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This book is dedicated to Pascal, the most awesome kid a parent could ask for.

Seriously, he’s the best.

He also ate a lifetime supply of cereal while this book was being written.

And that’s okay.

And to any parent trying to make their parenting better.

I see you.

Thank you for allowing me into your lives to support you.



INTRODUCTION

Toddlers, preschoolers, threenagers. Whatever we want to call this age, it is a tumultuous time. I like to call it psychotically awesome.

If you don’t know me, I’m Jamie and the author of the wildly popular potty training guide Oh Crap! Potty Training. I’ve been a full-time potty trainer for over ten years. Which means that I work with this age group on the regular, with poop on top of personality. For real, literally.

Throughout my private practice, I’ve found parents to be confused about both mental and physical development in the three, four, and five years. And I’ve most definitely found that the sheer amount of information on the internet has muddled up parenting by a lot. I work with hundreds of families a year. Potty training doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It exists right smack in the middle of toddler behavior. Over the years, I’ve seen parents get farther and farther away from appropriate developmental expectations for this age range. My potty training consults soon morphed into general parenting. I found myself communicating with more doctors, occupational therapists, psychologists, and parenting colleagues, as we all try to shift this strange pendulum swing.

This preschooler age range is wildly misunderstood. It’s such a crazy time of growth and brain development. But the most important aspect of this age range is individuation. Individuation is the psychological process in which your child individuates, or separates from you to become an individual. Prior to these years, your child really believes that you and he are one and the same person. If he bonks his head, he thinks you feel the pain. Children this young are completely enmeshed in you because they have to be. They cannot survive without you.

Then begins this process of individuation, when they start to realize Oh, hey! Look at this! I’m MY OWN PERSON. And that brings the age of no. And all the attitude. And all the personality. And all the opinions. And ta-da! You got yourself a threenager. The term threenager has become popular vernacular for three going on thirteen, with all the attitude and seemingly psychotic mood shifts that are stereotypical of the hormonal teenage years. While some people feel this is a negative term, I like to think it’s not: teenagers and toddlers are both awesome. Both experience explosive growth, coupled with a developmental need to push against and away from you, and in this way they’re very similar. Just as for teenagers, toddlers’ development job right now is to pull away from you. Not because they don’t love and need you but because they have to find themselves. I don’t mean that in a hippy-dippy way of “finding yourself.” I mean they literally have to figure out who they are as a person, one who is separate from you. Which means a fair number of noes, the frequent can’t-seem-to-choose, and, yes, the almighty power struggle.

But through it all, what we must remember is that this behavior is developmentally appropriate. Your child’s own personality is emerging and there is something wildly wonderful about being part of this process. If, you know, you actually make it out alive, intact, and sane.

This blossoming personality makes this age awesome. But also slightly chaotic and more than just a little frustrating. To preschoolers the whole world is new. The whole idea that they are their own person is new. The fact that they have their own body and are starting to gain autonomy is new. So they seek control! Not only because it feels emotionally stabilizing, but because it’s totally fun to control their own body, mind, and spirit. And hell, while they’re at it, they may as well try to gain control of everything around them, including you!

This mission to gain control is not just about them being a pain in your butt. I mean, of course sometimes it’s a straight-up pain in the butt. But mostly this is their learning process. This is how they’ll grow into their own awesomeness.

One of my favorite parenting people/experts/philosophers/whatever-you-want-to-call-them is Kim John Payne of Simplicity Parenting. He articulates something about parenting that I’ve known intuitively, and does it in a beautiful way:

Zero to six years is governing.

Six to twelve years is gardening.

Twelve to eighteen years is guiding.

A few years back, I watched Payne give a talk at a local university. He was adamant that one of our main issues today is that too many parents have that order upside down. They are trying to guide in the zero to six years. I was all, Aha! Yessss! That’s exactly what I find in my own practice and my own community!

See, the big problem is that toddler brains aren’t ready to be guided. Their development is not ready for endless choices and good decision-making. They have low impulse control, low empathy, and almost zero long-term judgment. They need governing: rules and boundaries with real-life natural consequences. I find that’s where a lot of parents get murky.

Let me interrupt myself here for a minute, just so we’re clear. I am, in fact, a big, fat, hippy-dippy parent; attachment parenting was my jam. I’ve always believed that children should be treated as the small humans they are. They should have choice and autonomy, and we shouldn’t seek to control them. I don’t believe in authoritarian, power-hungry parenting. I think children should be included in every aspect of our lives and not talked down to. I believe in honoring every child’s developmental process, whatever that may look like. Every kid is a bud of fabulousness just waiting to blossom and share that with the world.

However, I also believe that we as parents have been on the planet a lot longer. We are the ones in control because we know more. We often (not always) know better than our new little beings who haven’t been here all that long. Throughout this book, I will talk about power dynamics, about when we the parents should hold the power stick and when we can offer it up to the child. There is always a power dynamic at play. And if the child holds all that power, the whole house will be imbalanced.

But I’m getting ahead of myself here.

Let me prepare you for what I hope is the fun part. There are a shit ton of parenting books out there. I know. I’m in that world. And most of those books outline dos, don’ts, techniques, laundry lists, and ways to think about your behavior with your child. But what I see out in the world of parenting books is a gross misunderstanding of the challenges and development of the late toddler years.

We’re expecting a thought process from toddlers that literally hasn’t been formed yet, while skipping over some huge skills that the little kids are not only capable of but need to learn properly for the sake of their growth and development. Many parents are expecting reasoning, logic, empathy, and long-term judgment. And yet they completely underestimate their toddlers’ ability for good risk assessment and life skills. Parents and kids are not on the same page. That’s why I have written this book in two parts. Cleverly titled:

The Parent Part of the Book

and

The Kid Part of the Book

I will do my best not to simply spew ideas and theories at you, but will also give you practical tools, resources, and the examples of real-life situations that I’ve dealt with in my practice. All of parenting is one giant toolbox. The more tools you have, and the better you know how to use them, the more effective you can be. The development and growth of the preschool-age child is so lightning fast that you really need the right tools for the job. Often when I start working with a family, they aren’t totally without skills or tools, but their tools no longer work. A common thing I hear is, “Well, we used to do x-y-z but it just doesn’t seem to work anymore.” Have you heard the saying, “Bigger kids, bigger problems”? As your child grows, the tools you have may be too simple for the complexity of her growing personality.

The later toddler years are like driving a Ferrari on winding mountain roads. You gotta be able to switch gears with barely any warning. You have 2.3 seconds to figure out which gear is best. The things that have worked in the past are no longer going to work. And this is great! It means your child is developing in personality, in brain, in spirit at a rapid rate. You gotta keep up.

I remember my own parenting. I got cocky for a minute, which you know the universe hates and will smite you down for in a heartbeat. The minute you think you have something in the bag, you get thrown a curveball. Pascal was two. I was thinking, Terrible twos? Whatever. I got this parenting thing nailed. I could do it on one foot, with my eyes closed. Then he turned three. Literally the day my child turned three, the devil himself moved into my house. I was like Holy shit! None of my tools worked. I cried. A lot. And then I found more tools and a rhythm and a routine. I took a breath and thought of all my psychology training, all my social work, and I realized this was a dance. A magnificent dance with a new spirit finding his way.

I want to share that experience with you. Not just what I learned in theory and books, but what I’ve learned as a mom in the trenches—what I’ve learned in the ten years I’ve worked specifically with this age group. I know the modern pitfalls. I know what parenting today looks like and why it’s so hard. I want to help you explore the joy and wonder that is the threenager. I want you to see their awesome and help it develop; let’s manage the behavior so they can shine.

This book is a whole-body, whole-person approach to helping our toddlers and preschoolers be the best little people they can be. It’s not a quick fix but rather an approach from the inside out. These years are about the blossoming of a personality, and that blossoming just naturally brings some difficult behaviors, to be sure. But there are also so many things we can do foundationally to bring out the very best in our kids.

I remember when my own son was little and I was talking to my mom one afternoon. In my personal life, I was having a hard time with another mom whose child was always in a mood, displaying wonky behavior. I liked the mom but she was always saying things like, “Oh. He’s just tired. He’s just hungry.” And I would constantly think, Well. He needs more sleep! or Okay. Feed him. I started paying attention around me and realized how often I heard those two phrases, two seemingly simple things to fix. I was just dishing with my mom, saying, “What is that?”

And my mom said the most powerful words I’ve ever heard about parenting: “I don’t know, Jamie. Some parents don’t seem to want to give their kids the chance to be their very best. They don’t set them up to be the best kid they can be.”

Holy whoa, did that stick with me. It’s greatly influenced my work with families, and it’s the basis of this book.

There are natural challenges working against you and your child at this age. Individuation. Big emotions with limited language. A growing body that isn’t always as skilled as your toddler would like. Emerging personality. These all contribute to making this age hard.

With all that going on for your little ones, my goal here is to help you to set them up for success: for good behavior and healthy minds, bodies, and hearts. To do everything in your power to help them be the best they can be. There will be lots that is out of your power; I’m not claiming to be a miracle worker. But let’s work on everything that is within your power, yeah?

A few words about me before we begin. I mentioned my parenting style, so you already know how I feel about that. My writing style is irreverent. I cuss. I don’t use proper grammar all the time. It’s on purpose. I am vehemently against the “toddlers are assholes” premise in general—even though they can, in fact, be total assholes at times. I honor and respect the developmental process of all kids. Please don’t mistake my irreverence for disrespect.

And listen. I work with kids. I am knowledgeable in this area because it’s my job. I work with families, I research, I collaborate with other professionals. I’ve learned a lot. I want to share what I’ve learned with you. But you are the expert of your child. Do not give me or any other expert power over that expertise. This book is meant to give you ideas, strategies, and springboards for understanding both yourself and your toddler’s behavior. If something doesn’t resonate, ditch it. I do not nor will I ever think I know more about your child than you. I see too many parents giving some expert all their power, going against their own intuition. I see too many parents who feel like a failure because something an expert said doesn’t apply to or work with their child. Remember this: books are written for the general public. You must, must filter any ideas you find through what you know about your particular child and family dynamic.

You should also know that this book is written with the average, neurotypical child in mind. Though I run into many different situations and diagnoses in my work, I do not claim to be an expert on specific disorders or diagnoses. That said, there are strategies in this book that any parent can use regardless of whether her child has a disorder or diagnosis.

Think of this book as a collaboration, you and me working together. This isn’t me on some high horse, telling you what to do. I am always humbled by working with parents and helping them to improve their skills and understand their child’s development a little bit more.

You are a badass parent. Just know that.



THE PARENT PART OF THE BOOK

Toddlers and preschoolers are lovably crazy. Don’t get me wrong. You are going to see erratic behavior because their brains and physical bodies are exploding with growth. However, if that erratic behavior becomes the norm, that’s when we as parents start drowning—and may blame it on the child. It’s so easy to see a behavior in our kids and want to just fix that behavior in a vacuum.

We simply have to take some time to look at ourselves, and not just how we are as parents. We have to look at how we are as people. The reason this book is divided into “The Parent Part” and “The Kid Part” is that it takes two to tango. There are two parties involved here and neither is off the hook. If we look only at fixing kid behavior, we’re not going deep enough for lasting change. Most parents come to me looking for a quick fix. “He’s hitting everyone and it’s uncontrollable.” They want me to give them tools to stop the hitting, which I can do. But part of that tool-giving process is digging a little to find the root. The hitting is the symptom; we need to find the disease, if you will. The why.

Here’s an interesting analogy for you. Fascia stretching versus muscle stretching. Fascia is the thick layer of tissue between your skin and the muscle. If you’ve ever gotten a really deep sports massage, those hands were busting through the fascia. The fascia holds the muscle in place. When most of us stretch or take yoga, we’re stretching the muscle. It feels so incredibly good right after class. But then within hours, we’re usually back to creaks and groaning. Because the fascia pulls the muscles right back into your habit. Say you sit at the computer all day for work, which many of us do. The fascia will start to curve in our upper backs. It will form to our daily, usually bad habits. You can stretch that muscle all day long, but that fascia is going to pull everything right back to the yucky ground zero.

I can give you all the tools in the world to help your preschooler, but you and your parenting are the fascia holding the situation in place. If we don’t look at our own behavior and actions, it doesn’t matter how many skills we can give our kids: if our behavior doesn’t change, our kids’ behavior will always snap back to bad habits.

I am not going to put more on your impossibly full plate.

However, it is literally impossible to fix a problem—any problem—without looking at what went wrong. Largely, when it comes to our toddlers, we are what went wrong. Let’s take a minute, though, because I really don’t want you to feel overwhelmed. We as parents are already blamed for a shit ton of things in society.

There is a whole lot of parent shaming going on in the world right now, gleefully documented on social media. Viral videos of imperfect parenting. Memes galore letting you know just how badly you’re screwing up. All this is actually part of the problem. Everyone has an opinion about our parenting. But we’ll dive into that can of worms in the following chapters.

When I say let’s look at ourselves and dig deep, I’m not talking about trying to fix the two hours you let your kid watch the iPad so you could get a freaking break. I’m not talking about whether or not you feed your kid perfectly prepared organic meals.

I’m talking about soulful connection with our kids. I’m talking about examining ourselves to find our triggers, to find our unconscious contributions to toddler behavior.

So, let’s start with you, the parent. Here’s the deal: sometimes we get so mired in our kids’ behavior we forget that we are the ones in charge. Which means we are contributing to the dynamic and thus the behavior. Yes. With the explosive brain development of this age, it’s absolutely certain that some of your child’s wonky behavior comes out of the blue. However, we have to look at ourselves.

How we are running the household, the rhythm and routine of each day.

How we are reacting, overreacting, or even underreacting.

How we feel as people, not just as parents but as spouses and in general. You matter. Your spouse matters. Your marriage matters. I see way too many parents completely sacrificing themselves at the altar of parenthood. Yes. Our children are demanding at this age. They physically need us for sure. But we must take care of ourselves.

Put on your own oxygen mask before assisting others.

Words to live by, especially in the first five years of your child’s life.

This part of the book is about you and how you might become a better parent by working on yourself. You as a person who happens to be a parent. These may be ideas or concepts you already know and I’ll just be reminding you, or these may be brand-new for you. Either way, take them to heart.

Unlike most parenting advice, this section goes beyond offering tools for interacting with your child. It also covers all the peripheral things you may not be aware of that affect how you interact with your child on a very soulful level. In other words, we all bring some shit to our parenting table that we think has nothing to do with the actual child or situation that is right in front of us, but surprise, it is part of the bigger picture.

None of this is theory. None of it is something I just came up with; I’m talking about the real issues real parents like you are struggling with. This is material I’ve garnered from all the families I’ve worked with. Deep parenting is hard work, but it’s also extremely exciting. In the following chapters you may find some missing links that will help you better understand your struggles. My sincerest hope is that you have some big aha! moments that you can further explore with your partner. And with yourself, particularly if you’re a single parent.

We’ll be sifting through a few concepts:

• Boundaries! And why they are the crux of everything

• Why your parenting philosophy may be screwing you

• Connection, connection, connection above all else

• Parental martyrs and how to care for yourself

• How to literally get more time

• Parental anxiety, and the myriad things that exacerbate this anxiety

• Reactionary parenting: the good, the bad, the ugly

Let’s jump in and look at ourselves first. How we can shore up our boundaries, find our own triggers, take care of not just our children but ourselves and our adult relationships.

And then we’ll jump to “The Kid Part of the Book” and spend a bunch more time talking about those lovable rug rats and how to curb the crazy and turn challenging into charming.



CHAPTER 1

BOUNDARIES

We can’t make a single move forward without talking about boundaries. Boundaries are truly the base of parenting. If you have any notion of good parenting or bad parenting, it’s probably based in boundaries. In simple terms, these are the rules and expectations you have. We have personal boundaries that apply to our lives outside of parenting and we have boundaries with our kids. Having boundaries is one of the most confusing aspects for most parents because it may be at odds with your philosophy. I find many parents are doing what I call oppositional parenting.

This is when you were raised a certain way and it created some inner wounds for you. You then vow to never be that way with your own child. You go in the complete opposite direction from what your parents did. The problem here is that you may not be actively choosing your parenting skills. You may just be blindly doing the opposite of what your parents did.

Quick example: Let’s say your parents made you sit at the table until every bite of food on your plate was gone, even if it was for hours. You swear that won’t happen with your kids, so you don’t make them eat anything they don’t appear to like. In short order, you may end up with a crazy picky eater who never wants to sit at the table. Do you see? You didn’t plan a mealtime routine. You just did the opposite and it got you into trouble.

I’m going to say this so many times you may want to puke, but here goes: Kids are always learning. Always. It doesn’t matter if we are actively teaching. They are always observing, picking up cues and nonverbal communication. They are learning the rules of living in your family. They are learning the rules of living, period. They are literally learning their place in the world. They are naturally going to fight to be alpha dog. They are naturally going push boundaries and then push some more. And they are super curious where the limits lie.

Here’s the part that often gets lost in the shuffle of crappy behavior:

This is their developmental job.

It can look like total manipulation. It can look like a crazy pain in the butt. It can look like jerky, asshole behavior. It’s not. Although, to be fair, sometimes it is. But again, learning how to not be an asshole requires being one, trying it on for size.

It’s all learning.

We all do this. One day, you may be five minutes late for work. You look around and realize, huh . . . no one really seemed to notice that I was five minutes late. The next day you figure, let’s see if they notice if I’m ten minutes late. You’re going to push the limit. We all do. Until someone says, “Stop it. You can’t do that.” That might not be a good-enough warning for you, so you keep pushing. You may get fired. We all push the limits, find where they lie, push some more, and then deal with the consequences.

Your little one might try something on for size. Or maybe she’s just feeling cranky. “No, Mommy can’t sit next to me.” You probably figure, Who cares? I don’t have it in me to fight this right now. I can easily not sit next to her. Right?

And then it happens again and it seems so small and insignificant that you don’t even blink. Until it becomes a thing. She won’t let you sit near her all the time, then pretty soon she won’t let you sit at the table. What starts to look like crazy, demanding behavior is her running with the power you gave her. That’s “all.”

This age range defines “If you give them an inch, they’ll take a mile.”

Since pushing boundaries is her job right now, your child can’t be faulted for exploring her limits. The whole world is so new and exciting. She has to figure out her place in it. And that means testing the limits. Every limit. Every time. Everywhere.

It’s then up to us to set the boundary. Boundaries are the key to life. Not just for us as parents but for us as people. I’m sure you’ve heard the word before, but let’s get super clear because boundaries at this age are the foundation of the rest of your parenthood.

Boundaries are your lines in the sand that cannot be crossed without consequences. They are your rules, both personal and parental. They are your no and your yes. What you’ll put up with, what you won’t. Your “Oh hell no, you aren’t doing that!” And we all have different ones, so you can’t rely on someone else’s boundaries. This is where a “parenting philosophy” can get sticky. If you are leaning too far into a particular philosophy without paying any mind to yourself and how you actually feel, you will be in deep emotional doodoo in no time. Feeling exhausted, depleted, and especially resentful means your boundaries probably need to be tightened up. Right now, it is important to remember that your child, particularly at this age and this stage of development, is going to push your boundaries as far as he can.

You are going to set a rule or a “no” in place, and here’s what trips most parents up: the expectation that your little one will be cool with it. I’m telling you right now, it is his job to not be cool with it. It is his job to push against it.

I’ll say that again (and again): It’s a toddler’s developmental job to push against your “no.”

Which means your job is to hold firm.

This is the psychotic awesomeness of this age: once your child starts to push limits and realize she is her own person, with her own free will and choice, she will be mired in choice and control. So mired she can’t decide. And if you choose for her, OMG, it will be tragic. If you’ve ever struggled with your child over what clothes to wear or what color cup to drink from, you know what I’m saying.

What ends up happening is that few of us have the time in a day to sit around holding boundaries. So we cave. We do whatever is necessary to get out of the house, out of the market, out of this crazy. And then your little one has learned something. What started as normal, developmentally appropriate high emotion has now become a learning tool.

How did my toddler learn this behavior?

When I’m working with a family, we simply have to explore: How did your child learn this behavior?

When a child is acting intolerably kooky, diagnoses notwithstanding, we have to look at how the child learned this behavior. Because he learned it somewhere.

Which usually means, we taught it. Unconsciously, yes. Unknowingly, certainly. Unwantedly, maybe.

We hear “limit testing” and “power struggle” so often, those words have almost lost meaning. Or somehow we think they are “bad” behaviors. But I want to reframe them as exciting. Seriously. What’s more exciting than your child figuring out his place in your family, in the world? The bummer of course is that it looks really crappy from where you’re sitting, right? Because check out the trajectory of development:

Up until around thirty months, parenting has probably been a joy for you. Exhausting in a sleep-deprived way, to be sure. But mostly a joy. The astounding physical growth is so exciting. That first real smile at you at six to twelve weeks melts your heart. The learning to eat with fingers that can’t even find their mouth. OMG. The camera is out in full force. Learning body control, starting to crawl, cruise, walk. Can this child do no wrong? And of course you don’t have a huge bias or anything, but you’re pretty sure you might have a genius. You get glimpses of the independence seeking, “I do,” “Myself,” but pretty much your child is still on the same page as you. Exploring, joyful, wanting to help. Caring about your opinion. The naked, unabashed love that flows between you is thick and gorgeous.

Then holy shit. Somewhere around thirty months, this crazy thing called individuation starts to happen. Children begin to realize they are different from you. Which means they can say no. Which means the quest for alpha dog status has begun. On your mark, get set, limit testing!

They start pushing those boundaries. What trips most people up, though, is that there’s no actual Ready-Set-Go for this moment. They are little and sweet and this limit testing sneaks up on us. You may know that you’ll have to set boundaries and consider “discipline,” but not now! They’re so little. Yes. They are. But their inherent quest for control will still be there.

I had this massive aha when I first started outlining this book. It had seemed obvious to me but I realized it is not obvious. What I’m talking about here is the difference between two years old and three years old. The specific transition between those specific years.

At two, they have not hit individuation. They care about what you think, they care about pleasing you. Boundaries are fluid and don’t have to be stringent. Then three hits and you think you still have the same sweet child who cares about what you think. But because of individuation, your little one doesn’t give a rat’s ass about what you think. So now those boundaries need to be strong! What gets tricky is that in many ways toddlers seem to be practically the same child at two and three, but psychologically, they are worlds apart.

Let me digress into an analogy, because “the quest for alpha dog status” is a real thing. Because of my history and my knowledge base, I’ve worked hard at my own parental boundaries. I’d say I’m pretty good at them, and in those zero to six years, I worked hard at maintaining boundaries. When Pascal was six, we got our first dog. Stella was a nine-year-old, seventy-pound, lab-boxer mix and came to us trained as far as house training and good in-home behavior.

But, oh my goodness, the minute I took her out of the house, this dog was psycho. She was highly reactive to other dogs, would yank my arm out to go sniff something (and I’m strong!), and God help me if a squirrel crossed our path. I sensed this wasn’t normal behavior but it was fairly doable for me.

That is until we went on a vacation and my mom doggie-sat Stella. Out on a walk, Stella saw another dog and literally took my mother down and dragged her a bit, busting my mom’s knee open. I started looking up doggie behavior online and found that Stella’s behavior was “kill behavior”: if she had to go to a shelter for some reason, she would be put down for this behavior. That is very bad behavior indeed and I’d had no idea; I had thought it was at least within normal range.

I immediately booked with a very fancy dog trainer. He followed us on a walk, watching our behavior. Then he sat me down to tell me some very hard truths.

I’ll be repeating this fact several times through this book because I think it’s such a good gauge. Your average dog and your average three-year-old are at the same level of brain development. Literally. Of course, dogs will stay there and our children will very quickly mature and develop more brain power. But it’s a good marker when we try to reason with three-year-olds—meaning, of course, you can’t. Reason hasn’t entered the developmental picture yet.

Jeff the dog trainer pounded me with a severe reality check. He said everything about me was submissive to the dog. My body language said that I wasn’t in control, I wasn’t the adult human leading the show. My voice was pleading, not firm and confident. I sounded high-pitched and nervous. Most important, it seemed that I had the expectation that logic and reason would appeal to my dog.

Ouch.

He went on to tell me the things I knew but wasn’t really getting. Dogs have little to no impulse control. Yes, they can be trained and taught, but on their own accord? Nope. Dogs will groove with an alpha dog. They will fall in line and follow the alpha. And here’s the really important part: If there is no alpha, the dog will try to be the alpha. If there is no one telling the dog what to do, the dog thinks that it is her job to lead and protect and be the alpha. I say “think,” but it’s really more of a primal action.

The nuts and bolts looked like this: I was to walk in front of her at all times, leading her and keeping her body behind my body. I was to keep the leash very short and not let her randomly jolt off to sniff something. I was surprised and said, “But this is her walk, doesn’t she get to sniff?” Jeff said, “No. It’s not her walk. She must do what you want her to do; otherwise her behavior will get out of control. The joy for a dog is that she is not out in the wild. She gets fed and kept warm and safe. She gets your love. She doesn’t get to do whatever she wants. If she starts to do whatever she wants, she will think she’s the alpha and that you are under her control and protection.”

It is up to me to be the alpha. I physically and mentally have to be in charge. All my nonverbal communication, everything about how I move and act, has to say, “I got this. I have you under my wing. You don’t need to control anything right now.”

Oooooh. As he’s talking, I’m thinking, This is so similar to parenting. This is so similar to how I work with both my parenting and potty training clients. How’d I miss this with the damn dog? Well. Because she’s cute. And I didn’t know. And she seems almost human, so I forgot that although her capabilities might be stunning for a dog, she’s still got limited brain development.

Lest Jeff sound like a hard-ass, he also was shockingly deep about raising a dog. Dogs live and die by our nonverbal communication. He said, “Anytime you leave the house, think, ‘My dog is awesome. I love this dog so much. I am in control. I am the boss and my dog is awesome.’ He pointed out that once a dog’s behavior escalated, everything in our nonverbal communication said, I have a crappy dog. This walk is going to be awful. She’s going to be bad. And it’s true. She had become so unmanageable outside the house that I was afraid of the dog. I was fearful of the small being in my charge.

OMG. Right? The similarities to three-year-old behavior blew me away. I was floored that I had missed this, but I kept spinning this round and round in my head concerning my work with families.

If we don’t “govern” in those zero to six years, the child will simply, in a primal instinct way, say, Okay. If you aren’t going to be the alpha, I will.

Toddlers will always seek control. If we really sit back and think of them as new blank slates, we’ll have a better understanding of this. They are indeed very new. They’ve been on the planet for two or three years. Everything is new and exciting. Everything is an exploration. I often say behavior that looks “bad” is often curious behavior. Figuring out the world around them demands manipulation, demands mistakes, demands seeking control. It invites a literal, Who’s in control here?

The problem is they don’t yet have the brain power to handle that job. They don’t have a large amount of impulse control. They don’t have the extended thought process or long-term judgment to handle this job. Like a dog, they’ll run right out of your front door and into traffic because Squirrel!!!

What are the different kinds of boundaries?

We simply must be the ones in charge. I often compare boundaries to a fence: a mental, emotional fence. We put fences up in our yard, yes—to keep things out but also to keep our children in. We don’t let toddlers out the front door and expect them to make well-informed, sound decisions. Same with parking lots, right? We don’t get toddlers out of the car and leave them to cautiously cross the parking lot, being mindful of cars, taking the quickest route to the store, totally on their own.

We just don’t. This is an important parallel to how we work with the natural grain of toddler development, so let’s take a minute to really break this down.

In a parking lot situation, we know the child is little, we know the child is not yet aware of exiting cars, watching for taillights in reverse. We know he’ll run around, not watching for the adult things we know to be cautious of. We know that he is physically smaller than most rearview mirrors can see. We know he is so spontaneous in his body that the minute we release him from the car seat, he will become a little Tigger, bouncing all over the place. We know that the child might be super stoked about the treat you promised him if he can be good in Target, so we know he might bolt for the store. Or get sidetracked by that really cool motorcycle in the lot. Or think a quick game of hide-and-seek behind those cars would be really fun.

Basically, because parking lots have the potential to be death traps, we completely and pretty unconsciously tune into to our kid’s lack of impulse control. We know and understand this and we’re on high alert to be in complete control. Very few parents fuck around in parking lots. Hold my hand. Right now.

We speak firmly, unflinchingly. There is no room for negotiation. There is no pleading in our voices. We don’t have an opinion or a parenting philosophy around it. We simply know that our little ones are not yet very capable of impulse control here. This is where, like Stella and me, we keep them on a short leash and lead the way. Being commanding and firm but also loving and kind.

And why does this happen so naturally in a situation like a parking lot?

Because we have to keep our children safe. Plain and simple. Physical boundaries tend to be easy because the danger is so obvious. In the parking lot there is a right way and a wrong way to behave. You as the grown-up know the right way, and you impose strong boundaries. This isn’t a place to experiment. The margin of error is simply too narrow to mess around with.

Emotional boundaries tend to be trickier, but the essence is the same. Parenting at its core is about keeping our children safe and alive and thriving. Boundaries keep the child safe, both physically and psychologically. As in the parking lot example, we tend to be really on with our physical boundaries. They are easy to see in actual real life. (In fact, as we’ll discover later on, most of us have too stringent physical boundaries when it comes to our children.) It’s the mental and emotional boundaries that confuse most parents. Mental, emotional, and psychological boundaries are harder to define, harder to understand. Boundaries can be a tricky concept if you haven’t really worked on them. I tend to run in Brené Brown-ish circles and I’m pretty sure I’ve paid for at least one house for my therapist with all the work I’ve done on my own boundaries. I work hard at boundaries. Most of us have to. It’s easy to let them get loosey-goosey otherwise.

A real-life example—bedtime

When Liz and Dave first contacted me, Liz was practically in tears. Their little girl Riley had amazing behavior for Dave. He would say something once and Riley would hop to it. Like most parents, they both worked full time so they often switched child-chores between them. When Liz did bedtime or dinner, Riley would draaaaaag everything out. She would demand more at bedtime, so much more that she was extending her bedtime by almost an hour and a half. She’d demand more stories, more songs, more potty time, more night snacks. Though her daughter was in a crib, Liz would have to wait until Riley said it was time for bed, literally letting Mom know when she was ready. Any attempt to put Riley in the crib too soon would result in a massive tantrum. And, yeah, tantrums at bedtimes are a special version of hell.

Later in this book, we’ll cover sleep and kids. But you should know right now that if my work was a pyramid, sleep would be the wide base. Sleep is everything; I treat it as an actual nutrient, and no matter what behavioral issues parents need coaching with, we always look at sleep first. An underslept toddler (a rampant occurrence these days) doesn’t stand a chance at being her best self.

So naturally, the big red flag with little Riley is the fact that her bedtime is now being delayed by an hour and a half, sometimes even two hours. You know how there are dog years? A two-hour delay in a toddler’s bedtime is like nine hours in toddler-sleep years.

Not only was that delay messing with Riley’s circadian rhythms and making it seemingly impossible for her to actually fall asleep, it was also making her sleep later in the morning. Liz would have to wake her from a sound sleep, and hell hath no fury like a toddler woken from a sound sleep. Breakfast was rushed to get her out of the house on time. The whole morning routine was just cramped and yucky for everyone.

All kids, but especially kids in the toddler/preschool age range, need slow transitions. They just don’t react quickly: they need to move slowly from thing to thing. This morning routine was agitating Riley, aggravating Liz and Dave, and setting up a disaster of a day.

We worked backward, as I’m prone to do. Why are mornings a mess? Because Riley is sleeping so late. Why is she sleeping so late? Because bedtime is getting too late. Why is bedtime getting too late? Because Riley is running the bedtime show, being demanding and holding her parents hostage with a potential late-night tantrum.

Toddlers are often jokingly called tiny dictators by their parents. I have literally heard the terms dictator, tyrant, terrorist, and holding hostage in conjunction with toddlers. Those are some pretty strong words for a little one who probably weighs in the thirty-pound range, does not in fact command an army, and has no complicated war strategy.

As I’ve already said many times, it’s developmentally appropriate for little kids to be this demanding. But it’s not okay to give in to those demands. As I’ve both heard and said thousands of times: We do not negotiate with terrorists. They can’t handle the power.

If you’ve been around any kid for any length of time, you’ll know that for a child to admit being tired is akin to a pacifist committing mass murder. “Noooooo . . . I’m not tired!” In the face of this dug-in resistance, Liz and I had to find not only ways to shave massive time off the bedtime routine but also ways that Liz could step into her strength as a parent and be the one in charge.

How do I start setting boundaries?

Setting boundaries can feel mean if you’re not used to setting them. The problem is, if your boundaries are weak, you end up getting stepped on. And then you end up feeling resentful and exhausted. Let me give a few examples outside of parenting to better explain. Sometimes it’s hard to see boundaries within parenting because our kids are just so precious to us.

I often use this example with clients because it’s so clear and also personal.

My parents and I share a two-family home, and when my sister visits from Oregon, she and her family technically stay with them. I say technically because she’s got two boys, sandwiching Pascal’s age, so really, the whole house becomes a crazy zone of Nerf bullets, hide-and-seek, and boy central—loud, chasing, video gaming.

Pascal is a solo kid, and although he can hang with the best of them, we are pretty low-key when we’re home. He often burns out in these situations with other kids. He’s not accustomed to the very normal sibling bickering. He’s just not accustomed to having people around all the time. So before these visits, we discuss how he can be his own advocate for taking breaks when needed.

One evening, my younger nephew was at our house and Pascal was just being awful. My nephew couldn’t say anything right. Pascal would jump on him and correct the littlest thing.

I mean to a ridiculous level. He could say, “The trees are green.” And Pascal was all, “Actually, the leaves are kelly green and there is brown bark.” I mean that kind of ridiculous. I could see each little snide comment hurting my nephew’s feelings.

I pulled Pascal aside and I said, “Hey, what is going on here?”

He said, “Mom, I really need a break.”

“Just tell him you need a break. He can go down to Mem’s house, no problem.”

“But that would be so rude, asking him to leave.”

“You are being ridiculously rude to him now. You are being so snippy, I can see you’re hurting his feelings.”

I intervened and told my nephew that we needed some quiet time. Not a problem; he went bouncing down to my parents’ house without any big deal at all. And Pascal and I had a long talk about it. I use this example a ton with families I work with because it’s such a classic example of when boundaries go bad.

Pascal was convinced that asking his cousin to leave would be rude. And yet he got himself so tired and resentful that he was actually hurting his cousin’s feelings by being—you guessed it—rude. And in reality, the kid had zero problem giving Pascal a break. None. We too often assume that when we lay a boundary down, say no, are clear about our needs that the other person will think we are mean or rude.
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