
[image: Cover: Free to Fly: The Secret to Fostering Independence in the Next Generation, by Nicole Runyon. LMSW.]




Praise for Free to Fly



“Parents everywhere are struggling with decisions around tech, including me. Fortunately, we have passionate experts like Nicole Runyon to guide us. This is why Nicole was one of the first people I reached out to when launching the Scrolling 2 Death podcast. Free to Fly is an important guide in a societal shift from ‘the anxious generation’ to a generation of strong, independent and healthy kids.”

—NICKI REISBERG, Founder and Host of Scrolling 2 Death Podcast

“Free to Fly comes out swinging at a culture overflowing with diagnoses. Its surprises will open many minds—and many childhoods.”

—LENORE SKENAZY, Author of Free-Range Kids

“Nicole Runyon offers practical advice and heartfelt encouragement to help parents raise confident, independent kids. Free to Fly is a relatable and inspiring guide for today’s families.”

—HANNAH OERTEL, Founder of Delay Smartphones

“A compelling book that explains why so many kids are failing to thrive—and what parents can do about it. Nicole Runyon writes with compassion, urging parents to show up for their kids. She gives them permission to say no, which just might be the most important thing they’ll ever hear.”

—KATHERINE JOHNSON MARTINKO, Author of Childhood Unplugged: Practical Advice to Get Kids Off Screens and Find Balance and The Analog Family Substack Newsletter

“Every parent-to-be, parent, and educator must read this book—now! Too many children today are struggling with poor mental health because adults have failed to teach them how to develop age-appropriate courage, independence, and resilience—both physically and mentally. Instead, many children are in therapy, where they’re often labeled, encouraged to blame others for their feelings, and prescribed medications to numb their discomfort. We’ve never lived in a more complex society, which includes—but isn’t limited to—overwhelming tech immersion and nutrient-deficient diets, so children today face unique challenges. If future generations are going to thrive, adults must step up and provide the guidance and support children need to develop healthy, resilient brains. Thankfully, this experienced and wise therapist (and now author) has created a simple, evidence-based road map to help adults prepare children to thrive!”

—DELIA MCCABE, PhD, Former Psychologist-turned-Neuroscientist

“Any parent who is searching for answers needs to read Free to Fly by Nicole Runyon. After twenty-one years of working with families she has learned what we need to raise healthy kids. She shares her personal story of what has happened to our culture and how it’s not too late to change things. When we think of how much technology has impacted the mental health of our kids, then we need to look for solutions. These solutions are in this book. What’s more important to the life of your children than investing in this information? I only wish I’d had this book when I was raising my own kids fifteen years ago.”

—LESLIE WEIRICH, Mental Health Speaker, Author of The Gifts of Grief: How Four Decades of Loss Shaped My Life

“This book is an absolute treasure and is crucial for this generation and those to follow. There is simply nothing else out there as informative, current, and accessible. I am eager to get Free to Fly into the hands of all the parents and teens I work with.”

—MIRIAM MANDEL, MD, Pediatrician and Teen Coach
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Dedication

For Oliver and Noelle, all I ever wanted was to be a good mom to you. This is for you and for all children whose parents want the same.






INTRODUCTION

I ATTENDED A WORKSHOP AT my son’s high school about today’s children and the mental illness epidemic we are experiencing. There was talk about technology and how it affects mental health. Talk about who is influencing our kids and the mental health decline. The content was educational for parents. There was audience discussion about how it was when we were kids: more outdoor play, independence, pick-up games, and parents didn’t have to oversee their kids’ schedules. It all sounded much like nostalgia. Not many solutions.

When it came time to talk about solutions, I found the approach to be lacking. The message was too soft. Let the kids have their devices; put parental controls on them even if the kids can circumvent. At least you are doing something. Then several references to how parents should just drink their sorrows away to cope with what’s happening to our children.

Cheap jokes to get audience laughter.

I didn’t find it funny.

If this is what psychologists have to offer parents, then we are doomed. We have real problems, and we need strong adults to help our children with those problems. The children are not all right. We can’t ignore, surrender, drink, binge-watch TV, mindlessly scroll, and otherwise bury our heads in the sand.

Come on, adults, we can do better than this!

We have heard it countless times: We are experiencing a mental health epidemic with our children. I don’t consider it a mental health problem though. I think it’s a cultural problem. The culture is causing the mental health symptoms. In the age of digital connectivity, today’s youth, often referred to as “screenagers,” find themselves immersed in a world dominated by screens and electronic devices. Pew Research statistics in 2014 and 2015 indicate that the average teen sends a staggering sixty texts per day, while eight- to eighteen-year-olds spend an average of six hours daily in front of screens. When factoring in multitasking—juggling multiple devices simultaneously—this figure escalates to an astonishing seven and a half hours.1

To find a solution to this problem, I decided to transition from being a child psychotherapist to a speaker, author, and parent coach. As I made this change, an old memory resurfaced. I recalled the moment my childhood pediatrician announced his retirement. Reflecting on the shift in medical practices, he remarked, “I used to be the most important person in the office, but now it’s the person handling insurance billing.” His observation underscored the encroachment of HMOs in healthcare. The news deeply affected my mother, who was his patient and had then entrusted him with the care of her five children.

As I thought of this, I couldn’t help but notice the parallels to my experiences with child psychotherapy. Nowadays, diagnosing, labeling, and pathologizing children are prerequisites for treatment coverage, despite the underlying environmental factors contributing to their issues. Insurance-coverage issues and documenting seem to take up more time than seeing the children. The most important thing is no longer the child.

Then there was the issue that I was becoming the most important person in the room. For a therapist, if we are the most important person in the room, something is wrong. I began to receive praise for being a therapist. The major mental health decline was upon us. My answer to the question “What do you do?” received rave reviews, as if I had invented the cure for cancer. I was perplexed. I had been a therapist for many years at that point and had never gotten such reception. I was also not feeling good about that praise. Therapists aren’t supposed to be looked upon as saviors; we are supposed to help people save themselves. It was disconcerting that I was being treated like a hero. I didn’t like it.

That was the beginning of my transformation.

Therapists are the mirror, the reflection and nothing else. We are meant to hold space for our clients. Holding space means you sit in someone’s pain with them. You don’t offer platitudes to make them feel better or try to solve their problem. Sometimes it means saying nothing and experiencing a therapeutic silence; other times it’s showing them you are actively listening by reflecting back to them something they said. By being silent or reflecting to them what they are experiencing, you give them the opportunity to sit in their pain, not avoid it. You wait for them to figure out what they want to do.

If you have food in your teeth and you don’t know and no one tells you, you will likely go through your day never being the wiser. It may cause you embarrassment, but you won’t know it because no one will say it to your face. However, eventually if that food stays in your teeth and you never look in the mirror or brush your teeth, it will cause you problems. Most people come to therapy when the “food” they have been ignoring because they haven’t looked at it is causing problems. It’s not a therapist’s job to tell them what is in their teeth. It’s a therapist’s job to ask, essentially, “Have you looked in the mirror lately? If not, you really ought to.” When they look in the mirror, they see what they have been avoiding and this can be painful. Therapists sit in the pain with our clients and through this connection, change can begin.

When clients do, they see the food, they can figure out what to do about it because now they’ve seen it. They can floss, brush, use a toothpick, a water flosser, a floss stick, or, if the food is really lodged, they can go to the dentist to get the food removed. It’s not a therapist’s job to tell them which tool to use, only to help them identify the problem and then hold space for what they want to do about it. We are not the heroes in the story. The individual is. The one who decided to look in the mirror and see the problem. That is the hard work.

Bearing witness to this process was a gift for me. One that I was grateful for every day. I loved my work. I felt honored that anyone would trust me to be that person for them. Especially parents trusting me with their children. The one to sit in the room with them. I loved it and felt like I could do it forever.

Until I couldn’t.

I was starting not to love it. I thought that was temporary. Perhaps it was compassion fatigue, burnout, chronic stress. I took more time off, stopped seeing patients within insurance networks to reduce my administrative tasks, raised my prices, and focused on my health. I thought that would do it. Still, I felt something was not right. Then, I realized what I had known for a long time.

It’s not the kids; it’s the parents.

I estimated 70 percent of my child psychotherapy practice were kids whose parents needed coaching, and the remaining 30 percent were kids who needed therapy. In her book Bad Therapy: Why the Kids Aren’t Growing Up, Abigail Shrier highlights this growing issue of putting children in therapy who don’t need it.2

This book is written for the 70 percent of parents who think that therapy is going to help their child. I am here to tell you it won’t. I did this work and have been a psychotherapist for twenty-one years. The 30 percent of kids who need therapy can’t get it because the others are taking up space in therapists’ offices. The 70 percent don’t get better; in fact, in most cases they get worse, so they occupy space for longer. Once I recognized this, I began to make changes to my practice. Changes that allowed children to get relief from their symptoms faster and for parents to feel more in control. Children no longer felt something was wrong with them.

Instead of seeing children for therapy, I began working with parents. Sometimes parents need coaching, other times they need therapy themselves. I was able to meet them where they were in their process and in the family dynamic. I found that working with parents helps children get better faster. I help children through helping their parents. Parents, you are the leaders of your family. If you are healthy, your children will be healthy.

One of the first families I worked with in this way responded well. I saw the two oldest siblings for therapy twice. Collectively, I could have diagnosed these children with attention deficit disorder, oppositional defiant disorder (has no respect for parental authority or boundaries), obsessive compulsive disorder, anxiety, and screen addiction. These children were reacting to their parents’ stress and lack of coping skills to manage it. Their behaviors were the result of subconscious desire to gain control in an environment that didn’t feel under control. Their parents lacked a united front. They agreed on the rules and boundaries, but one of them was not enforcing the rules. The children saw this fracture and used it to their advantage, manipulating the parents to get what they wanted. Each time this rendered the parents frustrated and overwhelmed, preventing them from continuing to enforce rules out of their own exhaustion.

The children’s mother accompanied them to the sessions each time, and rather than diagnosing the children, I planted some seeds with their mother about my thoughts on their family dynamic and how it was affecting the children’s behavior. By the end of the second session their mother said, “So it’s not the kids, it’s us; I think we need to come in.” The parents worked on themselves individually, then on their marriage, making it more solid. This resulted in consistent parenting and mutually agreed-upon rules and boundaries. The children responded well to their parents’ working on themselves, and their behaviors changed. One of the siblings went from having screaming fits for hours at bedtime, rendering the entire house exhausted from a lack of sleep, to going to bed peacefully with a simple bedtime routine and a tuck-in from Mom and Dad.

Abigail Shrier talks about a phenomenon called “iatrogenesis,” in which the healer makes things worse. An example of this are kids who exhibit severe mental health issues because their parents want to be their “friend” and make them happy and comfortable all the time. In these pages, I will discuss why this and other factors are at the root of so many psychological disorders in children. Therapy can make these issues worse because the child ruminates about their feelings and themselves. They aren’t made to be uncomfortable and work through hard things, necessary childhood tasks that have more benefits than you can imagine.3

By the end of this book, you will be able to recognize if your child needs therapy, or if you as the parent need to make changes to the landscape so your child can not only heal from issues they are struggling with but also gain a sense of self-trust and agency. I am trained to see the child in the context of their environment. We must look at the culture in which today’s children are being raised if we want to find answers for how to help them. I’ve been in the minds of your children for more than two decades; I want you to know what I know so you can help them.

I had been practicing for thirteen years when I started my journey to find out what was happening. I had recently started specializing in adolescent and teen girls. I fell into that specialty because I got so many calls from parents of girls in middle and high school that my entire practice became full of those patients. I thought I would be doing some parent-child conflict resolution, issues I had learned about in my education and through my practice that are typical to the population. What I thought I knew for sure was that I was going to be working with teens and their families.

I was trained in family systems theory, which is essentially the idea that each member of the family has their role. Often, the identified patient in therapy is the “problem child” whom the family views as needing to be fixed. The parents see the therapist as the “fixer.” This scenario cuts the parent out of the treatment and puts the responsibility of healing the family dynamic on the child. This is wrong, and much too big of a burden to bear for a child. What we clinicians know is that a family often does not even know that each individual has a role in the “problem.” Therapy is meant to help with that understanding, and so working with children for me has always meant working with their families. At this point in my career, I had a lot of experience with this population.

However, I was finding family systems did not apply. All the things I thought I knew were out the window. I was blown away! After doing psychosocial histories and interviewing the adolescents with their families, I found something entirely different to be true. My certainty that I knew how to help a struggling adolescent was beginning to wane. I was finding that the families were intact and had good communication. There were things to work on, don’t get me wrong, but not enough was going on in the family to warrant the symptoms the teens were presenting with. What I noticed was a pattern, a pattern I could trace to one common denominator at the time: screens.

I later learned that it wasn’t just digital technology causing the mental illness epidemic, it was parents eroding their children’s independence and developmental need for discomfort; body inflammation from lack of proper nutrition; physical, cognitive, emotional, and spiritual development stunted because of children not getting what they need from their environments; and children not learning basic skills for life, rendering them dysfunctional in the real world.

I began speaking to parent groups at schools and community organizations. Sounding the alarm to what I thought technology was doing to this generation of children. It was 2016. People were interested in the message, but not in making any changes. At the time technology was being celebrated and encouraged for children. It wouldn’t be until recently, after the isolation and overuse of tech during the lockdowns, that the mental illness epidemic would reach a breaking point.

In response to the effects of lockdowns in 2020, I made a change. A revolutionary one. One that has proved to help more families. One where children get better by proxy, through their parents. Quickly. No therapy. No medication. Parents feel more control. Kids grow to be healthy and confident.

I don’t diagnose anymore. I don’t diagnose because I don’t focus on the symptoms or the pathology. Call it what you like, but we must stop with the letters. ADD/ADHD, GAD (generalized anxiety disorder), MDD (major depressive disorder), OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder), ODD (oppositional defiant disorder). Put a label on it. It doesn’t matter what letter you attach to it. The symptoms are telling us a story.

I focus on the story. The story of a child who doesn’t turn in his assignments (ADD). The story of a teenager who self-harms (such as cutting, a maladaptive way to avoid depressive feelings). The story of a child who doesn’t listen and is constantly misbehaving (ODD). All of these are a result of something else going on deep down inside. I dig deep. That’s what I do.

The story is my “why,” my purpose in writing this book. To share my message with today’s parents. You have more power than you think. Your kids don’t have to struggle with their mental health.

A profound exploration of the issue is imperative, pinpointing the fundamental triggers behind the mental illness crisis.

The answer lies within the family unit—a proactive approach that involves equipping children with early coping mechanisms, fostering resilience, and promoting development devoid of excessive technology.

Empowering parents with the necessary tools to navigate the challenges posed by a technology-saturated culture is pivotal. By comprehending the evolutionary journey that has led us to this point, we can reshape the landscape for the current generation.

It’s time to extricate technology from education, family dynamics, and the social lives of our children. Safeguarding their formative years is our key to averting the alarming surge in mental health complications that we presently face.

ADD/ADHD is a way for children to disconnect from painful feelings. If they don’t like something, if something is too hard, if they have had trauma. Their brains are powerful and sophisticated. We can train our brains to go somewhere else, not to be present, not to focus or remember. ADD/ADHD is just a set of symptoms telling us something. Add technology to a child’s life who already disconnects, and you’ll see severe ADD.

Have you ever seen a deer in a car’s headlights? Notice how the deer shakes? They are shaking out the trauma. Humans don’t do that. Humans have the capacity to dissociate from trauma so we can function. It’s survival. It’s necessary so we can react in the moment and not freeze like a deer. The problem lies in not processing the trauma and instead developing maladaptive ways to manage it. Many check out and display ADD symptoms.

What happens then? Referral to therapy and a psychiatrist, only to feel more shame that there is something wrong. A pathology. Treating the symptoms. When really the symptoms are very explainable and can be worked out.

Simple, but not easy. Children are sensitive to their environments. I have learned in the twenty-plus years I’ve been doing this work that there are many reasons why children are reacting the way they are.

Aren’t we taking the easy way out when we slap a diagnosis on them, send them to therapy, and put them on medications without more digging and figuring out the underlying causes for their ailments? Our children deserve so much more. There are those in my field would have you believe a diagnosis is permanent. By using words such as “neurodivergent” they are implying there is no way out. It’s just how your brain works. Many kids in this category are given digital devices to “calm” them. Kids with diagnoses such as anxiety disorder, ADHD, and OCD are in this category. Before insurance coverage for mental health services, we saw these diagnoses as changeable. They were never meant to be permanent. They were meant to look at a set of symptoms and treat the root cause, not the symptoms. We used to do short-term therapy to work through anxiety and teach organizational skills for ADHD rather than immediately refer children to psychiatry for medication. I never treat anyone as if they are powerless. There are no victims. All children and parents can do the hard work.

Many therapists tell parents the device is the child’s “lifeline.” I call that giving up! It’s not their lifeline. Kids with autism, for example, are already locked into themselves; why would you give them a device to lock them in further? When I learned about how to treat autism I studied a concept from The PLAY Project founded by Dr. Richard Solomon. The premise is that you engage with the child in any way you can. He calls it open circles: If you can get eye contact through play, you open them up to the world. It is so beautiful. I worked with kids with autism in this way before private practice. I didn’t get many autism referrals in private practice because my level of care wasn’t enough for them. Years later I’m now hearing therapists talk about giving kids with autism smart devices to calm them. I am baffled at this.

One of the most disturbing effects I’ve witnessed of pathologizing children is they begin to see themselves as powerless to their diagnosis. They wear the label as if it defines them. They use it as a crutch to avoid having to work through adversity. A diagnosis is an explanation, not an excuse. Not an excuse to get out of class to go to the “chill room” at school, or not be expected to be responsible for yourself or take care of your basic needs. The answer isn’t to continue to give kids an out from doing something they don’t want to do. Chill rooms in schools are merely a way for kids to avoid having to be challenged. School counseling offices are often filled with kids who want to sit there for long periods to avoid having to be in class. We must stop allowing kids to be victim to a diagnosis. “She has depression, so she can’t clean her room” or “He has anxiety, so he needs testing accommodations” is not the way to help our children grow. They must work through those symptoms of depression and anxiety and come out the other side feeling strong and capable.

There is no script in this book. Plenty of so-called parenting experts give scripts for exactly what to say to kids in what moment. I think there is a time and a place for parents to learn what to say, but it should come from you, from a connected place. That requires you, the parent, to do a lot of work, because you are the expert for your child. You know what they need more than anyone. Parents have power. Don’t ever let anyone tell you differently. Not even me! I’m not here to tell you what to do. I’m here to teach you about what kids need, when they need it, and how to work through your discomfort of separating from them.

I want you to feel ready to work through your emotional blocks. Self-reflect and ask yourself what is in the way of allowing your child to go through the pain that is growing up, so you can allow your child to be free to fly.



Extras

If you haven’t already, be sure to download the Free to Fly Kit by going to the website https://nicole-runyon.mykajabi.com/-bonus-material or scanning the QR code below.

There, you will find hidden bonuses. Simply enter your name and email to receive the kit. The kit is tailored to help solidify what you learn about child development and technology’s effects on development. You will embark on two assessments called What Is Your Relationship with Technology? and How Independent Are Your Children? These assessments are crafted to help you bring awareness to your use of digital technology and how it affects your family, as well as your ability to allow your children to do the tasks of development and grow to be thriving young adults. Lastly, there is an Activities Cheat Sheet, a list of age-appropriate activities you can do with your child as well as a list of activities your child can do on their own.
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CHAPTER 1 THE MIRROR



Your child’s struggles mirror your childhood struggles.

—NICOLE RUNYON



THINK ABOUT WHAT MAKES YOU most upset when it comes to your child or children. What really fires you up? What causes you lose your cool? For me, it’s when they leave a mess and have no intention of cleaning it up. When this happens, I must muster up all patience and ask nicely. I’m not perfect, so that doesn’t always happen, but I am aware of what lights me up and why. I admittedly have yelled at my kids for not doing what I asked. This comes from my own immaturity. The part of myself that knows how to express and communicate my feelings effectively was underdeveloped. According to John Delony, counselor and mental health expert, “The only thing yelling at a kid does is show them what an immature, power hungry, out of control brat you are.”4 Harsh, but true. Your childhood underdevelopment will manifest in the way you feel about your child.

Now think about yourself. Do you see that same quality in you? Maybe you don’t, but if you thought about it, you would recognize that what you see in your children that you don’t like is exactly what you don’t like about yourself. When my kids leave a mess, it makes me feel not seen and not heard. They don’t mean to send me that message; it’s the way I’m receiving it. So, here’s the mirror. My subconscious screams, Who do you think you are? How dare you leave this mess! I would never have imagined doing this when I was your age. I would never have entertained the idea of leaving a mess I made for anyone else to clean up but me, and not only did I clean up after myself, I also cleaned up after my brothers. I told myself I was being the good girl, but it didn’t feel good. I resented it and was angry. I often tried to avoid this part of myself because my anger was never met well. I didn’t know how to communicate it effectively in my childhood, and the adults in my life didn’t know how to help me. I did really well at avoiding. It’s the reason I became a therapist for children; it shaped me, and I was successful at it. It worked. Until it didn’t. When I became a mother, I had to face myself. Parenthood requires us to have a cold, hard look in the mirror. Our children are mini versions of us—and not just in the way they look like us. They mimic us. I could see my own reflection in my children’s behavior.

I had adopted the archetype of the “good girl” since very early in my childhood. If I did things to please the adults in my life, then I received positive attention and praise, and this encouraged me to continue to engage in that behavior. I helped my mom with my younger siblings and household chores without being asked to minimize her stress. I was friendly and kind to my peers in school, which won the praise of my teachers, and I was a diligent and good student. I followed most of the rules when they made sense. Chewing gum didn’t; I often got in trouble for that one! My siblings were all scholar athletes and won awards for their efforts. Not me, I won the award for good citizenship. I didn’t know why at the time. I was just being myself. Being nice was how I defined myself, it was my entire self-worth. Later, I learned they gave me the award because I had stood up for a boy who was relentlessly bullied.

Like many girls, I was afraid to disappoint anyone. The first thing I discovered about myself in my own therapy was the unique way I avoided my feelings of discomfort. “You hide in the help,” my therapist said. Until then, I hadn’t known I was hiding. If I was helping and caretaking, I had value; that felt good. I thought I was angry because of some flaw in me, not because I wasn’t learning how to work through discomfort. I was hiding because I didn’t know there was a way out.

Being a helper materialized when I was eight years old. I grew up in a family with five kids. My brother was the oldest; I was second, thirteen months younger. Another brother was sixteen months younger, followed by my sister four years younger, and finally the baby of the family, a brother born when I was almost nine. My first memory of taking care of him was the day he and my mother came home from the hospital. He was crying in his bassinet, and my mom wasn’t available to pick him up. I instinctually went to him, cradled him in my arms, and rocked him until he calmed. I remember being so proud of myself. My mom was proud of me, too, and grateful. Prior to this moment I didn’t feel like I stood out, lost in a big family. I had finally found something I was good at, and it was a way for me to gain attention among the chaos of so many kids. That was the beginning of defining myself as a helper and caretaker.

As my kids grew and got closer to the age I was when my youngest brother was born, I found myself saying “when I was your age” statements. I would see a mess or some irresponsibility on their part, and I would lecture them. Like a mantra I would say, “When I was your age, I was changing Uncle Jason’s diapers.” What I should have said is, “I get really frustrated when you don’t do what I ask. My frustration is mine, and it’s for me to work out. Can we work on you doing what is expected of you because you are required to do chores in this family?”

I wasn’t able to parent the way my children needed me to because what I didn’t know then, but do know now, is that I was making the choice to be the good girl. No one put me in that role but me. I felt trapped in it, but I knew I had a part. I had burned myself out trying to please even after I was aware of my “hiding in the help.” I put myself behind bars, and I always had the key to free myself. I struggled with boundaries. It was always so uncomfortable for me to make them and keep them. My kids taught me how to have boundaries and keep them. I recognized they needed that from me, and I worked through my discomfort so I could be what they needed.


Discomfort is an indicator that your children are learning something you never had the chance to learn.



On their end, they are being children. Children are self-centered until you teach them how to be responsible for themselves. Only then can they have respect for themselves, and that trickles down to having respect for others. That happens all along the way in their development, age appropriately, and will be explained in detail in the next chapter. It’s a parent’s job to know what their kids need developmentally and, despite the difficulty, to provide it for them.

Furthermore, not only are children a mirror for our own wounds, but the mirror tends to show up at the same ages we were when things didn’t go so well in our childhoods. When you are emotionally lit up by your child’s behavior or emotions, it’s likely because at that exact age you have holes in your development. Something didn’t go right for you, and it never got resolved. Do your three-year-old’s meltdowns make you want to scream? Do you get angry with your nine-year-old for not picking up his socks? Does it make you feel crazy that your teenager is not more independent? All scenarios are likely because, respectively, your meltdowns weren’t met well, you were expected to do more than was age-appropriate at nine, and perhaps you were neglected as a teenager.



Human nature is like water. It takes the shape of its container.

—Wallace Stevens





Emotion is energy. There is an energy transfer between child and parent in our interactions. Parents hold the space and act as the metaphorical “container” for their children; if this happens, children can be themselves. The parent container is the person or vessel that holds their child’s emotion or energy. Imagine one hundred tennis balls bouncing around in a small room. Chaos, right? Think of the tennis balls as your child’s feelings on any given day or in any given moment. Your job is to wrap your arms around those tennis balls to contain them. Not scoot them out of the room, rendering them gone and out of sight, problem solved. Contain the chaos. Once it’s contained, they can decide what they want to do about it.

How do you contain it in real-world application? You show up, you listen, you support, and then you say, “What are you going to do about it? What is your part?” Kids usually don’t like this; they want you to agree with them even when they are wrong and tell them they are right. But eventually they will appreciate you for not impeding on their autonomy and growth.
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To show up physically, you sit next to them while they talk and offer to be close if they need that from you. Your facial expression and body language are important so you can show them you care. If you’re standing, bend or stoop down to get on their level. Once your physical presence is clear, you listen. Listening requires you to hear what they are saying. Be sure not to interrupt. You can repeat their words in your own way and ask them if you have it right, so you understand what they are saying; this is called reflecting back. Ask open-ended questions to clarify their feelings. Then you support them by providing emotional support. Offer encouraging words and compassion. Don’t misinterpret this as blanket validation. Their feelings are always valid but their reactions and actions aren’t, necessarily. You can support feelings and correct behavior at the same time. Containment helps calm the nervous system. When a child’s nervous system is calm, they can use their critical thinking skills, rationale, and judgment to problem-solve.

Parents, I know you want to fix it. Resist the temptation to tell your child what to do. Taking ownership for the solution is part of growing up. You can help talk it out with them by asking questions, but they must find a way to the other side of their difficult feelings. Children are ultimately responsible for how they manage their emotions and reactions. If you are the container, they can be successful doing that on their own once they’ve learned how to do so with your guidance and support.

Energy isn’t what is said or done, it’s covert. It’s the space in between the parent and child. If a parent says something and doesn’t have the energy needed behind their statement, the child will pick up on the energy, not the parent’s words or actions. Being the container is hard work. It requires you to reflect on yourself and manage your emotions. Children are better at picking up on energy than adults as they are inherently more connected than adults. They are naturally intuitive. Today’s children are struggling with connectedness. Parents are wounded, so their relationships with their children are disconnected. Things are chaotic, and families don’t know what to do.

Parents, it’s OK if connectedness doesn’t happen every time in every interaction. In fact, it won’t. You will make mistakes; you will not be able to give your children what they need all the time. This is good for them if you know how to correct your mistakes. I had a mentor tell me about a client she once had who said her parents were perfect; they did everything right and she had no issues with them. My mentor said, “That is a pity. Your parents’ mistakes make you stronger.” Be real; don’t follow a script; if you make a mistake, talk to your child about it. If you don’t, they will see right through you and will smell your inauthenticity a mile away. You must create the reflection you want to see in your child.


Be the reflection you want to see.

My favorite question to ask a parent I’m working with is, “What happens to you when your child________?” They describe pain from their own childhood in how they were treated when they did what their child is doing. Without fail, every parent has a story of how something didn’t go right in their childhood. About how they were treated, their anger met with more anger. Their sadness was dismissed and they were told to stop crying without learning how to self-soothe. Many parents are surprised by their reaction when I ask that question. They think about themselves in relation to their child for the first time. It’s a perspective shift. When a parent brings a child to therapy, the child typically is the scapegoat, the one with the diagnosis. The problem. When I ask that question, parents recognize that they have a part in what is happening with their child.

I recall a father I worked with who struggled to discipline his boys when their behavior was out of control. He was at a loss and found himself walking away from situations where he needed to be present. Disappearing. I commended him on walking away because, absent any real ways to manage himself, when he described his temper and how he would have handled those situations, it was a healthier choice for him to disengage. His wife felt alone in parenting their children because his only answer was to disappear, go somewhere else, sometimes physically and always emotionally. He did not know why he was reacting this way and felt powerless to stop it. I asked him, “How were you treated when you needed discipline?” He paused. I could tell he hadn’t thought about it before. He then became emotional, started crying, and said, “Not very well.” He then described verbal and physical abuse at the hands of his father.

His boys were the ones in therapy at the time. Early on I asked to work with the parents. I saw that the problem wasn’t the boys, and I knew I could work with them for years and never get anywhere. They were being typical kids. They were simply reacting to their father’s disappearance. The more he ignored their behavior, the more they wanted to get his attention. They felt the disconnection and were searching for a connection with him. Sometimes the boys were in the room for these conversations. They heard their father break down when I asked about his childhood. I could see the relief in their eyes to know they weren’t the “problem.” It was their father’s issue to work out so he could be more present.

The family was able to heal from that point on. It didn’t take very long for their roles to change. The mother felt she had a partner; the father felt he could have control over himself and how he reacted to his children. Most importantly, the children felt that they were allowed to be kids, make mistakes, have bad behavior, and learn from it. The father was able to discipline appropriately with love and support, not with anger and resentment.

Parents must take responsibility for themselves, their feelings, and their behaviors in relation to their children. Only then can children begin to take responsibility for themselves. Remember, parents are the container; your children are shaped inside of you. You must be grounded and together, so your children can learn how to grow themselves. So many parents today are disconnected from themselves, numbing with alcohol, marijuana, social media, and even streaming TV. Disconnected from their lives because things are hard and stressful. Children are being given tacit permission to do the same. The whole family is ill from an overabundance of digital technology, junk food, and media. Media that terrifies them every day to allow their child independence. Something they so desperately need and don’t have. Their childhoods being stolen from them.

Be reflective of the age of your child when you struggle in your parenting.

Being a mother felt so natural to me. My whole life I was surrounded by younger children. Later, when I became a mother myself, my cousin said, “You were always meant to be a mother; you’re a natural.” I knew exactly what she meant. She remembered how I took care of my brother, but motherhood felt hard. It was not like I had imagined it. Like many mothers I was bewildered by the way it felt. I didn’t feel like a natural, and I wondered if I was cut out for it.

It got particularly hard when my oldest turned nine. I found myself expecting some independence and responsibility from him. Getting up and getting ready for school on his own, cleaning up after himself, and doing his homework. Those things weren’t happening. They weren’t happening because I hadn’t taught him independence well enough in his younger years. He was an only child until the age of five. I did a lot of developmental tasks for him. I didn’t allow him to work through his frustration enough to get to the other side of it and gain autonomy.

It’s no wonder I took on caretaking of my brother at this age without being asked. I was his self-appointed second mother. Developmentally, at almost nine, I craved the ability to do things on my own. I received so much good attention for it that it encouraged me to continue. In a family with five children, that was a way that I could stand out, rather than get lost in the sea of my siblings’ personalities. This was all subconscious at the time. I’ve only come to realize it in adulthood through my experience with motherhood.

My expectation of my son at nine was somewhat unreasonable. What I should have said was, “I learned independence earlier than you in my childhood, and my expectation from you at nine is that you are responsible for yourself. I was not only responsible for myself, but I took care of my younger brother. I was too young to take responsibility for someone else. I don’t expect that of you; I only expect you to take care of yourself. It’s not your fault that I didn’t teach you how to grow. Let’s work together on this. What do you need to be OK with doing things on your own? I will help support you, but I won’t do it for you.” If I had said that, he would have gained confidence in himself and been more willing not only to care for himself but to help with family chores and be of service to the family.

What I didn’t know then that I know now is that parenthood is supposed to be hard. If it’s hard, that’s how you know you’re doing it right. It’s hard because your childhood underdevelopment will manifest itself in the way you feel about your child. Parenthood is a series of projections of the way you feel about yourself. What are you actually trying to say when you use “when I was your age” statements? You are likely trying to say you love your child and you want them to be better off than you. You want them to know how hard you work at making their childhood better than yours.

We can’t run away from ourselves. The disconnect we feel in ourselves disconnects us from our children. It disconnects us from our instincts. It allows us to follow advice from people who don’t know our children as well as we do. Our generation of parents is overworked, overburdened, burned-out, overcompensating for a childhood we didn’t have, and overall apathetic. This is creating families that are not well. Not whole. Parents opting to be their children’s friends, giving them what they want, making them happy and comfortable out of a desire to avoid their own discomfort.

I have heard parents say, “Tell me what to do, I just want to know what to do.” Word for word, like a script. There is no script, there is no template. I will give you all the information I know, everything I’ve learned from seeing children for over twenty years in therapy, but you must do the hard work, every day!

We must allow ourselves to be uncomfortable in our own pain, so we can hold the space for our children to be uncomfortable in their pain. We can take back our power and follow our instincts by reflecting on ourselves, our childhood wounds, what keeps us stuck in not parenting holistically. We must see our children for who they are, not how they reflect in us.

I know it’s hard.

I struggle with it every day.

I make mistakes.

You will too.

There is no easy way out.

Parenting is hard, and the only out is through.


KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Your children are a mirror reflecting your childhood wounds.

	Work through the holes in your development.

	If you’re struggling to parent a certain age, it’s likely because you had unresolved developmental issues at that same age.

	Working through your discomfort and resolving your past will lead to a deeper connection with your children.













CHAPTER 2 THE FOUR PARTS OF CHILD DEVELOPMENT



We worry about what a child will become tomorrow, yet we forget that he is someone today.5

—STACIA TAUSCHER



HAVE YOU EVER WONDERED WHY kids tend to start preschool when they are three? Or why at five they go to kindergarten, a twelve-year-old enters middle school, a fourteen-year-old goes to high school, at sixteen they drive, and at twenty-one they are given permission to drink alcohol? There are developmental reasons for all of this. The ages at which children are given more independence and separation are appropriate because of child development.

So many parents seek therapy when it isn’t needed. By understanding the basis for child development, parents can help their kids through most developmental challenges without the need for diagnosis and professional treatment. Allow them their feelings, even the negative ones, and don’t shy away from letting them be uncomfortable in their pain. The only way out is through, and pain cannot be avoided. There is a lot of strength in realizing and accepting that.

I’ve learned over the years that a child’s mental health cannot be looked at myopically. It’s not just the brain, it’s not just psychology. We humans are not divided up into parts. We are a whole. The child is a whole; a physical, emotional, spiritual, and energetic being. In my quest to understand this more deeply I have learned how children physically develop, because it’s in the physical development that a child’s brain grows, and when a child’s brain grows the way it needs to then they can develop emotionally and later connect to themselves. I have developed a four-part framework to explain how children develop holistically. In this chapter you will learn about movement.

On a primitive level, children’s bodies aren’t developing today, physically and cognitively. Research shows that the gray matter in their brains isn’t developing because of the use of technology early in life. Gray matter is in the brain and spinal cord, which are in the central nervous system and play a key role in mental functions, memory, emotions, and movement. It is responsible for central nervous system processing. A study done at Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center in 2022 of kids ages three to five suggests that digital media is responsible for hindering the development of brain areas that control visual processing, empathy, attention, complex memory, and early reading skills.6

The following diagram describes my method to explain child development in all its parts. It’s in the shape of a wheel because each part of development leads to the next. It’s important that children go through this wheel as naturally as possible, without the distractions of digital technology to which most of today’s children are exposed. In addition to technology’s tenacles preventing developmental growth, many parents, in their efforts to keep their children comfortable, are doing the tasks of development for their children. I wish for parents to understand what children need and when they need it; it’s imperative to their growth and maturity.


Primitive reflexes and movement

Primitive reflexes and movement develop first; this leads to cognitive or brain development, which then allows for social emotional development and, finally, a connection to self. A connection to self occurs from childhood individuation. Many children today are not experiencing natural child developmental processes and are searching for external stimuli to fill the void of a childhood stolen from them. They are displaying mental and physical health symptoms not rooted in anything on the surface. Each of these stages of development needs to be complete as a foundation for children to grow and mature. Children must move through development without too much interruption. If they get most of what they need they will be independent, healthy adults. If their development is disrupted too frequently, they will have a multitude of issues that can look like mental illness. I would like to give you a deeper look into the root causes so you can help your child either prevent issues from occurring or change the landscape for them if they are already encountering mental health problems.


[image: The four-part cycle of child development: a chart of how primitive reflexes and movement, cognitive development, social emotional development, and connection to self support each other.]
Source: Nicole Runyon





Movement scaffolds the brain for growth.

—Dr. BG Mancini, The Family Nervous System









Birth to three years

Innately, we are born with primitive reflexes that allow us to survive. Primitive reflexes are reactions that originate in the central nervous system. These reflexes are necessary for the body to develop and should be integrated by the end of infancy, though some do not fully integrate until three and a half years as we enter childhood. Primitive reflexes should grow into a mature, more voluntary movement as the child grows. Babies start out with reflexes for survival. For example, when touched on the sides of their mouth, babies begin “rooting” to find food. You will see them turn their heads in the direction of the touch to indicate to their caregiver that they are hungry. When a baby is more developed in their movement to find food, they no longer need the rooting reflex, and it should become integrated. Integrated means the reflex fades into the nervous system but doesn’t go away. When babies are between three and four months old, their sensory motor skills develop enough not to need to root as a form of survival. If they are developing within the normal range, they are moving with tummy time and rolling over. Their bodies can find food in other ways.
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