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CHAPTER 1

A Future Beyond Academic Success

Have you ever caught yourself asking some version of this question: Is my child doing well
enough? Maybe it comes while you are looking at a report card, or sitting in a parent-
teacher meeting, or scrolling past another family's holiday photos. The question rarely
arrives alone. It usually brings friends — quiet worries that keep you company at night. Is
my child keeping up? Are the grades good enough? Will this year's marks matter in ten

years?

That question takes many shapes in ordinary life. It is the sigh when a test comes back
average. It is the extra worksheet printed on a Sunday evening. It is the way your shoulders
drop when a teacher says your child is "doing fine" — and the way they tighten when the
same teacher adds, "but he could focus more." It shows up at the dinner table, when you
ask about school and get one-word answers. It shows up in the car, on the way to yet

another class, when nobody is talking and the radio is doing all the work.

Notice what all these moments have in common. In each one, a child's worth is being
quietly measured by a single ruler. That ruler is useful — it tells you something real. But it
is narrow. It cannot see the child who notices a friend is sad and sits beside them without
being asked. It cannot see the child who gets angry, breathes, and chooses not to hit. It
cannot see the child who tries again after failing at something in front of everyone. Those

things do not appear on any report card, and yet they are shaped every single day.

What Is Really Happening Underneath

Here is the plain truth of it: grades measure one kind of performance, on one kind of task,
at one moment in time. They are a snapshot, not a destiny. And because they are easy to
see and easy to compare, they crowd out everything that is harder to measure. The mind
grabs the number because the number is right there. The rest — the patience, the empathy,

the ability to recover from disappointment — stays invisible, so it stays unwatered.

Underneath the report card, something else is being built, day by day. Call it emotional
intelligence, or simply the skill of living with feelings. It has a few working parts: knowing
what you feel and being able to name it; noticing what someone else feels; managing your
own reactions when they push you toward something you would regret; and handling
conflict without breaking the relationship. None of these appear on a transcript. All of
them show up in every friendship, every job, every marriage, every hard week for the rest

of your child's life.



Why does the number keep winning? Because worry is drawn to what it can see. A low
mark gives you something to fix, and fixing feels like love. But a child who learns only
that their value rises and falls with a score learns something unintended: that they are only
as good as their last result. That lesson can sit quietly in a person for decades, long after
the exams are forgotten. It repeats because we pass on what we were taught, and because a
visible number is easier to hold than an invisible strength — easier to check, easier to brag

about, easier to fear.

The good news is not that grades don't matter — they do open doors, and it is fair to care
about them. The good news is that they are not the only door. The child who can name a
feeling, calm a storm, and repair a friendship is building something just as critical, and it
can be supported in small, daily moments. That is what the rest of this book is about —

one small, ordinary step at a time.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Here is a step small enough to actually do, and specific enough that you will know whether
you did it. Tonight, at some point when your child is relaxed — dinner, the car, the last few
minutes before lights out — ask one question that has nothing to do with achievement:
"What was the best part of your day, and the hardest part?" Then stop talking. Not a
follow-up quiz, not a lesson, not a bridge to homework. Just listen, and when they finish,
say something that shows you heard the feeling, not the fact. "That sounds like it was
frustrating" is enough. You are not solving anything. You are building the habit of being a

person your child can talk to about feelings.

It sounds almost too simple to matter, which is exactly why it gets skipped. But consider
what the question does over time. It tells your child that their inner life is interesting to you
— that you want the weather report from inside, not just the score from outside. It also
gives them practice at the core skill of emotional awareness: pausing to notice what they
feel and finding a word for it. Children who get this practice at home get better at it

everywhere else.

The part that keeps it going is rhythm, not intensity. One question most days beats a deep
conversation once a month. Pick a moment that already happens reliably — the walk to
school, clearing the table, the drive home — and attach the question to it, so it does not
depend on you remembering. Expect some flat answers at first. "Fine" and "nothing" are
not failures; they are the door being tested. Keep asking anyway, lightly, without pressure,

and let the answers come when they come.

Where People Usually Stumble



The first stumble is fixing too fast. Your child says a friend ignored them at lunch, and
before you know it you are offering three solutions and a life lesson. It comes from love,
but it teaches a quiet message: feelings are problems to be solved, not things to be heard.
When you notice yourself mid-advice, you can simply stop and say, "Sorry — tell me more
about that." Repairing in the moment models something valuable: that adults can catch

themselves too.

The second stumble is the question turning into an interrogation. If your child feels
interviewed, they will close up, and the ritual will die. Watch for the signs — short
answers, eyes drifting, a change of subject — and let it go for that day. The goal is a small
opening, not a full report. A single sentence honestly offered is worth more than ten
minutes of extracted detail, and it keeps the door unlocked for tomorrow.

The third stumble is inconsistency, and it is the most common. Life gets busy, the question
slips for a week, and then guilt sets in and you decide the whole thing failed. It didn't.
Change does not arrive in a straight line; it arrives in small returns after small lapses. The
realistic timeline is not days but weeks and months — you are not looking for a
breakthrough conversation, but for a slow shift in how easily your child talks to you. If you
miss a stretch, just start again tonight, without apology or announcement. Quiet resumption
is the whole skill.

A Short Closing Summary

Academic success matters, and it is fair to care about it. But it is one ruler among several,
and the skills that never appear on a report card — naming a feeling, noticing another
person's, managing a reaction, repairing a relationship — are built in ordinary moments,
not in grand gestures. The step is small: one honest question, real listening, no fixing. The
stumbles are predictable: advice too soon, pressure too much, consistency too fragile.

None of them are reasons to stop. Start again tonight, and let the small returns add up.

PRACTICE

1. Choose a recurring moment today — dinner, the car ride, bedtime — and attach one
feeling question to it: "What was the best part of your day, and the hardest part?"

2. When your child answers, reflect the feeling back in one sentence before saying
anything else. No advice unless they ask.

3. If you catch yourself fixing or quizzing, pause and say, "Tell me more about that."

4. If you miss a few days, skip the guilt and simply ask again at the next natural moment.




CHAPTER 2

What Is Emotion, and How Does It Appear in a Child's
World?

When the Behaviour Doesn't Match the Moment

Have you ever watched a child fall apart over something that seemed, from the outside,
almost too small to matter? The wrong cup. The sock with the seam. A goodbye that lasted
two seconds too long. One moment things are fine, and the next the whole afternoon has
collapsed into tears or shouting or a silence that feels heavier than any tantrum. If you
have, you are not alone, and you are not doing anything wrong. You are simply standing in

front of a message that has arrived in a language you haven't learned to read yet.

That scene has many shapes. It might be the child who suddenly refuses to put on shoes
when you are already late, going rigid as a board over a pair of sneakers. It might be the
one who laughs when a sibling gets hurt, which stings to witness until you realise the laugh
is not cruelty but a fumbling attempt to escape a feeling too big to hold. It might be the
child who becomes the model student all day at school and then melts down the moment
they walk through the front door, saving every held-in feeling for the one place they feel
safe enough to release it. Or the one who goes quiet, agreeable, helpful, so pleasant that

nobody notices anything is wrong until something small tips them over.

None of these are random. None of them mean your child is badly behaved, manipulative,
or broken. Each one is a sentence in a language made of behaviour, and the feeling is the
meaning of the sentence. Our job, as the adults around them, is not to argue with the

sentence. It is to learn to read it.

What Is Actually Going On Underneath

An emotion is not a flaw in a child's character. It is information. It is the body and brain's
fast, automatic answer to one simple question: what is happening, and what does it mean
for me? A feeling rises before a child has any words for it, and long before they have any
idea what to do with it. In a very real sense, the emotion arrives first and the thinking
comes second. This is why reasoning with a child in the middle of a storm rarely works.

The part of them that can reason is, in that moment, temporarily offline.

Think of it like a smoke alarm. It is not there to annoy you. It is there to tell you something
needs attention. Sometimes it goes off because there is a genuine fire. Sometimes it goes

off because someone burnt toast. But you never solve the problem by ripping the battery



out of the alarm. You investigate, and you respond to what you find. A child's behaviour is

the alarm; the feeling underneath is the reason it rang.

This is why the same pattern keeps repeating, week after week, in the same situations or at
the same time of day. A child who has not yet learned to name and manage a feeling has
only one reliable way to discharge it: through the body and through behaviour. Tears,
shouting, clinging, shutting down. Until they have another route, the old one will keep
being used, no matter how many times we ask them to stop. In her work on inclusion,
Emer Ring (Leading Inclusion from the Inside Out, 2021) makes the point that children's
behaviour needs to be understood and responded to from the inside out — starting with
what the child is experiencing, not with how the behaviour looks from the outside. That
single shift in perspective changes everything about how we respond.

So the next time a small moment turns into a large reaction, try asking a different question.
Not "why are you acting like this?" but "what might this feeling be telling me?" You don't
need the perfect answer. You just need to stay curious instead of immediately correcting.
That curiosity is the first step toward helping a child recognise their own inner weather —

and eventually, to name it themselves.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Here is something you can do before this day is over, and it takes less time than scrolling
through your phone once. Pick one moment when your child's behaviour catches your
attention. Not the biggest explosion of the week — just the next ordinary one. When it
happens, pause for three seconds and silently ask yourself a single question: "What might
my child be feeling right now?" Don't say it out loud. Don't act on it yet. Just answer it
inside your own head, as best you can. "Probably tired." "Probably embarrassed because
the friend saw." "Probably worried I'll say no." That's the whole step. One question, asked

silently, in the moment.

The reason to keep it silent at first is that you are training your own noticing before you
start teaching. Children learn far more from what we do in tense moments than from what
we explain to them afterwards. If you can get curious internally first, your face and voice
will begin to soften on their own, and your child will feel that shift without understanding
it. Suppose that in the shoe moment you silently register, "this looks like overwhelm, not
defiance," and your shoulders come down a notch. Your child may never comment on it,
but they will experience a slightly different adult. That difference, repeated, is what builds

trust.



To keep this going, tie the question to a trigger you already have. The moment your jaw
tightens or your voice rises, that is the cue: ask the silent question. You don't need to
remember it every time. You just need to catch yourself once a day. On days when you
forget entirely — and you will — no reckoning is required. Start again at the next moment.
Small and sustainable beats thorough and abandoned by Thursday.

Where People Usually Stumble

The most common stumble is jumping straight from the silent question to the lecture. You
notice the feeling, and then, as if the noticing must be converted into a lesson, you say, "I
can see you're frustrated, but you need to use your words." It sounds reasonable and it
lands flat, because the child is still inside the feeling and not yet available for instruction.
Noticing is the step. Interpretation for the child comes later, often much later, sometimes

not at all. Let the noticing do its quiet work before you try to talk.

The second stumble is using the question as a diagnosis tool and then correcting it. You
guess "probably jealousy" and then immediately tell your child they shouldn't feel that
way. That shuts the door you just opened. A feeling that is noticed and then shamed teaches
a child to hide it next time. If you are not sure what the feeling is, that is fine — hold your

guess loosely and keep watching. You are gathering information, not filing a report.

The third stumble is expecting the behaviour to change because you changed your internal
question. It won't, not at first. Understanding a message does not switch off the alarm.
What changes, over time, is your reaction to the alarm — less escalation, less fear, more
response instead of reflex. Realistically, the noticing habit takes a few weeks to feel natural
and longer to become automatic. That is normal. There is no finishing line where you stop

doing this; there is just a direction, and you keep walking in it.

A Short Summary

An emotion is information, not misbehaviour. It arrives before a child has words for it, and
it comes out through the only channel they have: behaviour. The alarm rings, and our job is
to read it rather than silence it. You do not have to be right about what the feeling is. You
only have to be curious in the moment, silently at first, and to return to that curiosity each
time you lose it. That single shift — from correcting the behaviour to asking what it is

telling you — is the foundation everything else in this book will build on.



PRACTICE
ok

1. Pick one moment today when your child's behaviour catches your attention.

2. Pause for three seconds and silently ask: "What might my child be feeling right now?"
3. Keep your guess to yourself — don't correct or lecture on the back of it.

4. When you forget, restart at the next moment. No catching up needed.



CHAPTER 3

Recognizing and Naming Emotions

There is a moment many parents will recognize. Your child comes home, drops their bag,
and something is clearly off. Their face is tight, their answers are short, and when you ask
what's wrong, you get a shrug and "nothing." You can see that something is wrong. They
can feel that something is wrong. But neither of you can put a finger on what it is. Have

you been there?

That gap — between feeling something and being able to name it — is where this chapter
begins. You might see it in many small shapes. A child who slams a door but can't say why.
A child who says "I'm fine" with a voice that says otherwise. A child who melts down over
a broken pencil because the real weight is something else entirely. Or a child who
complains of a stomachache every school morning, and no doctor finds anything wrong.
None of these children are being difficult on purpose. They are doing the best they can
with a vocabulary that hasn't caught up to their feelings yet.

What Is Actually Happening Underneath

Here is the plain truth of it: a feeling without a name is harder to carry than a feeling with
one. When a child can say "I'm disappointed,"” the feeling becomes a thing they have.
When they can't name it, the feeling becomes a thing that has them. It moves through their
body as tension, tears, shouting, or silence, and it comes out sideways because there's no
straight path for it.

Naming works like the label on a jar. Before the label goes on, you have a vague sense of
something on the shelf — bitter? dangerous? friendly? — and your whole body stays on
guard. Once it's labeled, you know what you're dealing with. You can decide what to do
with it. Children are no different. A child who knows they're feeling jealous rather than just
bad has already taken the first step toward handling it. The feeling hasn't shrunk, but it has
become manageable.

Why the Same Scene Keeps Repeating

This is why the shrugging and the slammed doors keep happening, week after week, even
when you've asked a hundred times. It isn't defiance. It's a missing word. If your child
doesn't have the word "frustrated," every frustrating moment has to come out some other
way — through the body, through behavior, through the fight about the pencil. And

because the real feeling never gets named, it never quite gets resolved. So the next small
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trigger sets off the same large reaction, and the two of you end up in the same argument

again.

There's another layer, too. Children don't learn emotion words by being quizzed on them.
They learn them by hearing them used, honestly and often, by the people around them. A
home where feelings get named out loud — yours included — is the most natural
classroom there is. Suppose that a parent, stuck in traffic, says, "I'm frustrated right now;
I'm going to take a breath." Nothing dramatic happens. But the child has just watched a
feeling be noticed, named, and handled. That small moment does more than any lecture on
feelings ever could.

Where a Simple Vocabulary Starts

The good news is that this skill is built one word at a time, and it grows faster than you'd
expect. One gentle resource in this area is the picture dictionary Common English
Opposites for Kids, published by Apple PUBLISH in 2020, which pairs simple opposite
words side by side — a reminder that young children take in feeling words most easily in
pairs or clusters, like happy and sad, calm and upset, rather than one at a time in the
abstract.

But the deeper mechanism is simpler than any book: a feeling that gets named gets a little
less heavy. That single fact explains most of what you'll see in the chapters ahead — why a
child who can say "I'm nervous" usually handles the school morning better than one who
can only feel it in their stomach, and why naming a feeling out loud, even imperfectly, is
already half of managing it.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

You don't need a system or a chart. You need one sentence, used once. Tonight, at a quiet
moment — dinner, bath, the last few minutes before lights out — say out loud what you
noticed in your own day. "I got annoyed at a phone call this afternoon. I could feel my
shoulders go tight." That's it. You're not teaching, not asking questions, not fishing for a
confession. You're just letting your child hear a feeling be noticed and named by someone
they trust.

Then do it again tomorrow. And the day after. The consistency matters more than the
content. Children learn this the way they learn language itself — by being soaked in it, not
by being instructed in it. If you name a feeling of your own every day, you have already

built the single most important condition for your child naming theirs.
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Somewhere in the first week or two, add a second move: name what you see in them,
gently, and make it a guess rather than a verdict. "You look disappointed about that" lands
very differently from "You're disappointed.”" One invites a correction; the other invites a
fight. And if your child says "no, I'm not," let it go — the word has still been offered, and it
goes in the drawer even if it isn't used today.

Where It Usually Goes Wrong

The most common stumble is timing. Parents tend to reach for feeling words in the middle
of the storm — during the meltdown, the slammed door, the shouting. That's the hardest
possible moment, because the part of a child that can think in words has largely gone
offline. Naming feelings works best when everyone is calm: after the storm, or in a neutral
moment entirely, or about someone else — a character in a book, a sibling, a friend at
school. "She looked pretty upset when her tower fell, didn't she?" Practicing on other

people's feelings is real practice, and it's much less exposing than practicing on your own.

The second stumble is the interrogation. "What are you feeling? Tell me what you're
feeling. Use your words." It comes from good intentions and it shuts the whole thing
down, because it turns a private experience into a test the child might fail. The fix is to stop
asking and start offering. Say the word, leave a pause, and move on. A word that's heard
five times in low-stakes moments will eventually come out of your child's own mouth

when it counts.

The third stumble is expecting the vocabulary to arrive fully formed. It won't. Your child
may spend weeks saying only "good," "bad," and "mad," and that's fine. Those three words
are a real beginning. Broaden the range slowly, one new word at a time, and choose words
that are already close to what they use — annoyed next to mad, let down next to sad,
nervous next to scared. A child who can already say "mad" will reach for "frustrated"

much sooner than for a word that shares nothing with what they know.

As for how long it takes: there is no schedule, and anyone who gives you one is guessing.
What you can reasonably expect is that small changes show up before big ones. Your child
might start naming a feeling in a calm moment long before they can do it mid-storm —
that's not failure, that's the normal order of things. Think in months, not days, and judge
progress by whether the two of you are talking about feelings more easily than you were a

season ago, not by whether the meltdowns have stopped.

A Short Summary
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A feeling without a name is harder to carry than a feeling with one. Children don't act out
because they're difficult; often they act out because the word isn't there yet, so the feeling
comes out sideways — through the body, the door, the broken pencil. The fix is small and
unglamorous: name feelings out loud, starting with your own, in calm moments, as offers
rather than questions. Build the vocabulary a few words at a time, reach for words close to
the ones your child already uses, and expect the skill to arrive slowly and unevenly. None
of this requires a special hour or a program. It requires a sentence, said often, by someone

your child trusts.

PRACTICE

1. Tonight, say one sentence naming a feeling of your own out loud: "I felt annoyed
when..." or "I was nervous about..."

2. Repeat it daily for a week — no questions, no follow-up, just let it be heard.

3. Once or twice, name a feeling you notice in your child or in someone else as a gentle
guess: "You look disappointed."

4. If they say "no," let it go — the word was still offered.

13



CHAPTER 4

Anger: Expressing It Healthily Without Suppressing It

Think about the last time a child in your care got truly, visibly angry. Not sulky or grumpy
— actually angry. Maybe it was over something that looked small from the outside: a
game that went the wrong way, a sock that wouldn't sit right, a sibling who breathed too
loudly in the car. Maybe you found yourself thinking, where did all of that come from?
And maybe, underneath that question, there was a quieter and more uncomfortable one:

what am I supposed to do with it?

That moment, repeated in a thousand ordinary forms, is what this chapter is about. It might
show up as a slammed door and a shouted "I hate you." It might show up as a six-year-old
who kicks the leg of a chair because a tower fell down, or a nine-year-old who goes rigid
and silent instead of shouting. It might show up as your own child crying with frustration
over homework and then yelling at you when you offer help. Anger rarely announces itself
politely. It arrives loudly, or it arrives coldly, and either way it tends to land on whoever is
closest.

Here is the good news, and it is quieter than it sounds: anger in childhood is not a
malfunction. It is a signal, and it is doing a job. Children do not get angry to make your life
difficult. They get angry because something feels wrong to them, and anger is the fastest
thing their system has available to say so. That doesn't make the behaviour acceptable —
we'll get to that — but it does change what you're looking at. You're not looking at a
broken child or a bad child. You're looking at a child with a problem they don't yet have

the words or the skills to solve.

What's actually happening underneath

To understand why anger repeats, it helps to know what it is for in the first place. Anger is
a protective emotion. Its job is to rise up when something important feels threatened —
safety, fairness, autonomy, belonging, dignity. In children, the list of what counts as
"important" is long and often invisible to adults. Being told what to do can feel like a
threat to autonomy. Losing a game can feel like a threat to belonging or competence. A
friend walking away mid-conversation can feel like a threat to safety in the social sense.

The anger itself is real, even when the trigger looks tiny from the outside.

Underneath nearly all of this sits a simple mechanical fact: the part of the brain that
manages big feelings matures slowly, over many years, and it develops fastest when it gets
practice being soothed by someone else. So a child can feel something intensely and
simply not have the equipment to slow it down yet. The feeling arrives at full volume, and
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the brakes aren't fully built. This is why a small frustration can produce a huge reaction —
the size of the outburst is not a measure of the size of the problem. It's a measure of the gap
between the strength of the feeling and the strength of the brakes.

And here is why it repeats. When anger gets a child what they need — attention, relief, a
sense of control — it gets reinforced. When it gets them into trouble but also gets them
noticed, it can still get reinforced, because being noticed matters enormously to a child.
And when anger is met with punishment or shame, the feeling doesn't vanish; it simply
goes underground, waiting for the next trigger. In that sense, anger that is repeatedly
suppressed doesn't disappear. It changes shape. It may come out later, sideways, at a

smaller target — a sibling, a pet, a piece of furniture.

There's one more piece, and it's the one adults most often miss. Many children carry anger
that is standing in for something softer underneath: fear, sadness, embarrassment,
disappointment. It is much more comfortable to be furious than to be scared or ashamed.
So the anger comes out first, and the tender thing hides behind it. In her book Caring Child
(2019), Christine Fonseca points to this pattern directly, describing how children often
express deeper vulnerabilities through anger because it feels safer than naming what is
really hurt. When you respond only to the anger, you can end up addressing the loud thing

while the real thing stays hidden and keeps returning.

None of this means you should let a child hit, break things, or speak cruelly. It means you
have two jobs running at the same time, and they're easy to confuse. The first is to hold the
limit — behaviour has edges, and those edges keep everyone safe. The second is to treat
the feeling underneath as legitimate, even while the behaviour is not. The message a child
needs to absorb is not "don't be angry" but "your anger makes sense, and here is what we
do with it."

Suppose a child loses a game and throws the pieces across the room. The behaviour needs
a limit: the pieces get picked up together, perhaps the game goes away for a while. But the
feeling is real, and naming it — "you lost, and it felt awful, and you wanted to wreck the
whole thing" — does something the limit alone cannot do. It shows the child that you see
the anger without being frightened by it, and that there is a difference between how they
felt and what they did. That distinction is the foundation everything else in this chapter
rests on: feelings are always allowed, and expression has a safe, acceptable form. Helping
a child find that form is a skill you can build together, slowly, without grand gestures or
dramatic turning points.

One small step you can take today

15



You don't need a new system or a family meeting. You need one sentence, ready in
advance, that you can say when the next wave comes. Pick a phrase that holds the limit
and the feeling at the same time, and practice it in your head until it's easy to reach for.
Something like: "You're really angry. It's okay to be angry. It's not okay to hit. I'm here."
Or shorter, if short works better for you: "Angry is fine. Hurting isn't. I've got you."

The reason this is the step to take first is that most of us, in the moment, either say nothing
and let the storm pass, or say the limit in a voice that carries contempt — "what is wrong
with you?" — and the child hears only rejection. A prepared sentence bridges that gap. It
means you don't have to be wise or calm under pressure; you just have to remember four
or five words you decided on earlier. Imperfect delivery is fine. A slightly shaky "I'm here"
still lands.

Then do the second half, which is easier to forget: after the storm, when everyone is calm
— twenty minutes later, or at bedtime — come back to it briefly. Not a lecture, not a re-
opening of the argument. Just a short note: "Earlier was really hard. You were furious.
That's allowed. Next time, if you want, we can try squeezing a pillow instead." Say it once
and let it go. The point of coming back is to show that anger doesn't frighten you away,
and to plant the idea of an alternative while the child's mind is quiet enough to take it in.
Keep this rhythm going for weeks rather than days. One sentence in the moment, one

sentence after. That's the whole practice, and it's enough to build on.

Where people usually stumble

The most common stumble is expecting this to work the first time — or the fifth. You say
your sentence calmly, and the child keeps shouting, or slams the door harder. It's easy to
conclude the whole approach has failed. It hasn't. In that moment the child's system is
flooded; nothing you say is going to be processed as comfort. The sentence isn't a switch
that turns the anger off. It's a message being recorded for later, and later is when it does its
work. Judge the approach by what happens over a month, not by what happens in the ten

loudest seconds.

The second stumble is what happens when you have nothing left in the tank. Say it's the
third outburst of the day, you're tired, and you find yourself shouting back or going cold
and silent. If you notice that you've slipped — and most of us will, repeatedly — the repair
is what matters, not the slip. Once things have cooled, a short honest line does more than a
long apology: "I shouted earlier. That wasn't okay. I was worn out. Let's try again." A child
who sees an adult own a mistake and come back is learning something no calm lecture can
teach — that ruptures can be mended. Don't aim for a household with no blow-ups. Aim

for one where blow-ups get repaired.
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The third stumble is subtler: letting the limit slide because the feeling is now understood.
You read that anger is legitimate, and slowly the "it's not okay to hit" half gets quieter than
the "it's okay to be angry" half. Watch for this in yourself. The limit is not unkindness —
it's what makes the whole thing safe. A child who learns that their anger is welcome and
bounded is learning that feelings don't have to be feared, including by them. Hold both

halves in the same breath, even when your voice is tired.

As for timing: think in months, not days. The first changes you'll notice are small and easy
to miss — the outburst ends two minutes sooner, or the child comes to find you afterward
instead of staying locked in their room. Real shifts in a child's ability to manage anger are
slow, because they're built out of hundreds of ordinary repetitions, most of which look like
nothing at the time. If you're seeing fewer destroyed evenings and slightly more repair
conversations after a couple of months of steady practice, that's not a failure to celebrate
quietly — that's the work happening.

A short closing summary

Anger in children isn't a flaw to be eliminated; it's a signal doing a job, often standing in
front of something softer. Your task is to hold two things at once: the feeling is always
allowed, and the behaviour has edges. A prepared sentence said in the moment, plus a brief
kind return to it afterward, is enough to start. Expect stumbles, expect slowness, and treat
repair as the real skill — both your child's and your own. The goal isn't a child who never
gets angry. It's a child who learns, over time and with your steady company, that anger can

be felt, named, and expressed without wrecking anything.

PRACTICE

1. Choose one short sentence that names the feeling and holds the limit ("You're angry.
Angry is okay. Hitting isn't. I'm here."). Write it somewhere you'll see it.

2. At the next outburst, say it once, calmly as you can, and stay nearby without arguing.
3. Later that day, when things are calm, come back to it in one or two sentences and offer
one alternative outlet.

4. If you slip — shout, go cold — repair it briefly once things settle, and count the repair

as part of the practice rather than a failure.
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CHAPTER 5

Working Gently with Jealousy, Fear, and Shame

Picture the moment your child's face changes when they see someone else get the thing
they wanted. Maybe it's a friend with a new toy, a sibling who gets the bigger slice, or a
classmate who wins the prize your child had quietly hoped for. The smile drops, the body
stiffens, and something sharp flashes across their eyes. In that split second, what do you
do? What do you say when the whining starts, or the cold shoulder, or the sudden fierce
insistence that it isn't fair? That moment — small, ordinary, and often over in seconds — is

where most of us feel our own discomfort rise before we've even decided how to respond.

This moment takes many shapes in daily life. Sometimes it looks like jealousy: your child
can't stand watching a friend succeed, and suddenly that friend is "not even that good."
Sometimes it looks like fear, disguised as anger or bravado — a child who snaps "I didn't
want to go anyway" about a party they were actually afraid to attend, or who laughs at
something that scared them. Sometimes it looks like shame, which is quieter and harder to
spot: the child who goes flat and silent after a mistake, who mumbles "I'm stupid," who
hides a bad grade or refuses to try again at something they once loved. In all three cases,
the surface behaviour is only the visible part. Underneath, something tender is happening,

and it's asking for a response rather than a reaction.

Seeing past the behaviour

Here is the first thing worth holding onto: the difficult feeling in front of you is not the
enemy, and neither is your child for having it. Jealousy, fear, and shame are not character
flaws or signs that something has gone wrong in your parenting. They are ordinary features
of being human, and in childhood they show up with particular intensity because so much
is new and so much matters. The trick — and it is a trick you get better at with practice,
not a switch you flip — is to respond to what's underneath without being dragged into a
fight about what's on the surface.

This is harder than it sounds, because these feelings are uncomfortable for us too. When
our child is jealous, we may worry they're becoming selfish. When they're afraid, we may
feel impatient for them to be brave. When they're ashamed, we may rush to reassure them
and accidentally talk them out of the feeling before they've had a chance to show it. Those
reactions are natural. But they tend to close the door right when the child most needs it
open.

Marc Brackett, in Permission to Feel (2019), makes the case that the first task with any

difficult emotion is simply to notice and name it — to grant it permission to exist rather
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than pushing it away. That sounds modest, but it changes the interaction completely. A
child who is allowed to have the feeling, without being told it's wrong to have it, is a child
who can then start to work with it. A child who is told to stop feeling it learns only to hide
it better.

What is actually going on underneath

So what is really happening in that flash of jealousy, that wall of fear, that silence of
shame? Each of these feelings is doing a job — an old, protective job — even when the job

looks unhelpful from the outside.

Jealousy is often a signal about wanting and belonging. It shows up where a child cares.
When your child is jealous of a friend's success, it usually means they want something
similar and are afraid they can't have it. The feeling isn't really about the friend at all; it's
about a wish that feels out of reach, plus the quiet fear that the person who got there is
somehow "more" than them. That's why jealousy so often comes with a side of self-
criticism: "They're better than me" is the same sentence as "I'm not enough," just pointed
in a different direction. Understanding this changes how you respond. Instead of arguing
about whether the friend is "really that good," you can speak to the wish and the fear

underneath.

Fear is a protective alarm, and it is doing its job long before language can explain it. A
child who is frightened of a test, a performance, a new situation, or a social risk isn't being
difficult — their body has decided that something matters and is uncertain, and it is
bracing. The trouble is that fear in children often comes out sideways: as defiance,
silliness, clinginess, or aggression. It's easier to be angry than to say "I'm scared."” When
you see the sideways version, it's worth asking yourself quietly whether fear might be
behind it, because the response that helps anger (firm boundaries) is not the same as the

response that helps fear (reassurance, safety, small steps).

Shame is the most delicate of the three. It isn't the same as guilt, which is about something
you did; shame is about who you are. "I broke the vase" is guilt. "I'm the kind of kid who
breaks things, I ruin everything" is shame. Shame makes a child want to disappear, and
disappearing is exactly what you'll see: the flat face, the hiding, the refusal to talk about it.
Because shame feels so bad, children often defend against it with anger or blame, which is
why a shamed child can suddenly turn nasty when you try to help. The job shame is doing
is protective too — it's an alarm about being rejected by the group — but it's a heavy alarm

for a small person to carry alone.

Why it repeats
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If these feelings are so ordinary, why do they keep coming back, sometimes in the same
shape, week after week? Because they're built into having wants, being small, and needing
other people. Jealousy returns every time the child sees someone get something they want,
which happens constantly. Fear returns every time they face something uncertain, which is
most days for a growing child. Shame returns every time they risk doing something and
get it wrong, which is how learning works. You can't remove these triggers from a
childhood, and it wouldn't help if you could — they are exactly the situations that build

emotional skill, so long as someone is alongside the child when they happen.

The other reason they repeat is that a feeling that has been pushed underground doesn't go
away; it just finds a new way out. If jealousy is shamed, it tends to widen into self-
criticism or quiet resentment. If fear is refused, it hardens into avoidance or bravado. If
shame is met with a lecture, it deepens into the belief that the child is fundamentally not
okay. The same feelings keep returning because they are still waiting to be understood.
Meeting them with curiosity and calm, rather than with a rush to fix or correct, is what
allows them to soften over time — not in one perfect conversation, but gradually, through

many ordinary ones.

None of this requires you to be a therapist or to get every response right. It asks something
simpler and more within reach: that when the difficult feeling shows up, you recognize it
as a feeling rather than a verdict, and you stay warm and present instead of pulling away.
In the next part of this chapter, we'll look at what that actually sounds like and what it
looks like in the everyday moments where jealousy, fear, and shame tend to appear.

The thing that makes these feelings repeat is also the thing that makes them workable: they
are predictable. You can almost set a clock by them. The party invitation arrives and the
fear shows up on schedule. The report card comes home and the shame shows up on
schedule. The cousin wins the trophy and the jealousy shows up on schedule. Predictability
is your friend here. It means you don't have to be caught off guard every time; you can
decide in advance how you want to meet these moments, and over time your child learns

the same.

One small step you can take today

Pick the one feeling that shows up most often in your home right now — jealousy, fear, or
shame — and decide that for the next week you will meet it first with a sentence rather
than a lesson. That's the whole step. Not a system, not a chart on the fridge, not a new

family rule. Just one sentence, spoken calmly, in the moment.
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The sentence has a simple shape: name the feeling without judging it, and show you're not
going anywhere. For jealousy it might be: "It's hard to watch someone get something you
wanted. That stings." For fear: "Something about this feels scary to you. I'm right here."
For shame: "That felt bad. You don't have to hide it from me." Notice what these sentences
don't do. They don't argue with the feeling ("You shouldn't be jealous"), they don't rush it
away ("Don't be silly, there's nothing to be scared of"), and they don't pile on a lecture

about character. They simply say: I see it, it's allowed, and you're still safe with me.

Suppose your child comes home furious that a classmate got picked for the team they
wanted. The old reflex might be to defend the classmate or to remind your child to be a
good sport. The new step is to say the simple sentence first and then stop talking. Let the
silence sit. Very often the child will fill it — with the real wish underneath, the real
disappointment, the thing they actually care about. That's the door opening, and it opens

from the inside. You don't have to push it.

Keeping it going is a matter of lowering the bar for yourself. You are not aiming to get
every moment right; you're aiming to catch a few more of them than you used to. Keep the
sentence in your pocket and use it when you remember. If you miss a moment and react
the old way, that's fine — you can come back later and say the sentence then. "I thought
about what you said earlier. It really is hard to watch someone else get picked." Repair
after the fact counts. Children learn as much from watching you return to a moment as they

do from the moment itself.

Where people usually stumble

The first stumble is expecting the sentence to fix things on the spot. It won't. Your child
may shrug, roll their eyes, or get angrier. That isn't failure; it's the feeling still being in the
room. Naming a feeling doesn't dissolve it; it just makes it shareable, and sharing takes
time to feel safe. If you say the sentence and your child storms off, you've still done the
thing that matters. The words land later, often at bedtime or in the car, when the pressure is
off.

The second stumble is catching yourself mid-lecture. You start with "It's okay to feel
jealous" and somehow arrive at a speech about gratitude and perspective. It happens to
everyone. When you notice it, don't beat yourself up — just stop, take a breath, and come
back to the short version. "Sorry, I was going on. What I meant was: that's a hard feeling,
and I get it." Shorter is almost always better. A sentence a child can actually hear beats a

paragraph they have to endure.
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The third stumble is your own discomfort. These feelings push buttons in us — jealousy
can look like selfishness to a parent, fear can look like weakness, shame can look like a
problem to be solved immediately. When you feel that push, it's worth pausing and asking
yourself quietly: whose feeling is this, mine or theirs? Often our strongest reactions to a
child's difficult emotion are about something in us. Noticing that isn't a failure either; it's

the same skill you're trying to teach, practised one level up.

As for how long change takes, the honest answer is that it's slow and uneven, and that's not
a sign it isn't working. You're not installing a new behaviour; you're building a habit of
response, for both of you, and habits shift in small increments over months rather than
days. Expect some weeks where it feels like nothing has changed, and then a moment —
maybe months from now — when your child names their own feeling out loud before you
do. That's the kind of sign to watch for. Not perfect calm, just a little more language where
there used to be only behaviour.

A short closing summary

Jealousy, fear, and shame are not faults to be corrected but signals doing an old protective
job: jealousy points to a wish and a fear of not being enough, fear braces against something
that matters and is uncertain, and shame guards against rejection by making a child want to
disappear. The move that helps in all three cases is the same: see past the surface
behaviour, name the feeling without judging it, and stay close. One calm sentence,
repeated over time and repaired when you miss, does more than any lecture. Small and
steady beats big and occasional — and the fact that these feelings keep returning is not a
problem; it's the practice ground.

PRACTICE

1. Choose the feeling that shows up most in your home this week — jealousy, fear, or
shame.

2. Write one short sentence for it that names the feeling without judging it and signals
you're staying close.

3. Use that sentence the next time the feeling appears, then stop talking and let the silence
sit.

4. If you miss a moment, come back later and say the sentence then; repair counts.

22



CHAPTER 6

Learning to Cope with Sadness and Disappointment

The Feeling We Rush Past

Have you ever watched a child's face fall at the moment they realize something they
wanted isn't going to happen? Maybe the friend they were waiting for couldn't come over.
Maybe the drawing they worked on all afternoon got torn. Maybe a plan that felt certain
simply fell apart. In that moment, what do you usually do? Most of us move quickly
toward fixing, distracting, or cheering up. It comes from love. But it also skips over

something that matters.

Think of how this plays out on an ordinary day. A child loses a game and hears, "It's fine,
it's just a game, let's play something else." A child comes home upset that a classmate
ignored them and hears, "Don't be silly, I'm sure they didn't mean it." A child cries over a
broken toy and hears, "We'll get you a new one, stop crying." Each response is kind in
intent. Yet each one quietly sends the same message: this feeling is not worth sitting with,

so get past it fast.

There are other shapes, too. Sometimes we bargain with sadness: "If you stop crying, we'll
get ice cream." Sometimes we lecture it: "You have to learn to be a good loser." Sometimes
we match it with our own worry, so the child ends up comforting us instead. And
sometimes we simply go quiet, saying nothing, because we don't know what to say. All of
these are ordinary, human reactions. None of them are failures. But they all share one
habit, which is treating sadness and disappointment as problems to be solved rather than
experiences to be had.

What Is Happening Underneath

Sadness and disappointment are not malfunctions. They are signals. Disappointment shows
up when reality doesn't match what we expected, and it tells the child, honestly, that
something they cared about did not go the way they hoped. Sadness follows loss of some
kind, big or small. The feeling is the mind and body marking what mattered. When we

rush a child past it, we remove the marker before it has done its job.

Here is why the pattern repeats so easily. Sadness is uncomfortable to witness. A crying
child pulls at something deep in an adult, and the quickest way to relieve that pull is to stop
the crying. So we soothe, distract, or scold, and our own discomfort eases. The child learns
two things at once: that their feeling gets a reaction, and that the reaction is about ending
the feeling rather than understanding it. Next time, they may skip the honest version and
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go straight to whatever ends the moment fastest. Over time, the skill of staying with a hard

feeling is never practiced.

James Delisle, in Understanding Your Gifted Child from the Inside Out (2018), points to
something that applies well beyond any one group of children: intense feelings are not a
flaw to be corrected but a real part of how a child experiences the world, and they need
acknowledgment and room rather than quick suppression. The point holds generally. A

child who is told their sadness is too much learns to hide it, not to handle it.

There is one more piece to the mechanism. A feeling that is interrupted before it finishes
doesn't disappear. It usually goes somewhere else. It may come out later as irritability over
something small, as trouble settling down, or as a quiet withdrawal that adults miss
because nothing is being made a fuss about. What looked like the feeling ending was really
the feeling going underground. That is why the same scenes repeat week after week: the
emotion was never allowed to complete its natural arc, from feeling it, to naming it, to

recovering from it.

And that arc is learnable. Children do not need to be taught that sadness is pleasant,
because it isn't. They need to be shown, again and again, that a hard feeling can be felt and
survived, and that someone stays nearby while it happens. That is the foundation for

everything that follows.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Here is something you can do before the day is over, and it takes less than a minute. The
next time your child comes to you with disappointment, say only this: "That sounds really
hard." Then stop. Don't add a lesson, don't offer a solution, don't promise anything. Let the
sentence sit there and see what happens. Your only job in that moment is to be a person

who heard them, not a person who fixes them.

It will feel strange. You may feel a strong pull to keep talking, to fill the silence, to make it
better. That pull is exactly what this step is training you to notice. When it comes, take one
slow breath and let your child have the next word. They might say more. They might say

nothing and just lean on you. Both are fine. The point is not to produce a conversation — it

is to show, through your calm presence, that the feeling is allowed to exist in the room.

To keep it going, pick one small anchor. You might decide that the first response after any
disappointment will always be a version of "I'm here" rather than "Here's what you should
do." You don't have to get this right every time — you won't, and that's expected. What

matters is the pattern over weeks: your child slowly learning that coming to you with a
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hard feeling leads to being understood, not being hurried along. Over time, that lesson

becomes the ground they stand on when you're not there.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is the silence itself. Many parents try the new approach once, the child
clams up, and the parent concludes it doesn't work. But silence after "that sounds hard" is
not failure — it's often the first time the child has been given room to feel without
performing. Suppose that a child goes quiet and stares at the floor. That quiet is not
rejection of you; it's the feeling finding its shape. Stay nearby, keep your body relaxed, and
let the moment be slow. If you fill the silence with advice, you've taught them the old

lesson again.

The second stumble is our own discomfort arriving disguised as helpfulness. You'll notice
yourself wanting to say "but look on the bright side" or "at least you tried." These are not
cruel things to say, and there's a place for them later. But said too early, they tell the child
the feeling should end now. When you catch yourself mid-sentence, you don't need to
scold yourself. Just pause and say something like, "Actually, I'm jumping ahead. Tell me
more." Repairing a rushed response out loud teaches children something valuable: that

adults can notice their own habits and adjust.

The third stumble is the expectation of a quick change. A child who has spent years
learning to hide disappointment will not open up after one good week. Real change here
usually shows up first in small signs: a child who says "I'm sad" instead of slamming a
door, or who comes to sit near you without explaining why. Those are the early wins, and
they're easy to miss if you're watching for a big breakthrough. Give it time — think in
terms of a season, not a weekend. Slow and steady is not a disappointment here; it's the

whole method.

A Closing Summary

Sadness and disappointment are not problems to be eliminated from childhood. They are
signals that something mattered, and they need room to be felt before they can pass. When
we rush children past these feelings, the feelings don't vanish — they go underground and
return in other forms. What children actually need is simpler and harder than fixing:
someone who stays nearby while the feeling happens, who names it honestly, and who

shows that a hard feeling can be survived.

You don't need perfect words or a special script. You need one small, repeatable habit:
meet the feeling before you meet the problem. Expect to stumble, expect it to feel slow,
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and expect the change to arrive quietly. That's not a sign it isn't working. That's what real

emotional learning looks like.

PRACTICE

1. The next time your child is disappointed, your first sentence is only: "That sounds really
hard." Then wait.

2. When you feel the urge to fix or cheer up, take one slow breath and let your child speak
next.

3. If you catch yourself rushing, say out loud: "I'm jumping ahead — tell me more."
Repair is part of the practice.

4. At the end of each week, notice one small sign of opening up (a feeling named, a door

not slammed) and count that as progress.
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CHAPTER 7

Empathy: Being Able to See Through Others' Eyes

Have you ever watched a child walk past someone who is crying and not seem to notice?
Or seen your own child stand in the middle of a group, completely unaware that the friend
beside them has gone quiet and withdrawn? Maybe it's the opposite: your child notices
everything, feels everything, and comes home flattened by a fight that wasn't even theirs.
Most parents have seen at least one of these moments and wondered, quietly, whether

something is missing — or whether there is too much of something.

This question takes many shapes in ordinary life. It shows up at the school gate, when a
child fails to read the mood of a friend and says the wrong thing at the wrong time. It
shows up at the dinner table, when a sibling's bad day goes completely unnoticed. It shows
up in the car after a birthday party, when your child reports every detail of what they got
but nothing about how anyone else felt. And it shows up in the harder moments too — the
playground argument that escalates because neither child can imagine what the other is
experiencing.

None of these moments mean your child is unkind. That's worth saying plainly, because
parents often jump straight to that conclusion. What they usually point to is something
more mechanical: the skill of stepping outside your own experience and looking back at a
situation from another person's position. Like any skill, it develops at different speeds in
different children, and like any skill, it can be practised. The moments above aren't
verdicts. They're just the places where the practice happens.

What Is Actually Happening Underneath

Here is the plain version. A young child's attention is naturally turned inward and forward
at the same time — toward their own wants and toward whatever is happening right in
front of them. Noticing another person's inner state requires a deliberate shift: pausing your
own perspective, gathering clues from a face, a voice, a posture, and then connecting those
clues to something you've felt yourself. That's a lot of steps, and every one of them can
trip.

The gathering part is harder than it looks. Much of what tells us how someone feels is
subtle — a slight drop in the voice, a pause before answering, eyes that slide away.
Children who are absorbed in their own agenda simply miss these signals, not out of
coldness but out of bandwidth. Their attention is fully spent elsewhere. This is why a child

can genuinely not know their friend was upset, and be telling the truth when they say so.
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Then comes the connecting part. To recognise that a slumped shoulder means
discouragement, a child needs some store of their own experience to match it against. This
is where naming feelings at home quietly pays off — a child who has heard and used
words like disappointed, left out, nervous, and proud has a shelf to reach for when reading
someone else. Without those words, the signals arrive but land nowhere.

And there is a third piece, one that's easy to overlook: the shift has to survive the child's
own feelings. Suppose that a child is angry at the very person they're supposed to be
reading. In that state, the inward pull is strong, and seeing the other person's side can feel
almost like losing the argument. The skill exists, but it gets crowded out. This is why
empathy and self-regulation grow together — you can't look through someone else's eyes
while your own emotions are taking up the whole room.

There is also a reason this pattern repeats so stubbornly. Each miss is quiet. A child who
doesn't notice a friend's hurt feelings doesn't get loud feedback about it — the moment just
passes, the friendship absorbs it, and nothing teaches the child what they missed. So the
same gap shows up again next week, and the week after, not because the child is refusing

to learn but because nobody has made the invisible visible.

It's worth hearing from someone who has thought carefully about this from the inside.
Elmer Ring, in Autism from the Inside Out (2018), describes how easily a person can be
surrounded by social information that simply doesn't arrive through the channel everyone
else is using — the looks, the tones, the unspoken cues that others absorb without effort.
You don't need to draw conclusions about your own child from that; the point is gentler
and wider. What looks like not caring is very often not receiving. That reframing matters,
because it changes what a parent does next: instead of correcting a child's character, you

describe what's in the room.

For most children, none of this is a fixed trait. It's a set of small habits of attention that
haven't formed yet, and habits of attention form the way all habits do — through repetition
in low-stakes moments, not through lectures in high-stakes ones. The everyday
conversations and games that build this skill are what the second half of this chapter is
about.

that follow.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Here is a practice small enough to start this evening. At some point in the next day, when a

feeling is clearly present in someone else — a character in a show, a sibling, a person in a
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story you read together, even yourself — pause and say out loud what you notice. Not a
verdict, not advice, just a description: "She looks disappointed." "He went quiet when that
happened.” "I think she felt left out." Then stop. Say nothing more and see what your child

does with it.

The power of this is that it makes the invisible visible without putting anyone on the spot.
You are not asking your child to feel something or to perform empathy. You are simply
naming what is in the room, the way you might name the weather. Do it a few times and
something quietly interesting happens: children start to finish the sentence. They add a
reason, they disagree, they notice the next thing before you do. That's the skill beginning to

Stir.

Keep it going by attaching it to a routine you already have. The car ride home, the ten
minutes before bed, the walk to school — pick one and let it be the place where noticing
gets spoken. You don't need a special conversation or a lesson plan. You need a slot in the
day where describing feelings is normal, brief, and not a big deal. If it becomes a lecture, it
stops working; if it stays small, it compounds.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is turning the noticing into an interrogation. "Why is she sad? Do you
know why? How do you think that made him feel?" — the questions pile up, and the child
who was just beginning to look outward now feels tested. The fix is to say less. One
observation, then silence. Let your child volunteer. If they don't, that's fine; the noticing

has still landed, and it will land again next time.

The second stumble is expecting the skill to show up right when it's hardest. A child who
can spot a character's hurt in a calm moment may still miss their friend's hurt in the middle
of a playground fight, because their own feelings are taking up the room. That's not
regression; it's the order things happen in. The calm-moment practice is what builds the
shelf of words and habits; the emotional moments are the advanced-level test, and it's
normal to fail those for a while. Read the small, quiet signs of progress, not the big, loud

ones.

The third stumble is overcorrecting into guilt. Some children notice everything and carry
it, and a parent who has been pushing for more empathy can make that child feel worse for
feeling too much. Watch for the child who comes home flattened and needs permission to
not hold everyone's feelings. Empathy without a boundary is just exhaustion, and your job

is to help them notice without taking on the whole weight.
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As for how long it takes, be honest with yourself: this is a slow, quiet kind of change,
measured in small moments you'll barely remember. Some children start noticing more
within a few weeks of regular, low-key practice; others need months before the habit
shows up on its own. The realistic expectation is that the number of small misses gets a
little smaller, the recoveries get a little faster, and the words for feelings come a little more

easily. That's the whole game. It is not a switch, and nobody is keeping score.

A Short Closing

Empathy, seen plainly, is two habits: noticing the cues, and connecting them to something
you've felt yourself. Both can be practised, and neither requires a lecture. Name what you
see in ordinary moments, keep it small, resist the urge to quiz, and accept that the skill will
wobble precisely when feelings run high. You are not trying to produce a child who feels
everyone's pain. You are trying to raise someone who can see through another person's

eyes when it matters — and come back to themselves afterward.

PRACTICE

1. Once today, name one feeling you notice in someone else out loud, then stop talking
and let your child respond or not.

2. Attach the practice to one fixed routine — car ride, bedtime, or walk to school — and
keep it under a minute.

3. When your child misses a cue, describe what was in the room instead of asking why
they missed it.

4. If your child notices too much, give them permission to set it down: noticing someone's

feeling doesn't mean carrying it.
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CHAPTER 8

Self-Regulation: Staying Calm with Impulses

Think of the last time your child wanted something badly — a screen, a sweet, a turn with
a toy — and you said no. What happened in the next few seconds? Did the request come
back louder? Did tears arrive out of nowhere? Did a small body stiffen, or a door slam? If

you can picture that moment clearly, you already understand why this chapter exists.

That moment has many everyday shapes. It is the meltdown in the supermarket aisle over a
cereal box. It is the shove at the playground when someone cuts in line. It is the homework
page torn in half because the first mistake felt unbearable. It is the "I hate you" flung at
you and the instant regret in your child's eyes afterward. It is also quieter: the child who
goes blank and silent when plans change, or who chews their sleeve at the dentist's door.
Different children, different weather — same underlying event. A feeling arrives fast, and

the brakes have not caught up yet.

What makes these moments so hard is that they often look like defiance. From the outside,
a screaming child can seem manipulative, spoiled, or simply not listening. From the inside,
something else is happening. The part of the brain that handles impulse control is the
slowest to mature — it keeps developing well into the teenage years and beyond. The part
that feels, wants, and reacts is fully online from the start. So when your child loses it over a
"no," you are not watching a character flaw. You are watching the accelerator work

perfectly while the brakes are still being built.

What Is Really Happening Underneath

Here is the mechanism in plain terms. When a child experiences something as a threat —
and to a young brain, "I won't get what I want" can register as a genuine threat — the body
floods with alarm. Heart rate climbs, muscles tense, breathing goes shallow. In that state,
the thinking part of the brain goes quiet. It is not choosing to shut down; it is being
overridden. This is why reasoning with a child mid-meltdown rarely works: you are talking

to the part of the brain that has temporarily stepped away from the conversation.

This is also why the same child who seems perfectly reasonable at breakfast can fall apart
at five in the afternoon. The alarm system is cumulative. Hunger, tiredness, a rushed
morning, a small disappointment earlier that was swallowed rather than expressed — these
stack up. The cereal-box meltdown is rarely about cereal. It is the last straw on a load that

has been building all day, and often the child has no idea any of it was accumulating.
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And why does it repeat? Because the pattern is doing a job. When a child cannot yet put a
feeling into words, the body speaks instead — crying, shouting, slamming. It is
communication, not sabotage. Each repetition is also a signal that the skill has not yet
formed, not that your child refuses to use it. Self-regulation is not a switch that flips with
age; it is a muscle built through countless small repetitions, and it is built with adult help
long before a child can do it alone. The good news, which the second half of this chapter
will take up, is that helping with that building does not require perfect parenting — only a

consistent, calm-enough presence in the moments that matter.

The starting point is smaller than most parents expect. You are not trying to teach your
child to calm down on their own. You are trying to be the calm one, out loud, until they can
borrow it. So pick one moment this week — just one — where you practice a single move:
name the feeling, then offer your presence without fixing anything. Suppose your child's
tower of blocks collapses and the wailing starts. Instead of "It's okay, rebuild it!" you say,
quietly, "That's so frustrating. You worked hard on it. I'm right here." Then you wait. That's
it. No lesson, no solution, no lecture about how blocks fall down sometimes.

Why so small? Because your child's nervous system learns calm from your nervous
system, not from your words. When you stay steady while they fall apart, their body
slowly registers: this storm has a safe harbour. Over time, that experience gets
internalised. They start to do for themselves what you did for them — pause, name it,
breathe. But this only happens through repetition, and repetition only happens if the step is
small enough that you can actually do it on a Tuesday when you're tired and dinner is late.
A grand plan you abandon by Thursday teaches nothing.

To keep it going, attach the practice to something that already happens every day. The
after-school pickup. The bedtime routine. The moment homework begins. Choose one of
these as your "practice window" and treat it as a small experiment rather than a test of your
parenting. If it goes badly, that's data, not failure. You might also tell your child, in a calm
moment, what you're working on: "I'm trying to get better at staying calm when things get
tricky. You can help me by reminding me to breathe." This does something quietly
powerful — it makes regulation a shared project rather than a correction aimed at them.
Children cooperate far more readily when they are partners in the work rather than the
subject of it.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is expecting the calm voice to work immediately. It won't. In the middle
of a meltdown, your gentle words may land on deaf ears, and it's easy to conclude that the

whole approach is pointless. Keep in mind that you are not aiming for an instant effect in
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that moment. You are planting something that shows up later — in how your child
recovers, in how the next storm goes, in what they do at ten years old when a friend upsets
them. The work is cumulative, invisible day to day, and visible only in hindsight.

The second stumble is the adult losing their own temper. It happens. You are human, and a
screaming child at the end of a long day can push anyone past their limit. What matters
more than staying perfect is what you do afterward. Repair is a regulation skill too, and
one of the most valuable ones you can model. "I shouted earlier. That wasn't okay. I was
overwhelmed and I handled it badly. I'm sorry." That short sentence teaches your child
something no lecture can: that people can lose control, come back, and reconnect. It also

shows them that regulation is not about never failing — it is about finding your way back.

The third stumble is treating this as a technique rather than a relationship. If calm-down
strategies become another thing to be good at, another performance to be measured,
children feel it. The point is not a child who never gets angry. The point is a child who

trusts that big feelings are survivable, and that they will not be alone in them.

As for how long change takes — honestly, longer than feels comfortable. With young
children, shifts show up in small, uneven increments: one meltdown this week that ends a
minute sooner, one moment where they take a breath instead of throwing something. Then
a regression, then another small gain. This is normal and it is not a sign you're doing it
wrong. Think in months, not days. The child who learns, over years, that their feelings are
manageable because someone steady stood beside them — that child is building something
that will hold up long after the specific strategies are forgotten.

A Closing Thought

Self-regulation is not the absence of big feelings. It is the slow, patient discovery that
feelings can be felt without being in charge. Your job is not to prevent the storms — you
couldn't, even if you tried. Your job is to be the steady thing in the middle of them, again
and again, until your child learns to be that for themselves. It is quiet work, mostly

invisible, and it matters more than almost anything else you will do.
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PRACTICE

1. Pick one daily moment this week (pickup, bedtime, or homework start) and practise
saying only two things: the name of the feeling, and "I'm here."

2. When your child is calm, tell them what you're practising, and invite them to remind
you to breathe.

3. If you lose your temper, repair it with a short, honest apology within the same day — no
explaining, no justifying.

4. At the end of the week, notice one small sign of progress, however tiny, and write it

down.
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CHAPTER 9

The Skill of Coping with Stressful Moments

Think about the last time your child fell apart over something small. Maybe it was a sock
that felt wrong, a tower that toppled, a plan that changed at the last minute. The tears came
fast and hard, and no amount of reasoning seemed to reach them. If you have ever stood
there wondering how such a tiny trigger could produce such a huge reaction, you are not
alone. Most parents have had that moment — the one where you look at your child and

think, where did this come from?

The situations take many shapes. There is the morning rush, when everything has to
happen at once and your child seems to move in slow motion. There is the transition from
screen time to dinner, or from playing to homework, when the shift feels like a small
earthquake. There is the birthday party where everyone else seems to be having an easier
time, and the anxious silence in the car on the way to a new place. There is the meltdown
at the store, the sulking after a lost game, the stomach ache that appears every Sunday
night before school. None of these looks dramatic from the outside. From the inside, they

are all the same thing: a child meeting a moment they cannot yet carry.

What makes a moment stressful is not the event itself. It is the gap between what a child
feels and what they can do with that feeling. A change of plan is nothing to an adult who
has learned to shrug and adjust. To a child, that same change can feel like the ground
moving, because the plan was part of how they felt safe. The sock that feels wrong is not
about the sock. It is about a body that is already tired or overstimulated and has no way to
say so. Once you start looking at stress this way, the triggers stop seeming random. They
start looking like signals.

What Is Really Happening Underneath

Here is the plain version. When a child meets something that feels like a threat — a
change, a challenge, a big feeling they cannot name — their body reacts before their
thinking brain gets a vote. Their heart speeds up, their muscles tense, and their attention
narrows to the thing in front of them. This is not a flaw in your child. It is the same system
that keeps all of us safe, and it works faster than words ever could. The problem is that the
part of the brain that helps a person take a breath and think it through is the slowest part to
develop. It keeps growing through childhood and well into the teenage years.

So when your child melts down, they are not usually being manipulative or trying to make
your morning harder. They are in a state where the fast system has taken over and the slow
system is not yet strong enough to step in. You can see this in the way a distressed child
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often cannot hear you. Their body is responding as though the problem is urgent, even

when, from your side, it plainly is not.

Why It Keeps Repeating

This is the part that wears parents down: it happens again. And again. The same transition,
the same time of day, the same tears. It repeats because the pattern is not a one-time event
— it is a habit the body has learned. If a child gets overwhelmed during transitions, their
body starts bracing for transitions before they even begin. The stress response becomes the
default setting for that particular kind of moment, and every repetition makes the groove a

little deeper.

There is also something else at work. Children often repeat a stressful pattern because it
gets a response, and any response — even a frustrated one — can feel like relief compared
to being alone with a big feeling. This is not a scheme. It is a young person reaching for
connection with the only tools they have. Understanding this changes how you see the
repetition. It is not proof that your child is stubborn or that your parenting is failing. It is a

sign that a skill is still being built, and that the moment is still landing the same way inside.

None of this means the pattern is fixed. It means the pattern makes sense. And a pattern
that makes sense is one you can begin to work with, slowly, in the ordinary moments of

your week — which is exactly where the second half of this chapter will go.

The work begins with one small step, and the smaller it is, the better it holds. Choose a
single, predictable moment in your day — the transition to dinner, the getting-ready-for-
school stretch, the winding down before bed — and decide that this one moment is where
you will practise something new. Not all of them. One. Pick the moment that most reliably
goes sideways, because that is where the learning lives, and also because a moment you

can predict is a moment you can prepare for.

What do you actually do in that moment? Name the feeling out loud, simply and without
drama. "This is the hard part of the day. You're having a big feeling about it." That is it.
You are not solving anything, not teaching a lesson, not asking your child to explain
themselves. You are putting words around the experience so it stops being a shapeless
wave and becomes something with edges. Many children settle a little just from hearing
the moment acknowledged — not because the words are magic, but because being
understood is itself calming. If your child is too far gone to hear you, that is fine too. Your

steady voice is still doing its work, even when nothing visible happens.
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The second half of the step is on your side of the fence: keep yourself steady. Before you
speak, take one slow breath of your own. This sounds almost too simple to matter, but a
child in a stress response reads your body before they hear your words, and a calm adult is
the most powerful thing in the room. You are not pretending to be serene. You are simply
refusing to add your own alarm to theirs.

Keeping it going is where most of the value sits. Do the same thing, in the same moment,
for a couple of weeks before you judge whether it works. Repetition is what turns a new
response into the thing your child's body starts to expect. Expect some days to go badly —
a step like this is not a switch, it is a direction. And once the chosen moment starts to feel a

little less explosive, you can add a second one. Slowly.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is expecting the step to work immediately. You name the feeling, your
child keeps crying, and you conclude it does not help. But the goal of the first weeks is not
a calm child — it is a slightly less alone child. That is the real shift, and it is quieter than
most parents imagine. If you are looking for the meltdown to disappear, you will miss the
small signs that it is already changing: the shorter recovery, the moment your child comes

to find you instead of storming off, the tears that stop a little sooner.

The second stumble is abandoning the step the moment life gets busy. A disrupted week —
an illness, a late night, a visitor — and the practice falls away. When that happens, do not
restart from zero and do not scold yourself. Just pick the moment back up the next day, as
if you had never stopped. Consistency here is not about never missing; it is about never
staying away.

The third stumble is trying to talk a child out of the feeling in the middle of it. Reasoning,
explaining, reminding them of the plan — all of it lands on a child whose thinking brain
has stepped aside. Save the conversation for afterwards, when the storm has passed and the
slow system is back online. And on how long change takes: honestly, it is slow. Think in
weeks and months, not days. You may notice small differences within a few weeks, but
real, settled change in how your child handles stress is the work of a season or more. That

is not a failure of the method. It is simply how children grow.

A Brief Summary

Stressful moments are not random, and they are not a sign that something is wrong with
your child. They are the gap between what a child feels and what they can do with it yet,
and that gap closes slowly, through repetition and through a calm adult beside them. You
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do not need to fix every hard moment. You need one chosen moment, a steady voice, and
the patience to keep going when it does not seem to be working. Start small, expect
stumbles, and give it time.

PRACTICE

ek

- Choose the one daily moment that most often goes badly, and write it down so it stays
clear.

- In that moment, take one slow breath yourself before you speak.

- Name your child's feeling out loud in one plain sentence, with no explaining or fixing.
- Repeat the same step for two weeks before judging it, and pick it straight back up after

any missed day.

38



CHAPTER 10

Managing Friendship Conflicts

Think about the last time your child came home upset about a friend. Maybe someone
didn't want to sit next to them at lunch. Maybe a game went wrong and somebody blamed
them for it. Maybe they were left out of a plan, or a friend said something that stung and
then acted like nothing had happened. What did you do in that moment? Did you jump in
with a solution, tell them to just find other friends, or feel your own chest tighten because

you remember exactly how that kind of hurt feels?

However you answered, you're in good company. Almost every parent meets this situation,
and almost every parent finds it uncomfortable. We want our children's friendships to be
smooth, partly because we want them to be happy and partly because conflict stirs up our
own memories. But here's the thing worth sitting with: friendship conflicts aren't a sign
that something is going wrong. They're a sign that something is going right — that your

child is genuinely involved with other people, with all the friction that involves.

The many shapes of the same problem

Friend conflict rarely arrives as one clean event. More often it shows up in small, ordinary
forms that are easy to overlook. There's the sharing conflict — two children who both want
the same toy, the same seat, the same turn. There's the boundary conflict — one child
doing something the other doesn't like, and the second child not knowing how to say

"stop" without either exploding or going silent. There's the belonging conflict — being left
out of a group, not picked for a team, watching two friends pair up and feeling like the
third wheel. And there's the loyalty conflict — hearing a friend say something unkind

about another friend, and not knowing which way to turn.

Each of these looks different from the outside, but they tend to land in the same place
inside a child: a jumble of anger, hurt, embarrassment, and confusion all at once. A child
who is left out at lunch may come home snapping at a sibling over nothing. A child who
lost an argument over a game may insist the whole afternoon was ruined. The feeling is
real and large, and it has nowhere obvious to go. So it leaks out sideways, into situations

that seem unrelated.

As a parent, it helps to recognize these sideways expressions for what they are. When your
child is irritable after school, or suddenly declares that a friend is "the worst," or refuses to
talk about their day, you may be looking at the aftermath of a conflict they haven't been
able to name. Naming it for them — gently, without interrogation — is often the first step
toward their being able to handle it.
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What's actually going on underneath

Here is the plain truth: young children are still learning that other people have minds of
their own. This sounds obvious to an adult, but it is genuinely new territory for a child.
They know what they want and how they feel, and it takes real practice to hold in mind
that a friend wants something different, feels something different, and sees the same
moment from a completely different angle. Conflict is where that lesson gets taught, over

and over, because it's the moment when the two inner worlds bump into each other.

There's a second mechanism at work too. Children feel things intensely but have a limited
toolkit for expressing them. When a child is frustrated that a friend broke a promise, the
honest sentence — "I'm upset because you said you'd wait for me and you didn't" — is
surprisingly hard to produce. It requires noticing the feeling, finding the words, and saying
them without attacking. Most adults struggle with this. A child is doing it with far less
experience and far more emotion in the way. So instead of the honest sentence, we get
shouting, sulking, name-calling, or silent withdrawal. The feeling is accurate; the delivery

is still under construction.

And this is why the same pattern repeats. The child isn't failing to learn; the child is
practicing, and practice is messy. Each conflict gives them another small chance to notice
what they feel, to guess what the other person feels, and to try a response. Sometimes
they'll get it right. Often they won't. The repetition isn't a sign that nothing is working —
it's the way the skill is actually built, the same way a child falls and gets up and falls again

before walking becomes reliable.

Why jumping in too fast can stall the lesson

When your child is hurting, the instinct to fix it is powerful. You want to call the other
parent, arrange a playdate, or tell your child exactly what to say. And sometimes, when a
situation is genuinely unsafe or unfair, stepping in is exactly right. But in the everyday,
low-stakes conflicts, rushing to solve the problem can quietly take the practice away from
the child. If an adult always steps in to resolve the disagreement, the child never gets to

feel the uncomfortable pause, choose a word, and see what happens.

Suppose that a child comes home saying a friend wouldn't let them join the game at recess.
One response is to explain what the child should have said, or to suggest they play with
someone else tomorrow. Another response is to stay curious: "That sounds like it stung.
What happened next?" The second response doesn't solve anything, and that's the point. It
hands the moment back to the child, who may then start to think about what they felt, what
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the friend might have been thinking, and what they want to do next time. You are not

abandoning them; you are standing beside them while they do the work.

Where this is heading

What all of this means is that managing friendship conflicts is a skill, not a personality
trait, and skills are built through repetition with support. The child who handles a
disagreement well today probably handled several badly before. The child who can say "I
don't like that" calmly has likely practiced saying it a hundred clumsy ways first. Your role
isn't to prevent the bumps; it's to help your child notice what's happening inside them, put a

little language around it, and try again — a little more skillfully each time.

nguage to it, and then decide what, if anything, to do next.

One small step you can take today

Pick the next moment your child comes to you with a friendship problem — not the
biggest one, just the next ordinary one. Before you say anything useful, say one sentence
that shows you've heard them. Something like "That sounds really annoying" or "It's hard
when a friend does that." Then stop. Don't add advice. Don't add a plan. Don't add "but
maybe she didn't mean it." Just the sentence, and then silence, and let your child fill it or
not.

This is harder than it sounds, because silence feels like doing nothing. But that one
sentence does two jobs at once. It tells your child that their feeling makes sense, which
calms the part of them that was bracing for a lecture. And it keeps the problem where it
belongs — with them — instead of lifting it out of their hands before they've had a chance
to hold it. Very often, once a child feels heard, they start talking again on their own, and
the next thing out of their mouth is something you couldn't have planned for.

To keep this going, make it a habit rather than an event. The sentence doesn't have to be
clever or new each time; the same three or four phrases, used consistently, do the work.
Notice how often your child comes back to the topic after you've listened without solving.
Notice whether they start bringing you smaller conflicts sooner, before they've grown into
big ones. That's the change you're watching for — not a child who never has friend
trouble, but a child who brings it to you.

Where people usually stumble

The first stumble is your own reaction. Very often the reason we jump in isn't the child's

distress — it's ours. Hearing that your child was excluded or spoken to unkindly can bring
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up old hurt of your own, and the urge to fix or defend is really the urge to make that
feeling stop. It helps to notice this in the moment: "This is partly about me." You don't
have to say it out loud. Just noticing it usually buys you enough pause to let the child lead.

The second stumble is picking the wrong moment. The car ride home, the dinner table,
bedtime — these are the times children actually open up, but they're also the times we're
tired and distracted. If your child starts talking and you're half-listening, they'll feel it and
stop. A small practical move: when you hear the first line of a friend problem, put down

what's in your hands for a minute. That single gesture says more than any sentence.

The third stumble is expecting the skill to stick straight away. A child may handle one
conflict beautifully and fall apart over the next one that looks identical. That's not
inconsistency; that's how learning works. What matters is that the pattern is slowly shifting
— from exploding every time, to exploding some of the time, to sometimes pausing first.
That shift is measured in months, not days. If you're seeing even a little more reflection
than you saw a few months ago, the work is happening, even on the days it doesn't feel like
it.

A short closing summary

Friendship conflicts are ordinary, and they're also useful. They're the classroom where
children learn that other people have their own minds, that feelings can be named instead
of acted out, and that a disagreement isn't the end of a friendship. Your job isn't to remove
the bumps; it's to stand beside your child while they practice getting over them. Start with
one listening sentence, hold back the fix, and watch for small changes over a stretch of
months rather than days.

PRACTICE

1. The next time your child mentions a friend problem, respond with one sentence that
acknowledges the feeling — then stay quiet and let them keep talking.

2. When you notice the urge to fix, defend, or call the other parent, pause and ask yourself:
"Is this about my child, or about my own discomfort?"

3. Put down whatever you're holding when your child starts talking, so the moment doesn't
slip past.

4. At the end of each week, notice one small sign that your child reflected before reacting

— and count that as progress.
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CHAPTER 11

The Parent's Own Emotional World

Have you ever heard yourself say something to your child in a tone you did not choose —
a sharpness that arrived before you could stop it — and thought, where did that come

from?

It happens in small, ordinary shapes. You ask a question twice and the second time your
voice is already harder. You are running late, and the shoe that will not go on the right foot
becomes a reason to snap. You have had a long day, and a spilled glass at dinner lands on
you like an insult rather than an accident. Maybe it is quieter than that: you go flat and
silent, answer in one word, and your child reads the room before they can name what they
are reading. Or you say yes to something with a sigh heavy enough that the whole house
hears it. None of these moments make you a bad parent. They make you a person with a

nervous system, living in a house with other people who have nervous systems too.

What matters is that children do not learn about emotions mainly from what we tell them.
They learn from what they watch us do with ours. A child who sees an adult name
frustration out loud — "I'm frustrated, I need a minute" — is quietly being taught that big
feelings can be survived and spoken. A child who sees an adult pretend nothing is wrong
while their jaw is tight learns something else: that feelings are hidden, and that hiding is

what grown-ups do.

What Is Actually Happening Underneath

Here is the plain mechanism. Your child's behavior reaches your ears before your thinking
brain has had a chance to weigh in. A whine, a slammed door, a refusal — these arrive as a
signal of alarm, and your body responds the way bodies respond to alarm: heart rate up,
muscles tight, attention narrowed. In that state, you do not choose the sharp tone. It
chooses you. The reaction is fast because it is designed to be fast; it is not a character flaw,

it is wiring.

Your child is borrowing your calm, whether either of you notices. When you are steady,
their alarm has somewhere to settle. When you are alarmed too, two alarms in one room
make each other louder. This is why a small problem at eight in the evening can become a
large one at eight fifteen — not because the problem grew, but because no one in the room
was steady enough to bring the temperature down. You are the thermostat, not just another

thermometer.

43



The reason it repeats is simpler than it feels. Whatever you do in a heated moment gets
practiced, and whatever gets practiced gets faster. If snapping has been the pattern,
snapping now comes first and reflection comes after. The good news buried in that is real
but modest: the same rule works in the other direction. Each time you pause, even for a
few seconds, even badly, you are slowing the old pattern down and laying one track beside

it. Not replacing it overnight. Adding to it. It is slow work, and it is the work.

There is one more layer worth seeing plainly. Much of what floods you in those moments
is not really about the spilled glass or the homework refusal. It is the leftover charge from
your own day, your own childhood, your own fears about whether you are doing this right.
The child in front of you is the match; the fuel was already there. Recognizing that does
not excuse the sharp word, but it explains it — and explanation is where repair starts. You

cannot settle a storm you keep insisting is about the weather.

None of this asks you to be calm all the time. That is not a realistic goal, and chasing it
tends to produce the opposite: a brittle kind of calm that shatters the moment it is tested.
What this asks is smaller and more durable — that you learn to notice your own weather a
little earlier, and that you learn what to do when you have already lost your temper,
because you will, and that is not the end of the story.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Pick one moment that repeats reliably — the school run, dinner, bedtime — and decide in
advance that in that moment you will say one true sentence about your own state before
you say anything about your child's. Not a speech. One sentence. "I'm tired and I'm getting
short, so I'm going to take a breath before we talk about the bag." That's it. You are
choosing the moment ahead of time because choosing in the middle of it is close to

impossible; the whole point is to have the words picked out before your body is alarmed.

The sentence works because it does two jobs with one breath. It names what is happening
inside you, which is the thing children are always trying to read anyway, and it takes the
pressure off your child to guess. It also forces a small delay into a script that usually runs
itself. Suppose your child has heard "I need a minute" from you a dozen times by the time
they are nine — what they have actually learned is that feelings can be said out loud
without the roof falling in. That is the lesson, and it is delivered by repetition, not by any

single good moment.

Keeping it going is about scope, not effort. Keep the sentence in one moment for a couple
of weeks before you move it anywhere else. If you try to be emotionally articulate at every
hour of the day, you will manage it for two days and then quietly stop, and stopping feels
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like failing when it is only overreach. One moment, held consistently, is worth far more
than a whole day of good intentions. When that moment starts to feel normal — and it will
feel awkward long before it feels normal — add a second one.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is expecting the sentence to fix the moment. It won't. You will say "I'm
frustrated" clearly and calmly, and your child will still slam the door, because your calm
sentence was never a remote control for their behavior. What it did was change what
happens next: the door slams, and instead of the argument escalating, there is a small patch
of quiet where no one is shouting. That patch is the win. Expecting more than that is how
people conclude the whole thing doesn't work.

The second stumble is the shame spiral after a bad moment. You snap, and then you spend
the rest of the evening narrating to yourself what a short-tempered parent you are. That
internal speech is not harmless; it keeps your alarm switched on, which makes the next
snap more likely, which feeds the spiral. The way out is boring and effective: treat the
repair as the next step rather than the punishment. "I was sharp at dinner. That was mine,
not yours. I'm sorry." A short, specific repair, said once, teaches a child something no
lecture can — that ruptures happen and can be mended. Nothing about that requires you to
first feel better about yourself.

The third stumble is the most common and the least discussed: doing all this while running
on empty. A parent who has not slept properly, eaten properly, or had ten minutes alone in
days has very little steady ground to stand on, and no amount of good intention replaces
ground. This is not an excuse for harsh words, but it is an honest reason to look at the week
and ask where one small gap could exist. Ten minutes that are genuinely yours, somewhere

in the day, are not a luxury. It is part of the working conditions.

As for how long it takes — honestly, longer than anyone wants to hear. You are not
learning a fact; you are wearing a groove in something that has been running the other way
for years. In the beginning you will notice your reactions after they happen, and that
noticing is real progress, even though it feels like failure. Later you will notice them
during. Much later, in some moments, you will notice them before. That sequence, at that
pace, is normal; the people who seem effortlessly calm are mostly people who have been
practicing longer, not people who were built differently. Expect it to be bumpy in both
directions — weeks of steadiness, then a bad stretch — and don't read the bad stretch as
being back at the start.

A Short Closing
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You are not required to be the calm one. You are required to be a person who notices their
own weather, says something true about it out loud now and then, and comes back after the
moments that go wrong. That is a smaller job than perfection and a far more useful one,
because it is the version of emotional strength your child can actually see, copy, and
eventually carry out of the house with them.

UYGULAMA:

1. Choose one recurring moment today (school run, dinner, bedtime) and write down one
sentence you will say about your own state in that moment. 2. Say it out loud once in that
moment — awkward is fine; awkward is the point. 3. After any sharp moment, make a

short repair within the same day: name it, own it, apologize — one or two sentences, then

move on. 4. Once a week, look back and count what you noticed, not what you got right.

PRACTICE

1. Pick one moment that repeats reliably (school run, dinner, or bedtime) and decide in
advance on one sentence that names your own state before you say anything about your
child's.

2. Say that sentence out loud in the chosen moment, then take one breath before
addressing the issue.

3. Keep the sentence in that one moment for two weeks before adding a second moment.
4. When you lose your temper, treat it as the expected next step: name what happened, and

repair.
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CHAPTER 12

Lasting Change Through Small Steps

Think about the last time you promised yourself you would do something differently with
your child. Maybe it was staying calm when the same argument flared up again, or
listening all the way to the end before jumping in with a solution. You meant it completely
in that moment. And then, a few days later, life got loud and busy, and you found yourself
right back in the old pattern, wondering how the intention evaporated so quickly. Does that
sound familiar? It is one of the most common experiences there is, and it says nothing

about your commitment. It says something about how change actually works.

This situation shows up in many ordinary shapes. It can look like a resolve to name
feelings out loud at home, which lasts until a rushed morning when there is no time for
naming anything. It can look like a decision to stop shouting, which holds for a while and
then collapses on a tired evening. It can look like a plan to talk about the day at dinner,
which works twice and then quietly disappears under schedules and screens. Sometimes it
looks even smaller: you read something helpful, feel a spark of recognition, and by the
next week you cannot quite remember what it was. None of these are failures of character.

They are simply what happens when a new intention meets an old, crowded life.

What Is Really Happening Underneath

Here is the plain version. When you decide to change something, you are making the
decision with the part of your mind that plans ahead and sees the big picture. But most of
your daily behaviour is not run by that part. It is run by habits — short, automatic routines
that your brain has built up over years because they save effort. A habit does not care about
your intentions. It is triggered by something in the situation around you, and it unfolds on
its own. The raised voice, the interrupted sentence, the conversation that never happens —
these are not choices you are consciously making each time. They are grooves that have
been worn smooth by repetition.

This is why the gap between deciding and doing feels so confusing. You are not being
inconsistent. You are up against a system that prefers the familiar path, especially when
you are tired, rushed, or emotionally stretched — which is exactly when parenting happens
most. The old pattern is not stronger because it is better. It is stronger because it is well

practised, and because it usually gets triggered before you have had a chance to think.

There is a second layer too. Big resolutions feel motivating in the moment, but they are
also heavy. "I will always stay calm" is not a behaviour; it is an impossible standard, and
somewhere underneath, you know it. So the moment you slip, the whole thing feels
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broken, and the quiet logic goes: well, I've already failed, so what's the point. The intention
was too large to survive an ordinary Tuesday. That is why it repeats — not because you
lack willpower, but because the plan was built at a size that real life cannot carry.

The Smallness Is the Point

This is where the idea of small steps stops being a comforting cliché and becomes
genuinely practical. A small step is not a watered-down version of a big goal. It is a
different kind of thing entirely. It is designed to fit inside the life you actually have, on the
days you actually have — the tired ones, the rushed ones, the ones where nothing goes to
plan. Because it is small, it can survive. And because it survives, it gets repeated. And

repetition, not intensity, is what slowly wears the new groove.

Suppose that instead of resolving to never shout again, you choose one small, specific
thing: when you feel the heat rising, you pause and put your hand flat on the table for a
moment before you speak. That is a step so small it seems almost silly. But it has three
qualities that a grand resolution lacks. It is doable even when you are angry. You can tell
whether you did it or not. And doing it once does not require you to be a different person.
Over time, that pause becomes the first inch of a new path — not because it fixed

everything, but because it happened often enough to become familiar.

The same logic applies to every skill this book has explored. Naming a feeling, noticing
someone else's, managing an impulse, repairing after a conflict — none of these become
part of your family's life through a single decisive conversation. They become part of it
through small, repeated moments that are easy enough to actually happen. A child learns
that feelings can be spoken about not from one deep talk, but from the hundred ordinary
times a feeling gets named in passing. Lasting change is quiet, cuamulative, and

unglamorous. That is not a disappointment. It is the mechanism.

Why We Resist It

Knowing this, it is worth asking why we so often reach for the big gesture anyway. Part of
the answer is that big resolutions feel like they match the size of how much we care.
Making a small, modest plan can feel like admitting the problem is bigger than we want it
to be. There is also a culture around self-improvement that rewards dramatic before-and-
after thinking, which makes a modest step seem unworthy of the effort. But a step is not

judged by how impressive it sounds. It is judged by whether it happens again tomorrow.

There is another trap worth naming. When people try small steps and they work, the
temptation is to immediately add more — to stack up five new routines at once and speed
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the whole thing along. This is where many good beginnings quietly fall apart. The point of
a small step is that it leaves room. Room for a hard week, room for the step to become
automatic before you add the next one. If the plan grows faster than your life can absorb it,
it stops being small, and you are back where you started, holding a heavy intention that

cannot survive an ordinary day.

So the honest picture is this: the old patterns repeat because they are automatic and well
worn, and your new intentions fade because they were built too large to fit into real life.
The way through is not more willpower or a bigger promise. It is small enough to repeat,
specific enough to notice, and modest enough to keep going when things get hard. That is

not a shortcut. It is the only route that reliably leads anywhere.

Suppose that, this week, you chose just one small moment in your daily routine and gave it
a single, gentle new shape. Not a transformation. Just one groove, started shallow, repeated
often enough to begin to hold. That is where lasting change actually begins — not in the

resolve, but in the repetition.

to carry. What follows from all of this is not a bigger plan. It is a smaller one, chosen

carefully, and then repeated until it stops feeling like a plan at all.

One Step You Can Take Today

Pick one moment in your family's day that reliably happens, and attach one small skill to
it. That is the whole instruction. The moment could be the school pickup, the walk from
the car to the front door, the first few minutes of dinner, or bedtime. The skill should be
something from this book, shrunk down until it is almost too easy: at pickup, instead of
asking about homework, you ask one question about how the day felt. At dinner, each
person names one feeling from the day in a single word. At bedtime, before the lights go
out, you say one thing you noticed about the child's day that was not about achievement —

something you saw them handle, or a moment they seemed to enjoy.

Notice what makes these work. Each one is tied to a moment that already exists, so you are
not adding an appointment to the calendar. Each one takes less than a minute, so a bad day
cannot cancel it. And each one is specific enough that you will know, honestly, whether it

happened. "Be more emotionally attuned" is not a step. "One feeling word at dinner" is.

Keeping it going is mostly a matter of protecting its smallness. Expect to forget it for a few
days — that is not a collapse, it is the normal weather of new routines. When you notice it
has slipped, do not restart with extra enthusiasm; just do the small thing at the next

opportunity. It also helps to make the step visible to yourself in some modest way, a mark
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on a calendar or a note on the fridge, not as a scoreboard to feel guilty about but as a
simple reminder that this is a thing you are doing now. And if the step starts to feel like a
chore, shrink it further rather than abandoning it. One question at pickup is better than a

beautiful routine that stopped happening in week two.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is choosing a step that is secretly large. It is easy to disguise a big goal as
a small one: "I will listen patiently every time my child is upset" sounds like a single
behaviour, but it is really a vow to never get it wrong. The test is simple. Can you picture
exactly what you would do, in one specific situation, in under a minute? If not, the step is
still too big. Cut it in half and cut it again.

The second stumble comes when the step works for a while and then a hard week wipes it
out. This is the moment most people quietly give up, because it feels like proof that
nothing sticks. It is not proof of anything except that a hard week is a hard week. The
move here is to lower the bar rather than raise the stakes: on a chaotic evening, the one
feeling word at dinner can become a single word exchanged in the hallway. A step that
bends is a step that survives. What breaks a new routine is not the interruption; it is the

decision, made in the middle of the interruption, that it is not worth continuing.

The third stumble is expecting to feel the change before it is real. New routines feel
awkward and slightly pointless for a stretch, because they have not yet become automatic
and you cannot see the accumulation. Realistic timing helps here. Think in weeks and
months, not days. A single step usually needs several weeks of uneven repetition before it
stops requiring deliberate effort, and the change your child experiences is even slower — it
shows up as a gradual shift in how freely feelings get mentioned at home, noticed in
hindsight rather than in the moment. If you are looking for a sign that it is working, do not
look for a dramatic one. Look for the ordinary: a feeling named without prompting, a
conflict that cools a little faster, a silence that feels less tense than it used to.

A Short Closing

Everything in this book rests on the same modest idea. Emotional strength in a family is
not built by getting it right in a big moment. It is built by small things happening often
enough that they become the water your family swims in — a feeling named in passing, a
pause before speaking, a repair after a mistake, a question about how the day felt. None of
these are impressive on their own. Together, repeated over ordinary weeks, they are how
children come to understand their own emotions, notice other people's, and learn to steady

themselves when things are hard.
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You will not do this perfectly, and you are not supposed to. The goal was never a flawless
household; it was a household where feelings are allowed, noticed, and handled with some
care, most of the time, by imperfect people. That is achievable. It is achievable through

steps small enough to survive a tired Tuesday — and that is precisely why it lasts.

PRACTICE

1. Choose one moment that happens every day (pickup, dinner, bedtime) and attach one
feeling-focused step to it that takes under a minute.

2. Write the step down in one sentence you could read on a hard day, and put it somewhere
you will see it.

3. When you miss a few days, do the step at the next chance instead of restarting with a
bigger plan.

4. After a few weeks, look back for quiet signs of change rather than dramatic ones, and

only then consider adding a second small step.

Further reading

Apple PUBLISH, Commom English Opposites for Kids, 2020 - ISBN 9798693740792
o Christine Fonseca, Caring Child, 2019 - ISBN 9781618218742

« Elmer Ring, Autism from the Inside Out, 2018 - ISBN 9781787078383

« Emer Ring, Leading Inclusion from the Inside Out, 2021 - ISBN 9781789971910

» James Delisle, Understanding Your Gifted Child from the Inside Out, 2018 - ISBN
9781003239352

e Marc Brackett, Permission to Feel, 2019 - ISBN 9781250212849

— The End —
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