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This book is dedicated to the little ones in our personal and professional lives.

Thank you for allowing us to sit in the seat of humility.

We do what we do because of you.






INTRODUCTION

This book is written specifically for the people in what we like to call the “village”—all the adults in a young human’s life who care about them and are invested in their well-being. This includes (and is not limited to) parents, caregivers, extended family, daycare providers, teachers, and therapists who work with young children and families.

As therapists who believe in and work within the context of culture and community, we understand the importance of the ecological well-being of young children, particularly those ages three to five. There are so many ways that children spend time in their environment and begin building attachments, connections, and relationships with others. This fosters a sense of safety and trust across home, school, and their neighborhood community.

With this in mind, we hope this workbook gives you access to resources that facilitate your continuing to provide safe and affirming spaces for young children. This book is designed to help children as well as the caring adults in their lives to thrive in their strengths and personal best. We hope you find inspiration in these pages!



A NOTE TO CAREGIVERS AND FAMILIES

You are one of the most important people to children and are a key figure in their physical, psychological, and emotional world. Whenever they leave home, they take you with them both in their mind and heart, and they may take something from home as well (like a toy or blanket) just to remind them of that special place you share. You are their very first understanding of this big world, and that is exactly where we want you to be!

We understand the beauty of diverse family constellations in which caring adults within the family network can be biological parents, adoptive parents, grandparents, godparents, aunts and uncles, cousins, nannies or babysitters, and close friends in your community. Children can never have too big of a support system to provide guidance throughout their lives.

This book can be of great service to you and your children, as it can guide you through intentional ways of being together, building trust, creating safety, and supporting your children’s feelings.




A NOTE TO TEACHERS, DAYCARE PROVIDERS, AND EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP

You are essential to the fabric of development and wellness with children. Upon entry to school or early learning, children can spend equal to or even more time with you than any other caring adults in their day! Both the quantity and quality of this time is so important, and young children are often ready and waiting to be affirmed and included in this new space of learning. Under your care and guidance, children gain tools for exploration, curiosity, trust, industry, and motivation, which are essential for academic and social-emotional learning.

This book can be useful for both individual and classroom-wide activities to continue fostering a safe and nurturing relational space. We are immensely grateful to you for your role in helping to shape the growing minds of the future!




    [image: Image]

A NOTE TO THERAPISTS

You have the unique privilege of working with and for children, as well as interacting and advocating in the systems in which they spend most of their time (i.e., home, school, and community). Your knowledge of holistic child development, the importance of early learning, youth mental health, family wellness, community support, and optimal health being dependent upon the above-mentioned pillars is vital to the coordinated care you provide in advocacy of your very young clients. For you, this book may be useful in your own clinical practice with young children and families. This may particularly be the case for family-based sessions and parent-related intervention. You might also find this workbook useful in consultative practice with daycares, preschools, community centers, pediatric wellness centers, and any other place where young children spend their time. Your positioning within the work with families can be both dynamic and transformative, often being the initiating mechanism toward individual, family, and collective processes and supporting and guiding important playmakers in children’s lives along the way. Thank you for the work that you do.
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WHAT TO LOOK FORWARD TO THROUGHOUT THIS WORKBOOK

We hope that you feel a renewed sense of industry, curiosity, and excitement about yourself, the children you care about, and the relationship that you have together. In the next chapter, we we’ll introduce essential science around just how important you are to your children or pupils. In the chapters that follow, we will share key information about attachment, developmental milestones, and the functions and benefits of play. In the final chapters, we will provide a space to apply the important tenets above through activities, reflective worksheets, and additional resources. Having you around in meaningful ways helps children to navigate their world in a way that supports their capacities to thrive at their personal best, no matter where they are. We hope this workbook shows you just how valuable you are to the children in your care!









CHAPTER 1 [image: Image] THE SCIENCE BEHIND SELF-REGULATION







As coauthors and best friends, we could not be more different. We come from different backgrounds, yet we align in our firmly rooted shared values, especially our use of storytelling as it relates to connection. This is also the case with our careers, in which we care for youth and their families as supervisors, educators, and mental health practitioners. We even tell stories with cultural communication style differences that end up fitting together. For instance, Dr. McClain needs time and space to share the story, as she approaches storytelling through an immersive style, whereas Dr. Salazar needs little time and tells stories in a matter-of-fact style.

The children in your care may be drastically different from you, and that is okay! As a caregiver, teacher, or professional, you do not have to be just like them in order to provide care in the way that they need. Therefore, as the authors, we share our story to let you know that individual differences should be celebrated, and when one is able to have empathy and understand the lived experience of another, everyone can act in a way that contributes to regulation and attachment (the ability to build and maintain safe and secure relationships). These relationships serve as a template for how one sees themselves, others, and the world. The science behind attachment will be discussed further in this chapter. This use of storytelling, and how we all tell stories, serves to shape who we are and helps to maintain our connection as best friends. In the book Big Friendship: How We Keep Each Other Close (2020), authors Aminatou Sow and Ann Friedman discuss how friends also serve as attachment figures who provide connection and comfort. Therefore, through differences and similarities, we as authors and best friends serve as one another’s attachment system and hold great significance in each other’s lives.

The importance and power of relationships can never be overshared or underestimated. As humans, we cannot survive physically or emotionally without connection to other humans! This powerful and transformative process has a bidirectional and ecological impact on the people involved in the relationship, on the context or environment they are in, as well as on the relationship itself! This dynamic lives on throughout the lifespan of the relationship and can be replicated or reenacted, and permeate toward other relationships at home as well as in the community. For relationships to occur, there must have been a blueprint—an introduction and the first teachers around what relationships should look like. This is what science calls “attachment.”
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When children feel a sense of physical and emotional closeness, they can both see, feel, and believe that they are enveloped in care. The ability to be physically and emotionally safe also helps children to regulate during times of distress and have a launching or a rooted place (which is a person). Having this security gives them the permission to explore, grow, build developmental competencies, and manage emotional experiences in a healthy way. Closeness, safety, and security are three important positions that are the basis for which attachment, co-regulation, and self-regulation occur.

These three important positions are the basis for which co-regulation, individual emotional regulation, and self-regulation occur.


A SAFE AND SECURE BASE

The powerful relationship you have with your children, student, or client is the genesis for which all regulation can occur. Children’s ability to regulate their own emotions is predicated on their ability to engage in co-regulation with you! In other words, it is essential that children can come to you with their feelings to learn about them so that they have a chance to apply that on their own and with their peers. To be this secure base for children, it is important that adults appraise our own regulatory capacities to be physically and emotionally available when the children need it the most.

A safe and secure relationship that children have with caring adults is the prerequisite for the mechanisms that help them begin to identify, understand, respond to, and regulate emotions. These gears do not begin to move simply because the relationship exists; instead, sustainable social-emotional development blossoms within the important meaning placed in the relationship by the child and safe adult. The regulatory space is where development in this area begins.
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We are all born with the capacity to regulate our emotions. However, our ability to self-regulate needs to be built and shaped by a trusted adult starting as early as infancy with a particular importance of building such skill from birth through five years of age. It is important to mention that sometimes significant life events, stressors, diagnoses, and adverse childhood experiences, such as neglect and abuse, may impact young children’s ability to master the skill of self-regulation during early development. However, while children facing obstacles and hardships early in life may need a bit more time, practice, and empathy to master the skill of self-regulation, they too can develop the ability to regulate their strong emotions. Therefore, this book is geared toward all children, including those with disabilities, mental health difficulties, behavioral problems, and those children who are simply creative and imaginative. However, to truly understand self-regulation capacities and abilities within young children, adults must first understand the building blocks of child development that contribute to being able to master this complex skill of self-regulation.

Take a moment to reflect on a significant person, especially when you were a young child. Who do you envision? What did you notice yourself feeling in the memory and as you reflected? How have they shaped the person you are today? As we reflect on our own formative years, many of us can recall at least one significant person that made a positive imprint on us, whether that was a caregiver, best friend, teacher, clinician/doctor, or other important community or religious figure. The main purpose of this book is to cultivate that role of an important figure by fostering a safe, secure, and playful relationship during young children’s developmental years. This relationship becomes the vessel of building self-regulation in young children.




DEVELOPMENTAL MILESTONES

All children develop differently and uniquely, especially in the early years (ages zero to five) of development. Developmental milestones are skills and tasks that most children can do by a certain age. They help assess and provide clues about the trajectory of the children’s development. Some children develop skills and master tasks earlier or later, which fall in the realm of normal development. However, if children are not meeting certain or several developmental milestones, this raises cause for concern as it can impact future development. Therefore, developmental milestones provide insight into skills children hold or ones they need to develop further, allowing for the children’s village to monitor development.

All children develop in several areas from birth, with development increasing in complexity as they age. Categories of developmental milestones include movement/physical development, social/emotional, adaptive, language/communication, and cognitive, and each age has corresponding skills and tasks that demonstrate normal development (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). Also, skills within developmental categories can overlap. For instance, children that learn to grab objects may also stack those objects, thus utilizing both fine motor and cognitive skills to accomplish such tasks. According to Zubler et al. (2022), evidence-informed developmental surveillance tools demonstrate what normal young child development may encompass through five years of age. Examples of skills within each developmental category being mastered by five years old may include:

Movement/Physical: This category encompasses how children utilize their hands and move their bodies. Examples include holding crayons/pencils (not using fists), stringing items together, catching a large ball, sitting, walking, and running.

Social/Emotional: This category encompasses how children feel and behave, as well as how they relate to others. Examples include calming when picked up and comforted after a few minutes, comforting others, playing independently and/or with children, following rules/taking turns, singing/dancing, and naming basic feelings (happy, sad, mad, scared).
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