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Break Free from Reactive Parenting

Gentle-Parenting Tips, Self-Regulation Strategies, and Kid-Friendly Activities for Creating a Calm and Happy Home

Laura Linn Knight






Praise for Break Free from Reactive Parenting



“At last, a parenting book with practical, pragmatic, and proactive strategies that we can actually use and that actually work! Thank you, Laura Linn Knight for creating this beautiful guide that allows us to be the parents we always wanted to be.”

—Christopher Willard, author of Growing Up Mindful and Alphabreaths

“Dear frustrated parents, this book is really good medicine. It has wisdom and humor and honesty that will help, calming your heart and inspiring your best parenting.”

—Jack Kornfield, PhD, author of A Path with Heart

“As a leader in the mental health industry, I am aware of how important mindfulness and self-regulation are for mental wellness. Break Free from Reactive Parenting offers all parents invaluable tools and practical information that is easy to implement and promotes well-being in the home. Laura Linn Knight teaches parents to stop parenting through emotions, which can often escalate a problem and cause more stress for both the child and the parent. Laura has a wealth of knowledge about parent/child relationships of all ages, and the information in this book is instrumental towards creating a more peaceful and loving environment in the home.”

—Laura DeCook, founder of LDC Wellbeing and mental health leader

“Laura Linn Knight’s book offers all the practical mindfulness tools that stressed-out parents need right now. Practical, nonjudgmental, warm, and compassionate. It’s an accessible guide for navigating this wild, beautiful thing we call parenting.”

—Sean Fargo, founder of Mindfulness Exercises

“This book is a great resource for parents who want to break the unhealthy cycle of reactive parenting that can be so easy to fall into, especially during difficult seasons. Laura takes a whole-family approach in her teaching and offers up tools that are practical and evidence based.”

—Kaitlin Soule, LMFT, author of A Little Less of a Hot Mess

“This book is a gem of a resource for any parent who would like to take a big step toward creating a calmer, happier home. So many of us parents find ourselves putting out fires, rather than creating the conditions for our children and us to strengthen our relationships and thrive. Break Free from Reactive Parenting offers practical ideas for parents and children to manage tricky emotions and grow the good.”

—Jamie Lynn Tatera, creator of the Self-Compassion for Children and Caregivers program and mindfulness trainer of caregivers, children, teens, and families

“As a licensed therapist and mother of three, I cannot recommend Break Free from Reactive Parenting enough. The tools that Laura shares are essential for any parent and will change your daily parenting experience in a life-altering way! I love that the book is interactive and gives opportunities to reflect and practice. This is not your average parenting book and is a must-read!”

—Jessica Shank, LMFT
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To my family, whose love is a gift beyond words. Thank you for all the laughter, kindness, and compassion you have brought into my life. And to my sweet grandmother, Judy, whose eyes sparkle each time we talk about writing. Thank you, Grandma, for your unwavering encouragement.






INTRODUCTION

Is your household calm?

If you’re a parent, the answer is probably a big fat NO. Maybe you’re in the throes of chasing after a toddler. Maybe you have angelic children who never get upset and you think you have this parenting thing all figured out. (Ha!) Maybe you count down the hours until bedtime so you can have a glass of wine and cuddle up on the couch in front of Netflix. Maybe you are dealing with teenage drama and dream of your children turning eighteen, moving out, and allowing you to live your best life.

Chances are you’ve become reactive to your children’s behavior. In 2020 especially, we all heard reports of stress, anxiety, and reactive behavior from parents worldwide. Parents felt out of their depth, too wrapped up in juggling home and work life and making ends meet to understand how to deal with their children’s pain and fear, much less their own.


	Nearly 50 percent of parents reported significant stress increases due to the lockdown that have negatively impacted their mental and physical health.1


	Researchers found that since March 2020, 27 percent of parents reported worsening mental health for themselves, and 14 percent reported worsening behavioral health for their children.2


	In 2020, the proportion of children’s mental health–related emergency department (ED) visits among all pediatric ED visits for ages 5 to 11 and 12 to 17 years increased approximately 24 percent and 31 percent, respectively.3


	71 percent of parents believe the pandemic took a toll on their child’s mental health, and 67 percent of parents wish they’d been more vigilant about their child’s mental health from the beginning.4


	Even before COVID-19, youth suicide was already at a record high. Suicide is the second leading cause of death among people ages 10 to 24 and has been increasing every year since 2007. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that suicide was the second leading cause of death among people ages 10 to 34.5




The effects of what we’ve all been through these last few years are real and dire. Instead of just wading through and hoping things get better, it’s time for a different approach.

But in our time-crunched society, most of us just don’t have the bandwidth to do what it takes, right? We’re too busy, too tired, too distracted to figure out what our kids need. And so, we REACT. Despite our best intentions, we are living in a culture where reactive parenting has become the new norm.

We struggle with figuring out how to create a calm household when we live in an unpredictable world. We can’t possibly understand how to share the same space with our tiny beloved terrors when we live in a constant state of distraction and reaction. We just aren’t sure how to make any of this work.

If your kid’s not listening, has seemed to turn into some unrecognizable alien, seems anxious, upset, unruly, or highly reactive, there is something you can do. There is hope!

Wherever you are in your parenting journey, there are always ways to improve, connect, and find calm in the chaos. Instead of repeating the same patterns, feeling overwhelmed or uncertain of what to do next, today is the day you give yourself permission to let go of the guilt and shame around feeling like a “bad” parent or labeling your child in the same way. You and your child are not bad, defective, or wrong. Raising kids is hard, and we all need some good, practical, and effective tools to help us navigate the way.

Reactive parenting comprises the negative behaviors displayed when a parent is frustrated with their child. This often looks like yelling, threatening, screaming, or even hitting. Reactive parenting can also look like over-rewarding or overbribing when the parent is fed up with their child’s behavior.

In this book, we will start from a neutral place that addresses both the parent and child. Just like in marriage, issues rarely stem from just one party. This book is your toolbox, and the tools inside will help you cultivate a better and calmer home environment for everyone. The first section focuses on the difficulties parents face and tools to address those issues. The second section goes deeper into how to continuously access those tools and help create meaningful change within yourself and your home.

While so many of us reach for parenting books when there’s something wrong, this book provides tools that you and your child can tap into together throughout the ebb and flow of the child-raising years. It is your family’s toolbox for the good days and the not-so-good days. The process all starts with learning first for yourself and then teaching your kids.

As a former elementary school teacher, child educator, mental health first aid responder, mindfulness and meditation teacher, and mother of two, I’ve seen and experienced it all. I’ve worked with parents at the end of their rope who just wanted to give up on having a good relationship with their children. I’ve helped parents navigate rocky terrain and implement useful strategies and have seen their households shift seemingly overnight. I’ve helped a child build confidence when he was overtaken by negative thinking, walked my own daughter through a medical condition that created unbearable anxiety for her, and supported mothers and fathers as they stopped engaging in power struggles and started enjoying their time with their children more.

In this book, I will focus on the most common issues between the parent and child, which range from “My kid’s not listening!” to what to do when they hit you; from meltdowns to power struggles; from decreasing screen time to knowing how to navigate parenthood without completely losing your mind in the process. Because none of us are given a manual on how to parent, many of us just get swept up in reactive parenting instead of taking a proactive approach.

These proactive tools help both parent and child explore how to go from practice to action to traction. It’s not just about asking how you regulate your kid, but how you regulate yourself. Have you dealt with your own past conditioning and your own shadows? Have you dealt with your own parenting baggage? Have you really taken a look at your own reactions and figured out how you relate to your children and, ultimately, yourself?

I ask because you’re not just working on getting your kids to listen; you’re also stopping the age-old generational conditioning that’s been passed down from your parents, grandparents, and society at large.

At the end of the day, if we continue to normalize our abnormal behavior and keep ourselves in an unregulated state without real tools, then all we’re really doing is bouncing between chaotic moments. All we’re really doing is reacting to our children instead of interacting. It’s time to create a new baseline—both for ourselves and our children.

It’s time to take a collective, mindful approach to this journey we call parenthood.

At the end of the day, you don’t have to parent in a vacuum or meet every stage with resistance and dread. When you show up for yourself, you show up for your family in a more actualized, human state. Let’s peel back the layers and show our children what it means to be fully human.

It starts with you.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Each chapter in this book will begin with a universal parenting problem. The first part of every chapter will focus on common self-regulation issues all parents face. I will then guide you through finding solutions to the problem with strategies, tips, and tools from experts, teachers, parental educators, and moms to deal, heal, and cultivate a calmer environment. These will empower you to decrease your reactivity.

I will then give you and your child tools to solve the same problem. Think of this as a two-for-one book that focuses on parent and child to address the entire family. The second part of every chapter will take the same approach for children through unique stories, fun worksheets, and even journaling exercises that offer a collaborative approach to self-regulation within the paradigm of family.

In this book, we will explore:


	Poor listening skills

	Morning and nighttime routines

	Tantrums

	Behavioral challenges

	Anger (yours and your child’s)

	Meltdowns

	Power struggles

	Fear and the worrying mind

	Sibling rivalry

	Navigating parenthood without completely losing your mind

	The impact of negative thinking on the parent-child relationship

	Mindfulness

	Too much screen time

	Self-care



When it comes to the sections for adults, the chapters build upon each other, so I suggest reading them from beginning to end. However, the kids’ sections can be read in chunks, and activities can be used as needed over time (or all at once), depending on the age and needs of the child.

If you are raising a child with a partner and find that just one of you is reading the book, don’t fret. Specific activities and tools can be copied and done together as you parent, during family meetings, or whenever it fits your needs.

This book is a guide, and I encourage you to keep coming back to it, tweaking the tools as needed to meet your child’s age and temperament. You will be amazed at how these teachings can be used for years within your home to create a more harmonious space.

WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

I left my teaching career for this? I asked, fuming as my three-year-old son whacked me again on the back of my leg. Blood boiling and eyes as sharp as daggers, I bent down to his level and yelled, “No hitting!” Pulling him upstairs for a time-out, it dawned on me that there had to be a better way. In fact, I had recently read an article about sitting with your child when they were angry. Still boiling over with my own rage, I attempted to sit.

I got this, I said to myself. If I could teach 25 six-year-olds, then I can handle a single three-year-…WHACK! Another smack interrupted my thoughts.

I could no longer sit. I couldn’t stand any of this one minute longer.

So I yelled. I yelled in that awful mama yell that makes your throat hurt after and your soul ache with guilt and shame once the words have left your mouth and you can’t stuff them back in again.

My blue-eyed boy stared back at me with wide, sad eyes.

At that moment, I made a vow to myself and my son: I would never yell again.

I wish I could tell you that was my last yell. (It wasn’t.) I have yelled again since that day…but not with that same soul-crushing intensity.

“How?” you may ask.

I’ll tell you my secret: I created a calm home.

No, I am not an interior designer, professional organizer, or feng shui specialist. I am a parenting educator and I help other moms, dads, and caregivers learn tools to regulate themselves and support their children.

I came about my career in an internally humbling sort of way. You see, ever since I was old enough to be a mother’s helper, I looked after kids in my neighborhood, volunteered at the local preschool, worked with special needs children, and ultimately, became an elementary school teacher.

I love working with children, and taking my first babysitting class at the local rec center was one of my happiest moments, along with a trip to Disneyland and my wedding day.

I felt I was destined to be a teacher and, even more so, I was destined to become a mother.

Prior to having my own children, I couldn’t understand the hardships and struggles parents faced with their own children. I had such well-behaved students and never once encountered a babysitting meltdown. To be perfectly honest, I felt that my parenting journey would be easier than most others’ because I was more skilled than most. (Ha!)

I laugh now at that misguided thinking. I am now convinced that having two of my own children is harder than teaching twenty-five students, skydiving in flip-flops, or navigating through old Egyptian tombs in 120 degrees Fahrenheit (all of which I have done).

Being a parent is hard for so many reasons—sleepless nights (and not just when they are babies); sibling fights; tantrums in the most embarrassing places, like grocery stores and crowded pools; children refusing to listen; regrets from wishing you had done things differently; peer difficulties; and the list goes on.

Parents are fed up, tuckered out, and, after the crazy year of the pandemic, just about ready to pull their hair out.

Over a short period of time, I changed the entire trajectory of my home life. I changed my home life by reading through as many parenting books as I could find (ones rooted in science and empathy), becoming a certified parenting educator, learning to apply my tools from teaching elementary school to my own home, and creating a larger support network around me of parents who shared the same goals of nurturing their children in a nonreactive environment. In discovering and developing effective parenting tools, my family life went from chaos to calm (not angelic like a photoshopped Instagram pic, but real calm).

In 2021 alone, I was a guest on more than 850 radio stations, as well as appearing on national TV shows and in various parenting publications. These accolades are not just a tribute to the work that I am doing, but more importantly, an indication of the need parents have right now for tools that will bring more peace into their homes.

Now I help parents get what they really, truly want more than anything in the whole world: happy relationships with their children and a home life that reflects that bond.

Just like when I felt called to be a babysitter when I was just old enough to ride my bike to the store alone, my passion today and for the future is to support parents and children so that we can create a calmer and more peaceful space in a world that can feel very chaotic.







SECTION 1 COMMON PARENTING PROBLEMS & SOLUTIONS









CHAPTER 1 USING SELF-REGULATION TO REDEFINE THE WAY YOU PARENT


I hadn’t slept in days.

My daughter (the once-independent girl who loved playing in her room alone with her toys) wouldn’t leave my side for what felt like the billionth day in a row. It was the peak of the world shutting down, and I was exhausted to my innermost core. I begged her to go play in her room by herself, but she refused.

In my head, I fantasized about screaming “Go play by yourself right now!” I felt unheard and was angry with her newfound worry and the defiance that went with it. I wanted to explode, run away, cry, or all of the above.

My big feelings reminded me of when my children were younger. When my son was three and my daughter was one, I struggled with reactive parenting. I frequently heard rumors of the “terrible twos,” but quite honestly thought that I had escaped that phase with such ease that it would be smooth sailing until we hit adolescence. The term I hadn’t heard about, but quickly learned, was “threenagers.”

Note: In recent years, parents have been using the term “threenager” to describe their three-year-olds who show the defiance, attitude, and stubbornness that was historically associated with the teenage years.

And, oh boy, let me tell you—threenagers are as tough as people say they are. That year was filled with defiance, outbursts, and tantrums (my son’s and mine)! I just couldn’t believe I could find myself so frustrated with my son. In those moments, I would react. Admittedly, I didn’t have the right tools. And so, power struggles were more common than I care to share. I spent many nights crying and feeling like I was doing it all wrong. After going though that very difficult stage, I thought I had overcome a lot of my reactive parenting. I felt like I had made it through, learned many tools along the way, and was again ready for smooth sailing for a while.

I was wrong. When my son was seven and my daughter five, I was back to wanting to bang my head on a wall all over again, but this time I was struggling with my daughter.

At five years old, my daughter had started displaying serious signs of anxiety. She woke up one night during the COVID-19 pandemic, screaming in fear, and wasn’t able to calm herself down. For the days and months that followed, she became a ball of anxiety.

Due to my work as a parenting educator and mindfulness/meditation teacher, I was able to help her keep many of the fears at bay by building up her emotional toolbox. I would help her through pretend play so she could release her fears, sing songs together to help her overactive mind, and use mindfulness tools such as noticing the sounds in the room or counting slow and deep breaths. Yet, something still wasn’t adding up. Why was her anxiety so intense despite being in a regulated home? Did she need more stability? Was her anxiety coming from the pandemic? Was there a physiological component that I was missing?

After much research and talking to many healthcare professionals, I stumbled upon a possible culprit: mold. We ordered an organic acid test to see if she had mold in her body. The test revealed that she had mold toxicity (aka, lots of mold in her little body!).

Mold contains toxic chemicals that, when inhaled, can make certain people very sick. Not everyone will have the same sensitivity to mold that my daughter did, and mold can display itself differently from person to person. For my daughter, the mold made her mind spin with worry, like a hamster running on a wheel.

We went on to test our entire home for mold and found that we had mold behind almost every piece of sheetrock! Was it a nightmare?! Yes!

We moved out, cleared the mold from her body (and ours) by ingesting binders,6 and then my daughter went back to her independent and happy self (at least, most of the time; she is still a kid, after all).

I wish I could tell you that through that experience I had nothing but empathy for her and that I was able to stay regulated despite the sleepless nights, intense fearful screaming, and her inability to engage in the activities she had once loved, all while we were doing a major move and home renovation. But that, my friends, would be a lie.

Before the mold was cleared from my daughter’s system, I was pushed to my limits time and time again. I wanted to scream right along with her. My tank was empty, I was on calls with doctors and inspectors, which took up every free moment I had, and I was still trying to wrap my head around the worldwide pandemic.

There were bumps in the road and times when I had to go back and apologize for my mean tone or harsh words. In short, my home didn’t feel like a Pinterest board or a carefully crafted Instagram post.

Instead, it felt like a big, moldy mess.

And although I didn’t feel like my parenting game was high, I was very aware that in all this calamity, there was still a steady undertone of love.

Even on the messiest of days, my daughter received the support she needed. This support wasn’t luck. The calm that we had amid the chaos wasn’t a fluke. In addition to my background as an elementary school teacher, by this time, I had devoted four solid years of coursework, reading, certifications, and studying to understand reactive parenting and how to embody tools that would bring more harmony to my parenting life. The underpinning of peace that we all experienced in such a painful time was a tribute to the same parenting tools you are receiving in this book, and it started with the most important tool of all: self-regulation.

THE KEYSTONE OF SELF-REGULATION

For the purpose of this book, self-regulation will be defined as the ability to calm yourself down and not react to your child with a yell, threat, or bribe to get them to act the way you think they need to act in the moment.

Self-regulation is the keystone that makes all other tools available. It was the reason why, that day when my daughter wouldn’t play independently and I was exhausted emotionally and physically, I was able to take a step back to calm myself down and help her feel safer with her worries (funny enough, as I write this chapter more than a year and a half later, she is playing independently with her stuffed animals on the other side of the room, singing the newest tune she just made up).

My daughter’s health crisis is an extreme example, I know. Most of your children will not go through a major difficulty like this. I share it though, because it is a dramatic example of the hope that is possible when we build out our parenting toolbox. It is an example of how we can stop being reactive in our parenting approach. I know that if these tools work in the confusion of endless doctor appointments, my daughter feeling beyond awful, countless sleepless nights that involved my daughter shaking with fear, the inability for me to leave her alone because she was feeling so scared, and missed school days—while also caring for her brother who was confused and worried about his little sister—then these tools can (and do) work in homes far and wide. This, my dear reader, is a powerful toolbox.

This toolbox must start with you. It is only by your learning, relearning, and practicing self-regulation that the rest of the tools can be effective for your children.

So, let’s pause for a moment and examine why self-regulation must come first. After all, I don’t want you to just take my word for it.

Here are two scenarios. See if you can identify the scenario in which the parent self-regulates and the one in which the parent is reactive.

SCENARIO #1

Your family and another family you love spending time with make plans to go to the beach. You have just spent the morning packing the picnic baskets, putting the towels and beach bags in the car, and getting your kids into their swimsuits (with sunscreen to boot).

It’s time to get in the car. When your youngest child suddenly starts crying, you ask him why he is so upset, to which he sobs, “I don’t want to go to the beach!”

Taken aback, you tell him that everyone is going to the beach. His friends will be at the beach, and it is time to go now; otherwise, you will be late to meet everyone.

“No!” he screams, then runs inside and hides under his bed.

At this point, you are exhausted from preparing all morning, stunned by the abrupt change in behavior, and beyond annoyed because you know you will officially be late if you don’t leave this second.

You march upstairs and tell your son that he needs to get in the car now. He doesn’t budge, so you tell him that if he gets in the car, you will buy him an ice cream at the beach.

He still won’t move.

Angry, you tell him that if he doesn’t get in the car, he won’t get to watch a movie later.

With no more tools left and feeling beyond upset, you drag him out from under the bed and yell that he better get himself into the car immediately, all while fuming down the stairs as he sulks his way into the car.


SCENARIO #2

Just like in Scenario #1, you have spent the morning getting ready to meet family friends at the beach, when your son suddenly announces that he doesn’t want to go.

Taken aback, you take a deep breath and silently think of three things you appreciate and love about your child, who is disrupting your plan and bringing up feelings of frustration.

In a calm state, you get down on the ground so you are a little below your son’s eye level, and you give him a hug and say that you are sorry to hear he doesn’t want to go to the beach.

He melts into your arms with a big burst of tears and tells you that the last time he went to the beach, he got saltwater in his eyes, and he is afraid it will happen again.

“Oh, I hate when saltwater gets in my eyes,” you tell him. “That must have felt really icky.”

Then you ask your son if he has any ideas on how he might prevent getting water in his eyes this time at the beach. Perhaps he suggests swim goggles or sunglasses. Perhaps this time, he doesn’t want to go in the water or just wants to put his feet in instead.

After finding a solution, you comment on how proud you are of your son for sharing his feelings and creating a solution to the problem. You and your family get in the car and head out to the beach.

REFLECTION

    Write your responses in a journal or on a piece of paper for the following questions.

When you read Scenario #1, what feelings does it bring up in you?

Now, imagine that you are the child. How would you have felt?

Can you think of a time when a similar situation played out in your home? How did you feel after?

When you read Scenario #2, what feelings did it bring up in you?

Imagine that you are the child. How would you have felt?

Can you think of a time when a similar situation played out in your home? How did you feel after?

In Scenario #1, the parent does not self-regulate and skips right to the common tools of bribing and punishing (aka reacting). These tools often cause initial rebellion, followed by the child feeling unheard and angry.

In Scenario #2, the parent is using their self-regulation tool. The child felt heard by the parent, was able to express their fears, and used critical thinking skills to come up with a solution.

Although both scenarios achieved the same goal—getting the child into the car to go to the beach—the tone and feeling of the two scenarios were very different.

Furthermore, the first scenario created a disconnect between the parent and child. The second scenario built trust and connection, which serves to create and maintain the important parent-child bond.

After reading and reflecting on both of these scenarios, you can see how the ability for the parent to self-regulate was of the utmost importance.

The only reason that the parent was able to use their parenting toolbox in Scenario #2 (getting down below her child’s eye level, giving a hug, empathizing with the son’s feelings, and finding a solution), was because the parent didn’t become reactive. The parent took the moment to pause and calm down before connecting with the child.

You will learn all those same parenting tools (and more) as we go along, and you’ll find yourself having more interactions that play out like the second scenario when you learn to regulate yourself. (Trust me when I say it’s a game changer.)

Do we now agree that self-regulation is one of the most important parenting tools we have? Do you see that if we are not regulating ourselves, then we have no chance of helping our children learn the tools they need to grow from their mistakes and navigate their tough behavioral moments?

The idea of self-regulation is simple, but maintaining a regulated state is hard when our children are fighting or not listening, or when things feel like a hot mess.

Self-regulation does require some work on your part, and you will need to be patient and kind to yourself as you practice. Remember, though, when you work on self-regulation as a parent or caregiver, you are working toward the ultimate long-term goal all of us have—raising a child who is kind, good natured, curious, honest, and loving.

One day at a time (or even one minute at a time), I invite you to stop yelling, stop threatening, stop bribing, and stop reacting. Join me on the path to calmer parenting. It all starts with self-regulation.

Let’s dive into Tool #1.

TOOL #1: PLAN-TO-PAUSE POSTER

The Plan-to-Pause Poster is more than a pretty parenting tool to hang in your home (although you can make it look quite nice!). To understand the importance of the poster, let us start with a quick and very basic overview of a few parts of the brain. Please note that every day, more research is being done on the functions of the brain. This overview is to help you understand the big-picture idea, but if you are interested in learning more about the brain, I invite you to check out The Whole-Brain Child by Daniel J. Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson (one of my favorite books!).


[image: Image]
Human brain



The Cortex: This outer layer of the brain is home to our prefrontal cortex. Our prefrontal cortex is in charge of executive functions, decision making, and critical thinking (among other things). It is important to note that the prefrontal cortex does not fully develop until a person is around the age of twenty-five.

The Limbic System: The two important parts of the limbic area to note for our discussion are the hypothalamus and the almond-shaped amygdala.

When we are stressed, the hypothalamus sends out signals to release stress hormones that can seem protective in the short term, but are harmful over time if our minds continue to perceive many threats (e.g. sibling arguments, back talk, or power struggles).

The other important part of the limbic system is the amygdala, which is associated with our fear response. When we feel threatened, the amygdala can help protect us. This is great when you see your child about to step into the street with a car coming (you will most likely yell “Stop!” and reach out to protect them). It’s not helpful if you see your child’s behaviors as a threat. The amygdala has direct correlations with the brain stem.

The Brain Stem: This part of the brain is often called the “reptilian brain, or lizard brain” because its function is associated with our survival instincts. It is the oldest part of the brain. Clusters of neurons in the brain stem are associated with our fight-flight-or-freeze response. For this, you may want to imagine a lizard in a terrarium that you are closing in on with a stick. The lizard has many survival tools it might employ, one of them being opening its mouth and preparing to fight. When we feel threatened like the lizard, our brain stem gets involved.

Acting from this reptilian part of our brain, we are no longer connected to our prefrontal cortex; thus, we are unable to self-regulate and we become reactive. None of the parenting tools in our parenting toolbox will be very effective when we are in this state of mind.

Because our children don’t have a fully developed prefrontal cortex, it is our job to act as theirs. And that means we have to pause long enough to get back into our rational thinking mind (prefrontal cortex) in those moments when we just want to scream. Understanding the way our brain is working in a state of anger and stress can help us work toward a place of regulation.

In the words of Dr. Ian Davis-Tremayne, DC, “Our nervous system is two-third afferent and one-third efferent…meaning that we are two-thirds sensory and one-third reactionary. Once we have the right tools in place, we can control our reactions to any situation before the fight-or-flight response takes over. The Plan-to-Pause Poster helps parents not react to their children.”

The Plan-to-Pause Poster helps you find tools to go from fight-flight-or-freeze to calm when you are upset!

In my experience, and in the experience of the parents I work with, it is not enough to simply say, “From now on, I am just not going to yell, bribe, or harshly punish.” To create a new habit, you must set yourself up for success, and that starts with creating a plan. In the same way you would create a food plan if you went on a diet or an education plan if you wanted to get a degree, this plan will help you be accountable to your new parenting goal of self-regulation.

Ready to dive in and make your poster?

HOW TO USE THE PLAN-TO-PAUSE POSTER

1. Copy the Plan-to-Pause Poster below on a separate sheet of paper or download one for free from my website, www.lauralinnknight.com.

2. In a calm state, make a list on your poster of five to seven activities for you to do when you are feeling overwhelmed with heavy emotions. You can also add activities and games that you and your child can do together.

3. Decorate the poster so it feels meaningful and will be something that you can hang in your home or carry with you. You can take a picture of the poster on your phone and save it in a special album that you can easily find in a frustrating moment. Or, make it the background wallpaper on your phone! You can even laminate a blank poster and use dry erase markers so that you can change the poster anytime you want when new ideas come.

4. Don’t forget to place the completed poster in an area that will constantly remind you to approach potentially stressful situations in a more relaxed manner and reconnect with your inner calm.

Help keep your cool with the Plan-to-Pause Poster! This poster serves as a reminder to parents that there are funner, calmer alternatives to yelling, bribing, or threatening.


PLAN TO PAUSE

FOR PARENTS

Avoid power struggles and yelling matches with your child with the help of the Plan-to-Pause Poster for Parents. All you need to do is add 5 to 7 activities that are quick and easy for you to do in any high-intensity situation to help you remain calm and cool. Make your list with your child and have fun with it! Keep both posters in a place where you and your child will be reminded to pause on a daily basis (e.g., kitchen, bedroom, front door entry, etc.).

[image: Image]



For my personal Plan-to-Pause Poster, I have the following listed:

1. Go in the other room and take deep breaths.

2. Turn on my favorite song.

3. Go on a walk around my house or in my backyard.

4. Smell a flower, a piece of fruit, or an essential oil.

5. Play the game rock, paper, scissors with my child.

6. Lay on the floor and put a stuffed animal on my belly. Watch the stuffed animal go up and down with my breath.

Notice that my list contains things that calm me down, as well as an option my child can participate in with me.

I turned to this list all those years ago when my son went into the threenager phase, and it is what I continue to do to this day. My list is so ingrained in me now that most times when I am upset, I am able to pause rather than react (a huge parenting win!).

Don’t wait until the next time you are about to lose your temper. Create a plan to pause ahead of time so that you can have a better opportunity to self-regulate!

TOOL #2: FAVORITE CALMING QUOTES

Keep a running list of your favorite calming quotes. Have you heard the saying, “Neurons that fire together wire together?”

What this means is the more you run a neural circuit in your brain, the more ingrained it becomes. So, for example, if you think negative thoughts day after day, then your mind will tend to drift to the negative when a problem arises. As a way to stop the negative thoughts you have when you are upset with your children, this tool offers positive combat through quotes.

Quotes are plastered all over bumper stickers, magnets, rocks, and cards for a reason. Quotes can lift our mood in tough moments and remind us what our overarching values are. In my weekly Calming Newsletter, I provide parents with three new quotes each week as a way to build in a natural pause and uplift the mind.

Here’s a list of my top ten favorite quotes. I hope they will inspire you to collect more of your own to add to the list.

1. “Be happy in the moment, that’s enough. Each moment is all we need, not more.” —Mother Teresa

2. “The greatest communication is usually how we are rather than what we say.” —Joseph Goldstein

3. “You are the sky. Everything else—it’s just the weather.” —Pema Chödrön

4. “Every individual has a unique contribution.” —Jack Kornfield

5. “Observe the space between your thoughts, then observe the observer.” —Hamilton Boudreaux

6. “Few of us ever live in the present. We are forever anticipating what is to come or remembering what has gone.” —Louis L’Amour

7. “Let go of your mind and then be mindful. Close your ears and listen!” —Rumi

8. “With mindfulness, you can establish yourself in the present in order to touch the wonders of life that are available in that moment.” —Thich Nhat Hanh

9. “Try to be a rainbow in someone else’s cloud.” —Maya Angelou

10. “A good laugh is sunshine in the house.” —William Makepeace Thackeray

TOOL #3: DAILY WRITING REFLECTIONS

Much of our ability to self-regulate will reflect our internal state. Daily journaling and writing exercises can help us maintain a more grounded place of peace.

I invite you to explore what feels best for you in this process. One approach would be to freewrite whatever comes to mind in a journal each day, then finish up with one of the prompts below.

Another suggestion would be to respond to one prompt each day, or you could answer all the prompts each day.

This exercise might feel like a have to in the beginning, but over time it will transform into a get to.
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