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CHAPTER 1

Anger Is Not a Problem, It Is a Signal

Picture the moment. It's the end of a long day, you've asked your child to do something
perfectly ordinary — put on their shoes, turn off the screen, come to the table — and
instead of doing it, they explode. Maybe they scream. Maybe they drop to the floor. Maybe
they throw the thing nearest to them, or hit out, or stand there rigid with their fists
clenched, refusing you with every fiber of their body. And in that moment, the thought that

arrives before any other is: what is wrong with this child?

It's a fair question, and a common one. But notice what the question assumes — that anger
itself is the malfunction, that a child who erupts is a child who is broken or defiant or badly
raised. That assumption is where most of the struggle between parent and child actually
begins. Before we can respond well to a hard moment, we have to get clear about what

we're looking at.

These moments wear many disguises. Sometimes the anger is loud and outward —
shouting, slamming, striking out, flinging toys across the room. Sometimes it's quiet and
inward — the child who goes stiff and silent, who refuses to move, who answers every
request with a flat "no" and a locked jaw. Sometimes it's disguised as something else
entirely: sudden tears over a trivial thing, helpless giggling, frantic silliness, a stomachache
that appears right before school. All of these can be the same signal wearing different
clothes. The form it takes depends on the child's age, their temperament, how much
language they have, and how safe they feel expressing what they feel.

Anger is a feeling, not a behavior

Here is the distinction that changes everything, and it's worth sitting with for a moment:
anger and aggression are not the same thing. Anger is an emotion — an internal event, like
hunger or fear or joy. Aggression is a behavior — an action taken in the world. We tend to
blur them together because they so often arrive at the same time, but they live in different

places. One happens to your child. The other is something your child does.

Why does that matter? Because you cannot responsibly ask a child to stop feeling angry.
You can ask them to stop hitting. Emotions aren't obedient — they don't arrive because
we've earned them or leave because we've decided they should. Telling a child "don't be
angry" is like telling them "don't be hungry." It doesn't remove the feeling; it just teaches
them to hide it, and hiding it doesn't make it smaller. Behavior is different. Behavior can be

shaped, guided, and given better options.



Suppose that a child is told, again and again, that their anger is unacceptable. What tends
to happen is not that the anger disappears but that it goes underground. It might come out
later, at a smaller target — the wrong sock, the wrong cup — because the real thing was
never allowed a voice. Or it might turn inward and settle into a low, flat mood, or a tight,
watchful compliance that looks like good behavior but feels hollow. The feeling didn't

vanish. It just lost its outlet.

The behavior is pointing at something

When a child erupts, the eruption is rarely about the shoes or the screen. It's a message sent
in the only language the child has available at that moment. Underneath the shouting or the
throwing is usually an unmet need — and the need is often one of a small handful of
things. The need to feel some control over their own life. The need to be seen and taken
seriously. The need for rest, food, or quiet when their body is running on empty. The need
to escape something frightening or overwhelming. The need for connection, especially
after a rupture.

This is why the same request can produce calm one day and a meltdown the next. The
behavior isn't random; it's responding to a state we may not be able to see from the outside.
A child who is tired, hungry, overstimulated, or still carrying the sting of a hard morning
has far less room to absorb one more demand. The demand didn't change. The child's

capacity did.

The tricky part is that the message is often inarticulate, and sometimes it's aimed at the
wrong person. A child who had a frightening day at school may come home and yell at the
person who feels safest — you. That's not a sign of bad parenting; it's a sign that home is
where they feel safe enough to fall apart. It doesn't make the yelling acceptable, but it
reframes what you're dealing with. You're not being attacked by a hostile person. You're

being handed a signal by someone who doesn't yet have a better way to send it.

Why it keeps happening

If you've tried to reason with your child mid-meltdown and watched your words bounce
off, you've already met the mechanism. When a child is flooded with strong emotion, the
thinking, reasoning part of the brain is not available in the way it usually is. This isn't
defiance or a choice to ignore you. It's that the part of the child that could take in your
excellent explanation has, for the moment, stepped offline. The reasoning you offer in that
state has nowhere to land. This is why the same conversation that works beautifully at a

calm moment seems to vanish entirely during a storm.



There's also the matter of practice. A young child is not born knowing how to name what
they feel, how to ask for what they need, or how to wait when they want something badly.
These are skills, and skills are built slowly, through repetition — and through many
imperfect attempts. A child who shouts "I hate you" when you say no is often a child who
hasn't yet assembled the words for "I'm disappointed, and I don't know what to do with this
feeling." The outburst is a beginner's attempt at communication, not a final verdict on their

character.

And then there's the loop that keeps it going. When a stressful moment repeats and nothing
underneath it changes — the child stays tired, the pressure stays on, the need stays unmet
— the same behavior tends to come back. It comes back because it's doing a job, even a
crude one. It gets attention. It gets the demand to stop. It brings relief. Over time, the child
learns that this is a way to make something happen. Our job isn't to crush that instinct but
to help the child build a better route to the same destination — to getting their need met, to

being heard, to finding some breathing room.

None of this means the behavior doesn't matter, or that you should simply stand back and
let it happen. Hitting is still not okay. Limits still have a place. But the limits work far
better when they rest on an understanding of what's actually going on. A child who feels
understood is a child who can begin to calm. A child who feels only corrected is a child
who has to fight harder to be seen. The anger, in the end, isn't the problem you're fighting.

It's the signal telling you where to look.

The demand dropped, the argument ended, the room went quiet. From the outside it looks
like the behavior worked, and in a narrow sense it did. That's exactly why it keeps coming
back.

One small step you can take today

You don't need a new system or a laminated chart to start. You need one small, repeatable
move, and the simplest one is this: when the storm hits, name the feeling before you
address the behavior. Not as a technique to make the shouting stop — it won't, not the first
time, maybe not the tenth — but as a way of showing your child that the feeling itself has a

name and a place in your home.

It sounds like: "You're really angry that I said no." "You wanted to keep playing and I
stopped you, and that made you furious." Notice what's absent. There's no lesson, no
correction, no "but you can't hit." That comes later, once the storm has passed. In the
middle of it, you're doing one thing only — putting words to the feeling so your child
doesn't have to carry it alone and wordless.



Suppose your child throws a shoe because you turned off the television. In the moment,
you might say: "You're angry. You didn't want the TV off." Then you wait. You don't fix it,
you don't argue, you don't take the bait if they escalate. You stay nearby, calm, and let the
feeling burn through its own fuel. When the crying slows and their breathing settles, then
— and only then — you can address the shoe: "We don't throw things. If you're angry, you
can stomp your foot or tell me." That is the whole move. Name it in the storm, guide it

after.

To keep it going, pick one moment a day to practice naming feelings when there is no
storm at all. A calm moment is where the skill gets built. "You looked frustrated when that
tower fell." "You seem excited about tomorrow." This is not a lecture; it's a short
observation, dropped in and left alone. Over time it gives your child a vocabulary they can
reach for when the storm comes, and it gives you a habit that's already warm when you

need it most.

Where people usually stumble

The first stumble is expecting the naming to work immediately. You say "you're angry"
and your child screams louder, and you conclude it failed. It didn't fail — it landed in a
brain that is currently flooded and cannot process it. The naming is not a switch; it's a seed.
It works over many repetitions, in calm moments and stormy ones, and its payoff is slow
and uneven. If you measure it by whether the tantrum stopped this time, you will quit too
early.

The second stumble is slipping into correction too soon. The moment you add "but you
shouldn't hit," you've moved from joining your child to lecturing them, and the door
closes. It takes real restraint to stay with the feeling and hold the boundary until the storm
passes. If you catch yourself doing it, don't scold yourself — just notice and return to

naming. You'll get another chance in the same week, probably the same day.

The third stumble is the adult's own storm. When your child erupts, your body responds
too — jaw tightens, voice rises, the urge to win the moment arrives fast. This is normal,
and it's the hardest part. If you can, put a small pause between the trigger and your
response: one slow breath, or a quiet "I need a second" before you speak. If you can't
manage it and you snap, that's not failure; that's information. Repair afterward with a
simple sentence — "I yelled. That wasn't okay. I'm sorry." Repairing teaches your child
something no lecture can: that ruptures happen and can be mended.

As for how long change takes, be honest with yourself. You are not fixing a behavior; you
are helping a person build a skill, and skills grow by fits and starts. You may see more



naming and less hitting over weeks, then a hard week that feels like a setback. That's the
shape of it. The goal is not a child who never gets angry — that child doesn't exist — but a
child who, over time, has a few more words and a few more seconds before the feeling

turns into an action. That is real progress, and it is enough.

A short closing summary

Anger is not the problem. It is a signal — a message about an unmet need, sent in the only
language your child has right now. Aggression is different: it's a behavior, and behavior
can be guided. Your job in the storm is not to argue your child out of their feeling but to
name it, stay calm beside it, and address the behavior once the flood has passed. One small
step — naming the feeling — practiced in calm moments and stormy ones alike, is enough
to begin. Expect stumbles, including your own, and treat repair as part of the work rather

than a sign it's going wrong.

PRACTICE

1. In the next storm, say one sentence that names the feeling — "You're angry that I said
no" — and stop there.

2. After the storm passes, address the behavior in one calm sentence: "We don't throw
things. You can stomp your foot instead."

3. Once a day, name a feeling in a calm moment, briefly and without a lesson.

4. If you snap, repair with a short apology — and count that as part of the practice, not a

failure.




CHAPTER 2

What Does Your Child's Age Tell You?

Have you ever found yourself in the middle of a moment you did not expect — the shoes
are on the wrong feet, the toast is cut the wrong way, and suddenly the whole morning is
on fire? Nothing you say lands. Everything you offer is refused. You are standing there

wondering how a piece of toast turned into this, and a small voice in your head is asking

whether you are doing something wrong.

That moment takes many shapes. Sometimes it is loud: shouting, stomping, a door
slammed hard enough to rattle the frame. Sometimes it is physical: a hit, a kick, a toy
thrown across the room. Sometimes it is quiet and immovable: a child who simply will not
move, will not answer, will not put on the coat, no matter how patiently you ask. And
sometimes it is the daily grind of rules — teeth, bedtime, screens, homework — where
every instruction meets the same resistance and every evening ends in the same tired
standoff.

Here is the first thing worth holding on to: these moments do not all mean the same thing.
The same behavior can come from completely different places depending on how old the
child is. A two-year-old who throws food off the tray is doing something very different
from a seven-year-old who throws a plate. The action looks similar on the surface.
Underneath, they are not the same event at all, and they do not call for the same response

from you.

The Same Behavior, a Different Child

Think about what a child actually brings to a difficult moment. They bring a brain that is
still under construction, a vocabulary that may not yet hold the words for what they feel,
and a set of skills for managing frustration that are still being built. All three of these

change enormously with age — and all three shape what a challenging behavior is really

communicating.

Suppose a four-year-old melts down because you poured the juice into the blue cup instead
of the red one. It is tempting to read this as defiance, as a child digging in to make your life
harder. But at that age, the world is still being organized, and small rituals and predictable
order are part of how a child feels safe. The wrong cup is not a trivial detail to them; it is a
crack in the order they were counting on. The behavior is about the need for predictability,

not about winning a contest with you.



Now suppose a nine-year-old refuses to do homework and slams a book shut. The same
surface behavior — refusal, a slam — is coming from somewhere else entirely. By this
age, a child has a much clearer sense of fairness, of competence, of being judged. The
refusal may be about fear of failing, about feeling incapable, about a day that already asked
too much of them. Reading it as simple defiance would miss the point, and responding to it

as if it were a toddler's meltdown would miss it too.

This is why a single rule like "never give in to a tantrum" or "always stay firm" can feel
right in one moment and completely wrong in another. The behavior is the same; the child
is not. The meaning shifts with the developmental stage, and your response has to shift
with it.

Why the Same Scene Repeats

If you have ever felt like you are living the same fight over and over — the same morning,
the same battle, the same exhausted ending — there is a reason. Behavior that gets a
response tends to come back. That is not a sign that your child is scheming or that you are

failing. It is simply how patterns form, in children and in all of us.

Consider what happens in a heated moment. A child feels something big — frustration,
disappointment, fear, a sense of unfairness — and does not yet have a reliable way to name
it or manage it. The feeling spills out as behavior, because behavior is the fastest channel
available. If that spill gets a reaction — attention, a raised voice, a negotiation, a sudden
change in the plan — the child's system quietly notes: that worked, or at least that

connected. Next time the feeling rises, the behavior comes back a little more easily.

This is the mechanism underneath the repetition, and it is worth sitting with because it
takes the blame out of the picture. Your child is not out to get you. They are running a very
old, very human program: when something feels too big to hold, let it out and see what
happens. Your job is not to punish the program out of them. It is to help them build a better

channel — slowly, over time, one small step at a time.

And here is where a little calm goes a long way. Goldie Hawn, in "10 mindful minutes"
(2011), makes the case that even brief moments of settling the mind — for adults and
children alike — can change how a difficult moment unfolds. It is a modest idea rather
than a cure, but it points at something real: the pause between the feeling and the behavior
is where things can begin to shift. Not overnight, and not every time. But a pause you

practice is a pause that becomes a little more available when you need it.

Matching the Expectation to the Child



The most practical thing you can take from all of this is a question to ask yourself in the
middle of a hard moment: is what I am expecting actually within this child's reach right
now? Not what a child their age "should" be able to do in theory — but what this particular

child, on this particular day, with these particular skills, can genuinely manage.

A toddler cannot regulate a storm of feeling alone; the part of the brain that does that is
years from being finished. Expecting them to talk it out calmly is asking for something
they do not yet have. A school-age child can reason and negotiate far more than a toddler,
but may still collapse when tired, hungry, or overwhelmed. A teenager pushing back is
often doing the developmental work of forming an identity — the resistance is not a

malfunction, it is part of the job.

When the expectation fits the child, the same behavior suddenly looks less like a problem
to be crushed and more like a signal to be read. You stop asking "how do I make this
stop?" and start asking "what is this telling me?" That shift does not make the hard
moments disappear. But it changes what you do inside them — and over time, that changes
the pattern itself.

lling me?" That shift does not solve everything, but it changes what you do next — and
over time, it changes what your child learns about what to do with a big feeling.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Pick one recurring difficult moment — not all of them, just one. The morning shoe battle,
the bedtime resistance, the after-school slump. Choose the one that repeats most reliably,

because a pattern is easier to work with than a one-off.

Before that moment arrives, ask yourself the question from the last section: what can this
child actually manage here, today, given their age and their state? Then adjust one thing —
just one — to fit that answer. If your four-year-old melts down over the wrong cup, offer
two acceptable choices ahead of time instead of one decision made for them. If your nine-
year-old shuts down over homework, shorten the first task to something almost trivially
small so the start is not the hardest part. The adjustment is not a fix; it is a test of whether
your expectation was sitting slightly above the child's reach.

Then watch what happens, without judging the whole experiment on a single day. Did the
moment get a little shorter? A little quieter? Did it happen at all? These small observations
are your data. Keep the adjustment if it helped even marginally, and drop it if it did not —

no shame in either outcome. The point is not to find the perfect move on the first try. It is
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to get in the habit of fitting the demand to the child rather than forcing the child to fit the

demand.

To keep it going, anchor the step to the moment itself rather than to your willpower. You
will forget to do this on a rushed Tuesday; that is normal. What matters is that the next
time the moment comes around, you remember the question again. One question, asked

repeatedly over weeks, does more than an elaborate plan abandoned by Friday.

Where People Usually Stumble

The most common stumble is expecting the change to show up immediately. You adjust
the expectation, the next morning goes better, and you quietly conclude you have solved it
— and then Thursday arrives and the whole thing falls apart again. That is not failure. That
is what change actually looks like: two steps forward, one back, repeated for a while. If
you read the backward step as proof that nothing works, you will abandon the approach

right when it is starting to take hold.

The second stumble is applying the age-awareness only in calm moments. It is easy to
reason about developmental stages over a cup of tea and much harder to remember any of
it when a shoe is flying across the hallway. When that happens — and it will — do not try
to run the whole analysis mid-meltdown. You cannot. In the hot moment, your only job is
to stay steady and keep everyone safe. The thinking about what it meant comes afterward,
when things are quiet. Trying to diagnose your child while they are screaming at you is a

recipe for losing your own temper.

The third stumble is overcorrecting. Once you realize that a behavior is developmental, it
is tempting to swing to the opposite extreme — to excuse everything, to expect nothing, to
stop setting any limits at all. That is not what age-awareness asks of you. A toddler still
needs to be told no. A school-age child still needs boundaries. Understanding why a
behavior happens does not mean accepting it without limit; it means responding to the
reason rather than only to the surface. Limits and understanding are not opposites — they
work best together.

As for how long it takes: honestly, longer than feels comfortable. You are not changing a
single behavior; you are slowly building a new pattern in a child whose brain is still under
construction, and building a new habit in yourself at the same time. Think in weeks and
months, not days. The signs of progress are small and easy to miss — a meltdown that
ends two minutes sooner, a refusal that turns into a grudging yes, a moment where your

child uses a word instead of a shout. Those are the real milestones. Collect them.
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A Short Closing Summary

Your child's age and developmental stage change what a difficult behavior actually means.
The same surface action — a thrown object, a refusal, a shout — can come from a need for
predictability in a small child, a fear of failing in an older one, or the work of forming an
identity in a teenager. When you fit your expectation to what the child can genuinely
manage, the behavior stops looking like a war to be won and starts looking like a signal to

be read.

None of this makes hard moments disappear. It makes them a little more understandable,
and a little less personal — and that alone changes how you show up inside them. Take one

moment, ask one question, adjust one thing. That is enough to start.

PRACTICE

1. Choose one recurring difficult moment and write down what your child's age and
current state actually allow them to manage there.

2. Change one thing about how you set up that moment so the demand fits the child, and
try it for a week.

3. After each attempt, note one small sign of what happened — shorter, quieter, or
unchanged — without judging the whole effort on one day.

4. When a backward step comes, treat it as normal and ask the same question again next

time rather than abandoning the approach.
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CHAPTER 3

The Anatomy of a Tantrum

Think of the last time your child's anger seemed to come out of nowhere. One moment
things were fine — maybe you were getting shoes on, or pouring the wrong colour of cup
— and the next moment the room had turned upside down. Perhaps it was a meltdown on
the floor of a shop, or a slammed door, or a small hand swinging at you because you said
no. What happened in those few seconds? If you could slow the whole thing down and

watch it frame by frame, what would you actually see?

That question matters more than it might first appear. Most of us, in the middle of a hard
moment, are not watching the moment. We are inside it — reacting, correcting, trying to
make it stop. And because we never get a good look at the thing, it keeps surprising us. It
arrives from nowhere, it ruins the morning, it leaves everyone raw. The same shape repeats

next week.

Suppose that instead you could learn to recognise the parts of it, the way you might learn
to recognise the stages of a storm. Weather forecasters do not stop storms, but they do
know what the early signs look like, they know when the worst will hit, and they know
when it will pass. That knowledge changes how they stand in the wind. The same is true
here. A tantrum is not a single explosion. It is a short process with a beginning, a middle
and an end, and the beginning looks almost nothing like the middle. When you can tell
which part you are in, you stop making the common mistake of treating the whole thing
the same way.

In daily life these situations wear a handful of familiar faces. There is the transition that
goes wrong — leaving the park, turning off the screen, coming in from playing. There is
the word "no," delivered calmly and received like a declaration of war. There is the small
frustration: a broken cracker, a sock that will not go on the right way, a tower that falls.
There is the tired version, usually late in the day, when the same request that worked at
breakfast suddenly produces tears and hitting. And there is the watchful version, where a
child melts down in front of one parent and not the other, or at home but never at nursery.
None of these are all that different underneath. They are the same machinery, started by

different keys.

The Four Stages, One at a Time

The trigger is rarely the cause. This is the first thing to get straight, because it is where
most of us go wrong. The trigger is the visible event — you said no to a biscuit, you turned
off the television, you put the wrong cup on the table. But the trigger only works because

13



something underneath was already primed. A well-fed, well-rested child who has had a
good day can usually survive a "no" with a grumble. The same child at the end of a long
day, hungry and overstimulated, can come apart at the same "no." So when you are looking
for what happened, do not stop at the biscuit. Ask what the day had been like up to that

biscuit.

In ordinary life this means becoming a bit of a detective about your own child's conditions.
Not obsessively, and not with a spreadsheet — just noticing. Does the difficulty cluster
around certain times of day? Around hunger, or tiredness, or the hour after a busy outing?
Does it happen more when the house is noisy, or when a routine has been broken? You are
not looking for a diagnosis. You are looking for patterns, because patterns you can work
with. A child who reliably falls apart at the supermarket at five o'clock is not a badly
behaved child; that is a child whose trigger is stacked on top of a tired, hungry,
overstimulated state, and the fix may be as simple as going in the morning, or bringing a

snack.

In The Everything Guide to Raising a Toddler, Ellen Bowers makes the point that much of
what looks like defiance in young children is really the collision between a growing wish
for independence and a set of skills that are not yet there. That is a useful way to hold the
trigger stage in your mind. The child wants to do it themselves, choose it themselves,
decide themselves — and the trigger is the moment the world says they cannot. The anger

is not aimed at the biscuit. It is the sound of that wish hitting a wall.

The rise is where the choice is made. After the trigger, there is a stage where the child is
escalating but not yet gone. The voice gets louder, the body gets stiffer, the protest starts to
take shape. This stage is short, and it is the most important one for you, because it is the
only stage where anything you do has a real chance of changing the course of events. Once
a child has gone over the top, you cannot reason them back down — but during the rise,

sometimes, you can.

What you do in the rise is not complicated, but it does require you to notice it is
happening. The most common mistake is to miss the rise entirely, because we are busy
finishing our sentence or winning the point. The second most common mistake is to make
the rise worse — to raise our own voice, to argue the logic of the biscuit, to add a new
threat. None of that lands, because the child is no longer in a state where words and logic
get through. What tends to help is smaller and quieter: lowering your own voice instead of
raising it, naming what is happening, offering a way out that is not a climbdown. "You

really wanted that. It's hard when I say no. Let's go and get some water." You are not
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giving in. You are giving the rising child something to move toward instead of something

to push against.

The peak is not the time to teach. Somewhere in the middle, the child goes fully over.
This is the part that looks the worst and frightens adults the most — screaming, hitting,
throwing, going rigid or collapsing. It is worth saying plainly: at this point the child is not
choosing to behave this way in any ordinary sense. Their thinking has been swamped by
feeling. The part of them that could hear an explanation and act on it is temporarily offline.

If you try to reason at the peak, you are talking to someone who is not there.

So at the peak, your job shrinks. It is not to teach, correct or resolve. It is to keep everyone
safe and to be a calm presence in a storm that has to run its course. Sometimes that means
staying close and quiet. Sometimes it means giving a little space. Sometimes it means
moving a smaller child out of a room where something could be broken. If your child hits
or throws, the boundary still holds — you stop it, gently and firmly, without a lecture in
the moment — but the teaching about hitting happens later, after the storm has passed.
Trying to have that conversation at the peak is like trying to teach someone to swim while

they are drowning.

The calm-down is quiet, and it takes time. After the peak, the child comes down. It is
easy to miss this stage because it is undramatic: the crying softens, the body loosens, the
child may want to be held or may want to be left alone. This is the recovery, and it needs to
be allowed to happen. Some children want physical comfort; some want silence; some
seem almost embarrassed and turn away. There is no single right way. What matters is that
you are not still fighting a battle that is already over. If you are still lecturing while the
child is coming down, you are extending the storm.

There is something else worth noticing about this stage. It is often when the child is most
open — not to a lecture, but to a quiet moment of reconnection. A hug, a glass of water,
sitting together without a word. This is also, gently and briefly, where learning can happen:
a short, simple sentence about what we do instead, offered once and not laboured. But it
only works if the calm-down is genuinely calm. Keep the door open here, because this is
where the next tantrum can be made a little less likely.

What Is Actually Going On Underneath

Now step back from the four stages and look at the machinery they are made of. A tantrum
is not a plot against you, and it is not a sign that your child is unusually difficult or that you
are doing it wrong. It is what happens when a feeling is bigger than the ability to manage
it. That gap — between the size of the feeling and the skill available to handle it — is the
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whole story. When a child has the skills to cope, the feeling passes and nothing explodes.
When the feeling arrives before the skill does, it comes out as a tantrum. And in children,
the skill is always still under construction. That is not a flaw. It is the developmental stage.

This is why reasoning tends to fail and why the same thing repeats. The repeat is not
stubbornness and not a failure of your earlier explanations. It is that the underlying gap has
not closed yet — the child still does not have the skill, so when the same feeling arrives
again, it comes out the same way. The repetition is a signal about what is still being
learned, not a verdict on your parenting. It also explains why a child can seem so
reasonable one hour and so impossible the next: the gap is not fixed. It narrows when a
child is rested, fed, safe and connected, and widens when they are tired, hungry,
overwhelmed or unwell. The child is the same child. The gap is not the same size.

Once you see it this way, a lot of the heat goes out of the moment. You are not dealing with
an opponent who is out to win something. You are dealing with a small person whose
feelings arrive faster than their ability to carry them, and who needs an adult to lend them
some calm while they learn. In the next pages we will look at how to build the skills that
close that gap over time, and at how to handle the situations where the gap is simply too
wide for the moment. For now, hold onto the picture: four stages, one underlying gap, and
a child who is learning — slowly, and with your help — how to carry a big feeling without

it carrying them.

the work is not to fix the feeling but to keep everyone safe and to stay nearby. Lower the
demands to almost nothing. Fewer words, not more. A calm body beside them if they will
let you, or a safe distance if they will not. You are not abandoning the lesson; you are
waiting until there is someone home to learn it.

It helps to remember what the peak is for, developmentally. A young child's nervous
system is doing something it has not yet learned to do alone: it is handling a feeling that is
bigger than its current capacity. Over time, with repetition and with calm adults nearby,
that capacity grows. But it grows through experience, not through lectures delivered mid-
storm. Every peak that ends with a child safely back in their body, and an adult still there,
is a small deposit in that account.

The calm-down is the part we waste. The storm passes. The crying softens, the body
loosens, the child comes back. This is the stage most adults rush — we are so relieved it is
over that we either want to move on instantly or, worse, we use the moment to deliver the
lesson we have been holding. "See what happens when you behave like that?" It feels like

a natural time to teach, because now they can hear you. But it is not a natural time. It is a
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tender time. The child has just been through something exhausting, and what they need

first is reconnection, not a review.

There is a better use of this stage: quiet, warm, brief. A hand on the back. "That was hard.
You're okay now." No lecture, no relitigating. Some children want a cuddle; some want to
be left alone for a minute; some want to go back to playing as if nothing happened. All of
those are fine. The teaching, if there is teaching to do, can wait — often until much later,
sometimes the next day, in a calm moment when you can talk about it as a shared problem
rather than a fresh wound. "Remember yesterday when the tower fell? That was really
frustrating, wasn't it." That kind of conversation lands. The one delivered at the end of a

tantrum mostly bounces off.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

Here is something concrete, and it is small on purpose. Pick one recurring hard moment in
your week — the after-nursery pickup, the pre-dinner hour, the bedtime screen turn-off.
Just one. Now write down, in a sentence or two, what usually happens right before it. Not
the trigger itself, but the conditions around it. Was there a rushed transition? Was lunch
early or late? Was the house loud? Was there a screen that had to be switched off with no
warning? You are doing the detective work from the trigger stage, but on paper, once, for

one situation.

Then make one adjustment to the conditions, not to the child. Add a five-minute warning
before the screen goes off. Move the snack earlier. Bring a book in the car for the pickup.
Change one thing, and watch what happens over the next week. If the hard moment softens
even a little, you have learned something real about your child — and about how much of

the storm was being built before the storm began.

To keep it going, keep the experiment small and keep it honest. One situation, one change,
one week. If it does not help, that is not a failure; it is information. You have ruled
something out and you try the next small thing. The point is not to eliminate every tantrum
— that is not on offer — but to build a slow, working map of your own child's weather. A
map you made yourself is worth more than any general advice, because it is about this

child, in this house, on these days.

Where People Usually Stumble

The first stumble is expecting the map to work immediately. You add the five-minute
warning and the next tantrum still happens, so you conclude the whole idea is useless. But
you are not testing whether tantrums stop. You are testing whether they get slightly shorter,

17



slightly less frequent, slightly easier to come back from. Those changes are slow and they
are easy to miss if you are watching for a dramatic fix. Give it more than one week before

you judge it.

The second stumble is trying to do all four stages at once. You read about triggers and rises
and peaks and calm-downs, and you try to apply the whole framework to every hard
moment of the day. That is too much to hold in your head while you are also making
dinner. Pick one stage to get better at first. Many parents find the rise is the most useful
one to practise, because it is the one stage where a small change can actually redirect the
whole thing. Get good at noticing the rise before you worry about mastering the rest.

The third stumble is the hardest and the most human: your own rise. Your child escalates,
and your body does the same thing theirs is doing — heart speeds up, voice sharpens, the
urge to win the point arrives. It is very hard to stay calm beside a screaming child when
your own system is sounding alarms. When you notice your own rise, the honest move is
to buy yourself a few seconds. Lower your voice deliberately, even if it feels fake. Take
one slow breath out. Step back a pace if you can. You are not failing if you feel the rise;

you are only failing if you pretend it is not there and let it drive.

Realistically, this is a matter of months, not days. The capacity to notice, to pause, to
choose a different response, is a skill, and skills are built by repetition and by getting it
wrong sometimes. There will be weeks where it all falls apart and you feel you have
learned nothing. Then a moment will come where you catch the rise, say the quiet thing,
and watch the whole thing fizzle instead of explode — and you will realise something has

shifted. Not perfectly, not permanently, but really.

A Short Summary

A tantrum is not one thing. It is a short process with four parts. The trigger is usually
smaller than the cause, and the cause is usually in the conditions of the day. The rise is
where your response can still change the course, if you notice it in time. The peak is not for
teaching — it is for safety, few words, and staying near. The calm-down is for
reconnection, with the lesson saved for later. Learn to tell which part you are in, and you
stop treating every moment the same way. Start with one situation, one small change, and

give it real time.
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PRACTICE

1. Choose one recurring hard moment this week and write down, in two sentences, what
usually happens right before it.

2. Change one condition around that moment — a warning, a snack, a quieter setting —
and keep everything else the same.

3. For one week, practise noticing the rise: when the voice or body starts to escalate, lower
your own voice and offer one small way forward.

4. At the end of the week, note what shifted, even slightly, and pick the next single thing

to adjust.
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CHAPTER 4

Emotion Regulation: Teaching the Child to Calm Down

Has this ever happened to you? You're in the middle of a supermarket aisle, or standing
over the sink with dinner half-made, and your child is suddenly screaming — about the
wrong cup, the wrong socks, a request you can't even identify — and you feel yourself

tighten, because you have no idea where this is coming from or what to do with it.

That moment doesn't always look dramatic. Sometimes it's a full meltdown on the kitchen
floor. Sometimes it's colder than that: a child who goes stiff and silent, who slams a door,
who throws a shoe with surprising accuracy, who shouts "I hate you" and means it in the
moment. Sometimes it's the smaller daily grind — a morning that falls apart over a zipper,
a bedtime that turns into a negotiation, a child who hits a sibling and then looks at you as if
nothing happened. Different shapes, same question underneath: what am I supposed to do
with this?

What the storm is made of

Underneath almost every one of these moments is a simple and slightly inconvenient fact:
the feeling arrived before the ability to handle it. Anger itself is not a malfunction. It's a
normal, useful signal — it shows up when something feels unfair, blocked, scary, or too
much. The problem is not that the child has the feeling. The problem is that the part of the
brain that could slow it down, put words to it, and choose a response is the part that takes

the longest to develop.

That's the mechanism, and it explains why the same child who can reason calmly at
breakfast can seem to lose all reasoning by evening. The calm version and the
overwhelmed version are not two different children. They are the same child with different
amounts of support under them — sleep, hunger, noise, transition, a long day of holding
things together. When the load gets too high, the thinking part steps offline and the feeling
part takes the wheel. Nothing mysterious has happened. Something very ordinary has: the
load exceeded the skills available in that moment. If you get this root idea — feelings are
fine, skills are still forming — everything else changes, including the way you talk to your
child about it.

Why it keeps happening

This is also the answer to the question parents ask most: why does it keep happening, even

after a good conversation, even after a calm repair?
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Because knowing and doing are two different roads, and the second road is built slowly. A
child can genuinely understand, in a peaceful moment, that hitting is wrong and that they
should use their words — and still hit three hours later. That isn't defiance or forgetting. In
the middle of a surge, the calm knowledge is simply not reachable. What gets built in a
child is not information but a practiced route from "this is unbearable" back to "I can
manage this," and routes are built by repetition, not by explanation. That's why the work in

this chapter is small and boring on purpose: short, daily, repeated, unglamorous.

Understanding this has a second effect worth naming. It changes the adult's role. You are
not there to talk the storm away or to win against it; you are there to be steady while it
passes, and to hand the child one small skill at a time until they can do it themselves.
Thomas W. Phelan, in 1-2-3 Magic (1995), makes the useful point that adults often talk too
much precisely when talking helps least — counting and a brief, calm response do more
than a speech — and that same restraint applies here: in the middle of a big feeling, your

quiet presence does more work than your words. Less talk, more co-regulation.

Before soothing: helping the child notice

You cannot calm down a feeling you haven't noticed. This sounds obvious, and it's where

most of the work actually starts.

Young children often have no idea what is happening inside them until it's already spilling
out through their arms and voice. So the first skill is not calming but noticing — helping
the child catch the early edge of the feeling. The way you build this is by naming what you
see, calmly and without judgment, as it happens. "Your hands are tight." "Your voice got
loud." "You pulled away when I said it was time to go." Short observations, not questions

and not lectures.

Why does this matter so much? Because a child who can notice "I'm getting angry" is a
child who has a small gap of time before acting. Inside that gap, a choice becomes
possible. A child who only notices the feeling after the shouting has begun has no gap at all
— the feeling and the action are fused. Building the noticing skill is like widening a
doorway that is currently too narrow to walk through in the heat of the moment.

Putting a name on it

Once the child can notice, the next small step is naming. "That's frustration." "That's
disappointment.” "You're really angry because I said no." The words themselves begin to

do part of the work — a named feeling is easier to hold than a nameless one.
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Adults hold the naming role first; the child borrows your words until they become their

own. You don't need to hit the exact right word every time — "upset," "annoyed," "angry,"
"frustrated" all do the job. The point isn't precision. The point is that the child hears their
inner state reflected back to them, calmly, and slowly learns that the chaos inside has a

name and that the name can be said out loud instead of thrown.

This step is easy to skip, and skipping it has a cost. Many parents move straight from "you
hit" to "say sorry," without ever helping the child see that a feeling was the thing in the
way. The apology happens, and nothing underneath it has been built.

The adult's job in that moment is to supply the calm, not to demand it. That's the whole
trick, and it's harder than it sounds, because a dysregulated child is very good at pulling
you into the same storm — the louder they get, the louder you want to get. Co-regulation
means the opposite: your steadiness is the cue the child's nervous system is reading, even
when they look like they're ignoring you. You don't need to feel calm. You just need to act

calm enough that your body slows the room down instead of speeding it up.

One small step you can take today

Here is something you can do before the day is over, and it doesn't require a plan, a chart,
or a conversation with anyone. Pick one ordinary moment — dinner, bath, bedtime — and
build one small pause into it. Not a reward, not a warning, just a pause. Two minutes of
sitting on the floor with your child doing nothing in particular, or a slow count to five
during a transition, or turning the lights down a little earlier than usual. Then say one
sentence out loud about what you noticed: "You looked frustrated when I said five more
minutes." That's it. That's the whole step.

The reason to start this small is that you are not trying to fix the meltdown; you are trying
to build a habit — and habits only stick when they are small enough to do on a bad day. If
your version of this step needs perfect conditions, it will not survive a Tuesday. Pick
something you could still do while tired, distracted, or annoyed. That is the version that

will actually happen.

To keep it going, attach the pause to something that already happens every day. The pause
lives inside the routine, not next to it. After a week, you won't be doing an exercise; you'll
just be doing bedtime. And notice — silently, to yourself — whether your child begins to
borrow the words you say. That's not proof of anything yet, but it is a sign the practice is
landing.

When you restart the same conversation
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The most common place people stumble is the middle of a meltdown itself. You've learned
about naming feelings, so you try to name them right when the storm is at its peak — and
it doesn't work, and you feel like the whole approach failed. It didn't. Naming works before
and after the peak, not during it. A child in full surge cannot process language, so your
words collide with the noise and disappear. In that moment, drop the words and stay
present: lower your voice, get closer or give space, whatever your child needs, and wait.

The teaching happens on the calm side of the wave.

The second stumble is expecting the child to use skills you haven't practiced with them.
Suppose that you've talked about "taking a breath when you're angry" — but the child has
only ever heard that idea once, in a peaceful moment, and never practiced it while mildly
frustrated. Then it won't show up in a real storm. Skills need rehearsal at low intensity
before they work at high intensity. Practice the breath when the child is only a little
annoyed, not furious. Practice naming feelings about a character in a book, not about the

child's own rage. Small stakes first.

The third stumble is quieter and more personal: you lose your own calm, say something
sharp, and then feel like you've undone the progress. You haven't. Repair matters more
than perfection, and repair is simple — later, when everyone is settled, say what happened:
"I got loud earlier. I was frustrated. I'm sorry." That models exactly the sequence you're
trying to teach. A child who sees an adult notice a feeling, name it, and come back

afterwards learns more from that than from a hundred calm lectures.

As for how long this takes, the honest answer is that it's slow and uneven, and it will look
like nothing is happening for a while. There's no clean timeline to give you, because it
depends on the child's age, their temperament, and what else is going on in their life. What
you can reasonably expect is not that meltdowns stop, but that over time they shorten
slightly, recovery comes a little faster, and your child starts to reach for words a bit sooner.
Those are small signs, and they are the real ones. If you're watching for a dramatic

transformation, you'll miss them.

A short closing

The work of this chapter is not complicated, but it is patient: help the child notice what's
happening inside, give it a name, and stay steady while the feeling passes — then practice
the same small steps again tomorrow. You are not teaching a child to stop having feelings.
You are teaching a child that feelings can be noticed, named, and survived, and that there is

an adult beside them who can hold the calm until they can hold it themselves.

UYGULAMA:
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1. Choose one daily routine — dinner, bath, or bedtime — and add a two-minute pause to
it, every day this week. 2. During that pause, say one short observation out loud about
what you noticed in your child, without judgment or a question. 3. The next time a
meltdown starts, say nothing about feelings in the middle of it. Stay steady and wait for the
calm side of the wave. 4. If you lose your calm, repair it later with one plain sentence:

what happened, what you felt, and an apology. No speech.

PRACTICE

1. During a difficult moment, calmly name what you notice in one short sentence: "Your
hands are tight" or "Your voice got loud."

2. Offer a simple label for the feeling: "That's frustration" or "You're really angry because
I said no."

3. Stay steady and quiet — let your calm presence, not a speech, be what the child's
nervous system reads.

4. Repeat these small steps daily, without expecting immediate results; the route is built by

repetition, not explanation.
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CHAPTER 5

Boundaries and Consistent Rules

Have you ever said yes to something, watched your child's face light up, and then felt a
small, uncomfortable tug somewhere in your chest — because you knew, even as you said

it, that tomorrow you would probably say no?

Maybe it's the tablet. Maybe it's the biscuit before dinner, or the ten more minutes at the
park, or the rule about shoes on the sofa that you enforce on Tuesday and quietly ignore on
Saturday. If you have, you are not alone, and you are not doing anything unusual. Most
parents live in this small, private contradiction. We want to be generous. We want peace.

And we are tired. So the boundary bends — and then, later, it snaps back.

Think about the shapes this takes in ordinary family life. Bedtime is eight o'clock, except
on the nights when getting a child to sleep is so exhausting that you let it slide to nine.
Screen time is limited, except when you need twenty quiet minutes to make a phone call.
Snacks are eaten at the table, except when you are out, except when a friend is over, except
when you simply cannot face the argument today. Each of these choices is completely

human. Each one, on its own, seems small.

But from a child's point of view, the wall is moving. Yesterday it was here, today it is there,
and nobody told them the map had changed.

What is actually happening underneath

Here is the plainly stated problem: children cannot tell the difference between a rule that
has temporarily changed and a rule that doesn't really exist. Adults hold a whole mental

mwon

model of exceptions — "we're in a hurry," "you're not feeling well," "it's a special
occasion." A young child doesn't carry that model around. What they experience is the
outcome. If the biscuit arrives after the fuss, that is not an exception. That is the truth about

how biscuits work.

This is why inconsistency doesn't just make things messy — it actively teaches. Every
time a boundary bends under pressure, the child learns something real from it, even if we
never intended to teach it. They learn that persistence is the lever. They learn that the limit
is a suggestion that can be negotiated with enough volume. The next time the limit
appears, they have a reason to test it: because testing worked before. The behaviour repeats
not because the child is difficult, but because the child is being a rather good student of the

world you have shown them.
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There is another layer here, and it matters just as much. As Pudney points out in A Volcano
in My Tummy (1994), anger itself is not the problem — it is a perfectly ordinary feeling
that rises up in all of us. What children need help with is what happens after the feeling

arrives. The feeling is allowed. The hitting, the shouting, the flung toy — those are not.

This is the distinction that keeps a household steady: full room for the emotion, a firm wall

around the behaviour.

Most of us drift into one of two mistakes. Some of us open the door so wide that the
behaviour goes unchallenged — the child is screaming, so we give in, and the screaming
quietly becomes the way to get things. Others of us try to shut the door on the feeling itself

mwon mn

— "don't be angry," "stop crying," "that's nothing to be upset about" — and the child learns

that their inner weather is unwelcome here.

Both approaches fail in the same way: they treat feeling and action as one thing, when they
are two. A child can be furious that the park is over and still walk home holding your hand.

That is the goal, and it is achievable — not overnight, and not perfectly, but steadily.

Here is what makes inconsistency so wearing. Every time the line moves, the child has to
re-learn where it is. That is unsettling for them, and it is exhausting for you, because you
end up negotiating every single time instead of simply holding a position. A rule that is
clear and stable is, oddly, kinder than one that flexes. It isn't a wall built to trap the child,;
it's a wall they can lean on. Children push against boundaries partly to find out whether
they will hold. A boundary that holds, every time, answers a question they were never
quite able to ask out loud: is this solid? And a solid thing is restful.

rules that flex. When a child has to wonder whether a rule is real today, all their energy
goes into testing instead of simply living inside a predictable shape.

One small step you can take today

Pick one boundary. Not five, not the whole system — one. Choose the one that causes the
most friction in your house right now: the tablet, bedtime, the snack before dinner,
whatever it is. Then decide, out loud and in advance, what the rule actually is. Not a vague
"less screen time," but a clear, checkable line: this much, at this time, and this is what

happens when it's over.

The test of a good boundary is whether you could draw it on a piece of paper and a child
could understand it. If it takes three sentences to explain the exception, it isn't clear enough

yet. Narrow rules are easier to hold than broad ones, so start smaller than feels ambitious.
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You are not building the whole house today; you are laying one brick and checking that it's

level.

Then tell the child what the rule is, at a calm moment, before it is tested — not in the
middle of the argument. "When the timer goes off, the tablet goes on the shelf. That's how
it will be." Say it plainly, once, without a lecture. Children need to know where the wall is
before they walk into it, and a rule announced in a calm voice lands differently than one

that appears, suddenly, in the middle of a meltdown.

Here is the part that keeps it going: hold that one rule every time, and only that one. When
you inevitably feel the urge to bend it — because you're tired, because there's a visitor,
because it would buy you ten quiet minutes — recognise that moment as the whole test.
You don't have to be perfect at every rule in your house. You just have to be steady at this
one, this week. Once a boundary holds reliably, it stops being a daily battle, and then you

can add a second. One wall, standing firm, teaches more than ten that wobble.

Expect the pushback to get worse before it gets better. When a rule that used to bend
suddenly doesn't, the child will push harder — not because you've failed, but because
they're confirming the change is real. This is normal, and it isn't evidence that boundaries
don't work for your child. It's the sound of the new wall being tested.

Where people usually stumble

The most common stumble is going too big, too fast. A parent reads about consistency,
decides to overhaul everything on Monday, holds five firm boundaries for three days,
exhausts themselves, and by Thursday the whole system collapses. Then comes the quiet,
corrosive conclusion: boundaries don't work with my child. They do — but not five at
once, and not perfectly, and not in three days. Sustainable change here is genuinely small:

one rule, held well, is worth more than a grand plan that lasts a week.

The second stumble is the wobble under pressure — the exact moment we opened this
chapter with. You hold the tablet rule all week, then a hard evening arrives and you hand it
over to stop the crying. It happens. What matters is what you do next. Don't pretend it
didn't happen, and don't spiral into guilt about it. Name it honestly and reset: "Last night I
gave in because I was tired. That wasn't the rule. Tonight it's the rule again." Repairing
quickly and returning to the line teaches your child something valuable — that a slip isn't a

collapse, and that the wall is still there.

The third stumble is quieter and easy to miss: confusing consistency with coldness.

Holding a boundary does not mean withholding warmth. A child can be furious that the
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tablet is going on the shelf and be held, comforted, and told "I know you're angry, and it's
still going on the shelf." The boundary is firm; your voice doesn't have to be. If you find
yourself tightening not just the rule but your whole manner — becoming stiff or distant to
"win" — soften the delivery without moving the line. Consistency lives in the rule, not in
your tone.

As for how long this takes: honestly, longer than feels fair. A boundary that has been
bending for months doesn't become solid in a day, and the testing phase can last weeks
before it settles. Progress here looks less like a straight line and more like a slow, uneven
flattening of the peaks. You're not trying to eliminate difficult moments — you're trying to
make the ground under them steady. Notice the small shifts: a shorter protest, a rule held
one more day this week than last. That is what change actually looks like.

A short closing summary

A boundary is not a punishment and it is not a cage. It is a wall your child can lean on —
clear, calm, and steady enough that they don't have to keep checking whether it's still there.
Give the feeling all the room it needs; keep the wall firm around the behaviour. Choose
one boundary, make it small and checkable, announce it in calm, and hold it through the
pushback. When you wobble — and you will — repair quickly and return to the line. One
rule, held reliably, is a real beginning.

PRACTICE

Kk

1. Choose one boundary that causes the most friction right now. Write it as a single clear
line you could explain to your child in one sentence.

2. Tell your child the rule at a calm moment — not mid-argument — and say it once,
plainly.

3. Hold that one rule every time this week, even when it's inconvenient. When you slip,
name it honestly and reset the next day.

4. Don't add a second boundary until the first one holds. Notice small signs of progress:

shorter protests, more days held than not.
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CHAPTER 6

Preventive Routines and Environmental Arrangement

Ever noticed that the hardest moments with your child rarely come out of nowhere? They
tend to cluster around the same predictable points in the day — the rush before school, the
handover at bedtime, the moment a screen goes off. If you think back over the last week,
can you see the pattern? The outbursts probably didn't fall evenly across the hours. They

landed somewhere specific, again and again.

That's the first thing worth knowing about prevention: it doesn't start with your child's
behaviour. It starts with the shape of the day around them. A child who is hungry, tired,
rushed, or caught off guard is working with a much shorter fuse, and no amount of good
parenting in that moment can fully make up for it. This chapter is about the unglamorous
work — sleep, meals, transitions, screens, and the physical arrangement of your home —
that makes the difficult moments less likely before they begin.

The shapes this takes in ordinary life are familiar. Perhaps mornings are the flashpoint,
when everyone is trying to get out the door and your child seems to move in slow motion.
Perhaps it's the end of the day, when tiredness turns small frustrations into big reactions.
Perhaps it's the transition between activities — leaving the park, turning off the television,
coming to the table — where your child seems to fall apart at the exact moment you need
them to switch gears. Or perhaps it's mealtimes, where food and sitting still become

battlegrounds. Different times, different triggers, but the same underlying story.

What's actually happening underneath

Here's the plain version: self-regulation is expensive. Staying calm, waiting, switching
tasks, and holding back an impulse all draw on the same mental energy — and that energy
is in limited supply, especially in children whose brains are still building the systems that
manage it. When a child is well rested, fed, and not being hurried, there's enough in the
tank to cope with small disappointments. When the tank is low, the smallest bump can

empty it completely.

This is why the same request — "time to turn off the tablet" — can go smoothly one
evening and trigger a meltdown the next. The request didn't change. The child's reserves
did. This is also why trying to teach a lesson in the middle of a meltdown rarely works:

you're asking a child to reason at the exact moment their reasoning capacity is offline.

And this is where the repetition comes from. If the routine is consistently rushed, if

bedtime drifts later and later, if meals are skipped or grazed, if transitions always arrive as
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a surprise, then the conditions for outbursts are being quietly rebuilt every single day. The
behaviour repeats because the setup repeats. That's discouraging to hear, but it's also the
good news — a setup can be changed in ways a child's temperament cannot be forced to

change.

Edward M. Hallowell, in Answers to Distraction (1994), makes a point that applies well
beyond attention difficulties: structure and predictability in the environment do real work
for a child whose internal regulation is still developing. The external order — knowing
what comes next, having a rhythm to lean on — carries some of the load the child can't yet
carry alone. You are not being rigid by building routine. You are lending the child your

steadier system until theirs grows in.

Children, in particular, feel the difference between a day that happens to them and a day
they can see coming. A transition that arrives without warning is a small ambush; the same
transition, signalled a few minutes ahead, is simply the next thing. Nothing about the
child's temperament has changed — only how much warning their nervous system got.
That's why the practical work of this chapter focuses less on persuading your child to

behave and more on arranging the day so that fewer demands land on an empty tank.

One small step you can take today

Pick the one transition that goes wrong most often in your house. Not all of them — one.
Suppose it's the moment the television or tablet goes off before dinner. Today, before it
happens, try adding a warning: tell your child it will be turned off when the current episode
ends, or in a few minutes, and say it calmly and once. Then follow through at the moment
you named. That's the whole step. You are not negotiating, explaining, or softening the rule

— you are simply removing the ambush.

Why this one? Because it costs you almost nothing and it tests the idea directly. If the
warning helps even a little — a shorter protest, a faster recovery — you've learned
something real about your child's needs that no book could tell you. If it changes nothing,
you've still learned something: this particular transition may need a different kind of
support, and you can look at what comes before it. Either way you're no longer guessing.

Keeping it going is where most of the value sits. A warning given once is a one-off; a
warning given every time becomes a rhythm your child can predict, and predictability is
the thing doing the work. So attach it to something you already do: the warning comes
when you start clearing the table, or when the timer you set goes off. You're building a
small ritual, and rituals survive on autopilot far better than on willpower. Expect to forget
it some days. The response to forgetting is not guilt — it's just doing it again tomorrow.
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Where people usually stumble

The first stumble is trying to fix everything in the same week. Sleep, meals, screens,
morning routine, tidy-up time — all at once. It feels efficient and it almost never holds,
because each change needs your attention to bed in, and you have only so much attention
to give. The families who make prevention stick tend to pick one area, run it for a couple
of weeks until it feels ordinary, and only then look at the next. Slow is not a compromise

here; slow is the method.

The second stumble is expecting the routine to work immediately. You add the warning,
and the first evening still ends in tears. It's easy to conclude the whole idea is useless. But a
child who has learned — through months or years — that transitions are sudden is not
going to unlearn that on the first try. What you're watching for in the early days is not the
absence of upset but a shift in the pattern: a protest that ends sooner, a child who comes
back to themselves a little faster. Those small movements are the signal, and they're easy to

miss if you're only looking for a clean win.

The third stumble is the routine collapsing on hard days — a late night, a rushed morning,
a disrupted weekend — and then being abandoned rather than resumed. This is worth
saying plainly: the routine will break sometimes. What matters is that you pick it back up
the next day without treating the break as proof of failure. A routine that survives at
roughly four days out of five is doing its job. You are not aiming for a household that runs

like clockwork, because no household does.

As for how long it takes: honestly, longer than feels satisfying. Small environmental
changes tend to show their first faint effects within a week or two, and start to feel like part
of normal life after several weeks of rough consistency. That's a realistic frame, not a
promise. Some children settle into a new rhythm quickly; others need far longer,
particularly if sleep or hunger has been running low for a while. Judge progress by the

direction of travel over a month, not by any single afternoon.

A short closing summary

Prevention is quiet work. It doesn't look like parenting in the dramatic sense — no stern
conversations, no clever consequences — and that's exactly why it's easy to skip. But the
shape of a child's day does more to set their fuse length than almost anything you can say
in the heat of a moment. Sleep, food, warning before transitions, a predictable rhythm, and
a home arranged so that the child isn't constantly fighting the environment: none of these

are guarantees, and none of them will make hard moments disappear. What they do is
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lower the number of demands landing on an empty tank, and that changes the arithmetic of

the whole day.

You don't need to overhaul anything. One transition, one earlier bedtime, one warning
given consistently — that's the scale that works. The rest can wait until the first change has
stopped feeling like effort.

PRACTICE

1. Choose the single transition that most often goes badly, and name out loud to yourself
when it happens each day.

2. Give a calm, one-time warning a few minutes before it arrives, and follow through at
the moment you named.

3. Track only the recovery — how quickly your child comes back to themselves — not
whether they got upset.

4. If a day falls apart, resume the routine the next day without comment; review the

pattern after a few weeks, not a few days.
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CHAPTER 7

Making Good Behavior Visible

Think about the last time your child did something you liked. Not something spectacular
— just something ordinary that made your day a little easier. They put their shoes away
without being asked. They waited while you finished a phone call. They walked away from

a squabble with their sibling instead of escalating it.
Now ask yourself honestly: did you say anything about it?

Most of us, if we are honest, have to admit we didn't. The moment passed quietly, we felt a
flicker of relief, and we moved straight on to the next thing. Meanwhile, the moment your
child shouted, threw something, or refused to get in the car — that moment got a full
response. Sometimes a lecture, sometimes a raised voice, sometimes twenty minutes of

negotiation.

This chapter is about that imbalance, and what happens when you start to correct it.

The Day's Tally

Here is the situation in its most familiar shape. Over the course of a day, a child produces a
long stream of behaviour. Some of it is helpful, cooperative, gentle, patient. Some of it is
difficult — the shouting, the hitting, the flung toy, the flat refusal. And here is the
uncomfortable truth: the difficult behaviour is louder. It demands attention. It cannot be

ignored the way good behaviour can.

So without anyone deciding to do it, a pattern builds up. Your child learns, from the raw
experience of hundreds of small interactions, which behaviour pulls you into their world.
The answer, usually, is the behaviour you find hardest to handle. Getting dressed quietly

gets a glance. Slamming a door gets a conversation.

In daily life this takes very ordinary forms. Perhaps the morning routine only runs
smoothly when you are standing right there prompting every step, because the calm
version got no comment and the stalling got a lot. Perhaps your child only seems to seek
you out when something has gone wrong, because that is when the two of you actually
engage. Perhaps the sibling who never causes trouble gets quietly taken for granted while

the one who kicks up a fuss gets the energy.

None of this is a failure of love. It is a failure of attention distribution, and it is almost

universal.
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What Is Actually Happening Underneath

Behaviour that gets a response tends to continue. Behaviour that gets no response tends to
fade. This is not a trick or a technique — it is simply how children (and let's be fair, adults)
work out which actions are worth repeating. A child is constantly, unconsciously asking a

question: when I do this, does anything happen? The answer teaches them what matters.

When the answer to difficult behaviour is a strong response — even a negative one — the
child receives a clear signal that this behaviour is important. And here is the part many
parents find hardest to accept: the response does not feel negative to the child in the way it
feels negative to you. They do not experience it as this was a bad idea. They experience it
as this got through. It got contact, it got energy, it got you. From inside a child's world, that

can feel like something worth repeating, even if the words were sharp.

This is why the pattern repeats. It is not that your child has decided to be difficult. It is that
the difficult behaviour is the one reliably connected to you, and the cooperative behaviour

is not connected to anything at all.

Jane Nelsen made a version of this point in "Positive Discipline for Single Parents" (1994):
children are always making decisions about themselves and about how to get belonging
and significance, and those decisions are shaped by what actually works in their
environment. If difficult behaviour is the reliable route to attention, the child draws the

obvious conclusion — not because they are manipulative, but because they are learning.

Why the Quiet Behaviour Never Gets Seen

There is a second half of the mechanism, and it is easy to miss. Good behaviour is not
ignored out of carelessness alone. It is ignored because it does not need managing. When
your child is playing peacefully, or dressing themselves, or speaking calmly, nothing is
required of you. And a parent who is tired and stretched will naturally spend their scarce
energy on the problems. It feels like good prioritisation.

But your child experiences that quiet hour differently. To you it was calm. To them it was a
stretch of time in which they did exactly what was expected and nothing came back. Do
that often enough and the child learns that cooperation is invisible. Some children respond
to that by turning up the volume, because being punished is at least being noticed. Others

simply stop bothering to try, because trying appears to make no difference either way.

The cycle is not broken by lecturing the child about good behaviour or by explaining it to

them. It is broken by making cooperation visible — noticing it, naming it, and letting the
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child feel that it reached you. That is the whole idea behind making good behaviour

visible, and the rest of this chapter is about what it looks like in practice.

One Small Step You Can Take Today

You do not need to overhaul how you talk to your child. You do not need a chart, a reward
system, or a new vocabulary. You need one deliberate act of noticing, done once today, and

then again tomorrow.

Here is what it looks like. Pick one ordinary thing your child does that you would normally
let pass without comment. Not the biggest, most impressive thing — something small and
unremarkable. They come to the table when called. They hand you something you
dropped. They stop themselves mid-shout and say it more calmly. Now say one short
sentence about it. Not "good boy" or "well done" — those are so general they land like
background noise. Name the specific thing: "You came when I called the first time. That
made the morning easier." Then stop. Don't add a lesson, don't tack on a reminder about
the thing they did wrong yesterday, don't follow it with "why can't you always do that."
Say it and let it sit.

The reason the sentence needs to be specific is that a child has to be able to connect your
words to something they actually did. "You're being good" tells them nothing they can
repeat. "You put your plate in the sink without being asked" tells them exactly what earned
the warm look from you. That is the whole mechanism — you are handing them a clear

picture of what works, so they can find their way back to it.

Keeping it going is the harder half, and it needs a plan that survives real life. The most
reliable approach is to attach the noticing to something that already happens every day, so
it does not depend on you remembering. The walk to school. The moment after dinner.
Bedtime. Pick one anchor point and let that be when you look for one thing to name out
loud. One. You are not trying to flood your child with praise, and you are not trying to
become the kind of parent who narrates constant approval — that gets hollow fast and
children see through it. You are trying to break a pattern in which cooperation is invisible
and only trouble gets a response.

Expect this to feel strange at first. It will feel artificial, and your child may look at you
oddly, especially if they are older and not used to it. Say it anyway, briefly, and carry on
with your day. The strangeness fades in a week or two, and what replaces it is a quieter

thing — a child who starts to check whether their ordinary effort registers.

Where People Usually Stumble
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The most common stumble is timing. Parents often save their noticing for the end of the
day, or for a big sit-down conversation about how things have been going. That comes too
late and asks too much. A child lives in the moment, and a comment about this morning's
good behaviour delivered at bedtime lands as a hazy summary rather than a clear signal.
Catch it while it is happening, or within a minute of it happening. The closer the words sit

to the behaviour, the more the child can connect them.

The second stumble is tone. When we are tired and frustrated, even a positive sentence
comes out flat, or with a slight edge of sarcasm, or with a question mark that turns it into a
test. Suppose that your child finally clears their toys away and you say, "Oh, so you can do
it." That is not noticing. That is a criticism wearing the clothes of noticing, and children
hear the difference immediately. The fix is to slow down and say the plain thing, warmly,
without the hidden message. If you catch yourself adding a jab, drop it and start again with

the bare sentence.

The third stumble is the relapse, and it is not really a stumble at all — it is normal. You
will have a bad week. Something will go wrong at work, someone will get ill, the
mornings will fall apart, and you will revert to only responding to the difficult behaviour.
Do not treat that as proof that this does not work. Treat it as a signal to start again
tomorrow, with the same one small step. The patterns you are trying to shift have built up
over years of daily interaction; they do not reverse in a straight line, and no one manages it

without slipping.

As for how long it takes — honestly, longer than you want. You may notice a small
difference in how your child responds within a couple of weeks, and you may not. Some
children warm to it quickly because they were starved of it. Others, especially those who
have learned that only trouble gets through, take much longer to trust that the quiet effort is
really being seen. Think in terms of months of ordinary, unglamorous consistency, not
days. The change you are looking for is not a dramatic transformation but a slow shift in
which your child begins to expect that cooperation will register.

In Short

Difficult behaviour is loud and demands a response; good behaviour is quiet and is easy to
let pass. That imbalance teaches a child, over hundreds of small moments, that trouble is
the reliable way to reach you. The correction is not a lecture or a reward chart — it is
making cooperation visible, naming it specifically, and doing it close to the moment it
happens. Start with one act of noticing today, anchor it to a part of the day that already
exists, keep the sentence plain and warm, and expect to fall back into old habits

sometimes. Begin again the next day.
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PRACTICE
o

1. Choose one daily anchor — the walk to school, after dinner, or bedtime — and at that
point name one specific ordinary thing your child did that helped.

2. Keep the sentence short and plain, with no reminder or criticism attached: say what they
did, and stop.

3. When you miss a day or slip back into only noticing trouble, start again the next day
with the same single step.

4. Give it weeks, not days, and watch for small shifts rather than dramatic change.
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CHAPTER 8

What to Do in the Moment of Hitting, Shouting, and
Throwing Objects?

Ask yourself this: what happens in your house in the moment your child raises a hand to
hit, screams in your face, or sends a toy flying across the room? Not the aftermath — not
the apology, the cleanup, or the quiet guilt you feel once everyone has calmed down. Just
that one moment. The split second when it is happening, and you are the adult in the room,

and everything depends on what you do next.

That moment can take a few different shapes, and you probably recognize more than one
of them. Maybe it is the toddler who slams both palms into your chest because you said no
to a second biscuit. Maybe it is the school-age child who shouts "I hate you" with a face
you barely recognize and storms off, slamming a door hard enough to rattle the pictures.
Maybe it is the thrown shoe, the swept arm that clears the table, the younger child who
bites when a sibling takes their place on the sofa. Sometimes it is quieter than that — the
child who will not move, will not answer, will not follow the simplest instruction, dug in
like a stone. The behaviour looks different in each case, but the moment you are standing

in feels the same: sudden, loud, and completely out of your control.

What makes this moment so hard is that it arrives without warning. You can be having a
perfectly ordinary afternoon and then, in the space of a breath, you are in the middle of a
shoving match with a small person you love more than anything in the world. Your body
reacts before your mind catches up — the racing heart, the heat in your face, the tightening
in your chest that tells you to raise your voice, grab an arm, win this thing. That reaction is
not a sign that you are a bad parent. It is your own nervous system doing exactly what it
was built to do when a situation feels threatening and urgent. The trouble is that the threat
is your own child, and the tools your body reaches for were designed for something else

entirely.

Now look at what is actually going on underneath the behaviour, because this is where the
moment starts to make a different kind of sense. When a child hits, shouts, or throws
something, what you are usually watching is not a plan, not a decision, and not a warning
about who they will become. You are watching a young person whose thinking system has
gone offline and whose feeling system has taken the wheel. The part of the brain that
handles reasoning, planning, and remembering the rules is the slowest to develop and the
first to shut down under stress. The part that handles alarm and big emotion is fully online
from very early in life. So when a child floods with anger, frustration, or shame, their

ability to stop themselves, to find words, or even to hear your words drops sharply. In that
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state, hitting or throwing is not really a choice they are making. It is what comes out when

nothing slower is available.

This is also why the same child can seem so different from one hour to the next. At
breakfast they can calmly explain why a rule is unfair; by the evening they are on the floor
screaming because the wrong cup was used. Nothing has changed about their character in
that time. What has changed is how much pressure their still-developing system is under
— how tired they are, how hungry, how much has already been asked of them that day,
how many small frustrations have piled up without anywhere to go. Think of it like a cup
being filled drop by drop. Each small demand, each "wait," each "no," each transition from
one thing to another adds a little. When the cup is close to the top, it does not take a big
event to make it spill. The wrong cup is not really the reason the child fell apart. It is

simply the drop that tipped it.

And here is the part worth sitting with: the behaviour repeats because it works, in a way.
Not because the child is calculating, but because the body remembers. If hitting or
shouting reliably ends a demand, clears a room, or brings a big adult reaction, the brain
quietly files it away as an effective tool for a situation that feels unbearable. If the opposite
happens — if the moment is met with steady calm, safety, and clear limits — the child's
system slowly learns something else: that these huge feelings can be survived, that the
adult is not going to fall apart either, and that there are other ways to get through. This
learning does not happen in one dramatic conversation. It happens in the moment, over and

over, in small installments.

One more thing deserves naming before anything else, though the rest of the chapter will
build on it. Underneath almost every one of these moments is a need the child cannot yet
express — for safety, for connection, for some sense of control, or simply for the feeling to
be seen. A child who feels powerless may grab at control by refusing everything. A child
who feels unseen may take the fastest route to being noticed. None of this makes the
hitting acceptable, and none of it means you should look the other way. It means the
behaviour is a message, and the message is usually harder to read in the middle of the
noise. Your job in the moment is not to decode the whole message. It is to keep everyone
safe, keep yourself steady, and respond in a way short and clear enough to get through.
What fills the cup and how to empty it more gently is work for later. The moment itself

asks something simpler of you.

That something simpler begins with safety, and safety begins with you rather than with the
behaviour. Before you address what your child is doing, you have to make sure nobody is

going to get hurt — and that includes you. If a hand is raised, if a shoe is in the air, if a
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small body is heading toward a sibling or a window, the first move is physical, not verbal.
Step between them. Move the object out of reach. Guide the child gently away from the
person they are going toward, or pick up a smaller child and hold them somewhere safe
until the storm passes. Notice how little talking that involves. In the middle of the flood,
your words are mostly noise; your hands and your body are what actually change the
situation. Keep your movements slow and your voice low, even if you have to say the
same short sentence several times. "I won't let you hit. I'm going to keep everyone safe."
That is enough. It is a boundary and a promise at the same time, and it does not require
your child to agree with it.

The second thing to protect is you. It is easy to think of safety as being about the child, but
plenty of parents get hurt in these moments — a kick to the shin, a scratch across the face,
a phone thrown at a head — and then carry a different kind of upset into the rest of the day.
If your child is hitting you, it is fine to step back, to put a cushion or a door between you,
to leave the room for a minute while keeping an eye on what is happening. That is not
abandoning your child. It is refusing to turn the moment into a fight between two people,
which is what it becomes the instant you start trying to physically win. The message you
want to send is "I am not going anywhere, and I am not going to be hit." You can send both

at once from across the room.

Once everyone is safe, the next step is to say almost nothing and mean it completely. This
is the part that feels wrong to most of us. We are so used to explaining, reasoning,
reminding, and — let us be honest — lecturing, that silence in the middle of a meltdown
feels like giving up. But a child whose feeling system is in charge cannot process a five-
sentence explanation any better than they could solve a maths problem at that moment.
What they can hear is one short, clear limit. "I see you're furious. Hitting is not okay. I'm
here." Say it once, calmly, and then stop. If you repeat it, repeat it in the same flat, steady
tone, not louder. The point is not to convince your child in that second. The point is to be a
wall they can bounce off without the wall moving. Over time, that steadiness is what

teaches them that big feelings have edges.

What you are doing here is giving the feeling a name without giving the behaviour
permission. Those are two separate things, and the moment works best when you keep
them separate. "You're really angry that we had to leave the park" names the feeling and
shows your child you understood what happened. "And I won't let you throw things at me"
holds the line on the behaviour. When children hear both, something important lands: your
love for them is not in question, and neither is the rule. They do not have to choose
between being understood and being corrected. That combination is rarer than it should be,

and it is the one most likely to actually get through.
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Then comes the waiting, which is the hardest instruction in this whole book. After the limit
is set and safety is handled, your job is to be present and quiet. Not to coax, not to bargain,
not to ask "are you calm now?" every thirty seconds. Sit nearby if your child will let you.
If they won't, stay within sight and let them know you're there. The storm will end on its
own — it always does, because it is a wave and not a permanent state. Your calm presence
during that wave is doing quiet work you cannot see: it is showing your child that the
feeling can be survived, that you are not frightened of it, and that they do not have to
manage it alone. This is not passive. It is one of the most active things you will ever do as
a parent.

One small step you can take today is to write down, in advance, the two or three sentences
you will use in the moment, and practice saying them out loud when nothing is happening.
It sounds almost too simple, but the reason it matters is that in the middle of the noise you
will not be able to invent good words. You will reach for whatever is already in your
mouth, and if that is a rehearsed, short, steady line, that is what comes out. Choose
something you can say in one breath, something that states the limit and offers your
presence. Keep it the same every time, because repetition is what makes it land. Suppose
that your line is "I won't let you hit. I'm staying right here." You say it when your child
swings, you say it when they throw, you say it while you are stepping back and while you

are sitting on the floor nearby. It becomes a kind of anchor — for them and for you.

Keeping this going is less about willpower and more about making it easy to repeat. Put
the line somewhere you will see it — on your phone, on the fridge, in your head. Tell
another adult in the house what it is, so you both use the same words and your child gets
one message instead of two. Notice afterwards, when everything has settled, whether you
actually managed to say it in the moment or whether you fell back into explaining and
shouting. Do not grade yourself harshly; just notice. The goal is not a perfect performance.
It is a slightly better one next time, and a slightly better one after that. Small, repeatable,
and boring is exactly what this needs to be, because boring is what a child's nervous

system can actually learn from.

Now for where people usually stumble, because the gap between knowing this and doing it
is where almost every parent lives. The first stumble is being pulled into the argument.
Your child shouts something outrageous — "you never let me do anything" — and before
you know it you are defending yourself, listing the times you did let them, and the whole
thing has become a debate with a person who is not currently capable of debating. The way
out is to notice the pull and let it pass. You do not have to answer every accusation in the
moment. "We can talk about that when you're calm" is a complete response, and then you

go quiet again. The second stumble is the urge to teach a lesson right then. It feels
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irresponsible to let the moment pass without a moral, so we launch into the explanation of
why hitting is wrong and how it makes other people feel. It is a good lesson delivered at
the worst possible time, and it lands as noise. Save it. There will be a calm moment later,
and in that calm moment the lesson will actually go in — but that is work for another part
of the day, not this one.

The third stumble is the hardest to admit: sometimes we match the energy. Our child
shouts and we shout back, they slam a door and we slam it harder, and for a few seconds it
feels like being on equal footing again. It never helps, and afterwards it usually leaves us
feeling worse than the child. If you catch yourself doing it, the repair is simple and you can
do it out loud: "I raised my voice. I'm sorry. Let's start again.” That sentence does two
things at once — it takes responsibility and it models the very thing you are trying to
teach. You do not have to be the calm parent every single time. You have to be the parent

who comes back.

The fourth stumble is expecting the moment to get easier straight away. It won't, and that is
not a sign that you are doing it wrong. Behaviour that has been working for a child does
not disappear the first time it meets a steady wall. It often gets a little louder first, as if the
child is testing whether this new response is real or just a phase you are going through. If
you hold the line calmly through that testing, the intensity usually starts to ease. If you
give in at the peak because it is unbearable, the child learns that the peak is the point at
which the wall moves. So the realistic picture is this: expect the behaviour to continue for a
while, expect some days to go badly, and measure change in weeks and months rather than
in single incidents. What you are building is not a fix but a pattern, and patterns take time
to set.

As for how long, nobody can give you a number, and anyone who does is guessing. What
can be said honestly is that the work is cumulative. The first few times you stay calm and
set the short limit, it may feel like nothing is happening at all. Over many repetitions, the
child's system starts to expect a different response from you, and that expectation slowly
changes how the moment unfolds. Some children shift quickly; others need a long, slow
stretch of the same steady response before anything visible changes. The thing to watch is
not whether the hitting stopped this week, but whether the moments are getting shorter,
whether recovery is getting faster, whether your child is beginning to use words a little

sooner. Those are the real signs, and they are quiet ones.

A short summary

In the moment of hitting, shouting, or throwing, your job is narrow and clear: keep

everyone safe, keep yourself steady, say one short limit, and stay present while the storm
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passes. Safety comes first and is physical. The limit is spoken once, calmly, and does not
need to be argued. The feeling gets named; the behaviour does not get permission. The
waiting is not passive — it is the work. You will stumble, you will sometimes match the
energy, and the repair afterwards matters more than the stumble. Change comes in small
installments over weeks and months, not in a single breakthrough, and the steadiness you

practice now is what your child's nervous system is quietly learning from.

PRACTICE

1. Write down your one-breath line — a short sentence that states the limit and offers your
presence — and keep it where you will see it.

2. Practice saying it out loud three times today, calmly, so it is already in your mouth when
you need it.

3. In the next hard moment, handle safety first with your body, then say the line once and
g0 quiet.

4. Afterwards, when everyone is calm, notice what you managed — and if you matched

the energy, say the repair sentence out loud.
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CHAPTER 9

Conflict Management and Repair

The Morning After

Think about the last time your child had a meltdown. Not the meltdown itself — you
probably remember that part in vivid detail. Think about the hour after it ended. What did

you do?

Some parents retreat. The storm passes, the child is quiet, and there's a strange, exhausted
silence in the house. You're so relieved it's over that you don't want to touch it. You let the
child go back to playing, you make lunch, and you move on with the day as if nothing
happened. Maybe you tell yourself it's better not to dwell on it.

Other parents press in. Still wound up from the fight, they follow the child and demand
accountability: "Do you understand what you did? Tell me why you did that. Say sorry."
Or they deliver a lecture, standing in the doorway while the child stares at the floor. Or
they go the opposite way entirely — the guilt floods in, and now they're the one
apologizing, over and over, for losing their temper, for saying too much, for being a bad

parent that morning.

And some parents do something quieter but just as common: they harden a little. Not
forever, but for the rest of the day. The child asks for a snack and gets a clipped answer.

The bedtime story is skipped. There's a small, invisible wall where a connection used to
be.

All of these are attempts to deal with the aftermath. None of them is unusual. And all of

them, in their own way, leave a piece of the work undone.

What an explosion leaves behind

Here's the thing that's easy to miss in the tired minutes after a tantrum: the child is not the
same afterward either. A meltdown is not a performance the child puts on for your benefit
and then shrugs off. Whether it was a seven-minute full-body storm or a short, sharp burst
of shouting, it took something out of them. Their nervous system was overwhelmed, their
body flooded, and now they're coming down the other side. Some children will be clingy.
Some will be extra silly and testing. Some will seem completely fine and then fall apart

over a glass of water an hour later.

Underneath that, children are carrying a question they often can't put into words. The

question is: was that too much? Am I still okay with you?
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This is not a question about consequences. It's a question about belonging. A child who has
just hit a sibling, thrown a toy across the room, or screamed that they hate you has, for
those minutes, been their worst self — and they know it, even if they'd never admit it. The
adult's job after the explosion is not to make them feel worse about that. It's to answer the
question underneath: the relationship survived. You're still mine. We can pick this up

together.

When that question goes unanswered — when the parent withdraws, or lectures for twenty
minutes, or leaves a coolness hanging in the air all afternoon — the child is left alone with
it. And the answer they tend to invent on their own is usually worse than the truth.

Why it keeps happening

Suppose that after every storm, a child quietly concludes that the connection is fragile —
that one bad morning is enough to make a parent back away. That belief doesn't stay in the
background. It comes out the next time conflict starts, because a child who isn't sure the
relationship can survive a fight has more reason to fight hard, or to fight dirty, or to test the

adult again and again.

So the aftermath and the behavior feed each other. The explosions that don't get repaired
tend to make the next explosion more likely, because there's more fear in the room and less
trust. This is why the minutes and hours after a conflict are worth more attention than they

usually get. They're not the cleanup — they're part of the mechanism.

None of this means you need to be perfect after every eruption. You won't be. There will
be afternoons when you're too tired, or too wounded yourself, to do the quiet work. What
matters is that the repair happens often enough — and, more importantly, that it happens at

all, in some small form, rather than being skipped in favor of silence or punishment.

There's also a reason the repair doesn't feel urgent in the moment. Your own nervous
system just went through the wringer too. After a blow-up, adults tend to feel a mix of
anger, shame, and sheer depletion, and not one of those feelings makes you want to sit
down and talk. That's exactly why the repair has to be deliberate and simple, not a long,
emotional summit meeting you'll never manage at the end of a hard morning. A few honest

minutes are enough to start.

The smallest repair, done today

If you take one thing from this chapter and actually do it, make it this: after the next blow-

up, before anything else — before consequences, before explanations, before you've even
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decided how you feel about what happened — go back to your child and say one plain

sentence that reconnects you.

It doesn't need to be eloquent. Something like: "That was a hard morning. I'm still here."
Or: "We had a rough time. Want to sit with me for a minute?" Or, if touch is welcome in
your house, just sit down nearby and put a hand on their back. The words matter less than
the fact that you came back. You are answering the question the child can't ask: the

relationship survived.

Suppose your child screamed at you, slammed a door, and is now lying on their bed in a
heap. You could stand in the doorway and announce the consequence for the door. That can
wait ten minutes. Instead, you sit on the edge of the bed and say, "That got really big. I'm
not going anywhere." Then you're quiet. You don't need them to respond. You don't need

them to cry or hug you or apologize. You're just closing the gap that the explosion opened.

How do you keep it going? Attach it to something you already do. If you always make a
snack after a storm, make that the repair moment — sit down with them while they eat,
even for two minutes, and keep it warm and uncomplicated. Or use the bedtime that
follows a difficult day: a few minutes in the dark, no lecture, just "today was hard and
we're okay." The point is not to schedule a big conversation. The point is to build a small,
repeatable habit of returning, so that coming back together after conflict becomes ordinary

in your house rather than a special event you have to work up to.

One caution: don't turn the repair into a backdoor lesson. If your "I'm still here" comes
with "...and that's why we don't throw things," the child hears the lecture and the
connection gets buried under it. You'll have your chance to talk about what happened —
that's the next section — but the first move is just presence. Keep it short enough that you

could say it and then walk away without it feeling unfinished.

Where it goes sideways

The most common stumble is timing. Some parents try to do the repair while the child is
still mid-storm, and it backfires — the child isn't available for connection yet, and the
attempt turns into another round of conflict. Wait until the storm has actually passed. You'll
know it has when the child's body softens: the screaming stops, the rigid shoulders drop,

they start drifting toward a toy or a snack. That's your window. Not before.

The second stumble is doing the repair but secretly wanting something from it. You say the
warm sentence, and then you wait — for an apology, for a hug, for a sign that the child

gets it. When none comes, you feel slighted and the warmth curdles. This is worth noticing
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in yourself. The repair is not a transaction. You are not purchasing remorse. You're
rebuilding the ground the child stands on, and that ground needs to be rebuilt whether or
not they thank you for it.

The third stumble is the one that catches almost everyone: you skip it because you're still
angry. That's real, and it isn't a character flaw. If you've just been screamed at or hit or had
a door slammed in your face, your own nervous system is raw, and reaching toward the
child feels like the last thing you want to do. When that happens, don't force a warm
moment you don't mean — children can smell a performed softness and it unsettles them
more than silence does. Instead, do the minimum honest version: "I'm still upset about
what happened. I need a few minutes. I'm not going anywhere." That's a repair too. It says
the connection holds even while the feelings are still hot.

And what about when you were the one who lost it? Suppose you shouted, or said
something you regret. The same move applies, in the other direction. A short, plain
apology — "I yelled at you this morning and that wasn't okay. I'm sorry" — does more
than most parents expect. Not a long confession, not a self-punishing speech that makes
the child feel they have to comfort you, just the honest sentence and then the return to
normal. You're modeling exactly the thing you hope to teach.

As for how long change takes: longer than feels fair, and unevenly. You may repair
beautifully for two weeks and then have an afternoon where you do everything wrong.
Some children soften quickly once repairs become reliable; others hold back for a while,
testing whether the warmth is real before they trust it. Expect the behavior itself to shift
slowly, in small increments, with relapses that don't mean you've failed. What you're
building is not a fix but a pattern — and patterns are made of many ordinary repetitions,

most of which nobody notices.

In short

After a blow-up, the child is carrying a quiet question: did that break us? The answer they
need is a small, concrete return — a sentence, a few minutes nearby, a snack shared in
silence. Do it before consequences and before explanations, keep it free of lessons, and
don't expect anything back. When you're too raw to do it warmly, say so plainly instead of
skipping it. Repair doesn't need to be perfect or frequent enough to be constant. It just
needs to happen often enough that the child learns, in their bones, that conflict is
something you come back from.
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PRACTICE

1. After your child's next meltdown, wait until their body softens, then go to them and say
one plain sentence that reconnects you — no lecture attached.

2. Keep it to a few minutes. Sit nearby, offer a snack, or simply stay — and let them
respond however they respond.

3. If you're still too angry to mean it, say the honest version instead: "I'm still upset. I need
a few minutes. I'm not going anywhere."

4. If you were the one who lost your temper, offer one short, plain apology — then return

to normal.
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CHAPTER 10

How the Parent Copes with Their Own Anger

Have you ever heard yourself snap at your child in a tone you didn't plan on using, and the
moment the words leave your mouth you think, who is this person? Or felt your jaw

tighten the instant a certain whine starts up, before you've even had a chance to decide how
to respond? Or noticed that the one time of day you promised yourself you'd stay patient is

the exact time of day you lose it?

It's worth pausing on those questions, because most parenting advice quietly skips over the
person doing the parenting. It talks about the child's anger, the child's triggers, the child's
needs. And all of that matters. But you are in the room too, and your own anger is not a
side issue. It's part of the scene. On some days, honestly, it's the loudest part of the scene.

This isn't a small thing, and it isn't a shameful thing. It's just true, and it's worth looking at
directly.

The shapes it takes

Parental anger rarely shows up as one clear thing. It's a shape-shifter.

Sometimes it arrives as the sharp voice — the one that comes out faster and louder than
you intended, usually over something small. A coat on the floor. A cup knocked over. The
tenth "in a minute" in a row. The words are ordinary; the tone is not. And you hear it land,

and you know that tone didn't come from the coat on the floor.

Sometimes it's the quiet kind: the short answers, the sigh you don't quite hide, the door
closed a little too firmly. Children read this just as clearly as shouting, sometimes more so,
because it has no words to explain it away. A house can be perfectly calm and still feel like
walking on eggshells.

Sometimes it's the delayed kind, the anger that has nothing to do with the child at all — a
hard day, a message you didn't want to receive, a night of broken sleep — and then a
normal, ordinary child-behavior lands on top of it, and the whole thing tips over. The child

gets the full weight of something that wasn't entirely about them.

And sometimes it's the anger at yourself, which is its own difficult thing: the guilt after the
snap, the replaying of it in your head at night, the promise that tomorrow will be different,
made and broken so many times you stop believing yourself.
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None of these makes you a bad parent. They make you a person raising a small person,

often while tired, often while stretched, often without a break.

What's actually going on underneath

Here's the plain truth: anger is not the enemy here. Anger is information. It shows up when
something matters to you and seems to be under threat — your patience, your sense of
competence, your need for a moment of quiet, your hope that the day would go a certain

way. The feeling is real, and it's pointing at something real.

But the feeling and the behavior are two different things. That gap — the space between
noticing anger and acting on it — is the whole game. And that space gets narrower when
you're exhausted, hungry, rushed, or already carrying something heavy from earlier in the
day. Which means your angry reactions often say less about your child and more about the

state you were in when the moment arrived.

There's a reason it repeats, and it usually isn't that you're failing. It's that the same
conditions keep lining up: the same trigger, the same time of day, the same unmet need in
you, the same lack of any pause in between. If nothing in that chain changes, the same
ending keeps arriving. The pattern isn't a character flaw; it's an unbroken loop.

Once you see it as a loop, it becomes something you can actually work with. The goal isn't
to never feel anger — that isn't a real goal for a human being. The goal is to widen the gap

just enough to choose your next move, instead of having it chosen for you.
That widening starts with knowing your own triggers, and that's where we'll go next.

That's where we'll go next — but slowly, and with something you can actually do rather

than a plan you'll abandon by Thursday.

One small step you can take today

Start with a single question, asked at a calm moment: when in the day does my anger most
reliably show up? Not the general answer ("when they don't listen") — the specific one.
The last twenty minutes before dinner. The school run. The moment you finally sit down.

Bath time. Bedtime. Whatever it is for you, it's usually the same window, most days.

Then, knowing that window, do one thing differently. Not a whole new approach to
parenting — one thing. Give yourself a pause before the window opens rather than trying
to find one inside it. Suppose the hard stretch is the hour before dinner: you might put a
glass of water within reach, decide in advance that the coat on the floor will be dealt with
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later, or simply name the hour to yourself — this is the hard part, this is expected — so

that when it arrives you're not ambushed by it.

The pause itself can be plain and small. A slow breath out. Stepping into the next room for
ten seconds. Saying, honestly and without drama, "I need a minute" — and then taking
one. It doesn't have to be graceful. It only has to interrupt the loop, and it only has to

happen once to prove it can.

To keep it going, tie the step to something that already happens every day rather than to
your willpower. The window is your anchor; the small pause is what you do at the window.
Expect to forget it most days at first. Forgetting isn't the opposite of the habit — it's the
first stage of building one. You're not aiming for a streak. You're aiming for it to happen a
little more often than it did last week.

Where people usually stumble

The most common stumble is expecting the pause to make the anger go away. It won't, and
it isn't meant to. You may take the breath and still feel furious; the breath isn't there to
remove the feeling, only to give you a moment of choice. If you measure the step by
whether you stopped feeling angry, you'll conclude it doesn't work and drop it. Measure it
by whether a few more of your responses were chosen rather than automatic. That's the
whole win.

The second stumble is the all-or-nothing slide. You have a calmer afternoon, then a terrible
evening, and something in you decides the whole effort failed. It didn't — a bad evening is
data, not a verdict. When it happens, the move is not to double down or promise yourself it
will never happen again. It's to look at that one evening, gently, and ask what was
different: were you hungry, rushed, carrying something from earlier? Then adjust one
small thing for the next day.

The third is trying to do this alone and in secret. Anger feels shameful, so we hide it, and
hidden things are much harder to shift. Telling one trusted person — a partner, a friend,
someone who won't lecture you — that you're working on this makes it real and makes you
a bit more accountable, without turning it into a performance. You don't need an audience;

you need a witness.

As for how long it takes: longer than a weekend, shorter than you fear, and it doesn't move
in a straight line. Expect progress that looks like a slightly longer gap before you react,
more often than before. That's it — that's the change. Over weeks it becomes noticeable;

over months it becomes a habit you no longer have to think about. There's no finish line
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where you're never angry again, and chasing one only sets you up to feel like a failure. The

realistic goal is a wider gap, reached more often.

A short closing summary

Your anger is part of the scene, not a shameful secret to bury. It comes in many shapes —
the sharp voice, the quiet sigh, the delayed blow-up, the guilt afterwards — and none of
them makes you a bad parent. Anger is information, and the space between the feeling and
the reaction is what you can actually work with. Start with one hard window in your day
and one small pause inside it. Expect to forget, expect a bad evening, and measure yourself
by chosen responses rather than by whether you felt angry. Small, repeated, and witnessed
by someone — that's how this changes.

PRACTICE

1. Name the one time of day your anger most reliably appears, and write it down.

2. Choose one small pause to use at that time — a slow breath out, ten seconds in the next
room, or saying "I need a minute" and taking one.

3. Tell one trusted person you're working on this, and ask them to check in with you this
week.

4. At the end of each day, note whether the pause happened — not whether you stayed

calm, only whether you paused.
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CHAPTER 11

Common Mistakes and Detours

Think about the last time your child's behaviour got the better of you. Not the incident
itself — the moment just before you responded. What did you do in that split second? Did
you raise your voice? Take something away? Begin a long explanation you were still
building halfway through? If you're honest, you probably reached for the first thing that

came to hand, the way anyone does when they're tired and overwhelmed.

That split second is where this chapter lives. Before we talk about what works, it helps to
name what most of us do instead — not to scold ourselves, but because these automatic
moves are so common that they're practically a roadmap of where the road bends. You'll
recognise at least a few.

The moment you get pulled into the storm

Picture the ordinary scene. It's evening, the day is done, everyone is worn thin, and your
child is refusing something small — getting into the bath, turning off a screen, putting on
shoes. You ask once, cheerfully. You ask again, flatter. By the third attempt your voice has
hardened, and now the two of you aren't really arguing about the bath anymore. You're in a

standoff, and neither of you quite remembers how it started.

It shows up in a hundred small costumes. The child who screams until the volume is turned
down, then screams harder when you give in. The child who hits a sibling and then
watches your face to see what happens next. The child who flops to the floor over a coat,
in a doorway, at exactly the wrong hour. The child who asks "why?" to every instruction,
not because they want an answer but because the question keeps the conversation alive.

Notice that these scenes almost always surface at the edges of the day — hungry, tired,
rushed, overstimulated. That's not an accident, and it's the first clue to what's really

happening underneath.

The dead end that hides underneath the battles

Here's what's easy to miss: the difficult behaviour you're seeing on any given evening is
rarely the whole story. It's the visible tip of something slower — a mismatch between what
a child is asked to do and what that child can currently manage. Young children feel things
long before they can name them, and they can name things long before they can regulate

them. When the feeling outruns the words, behaviour becomes the language.
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This is why the same child can be angelic one day and erupt the next. The behaviour isn't a
fixed trait showing through; it's a signal that something is loading the system — hunger,
fatigue, a change at home, a demand that's a step too far, a lack of warning before a
transition. Seen this way, the questions that help aren't "How do I stop this?" but "What
was stacking up before it happened?" When you can spot the pressure, the pressure often

explains more than the incident itself.

And there's a reason these moments pull us so hard. When your child is screaming at you,
your own alarm system fires. In ordinary life this is held to be one of the most demanding
experiences in parenting, and it makes sense: you're being judged in public, you're
exhausted, and part of you reads the behaviour as a verdict on your parenting. So you react
from that alarm, not from calm. That's not a character flaw — it's how almost everyone is

wired when they're depleted.

Why the hard moments repeat

You can already see it: the explosive evening meets an exhausted adult, the exhausted adult
reacts from alarm, the reaction feeds the storm, the storm leaves everyone more depleted
for tomorrow. The same scene returns, and each time it returns it feels a little more
"normal." That loop is what the rest of this part of the chapter is really about — and why

some of the most instinctive responses we reach for can quietly keep it spinning.

That's the loop. Now let's look at the specific moves most of us make inside it, because the
loop isn't held together by some vague force — it's held together by habits. And habits can

be named, which means they can be changed.

The threats that buy you a minute and cost you a week

Threatening is the most natural response in the world. "If you don't get in the bath, no story
tonight." It works — for about ninety seconds. The problem is that a threat only has power
while it's believable, so the next time you need a bigger one, and then a bigger one after
that. You end up a hostage to your own escalation, saying things you have no intention of
carrying out, and your child learns something useful: that the first several warnings are

theatre.

The slower cost is what it does to the relationship. A steady stream of threats teaches a
child that cooperation is something extracted under pressure rather than something that
belongs to them. And when a threat is one you can't or won't follow through on — leaving

the house, cancelling a birthday — you've taught that words don't mean much. The aim
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isn't to never set a limit. It's to make the limits you set ones you can actually hold, calmly,

without the drama of a countdown.

The punishments that grow faster than the behaviour

Punishment feels like justice in the moment, and that's why it's so seductive. But watch
what it actually teaches. A child who loses a favourite thing for an outburst learns to
associate the adult with loss, not to understand what went wrong. They may get quieter,
which looks like progress, while the feeling that drove the behaviour simply goes

underground and finds a new exit.

There's also the arithmetic problem. Punishments tend to escalate — the same consequence
stops landing, so it gets heavier — while the underlying need stays exactly where it was. If
a child is melting down because they're overtired or because a transition came without
warning, removing a privilege does nothing about either. You've added a second upset on
top of the first. Limits are necessary, and consequences can be fair and predictable, but a
consequence should be small, connected to what happened, and delivered without heat. If

it has to be enormous to work, it's usually carrying a job it can't do.

The inconsistency that isn't really about rules

Most parents know what they intend to do. Then real life arrives. On a good day the
boundary is firm; on a depleted day it dissolves because you cannot face another twenty
minutes of protest. That's not hypocrisy — it's exhaustion making the decision. But from a
child's seat, the rule looks negotiable, so it's worth testing every single time. Inconsistency
is one of the quietest engines of repeat behaviour, because it turns every request into an

open question.

The fix isn't to become a machine. No one holds the line perfectly, and pretending
otherwise just adds shame. It's to pick a very small number of things you will genuinely
hold steady on, and let the rest be flexible by design rather than by collapse. Fewer rules,
held more reliably, do more than a long list that bends whenever you're tired. And when
you do wobble — because you will — the repair is short and plain: name it, restate the
limit, move on. Children cope remarkably well with an adult who is steady most of the

time and honest about the exceptions.

The explanation that becomes the whole conversation

Over-explaining is the mistake that looks most like good parenting from the outside. You
want your child to understand, so you explain — why the screen has to go off, why hitting

hurts, why we don't speak that way. The trouble is that reasoning is a thinking tool, and a
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child in the middle of an outburst is not in a thinking state. The words arrive as noise, or

worse, as an invitation to argue, because every explanation has an opening in it.

So the explanation goes in at the wrong time. Use it later, when everyone's calm, in a
couple of sentences rather than a lecture — that's when it can actually land. During the
storm, the useful move is short and dull: a few words, a steady presence, the limit held
without a speech. It feels like doing less. It usually is doing less, and it is also doing more

of what matters, because you're not feeding the storm with material to push against.

One small step you can take today

Pick one recurring flashpoint — not the worst one, just a reliable one, like the screen going
off or shoes before school. Over the next few days, do nothing about the child's behaviour.
Instead, prepare the moment. Give a warning a few minutes ahead. Say what's going to
happen in one short sentence. Then hold that single limit calmly, with as few words as you
can manage, and let the protest happen without adding a second one of your own. That's

the whole step.

You keep it going by making it small enough to survive a bad day. Choose one flashpoint,
not five. If you manage it three times out of five this week, that counts. Notice the times it
went better and ask yourself what was different about the minutes before it — that's where
your leverage actually lives. And keep a note of what you didn't do: no threat, no speech,
no new consequence invented on the spot. For most of us, doing less on purpose is the

hardest part, so it's worth tracking separately.

Where people stumble

The first stumble is expecting calm to arrive immediately. You hold the limit quietly once
and your child still erupts, so it feels like the approach failed. It didn't — you're not trying
to prevent the feeling, you're trying to stop adding fuel. The feeling still has to come out.

Judge yourself on how you handled the minutes, not on whether the storm was cancelled.

The second stumble is the day everything slides. You've had a terrible night, the limit
dissolves, and now you feel you've ruined the progress. You haven't. One loose day doesn't
undo a pattern; a pattern is built from frequency, not perfection. The repair is a single
sentence the next day: "Last night I let that slide. The rule's still the rule." That's it — no

confession, no lecture, just a reset.

The third stumble is regression, and it catches almost everyone. Things improve for a
stretch, then slide backwards for a week, and it feels like proof the whole direction was
wrong. In reality, change in a child's behaviour is not a straight line, and a stretch of harder
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days often follows a stretch of growth — new demands, a growth spurt, a change in
routine. When regression comes, don't change the plan in a panic. Return to the small step,
keep it boring, and let the wave pass.

As for how long this takes: honestly, longer than you'd like, and slower than you can easily
measure. You're not fixing a behaviour, you're shifting a relationship pattern, and patterns
move by small increments that only look obvious in hindsight. Expect weeks, not days,
and expect the change to show up in the spaces between incidents before it shows up in the
incidents themselves. If you're doing the small step consistently and the situation isn't
improving at all after a fair stretch, that's a good moment to look more closely at what's

loading your child's system — not a moment to push harder.

In closing

The most instinctive moves — the threat, the punishment, the explanation, the collapse of
the boundary on a tired evening — all have the same shape. They try to end the moment
quickly, and they quietly make the next one harder. You don't need to eliminate them from
your repertoire. You need to notice them in the split second, and choose one small, steady
thing instead. That's the whole practice, and it's small enough to start tonight.

PRACTICE

ek

1. Choose one recurring flashpoint from this week — just one.

2. For three days, prepare it instead of reacting: give a short warning, state the limit in one
sentence, then hold it calmly with as few words as you can.

3. Each evening, note two things: what happened in the minutes before, and what you
managed not to do.

4. When you slip, don't restart the whole plan — repair in one sentence the next day and

go back to the same small step.
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CHAPTER 12

A Small Plan for Lasting Change

Remember the most recent time your child's behaviour overwhelmed you. Not the worst
day you can remember — just the most recent one. Maybe it was a morning that fell apart
over a pair of shoes, or a supermarket trip that ended with you carrying a shouting child
out of the door while other shoppers looked on. Maybe it was quieter than that: a sullen
refusal to do homework, a door slammed hard enough to rattle the frame, a plate pushed
across the table. Now ask yourself honestly: in that moment, did you know what you were
going to do next? Or did you simply react — raise your voice, give in, threaten, apologize,

or freeze — and only afterwards wonder what had just happened?

That question is worth sitting with, because most parents don't arrive at this chapter with a
tidy system in place. They arrive with a collection of moves they've picked up along the
way: something that worked last Tuesday, something a relative suggested, something they
swore they'd never do and then did anyway. It works for a while, then it stops working, and
the whole thing starts again. The behaviour changes shape — the tantrums of the toddler
years become the arguments and door-slamming of the school years — but the feeling
underneath is the same. You are improvising, and it is exhausting.

The shapes this takes in daily life are so familiar that they almost stop looking like a
pattern. There's the morning rush, where every small request becomes a standoff because
everyone is tired and the clock is running. There's the whining-and-giving-in loop, where
you say no firmly, hold out for a while, and finally hand over the snack or the screen just to
get some peace — and then feel worse than if you'd said yes at the start. There's the
escalation cycle, where a small correction turns into a shouting match nobody planned.
And there's the quieter version: the parent who has stopped asking for much at all, because
it's easier to avoid the flashpoints than to face them. Different households, different shapes,

but the same underlying feeling of being pulled along by events instead of steering them.

Why walking on eggshells feels like a strategy

One of the reasons parents don't build a plan is that avoidance genuinely works in the short
term. If you don't ask your child to turn off the television, you won't have the argument. If
you let the homework slide tonight, the evening stays calm. Each of these small surrenders
buys you a quieter hour, and that hour is real — it isn't nothing. The trouble is that the
quiet is rented, not owned. You pay for it later, usually with interest, because the thing you
avoided hasn't gone anywhere. It has simply been postponed, and often grown slightly
larger in the meantime.
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There's a second reason plans don't get made, and it's less about avoidance than about
exhaustion. When you're in the middle of a difficult stretch, the idea of sitting down and
designing a structured approach feels like being asked to renovate the kitchen while the
house is on fire. You don't have the energy. So you keep patching: a new rule here, a fresh
threat there, a reward promised and then forgotten by Thursday. Patching isn't lazy — it's
what people do when they're running on empty. But patches don't hold, and every patch

that fails makes you trust your own authority a little less.

And then there's the third reason, which is harder to admit: many parents believe they've
already tried everything. And in a sense they have — they've tried everything except a
plan. What they've actually tried is a series of separate tools, each applied on its own, each
abandoned before it had a chance to work. A consequence used once isn't a consequence;
it's an event. A routine followed for two days isn't a routine. The tools from the earlier
chapters of this book aren't meant to be used one at a time, like ingredients taken from a
cupboard at random. They're meant to be combined into something that fits your particular
family — and that is a different kind of work.

What's actually happening underneath

Here is the plain version of what's going on. Children's behaviour is not random, and it is
not a verdict on your parenting. It is communication — usually clumsy, often loud,
sometimes infuriating, but communication nonetheless. A child who hits is telling you
something about a feeling he can't yet put into words. A child who refuses every
instruction is telling you something about control, or tiredness, or a need to feel that her
voice counts for something. The behaviour is the surface; underneath it there is a need, a
skill that hasn't developed yet, or a mismatch between what is being asked and what the
child can currently manage. When you only respond to the surface, you're treating the

symptom and leaving the cause untouched, which is why the same scene keeps returning.

Why does it repeat? Partly because the need underneath is still unmet — nobody has
addressed it. But there's a second mechanism, and it's the one parents find hardest to hear:
the repetition is often being maintained by the responses it gets. Suppose that a child
learns, over many repetitions, that shouting eventually produces the screen, that whining
long enough ends the no, that a slammed door gets a reaction worth having. The behaviour
is being rewarded, not because anyone decided to reward it, but because in the heat of the
moment giving in felt like the only way through. Every time that happens, the lesson is
taught again: this works. And the same is true in the other direction — a child who learns
that asking politely gets nowhere may stop asking politely. The responses aren't the whole

story, but they are a bigger part of it than most of us like to think.
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The other thing happening underneath is simpler and more human. Families run on
predictability, and unpredictability is expensive. When the rules shift depending on your
mood, the day of the week, or who else is in the room, a child has to spend energy working
out the terrain instead of just living on it. That constant testing — the pushing, the
negotiating, the "but last time you said" — is not manipulation for its own sake. It's a child
checking whether the ground is solid. A plan, at its heart, is simply a way of making the

ground solid: not perfect, not rigid, but steady enough that nobody has to keep checking.

None of this means the answer is to become stricter, or softer, or to find the one technique
you've been missing. It means something less dramatic and more useful. The behaviours
that wear you down are patterns, and patterns can be changed — but only by something
that is itself a pattern, applied consistently and small enough to survive a bad week. That is
what a family plan is: not a transformation, not a cure, but a small, steady structure that
replaces improvisation with intention. The rest of this chapter is about how to build one

that actually fits your life, starting from where you already are.

living in it. You can't remove every source of unpredictability from a family's life —
illness, work stress, a new baby, a move, all of it lands on children too — but you can
remove the unpredictability that comes from you. That is the part within reach. A child
who knows roughly what happens next, and roughly how you will respond, is a child who
doesn't have to test the ground every single morning. And a parent who has decided in
advance what they will do is a parent who is not making decisions at the worst possible
moment, with the least possible information, while being shouted at.

One small step you can take today

Here is the step, and it is deliberately small: pick one behaviour, and one moment of the
day. Not the whole child, not the whole household — one behaviour, one moment. Perhaps
it's the morning shoe battle. Perhaps it's the whining that meets every "no." Perhaps it's the
screen being switched off at bedtime. Choose the one that drains you most, and choose it
because it is frequent and predictable, not because it's the worst thing that has ever
happened. Frequent and predictable is exactly what makes it workable.

Then write down three things, in ordinary language, on a piece of paper you will actually
see again. First, what usually happens — the sequence, honestly, including your own part
of it. "I say it's time to go, he ignores me, I ask again louder, he shouts, I shout, I end up
putting his shoes on while he kicks." Second, what you would like to happen instead —
not perfect behaviour, just a better version of the same scene. "I say it once, give a
warning, and he puts his shoes on with grumbling but without the fight." Third, and this is
the part people skip: what you will do, specifically, at each point in the sequence. What
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you will say first. What you will do if it isn't done. What you will stop doing — the second
and third repetitions, the raised voice, the eventual doing-it-for-him. Write it as instructions
to yourself, because that's what it is.

The rule for this first plan is that it must contain something you can actually carry out on a
bad day. If your plan requires calm, a timer, a reward chart, and a fifteen-minute
conversation at exactly the moment everyone is late, it will fail, and it will fail on the first
morning. Keep it to what you can do while tired, while irritated, while being shouted at.
Suppose your plan is simply: say it once, wait, then follow through with the consequence
you have already named — and nothing else. That is a real plan. It is small, it is repeatable,

and it moves the whole scene in a better direction.

Keeping it going past the first week

A plan survives or dies in the follow-through, and follow-through is a stamina problem
more than a knowledge problem. The way to protect it is to make the follow-through the
easiest thing available. Name the consequence in advance, out loud, and make sure it is
one you are genuinely willing to enforce every single time — small and certain beats big
and occasional. "If the shoes aren't on by the time I count to ten, we leave without the
tablet in the car" is a consequence you can deliver while walking out of the door. "No
screen for a week" is one you will quietly abandon by Wednesday, and your child will

learn that your consequences are weather rather than walls.

The second way to keep it going is to notice what you are not doing. The plan isn't only a
list of actions; it's a list of things you stop. Stop repeating the instruction a fourth time.
Stop arguing the point once the consequence has been named. Stop stepping in at the last
second to rescue the situation — putting the shoes on yourself, finishing the homework,
tidying the room — because each rescue teaches that your words can be waited out. This is
harder than it sounds, because the rescue is often the kindest-feeling option in the moment.
But the kindest thing over time is a parent whose words mean what they say, and that only

gets built by letting a few uncomfortable moments actually happen.

And keep the plan narrow for longer than feels natural. There is a strong pull, once the first
small plan starts to show signs of working, to add three more plans the same week. Resist
it. A plan you have run for a fortnight is a plan you know the weak points of; four new
plans running at once is chaos with paperwork. Get one moment of the day steady, then
add the next. Going slowly is not a trade-off in this work; it is the method itself.

Where people usually stumble
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The first stumble is expecting the plan to change the child rather than the pattern. You will
run your plan perfectly on Tuesday and still get a tantrum, because the tantrum is not only
a response to you — it's a response to tiredness, hunger, a change at school, a hundred
things you don't control. When that happens, the plan hasn't failed. What you are looking
for is not the disappearance of the behaviour but a change in its shape: shorter, less intense,
less frequent, ending differently. If the scene used to take twenty minutes and now takes

eight, that is the plan working, and it is easy to miss because it doesn't feel like victory.

The second stumble is the day you can't do it. You're ill, you're late, you're at somebody
else's house, and you abandon the whole thing and give in. What matters then is not that it
happened but what you do next. Don't announce a fresh start, don't apologize to your child
for having rules, and don't decide the plan was unrealistic. Just go back to it at the next
opportunity, as if the lapse were a rainy day rather than a verdict. Children are not looking
for perfection; they are looking for consistency they can rely on, and consistency includes

returning after you've slipped.

The third stumble is subtler: the plan starts working, and you relax so completely that the
old habits creep back — the second instruction, the occasional rescue, the consequence
that gets forgotten when you're in a good mood. This is normal, and it isn't a sign that
you're back at the beginning. It's a sign to look at the plan again and check whether it's still

the right size for your life now. Plans need revisiting the way routines do.

As for how long it takes: honestly, longer than anyone wants to hear, and not in a straight
line. You should expect the first week or two to feel like more work than before, because
you are doing something new and thinking about it consciously. After that, if you've kept
the plan small and enforced it most of the time, you can generally expect the pattern to
start shifting — not vanishing, shifting — over the following weeks, with good stretches
followed by difficult days that make you doubt everything. That is the ordinary shape of

change in a family. It is not dramatic, and it is not fast, but it holds.

A short closing

Everything in this book comes down to something quite modest: understand what the
behaviour is telling you, decide in advance how you will respond, and then respond that
way often enough that your child can count on it. Not perfectly. Not every time. Just most
of the time, in one small corner of the day, and then the next. You don't need to fix
everything this month. You need one plan you can keep — and the willingness to go back

to it after the days it falls apart.
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PRACTICE

1. Choose one frequent, predictable flashpoint and write down, in plain words, what
usually happens, what you'd like instead, and exactly what you will say and do at each
step.

2. Name one small consequence you are genuinely willing to enforce every time, and one
thing you will stop doing (repeating, arguing, or rescuing).

3. Run only this one plan for two weeks; each time it slips, return to it at the next
opportunity without restarting or apologizing.

4. At the end of two weeks, note whether the scene has changed shape — shorter, milder,

less frequent — rather than whether it has disappeared.

Further reading

Edward M. Hallowell, Answers to distraction, 1994 - ISBN 9780679439738

» Ellen Bowers, The everything guide to raising a toddler, 2011 - ISBN 9781440525858
o Goldie Hawn, 10 mindful minutes, 2011 - ISBN 9780399174919

» Jane Nelsen, Positive Discipline for Single Parents, 1994 - ISBN 9781559583558

o Thomas W. Phelan, 1-2-3 magic, 1995 - ISBN 9781492629887

» Warwick Pudney, A volcano in my tummy, 1994 - ISBN 9781771423557

— The End —
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