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Advance Praise for CALM THE CHAOS



“Parents, this is the book we’ve all been waiting for. Dayna Abraham’s compassion for parents who are at the end of their rope and kids who don’t quite fit the mold is unprecedented. Where conventional parenting tactics trap families in a cycle of disconnection and mistrust, Calm the Chaos sets families free from power struggles—and the heartaches that go along with them. Using small, digestible steps and enlightening illustrations, Abraham equips parents to uncover the root cause of challenging behaviors so they can respond in ways that foster growth in their child and peace in their family.”

—Rachel Macy Stafford, New York Times bestselling author of Hands Free Mama, Only Love Today, and Soul Shift

“This book is bound to help parents of challenging children feel seen and supported. It also offers hope and a path forward.”

—Joanna Faber and Julie King, coauthors of How to Talk When Kids Won’t Listen

“This book is incredible. Calm the Chaos gives parents, teachers, and anyone working with kids evidence-based, practical strategies for addressing every hot-button behavior issue. Dayna Abraham has masterfully woven together her experiences as an educator and a mother to create a one-of-a-kind resource that is simple to use in real time. Best of all, it’s filled with real hope for helping everyone thrive.”

—Michele Borba, EdD, author of Thrivers and UnSelfie

“Calm the Chaos offers a practical road map for exhausted, frustrated parents who are navigating challenging behaviors. With compassion and clarity, Dayna Abraham has devised a five-phase program to help adults and kids of all ages work together to leave behind outdated behavioral advice and instead focus on regulation and restoring connection. This book is an essential reset button that gives every member of the family hope and a path to safety and success.”

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

“Just when a parent feels at their wits’ end, Calm the Chaos comes along like a true friend. This long-needed book provides a straightforward and nonjudgmental way for understanding even the most challenging of children’s behaviors and how to approach them in an accessible and supportive manner. Having experienced major child challenges herself, Abraham understands well what it’s like for parents in these very-hard-to-handle situations with their children. The book provides an empowering, clear, and compassionate path for helping your child, helping yourself as a parent, and moving forward in the most positive way. I’m glad this book has arrived!”

—Tovah P. Klein, PhD, director of the Barnard College Center for Toddler Development and author of How Toddlers Thrive

“In Calm the Chaos, Dayna Abraham has thoughtfully considered just about every tricky scenario parents might be navigating with their differently wired kids. The relatable examples, doable actions, game-changing reframes, and sweet visual doodles bring her road map to life in a way that feels accessible even for the most overwhelmed parent.”

—Debbie Reber, founder and CEO of Tilt Parenting and author of Differently Wired

“If you’ve got a chaos causer (or two) in your home, get this book! With warm wisdom, Dayna Abraham leads you to restore calm and help your children love who they are, accept others, see how they can fit into the world, and develop values. Her method employs tiny steps to determine the challenge du jour, take care of yourself, connect with your child, understand the underlying reason for the chaos-producing behavior, and empower everyone to build a joyful family team. You can do it, Dayna says. You got this!”

—Carol Stock Kranowitz, MA, author of The Out-of-Sync Child: Recognizing and Coping with Sensory Processing Differences
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To my kids:

Thank you for teaching me to be a better human every single day.

I love you exactly as you are.

To Jason:

Thanks for being my steady rock in the worst of storms.

To my community:

Thank you for trusting me as your guide along this journey.

Love you all to the moon and back.






INTRODUCTION
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The school was calling, yet again.

“Come fast. Your son is out of control, and we’ve tried everything.”

Despite being nine months pregnant and forty-five minutes from school, I drove as fast as I could. I replayed every word the teachers, doctors, and even my family had told me:


	“If you just set firmer limits.”

	“If you just used stronger consequences.”

	“If you just changed everything about your parenting.”
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Or at least it felt like that’s what they were telling me.

None of this was new. My son was asked to leave preschool. In elementary school, I was repeatedly asked to pick my son up early. By second grade, he was suspended more days than he was in school. In other words, this was the same thing, different days.

The principal, teachers, office staff, and even the police gathered around me as I entered the school. In the midst of piercing stares, I spotted my son hunkered under a table in a glassed-in room, screaming at anyone who approached. The authorities had turned my son into a caged lion for the whole school to observe. As I entered the office, my sweet, loving, and humorous child roared and gnashed his teeth, ready to pounce.

“How did this happen?” I asked through my tears.

“It just came out of nowhere,” the principal said. “We don’t know what happened.”

She ushered me past the window where my son was beating on the glass. “Mrs. Abraham, please come into my office.”

[image: Image]

“You have two options.” She pointed to the frowning fellow who had joined us.

“One, let this officer take him away.

“Or two, take your son and don’t bring him back until you figure out what’s wrong with him.”

An entire staff of trained professionals, bewildered by my son’s behavior, throwing their hands in the air, made one thing painfully clear: something had to change.

I believe these teachers were doing their best. They were throwing everything they knew at the situation; however, it wasn’t good enough. I was getting calls daily. My son was coming home with bruises and saying things that scared me.

“Why do I have to be this way?”

“I’m such a bad kid.”

And the worst of them all: “I wish I was dead.”

It scared the crap out of me. I couldn’t keep the worst-case scenario endings from spiraling out of control in my head if we continued treating his meltdowns with the same one-size-fits-all disciplinary approach used for decades.

I’d seen it before with my brother, who was expelled from school after school, tossed from treatment center to therapists and a camp for troubled kids. He blamed everyone for his struggles. “They just don’t get it” turned into violence, abuse, arrests, identity theft, and multiple jail sentences. I couldn’t let my son end up in jail and disconnected from everyone who ever loved him.

I also knew the risk of what could happen if my son took his anger and pain out on himself. Growing up, I battled thoughts of being broken, not fitting in, and not being good enough. Luckily, my attempts to remove myself from the planet left only scars, but my friend Sarah wasn’t so fortunate. She’d spent years trying to fit in and conform. Sarah blamed herself for being so much “trouble.” During her senior year of high school, Sarah ended her life.

Hunched over and hiding my head in shame in the principal’s office that day, I saw the future flash before me once again. I was determined to change my son’s trajectory.

We had to help my son.

We couldn’t just pass it off as “unpredictable” behavior that couldn’t be prevented. We couldn’t just label him as “challenging” and believe we could discipline it out of him.

He deserved better.

I didn’t have a clue how I was going to help my son, but I knew I was the only one who was determined to take on the challenge.


LET’S TALK ABOUT “THAT KID”

For a dozen years, I taught in inner-city schools with class sizes up to forty-eight (yes, forty-eight) children at a time. My passion was for students who didn’t quite fit the mold. They came with a paper trail behind them, and were considered too loud, too emotional, too distracted, and, for most teachers, too much trouble.

In my classroom, there were more than one every year. The teachers before me had warned me, and the children’s parents even dropped them off with their heads hung low.

The part that hit me in the gut: that kid knew it. They not only felt the disappointment and frustration. They owned it.

I was obsessed with finding out what others didn’t know—the part that people didn’t see or tell me about that child. I was determined to learn how to connect with and understand these kids.

That day after the principal sent me home with my son to “figure out what was wrong with him,” I was on the phone with my best friend, tears running down my cheeks, heart heavy. Suddenly, I realized what was going on.

I muttered, “I have that kid.”
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THE REAL CHALLENGE

I wondered if anyone would ever get to know my child. Would they ever truly see the kid I loved and saw at home, when all the stressors were gone?

After realizing my son was that kid and no one else could (or wanted to) hear or see what he was trying to communicate through his tantrums, outbursts, and meltdowns, I did the unthinkable. I quit my job, pulled my son from school, and dove in headfirst.

I had two goals:


	I wanted my son to stop blaming himself for not fitting in, and

	I didn’t want him to blame the world for not understanding him.



My son didn’t need more diagnoses, more therapy, more strategies, or even more discipline.

He needed one person who could see him for who he was behind the outbursts, who believed he was worth fighting for, who knew he wasn’t a lost cause.

I was that person.

And because you’re reading this book, I know that you are that one person for your child.

Whether you’ve just started your journey or have been trekking down this path through endless storms, I want you to know you’re in the right place.

Find a quiet spot (my favorite is my purple chair in the corner of my living room), grab a hot cup of coffee or tea (it’s okay if you need to microwave it a few or a lot of times), and settle in.




YOU’VE GOT THIS

The first thing you need to know is that you are exactly the parent your child needs, exactly as you are with your imperfections, unshowered bed head, cold coffee, and messy kitchen.

You can do this, no matter how little you believe that right now. With all my heart, I know this to be true.

How do I know?

For more than a decade, I’ve helped thousands of at-the-end-of-their-rope parents go from barely surviving each day, drowning in the torrential downpour, and dealing with a child with massive tantrums, outbursts, and meltdowns, to having a child who feels seen, heard, and even understood, and who isn’t shunned because of their unruly behavior.

I’ve witnessed hopeless parents succeed in creating families that see each other for who they are, problem solve together, enjoy spending time together, empower and advocate for each other, and have hope for the future.

But more than that, I’ve been in the trenches and survived. I can’t count the number of holes in the walls, broken dishes, toys thrown at my head, cracked doors, and torn pictures from this period in my life. It was ugly. I went days without showering, and my other kids rarely saw me without a frown or a scowl on my face. I was constantly battling with my husband over how to handle my son’s dangerous and aggressive behavior.

We tried what felt like absolutely everything, from things we believed in and aligned with my core beliefs and values as an educator to things that I was completely against but willing to try. I was grasping at straws, desperate for anything to work. You name it, I tried it: medication, time-outs, rewards, consequences, and even therapy.

I can hardly believe the contrast between that war zone and the writing studio I’m sitting in now as I write this. I hear birds chirping and kids playing, and our family just finished a lovely lunch together around our kitchen table. All three of my kids hugged me this morning. I’ve been able to cuddle with my daughter, interview a fabulous expert, meet with a team member, and write this book, all without a single argument or battle.

There is hope. And a lot of it.

There has never been a better time for a new way to parent, especially for our most challenging kids. The Calm the Chaos framework changed everything for my family and thousands of others too. The good news is you’re probably already doing a lot of this. I’m going to walk you through the step-by-step road map I created to inch my way out of the darkness to a life I had never thought possible, where our family advocates for and empowers each other.

Calm the Chaos offers you not only the most up-to-date brain-based parenting concepts but also actionable strategies and a step-by-step guide that you can implement in the midst of even the most challenging behaviors, regardless of what type of child you have at home.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Calm the Chaos is designed so that you can read it whenever you have a minute or five, with bite-sized chunks meant to be consumed at your own pace. I know that right now imagining any more time than that to read a book seems difficult. By the end of this book, however, you’ll have more time than you know what to do with. That’s what I aim to do over and over again: help you believe that what has felt impossible is indeed very possible.

This journey is presented in five stages you will need to go through to get from surviving to thriving. I call this the five-stage family road map.

These stages are:


	Stage One: Surviving the Storm

	Stage Two: Your Energy Reserves

	Stage Three: The Calm at the Center of the Storm

	Stage Four: No More Storm Chasing

	Stage Five: Building a Storm-Proof Infrastructure



[image: Image]

Since I know most overwhelmed parents work best when things are broken into small pieces, each stage includes six chapters where you can easily leave the book and pick up where you left off. Each chapter title in each section begins with the same element:


	Your Challenge

	You

	Connect

	Understand

	Empower

	Putting It All Together
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In each chapter you will find:


	
The Challenge and Path Ahead: This is where you will gain your footing and get clarity on what is needed for the journey ahead. I’ll explain the challenges you may face and the most important shifts required.

	
Actionable Sections: Each plan is divided into four distinct pieces that correspond with the Calm the Chaos framework, which I’ll introduce throughout this book. The ideas will be brought to life by examples, science, and stories. Then you’ll find an action step to help you keep moving forward.

	
Putting It All Together: Finally, the last chapter of each stage includes a plan (there are five in total). These plans will help you overcome painful challenges while allowing you to fall in love with your child again. All the new ideas and tools will be put into one complete action plan that you can use with your family to stop feeling overwhelmed, respond in the heat of the moment, and even get your family on board.






ICONS AND DOODLES

There are some common icons you will see throughout the book to help you process information:


	
[image: ] Goals

	
[image: ] Action Steps

	
[image: ] Real-World Examples

	
[image: ] Cautions

	
[image: ] Plans

	
[image: ] Science: Why This Works

	
[image: ] Link to Resource

	
[image: ] You

	
[image: ] Connect

	
[image: ] Understand

	
[image: ] Empower






WORKSHEETS AND RESOURCES

There are a lot of visuals and lists in this book, along with plans to create with your family. To make this easier to use and implement, I’ve created a free resource pack you can download.
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Simply visit www.calmthechaosbook.com/toolkit to download your printable cheat sheets, lists, and blank plans (along with some other goodies you will find to help you on your journey).








FROM SURVIVING THE STORM TO THRIVING EVERY DAY
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TIME FOR A NEW PLAN
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You’ve got enough on your to-do list. The last thing you need is one more “guru” giving you their magic one-size-fits-all parenting advice. But on the flip side, you don’t have to try to figure out this whole parenting-a-challenging-kid thing on your own. You shouldn’t need to get a PhD in parenting just to parent your own child. Instead, you need an out-of-the-box approach to parenting that considers your unique child, your background and upbringing, your values and beliefs, and your whole family, combined with best practices for raising a challenging child.

You need a framework that simplifies parenting in even the most challenging situations and that can be used no matter what stage of the parenting journey you’re currently wading through.
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The Calm the Chaos framework will organize and simplify everything you’ve already learned and help you create action plans with your family that actually work. This framework is the culmination of over twenty years of my own work in the classroom, parenting my own challenging kiddo, and working with thousands of other families around the world. It draws from time-tested research and rock-solid science about the brain, neurodiversity, education, communication, and relationships.



THE CALM THE CHAOS WAY

I’m here to make a bold claim: More than structure, discipline, or even consistency, your child needs to be seen, heard, understood, and empowered.

Whether you’re barely surviving or your family is working together smoothly, you need a way to keep moving forward even on your hardest days.

To understand just how revolutionary the Calm the Chaos system is, consider the following paradigm shifts:


	Rather than seeing challenging kids as problems to fix or, in dire cases, get rid of (by way of expulsion and isolation), what if we could uncover what makes them tick?

	Instead of parenting with a discipline-from-on-high approach, what if we treated children as fully-fledged members of a team, rather than people who must obey, or else?

	What would be possible if we made even the most challenging children feel seen, heard, and accepted, and allowed them to express their opinions and preferences while fully being themselves, instead of trying to mold them into who we think they should be?

	Instead of always searching for solutions to “get kids to behave,” what if we worked together to create safety, understanding, and relationships that allowed children to take risks, make mistakes, and advocate for themselves?
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The Calm the Chaos way is a family team approach in which kids’ and adults’ needs are considered and you put your heads together to find an out-of-the-box solution that works for everyone involved.





THE CALM THE CHAOS SYSTEM

Calm the Chaos will walk you through the two-part system needed to go from surviving to thriving as a family.


	
Five-Stage Family Road Map: This will serve as a guide through your family’s relationship-rebuilding journey and will give you the blueprint needed to storm proof your family.
[image: Image]



	
Calm the Chaos Framework: Every plan you create includes four essential ingredients known as You-CUE. As you go through each stage, the framework builds on itself, but never more than you can handle, given the amount of chaos in your current situation.
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THE FIVE-STAGE FAMILY ROAD MAP
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Although there is no one-size-fits-all solution for all families, there are clear stages that all families go through as they navigate the journey of raising a challenging kid. My goal is to explain the distinct stages so that you can easily determine where you and your family are. Each stage has a role you must play, a mission, and a plan to follow to create a family that works together.


WHAT’S IN A PLAN?

You’ll be building a repertoire of plans to solve different struggles in your family. The more plans you make and agree on ahead of a crisis, the smoother your days will be.

I’ve even created a road map to make sure you go down a trail with the right equipment.

[image: Image]




FIVE STAGES TO MOVE FROM SURVIVING THE STORM TO THRIVING EVERY DAY


Stage One: Surviving the Storm


	Your Role: Determined Survivor

	Challenge: Get Everyone to Safety

	Plan Needed: Ride the Storm Plan
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[image: ] Goal of this stage:

The number one goal in this stage is safety, which can include physical, emotional, and mental safety. This could include anything from large emergencies that are life altering (such as a death in the family, dangerous outbursts, or drug and alcohol use) to smaller struggles that wreak havoc on your family (such as a new school or diagnosis). In this stage, you will develop a Ride the Storm plan so you can get through the challenges with minimal damage or disconnection.

[image: ] Action Steps:


	The first step is to create your own safety and calm your nervous system so you can remain calm in any storm and keep from adding your own chaos to an already volatile situation.

	Next, you’ll make simple shifts in your body language and movements, so you become your child’s safe place.

	You’ll develop an important perspective shift about your child’s behavior to create a foundation of trust and empathy as you move out of crisis mode.

	Finally, you’ll develop a habit of gratitude and noticing that will allow you to keep moving forward even on your darkest days.








Stage Two: Your Energy Reserves


	Your Role: Brave Parent

	Challenge: Having Energy to Face Another Battle

	Plan Needed: The Five-Minute Energy Plan
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[image: ] Goal of this stage:

Let’s face it—without any time or energy, you can feel overwhelmed, leading you right back to stage one, Surviving the Storm, which might be worse than when you first started. So often, parents want to skip this stage and jump right to the “let’s fix it” stage, but I assure you, this stage is vital if you’re going to have any long-term change.

While you might feel like jumping into solving behaviors and working out what to do about all the chaos, this is actually when you need to focus on your needs. Your number one goal here is to get out of feeling overwhelmed and have a path forward that feels sustainable and possible.

During this stage you will create a Five-Minute Energy plan that allows you to regularly shift your mood from disempowered to empowered.

[image: ] Action Steps:


	You’ll start to prioritize the things that are most important to you so you can finally kick the whole “balance” myth to the curb. This means putting yourself back on your to-do list and finding time for yourself (even if only five minutes to begin).

	Next, you’ll find small ways to boost connection and build your support system.

	You’ll identify what boosts your energy, while removing things that drain you each day.

	Finally, you’ll build tiny habits for taking care of your own health (mental, spiritual, and physical) so you can weather any storm to come.








Stage Three: The Calm at the Center of the Storm


	Your Role: Chaos Wrangler

	Challenge: Defuse the Chaos without Adding Fuel to the Fire

	Plan Needed: In-the-Moment Plan
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[image: ] Goal of this stage:

Your number one objective in this stage is to defuse the situation quickly without creating more chaos. You and your children are building trust and deepening your connection while creating a safe environment for big emotions, outbursts, and mistakes, not teaching and skill-building (this will come later). This stage is where parents spend the most time, rebuilding, rediscovering, and rewiring from the inside out. Trust and bonding are the foundations of any future skill-building or change.

[image: ] Action Steps:


	The first step in this stage is to challenge your deep-seated thoughts and beliefs about your child and their behavior, swapping the disempowering thoughts for more empowering ones.

	Next, you’ll work to defuse the situation before it spirals into more chaos and mayhem by creating connection and empathy in the heat of the moment.

	You’ll do some detective work and start to become an expert in your own child by digging under the surface to find the root cause of their outbursts so you can understand your unique child and their challenges.

	Finally, you’ll craft an In-the-Moment plan for exactly what to say and do in the moment to defuse the outbursts and get through the battle unscathed.








Stage Four: No More Storm Chasing


	Your Role: Problem-Solving Partner

	Challenge: Stop the Whac-A-Mole Parenting Approach

	Plan Needed: Ahead-of-the-Moment Plan
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[image: ] Goal of this stage:

This stage is a turning point for so many families and is where long-lasting change starts. Days start to feel easier and lighter. However, in the beginning you may feel as if you’re constantly jumping from one challenge to the next and running in circles. In this stage, your top goal is to become your child’s guide and mentor. You’ll get ahead of the battles, outbursts, and meltdowns before they ever begin.

[image: ] Action Steps:


	Your first step is to prioritize and focus on the primary chaos causer wreaking havoc on your family.

	Your connection will grow deeper with intentional connection out of the moment, building your child’s repository of belonging and trust.

	You’ll spiral out and recognize signs of the storms brewing so you aren’t caught off guard (heck, you’ll even be able to stop the outbursts before the point of no return).

	Finally, you’ll problem solve and communicate with your child in a new and revolutionary way that allows you to create plans that work for both of you. Not only will you have an Ahead-of-the-Moment plan to remain calm or solve problems but your child will begin to build the skills needed to advocate for their own needs and get them met without the use of screaming, back talk, distraction, or aggression.








Stage Five: Building a Storm-Proof Infrastructure


	Your Role: Team Builder

	Challenge: Minimize Future Chaos

	Plan Needed: Family Success Plan
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[image: ] Goal of the stage:

This stage is the ultimate destination of your journey: an empowered family, one that works together, enjoys spending time together, has fun together, and supports each other. Now that you’ve strengthened your one-on-one relationship with your child, the rest of the family needs repair and reconnection. This stage prepares you and your family for lifelong change (rather than a quick fix). By the end of this stage, family discussions will be a daily habit and a way of life. When a problem arises, you’ll notice your children calling a huddle to brainstorm solutions that work for each member of the family.

[image: ] Action Steps:


	The first step is to swap your child’s struggles (the very thing that makes them challenging) for their superpowers.

	Next, you’ll work to create a family ecosystem that’s connected and centered on working together as a team.

	You’ll create a profile for each family member so they understand and accept each other on a deep level.

	Finally, you’ll create a Family Success plan so everyone is in agreement and your family can run smoothly. You’ll redefine rules, routines, and even personal boundaries based on common family values so everyone is on the same page.











[image: ] ACTION STEP: QUIZ

Your number one action step right now is to assess where you are in your journey.


	Is each member of your family safe (physically, emotionally, and psychologically) and the adults seen as the calm, safe place?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]

If yes, move on to question two. If no, you’re in Stage One: Surviving the Storm.



	Are you able to take time for yourself each day to take care of your own needs and desires?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]

If yes, move on to question three. If no, you’re in Stage Two: Your Energy Reserves.



	
Do you know what to say and do to calm your child’s outbursts in the heat of the moment without making things worse?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]

If yes, move on to question four. If no, you’re in Stage Three: The Calm in the Center of the Storm.



	Can you recognize, understand, and prevent challenging behaviors before they happen? Are you able to avoid challenges before they begin?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]

If yes, move on to question five. If no, you’re in Stage Four: No More Storm Chasing.



	Does your family have routines, systems, and plans in place that allow each family member’s needs to be met?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]

If yes, congratulations! You’ve created an empowered family. (This book will be a great way to enhance connection, boost problem-solving skills, and handle any small challenges that creep up in your family.)

If no, you’re in Stage Five: Building a Storm-Proof Infrastructure.
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You can also visit www.calmthechaosbook.com/roadmap for a more in-depth quiz. This assessment will not only tell you which stage you’re in right now but also indicate your immediate next steps. Think of it as your CliffsNotes to the book, giving you exactly what to focus on for your specific family.








THE CALM THE CHAOS FRAMEWORK
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One of my favorite connection activities with my kids is to watch Nailed It! You know the show? They bring amateur bakers on and ask them to create master-level cakes that look like real-life items (imagine cakes that look like cars, elephants, zombies, and everything in between). What ensues is a comical hot mess.

This is equivalent to what happens when we try to follow elaborate parenting methods without first learning the fundamentals.

Every cake has four basic ingredients: eggs, sugar, butter, and flour. Sure, you can have different kinds of sweeteners, bases, liquids, and fats, but for any basic cake you need these four things. Like a cake, the Calm the Chaos framework has four essential elements: you, connection, understanding, and empowerment.

The Four Elements of the Calm the Chaos Framework (You-CUE for Short)


	
You: a person who is determined to see the situation for what it is, flaws and all; focused on one simple thing at a time; and a grounded, safe place in the storm.
[image: Image]



	
Connection: true acceptance of the child you have, not the child you wish you had.
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Understanding: a deep knowledge of your child including their likes, dislikes, struggles, superpowers, skills, and neurology.
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Empowerment: out-of-the-box solutions that build problem-solving, self-regulation, and life skills along the way, not just for your child but for you as well.
[image: Image]





[image: ] Warning: As is the case with a cake, if you forget the flour or the sugar, it’s just not going to work. Therefore, for the Calm the Chaos framework, you need all the elements combined, even if you use just a sprinkle of each.

It’s also important to know what each of these elements are.
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The Calm the Chaos framework starts with you, because you are the linchpin holding it all together.

Contrary to popular belief, this isn’t meditation and bubble baths (which feel completely out of reach when you are barely surviving). Instead, it’s more about your state of being: your mindset, ability to see your children and their behaviors differently, and capacity to shift your thoughts and beliefs to transform your outcomes. It includes your ability to ground yourself in the moment, remain calm, and be present for your kids, even when things are really nasty and ugly.

One of the most important aspects of the “you” element is the ability to give yourself permission to just focus on one thing at a time. As parents of challenging children, we are often pulled in five thousand different directions, feeling like we need to solve everything at once to make any progress. However, right here and now, I want to give you permission to focus on just one thing at a time (don’t worry, I’ll show you how to do this in Stage Three).





[image: ] CONNECT

Connection is a core principle of most modern parenting methodologies, but it can be misunderstood, leading to more disconnection than connection. The desire for deeper connection may have led you to try spending more one-on-one time with your kids, getting down on their level, and/or asking them about their day. However, simply adding more time and attention doesn’t necessarily lead to better relationships. As the pandemic showed us, we can spend all day together but still feel disconnected.

Building a strong connection with your children isn’t about the quantity of time you spend together but the quality of the time. This means being present and fully engaged during the time you have together. It also means approaching your interactions with a positive and compassionate attitude rather than nagging, criticizing, or blaming. Connection is about accepting your child fully for who they are, validating and supporting their feelings and beliefs, and creating a safe and supportive place for them to make mistakes and be themselves.





[image: ] UNDERSTAND

If you’ve ever asked yourself Why in the world did my kid do that? this element is for you. It’s true that each child is unique, and what works for one might not work for another. That’s why it’s so important to truly understand your child, their specific needs, skills, triggers, and preferences; in other words, what makes them tick. Unfortunately, assumptions and labels often get in the way of this understanding. Many behaviors are dismissed as bad or naughty before anyone looks for a root cause. On the flip side, some parents are so focused on understanding their children that they seek outside opinions and lose confidence in their own ability to parent. They exhaust themselves searching for answers and trying to “fix” their children.

The understand element equips you with tools to unravel your child’s behavior and helps you and your children communicate needs, wants, and emotions in a way that everyone can understand. By embracing your expertise and teaching your child to be an expert in themselves, you can build a more empathetic and in-tune relationship with your child.





[image: ] EMPOWER

If you’ve ever thought I can’t let my kid get away with this, then you will love the empower element of the Calm the Chaos framework. It takes the old way tactics of “do as I say” commands and flips them on their head. Instead of forced compliance or surface-level “buy-in,” parents can work with their child so both the parent and the child are empowered with a path forward.

Contrary to popular belief, empowerment doesn’t come from giving your child choices, rewards, firm boundaries, or imposing consequences. It’s about working together with your child to make plans, truly listening to their opinions, and valuing each family member’s input. Not only does this allow your child’s voice to be heard without the need for aggressive fits, outright refusal, or shutting down, it teaches them how to problem solve and find their own solutions.

Here’s the cool part: the empower element is about teaching your child to advocate fiercely for themselves in a way that others can understand. By working together with your child, you can create plans that work for your unique situation through experimentation, iteration, review, and tweaking along the way. The rest of this book is designed to empower both you and your child with plans that work for each challenge and stage you face as you go from surviving to thriving, with each one building on the last.





[image: ] CAUTION

At a glance, many of these strategies might look familiar (because they’re based on best practices and the science from the last fifty years). While seeing familiar tenets might be comforting, for many it can feel hopeless. “I’ve tried all this. Nothing works for my kid.” Which leads right back to feeling overwhelmed and exhausted. So I want to caution you: Do not try to do everything on the last few pages at once. It’s impossible to implement all of these strategies at the same time. Instead, it’s how you combine the elements that makes all the difference.

Through the rest of this book, I will walk you step by step through these concepts so you can apply these four elements in any situation to quickly calm any challenging behavior and give your kids the skills to handle their emotions and solve problems on their own. This is how you will create a home with no bickering, teasing, or yelling, and a family that can actually play board games together without the board being flung across the room. We will start with the most basic plans, and then build to more elaborate plans as we progress. For now, take a deep breath and remind yourself to take it one baby step at a time.



[image: ] Action Step: Assess Your Base

Your action step for this section is simple. Use the assessment below to find your primary parenting style. The category with the most yes answers will indicate your primary style. As you move through the stages and create plans with your family, you can build on this strength and notice small areas where you could boost the other areas.

You


	Are you able to remain calm during tantrums, meltdowns, or outbursts without yelling?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you take time to recognize when things go right (e.g., gratitude journal, small celebrations, and/or shouts of joy)?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you know how to change your thoughts when you’re feeling worried, overwhelmed, or frustrated?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you have a daily practice to prioritize your day and keep yourself from feeling overwhelmed?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you take at least five minutes a day, every day, to focus on your own needs?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	
Do you give yourself permission to not do everything on your to-do list?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Are you able to focus on one challenge or struggle at a time without jumping from one thing to the next?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you know what recharges your batteries and actively make time daily to do it?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]





Connect


	When your child is upset or having an outburst, do you check your own body language and voice before engaging?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you have a support system with other adults in your life, either virtually or in person?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	When you need your child’s attention, do you move closer to them instead of talking to them from the other room?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you have planned connection time with each child in your family?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Can you list ten positives about each child in your family?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you make time with other important adults in your child’s life for them to connect?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Are the majority of the interactions between family members positive and fun?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Does your family have ways they describe themselves as a united group?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]





Understand


	Are you able to recognize and calm your own triggers that lead to burnout, anger, and losing your temper?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you know how your child responds when they’re stressed, worried, excited, or afraid?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you know how to calm down your child in the moment when they’re having a meltdown, outburst, or frustrating behavior?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Can you identify the reasons behind your child’s challenging behaviors?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Are you able to list likes, dislikes, struggles, strengths, sensory preferences, and skill deficiencies for each family member?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Are you able to recognize the buildup and predict a tantrum, meltdown, or outburst before it happens?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	When an argument or challenge occurs in your family, are you able to get details from everyone involved to fully understand what happened?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Can each family member recognize and accommodate the needs of other family members?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]





Empower


	Are you able to notice small wins and progress even when things are still hard?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you have a plan for what to say and do that works when your child is struggling?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	
Does your child have a plan for how to handle frustration, feeling overwhelmed, or not getting their way that doesn’t include screaming or refusal?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Is your child able to voice their concerns and frustrations without getting in trouble for talking back?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Does your family have a set of values that each member took part in creating?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	When there’s a problem or concern, do all family members come together to problem solve and listen?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you have routines in place (morning, evening, electronics, schoolwork, etc.) that meet the specific needs of each member of the family?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Does everyone in the family know and agree with the agreements, routines, plans, and personal boundaries ahead of time?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]



	Do you include your children in the creation of family values and plans, routines, and agreements?
Yes [image: ] No [image: ]





Add the yes responses from each category. Your highest score correlates to your primary parenting style. If you scored highest in:


	You: you are a grounded parent.

	Connect: you are an affirming parent.

	Understand: you are an in-tune parent.

	Empower: you are an empowered parent.



Note: No matter what scores you got, it’s okay. Over the course of this book, you will learn to fill the gaps using the You-CUE framework so you can calm challenging behaviors while creating a family that empowers each other, advocates for each other, and enjoys each other’s company.

[image: ]

If you’d like to learn more about your primary parenting style and get tips on how to use this style as you go through the rest of the book, you can go to www.calmthechaosbook.com/parentingstyle.










BEFORE YOU BEGIN

[image: Image]

If you’re wondering how you’ll ever be able to get your family around a table to come to any kind of decision without fights and arguments breaking out, you aren’t alone.

Maybe you have a partner with a different parenting style than yours, or children who are accustomed to you acting a certain way and don’t relish change. Getting them on board with decision-making and problem-solving may help bring you and them closer, but trying to get there without a lot of hubbub feels impossible.

So, before we dive into the stages of the road map, here are my top three tips for getting other family members on board with ideas and plans.


1. RELEASE YOUR FEARS

Often the thing that holds us back from getting buy-in is our own fear. We bring a certain energy to the table that radiates a lack of belief in ourselves and our ability to effect change. Tell me you haven’t thought some of the following, which is why you picked up this book:


	I’m heartbroken for my child.

	I hate that this is my life.

	I’m just so damn exhausted.

	I feel like such a fraud.

	I’m just so overwhelmed.

	What if it never gets better?

	I’m so effin’ done and ready to give up.

	I’m just so scared for when my child goes into the real world.



[image: Image]

These thoughts are quite common. In fact, scientists call this “rumination,” and studies show that more than 70 percent of our thoughts are negative thoughts. We’re hardwired to think the negative, worried thoughts that will ensure survival. But the thing is, if left unattended, these thoughts can steal your happiness and joy.

Clear that nothing-will-ever-change mindset away and you’ll start to see some interesting things. One way to do that is to get clear on your own beliefs and worries, and then find proof of the opposite. We’ll be doing that as we move along.




2. MEET THE TEAM MEMBERS WHERE THEY ARE

When we can take a step back from what we want and consider what our children or spouse might need and want, we can approach any situation with a different perspective. By listening to your team’s concerns and meeting them where they are, you’re far more likely to get them on board over time. This step takes patience on your part, but I assure you the outcome is so much more pleasant than trying to cram your ideas into a situation where it just won’t fit. Ask yourself the following questions to get at issues you might easily gloss over:


	What are your kids’ concerns and hang-ups?

	What background is your partner bringing to the conversation?

	What worries or fears do others have?

	How do they want to solve this problem?



[image: Image]




3. IDENTIFY WHAT’S IN IT FOR THEM

Anytime I come up with a plan or an activity, I put the other person’s needs and wants first. I pause and evaluate why this person should care about what I’m bringing to them. In other words:


	
What’s in it for them?

	Why would they want to change?

	What benefit does it bring to them?

	How does this help them?

	What does this make possible for them?

	What’s at stake for them if this doesn’t change?



[image: Image]

Patience is key. This is a long-term process, not a short-term fix. Because of this, you will have days when all your best efforts are met with total resistance and disdain. You will attempt to rally the team, and all hell will break loose. Expect it, then plan for it.




PERMISSION TO FREAK OUT

It never fails. In the aftermath of a storm, the chaos in my own mind always seems to be worse than the physical damage around me. I start to spiral into overwhelming and catastrophizing thoughts. I’m betting that the same holds true for you.

The first tool I want to share with you is useful for each stage of your journey, not just when you’re starting out. I’m bringing it right up front because until you have new ways to handle the stress and chaos in your family, you need a way to process and move forward when life feels way too difficult. Because your well-being and ability to remain calm in any storm is essential to this equation, we need to set you up for success.

The “freak-out” system is a proven process that has been used thousands of times by our students to help them move from emotional shutdown and spiraling thoughts to a place of peace and logic within just a few minutes.

At the end of the day, there comes a time when we must move from catastrophic thoughts to more active problem-solving. But before we can do that, we have to offload the chaos.



The Freak-Out Timer

“Can I just vent a minute?” How many of us have said this once or twice or a million times? However, I’m guessing when everything came out, you didn’t feel any better or have any new ideas for how to move forward. (You sure didn’t get any relief by word vomiting on social media!) That’s because science has proven that venting and complaining only leaves you feeling worse than when you began. In fact, it can be incredibly detrimental to your overall mental health.

The freak-out timer is designed to help you acknowledge your feelings, express your thoughts, and then move into active problem-solving quicker and easier. This process will help you move from a downward spiral of ruminating and negative thoughts to active problem-solving so you don’t have to spend days, even weeks, using up the little energy you have left stuck in feeling overwhelmed.

The key here is not to whisk away all your troubles, or pretend life is butterflies and rainbows. It’s important to acknowledge your feelings and thoughts and not suppress them.

But how?

How do you allow your feelings while moving from feeling fearful and overwhelmed to productively creating plans and reconnecting? How do you find a next step when everything feels so huge? Where do you even start?

You freak the eff out with the freak-out timer.

My good friend Kaylene, an autistic adult raising six neurodivergent children and founder of AutisticMama.com, created and used a process as a child when she would get hit with debilitating anxiety. She then shared it with me during one of my toughest years as a parent, when my son was getting hospitalized and police were being called on him on a regular basis. Together, we adapted the process and shared it with other parents around the world.

The freak-out timer is broken into three steps:


[image: Image]



	Stop and give yourself permission.

	Set a timer and process.

	Find a tiny next step.




Step One: Stop and Give Yourself Permission

This first step is essential, as the tendency when faced with a crisis is to jump into action and start trying to fix or solve.

Think back to the last time you started to slip into spiraling thoughts and behaviors. What did your body or mind do that led to the desire to shut down, complain, or vent?

Once you feel yourself slipping into this dangerous territory, simply stop and take a deep breath. Give yourself permission to feel all the emotions that flood your brain: fear, anger, sadness, and any other feelings. Know these feelings are both natural and, more important, temporary. By allowing yourself to embrace these emotions, you will in turn diminish their power, intensity, and control over you.

[image: Image]

Remember: This isn’t about pretending that bad days don’t happen and negative thoughts don’t exist. Instead, it’s about confronting these feelings head-on, so they don’t take over your life.




Step Two: Set a Timer and Process

Step two is to process, be curious, and begin to move your thoughts and attention from doom and gloom to the facts you see in front of you. You will want to set a timer for a random amount of time (we recommend between five and fifteen minutes). It’s imperative that you set a timer because this will give your brain a limit to how long you can spiral as you process.

How you process isn’t important; simply allow yourself to work through your deepest, darkest fears and worries. Be careful not to label your reactions as good or bad.

After you do this step a few times you will start to notice patterns about what helps you. Simply play the role of an observer:


	Do you notice repetitive inner dialogue?

	Do you shut down?

	Do you become aggressive or snappy?

	Do you critique and/or blame others?



[image: Image]

Remember, there is no wrong or right way to process. It has been scientifically proven that you can’t be curious and “freaking out” at the same time. Therefore, setting a timer and asking how bad it is on a scale of one to ten immediately allows your mind to stop, get out of crisis mode, and begin to be curious about the next steps (even if you don’t feel ready for them yet).




Step Three: Find a Tiny Next Step

A few years ago, when I lost my mom unexpectedly, my son was struggling in school and life felt suffocating. I felt completely stuck. A mentor told me, “Dayna, you don’t have to know how you’re going to get to your destination. You simply need to know where you’re headed with the very next step in front of you. Once you take this step, you’ll find your next step, and the next and the next. But right now, you don’t need to worry about all the steps ahead, only the very next one.”

When your timer goes off, that is what I want you to do: find your tiny next step, the one that is so simple it’s impossible to fail.




Examples of Tiny Next Steps

[image: Image]









BETTER TOGETHER

The goal of the freak-out timer is to be able to do this on your own, to be able to notice the negative emotions rising and the downward spiral of negative thoughts, and then take these three steps. However, after working through this process with thousands of parents, I know this can be hard to do by yourself. That is why in our Calm the Chaos community, we use the timer along with a freak-out partner.

The benefit of having a partner support you through this process is that they set the time, hold space and energy for you while you process with zero judgment or advice, and then help you find a next step when it feels impossible.

Note: Before expecting someone to take this role for you, introduce them to this chapter and do a practice run. The process shifts slightly when you have a partner to walk through it with you. It looks like this:
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