team of clinicians interacts with children in need—and their parents—every day. We’ve changed the lives of more than ten thousand young people from forty-eight states and forty-four nations. We are also always looking for and innovating ways of helping more children in need. Through our school and community programs, we have reached more than 100,000 children in communities across the country. Our interactive website, childmind.org, brings hope and answers to over two million visitors a month. And our cutting-edge open science research program is pursuing the biomarkers of mental health disorders that will revolutionize diagnosis and treatment. We share our data freely with thousands of scientists around the world, accelerating discovery. The vision of the Child Mind Institute is a future where no child suffers, and to address this crisis, we have built a movement that cuts across the silos of research, medicine, and community programs.


Still, our most important alliance is with parents. Despite the tremendous volume of care we provide and the diversity of our patients, we couldn’t help noticing common issues and concerns among the parents. They are all worried they’re making mistakes that will hurt their kids. They worry about doing too much for their children, or not doing enough. They wonder  if they should be harder on them, or if they’re not tough enough. No matter      the reason that brings them to the Child Mind Institute, an underlying concern is common to all: Will their kids grow up to be self-reliant? Every day, we all hear new stats and studies about college grads moving back home for  good, that parents continue  to support their kids financially into their twenties and thirties  (and beyond). Many parents have told me that they’re afraid for their kids’ ability to deal with the challenges of life on their own. “What if something happens to me, and I won’t be there to make sure everything is okay?” they ask.


I understand parents’ fears, and their frustrations. Before their kids were born, they fantasized about raising a future president, a neurosurgeon, or an artist. It’s only natural to go into parenting with a rosy vision of what it’s going to be like, the group hugs, proud mama moments in the front row, Instagram-worthy vacations. Joys are anticipated; problems always seem to take parents by surprise.


This is true whether your child has mental health disorders or not. There are so many causes of concern in modern parenting, from social media bullying, dangerous YouTube challenges like eating Tide pods, to the increasing pressure and competition to get into colleges, even among those who have every advantage going in (case in point: Operation Varsity Blues, aka the college admissions scandal that ensnared actresses Felicity Huffman and Lori Loughlin). You hear about helicopter, snowplow, concierge, and Tiger Mum parenting. Which is right? Being authoritative or permissive? Perhaps something in between?


Parents are not always searching in the right places for guidance about how to raise emotionally healthy, brave, independent kids. When they consult Dr. Google, they get a flood of instantaneous information that is not necessarily factual, practical, or up-to-date with the latest research. Child Mind Institute clinicians have to address online noise with parents every day. I don’t blame people for googling. They might be desperate for knowledge and are only using the tools at hand. But those tools aren’t guaranteed to be verified and approved by trained experts. The conclusions of Mummy Bloggers are not necessarily based on scientific evidence. Kids and parents are in dire need of strength-building strategies that have been validated by research and proved to teach competence and resilience in everyday life as well as prevent anxiety and depression in young people.


Since the same concerns and questions about raising kids to be independent adults keep coming up with our patient families, our clinicians and I got together to outline and create parenting guidelines that would work for every family and every kid at every age and developmental stage.


No small task!


But, then again, who better to do it than us? Combined, Child Mind Institute clinicians and I have hundreds of years of experience working with families. I consulted with a select group of my colleagues to formulate the cohesive parenting strategy in this book. These colleagues—listed on the following page—have a remarkable breadth and depth of knowledge both from their unparalleled and varied experiences as clinicians and, most importantly, as parents themselves.




	David Anderson, PhD, senior director of National Programs and Outreach and a specialist in treating children and adolescents with ADHD and behavioural disorders


	Jerry Bubrick, PhD, senior clinical psychologist in the Anxiety Disorders Center and director of the Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder Service


	Rachel Busman, PsyD, senior director of the Anxiety Disorders Center and director of the Selective Mutism Service


	Matthew M. Cruger, PhD, senior director of the Learning and Development Center


	Jill Emanuele, PhD, senior director of the Mood Disorders Center


	Jamie M. Howard, PhD, senior clinical psychologist in the Anxiety Disorders Center and the director of the Center’s Trauma and Resilience Service


	Stephanie Lee, PsyD, senior director of the ADHD and Behavioural Disorders Center


	Paul Mitrani, MD, PhD, New York City clinical director and a child and adolescent psychiatrist


	Mark Reinecke, PhD, ABPP, San Francisco Bay Area clinical director and a senior clinical psychologist





The strategies we teach parents are based on scientific research, our firsthand experience as clinicians, and our personal experiences as parents, aimed at encouraging prosocial, proactive behaviours that help kids cope with current problems, prevent future ones, learn to bounce back, and develop a strong independent streak so that they won’t be so reliant on their parents to solve their problems for them.


The sooner you teach these strategies, the better off your kids will be.


Our philosophy is that good parenting is not about rescuing kids. It’s about teaching them how to use coping tools, and then encouraging them to pick and choose the right tool for the right situation so they flourish on their own and take inevitable setbacks in stride. Kids can’t always succeed at everything, but they should try, and parents should teach them how. It’s also about giving kids the support to fail and grow without hurting themselves. If children aren’t guided to make their own decisions, even if they’re wrong, they won’t learn how to make smarter ones. Permissive or controlling parenting is not the way to go.


So what is?


The sweet spot, philosophically and practically, for raising resilient, self-advocating kids who can cope with stress and learn from their mistakes is what we call “scaffold parenting.” Parents are the scaffold that provides structure and support for the child as he or she grows up. They are there to protect and guide, but they don’t impede learning and risk-taking.


Building the framework for scaffolding begins as soon as you bring a baby home, in the way you create a supportive environment for them. The coaching aspects of scaffolding begin at age four or five, when children start interacting socially and facing challenges. But scaffolding via support and encouragement continues through childhood, adolescence, and into young adulthood. As you’ll see, in each chapter, I’ve denoted specific guidance for parenting children (ages four to twelve) and teens (ages thirteen to nineteen). Your scaffold will be modified to meet the different demands as your child grows, but the basic philosophy stays the same. Your scaffold exists to provide structure and support, not to control or rescue.


Since we have worked with many thousands of kids in our clinical practice, I have numerous examples to tell about how scaffolding has worked for families like yours. The stories in this book are real, but I have changed names and identifying details to protect the privacy of the families mentioned. Whether your child has a diagnosed disorder or not, I’m sure you’ll find common ground with the families on these pages and gain valuable insight through their experiences.


Scaffold parenting strategies are more relevant than ever. Even the healthiest kids with the most stable parents deal with more stress than in previous generations. Mums and dads are working longer hours, having to rely on the Internet as a virtual babysitter. The “village” of multigenerational families and close-knit communities is fast diminishing, if not gone for many. The emergence of faulty parenting styles seems designed to increase a child’s anxiety, dependence, and incompetence. Overly permissive and authoritarian parenting is not the answer. Scaffold parenting is the single most effective way to encourage kids to climb higher, try new things, and grow from mistakes, while you provide unshakable support. It works for the families who come to the Child Mind Institute, and it will work for yours.
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The Architecture of Parental Support—Understanding Scaffolding


In 1976, American psychologist Jerome Bruner  originally  used the word scaffolding as a metaphor for the best way to educate a child. His theory was about collaborative learning, that a parent   or teacher has to guide the student while he learns a new math skill, for example, and then, once the child has achieved mastery  of it, the parent or teacher stops instruction of that  task  and  moves on to the next.


We’ve taken Dr. Bruner’s core scaffolding idea of an authority figure guiding a child toward independence and expanded and redefined it into parental support and guidance not just in an educational context, but in an emotional, social, and behavioural one, too.


The metaphor of the parental scaffold is visual, intuitive, and simple.


Think of it this way: Your child is the “building.” You, the parent, are the scaffold that surrounds the building. Your purpose as the scaffold is to provide support and structure, not prohibit your child’s growth in any particular direction or style.


Every effective scaffold has vertical posts or pillars as well as horizontal planks—the combination makes the whole structure safe and secure.


The scaffold rises at the same pace as the building.


It is wider at the early “stories,” providing that solid foundation that allows for strength and growth. It becomes less important as the building rises ever higher.


If a piece of the building falls off, the scaffolding is there to catch it and make fast repairs.


Eventually, when the building is finished and ready to stand completely on its own, the parental scaffold can come down. It may come down one section at a time, since all parts of the building might not be completed at exactly the same time. And, as needed, parts of the scaffold can go back up.


Scaffolding Pillars


The framework of all your decisions and efforts as parents is the three pillars of your scaffold: structure, support, and encouragement. By relying on these pillars, you will boost your kids’ confidence, self-esteem, and coping skills, so that they develop into adults who support, encourage, and provide structure for themselves. You scaffold a child so that, eventually, he’ll be able to scaffold himself.


Structure encompasses routines, communication style, house rules, ways of thinking—all the underlying infrastructure of your scaffold. Crucial to a child’s sense of security are predictable routines in the home, like bedtimes and homework hours, family bonding rituals like Sunday brunch or Friday movie night, consistently setting limits and consequences for breaking the rules, and parental availability and attention, regardless of whether a kid seems to want it. By building a structured home environment when your children are young, you will be role modeling stability, a necessary component of being a successful adult, and setting up a secure bond between you and your children that will strengthen and grow as they become adults.


Support with emotional empathy and validation. A child’s feelings need to be heard and acknowledged, not judged or dismissed. If parents tell children, “There’s nothing to cry about,” it invalidates their emotions and makes them doubt themselves on a fundamental level. What they feel is not wrong. It just is. Children who are taught to name their emotions and discuss them openly with their parents learn how to process difficult feelings, which will help them bounce back from rejection and failures. They’re less likely to develop psychological issues—anxiety and depression—that might otherwise plague them into adulthood and negatively affect their relationships and careers. Providing support also means intervening when necessary. If your child needs a tutor or a therapist, don’t wait until a situation becomes dire before bringing in professionals. Last, giving support means offering instruction. Your child may need help learning a range of skills—from preparing for a test to making a friend. Your role as the scaffold will be to coach and instruct, but never to take over and do the work for your child. Although you can outsource tutoring your child in math, you shouldn’t hire someone to give him instructions about life skills and values. The strongest support comes from the parent directly.


Encouragement is gently pushing your child to try new things and take risks. When kids fail, as they inevitably will, encourage their future boldness by talking through the “why” of what happened. Empowered by the knowledge of what went wrong and what they can improve upon, kids will be excited to get back  on the bike, stage, or field again. If you don’t encourage your children to risk failure, you’re teaching them to be afraid and dependent.


Throughout the process, you will need to role model and teach positive behaviours, giving corrective feedback and boosting your child’s sense of competence. Role modeling doesn’t breed dependency, it encourages independence. In our patient population, we see a lot of pain and suffering that could have been prevented if parents focused on the scaffolding pillars.


Scaffolding Planks


The planks of your parenting scaffold are patience, warmth, awareness, dispassion, and monitoring. You will stand on these planks to support your kids as they develop into the kind of adults you can be proud of. We use them at home with our own kids and have trained thousands of parents to do the same, with great success.


Patience. Stay steady, even when you have to teach the same lesson, over and over again.


Warmth. Model empathy, affection, and kindness. Show your love and compassion, even when setting limits. It may seem counterintuitive that being warm will foster independence, but the scientific evidence proves it.


Awareness. Tune in to your child’s emotional and practical needs and motivations—as well as your own.


Dispassion. Stay calm, no matter how upset you are or how challenging parenting can be.


Monitoring. Keep close tabs on what’s going on with your child and make sure your support is benefiting her.


Scaffolding Strategies


As with a literal architectural scaffold, this supportive grid is erected through certain specific construction strategies. In the realm of parenting, there are ten strategies that allow you to best provide structure, support, and encouragement and that use your plank skill set. If you adopt our strategies, you’ll raise your kids to be strong, competent adults. The chapters that follow detail the how and why of these strategies, but here is the thumbnail view of each.


Secure Yourself First. Self-care is an essential scaffold parenting skill. If your scaffold isn’t secure, it won’t be strong enough to catch bits and pieces of the child’s “building” when  they fall off. It won’t be stable enough to guide the building’s upward growth. If the scaffold is shaky, one good crisis could topple the whole complex—scaffold and building—to the ground.


Draw a New Blueprint. A blueprint in architecture is a technical drawing, a plan, of a structure’s design. Any construction project starts with such a plan. Our brains are the blueprint for our behaviour, drawn by millions of years of evolution. Some aspects of the brain blueprint, however, are outdated and don’t make a lot of sense for modern life. To build a scaffold that works for parenting now, you have to scrap the old, outdated blueprint, and draw a new one with an open plan that’s less claustrophobic, with plenty of space for additions and room for growth.


Lay a Solid Foundation. The parent-child relationship is the foundation, the base, upon which you will build your scaffold. If the foundation is poured from a concrete mixture of emotional availability, positive reinforcement, clear messaging, and consistent rules, your child will rise and grow securely from that solid base. If the foundation is poured from a shoddy mixture of emotional distance, negative reinforcement, ambiguous messaging, and inconsistent rules, your child will struggle to rise and grow from an insecure base.


Hold Steady. Even if you have secured yourself, drawn a beautiful blueprint, and poured a solid foundation, there will be times in life when your scaffold, as well as the child’s building, is rocked by circumstances beyond your control. If the scaffold isn’t steady during those unfortunate, unforeseeable circumstances, your kids will be vulnerable and exposed to emotions and experiences they aren’t developmentally equipped to deal with. But if you tighten all the screws and batten down the scaffold, you can guide kids through tumultuous times, so they emerge confident, safe, and secure, and ready to face the next challenge.


Stay on Their Level. Imagine being on the ground floor of a house and trying to talk to someone on the roof. Not so easy. The person on the roof will have to “talk down” to you, or yell. He might decide it’s too much trouble to talk at all. The distance between you makes easy, open communication impossible. Now picture the child’s building and your scaffold being on the same level. You can speak directly from a short distance, look each other in the eye, and communicate effectively. To establish and maintain open lines of communication, keep your scaffold on the same level as your child’s building. And stay “on the level,” too, by being honest and authentic.


Empower Growth. As a child learns new skills, his building will ascend and expand. Since learning means trying and sometimes failing, the child’s construction is a process of adding new sections and parts. The scaffold is always there to catch pieces of the building when they fall and help gather materials and choose tools for new additions. Some kids’ buildings will expand straight upward, like a skyscraper. Others might expand outward, like a sprawling ranch house. The style of the child’s construction is not up to you. The parental scaffold should accommodate the shape the child is growing into. Any effort from you to block or control growth will actually stunt it.


Build Strength. Your child’s building is growing, and your scaffold is rising along with it at a close but clear distance. To fortify all that impressive growth, you can help your child to install steel beams like courage, confidence, resilience, and tenacity.  With that internal strength, she’ll have more than just    a building to “live” in. She’ll have a fortress that will withstand bad weather and difficult times. You can reinforce her inner steel with guidance and support, and by modeling through your own behaviour which tools are most useful when you are tested and need to stay strong.


Set Realistic Limitations. Your scaffolding should never impede growth or block the child’s building from taking whatever shape it’s going to take. However, the building needs to meet safety standards. Like the head contractor at a construction site, parents need to maintain quality control of their children’s development and to make sure that their growth is “up to code.” You do that by setting limits and applying consequences for bad behaviour. If you let things slide, the building won’t be safe and secure to live in.


Support Unconditionally. The architecture of your child’s building might not be to your taste. But your personal preferences do not matter. What does matter is that the child’s building is stable and strong, and that your scaffold is there to provide structure and to catch pieces that fall off. If you try to change his luxury condo into a whimsical Victorian or fool yourself into believing that his building will one day miraculously transform into your dream house, your scaffold won’t fit the construction properly or provide the necessary support. Accept his building for what it is, even if it seems strange to you. When it’s all done, he’ll live in it. You won’t.


Repair and Minimize Cracks. As the building goes up, the construction team is always looking for cracks. Not all of them are significant. Some are just cosmetic and take very little to cement over. Some are bigger and require special attention. Along with scanning for cracks in the building, you need to check for damage to the scaffold, too. Keeping the scaffold in a state of good repair is just as important to the construction as maintenance on the building itself.


I know how hard it is to raise kids under the pressures of modern life. I know that you’re probably anxious about making a mistake or doing something that might inadvertently harm your child. Just getting your kids through life is stressful and can cause anxiety for you about whether you’re doing it right. All this is made harder by a mental health or behavioural disorder.


You can put an end to those worries by using the scaffolding strategies just discussed. They are the solution you are looking for to guide your children through life’s obstacles and setbacks, alleviate family tension at home, and put an end to tantrums, slammed doors, and awkward dinner conversations.


If you remember the pillars (structure, support, and encouragement) and nail down those planks (patience, warmth, awareness, dispassion, and monitoring), you will be a better parent, especially when things get rough. If you use these strategies, you’ll raise empowered, curious, capable kids who will grow up to be the best version of themselves. You’ll also build bonds that survive adolescence and grow stronger into adulthood, which is what we all want for our kids and ourselves.
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Secure Yourself First


The parental scaffold is the external structure and support around the child’s “building.” In the early days, the building doesn’t yet have a solid framework. Fortunately, the strong parental scaffold that surrounds it keeps the building from falling down.


Now, if the scaffold itself isn’t secure, it won’t be strong and stable enough to guide the building’s upward growth. If the scaffold is too shoddy, one good crisis could topple the whole complex—scaffold and building—to the ground.


It’s essential that you secure and fortify your scaffold first to  be able to raise your child effectively.


When Lisa, forty, brought in her son, Max, ten, for his weekly session, she asked if she could speak to me alone for a few minutes first. This is not an uncommon request, so Max waited in the reception area while Lisa followed me into my office.


Lisa took a seat, dropped her heavy bag on the floor, and started shaking her head. “I screwed up,” she said. “Big-time.”


“What happened?”


The saga started over the weekend. “Every kid in fourth grade was supposed to bring a homemade Rube-Goldberg machine—you know those things, when one action triggers another and another—to school on Monday. I didn’t hear about the project until Saturday morning. I called another mother to complain about this sudden-death project, and she said that she and her son had been working on theirs for weeks already. I asked Max why he didn’t tell me sooner, and he just shrugged.”


Lisa works full time at a high-pressure job in finance. Max’s father happened to be out of town that weekend, so Lisa was on her own to help her son get the project together. “I’m not mechanically inclined, and neither is Max, which is probably why he avoided working on it,” she said. “I found out the Rube-Goldberg machine was a term project and accounted for a quarter of his grade. Some of the parents in his class are engineers, and they texted me photos of their machines with train tracks, pulleys, and hanging baskets. I almost started crying. All we had was a Ping-Pong ball, Scotch tape, and old blocks. I’d had a miserable workweek and hoped to chill out over the weekend. I felt blindsided by this. And when I feel helpless, I get angry.”


I thought Lisa was going to tell me she vented her frustration on her son, a slip that every parent makes at one point or another. “If only I yelled at Max!” said Lisa. “I did something far worse. I tracked down the teacher’s phone number, called her at home on a Saturday, and screamed at her! In front of Max.”


That was bad.


“I mean, why did the teacher give little kids such a complicated assignment?” Lisa asked.


“You just know none of the students was doing their own work. The assignment might as well have been given directly to the parents. Some of us have other things to do than rummage in the trash for empty paper towel rolls. I asked the teacher, ‘Is the point of this assignment to make everyone feel like idiots?’ I just went off on her. Meanwhile, Max was begging me to hang up. He was so embarrassed. When I stopped ranting, the teacher said, ‘No one has ever spoken to me like that before.’”


All I could say was, “Wow.” 


“Yeah.”


If Lisa had had an easier workweek or her husband were home to help Max with his project, she might have taken the surprise in stride and seen helping Max as a bonding opportunity. She might even have had some fun with her son. Instead, her frustration, insecurity, and annoyance proved to be an overwhelming combination, and she exploded on an innocent bystander.


“Every parent has a story like this,” I assured her. “It was just your turn.”


I’ve watched parental pressure increase steadily over the course of my decades-long career. It’s never  been more  intense  than it is now. Parents are feeling it from every front—financial, technological, personal, and logistical. It’s not your fault that you’re exhausted and distracted. But it is your responsibility as parents to do something to neutralize your own stress. If your parental scaffold is so shaky that a strong wind—or in this case, an unexpected weekend science project—sends it crashing to the ground, you won’t be able to provide the structure, support, and encouragement a child needs to learn essential coping skills like emotional control and resilience from you.


Self-Care Is Childcare


You might be inwardly groaning right now that you have to add self-care to your already endless to-do list.


Not only does self-care need to be added to the list, it should be put at the very top.


Let’s be honest: I’m talking to mothers more than fathers here. Fathers today are doing more than their fathers and grandfathers, but they do less than their partners when it comes to childcare. Our country does not have a maternity leave policy like other first-world nations. In Sweden, both parents can take up to eighteen months’ leave after the child is born. In Japan,  it’s  a year.  But in the United States, mothers have only twelve weeks of unpaid leave (fathers, too, are able to take unpaid leave, but they must be eligible by working for a covered employer; and often a couple cannot afford for both parents to take that much time off from work unpaid). The message from the government seems to be that if a mother needs or wants to work outside the home, she’s going to have to work doubly hard to manage it. On top of coping with their “second shift,” working mothers have the added pressure of believing that they should be able to handle it. Of course, they’re tired and stressed! But they feel guilty about the “selfish” pursuit of a satisfying career when they “should” be spending more time with their kids. Guilt only makes parenting more difficult.


“Self-care is an incredibly overlooked and important aspect of childcare because if you don’t tend to your own well-being, you can’t effectively parent,” says Jill Emanuele, our in-house self-care expert at the Child Mind Institute. “It’s like the announcement we hear on every airplane flight, to put the oxygen mask on yourself first, and then tend to your children. If you’re running around, exhausted, overwhelmed, doing too much, you’re not going to be able to pay attention to your kids. Your stress is going to build up over time, and after you explode or implode, you’re going to feel really bad about it.”


When Lisa’s son, Max, came in to talk to me after his mother left the room, he said that he’d been embarrassed by how his mum talked to his teacher. He’d been fearful how he’d face the woman in school on Monday. But even more than that, he was upset for his mother. “She was so freaked out,” he told me. “You should have seen her face. I didn’t want to tell her about the project because I needed help, and she was really tired. I knew it’d just make her feel worse.”


In your daily grind, you might not have the time or bandwidth to keep track of your kids’ emotional ups and downs. But make no mistake: They are definitely keeping track of yours, especially preteens who are reliant on you for their very survival. They’re watching, listening, and absorbing every signal you put out, even the ones you don’t realize you’re transmitting. Furthermore, when a child spends an entire hour telling her doctor how worried she is about her dad’s hectic work schedule, that child is not working through her own issues or progressing in therapy. In a nontherapeutic context, if your child is too afraid to tell you about an important school project or reveal a personal problem because he’s afraid to upset you or add to your burden, that child is unsupported and suffering alone with his worries.


To support a child emotionally, acknowledge your own emotional needs and reinforce self-care by practicing it. Your child will learn the value of restoration by watching you. We all want our kids to know how to relax, don’t we? I have yet to meet a parent whose fondest wish for her child is that he’ll grow up to be  a burned-out miserable hot mess who treats himself—and those around him—badly.


How to Scaffold Yourself


To scaffold your child, you provide structure, support, and encouragement.


To scaffold yourself, stick with the same program:


A doable structure. Of course, you want to make sure your kids get the best of everything and that they have full, busy lives. But if your life has become an unending series of rushing from one place to the next, always on the verge of being late, living under the constant threat that one glitch in your schedule will ruin the day for your entire family, you have structured an unsustainable existence. Despite any misgiving you might have, scale back to a doable schedule that includes quality bonding time with your children and time-outs for yourself.


Support your own well-being. To measure whether you’re being supportive and compassionate with yourself, ask, “Would I treat my child this way?” You sign up your kids for sports and fitness classes. But do you make time to exercise? You make sure your children are eating five veggies a day and getting adequate sleep. Why not have the same requirements for yourself? If you saw your child freaking out over his homework, you’d suggest he take a break, not force him to grind himself down to a raw nub. If your child was struggling academically, physically, or emotionally, you’d get some help from experts. What about when you are sick or struggling? Do you push yourself relentlessly, regardless? 


When you ignore or disregard your own feelings, you are modeling worthlessness to your child. Kids take that in, and when they grow up, they wind up doing the same thing. Self-care is self-respect, self-esteem, self-compassion, and self-validation. Support yourself by reaching out for help if needed, eating well, sleeping well, and exercising.


Encourage effort. Reassure yourself that you’re doing just fine as a mum or dad, even if your life and your child aren’t “perfect” (whatever that means). So many parents feel like they’re doing a terrible job at it, and I’d say that nine times out of ten, if you get angry or upset at a child, it’s because you feel like you’re failing as a parent. Feeling like a failure isn’t the most healthy or relaxing emotion to have, or to bring into the home environment, for your sake and the child’s. There will be times when you make a parenting misstep. Congratulations! You’re human. Acknowledge and accept the fact that we all have our bad days, and you’ll feel calmer about it. Then encourage yourself to try to do better next time.


Self-Care Checklist


The necessary supplies for building a strong, stable scaffold:


[image: Image missing] Exercise


[image: Image missing] Sleep


[image: Image missing] Green food


[image: Image missing] Affection


[image: Image missing] Nature walks


[image: Image missing] Playdates with friends


[image: Image missing] Alone time


[image: Image missing] Creative time
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Give Yourself a Break


Our society is unforgiving to parents, even those (and sometimes especially those) who are trying their hardest. Mum shaming, when people bully and criticize others for their parenting choices—from breastfeeding (or not breastfeeding), letting their kids eat sugar, going back to work, deciding to stay home—is cause for so much unnecessary insecurity and sadness. Parents are afraid that if they don’t do everything their peers are doing, their children will fall behind.


Your toddler might have a busier schedule than you do because of society shaming. If you waver over signing up for baby yoga classes, you might notice some raised eyebrows from the mums in your playgroup. As one stressed-out mum said to me, “If Molly doesn’t start Mandarin class by kindergarten, it’ll be too late.” This woman worked full time at a demanding job and had two other kids who were also overcommitted. Meanwhile, she hadn’t been to her own doctor for a checkup in years. “It’s my number one job to do everything I can for my kids,” she said. “If I put myself first or took a break from my responsibilities, I’d be a bad parent.”


Whenever I hear parents say, “The kid comes first,” I want to ask, “What does that mean?” It’s boilerplate, something they think they should say. We have to stop boiling down our lives into generalizations and take a closer look at what our families really need right now. If you don’t have enough money to put food on the table, getting a job comes first. If the house is on fire, carpooling to karate can wait.


A few years ago, a young couple with a toddler with autism was sitting in my office, tearful and guilt-ridden about the idea of taking a date night, something they both missed terribly. I urged them to rely on family to watch their son for one evening a week, or to hire a babysitter with training to care for a special needs child.


The mother said, “Babysitters are expensive. We can’t afford it.”


“You can’t afford not to,” I said.


For one night a week, the marriage had to come first. If the couple didn’t have that time together, the stress of raising an autistic son could eventually tax the relationship, and possibly lead to a separation or divorce, two households, increased childcare expenses. Their emotional and financial lives would be a lot harder if they broke up. They really couldn’t afford not to tend to their own relationship, for the sake of their son.


If you feel exhausted, taking a break to recharge comes first. Within the constraints of your hard responsibilities, adjust your schedule to include “off” time. The 24/7 work culture we’re all living in would have us believe that off time doesn’t exist. When you model “superbusy” only, your child learns to equate adulthood and “success” with feeling stressed out and unhappy. Show her that being successful means taking five, ten, or twenty minutes a day to meditate, read quietly, sit in the backyard, gaze into space, take a walk, or any other deliberate, nonscreen pause from the bombardment of modern life. Make sure your child knows that unplugging is important to you for your mental well-being, and that everyone deserves to have their moments to disconnect from the world and reconnect with themselves.


What does it mean to reconnect with yourself? It’s not hard. Just reflect on your day, your feelings and thoughts. Look closer at what’s going on in your head, what makes you happy, what’s bothering you. Ideally, your child will see that you reflect, express your thoughts, and try to make adjustments. By watching you, he’ll learn how to do it himself. Sitting, thinking, and evaluating is an effective process for coping in the world. If every parent and child sat down together once a day and just stared at the wall for five minutes, they’d feel more bonded and grounded.


You have to embrace the idea that you are entitled to a break. It’s okay if you check out occasionally and put yourself first.


Step one: Decide what kind of break you need. Fifteen minutes to be alone? An hour to go for a walk or run? A whole day or weekend?




Self-Scaffolding with Kids Twelve and Under


Take a physical break. Younger children are extremely demanding of your time and attention. The phrase “I only looked away for a minute” is the stuff of parents’ nightmares. No wonder you feel like you can’t take a break, or even divert your eyes, ever.


But parents of babies and toddlers are entitled to have a break now and then. It’s just a question of logistics. Where can you find five minutes to just sit and do nothing?


When the child naps or is playing quietly in a crib, resist the urge to “take care of a few things” and take care of yourself instead. Just lying down on your bed or sitting on a chair and breathing deeply for five minutes is enough alone time to recharge for the next hour.


Tell your child of any age that you need a break. By modeling self-awareness and valuing restoration and relaxation, you’re teaching your child to recognize her own overwhelmed feelings and showing her how to cope with them.


Self-Scaffolding with Teens


Take an emotional break. Teenagers aren’t as physically demanding. But they can be emotionally draining for parents. If your adolescent is struggling, academically or socially, you will feel a constant ache. You’re only as happy as your least happy child. So how can you take a break from your teen-related psychic pain? “I coach parents to ask themselves, ‘What’s happening right at this moment? Is everything okay right now?’” says Dr. Emanuele. “Your child might not be as happy as she can be, but in this very moment, she is safe, cared for, well fed, and not in pain. In that moment, you can get a conceptual break.” Anxiety is anticipatory dread, fears for what’s going to happen, such as, “My son is going to be friendless and miserable forever.” Try to ground yourself in the present, and say, “There’s nothing wrong right now. The world is not going to end in the next five minutes.” So, during that time, dial down the emotional onslaught.





Step two: Whatever you decide, sort out the logistics and implement it. Your parenting scaffold is not a prison. It’s there to support, and you’re allowed to support yourself.


However, freedom isn’t free, and your breaks will depend on available resources. In a two-parent household, arranging a break will be simpler. If you can afford babysitting or summer camp, or you have people nearby to take the kids for a sleepover, great. Rely on family, a neighbour, friends—the “village”—and ask for what you need. Reciprocate in kind.


There’s Not an App for That


Pamela, mother of ten-year-old Billy, laughed when her son’s therapist at the Child Mind Institute brought up the subject of self-care. “I don’t have time for that,” she said, and she quickly ran down a list of everything she had to do for her boss, husband, kids, dogs, house. Her list ate up a good fifteen minutes of the session.


The therapist suggested Pamela take out her  phone  and look at her screen time usage. The woman hesitated but did it. The doctor asked, “How much time did you spend yesterday on Instagram?”


“This is embarrassing,” she said. 


“More than an hour?”


“I use it to unwind. It’s how I unplug my brain.”


The clinician let the comment hang in the air for a moment; the irony of plugging into a device to unplug her brain was not lost on our clinician. “What about TV use?” she asked.


Pamela admitted that she was so exhausted at the end of the day, she would flop on the couch and binge for a few hours. “The kids do the same thing with their shows,” she said.


If you’re too exhausted to do anything after work but watch TV or scroll through Facebook, your child will follow your example and rely on escapism to distract himself from any bad feelings, including boredom and burnout. Phones and screen use eat up time people would otherwise spend on self-reflection. If that rings a bell for you, perhaps reflect for two seconds right now, by asking if you are purposefully using your device to escape because you don’t want to acknowledge or look at your feelings.


You would not be alone, if that were true. Using phones and Netflix to numb and distract ourselves has become the great American pastime. Plonking down in front of a screen might seem like a way to relax, but it actually taxes the brain with even more incoming stimuli and has emotional side effects. In a recent German study, researchers found that a TV binge causes stress because people feel guilty about having procrastinated and wasted big blocks of time.


On the other hand, when you model your ability to put down your phones, maybe your kids would do the same. Yes, even in restaurants and on long car trips. Before 2000, kids would talk to their parents at dinner. On drives, they’d stare out the window, talk, or listen to the radio. The benefits of no-screen time is that parents and kids get a chance to learn (or  relearn) how  to daydream, reflect, be creative, interact with each other more. Without constant distraction, people learn to cope with their emotions, to express themselves, and to connect with others.


The therapist who asked Pamela to check her phone usage time wasn’t trying to shame her. The point was to make her aware of how she really spent her free time, and to start monitoring herself and acknowledge that, actually, she did have time to sit, meditate, or stroll—not scroll—or even create and play with her kids.


Check your own screen usage to get a real shock. And then encourage yourself to cut your Instagram use by just five minutes a day. Those few moments might be the difference between wellness and burnout.


Burnout: Not Just for Workaholics Anymore


Parental burnout is real, and it’s widespread. Similar to career burnout, parental burnout strikes when you try to do too much, feel constant pressure and extreme stress, and can’t seem to muster the enthusiasm or energy to do anything, let alone scaffold your child with love, attention, and guidance. The effects of it are disastrous: tension at home with children and partners, depression, substance abuse, and anxiety. According to a study by Belgian researchers, parental burnout is also associated with parental neglect, parental violence, and escape ideation (fantasies about running away). The more burned out you feel, the more neglectful you can become, which increases stress, which increases neglect, and so on.


Well-meaning mums and dads exhaust themselves trying to be perfect parents and turn into the opposite of what they set out to be. Researcher Moïra Mikolajczak of Université Catholique de Louvain in Belgium recently discussed her findings with the Association of Psychological Science, saying, “We were a bit surprised by the irony of the results. If you want to do the right thing too much, you can end up doing the wrong thing. Too much pressure on parents can lead them to exhaustion, which can have damaging consequences for the parent and for the children.”


To determine whether the study’s thousands of French- and English-speaking subjects were experiencing this phenomenon, the researchers gave them a survey called the Parental Burnout Inventory and asked them to rate their reaction to a list of twenty-two statements, from “agree strongly” to “disagree strongly.” The survey was divided into three categories.


In the emotional exhaustion category, parents were asked to rate how they felt about statements like, “I’m in survival mode in my role as a parent,” “When I get up in the morning and have to face another day with my children, I feel exhausted before I’ve even started,” “I feel completely run down by my role as a parent,” and “My role as a parent uses up all my resources.”


Emotional distance queries included, “I’m no longer able to show my child how much I love him,” “I sometimes have the impression that I’m looking after my children on autopilot,” “I am less attentive to my children’s emotions,” “I don’t really listen to what my children tell me,” and “I do the bare minimum for my children but no more.”
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