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To Alex and Maddi, my greatest teachers of a Yes Brain approach to life


– DJS


To Ben, Luke, and JP: I delight in you and I marvel at the light you bring to the world.


– TPB




I’m not afraid of storms, for I’m learning how to sail my ship.


– Louisa May Alcott, Little Women




WELCOME


‘There’s so much I want for my kids: happiness, emotional strength, academic success, social skills, a strong sense of self and more. It’s hard to know where to even start. What characteristics are most important to focus on to help them live happy, meaningful lives?’


We get some version of this question everywhere we go. Parents want to help their kids become people who can handle themselves well and make good decisions, even when life is challenging. They want them to care for others but also know how to stand up for themselves. They want them to be independent and also enjoy mutually rewarding relationships. They want them to avoid melting down when things don’t go their way.


Whew! That’s quite a list, and it can put a lot of pressure on us as parents (or as professionals who work with kids). So where should we focus our attention?


The book you’re holding is our attempt to offer a response to that question. The essential idea is that parents can help children develop a Yes Brain, which produces four key characteristics:




Balance: the ability to manage emotions and behaviour, so kids are less likely to flip their lids and lose control;


Resilience: the ability to bounce back when life’s inevitable problems and struggles arise;


Insight: the ability to look within and understand themselves, then use what they learn to make good decisions and be more in control of their lives;


Empathy: the ability to understand the perspective of another, then care enough to take action to make things better when appropriate.





In the pages that follow, we’ll introduce you to the Yes Brain and discuss practical ways you can nurture these qualities in your children and teach them these important life skills. You really can help your kids become more emotionally balanced, more resilient in the face of struggles, more insightful when it comes to understanding themselves, and more empathic and caring toward others.


We couldn’t be more excited to share this science-inspired approach with you. Come with us, and enjoy the journey of learning about the Yes Brain.


Dan and Tina
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CHAPTER 1


The Yes Brain: An Introduction




[image: image]his book is about helping kids say yes to the world. It’s about encouraging them to open their minds to new challenges, to new opportunities, to who they already are and all they can become. It’s about giving them a Yes Brain.


If you’ve heard Dan speak, you may have participated in an exercise where he asks his audience to close their eyes and pay attention to their bodily and emotional responses when he repeats a particular word. He begins by somewhat harshly saying ‘no’ over and over again. He repeats it seven times, then switches to ‘yes,’ which he says much more gently, again and again. He then asks the audience members to open their eyes and describe what they experienced. They report that the ‘no’ portion of the exercise left them feeling shut down, upset, tense, and defensive, whereas when Dan repeated the affirming ‘yes,’ they felt open, calm, relaxed, and lighter. The muscles of their face and vocal cords relaxed, their breathing and heart rate normalized, and they became more open, as opposed to restricted or insecure or oppositional. (Feel free to close your eyes now and try the exercise for yourself. Maybe enlist the help of a relative or friend. Notice what goes on in your body as you repeatedly hear the word ‘no,’ and then ‘yes.’)


These two different responses – the ‘yes’ response and the ‘no’ response – give you an idea of what we mean when we talk about a Yes Brain, as well as its opposite, a No Brain. If you expand that and think about it as an overall outlook on life, a No Brain leaves you feeling reactive when you interact with people, which makes it nearly impossible to listen, make good decisions, or connect with and care for another person. A focus on survival and self-defense kicks into gear, leaving you feeling guarded and shut down when it comes to interacting with the world and learning new lessons. Your nervous system initiates its reactive fight-flight-freeze-or-faint response: fight means lashing out, flight means escaping, freeze means temporarily immobilizing yourself, and faint means collapsing and feeling utterly helpless. Any of these four reactive responses to threat can become triggered, preventing you from being open, connecting to others, and offering flexible responses. That’s the reactive No Brain state.


The Yes Brain, in contrast, emerges from different circuits in the brain that become activated and lead to receptivity rather than reactivity. Scientists use the term ‘social engagement system’ to refer to the set of neural circuits that help us connect openly with others – and even our own inner experience. As a result of receptivity and an active social engagement system, we feel much more capable of addressing challenges in a strong, clear, and flexible way. In this Yes Brain state, we open ourselves to a sense of equanimity and harmony, allowing us to absorb, assimilate, and learn from new information.


This Yes Brain mindset is what we want for our kids, so that they learn to view obstacles and new experiences not as paralyzing impediments but simply as challenges to be faced and overcome and learned from. When kids work from a Yes Brain mentality, they’re more flexible, more open to compromise, more willing to take chances and explore. They’re more curious and imaginative, less worried about making mistakes. They’re also less rigid and stubborn, which makes them better at relationships and more adaptable and resilient when it comes to handling adversity. They understand themselves and work from a clear internal compass that directs their decisions as well as the way they treat others. Guided by their Yes Brain, they do more, learn more, and become more. They say yes to the world from a place of emotional equilibrium, welcoming all that life offers – even when circumstances don’t go their way.
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Our opening message to you is a thrilling one: you have the power to promote this type of flexibility, receptivity, and resilience in your children. This is what we mean by mental strength – giving your kids a strong mind. Not by making them attend a lecture series on grit and curiosity, or by initiating lots of long, intense, stare-into-each-other’s-eyes conversations. In fact, your everyday interactions with your children are all you need. Simply by keeping in mind the Yes Brain principles and lessons we’ll show you in the coming pages, you can use the time you spend with your kids – while driving to school, eating dinner, playing together, or even arguing with them – to influence the way they respond to their circumstances and interact with the people around them.


That’s because a Yes Brain is more than just a mindset or an approach to the world. It’s that, definitely. And as such, it gives your child an internal guide to help him or her face life’s challenges with security and enthusiasm. It’s the basis of being strong from the inside out. But a Yes Brain is also a neurological state that emerges when the brain is engaged in certain ways. By understanding a few basic details about brain development, you can help create an environment that provides opportunities that will foster a Yes Brain in your kids.


As we’ll explain below, the Yes Brain is created by neural activity that involves a particular region of the brain called the prefrontal cortex, an area that links many regions with one another, handles higher-order thinking, and facilitates curiosity, resilience, compassion, insight, open-mindedness, problem-solving, and even morality. Kids can learn to increasingly access and pay attention to the functions of this part of the brain as they grow and develop. In other words, you can teach your kids how to grow this important neural area that supports mental strength. As a result, they can control their emotions and bodies better, while also listening more carefully to their inner promptings and being more fully themselves. That’s what we’re talking about when we discuss the Yes Brain: a neurological state that helps children (and adults) approach the world with openness, resilience, empathy, and authenticity.


A No Brain, in contrast, emerges less from the interconnecting prefrontal cortex and more from a less integrated brain state that involves the activity of lower, more primitive regions of the brain. This No Brain state is how we respond to a threat or get ready for an impending attack. As a result, it’s intensely reactive, defensively worrying that it might make a mistake or that curiosity might lead to some kind of trouble. And this state can go on the offense, too, pushing back on new knowledge and fighting off input from others. Attacking and rejecting are two ways the No Brain deals with the world. The No Brain’s outlook on the world is one of stubbornness, anxiety, competition, and threat, leaving it much less capable of handling difficult situations or achieving a clear understanding of self or others.


Kids who approach the world from a No Brain state are at the mercy of their circumstances and their feelings. They get stuck in their emotions, unable to shift them, and they complain about their realities rather than finding healthy ways to respond to them. They worry, often obsessively, about facing something new or making a mistake, rather than making decisions in a Yes Brain spirit of openness and curiosity. Stubbornness often rules the day in a No Brain state.


Does any of that sound similar to your situation at home? If you have kids, it probably does. The truth is, we all get into No Brain states – kids and adults alike. Becoming rigid and/or reactive from time to time is something we can’t completely avoid. But we can understand it. Then we can learn ways to help our kids return more quickly to a Yes Brain state when they leave it. And more important, we can give them the tools to do so themselves. Young children will work from a No Brain state more often than older children and adults. A seemingly omnipresent No Brain is typical and developmentally appropriate for a three-year-old – like when she cries with fury because her harmonica got wet, even though she’s the one who threw it in the sink full of water! But over time, and as development unfolds, we can support our kids in developing the ability to regulate themselves, bounce back from difficulties, understand their own experiences, and be thoughtful of others. Then, more and more, the no becomes a yes.
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Think about that right now, for just a moment. How would life at your house change if your kids were better at responding to everyday situations – conflict with siblings, turning off electronics, following directions, homework struggles, bedtime battles – from a Yes Brain instead of reacting from a No Brain? What would be different if they were less rigid and stubborn and they could better regulate themselves when things don’t go their way? What if they welcomed new experiences instead of fearing them? What if they could be clearer about their own feelings, and more caring and empathic toward others? How much happier would they be? How much happier and more peaceful would the whole family be?


That’s what this book is about: helping develop a Yes Brain in your kids by giving them the space, the opportunity, and the tools to develop into people who openly engage with their world and become fully and authentically themselves. This is how we help children develop mental strength and resilience.




How would life at your house change if your kids were able to respond to everyday situations from a Yes Brain instead of reacting from a No Brain?





Nurturing a Yes Brain Is Not About Being Permissive


Let us be clear from the outset about what the Yes Brain is not. The Yes Brain is not about telling kids yes all the time. It’s not about being permissive, or giving in, or protecting them from disappointment, or rescuing them from difficult situations. Nor is it about creating a compliant child who robotically minds his parents without thinking for himself. Instead, it’s about helping kids begin to realize who they are and who they are becoming, and that they can overcome disappointment and defeat and choose a life full of connection and meaning. Chapters 2 and 3 especially will discuss the importance of allowing children to understand that frustrations and setbacks are an inherent part of life – and supporting them while they learn that lesson.


After all, the result of a Yes Brain is not a person who is happy all the time or who never experiences any problems or negative feelings. That’s not the point at all. It’s not the goal of life, nor is it possible. The Yes Brain leads not to some sort of perfection or paradise, but to the ability to find joy and meaning even in the midst of life’s challenges. It allows a person to feel grounded and understand themselves, to flexibly learn and adapt, and to live with a sense of purpose. It leads them not only to survive difficult situations, but to emerge from them stronger and wiser. That’s how they can develop meaning in their lives. From their Yes Brain they’re also able to engage with their inner life, with others, and with the world. That’s what we mean by having a life of connection and knowing who we are.




The Yes Brain is not at all about telling kids yes all the time. It’s not about being permissive, or giving in, or protecting them from disappointment, or rescuing them from difficult situations. Instead, it’s about helping them begin to realize who they are and who they are becoming, and that they can overcome disappointment and defeat and choose a life full of connection and meaning.





When kids and adolescents also develop the ability for equanimity – for learning the skill of returning to a Yes Brain state after being in No Brain mode – we’ve given them an important component of resilience. The ancient Greeks had a term for this kind of happiness composed of meaning, connection, and peaceful contentedness. They called it eudaimonia, and it’s one of the most empowering and lasting gifts we can give our children. It helps create the kind of successful life we can prepare our kids for if we allow them to mature into their own individual identities while supporting them and building skills along the way. And, of course, by working on our own Yes Brain.


Let’s face it: in many ways kids are growing up in a No Brain world. Think about a traditional school day, full of rules and regulations, standardized tests, rote memorization and one-size-fits-all discipline techniques. Whew! And they have to deal with that six hours a day, five days a week, for nine months of the year? Yikes. On top of that, consider the oh-so-packed schedules so many of us impose on them, full of extra-curricular classes and tutoring that leave them staying up late and losing sleep because they have to get their homework done because they couldn’t do it during the daylight hours since they were so busy. When we add to this how compelling digital media has become, with auditory and visual stimuli capturing our kids’ attention around the clock with a temporary pleasure the Greeks called hedonia, we can realize that cultivating a Yes Brain is especially important in these modern times to empower our kids with true and lasting happiness, with the eudaimonia of meaning, connection, and equanimity.


These digital distractions and busy schedules are often experiences that fail to ignite – and at times even undermine – Yes Brain thought. Some of them may actually offer enriching experiences, and some may be necessary evils (although we’re not convinced how necessary certain commonly accepted educational practices really are, as evidenced by the inspirational work being done all over the country and the world by educators who are challenging the status quo in the areas of homework, class schedules, and discipline). Yes, of course kids need to learn about managing routines, following a calendar, and completing tasks that aren’t necessarily pleasant or fun. You’ll hear us endorse that idea throughout the book. Our main point here is simply that when you consider how many of a child’s waking hours are spent doing No Brain work or engaged in No Brain activities, it becomes that much more important that we strive to offer them Yes Brain interactions whenever we possibly can. We want to make home a place where a ‘yes’ approach is consistently emphasized and prioritized.




When you consider how many of a child’s waking hours are spent doing No Brain work and No Brain activities, it becomes that much more important that we strive to offer them Yes Brain interactions whenever we possibly can.





One other point about what the Yes Brain is not: it’s not about putting more pressure on parents to be perfect or to avoid ever messing up with their children. In fact, the idea here is to relax a bit. Just as your kids don’t have to be perfect, neither do you. Cut yourself some slack. Be as emotionally present for your kids as you possibly can, then allow development to happen, supporting them along the way.


If you know our books The Whole-Brain Child and No-Drama Discipline, you’ll immediately see how The Yes Brain Child is a continuation and extension of what we’ve said before. All three books focus on the conviction that our children’s brains – and therefore their lives – are significantly impacted by their experiences, including how we communicate with them, what we model for them, and what kinds of relationships we build with them. In The Whole-Brain Child we explained the importance of intentionally promoting integration in our kids’ brains and relationships, so they can be both fully themselves and also meaningfully connected with the people around them. In No-Drama Discipline we focused on seeing the mind behind our children’s behaviour, on peeling back the layers of their actions and understanding that discipline issues are opportunities to teach and build skills.


Here we take those concepts a step further and apply them to the question of what kind of overall experience with the world you want your kids to enjoy. Our focus in the coming pages is to give you new ways to think about and develop the Yes Brain in each individual child, so that you can fan the flame of her unique inner spark and help it grow and spread as it illuminates and bolsters her sense of self and the world around her. We’ll introduce you to some of the latest, cutting-edge science and research on the brain and help you apply that information in your relationship with your child. While some of what we show you in these pages may mean a shift in how you think and what you do as a parent, and some of it will indeed require some practise, there’s plenty that you can begin using right now, today, to make a difference in your child’s development and in the relationship you two share. Simply understanding a few Yes Brain fundamentals will help you survive the daily, here-and-now challenges you face as a parent – the meltdowns, the battles over screen time and bedtime, the fear of failure and new experiences, the homework freak-outs, the rigid perfectionism, the stubbornness, the sibling conflict – while also helping you build long-lasting skills in your kids that will empower them to lead rich, meaningful lives.


By the way, we’ll be addressing parents throughout, but everything we say here is for anyone who loves and cares for the kids in their lives. That goes for grandparents, teachers, therapists, coaches, and anyone else tasked with the immense and joyful responsibility of helping children grow into their full potential. We’re grateful that there are so many adults working together to love and guide the children in their lives, and to help introduce them to the fundamentals of the Yes Brain.


The Integrated, ‘Plastic’ Brain


What we’ve said so far, and what we’ll discuss in the remainder of the book, is based on the latest research about the brain. The scientific lens through which we view these parental challenges is interpersonal neurobiology (IPNB), a multidisciplinary view drawing on research from around the world. Dan is the founding editor of the Norton Series on Interpersonal Neurobiology, an extensive professional library of more than fifty titles with tens of thousands of scientific references, so if you’re as nerdy as we are and want to ‘geek out’ on the hard-core science behind these ideas, there’s nowhere better to go than that series. But you don’t have to be a neurobiologist to understand some IPNB basics that can benefit your relationship with your child immediately.


Put simply, IPNB looks at how our mind, our brain, and our relationships interact to shape who we are. You can think of it as the ‘triangle of wellbeing.’ IPNB studies connections within a person’s brain, as well as between the brains of different individuals that emerge in their relationships with one another.
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Perhaps the key concept that guides IPNB is integration, which describes what happens when differentiated parts work together as a coordinated whole. The brain is made up of many parts, each with different functions: the left and right hemispheres; the higher and lower parts of the brain; sensory neurons, memory centres, and various other circuitry in charge of functions such as language, emotion, and motor control; and on and on. These different parts of the brain have their own responsibilities, their own jobs to do. And when they work together as a team, as a coordinated whole, the brain becomes integrated, so it can accomplish more and be much more effective than it could if its parts were working by themselves. That’s why we’ve talked so much over the years about whole-brain parenting: we want to help kids develop and integrate their whole brains, so that different regions of the brain become more connected, both structurally (meaning the way they physically connect via neurons) and functionally (meaning the way they work, or function, together). Both structural and functional integration are key to a person’s overall wellbeing.


The most recent neuroscientific research supports the importance of an integrated brain. You may have heard about the Human Connectome Project, the NIH-supported study that gathered biologists, doctors, computer scientists, and physicists for an enormous study of the human brain. One of the key findings of the project, which examined more than twelve hundred healthy human brains, is especially pertinent to what we’re saying here. When you look at all the positive goals a person hopes for in life – happiness, bodily and mental health, academic and career success, relationship satisfaction, and so on – the number one predictor for these positive outcomes is an integrated brain, revealed in how well different areas of the brain are linked to one another.


In other words, if you want to help your child grow into a person who’s able to live meaningfully and find success throughout his life, there’s virtually nothing more important than helping integrate his or her brain. We’ve written a great deal about practical ways to do this, and it’s also what much of this book is about. As a parent – or as a grandparent, teacher, or other caregiver – you have the opportunity to give the child you love experiences that create these important connections in his brain. All kids are different, and there’s no ‘silver bullet’ that addresses every situation, but with effort and intentionality you can create a space in your child’s life that will help connect the different regions of his brain, both structurally and functionally, so those regions can communicate and collaborate with one another and produce these positive outcomes.




If you want to help your child grow into a person who’s able to live meaningfully and find success throughout his life, there’s virtually nothing more important than helping integrate his brain.





A Yes Brain is the state of integrated brain functioning that promotes the growth of integrated structural connections in the brain itself. When you encourage a Yes Brain in your interactions with your child, you are empowering her to grow a more integrated brain.


It’s easy to understand why integration is so important. We use the acronym FACES to describe the characteristics of an integrated brain.
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An interconnected, integrated brain, in which its many parts are working together as a coordinated and balanced whole, is more flexible, adaptive, coherent, energized, and stable. As a result, a child with an integrated brain will be better at handling herself when things don’t go her way. Instead of responding to the world from a position of reactivity, where she is at the mercy of her surroundings and her emotions, she’s more able to work from an attitude of receptivity, willing and able to decide how she wants to respond to various situations and challenges. This is how children build self-understanding and an internal compass to guide them, with intrinsic goals and inner drive. That’s a Yes Brain mentality, and you can see why it allows kids to make better decisions, relate better to others, and understand themselves more fully.


One key reason guiding the growth of higher degrees of integration is possible is that the brain is plastic, or mouldable, and changes based on our experiences. This concept is known as neuroplasticity, and it refers to the fact that it’s not just a person’s mind, or way of thinking, that changes throughout life. Of course that happens, too, but neuroplasticity is about much more than that. The actual physical architecture of the brain adapts to new information, reorganizing itself and creating new neural pathways based on what a person sees, hears, touches, thinks about, practises, and so on. Anything we give attention to, anything we emphasize in our experiences and interactions, creates new linking connections in the brain. Where attention goes, neurons fire. And where neurons fire, they wire, or join together.
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Neuroplasticity leads to some very interesting questions for parents in terms of what kinds of experiences they create for their children. Since parents have the ability, with where and how they draw their kids’ attention, to build and strengthen important connections in their children’s brains, it’s crucial that parents think about those experiences, and about what kinds of connections they are helping wire in those young brains. Where attention goes, neurons fire. With a Yes Brain state, when neurons fire, they wire in constructive ways, changing and integrating the brain. So when you’re reading with your child and ask, ‘Why do you think that made the little girl sad?’ you are giving him a chance to build and strengthen the empathy and social engagement circuitry in his brain. Simply because you gave attention to that particular emotion, you are building the circuitry of self-understanding. Or when you tell jokes and riddles, you’re giving attention to humour and logic, helping develop those aspects of your child’s self. In the same way, exposing your child to toxic shame and excessive criticism, either from you or from a teacher or coach or someone else, will lay neural pathways that will affect her sense of self. This No Brain state created in interaction with you can also grow the brain – but now it is not growing in an integrated way.


The choice is up to you: No Brain or Yes Brain? Just as a gardener uses a rake, or a doctor a stethoscope, a parent can use the tool of attention to help develop and link important parts of a child’s brain. That’s how you can guide your child’s growth toward integration.




Since parents have the ability, with where and how they draw their kids’ attention, to build and strengthen important connections in their children’s brains, it’s crucial that parents think about those experiences, and about what kinds of connections they are helping wire in those young brains.





Likewise, when we neglect certain parts of our child’s development, those parts of their brains can be ‘pruned’ – they can be underdeveloped and even wither and die. That means that if kids don’t receive certain experiences, or their attention isn’t ever brought to certain information, they can lose access to those skills, especially through the process of adolescence. If, for example, your child never hears about generosity and giving, the part of her brain responsible for those functions can fail to develop fully. The same applies if she isn’t provided with free time to play and be curious and explore. Those neurons will fail to fire, and the necessary integration that leads to thriving won’t occur in the same way. Some of these skills may be attainable later in life with energy and effort, but it’s best to offer such brain-developing experiences when they first can grow in childhood and adolescence. As we’ll explain again and again throughout the book, what you do and don’t value, and what you do and don’t give attention to, will impact who your child becomes.


Other factors, such as temperament and various inborn variables, are obviously important as well when it comes to shaping the development of the brain’s function and structure. Genes can play a major role in shaping the brain and therefore the behaviour of individual children. But we also significantly impact our kids through the experiences we facilitate, even in the face of inborn differences that are beyond our control. What this means is that tuning in to your particular child to find the kinds of experiences that she needs and to help focus her attention in ways that suit her individual temperament are important ways that you can help shape further brain growth. Experience shapes the growth of connections in the brain – in childhood, in adolescence and throughout our adult lives!
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