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Praise for The 5 Principles of Parenting



“What Aliza does is come in and teach us how to individually handle how we raise children as well as ourselves. Her process is empowering and not based on just one person’s opinion. It seems impossible for one human to know so much research, and yet her hard work has paid off for all of us. She eschews judgment and helps us all quiet the inner voices of doubt and get into problem-solving mode. I simply don’t know what I would do without her wisdom. She is my go-to for how we all, including ourselves, Raise Good Humans!”

—Drew Barrymore

“Dr. Aliza Pressman’s excellent (and long anticipated) book, The 5 Principles of Parenting, reflects her warmth, humor, depth of knowledge, and no-nonsense approach to raising good humans (see what I did there?). In the first half, Dr. Pressman sets up the why of the science; the second half gives parents flexible, bite-size examples of the how. I finished this book feeling more competent, empowered, and calm; how often can you say that when thinking about parenting? Thank you, Aliza—I love this book!”

—Jennifer Garner

“Imagine receiving practical wisdom based on solid, cutting-edge science about how you can raise your kids to be thoughtful, emotionally balanced, compassionate, and engaged citizens of the world. That’s what you have here. Aliza Pressman’s magnificent guide… will be something to turn to again and again in the privilege and journey of being a parent. Enjoy!”

—Daniel Siegel, MD, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Parenting from the Inside Out, The Whole-Brain Child, and The Power of Showing Up and author of Brainstorm, Aware, and The Developing Mind

“With deep compassion, simplicity, and insight, this book powerfully conveys the science behind raising good humans. It is filled with practical tools that any parent can start utilizing on their journey toward raising resilient children.”

—Dr. Shefali Tsabary, bestselling author of The Conscious Parent: Transforming Ourselves, Empowering Our Children

“The 5 Principles of Parenting is the one book parents can turn to for every stage of development. Dr. Aliza Pressman masterfully translates the science into the practical realities of being a parent and provides clear strategies every parent can use.”

—Lori Gottlieb, New York Times bestselling author of Maybe You Should Talk to Someone and cohost of the Dear Therapists podcast

“In a time when there’s a lot of noise and advice about parenting and child development, Dr. Aliza Pressman is a rare find. She is at once a credible expert, practical, accessible, and beloved. Respected by colleagues and parents alike, Dr. Pressman’s work is impactful and powerful, influencing how this generation of parents thinks about and cultivates their children’s development.”

—Tina Payne Bryson, LCSW, PhD, coauthor of multiple bestsellers, including The Whole-Brain Child and No-Drama Discipline

“Here, at last, is the book parents have been waiting for! Dr. Aliza Pressman distills decades of developmental research into sound and practical guidance that addresses the real questions and concerns that all parents face. Brimming with warmth and wisdom and free from fads and fear, this book belongs in the hands of everyone who cares for or about children.”

—Lisa Damour, PhD, author of Untangled, Under Pressure, and The Emotional Lives of Teenagers

“This book is a gift to parents.… Relax, build your relationships, enjoy your parenting.”

—Alan Sroufe, professor emeritus at the University of Minnesota and author of A Compelling Idea: How We Become the Persons We Are
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To Penelope and Vivian: You’ve taught me all the important things I know.






And now that you don’t have to be perfect, you can be good.

—John Steinbeck, East of Eden








INTRODUCTION Grounding Your Parenting in the Science of Child Development



Trees exhale for us so that we can inhale them to stay alive.

—MUNIA KHAN




Welcome to The 5 Principles of Parenting


The research is conclusive. There are five principles we all need to get fluent in if we want to raise good humans. They are:


	Relationships

	Reflection

	Regulation

	Rules

	Repair



These are the Five Rs that lead to resilience—to humans who can weather life’s storms and stay true to their values. Because fluency means being able to easily implement these principles in your day-to-day life, this book is organized in a way that will show you why these principles matter and will teach you how to engage with them in virtually any context.

The first half of this book covers everything you’ll need to know about the big-picture science of parenting, and the second half shows you how to apply that science to the most common dilemmas parents present to me in my practice as a developmental psychologist and guide.

You’ll notice that we’re not going to go through the principles one by one but, rather, take an approach of total immersion. By the end of this book, you’ll find that you not only know exactly what these terms refer to but you’ll also be able to use them with ease and eloquence.




How I Got Here

My love affair with developmental psychology started before I became a mom.

What makes us become who we are, from our earliest moments and over time? How can parents and communities best shelter the newcomers? What can go wrong? How can we heal from mistakes? I found it fascinating that there was a whole field of study exploring the answers to these questions.

Twentieth-century Swiss philosopher and psychologist Jean Piaget spent much of his professional career watching and listening to children to discover the secrets of the mind. In a thought-leap considered radical at the time, he observed that children aren’t just empty vessels waiting to be filled with knowledge, but also active builders of their own education—little scientists constantly creating and testing their theories of their worlds. This made so much sense to me. As parents, we do that, too! We’re not just empty vessels in need of being filled up with expert know-how. We bring all our own histories and experiences to parenting. We’re parent-scientists, constantly testing strategies to see if they make our lives in our unique families’ experiences easier. Through Relationships, self- and co-Regulation, Reflection, Rules, and Repairs, we become active builders of our own family dynamics.

Each of our ideas of what makes for a good human is unique. There are literally millions of ways to be a good human. As such, there are millions of ways to be a good parent. Parenting asks us to interrogate and reflect on what we think “good” means.

Developmental psychology can help.

As a developmental psychologist engaged in the science of how we get to be who we are and how we change over time, I always draw from the research. But research is dynamic; all scientific studies are conducted in some context, and that context isn’t your unique family. Your personal experience is valuable. Your cultural and family traditions are meaningful. Some of your quirks are probably strengths unique to your situation.

Some parents read absolutely everything, and some reject “expert” advice across the board. But I’ve learned with all things in parenting: there’s a space between—and for me, that’s what this book is about. When we focus on our Relationships within our families, when we take time for Regulation and Reflection, when we’re clear about Rules, and when we make a habit of Repair after mistakes, we find that space between micromanagement and chaos.

Extreme ideas may seem comforting at times, like there’s some way to “win” at parenting if only you and your child conduct yourselves just right. Like, Oh good, there’s a clear answer. All my worries about raising a good human can be put to rest. I get that. The illusion of total certainty has incredible appeal. But as you may have already learned the hard way, extremes are unsustainable. The middle road might not seem as sexy or as black-and-white, but trust me—it’s an easier road to stay on.

So much of parenting can feel like a one-and-done challenge—if we don’t get attachment right with our newborns, we and they are doomed to lifetimes of feeling alienated. Not true! Research on attachment shows that attachment relationships are dynamic. And like all relationships, attachment relationships can be mended, shifted, and built upon. It’s called repair, and it’s one of my five principles of parenting. Not only can mistakes be met with repairs and do-overs, but these mistakes and repairs can actually strengthen our relationships. As you read this book, I want you to let your ears perk up whenever we come to one of these Five Rs: Relationships, Regulation, Reflection, Rules, and Repair. The Five Rs lead to that elusive sixth R we’re all hoping and building toward: Resilience.

We don’t have to be perfect parents the moment our kids are born—or ever. The science shows us that our own learning curves are key to the whole process of raising good humans. So much of the expectation in parenting is that we’re going to raise our children to be good and well adjusted—that their development is the only outcome we should be invested in; but I’ve learned that our own parallel path of development as parents can be at least as meaningful. In raising our kids, we as the adults get beautiful opportunities to grow into our own maturity, into our own hope, will, and wisdom. We do that by returning to these five principles that also lead to resilience: Relationships, Regulation, Reflection, Rules, and Repair. Through all our doubts, and even our difficult moments as parents, through times when we might feel isolated or insufficient, we ourselves can use these principles and the practices I’ll outline in this book to become more confident, more grounded, and more integrated—to embody the sense of being good humans like we want our kids to grow into.

In this book, I’ll teach you a lot of specific practices that will make your life easier when dealing with everything from infant sleep issues to tween screentime drama, but you’ll notice the principles remain pretty constant. That’s because the strategies that work for navigating toddlerhood are the same ones you’ll need to draw on when your kids are teens. These principles and practices will help you maintain and return to a calm sense of confidence—a place of regulation from which you’ll be able to make intentional choices. These practices include both Regulation and Reflection, also known as mindfulness, through which you’ll develop the habit of grounding into the space between extremes.




Visualize Yourself Grounded

As a little girl, I adored the weeping willow tree on our street. In the neighborhood park, we played under a giant oak, creating whole worlds of make-believe and magic. I loved wisteria vines, too. They seemed to climb into trees and weep like the willows but in pale purple blooms—cue the music from Les Miserables and you’ll know what kind of kid I was.

I lived in the suburbs and then in the city, so most of the trees I came into contact with were human-planted beauties that lived mostly solitary lives of a few decades. It wasn’t until later in life that I discovered the marvel of natural forests. The California redwoods awed me with their old-growth magnificence. In ancient forests, all these tree species can live for hundreds if not thousands of years, spending their first few decades sheltered under the care of their mothers. University of British Columbia ecologist Suzanne Simard has established that trees are truly social beings who through their relationships help each other out, sharing food and warning each other about pests and other threats via mycorrhizal fungi networks that live in their roots. Simard calls the biggest, oldest trees in the forest the “mother trees,” and she’s found that they recognize their own kin and favor them, sending them more carbon below ground.

Creating a shady, sheltered environment where saplings can grow slowly helps ensure their long-term well-being by giving them plenty of time to strengthen their cells before they get tall. Sometimes, when I’m in need of grounding in the middle of a hectic day of family or work life, I take a breath and imagine myself a mother tree—a weeping willow, or a broad oak, or a giant redwood in an ancient forest, thousands of years old.

I inhale and exhale in tandem with other living things. I have sturdy roots, but I’m not so rigid that I’m going to snap. I can sway, flexible in the wind, and yet I stand steady. I’m able to shelter and feed my saplings as they grow as strong and resilient as I can support them to become.

This is a book about raising humans, not trees, but as we move from the world of forest ecology and delve ever more deeply into my field of developmental psychology and the science of parenting, I invite you to imagine yourself a mother tree. Stay with me here. Try visualizing your strong and sturdy roots that keep you firmly grounded. Notice in this visualization that you can still sway. You’re not so rigid that you’re going to crack when the winds pick up. You’ll live in your community, helping your neighbors and sharing food and news and—of course—you’ll favor your own children in many ways like trees do.

Science can seem heady at times, but it’s earthy, too. It’s steady—like an old tree. Developmental psychology feels that way to me, too. It honestly boggles my mind that we don’t learn about developmental psychology as a part of high school. It’s completely illuminating!

Some of the old “expert” philosophies and practices have been debunked, of course. I’m not sure how the advice to start potty training babies at birth ended up in a 1932 US government pamphlet for new moms, but we clearly now know that’s ridiculous. In a 1962 book, Dr. Walter Sackett recommended giving babies black coffee starting at six months old! Obviously, I don’t recommend that one, either.

More recently, in the 1980s and 1990s, Dr. William Sears, a pediatrician, and coauthor Martha Sears, a registered nurse, took one of the most important words in developmental science—attachment—and applied it to their parenting approach, and they named it “attachment parenting.” This confused millions of readers, suggesting that a few particular parenting practices were a method to obtain secure attachment. This isn’t even remotely true, and potentially made a lot of mothers feel like failures. Attachment parenting, which is the Searses’ philosophy, has nothing to do with the formation of a secure attachment relationship, a well-researched concept that is predictive of future physical, mental, and developmental health (and a buffer for the impact of toxic stress).

All this is to say that we have to be willing to reject expert advice. We have to take every study in the context in which it was done and not blindly generalize it to every family out there. But as I continued to study developmental psychology, I found it fascinating that, despite the fact we often say the new science disputes the old or we’ve discovered some revolutionary new insight, much of what the twentieth-century OG psychologists theorized has been held up with scientific evidence. More recently, neuroscience has affirmed much of the older wisdom from the developmental sciences on resilience. Neuroscience has also found that mindfulness, visualization, and meditation—practices once considered unscientific—should be in all our developmental and parenting tool kits. When we breathe in, we inhale the air the trees have exhaled. When we breathe out, we exhale the carbon dioxide for the trees to send to their young. The most fundamental parenting practice is something we’ve been doing in tandem with the trees since our ancestors came down from their branches and started walking around with two feet on the ground.

So, breathe. Doing the best we can more often than not might not seem like a super-high bar for parenting, but I’m delighted to report what the scientific research has clearly shown: if we’ve got the essential information and we apply it more often than we don’t, that’s good enough.

Think about good parenting as a 75 percent principle. You’re going to learn a lot in this book, and then I’ll invite you to actively throw out about 25 percent of my advice, because it won’t work for your family—or maybe you just don’t like it. Even within what works for your family, if you’re the parent you want to be 75 percent of the time (and that’s probably still a high bar!), that’s amazing. In our academic and work life, most of us don’t aim for Cs, but I’m here to tell you that if you can implement 75 percent of the research-backed, practical guidance, you’re golden.

Lehigh University researcher and attachment expert Susan S. Woodhouse studied racially and ethnically diverse low-income moms and their babies, and she found that when the primary caregiver was responsive about half the time, that built a strong-enough sense of attachment to protect their kids from the psychological risks associated with life stresses. They needed to respond only about just over 50 percent of the time to reap these benefits.




Inhabit the Space Between

These days I get media requests whenever a new study or parenting influencer comes out saying this or that, whether about pacifiers, or screen time, or behavior modification. Often, I can’t tell the journalists what they want to hear. I won’t say that an extra hour in front of the television will ruin a kid’s life, any more than I’d say giving them a cup of coffee is a good idea. Extremes make for clickable headlines. Extremes promise safety because they feel so certain. But it’s a false sense of safety. The science is clear: humans don’t thrive at extremes.

Here are the nonnegotiables in parenting I feel pretty confident all psychologists agree on:


	Take care of the mental health of the primary caregiver.

	Do not engage in physical or emotional abuse.

	Do not neglect a child.

	Commit to habits of consistent sleep, movement, and nourishment.

	Establish clear Rules that enable emotional and physical safety.

	Be sensitive (which we will define) to your child’s needs (which are not the same thing as their “wants”).







Remember That Good Enough Is Good Enough

As with the beginning of all important projects, I invite you to get started by setting an intention—in this case, an intention for your own growth as a parent. Put your hand on your heart, take a deep breath, and say, “More often than not, I’m the parent [or mother or caregiver or father or mama or papa or zaza] I want to be.” When setting an intention, it’s also super helpful to name the barrier you expect to encounter (such as “I have a short temper when I’m tired”), and then come up with a plan to handle that barrier when it arises (like, “I will take a moment to breathe before I speak or act.”)

The fact that you’re here, reading this book, means you’re engaged and are open to growth, and that’s tremendous.

You’re doing great.








PART ONE THE FOREST THROUGH THE TREES Getting at What Matters







CHAPTER 1 Clearing Away the Noise Beginning from a Place of BALANCE



Before you speak ask yourself if what you are going to say is true, is kind, is necessary, is helpful. If the answer is no, maybe what you are about to say should be left unsaid.

—BERNARD MELTZER



Eleanor wanted the day to go perfectly. Her daughter, Camille, had practiced for her part in the school play for months. Eleanor planned everything from the meals they would share before the play to the flowers she would give her daughter afterward. Everything was set to go as painlessly as possible, but onstage, Camille froze and forgot her lines. That night, she cried into the perfect flowers. When Eleanor called me, she was devastated, feeling like the whole experience had been a failure. But I had another take. I asked Eleanor to consider the fact that this had been a great parenting success. Camille was able to cry with her mother—Eleanor was a safe person, and Camille was having an appropriate response to her disappointment.

We would all love for our children to lead easy lives with little pain, lots of laughter, and meaningful contributions—but that’s not possible every day. Real life brings with it inevitable challenges. We don’t need to make childhood feel like adulthood right out of the gate, but we can help our kids ease into the realities of living in an imperfect world.

Part of the anxiety of parenting is knowing there’s so much in this world we can’t control. (Breathe that in and then exhale: There’s so much I can’t control.) But here’s the heartening part: We can control our behavior as parents more often than not, and the science shows us that our parenting is the single greatest environmental influence on our children’s well-being. (Breathe that in and then exhale: There’s so much I can control.)

I don’t say this to freak you out. When I learned that parents had such a relatively powerful impact on their kids, I was in grad school and not yet pregnant, and I thought, Duh. When I had my first baby, I thought, This is so overwhelming. How am I going to pull this off?

As I’ve grown into motherhood, I’ve come to see this profound impact as empowering. As parents, we’re significantly more influential than screen time, our children’s peers, or which schools they attend. If we focus on what we can control—ourselves—that’s something manageable. As you do the regulation exercises in this book, you’ll get better and better at it all, but there will always be room for mistakes and repair.


Understanding Regulation

Kristin came to our session ashamed and upset. She’d grown up in a household where she learned to equate masculinity with violence, and she’d made a vow not to pass that on to her boys. She didn’t allow roughhousing, for one thing, and she didn’t allow raised voices. When her four-year-old yelled something at his brother, panic shot through her body. She pounced on her son, screaming, “We don’t yell!” Now, she cried to our parent group: “I can’t believe I tried to teach my son nonaggression with more yelling!”

It makes sense that Kristin had a stress response triggered by her past. But that unproductive stress response—when we aren’t able to self-regulate or are getting false alarms about the dangers at hand—can end up causing us to act and parent from a place of fear and panic. Often, when we feel guilty about how we handled a parenting situation, the root of the problem is our own inability to self-regulate in the heat of the moment. I reminded her that the occasional panic reaction in an otherwise loving household isn’t going to hurt our kids. What would help her in the future would be if she could find another way to respond to that panic feeling in her body.

Self-regulation—and within that emotional regulation—is the human ability to respond to our experiences in ways that are socially acceptable and sufficiently flexible, but to also control or delay our reactions as needed.

My favorite way to think about self-regulation comes to us from psychologist Rollo May. In The Courage to Create, May wrote: “Human freedom involves our capacity to pause between stimulus and response and, in that pause, to choose the one response toward which we wish to throw our weight. The capacity to create ourselves, based upon this freedom, is inseparable from consciousness or self-awareness.”

Whenever we talk about self-regulation, we’re talking about activating that pause between stimulus and response where we can create ourselves, where we can be intentional and do the work of raising ourselves into the good parents we want to be. Being able to activate that pause more often than not creates a kind of freedom that allows us to walk through the world without worrying that we’re going to lose our cool every time someone bumps our elbow on the subway or borrows our favorite toy. Even for adults, self-regulation usually remains a work in progress—one that’s tested and strengthened in new ways by being around children. Kristin needed to remember that her reaction was understandable—and completely forgivable.

Children aren’t born with a fully developed capacity for self-regulation; they learn it as their brains develop. A primary way we all learn self-regulation is through a process called co-regulation, which we’ll more deeply explore later and that involves various types of responses, like a warm presence, an acknowledgment of distress, and a calming tone of voice, as well as modeling our own process of calming ourselves down.

When I think about how self-regulation works in a practical sense, I think about my new home alarm system.

I know only New Yorkers feel safer in New York than anywhere else, and since I’m a New Yorker, when I lived in the city, I didn’t have an alarm system. Then I moved to California and into a house with my girls—and I didn’t feel quite so safe. Who would hear us scream for help if we didn’t live in an apartment building? I decided I needed an alarm system.

When I walk in the door, there’s a slow beeping sound that serves as a warning signal. If there were a burglar, the alarm would go off and the police would come. When I come home, the warning signal reminds me to punch in my passcode. Then the system is disarmed and all is well. I think of that beeping sound as the metaphor for my stress response. When I feel the panic shooting through my body in reaction to a relatively nonthreatening stimulus, I need to have the passcode of self-regulation. I need to hear the beeping sound and realize when there’s no burglar. I’m not being chased. My kids aren’t being threatened. There’s nothing bad happening. It’s just me coming home with some takeout. So, I punch in my passcode and disarm the system.

The trick to developing a self-regulation muscle as a person, and especially as a parent, is to figure out your own personal passcode. Over time, you’ll get better and better at recognizing the signs that your body is about to start sounding the alarm, and you’ll have that much more warning time to punch in the passcode. The signs might include things like racing thoughts, difficulty focusing, fast heartbeat, dry mouth, butterflies or nausea, cold hands, quick breath, or a need to pee.

Everyone is different. When your kids do something that sets off that panic response in you, or if they’re going through a dysregulated time when they’re upset or freaking out about something, the alarm needs to be disabled before anything else can happen. Instead of meeting them where they are in the freak-out, or responding to yelling with more yelling, punch in your passcode. This will put you back into a state of balance and make you available as the loving, adult parent the situation calls for.

What’s extraordinary about co-regulation is that your child can literally borrow from your nervous system to help calm down or learn about a limit in a receptive state. This habit alone—of finding your passcode and learning to punch it in to get yourself into a regulated mode fairly quickly—will not only improve your parenting, allowing you to be the parent you want to be more often than not, but it will also have the biggest influence on your children’s ability to self-regulate in the future. It may not pay off right away. Parenting is a long game. But it will ultimately pay off.

When you find your passcode, you have a system in place so that you know what to do when you start to feel your nervous system bubbling up with anxiety. For most human beings, a passcode is as simple as taking a slow and deep breath. Or two. Or three. You can’t set off that alarm while breathing. The lungs send the message to the brain through the vagus nerve: I can be a compassionate witness here. If it helps you to have an image, picture yourself inhaling the air a tree has exhaled. Then pucker your lips, like you’re blowing out a candle, to exhale. If words help, think of a phrase: “I’m not being chased by a bear” or “All feelings are welcome, all behaviors are not.” Choose a phrase that reminds you to take a breath—because you actually can. You have time. You can disarm your system before it sets off the main alarm. If you loathe mantras, instead make a habit of splashing cold water on your face—or stick your hands in a glass with ice if you don’t want to mess up your makeup. Exposure to cold can actually dampen the threat response.



How to Stay Grounded in the Here and Now

If you notice that your stress response often activates based on experiences from your past, your passcode might include a quick practice to remind yourself that you’re in the here and now.

Glance around. Look at the room or space where you are and notice five colors you see.

Breathe in through your nose. Breathing in through the nose allows the air to reach the lower lobes of your lungs, stimulating the parasympathetic system, which is in charge of restoration, relaxation, and rejuvenation, as opposed to breathing in through the mouth, which can actually exacerbate panic and even cause hyperventilation.

As you notice the colors, name them. Say to yourself, Blue, then exhale through your mouth and say to yourself, Orange, and so on. It might feel goofy at first, but it’s better than unleashing on your four-year-old, who has no idea about the intergenerational tempers you’re responding to. You’ll get used to these practices as your self-regulation increases and your roots grow stronger.





Whatever passcode works for you, you can use it daily and train yourself to remain regulated, no matter what’s going on for your child. Words and breath may not be your thing, though. Maybe you want to put one hand on your heart and the other hand on your belly. This parental practice, even more powerfully than banning expressions of aggression, impacts the way children develop into adults who can self-regulate—because they’ll have the experience of watching you, their caregiver, and co-regulating with you from infancy, across their childhood years, and even into adulthood. Who doesn’t want a parent they can call at any stage in life and borrow a calm sense of clarity? That’s what parental development will do for you: turn you into someone more grounded.

Of course, sometimes you won’t be able to call on your passcode before you react. But here’s the amazing truth of being a parent: we get multiple opportunities every day to disarm that stress system. At the end of the day, you just want to say to yourself, “For the most part, I’m able to self-regulate. For the most part, I’m able to co-regulate. More often than not, I can remember my passcode. And when I can’t, that’s another opportunity to show myself some self-compassion, because just like my kids and everybody else, I’m a human.”




The Parenting Passcode: BALANCE

If you already have your own passcode that works, keep using it. But I also invite you to borrow mine. It’s BALANCE, the tool that will allow you to create the space to look, listen, and be sensitively attuned without reactivity. Again and again in this book, we’ll come back to the seven steps of BALANCE, because they hold the answer to virtually every parenting conundrum you’ll encounter. You might not believe it right now, but these seven, science-backed steps are applicable to virtually every scenario. Stay with me. I promise to make you a believer by the end of this book.

This is what it all comes down to:


	
Breathe. Inhale deeply through your nose, and exhale. Yes, there’s rich neuroscience behind the power of the breath; and no, you can’t skip this step. Take the breath.

	
Acknowledge. Ask yourself, “What is this moment bringing up for me?” For example, are you running late and feeling afraid you’ll look like you can’t handle your life? Are you responding to some long-ago circumstance that’s more about your own history than the present moment? No judgment here. You can just reflect for a moment.

	
Let it go. You can unpack any baggage later, on your own timeline. When you let go of the past and future this moment is bringing up, you can focus on the present.

	
Assess. Take stock of the present moment. Gauge your own and your child’s state of mind—calm, curious, frantic, distraught?

	
Notice. Observe what’s going on in your own body and what’s going on in your child’s body. What are the bodies present here and now trying to tell you?

	
Connect. Let your child know verbally or with your body that you see them and care about their feelings.

	
Engage. Now that you’re in balance, you can decide which response you wish to throw your weight behind. If your child is yelling, you won’t yell at them to stop yelling; you’ll say it calmly, with authority. No matter what the parenting dilemma, your self-regulation is going to help you identify and respond in the space between permissiveness and tyranny.



Still don’t know exactly what to do? Don’t worry. You’ll get there. When you get into the habit of responding from a regulated, balanced place, the clarity will follow.

These seven steps work on mechanisms in our brain-bodies so we can better manage scenarios from the toddler tantrum to the tween who just trashed the house while making a horror film that somehow involved massive quantities of green slime. Over time, you’ll build the emotional muscle memory that makes a calm and balanced response feel like second nature more often than not. Just like we accept that the practice of working out builds physical muscles, practicing this mental workout will pay off in emotional agility and health. You’ll translate the whole process to fit your personality, your child’s temperament, and your own beliefs and values.



Give Yourself Permission to be BAD

When I don’t feel like I have time to go through all seven steps, I have a shortcut. I get that panicked feeling that warns me I’m dysregulated, and I remind myself that it’s good to be a bad mom. To be a BAD mom, I


	Breathe

	Assess

	Deal



I remind myself, “All feelings are welcome, all behaviors are not.” That’s the shortcut. But when you can, practice all seven steps. Pretty soon they’ll come so quickly, it will almost feel automatic.








Eight Ways to Engage Your Parasympathetic Nervous System

The concept might sound fancy, but it’s surprisingly simple to activate.


	
1. Breathe

	
2. Cold-water immersion, even just running cold water on your hands

	
3. Laugh

	
4. Have a good cry, complete with deep belly breaths

	
5. Spend time in nature

	
6. Play with a pet

	
7. Have a twenty-second hug with a loved one

	
8. Give yourself a butterfly hug: wrap your arms around yourself and squeeze your arms, moving them up and down opposite hand to arm, using a tapping motion






Co-Regulation


I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.

—MAYA ANGELOU



One of the reasons taking care of ourselves helps our children so much is that co-regulation lies at the heart of all human relationships. In the parent-child relationship, it’s key. Co-regulation in parenting refers to the presence of a calm and connected caregiver who can enable a child to regain balance when they’re upset or afraid. It’s often said that no one can make you feel a certain way. That’s kind of untrue, though. Anyone who has been in a room when someone walks in very upset knows that everyone’s nervous system responds. This is because humans are interdependent—or “intraconnected,” as psychiatrist and professor of neurobiology Dr. Dan Siegel puts it. We co-regulate. So, when someone is upset, our nervous system responds and we’re challenged not to get upset right along with them.

It’s okay to acknowledge that someone might ignite a feeling in you. A goal of being a grown-up is to also have self-regulation, so you can respond with intention rather than getting swept up in this other person’s emotional upset.

With our kids, we hope to co-regulate calm rather than upset, but it works the same way. When our baby is upset, we pick them up and make soothing sounds, for example. According to polyvagal theory, developed by neuroscientist and psychologist Dr. Stephen Porges, the reciprocal sending and receiving of signals of safety—not just the signals of the absence of danger—is what truly forges a connection between two nervous systems, each nourishing and regulating the other.

Through polyvagal theory, Porges describes how feeling secure begins deep within every person’s autonomic nervous system. When safety is detected, our nervous system works to calm us. Interacting with a person whom you trust deeply creates that safe environment.

With our kids, who are still learning self-regulation, we can use these concepts of co-regulation and polyvagal theory, and we can lean into that interdependence and lend our little ones our own calm. Just rocking a baby and whispering “I’m here” activates co-regulation and helps that baby’s nervous system recover from any upset or activation. Likewise, as our children get older, we can bring calm by regulating our own nervous system and responding with calm when their own system may be going into unnecessary fight-or-flight response.




Survive and Become Wise

The human brain typically develops from back to front, also described as developing from the bottom up. First we learn to survive, and then we learn to be wise. We’re all born with a well-developed back brain—or “survival brain”—that includes the brain stem and the limbic region. Our survival brain is responsible for basic functions like breathing and blinking, as well as for innate reactions to perceived threats—namely, fight, flight, or freeze. A key player in the back part of the brain is the amygdala. When the amygdala senses danger, it sounds the alarm and activates the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis to release adrenaline and cortisol to respond to the threat. The problem is that the amygdala acts on emotions and instincts and, especially early on, can have trouble distinguishing between real danger and false alarms without input from the wise part of the brain.

The front part of the brain, or the cerebral cortex, includes the prefrontal cortex—the wise, measured aspect of the brain—or the “sage brain.” This is the part of the brain where complex mental processing like rational decision-making, control over emotions and body, self-understanding, empathy, and morality takes place. It’s not that emotions don’t play an equally key role, it’s just that they give information in concert with reason to determine what we need—in fact, that is where the wisdom comes in. The front part of the brain doesn’t fully develop until a person is somewhere between eighteen years old and their late twenties, with the largest periods of growth during the first few years of life and another big jump in adolescence.

During a perceived threat, the amygdala is flooded with alarm signals, and the front part of the brain’s input is limited because we just don’t need our inner sage when we’re running from that bear. Through practice, however, one can strengthen the communication between the back part of the brain and the front part so we can better manage the strong reactions of the amygdala. This is called “brain integration,” and it happens when the front and back of the brain work together, developing increased neural connections so that information flows quickly back and forth. Without this connection, humans of all ages can become overwhelmed with emotion and react, for example, with tantrums and meltdowns.

That’s where we come in with co-regulation. By sharing our sense of calm with our kids, we slowly teach them how to regulate on their own when they sense a possible threat. By holding your baby and exuding your own calm, or remaining undisturbed when your toddler can’t find their special lovey, you’re sending the clear message: If Mom isn’t freaked out, there probably isn’t a bear chasing us. Eventually, this will allow your child to pause and consider various responses on their own and, with intention, select the choices that promise the best outcomes.

So, what stops us from acting out our every feeling? It’s regulation—that often-fleeting pause between stimulus and response in which we can pull ourselves together, preferably more often than not. As parents, we’re challenged daily to keep our behaviors in check, and we’re charged with guiding our children to learn this important skill set, too.

When we can handle our children’s emotional experiences without making them about our own feelings, we give them space to feel psychologically safe in sharing them. It can be burdensome to worry that when you share your feelings with your grown-up, that they’re going to break down alongside you. Can you hear what your child is going through, try to make sense of it, and support them? In doing so, you support their growing sense of regulation as they mature into the confidence that all feelings are welcome, all behaviors are not, and with practice and cognitive development we can all keep our act together more often than not.

As with so much in parenting, it begins with us. Kids are wired to be attuned to our emotional states. Whether we like it or not, they absorb everything they can to understand themselves and the world around them. If you’re feeling anxious, then acknowledge your feelings of anxiety. If you’re feeling grumpy, acknowledge you might be irritable. It’s okay to say so out loud—that way, you give your child the opportunity to understand that those are your feelings and not necessarily their feelings. Kids will often assume they’ve caused your feelings, so it’s extra important that you say explicitly that’s not the case.

Instead of saying, “You’re exhausting me,” try saying something like, “I didn’t get much sleep last night, so you might notice that I’m acting extra grumpy.”

Children can handle our feelings—our whole range of feelings—as long as they understand that we know how to handle our feelings, that they don’t need to help us manage our feelings, and that regardless of our mental states we always love them and are able to also take care of them. They need to know that we know how to take care of them, and we also know how to take care of ourselves. They also need to know that we accept the whole range of feelings, and once we name them and accept them, we can move forward to the next steps.

This doesn’t mean you’re going to share all your worries with your child. It means you’re going to pay attention to your own feelings and experiences, so you don’t inadvertently project them onto your kids. You can try narrating what’s going on for you as you shift into the present by saying something like, “I’m so annoyed right now it’s challenging for me to focus on what I’m doing. Let me take a deep breath and see if I can get myself back to being able to pay attention to what I’m doing here.”

So, if you have feelings ranging from sadness to anger, it’s okay to share those with your children. In fact, it’s better for your kids to know you have those feelings and that you know what you’re going to do than for them to just notice that something’s wrong and have to wonder.





Commit to “Sensitive Caregiving”

Kids are incredibly attuned to our emotional states. They understand tension and feel it in their nervous system. If we’re pretending to be cheerful, that’s not really going to help our kids. But we can always take a breath and summon the best mood that’s authentically available to us at any moment, and show up for our unique kids. In doing so, we can begin our practice of sensitive caregiving.

Sensitive Caregiving is an essential aspect of positive parenting that influences executive function development and secure attachment. The scientific concept of sensitive caregiving has been around for decades, originally defined by developmental psychologist Mary Ainsworth as the ability to appropriately detect and respond to a child’s implicit behavioral signals. So when I say “commit to sensitive caregiving,” I’m talking specifically about something rooted in decades of science and that shouldn’t be confused with what it may sound like—the idea that a child’s every want and feeling should stop the world. In fact, part of being a sensitive caregiver is knowing when and how to respond appropriately given your child and the circumstances, even when that means holding a boundary and experiencing your child’s discomfort.

Sensitive caregiving, by definition, is never going to be one-size-fits-all. Sensitive caregiving means we’re able to notice and respond to a unique child’s signals in a way that fits with that child’s needs. The definition sounds almost simple: an adult caregiver takes into consideration the individual temperament and needs of their unique baby or child, notices the child’s signals, and responds appropriately. It’s reciprocal and it’s relational. But sensitive caregiving isn’t something that comes naturally to many of us—often because it wasn’t wired into us by our own caregivers.

We can, from the moment we meet our new person, or as soon as we’re able, begin to get to know and accept them. What delights them? When do they get distressed? Do they like a lot of activity and bright colors? Do they feel safer when they get space and quiet time? When babies and children babble, gesture, or cry out, and their adult responds appropriately with words, eye contact, or a hug, that builds and strengthens neural connections in their growing brains that support the development of communication and social skills. Developmental psychologists call this process “serve and return”—because they see it as a back and forth, like tennis or Ping-Pong—and the science shows us that these interactions shape brain architecture. When we as parents and caregivers are sensitive and responsive to a child’s signals, we provide an environment rich in serve-and-return experiences.

We’ll take a deep dive into temperament in Chapter 6, but for now I want to assure you that sensitive caregiving isn’t about following a particular script; it changes over time as children grow through their developmental stages. If a three-month-old is crying and inconsolable, a sensitive caregiver would go to that child, pick them up, check to see if they’re wet, and check to see if they’re hungry. If a typically developing four-year-old is hungry or wet, or too hot or too cold, they should be able to communicate that and address at least some of it for themselves, so at that point the sensitive caregiver could guide the preschooler to get their needs met without fixing everything for them just because they’re making noise.

If you’re gearing up to do a puzzle with your nine-month-old because their older brother liked puzzles, but this baby is pointing to the book, sensitive caregiving means that you’ll shift to the book. The sensitive caregiver says, “Oh, you notice the book. Let’s go see—what is this book?” So, we’re talking about being responsive to both the intellectual and emotional needs in an age- and temperament-appropriate way. These small moments when you’re playing with a puzzle or reading a book might seem inconsequential, but they’re letting the child know that who they are and what they need are things they’re able to communicate to this very important caregiver in their lives, and that the caregiver is able to respond more often than not.

Your response doesn’t always have to be yes. If it’s 2:00 a.m. and your five-year-old wakes you up demanding a book, a sensitive caregiver responds appropriately, which is to send the message, “No. It’s time to rest.”





How and Why Kids Watch Us


As children develop, their brains “mirror” their parents’ brains. In other words, the parent’s own growth and development, or lack of those, impact the child’s brain. As parents become more aware and emotionally healthy, their children reap the rewards and move toward health as well.

—DANIEL J. SIEGEL, MD



It’s natural to want our kids to be able to regulate themselves and act the ways we want them to from, well, birth, but because they’ve just arrived and their brains aren’t fully formed, they need to learn how to do these things. The primary way they learn is by watching us. They watch us lose our temper or they watch us get into balance and respond sensitively to them and the other people around us. This can feel like a lot of pressure, but let’s face it: learning to be a good human would take a lifetime if we didn’t have any examples. That’s why children watch and imitate.

One of the best-known experiments in the history of psychology involved a slightly creepy-looking life-size clown doll named Bobo. With this doll, Stanford psychologist Dr. Albert Bandura and his colleagues exposed kids to two different models: an aggressive adult who used verbal insults and went so far as to beat the clown doll with a mallet, and a nonaggressive adult who played nicely with some Tinkertoys. The children were then shown a series of fun games they were allowed to play with for only a couple of minutes, intentionally building up their frustration levels, and then they were left alone with the clown and secretly observed the children imitating the behaviors they had witnessed in the adult models. Interestingly, when children in the experiments were told that the adults faced consequences for their aggressive behaviors, they were less likely to imitate them.

Even when the children saw the bad behavior and only heard that the adult faced consequences, they were able to turn away from the negative example. But when bad behaviors go without mention, the lessons really start to get coded into our children’s brains. Believe it or not, prior to those experiments, a lot of people never thought about the impact that modeled behaviors were having on kids.

We can use Bandura’s social learning theory to demonstrate and model behaviors we want to see, too. You can start by getting intentional about walking your talk—and honest about when you realize you haven’t hit the mark. Kids learn as much from your ability to say, “I didn’t react the way I wanted to, and I wish I had done something different,” as your ability to get it right the first time around. We all have feelings. We all perform behaviors. And the more we’re able to pause and reflect between the feeling and the acting out, the more we’re able to conduct ourselves intentionally.

When I remind the parents I work with that all feelings are welcome, all behaviors are not, it is to reinforce the importance of separating their emotions and their behaviors. It’s okay for our kids to feel angry with their sibling, but it’s not okay to hit their sibling. It’s okay feel frustrated with a toy that isn’t working, but it’s not okay to smash that toy against the wall. It’s okay not to care for onions, but it’s not okay to tell grandma she’s a lousy cook. When we separate feelings from behaviors, we can begin to separate shame from expectations. We get to feel however we feel, and that’s separate from how we act and how we’re expected to act.

It’s tempting at times to say “You should feel grateful” or “You love your brother” when really what someone feels is not up to us—but how they act on that feeling we do have some say about. That is where expectations come in. You get to feel however you feel, but you do not get to behave however you want to behave. This is how we can “discipline” our kids without worrying about shaming them about the feelings they are having.




The Benefits of Not Fixing Everything

A lot of people define mental health as having positive emotions—feeling good, feeling happy, feeling calm, or feeling relaxed. But emotions, even positive ones, come and go. Psychologist and author Lisa Damour says


that’s a problematic definition because we could all start the day feeling good, but anything can come up that can start to ruin your day and you won’t feel happy and you won’t feel calm and you won’t feel relaxed. That doesn’t mean your mental health is up for grabs. Mental health is not about feeling good or calm or relaxed, it’s about having feelings that make sense in the moment that match their context. And most importantly, handling those feelings well, handling them effectively, and handling them in a way that brings relief and does no harm.



Being a happy person doesn’t mean you’ll be happy all the time. Being mentally healthy doesn’t mean you’ll be happy all the time. Children need to experience uncomfortable feelings and get really good at recognizing they can survive that discomfort, that it is only temporary.

It’s so natural to want to make things easier for our children. We love them and we want them to feel the easier feelings. I know that fixing things comes from such a loving place, but fixing and avoiding can send a message that we don’t believe our kids have the capacity to take on the challenges of life. If we want our children to believe in themselves, we have to believe in them, too. Every time we fix something that they could have fixed for themselves, every time we make it so that they don’t experience a challenge—even if it’s difficult to watch because you love your child and you don’t want them to go through any difficult emotional experiences or push themselves—when you fix it or make it easier, you’re essentially saying to them, “I don’t think you can handle this.” When you step back, however, you’re letting them know, “I trust you’ve got this. It might take a couple of tries, it might take a while, and it might be uncomfortable in the process, but I believe in you!”

Kids don’t need their feelings fixed; they just need to know that we love them through the whole range of feelings that they have, so that as they grow they can also grow their ability to handle those feelings well, handle them effectively, and handle them in a way that brings relief and does no harm.



Micro-Meditations

Mindfulness You Have Time For


	Even if you can’t carve out twenty minutes to meditate, start making a practice of taking a deep breath every time you walk through a doorway or every time you shift from one activity to the next. See if you can commit to a one-minute-a-day practice.

	Set a timer for one minute and just count your thoughts. Don’t judge the thoughts’ quality or content; just notice each thought and let it pass, like it’s a billboard on a highway. Just information. Most of it, nothing to do with the present.

	Put your hand on your heart and say: “More often than not, I’m the parent I want to be.”

	Count your steps as you walk. Try taking three steps per inhale, three steps per exhale. You don’t have to empty your mind to meditate. Just the act of counting your steps will give you the moment you need.

	If you’re feeling like you need a release, try doing a lion’s breath. Inhale long and then open your mouth wide and stick out your tongue and make a roaring sound!









REGULATION EXERCISE Breath Meditation


A powerful way to build your self-regulation and disarm hyperreactivity is through a consistent practice of meditation—and I’m not talking about something that’s going to be just another pipe dream on your to-do list. Pairing this practice with your passcode of BALANCE is going to build your self-regulation muscles so that more and more often, you’ll be able to access that space between stimulus and response, and you’ll anchor yourself in the freedom to act with intention.

Most meditation practices taught in the United States come to us from Buddhist traditions, but mindfulness is ancient and cross-cultural. I like to think of mindfulness as heartfulness, too. (In many Eastern languages, including Sanskrit, the words for heart and mind are synonymous.) Neuroscience research over the past two decades has confirmed what monks, mystics, and prayerful grandmothers have known for millennia: mindfulness meditation benefits our cognitive domains, including attention, memory, executive function, and cognitive flexibility. It might seem like a cruel irony that just when you most need support with all this mental agility, you literally don’t have time to meditate; but the kind of mindfulness I’m talking about—and the kind I practice—doesn’t require a special room or some crazy amount of alone time when no one’s going to bother you.

If you have time to breathe, you have time to breathe intentionally. And that’s a legit meditation practice.

The specific amount of time is up to you. Virtually all smartphones have timers on them. You can download a mindfulness app if you’re like me and you prefer your alarm to sound like you’re in a monastery rather than hiding in your laundry closet.


	
1. Sit down or lie down—whatever is most comfortable for you. Some people like to sit with their feet firmly on the ground. Some people like to have a lot of pillows under their hips. Whatever works for you or feels practical will serve the meditation, but direct some consciousness to your posture. Just notice it.

	
2. Pause and take a deep breath, noticing how it feels in your body as you inhale through your nose. Pucker your lips a little bit as you exhale through your mouth—almost like you’re blowing out a candle very gently, not wanting to spill the melted wax.

	
3. As you keep breathing, introduce a count, inhaling with a silent count to four, holding for a silent count to six, and exhaling through your mouth with a silent count to eight.

	
4. Remind yourself that your breath and this count are your anchors.



This practice will reset your nervous system. If your attention drifts to Why am I doing this? or Is this really doing anything for me? know those are great questions. Remind yourself that there’s rich science behind the practice. This practice is going to make you the parent and person you want to be. And then go back to the breath.

As you move through this book and try different mindfulness exercises, and start or restart your daily meditation practice, you may discover that the breath is not the best anchor for you. We start with the breath because that’s what works for most humans, but if focusing on your breath seems to increase your anxiety, you’ve got other options. If that’s the case for you, another anchor—like looking at your toes or a spot on the wall or visualizing a color—may become your preferred go-to.










CHAPTER 2 Five Parenting Practices and Five Teachable Skills to Set Up Your Child for Resilience The Ordinary Magic of Raising Kids Who Can Weather Life’s Storms



I’ve learned that you can tell a lot about a person by the way he/she handles these three things: a rainy day, lost luggage, and tangled Christmas tree lights.

—MAYA ANGELOU



How many times have you heard someone say, “Children are resilient”? While children do bounce back, and that sentence might serve us when we’re panicked at tough times, the truth is that resilience depends on a host of factors, and it can be harmful to keep repeating the word as though children are solely responsible for “being” resilient.

Any seed that sprouts has a chance at survival, but trees that thrive for hundreds of years are shaded, with roots in relation to other trees in the forest. Likewise, human resilience is a process that requires support systems that extend beyond the individual.

Ann S. Masten, a professor at the Institute of Child Development at the University of Minnesota and one of the world’s preeminent researchers on resilience, defines the construct broadly as “the capacity of a system to adapt successfully to disturbances that threaten the viability, function, or development of the system.” She has found that resilience arises from “ordinary magic” and relies on a host of factors, including attachment relationships, caregiver mental health, social relationships, self-regulation, and problem-solving skills. She notes that “resilience is made of ordinary rather than extraordinary processes.”

We can’t always control our kids’ or our family’s exposure to adversity, but we can do our best to dress for the weather. We can’t control each individual family member’s sensitivity to hard times—that’s about their own temperament and developmental stage—but we can do a lot to bolster their adaptive capacity. And that makes all the difference in this equation.

I’ve identified five parenting practices and five teachable skills that can bolster this equation in our children’s favor and set them up for lifelong resilience. I call these principles and teachable skills the Five Rs and the Five GAMES.


Understanding Executive Function

Executive function is a major set of skills that involves the conscious self-control of thoughts, actions, and emotions. It’s an overarching aspect of brain development that has a huge impact on how we become who we are.

Typically acquired beginning in childhood, executive function continues to develop through our life spans. While some kids have an easier time developing these skills than others, executive function is cultivated in the context of Relationships with caregivers. Relationship is the first of the five principles of parenting, but as we’ll learn throughout this book, each of the principles works to bolster executive function. By using these principles, you’ll help your child’s neural pathways grow.

Most adults use executive skills without even thinking about them as we go about our daily lives. We know where the produce is located in the store, but we usually don’t flip out when they’ve moved the tortilla chips. We simply ask someone who works there, and we’re able to follow their instructions to get our hands on what we want. Kids aren’t born with any of this. One way to help kids develop executive function—before they throw a fit in the grocery store—is to walk them, out loud, through the steps of resolving everyday challenges. You might say, “Let’s go get the tortilla chips. Oh, my goodness, this feels frustrating; the chips used to be right here. I wonder where they went. Do you think someone who works here might know where they’ve moved them?” This acknowledges and normalizes the processes we all go through, usually silently or even unconsciously, as we engage our brain’s executive function.

Parents can also engage in what researchers call “goal-directed problem solving” appropriate to the child’s developmental level (which we will delve into in Chapter 13 when we talk more about autonomy). With goal-directed problem solving, we practice all aspects of executive function—and specifically the core skills of inhibitory control, working memory, and cognitive flexibility.

Inhibitory control includes things like giving a thoughtful response rather than an impulsive one, resisting temptation, resisting distraction, and staying focused. Maybe your child has a strong inclination to grab another child’s toy. Inhibitory control will be the skill that stops them from acting on that inclination.

Working memory is another executive function, and it entails the ability to hold information and work with it. Examples include translating instructions into action plans, considering alternatives, thinking about what you might do in the future, or reflecting on what you’ve done in the past.

A third core executive function is cognitive flexibility—being able to think outside the box, look at something from different perspectives, and update your thinking or planning with new information. For example, maybe you don’t agree with someone on most anything, but you can find commonalities in your taste in music. So cognitive flexibility is about reframing, seeing things in different ways.

Executive functions have been referred to as the mental tool kit for success because they’re so critical for almost anything we want to do in life, from the really big stuff to getting chores done. When you ask a young child to wet a rag to wash a counter or take a handful of strawberries from a container and transfer them to a bowl, you’re helping them develop that ability to focus and concentrate.




The Five Rs

The Five Rs of Relationships, Reflection, Regulation, Rules, and Repair lead to the sixth R, Resilience. These are parenting practices that we can build on every day. They are as follows:



Relationships

The single most powerful external influence on your child’s capacity to bounce back from tough experiences is the presence of a nurturing relationship with at least one loving, supportive, stable adult. We know from research that relationships build resilience. It’s on us as the adults to make sure we provide connection and community for the kids in the world so they have a chance to grow the skills of resilience with the support of the adults around them.




Reflection

We know that reflection—particularly self-reflection—is by nature contemplative, so I’m going to ask you to stay with me here. As parents, particularly if our kids are still young, most of us don’t feel we have time for much contemplative meditation, but if we let go of the image of the lone meditating monk with nothing to do all day but look at his cave wall, we can make room for mindfulness and micro-meditation in the spaces between even the busy moments of our daily lives. If you have time to breathe, you have time to breathe intentionally, and that intentional breath resets your nervous system. In that space between the moments, you can pause to think about your own experiences and how they may impact your perspective.

Developmental psychologist Stephanie Carlson notes that reflection invokes and supports agency, and therefore autonomy: “With agency, one can reflect on the self,” she says. “Reflection occurs when we interrupt a reflexive response by pausing and adopting a wide-angle lens on the situation. Reflection thus provides a kind of psychological distance, the space between stimulus and response, in which to notice one’s options. Without agency, children will behave reflexively, exhibiting poor Executive Function skills, whereas with agency, they will reflect on their options for responding, engage Executive Function skills, and be more likely to act in accordance with their goals.”

There’s nothing like parenting to bring up issues from your own childhood, and in these moments of reflection you can find opportunities to break old cycles that you may not want to repeat. Reflection in parenting also means you have time—even just in those moments between the moments—to reflect on what your child needs right now. When we reflect with our children, we observe, consider, and go over what has happened, and with that reflection we’re able to respond accordingly and teach them how it’s done. Reflection in the context of goal-directed problem-solving allows us to promote our own and our children’s executive function skills.




Regulation

This means we’re able to stay intentional, not letting our emotions and our behavior react into fight-or-flight unnecessarily. With children, we get multiple opportunities every day to keep calm or to shift into other appropriate emotional responses, and to co-regulate with them. This act of co-regulation certainly helps our kids learn self-regulation, but it does at least as much also to tone and strengthen our own regulation muscles. Whether or not our kids ever learn not to throw a fit in the bookstore (spoiler alert: they likely will!), we ourselves can use the daily practice of parenting to—breath by breath—move away from our “bad influence” self and into our “wise grandma” self. And remember, we all lose our cool sometimes! What we’re aiming for is intentional regulation more often than not.




Rules

These encompass both boundaries and limits, and go hand in hand with sensitive caregiving, regulation, and modeling of the behaviors we want to see in our children. Boundaries are the rules one has for oneself, as well as things that happen interpersonally—or between people. Limits are rules that refer to unacceptable behaviors. Kids need both boundaries and limits to feel safe. As parents, it’s our job to establish those rules, and then to hold them in an authoritative way.




Repair

This refers to both the spontaneous and intentional processes humans use to mend their relationships with others and within themselves. This isn’t about fixing mistakes that never should have happened. Repair is the space in which we grow, so mis-attunement is a necessary part of healthy development. If we ignore our baby for a few minutes while we answer texts, they might get anxious, causing a mini rupture in our relationship, but when we recenter them, the repair begins without our having to do anything else.

Repairing ruptures as soon as we become aware of them is important, but making repairs isn’t rocket science: repairs are made by being warm, empathic, loving, curious, and playful. A more conscious effort might be something as simple as saying, “Oops, I thought you wanted help reaching that spoon and you wanted to do it yourself, I’m sorry.” With a teen, a repair might be something like watching a favorite TV show together after a tough day and sharing a laugh.

As our children grow up, we have many opportunities for repair; some of those moments will feel simple and some will take more introspection, forgiveness, and work. Relationships can withstand all kinds of ruptures and mistakes, and the science shows that the healthiest relationships can grow stronger after discord. This is because the breaking and restoring of confidence in our connections is a huge part of the way humans learn to trust in the safety of the world. It’s like those micro-ruptures that make muscles stronger during exercise. Ruptures don’t break the connection; rather, they enable our kids to feel the strength of that connection even more now that it has been tested and healed.






The Research on Resilience

Sometimes when people talk about human resilience, they’re talking about adapting in the face of major adversity or trauma. The science emerged after World War II, during which time so many children were victimized, orphaned, and displaced. In War and Children, one of the first volumes written in the aftermath, psychologists Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham noted that children rarely showed “traumatic shock” when a parent was present during the adverse event, and that caregivers’ responses were important for children’s responses. Freud and Burlingham directed the Hampstead War Nurseries, providing British children, many of whom had lost their homes to German bombs, with residential care and comparative safety. While the staff did their best to protect the vulnerable children, they soon discovered that children’s separation from their families could be scarier than the Blitz. Freud and Burlingham observed, “The war acquires comparatively little significance for children so long as it only threatens their lives, disturbs their material comfort, or cuts their food. It becomes enormously significant the moment it breaks up family life and uproots the first emotional attachments of the child with the family group.”

Freud and Burlingham’s findings have been replicated again and again. This is why even the American Psychological Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics, both nonpartisan organizations, came out against child separation at the US–Mexico border in 2018. All early childhood experts agreed that this separation caused unnecessary trauma by disrupting the first principle of parenting: the safe Relationship that leads to resilience.




The Resilience GAMES

Beyond having a parent with us to help us through hard times, human adaptive capacity is made up of a constellation of inborn and environmental factors—the environmental ones being the Five Rs—that enable us to make positive adjustments after setbacks, adversity, or big traumas. And it’s never too late to build on those factors. Whether you’ve got a senior in high school or a toddler, there’s room for growth and strengthening by engaging the Five Rs.

This is also when you activate the skills I remember with the acronym GAMES. I always love an acronym, and interestingly, many traditional childhood games are designed to activate the underlying traits of resilience, so I think of these skills in terms of GAMES:


	
Gratitude

	
Autonomy

	
Motivation

	
Empathy

	
Self-regulation



Now, let’s look more deeply at what these each mean.



G Is for Gratitude

Mike, a single dad in one of my groups, had thrown a big birthday party for his daughter, complete with her favorite taco bar and red velvet cupcakes. He’d let a bunch of kids sleep over and didn’t complain when their giggling kept him up half the night. The next day she came in, being a fresh tween about something, and threw her backpack down.

Mike was indignant. “You have no right to talk to me that way,” he said, filled with righteous anger. “You just had the night of your life. Why aren’t you happy?”

Alas, children and tweens are meant to be self-absorbed. No matter what we do to raise grateful children, it doesn’t mean they’re going to say “I appreciate you” when we want them to. Sometimes, special events just raise the bar for what our kids expect every day. That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t celebrate, and even indulge our kids sometimes, but those moments don’t tend to be the ones we’re going to get a heartfelt “thank you” for. You can let go of that fantasy; and by letting go of it, you’ll be noticeably less incensed when you don’t hear it.

Accept that tweens often live in the moment. When Mike’s daughter giggled with her friends, maybe that was her way of expressing her happiness and appreciation in the moment, even though it wasn’t a formal “thank you” card to her dad. It’s perfectly normal that the next day she’s back to her old mildly snarky ways. Remember, long game.

Instilling gratitude, like so much of parenting, is all about playing the long game.

As with virtually all traits associated with resilience, gratitude springs from relationships. We develop a sense of appreciation over time through interactions with other humans. Robert Emmons, a professor of psychology at the University of California at Davis and a leading researcher on youth and gratitude, writes that gratefulness is a “relationship-strengthening emotion because it requires us to see how we’ve been supported and affirmed by other people.”

As parents, we can manage our expectations so we won’t get frustrated or start spiraling into feeling ungrateful about our ungrateful children, but we can also support them as they develop the gratitude muscle. Try answering these two questions for yourself:


	
What is your greatest wish?

	What would you do for the person who granted you this wish?



Notice if your answer to the second question could be categorized as verbal, such as, “I’d say thank you”; or it is more reciprocal or concrete, like, “I’d buy them an electric sports car”; or it is more relational, like, “I’d remain a loyal friend to that person or do whatever they asked of me if I could.”

Cross-cultural studies spanning more than eight decades and four continents have analyzed children’s responses to that second question and have noted that kids tend to evolve from mostly verbal expressions of appreciation to more reciprocal, and ultimately to more relational modes of gratitude as they get older. Toddlers typically begin to say “thank you” around age two, but those early verbal expressions are more about manners and the way kids learn to make the adults in their lives happy. There’s nothing wrong with good manners—I’m a big fan of good manners!—but that deeper sense of gratitude psychologists associate with everything from better health and happiness, to better grades and lower stress levels at college, seems to emerge when kids are around seven years old. Gratitude remains a work in progress throughout childhood and adolescence.

Fairly simple practices, like keeping a weekly gratitude journal and counting one’s blessings, increases the actual experience of gratitude in adults, as well as children. Maintaining a gratitude journal for as little as three weeks can result in better sleep and more energy.


Promoting Gratitude

You guessed it: it starts with us. Try checking in with yourself, mornings and evenings. In the morning, say to yourself, “I’ll say thank you to someone today.” “I’ll show appreciation to someone today.” “When someone helps me today, I’ll feel a sense of thankfulness.” “I’ll notice three people or things I feel lucky to have in my life today.” Then, in the evenings, circle back by asking yourself, “Did I say thank you to someone today?” “Did I show appreciation to someone today?” “When someone helped me, did I feel a sense of thankfulness today?” “Did I notice three people or things I feel lucky to have in my life today?” It’s okay if the answers are no—this is just an exercise to check in, without judgment. What we focus on grows.

Promoting gratitude with infants: Because gratitude isn’t a thing in infancy, we begin by modeling gratitude. Name three things that give you delight about your baby.

Promoting gratitude with toddlers: Start going on gratitude walks and sharing what you’re thankful for. You might say, “I’m so glad this flower is blooming.” If your toddler expresses delight in a puddle, name the feeling: “You’re feeling grateful for this fun puddle.”

Promoting gratitude with preschoolers: Start doing a “rose, bud, and thorn” practice at the dinner table or wherever your family gathers. A team exercise born in the Design Thinking community, “rose, bud, and thorn” has become a popular way for families to connect.
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