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Introduction 
  

Welcome to The Positive Parent Within! Chances are, if you’ve landed in this book, you are tired 

of all the “traditional” parenting strategies out there that just simply aren’t working for your 

child. You’re desperate for an alternative to yelling, time-outs, bribes, and punishments but have 

no idea where to start.  

 

You want to be a calmer, more confident mom who knows exactly what to do when your child 

misbehaves. You want to nurture your child’s development without letting your child “run the 

show.” You just want your child to listen to you the first time, for goodness sakes. I hear you. 

You want a system that works.  

 

You already know that the work you are doing as a mother has infinite value and everlasting 

influence. By simply opening this book, you are showing how deeply committed you are to 

doing the best that you can for your precious little ones. So really, you are already doing an 

amazing job.  

 

The first step in any journey is being open to personal growth and embracing new ideas. Over the 

next 30 days, you’ll be presented with a ton of new information about what it means to be a 

positive parent. We will be covering child development, behavior issues, communication, 

healing strained relationships, diffusing power struggles, and so much more. You’ll have an 

opportunity to question traditional child-rearing principles and practices, and evaluate your own 

personal parenting belief system.  

 

Consider this book a new lens through which you can view your parenting. By the end of these 

30 days, you will be able to look at your child and his behaviors in a whole new light. Most 

importantly, you’ll have lots of new and practical strategies to guide your daily life with your 

child. So whether you are just beginning your journey toward positive parenting or looking to 

enhance what you already know, you’re in the right place.  

 

Are you ready? Let’s do this.  

 

But first, some important things to know about me 
  

I’m a mom, first and foremost. I’m in the trenches just like you with three little ones at home. I 

write during nap times (if I’m lucky) and when my babies are tucked in bed.  

  

I have a Master’s degree in early childhood education, and taught general education and special 

education preschool for many years prior to having my own kids. As a teacher, I am heavily 

influenced by Montessori and Reggio-Emilia principles. As a mom, I’m heavily influenced by 

my morning cup of coffee.  

 

Anyone who knows me personally knows that I don’t have it all together. I’m sure I never will.  

Everything that I’ve learned about positive parenting is the result of the years I’ve spent studying 

child development, reading countless parenting books, working with children both with and 

without special needs, and most importantly, being a mom.  
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I have a passion for self-reflection (I actually wrote my Master’s thesis on it) and believe that 

personal change and growth are only possible when we have enough courage to really look at 

ourselves. Being able to reflect on how we were raised and what our goals are for our children is 

critical in becoming the kind of parent you’ve always wanted to be. That is why I’ve created this 

book to be interactive in nature. The more you put into this process, the more you will get out of 

it! Let’s dive in! 
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How to Use This Book 
 

I created this book to be a simplified starting point for the busy moms out there who just don’t 

have the time to read long books about positive parenting. This book is a resource that can help 

you reflect on the past, learn from mistakes, build on positive experiences, and move forward 

with a new perspective on child-rearing.  

 

The book is broken up into 4 units, with about 7-9 days per unit.  

 

 Unit 1 - Understanding Your Child’s Heart and Mind 

 

 Unit 2 - Finding Patience as a Tired Mom 
 

 Unit 3 - Priorities and Positive Talk 

 

 Unit 4 - Putting It All Together: Practical Solutions to Common Problems 

 

Each day will have a discussion, a daily resolution, and reflection questions. For simplicity’s 

sake, I have alternated using the pronouns he or she by chapter when referring to your child.  

 

I recommend that you print out this PDF book so that you can write on the reflection pages, jot 

down ideas and questions, and highlight as needed. Invite a few other friends to grab this book so 

that you can go through it at the same time. That way, you will have someone with whom to 

discuss the material, share ideas, and hold each other accountable on the inevitably difficult 

parenting days (I’m sorry, this book can’t get rid of those!).  

 

The Positive Parenting Commitment 
 

By taking on this 30-day journey, you are committing to making positive changes in your 

relationship with your child and creating a foundation for your family to thrive.  

 

The Positive Parent Promise 
 

I’ll never be a perfect parent. But I will strive daily to be the positive parent that my children 

deserve. My relationship with my child will always be my #1 priority. There are going to be 

days when it’s hard. There are going to be days when it takes every single ounce of energy that 

I have. But it’s worth it. Raising capable, happy, emotionally-intelligent, and kind children is 

worth it. My child will always be worth it. 

 

 

* Sign below to declare your commitment to this 30-day journey  

 

 

X_________________________________________________________ 
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DAY 1 
 

What Is Positive Parenting? 
 

Positive parenting or “positive discipline” is a parenting philosophy that is deeply rooted in the 

respect and appreciation for the individual child. Positive discipline is focused on guiding 

children’s behavior by building up their strengths and tapping into their own unique abilities, 

rather than controlling children’s behavior through punishments and rewards. 

 

In this approach, children are viewed as naturally inquisitive, worthy, and capable of 

collaboration. Through communication and problem solving, children are guided toward self-

regulation and self-control. Positive parenting is based on our connection with our children, and 

it’s the gentlest way to instruct, coach, and teach our kids right from wrong.  

 

But isn’t positive parenting the same thing as permissive parenting?  

 

This is one of the most common misconceptions when it comes to positive parenting. To make 

sure we are on the same page, here is what positive parenting is… and what it isn’t.  

 

Positive parenting is NOT: 
 

  -Letting your child do whatever makes them “happy” 

 -Having no routines or schedules 

 -Emphasizing freedom over responsibility 

 -Having a lack of rules or expectations 

-Having developmentally inappropriate expectations 

 -Being a friend instead of a parent 

 -Using bribes, rewards, threats, or punishments to control a child’s behavior 

 -Not enforcing consequences 

 -Yelling, or using physical force or time-outs as punishment 

 

Positive parenting IS: 
 

 -Setting age-appropriate limits and consequences 

 -Communicating expectations for behavior ahead of time 

 -Encouraging independence as much as possible 

 -Listening to your child’s thoughts and ideas 

 -Communicating the reason behind your rules and expectations 

-Gradually, over time, giving your child more control  

-Utilizing natural & logical consequences 

-Explicitly teaching empathy and pro-social behaviors 

-Being warm, loving, and compassionate with your child   

-Approaching discipline in a calm and composed way 

-Striving to always build on your child’s strengths  
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DAY 1  
 

Resolution  

 
Your resolution today is to grab a highlighter and look back at the list above of what positive 

parenting IS and what positive parenting IS NOT. Highlight the things (from both lists) that 

currently make up your parenting approach.  

 

There is no shame or judgment in this. It’s important to know where you are starting in this 

journey so that at the end of the 30 days, you can see how far you’ve come. We all have areas of 

our parenting that we want to change and improve. That’s why we are on this journey in the first 

place! Be honest, stay the course, and answer the reflection questions below.  

 

Reflection Questions 
 

In what ways am I already utilizing positive parenting with my kids? In what aspect of my 

parenting would I like to see the most growth in these next 30 days? 

 

 

 

 

 

What is the #1 thing I want to stop doing on the “Positive parenting IS NOT” list? 
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DAY 2 
 

The Top 5 Parenting Myths 
 

One of the biggest reasons that parents struggle with disciplining their children is because they 

don’t understand what, developmentally, their child should be doing in the early years. Parents 

often wonder... Is it normal for my 1-year-old to be getting into EVERYTHING around the 

house? Why won’t my 2-year-old ever sit still? My 3-year-old won’t listen, no matter what I do… 

 

Having a good understanding of what young children should be doing, at their current age, gives 

you a framework for setting realistic expectations for their behavior. Instead of going through a 

long list of developmental milestones (nobody has time for that!), I’m going to share my top 5 

parenting myths. This should give you a pretty good idea of what to expect in terms of your 

child’s behavior in the early years.  

 

Parenting myth #1 
 

Responding to babies every time they cry makes them “spoiled.” 
 

In reality: You can never “spoil” a baby. Young children are naturally needy and dependent on 

us. They are looking to us for security, attachment, and love. Crying is your baby’s only way to 

communicate. Giving “tough love” teaches him that people are not trustworthy, and as a result he 

becomes timid and insecure.  

 

The first year of life is the time to build a strong attachment with your child. Through being 

responsive to your child’s needs, you are teaching him basic trust and security. This is the age 

when your child is building the foundation of his social/emotional and cognitive development. 
  

Parenting myth #2 
 

My toddler is being “naughty,” and is deliberately choosing to disobey me.  

 
In reality: Your child wants to behave, always. But due to an immature brain and lack of 

regulating strategies, he struggles. Since children are always trying their hardest to behave, 

whenever we see misbehavior, there is something blocking the child from being able to do what 

he naturally wants to do (which is to please us).  

Between 2-3 years old is when your child is beginning to understand that the world is a very big 

place, and this feels scary and overwhelming. Your child may show his feelings through 

behaviors like tantrums, biting, or hitting. These outbursts occur because your child does not yet 

have the skills to regulate (or calm) himself after experiencing feelings like frustration, 

disappointment, sadness, and fear. Instead of punishing your child for his inability to control his 

emotions, help him build the skills needed for self-regulation.  
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Parenting myth #3 
 

If I don’t respond to misbehavior firmly and harshly, I’ll lose control over my 

child’s behavior. 
 

In reality: All children need limits and boundaries, but parents often confuse setting limits with 

being harsh. Being harsh with our children only sets the stage for more tantrums and power 

struggles. The worse they feel, the worse they behave.   

 

Limit setting can be done with love and compassion.  Avoid thinking about your child as needing 

punishment for bad behavior, and instead reinforce that you have confidence in his ability to be 

kind, gentle, and loving. When parents express positive feelings about their child, the child 

begins to see himself in this way as well. 

Parenting myth #4 
 

Strict parents raise well-behaved kids.  
 

In reality: Children don’t respond well to fear tactics. They know when we are trying to control 

them for the sake of us being ‘big” and them being “little.” Being too strict or using fear tactics 

with your child might get you some instantaneous behavior results, but it doesn’t teach your 

child why he should want to listen, be obedient, and do the right thing.  

 

Fear of punishment only teaches your child to obey you until he is old enough to make his own 

decisions. Once he is old enough, he will turn around and use the same exact fear and control 

tactics right back on you. This is why we see so much teen and adolescent rebellion! 

 

Children are naturally good, compassionate, truthful, and trustworthy. They don’t need us to be 

harsh in order for those traits to shine through. They need us to love them unconditionally, 

provide a secure home base, and model the virtues we want to see in them every day.  

 

Parenting myth #5 
 

My child “knows better” than to act that way. 

 
In reality: Just because your child knows the rules doesn’t mean that he can follow them in the 

moment. There is so much more going on behind your child’s behavior than what you can see on 

the surface. We tend to overestimate our children’s ability to manage their feelings and control 

their behavior. Young children are easily distracted, impulsive, and forgetful. They can also be 

quickly overcome by fatigue and hunger. All of this leads to our children acting in ways that we 

feel are inappropriate because we assume that they “know better.” 
 

Knowing that it’s very hard for our kids to “keep it together,” so to speak, we can look upon 

them with more understanding and compassion. When our children are acting out, we need to 

look for the “why” behind their behavior, instead of treating the behavior in isolation.  
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DAY 2  
 

Resolution  
 

Your resolution for today (and from now on) is to be open to ALL of your child’s feelings. When 

your child is upset, help give his feelings a name. Say, “You are feeling frustrated (sad, 

disappointed, etc.) right now.”  

 

It’s perfectly healthy and normal to experience a huge range of feelings; we all do – even as 

adults! Validate your child’s feelings while clearly stating what is acceptable and unacceptable 

behavior. For example, try saying, “It’s okay to feel mad/angry/frustrated. It is not okay to hit 

me. We use gentle hands.” We will go into more detail about how to implement this approach 

later on in the book.  

 

Reflection Questions 
 

Have any of these parenting myths affected the way I viewed my child and his or her behavior in 

the past? How so?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In what ways have I expected too much of my child in terms of his or her behavior? 
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DAY 3 

 

The Root of the Relationship: Attachment 
 

Attachment to a parent is the very first survival mechanism an infant learns when she leaves the 

womb. This attachment grows stronger as your baby learns more about the world and realizes 

that you are the one who keeps her safe, warm, fed, and happy.   

 

Building a strong attachment with your child early on is the most important thing you can 

possibly do as a parent. The relationship that you form with your baby sets the stage for all other 

future relationships in her life! 

 

If your baby knows that she can trust you to be consistently warm and responsive to her needs, 

she learns that the world is a safe and happy place to be. Positive experiences stimulate the 

growth of the neural pathways in her brain, and the ability to trust becomes the basis of all her 

future relationships. On the other hand, if a secure attachment does not form, your child learns 

that the world is unpredictable and scary. She learns that she can’t rely on others to care for her 

needs and the areas of her brain responsible for building relationships is damaged.  

 

A common concern among worried parents is that if their children are “too attached,” they won’t 

become independent. Ironically enough, this is actually the exact opposite of what will happen.  

 

Children with a strong attachment to their parents feel secure enough to explore the world 

on their own, and therefore are more likely to become strong and independent. Children 

who don’t have a secure attachment become helpless and needy, in a subconscious attempt 

to feel closer to you.   

 

The parent/child attachment is also what makes your child want to please you later on in her life. 

Your relationship with her is the most valuable resource you have in raising a child who wants to 

listen and obey. Children with attachment problems are notorious for having behavior struggles, 

because they believe that other people can’t be relied upon.  

 

So, what can you do? 
 

Read, talk, sing, smile, and play games with your baby. Your baby is never too young to interact 

with you! Respond, make faces, and “talk back” to your child when she makes sounds. This 

teaches her the reciprocal nature of human interactions. Be consistent in responding to your baby 

when she cries.  

 

Allow your baby to explore her environment. Don’t spank your child, because this teaches her to 

fear you and it doesn’t teach her the behavior you want to see. When misbehavior occurs, 

remove your child from the situation and encourage her to do something else (redirection).  
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 DAY 3 

 

Resolution  

 
Take inventory on your attachment relationship with your child. Does your child look to you for 

reassurance when she is hurt or afraid? Does your child try to be close in proximity to you and 

seek connection with you on a daily basis? Does your older child look to you for help or advice?  

 

If the relationship is struggling, the best way to repair it is to meet your child exactly where she 

is. Engage in play with her at her level. Do little acts of love for her, even if she is perfectly 

capable of doing it for herself. Just like all of us, children crave that feeling of being a little 

“extra loved” and cared-for.    

 

Young children don’t have the language or the awareness to be able to say, “Mommy, I need to 

feel more connected to you right now.” Instead they will say, “Mommy, will you read me this 

book?”  

 

So read the books, play the games, and spend as much undivided time with your child as you 

possibly can. All of these experiences send positive messages to your child’s brain about how 

good it feels to be close to you. The more quality time you spend with your child, the more she 

will continue to seek you out for those experiences. As the attachment grows stronger, so does 

her desire to please you.  

 

If you have concerns about your relationship (or your attachment) with your child, always seek 

professional help from a therapist or other medical professional.  

 

Reflection Questions  
 

What does my child do when he or she is seeking connection with me?  

 

 

 

 

 

How much of my child’s behavior is attention-seeking? How might spending more quality time 

with my child resolve some of these issues? 
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DAY 4 

 

Common Childhood Fears by Age 
 

Fear is a normal part of childhood, but every parent knows how stressful it can be to help our 

little ones manage their anxieties over everyday things.  

 

It’s important to understand what fears may rise to the surface based on your child’s 

developmental stage, because those fears might be the reason behind many unwanted behavior 

outbursts. Here are the most common childhood fears by age, why they affect your child, and 

what you can do to help.  

  

Babies/toddlers (birth to 3 years old) 
 

The fear of sudden, loud noises or sensory overload 
 

Babies are very sensitive to loud household noises such as the vacuum, blender, blow 

drier, or yelling. Being put down too quickly is also upsetting to them because it can 

make them feel like they are falling.  
 

Here’s why: Babies’ nervous systems are still very underdeveloped, so any loud noise or 

quick movement can be too much for their system to process. Babies become 

overstimulated easily and respond better to slow, steady movements and quiet sounds.  

 
What you can do: Keep things as soothing as possible for your baby. Introduce loud, 

potentially scary sounds gradually, and always hold your baby when you do. If your baby 

is particularly sensitive, try using a pair of baby noise-canceling headphones when loud 

noises are unavoidable.  

 

The fear of strangers 

 
You’ve probably seen the shift happen with your baby… one day he is fine with anyone 

holding him and the next day he is clinging to you for dear life around anyone new.  

 
Here’s why: The fear of strangers peaks around 6 to 8 months, because that is when 

babies are starting to recognize the difference between familiar and unfamiliar people. 

They know their favorite people well, so anyone else will likely make them upset.  

 

What you can do: Stay close to your baby and hold him while he gets used to new 

people. Don’t rush him. Let him explore his environment while naturally interacting with 

new people. Encourage the person to give your baby a little space while he gets 

comfortable. 
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The fear that you will leave and not come back 

 
Even after the initial “stranger danger” phase is over, toddlers still struggle with 

understanding that their parents will always come back.  

 
Here’s why: Babies and toddlers have no ability to gauge the concept of time, so when 

they are away from their “safety net” (aka mommy or daddy), minutes can feel like hours 

and hours can feel like days. This leads little ones to fear the worst: that their parents 

aren’t coming back.  

 

What you can do: Give your child an object of yours to hold during times when you are 

away. It can be anything that reminds him of you… a picture, a hair tie, or a small trinket. 

This gives him a physical connection, a “piece of mommy” to hold on to until you return.  

 

Always tell your child what is going to happen. Give him a predictable time frame for 

when you will be back. For example, “I’ll be back to get you right after your nap.” We 

will go into more detail about easing separation anxiety on Day 28.  

 

The fear of getting lost or separated from you  

 
Fear of getting lost peaks in the toddler years, which is why toddlers come running (and 

possibly crying) when you use the “mommy is leaving” threat in public places.  

 
Here’s why: Even though they want to do everything themselves, toddlers also know that 

they aren’t safe without you. Since children know that they can’t survive on their own, 

any threat of being lost reaches them on a primal level.  

 

What you can do: Always avoid using the “mommy is leaving” threat when trying to get 

your child to leave a public place. This is very confusing for your child and can lead to a 

lack of trust. Before going into public places, prepare your child about how to stay close 

to you in order to stay safe.  

 

Preschoolers/early elementary age (3 to 7 years old) 

 

The fear that their behavior determines your love for them 

 
Every parent wants a well-behaved and emotionally-regulated child who does not act out. 

But the reality of young children is that they will act out, and it is our mission as parents 

to guide our children in such a way that they know what is expected of them, while also 

knowing that they are deeply loved and cherished. Children need to know that your love 

for them is completely unconditional, and has absolutely nothing to do with the way they 

behave.  
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Here’s why: Young children are highly attuned to adults’ facial expressions, tone of 

voice, and verbal inflection. When you respond to your child’s behavior with yelling, a 

stern or harsh tone, or lashing out, your child becomes scared and feels that he is the 

cause of your stress. This can lead your child to thinking that your love for him is 

contingent on his good behavior.  

 

What you can do: Remain as calm as possible when managing your child’s behavior. 

Remind your child that your love for him never changes, even when he misbehaves. 

Clearly state your behavior expectations and re-affirm your confidence in his ability to do 

better next time. Apologize when your reaction is harsher than you intended it to be. By 

admitting that adults also make mistakes, your child can learn that mistakes are part of 

learning and growth.  

 

The fear that they aren’t good enough  
 

Inadequacy is a fear that begins around preschool age, and it surfaces in different ways. 

This can be seen in the child who cries because his drawing didn’t turn out the way he 

wanted it to, or the child who says, “It’s too hard” and doesn’t even want to try.  

 
Here’s why: Beginning around 3 and 4 years old, children begin to view themselves in 

relation to other children. Comparison makes a child question his worth in a brand new 

way, and these are big feelings for a child to sort out. The development of your child’s 

self-esteem begins in these early years. This is when your child starts to evaluate himself 

in terms of how well he can do certain tasks and what other children think of him.  

 

What you can do: Always point out your child’s growth and praise his willingness to try 

new things. Place more emphasis on your child’s effort on a given task than the finished 

product. Validate your child’s feelings of inadequacy and promote problem-solving with 

phrases like, “I can see that you aren’t happy with this drawing. What are some ideas to 

make it better?” Build your child up. Help bring to light all of his very best qualities and 

how those qualities mean more to you than his performance ever will.  

 

The fear of anything outside of their control  
 

This could be anything that your child perceives as a threat: thunder or lightning, loud or 

abrupt sounds, noises at night, or animals like snakes, spiders, or big dogs.  

 

Here’s why: Children thrive on predictability. Knowing what to expect and having 

control over their environment makes them feel comfortable and safe. Anything 

unexpected or out of their control is a potential trigger for fear.  

 

What you can do: Involve your child in pretend play around the things that cause him 

fear. Play is something that your child can control, so using play to work through his 

fears is a great strategy. When he overcomes a fear in play, he begins to achieve mastery 

over it in real life as well.  
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The fear of the dark, nightmares, or sleeping on their own at night 

Let’s be honest… Adults even struggle with this one sometimes.   

Here’s why: In early elementary age (beginning around 5 years old), children’s 

imaginations are at their peak. Darkness is the ultimate unknown where bad things can 

happen. Ideas of monsters and ghosts fill their head and cause fear. Nightmares also feel 

very real to little ones at this age and they can have a hard time distinguishing between 

dreams and reality.  

 

What you can do: Start teaching your child about how certain things are “real” and 

others are “make believe.” While reading books and telling stories, ask your child what 

parts of the story are real and what is make believe. This gives him the foundation for 

knowing what is an actual threat and what is in his imagination.  

 

Upper elementary/early adolescent (7 to 12 years old) 

The fear of something happening to themselves or to someone they love 

The fear of death is common in children around 7 to 12 years old. This fear might 

cause them to not want to be away from people whom they care about, and can present 

as another kind of “separation anxiety.” 

Here’s why: Around this age is when children are beginning to understand the 

permanency of death. They also realize that it’s an inevitable part of our existence. Out of 

this understanding comes the fear that something might happen to them or their family.  

 

What you can do: Be open to talking about death with your child, and answering his 

questions. Knowing that you are available to talk about it gives your child a sense of 

security around this topic.  

 

 The fear of being home alone 
 

Just like they might balk at their first sleep-overs, staying home alone can also be a 

source of fear and anxiety.  

 

Here’s why: As children get closer to adolescence, they naturally want to take on more 

adult responsibilities. Staying home alone is both exciting and scary to them. They have a 

better understanding of things that can actually happen if they are home alone, which 

makes their imagination run wild.  

 

What you can do: Make sure that your child is ready for this big step. The first several 

times that you leave him home alone, keep it brief and stay close in proximity. Don’t 

shame your child if he is too nervous or can’t handle it.  
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DAY 4 

 

Resolution  
 

When your child is having a hard time, stop and ask yourself if your child’s behavior could be 

fear-based. Acknowledge your child’s fear in the moment. Let your child know that it’s okay to 

be afraid and that it’s your job to help him feel safe. Being attuned to your child’s fears sets you 

up to better understand and empathize with him when he is struggling through a developmental 

leap.  

 

 

Reflection Questions 

 
What fears have most affected my child’s behavior? How might I approach my child’s behavior 

in a different way knowing that it is fear-based? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How might my own fears or worries be impacting my parenting?  
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DAY 5 
 

What Is My Child’s Behavior Communicating?  

 
Your child wants to please you more than anything. She wants to do what you ask, follow 

directions, be helpful, and worthy of your praise and attention. But being little is hard. There are 

so many overwhelming emotions that your child is trying to figure out. Young children can’t 

articulate how they are feeling, so their communication is often through misbehavior. 

If you take the time to notice, your child’s behavior is sending you messages all day long about 

how she is coping. Let’s say you are on the phone and your child throws a toy across the room. 

She does this because she wants your attention, but doesn’t know any other way to let you know. 

Instead of punishing or lecturing, you can say, “I see you want my attention. Next time gently 

touch my arm so I know that you need me.” 

Whenever your children misbehave, stop and ask yourself: What is this behavior telling me? 

Why might they be struggling? 

Are they tired? Hungry? Over-stimulated? Jealous? Lacking attention? Do they feel 

embarrassed? Ashamed? Children are programmed to keep pushing through these feelings until 

they literally collapse from exhaustion.  

Children are also trying to master the “cause and effect” nature of human relationships, and push 

the limits in order to see how you will respond. It’s almost as if their behavior is asking the 

question: How will she respond when I do this? Will she still love me even if I act this way?  

If you believe that your child is inherently good and always trying her best, then you can 

see that her negative behaviors are always a result of big feelings that she doesn’t know 

how to deal with. She isn’t “naughty,” she is just overwhelmed.  

When children don’t yet have the ability to recognize or communicate what they need in order to 

keep themselves in a calm and happy state, we need to do this important work for them. By 

looking at your child’s behaviors as a sign that she is struggling, you can help her anticipate what 

she needs in order to reach a better state of regulation. 

For example, if you know that your child is hungry, you can say something like, “I hear that you 

are using a whiny voice, do you think your tummy might be getting hungry?” Over time your 

child will start to understand the connection between her emotions and how her body feels. This 

is a huge step in teaching your child how to self-regulate! 

Since toddlers can’t yet articulate the “why” behind their actions, it’s our job to point out what 

we perceive is going on. This is what empowers children to change their behavior and learn how 

to behave differently in the future. For example: 
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(Toddler whining loudly) – “I see that you are looking for me to listen to you, try saying 

‘Excuse me’ and I’ll be happy to pay attention to you.” 

(Toddler pulling on the dog’s tail) – “It looks like you want to play with doggy, is that 

what you’re trying to do? Let’s play a different way so we don’t hurt doggy.” 

(Toddler crying about not getting the snack she wanted) – “I see that you are upset about 

not getting the right snack. That is making you sad.”  

(Toddler grabbing another child’s toy away) – “You really wanted to play with that toy; 

it’s busy right now. Let’s ask your friend if you can play with it when she is finished.” 

Behavior, by nature, is communication. Your child is constantly letting you know what she can 

and can’t handle based on her behavior in a given situation. By always looking for the “why” 

behind your child’s actions, you can address the real issues and help your child find new ways of 

dealing with her feelings. This is the key in long-term behavior management and teaching your 

child how to take control over her emotions.  

DAY 5 

 

Resolution  
 

Become a detective of your child. Even when it’s hard, commit to pausing and reflecting the 

deeper reasons behind the meltdowns, tantrums, and disobedience. Always ask yourself: What 

could be causing my child to act this way? What feeling is my child struggling to deal with? 

What can I offer as a more appropriate way to deal with this feeling?  

 

Help your child to recognize the “why” behind her actions by pointing it out in a transparent and 

non-shaming way. Remember: your child is so much more than a sum of her behaviors! The 

toddler years are rough, but this too shall pass.  

 

Reflection Questions 

 
What old habits or mindsets keep me from seeing the deeper meaning behind my child’s 

behavior? 

 

 

How can I improve my relationship with my child by better understanding what causes him or 

her to disobey and act out?   
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DAY 6 

 
The Problem With Punishment 

 

Chances are you already have a pretty good understanding of the “traditional parenting” 

techniques that we tend to use in our culture as a means of controlling the way our children 

behave. These include punishments (time-outs, taking away privileges, etc.), demands, fear-

tactics, threats, bribes and rewards.  

 

All of these are ways that we aim to control our children’s behavior in order to “make them 

good.” Assuming that rewards and punishments are the only way to get our children to behave 

means that we don’t really believe in our children’s intrinsic desire to do what is right. We aren’t 

believing in their natural goodness. Instead we use our control to try and “force goodness” upon 

them.  

 

“Be good, and you can have a cookie.” 

 

“If you want to earn a star then you need to listen and sit quietly.” 

 

“Don’t hit your sister, or you will get a time-out.” 

 

Rewards and punishments seem like a good idea, because they can be quite effective (especially 

with very young children). As parents we are looking for anything that will work. But the 

problem with punishment is this: 

 

While it might be effective in controlling your child’s behavior right now, it actually 

destroys your child’s natural desire to please you, and do the right thing for its own sake. 

And at some point, the cycle of rewards and punishments always backfires.  

 

Punishment: A fear-based approach 
 

Punishments, demands, threats, and rewards all stem from major insecurities and fears that we, 

as parents, don’t even realize we are holding on to.  

 

The fear that if I don’t “make” my child listen to me, then I’m a pushover. 

 

The fear that my child won’t “learn his lesson.”  

 

The fear that my child will grow up to be entitled, or lack responsibility over his actions. 

 

We try to control our kids because we fear that it’s the only way to raise capable, obedient, 

independent and loving children. We worry that without the control, our children won’t listen or 

be obedient on their own.  
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The moment you start to use the cycle of rewards and punishments with your kids, their brains 

change. Their natural desire to please you starts to fade. Your child stops wanting to do the right 

thing simply because it’s the right thing to do and starts doing what you ask, either for a reward 

or for fear of punishment.  

 

Children are incredibly smart. They know when we are trying to control them. Resentment 

begins building at a very early age, and then the whole system comes crashing down when 

they realize the secret to beating all of our control tactics. And the secret is:  

 

They stop caring. 

 

They stop caring about being in time-out. They stop caring about getting their privileges taken 

away. They stop caring about not being able to spend time with you.  

 

Your children know that the only thing you can’t control is how much they care.  

 

When children’s lives are so heavily controlled by their parents, they feel that they have no other 

choice than to “fight back” by not caring. And when they stop caring, they challenge you to keep 

trying to take more and more things away until it matters to them.  

 

But once your child gets to the point of not caring, the whole cycle of rewards and punishments 

falls apart and becomes completely ineffective. This may happen when your child is 14 years 

old, or it may happen when he is 4 years old. Whenever it happens, it leaves you wondering what 

you can possibly do next. It leaves you feeling lost and a little hopeless.  

 

It’s time for a shift in mindset 

 
More than anything, positive parenting is a mindset that we adopt about our children. A positive 

parenting mindset is one that believes only good things about our children.  

 

Having this kind of mindset means that you are always giving your child the benefit of the doubt. 

It means always holding him in a positive light, even when his behavior is not so positive. 

Positive parents know that behaviors come in waves based on the fears and insecurities that their 

child is experiencing at the time. They recognize that nothing lasts forever. Most importantly, 

positive parents know that there are a multitude of ways to bring out a child’s natural goodness. 

 

Parenting is not a sprint to be run during the toddler years. Parenting is a marathon. Children 

don’t become obedient, generous, or helpful in a day… or even in a year. When you try to force 

obedience right NOW, you sacrifice true and lasting virtues in the long haul.  

 

Instead of looking for “quick behavior fixes,” it’s time to start looking at your parenting as a 

slow process of a million tiny moments that will all add up to big changes in your child’s attitude 

and behavior. True obedience, the kind that comes from within, takes time. True obedience is 

built on a strong and positive relationship.  
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Think about some of the relationships you have in your own life. The people you are close to are 

the people that you naturally want to listen to and try to please, right? The people who value your 

opinion, listen to your concerns and respect your point of view are the ones that you want to be 

around. On the other hand, you pull away from those who criticize you and try to micro-manage 

you. You stop trying to please people who are never happy with what you can provide. Your 

child is no different.  

 

We have to stop viewing our relationship with our kids as something that exists outside of the 

realm of normal human relationships. In no other relationship in your life (not your spouse, your 

boss, or your neighbor) would you expect to have control over the other person. The fact is: you 

can’t ever truly have control over another person.  

 

Your relationship with your child, like all other healthy relationships, needs to be based on 

mutual respect and understanding. Your child needs to know that you care about his feelings and 

you empathize with his struggles. As much time as you spend managing your child’s behaviors, 

you need to spend twice as much time fostering a positive relationship with him.  

 

It all comes down to this 
 

When your child feels close to you, he cooperates with you. When your child senses that 

you genuinely care about his opinion, he listens to you. When your child knows you aren’t 

trying to control him, he stops trying to control you.  

 

DAY 6 

 

Resolution  
 

We always want instant results and an easy fix. But parenting, like most things that are 

worthwhile, doesn’t have an easy fix. It’s not supposed to be easy. Anything that claims to 

provide you with instant behavior results is a gimmick or tactic that is likely control-based, and it 

won’t last.  

 

There’s no short cut in raising kind kids. From today forward, your resolution is let go of the idea 

of instantaneous behavior “fixes.” The only long-lasting behavior strategies are ones that are 

relationship-based.  

 

Reflection Questions 
 

What is my biggest fear around letting go of rewards and punishments? 
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Think about the people in your life that you feel most connected and attached to. What has made 

them special to you? What things have they done to earn your highest respect? Brainstorm how 

you might use some of these ideas to foster a deeper relationship with your own child. 
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DAY 7 

 

Working Through Big Feelings 
 

Self-regulation in children is ability to control their emotional and behavioral responses to any 

given situation throughout the day. It’s the ability to calm themselves down when they are upset. 

It’s being able to wait to be called upon to give an answer. It’s the ability to handle frustration, 

adapt to changes in routines, share materials, wait a turn, or solve a social problem or conflict. 

It’s any opportunity your child has to practice self-control. And boy, is it difficult. 
 

Young children are easily (and frequently) overwhelmed by emotions that are bigger than 

themselves. Behaviors, tantrums, and meltdowns are often a result of the pent-up emotional 

baggage that our little ones are carrying and don’t know how to express. Just as babies have no 

other communication but crying, young children teetering on the edge of a tantrum are exactly 

the same: in that moment, they really can’t help it. 

The ability to regulate emotions is the number one challenge children have to overcome in 

their entire childhood. Every day, they are working hard to manage big feelings over what 

we consider “small problems.”  

 

One of the biggest mistakes that we make as parents is belittling our children’s feelings and 

treating them as if they don’t matter. We misread behavior outbursts as a conscious decision our 

children are making, as opposed to an internal battle against their own emotions. We shame our 

kids by saying things like “Big boys don’t cry,” or guilt them by saying “That’s hurting my 

feelings,” and in doing so we teach our children that we can’t handle their feelings. We teach 

them that we can’t handle them at their worst.  

 

A child in the midst of a tantrum (no matter how small or insignificant the problem may seem to 

us) is in an emotional crisis. She is overwhelmed by sadness, disappointment, anger, jealousy, 

shame, or guilt, and she doesn’t yet have the words or the skills to deal with those emotions.  

Without a deeper understanding of your child’s internal struggle, you might resort to over-

talking, bribing, or yelling. Whenever you meet your child’s big feelings with a lack of 

compassion, you push your child further away from you and make it more difficult for her to 

calm down.  

How to help your child build self-regulation skills  

Stay in close proximity and be emotionally available 

Just as a baby needs your physical comfort in order to feel safe and protected, a toddler or young 

child dealing with her feelings needs your calmness and physical presence. When your child is 

struggling, stay close to her and be emotionally available. She may avoid your presence at first, 

but if you calmly stay with her she will eventually seek that closeness with you.  
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Avoid shame, validate their feelings instead 
 

Never shame your child for not being able to keep it together. Help your child to name her 

emotion, and validate it by saying, “It’s ok to feel angry.” Give her an alternative way to deal 

with that emotion by saying, “When I feel angry I like to go by myself and take 3 deep breaths.” 

The key is teaching your child that it’s natural to experience all kinds of emotions, but that there 

are good and helpful ways to deal with them. 

Talk about things ahead of time 

When your child is going to be faced with a new experience, make sure you talk about what to 

expect and how to handle the new situation. For example, if your child is going over to a friend’s 

house for a play-date for the first time, talk to her about the expectations. Talk about how she is 

going to have to share toys, listen to her friend’s parents, etc. Practice phrases that she can use 

with her friend like, “May I have a turn with that when you are finished?” 

If something happens and your child isn’t able to use her self-regulation skills, talk about it after 

the fact when she is calm. Talk about how it made her friend feel when they did “XYZ.” 

Read books about emotions and feelings  

There are tons of great books about appropriate social behaviors and expectations. Read books 

on sharing, waiting turns, and dealing with emotions.  

You can also make your child her own book about whatever it is she is struggling with (these are 

known as “Social Stories”). Take pictures of your child and create your own simple picture book 

talking about the problem your child is facing and the solution or strategies she can use to make 

it better. Children love seeing their own images in books, so this idea is very effective! 

Model and teach your child calm-down strategies 

Spend time each day practicing calming strategies with your child – and practice when she isn’t 

upset! Model for her how to take big, deep breaths, and use your own experiences to show her 

how to put that into practice. 

For example, if I’m feeling frustrated with my child I try to stop and say, “I’m feeling frustrated. 

I need to take some deep breaths and calm down.” Then I’ll take some big, exaggerated breaths 

and say, “I feel much better now.” 

You can also help your child recognize what has helped her calm down in the past. For example, 

you can say, “I noticed that last time you were upset it really helped when you squeezed your 

bear.” Help your child develop a toolbox of strategies to use when she is upset. 

Fresh air, exercise, and plenty of sleep 
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This seems obvious, but it’s so critical! No matter how much you work with your children on 

dealing with their emotions, if they are tired or fresh-air-deprived, their self-regulation skills are 

going to suffer. 

Five year olds should be getting between 10 and 13 hours of sleep each day. Some 5 year olds 

still need to nap, but most children get all of these hours of sleep at night time. Children also 

need lots of opportunities for active movement and outdoor play in order to be at their best for 

keeping themselves regulated throughout the day.  

Believe in their ability to do better next time 

This is absolutely key. As best as we can, we need to maintain a positive outlook on our 

children’s behavior. If we act negatively and assume they are going to misbehave in any given 

situation, chances are they will. We want our children to believe in their ability to do the right 

thing. We want to empower them to behave in positive ways, and to feel positively about 

themselves. 

Say to your child, “I know you can do it,” or, “I know you’ll remember to use your walking 

feet.” And if your child doesn’t remember the rules, say, “I know next time you’ll remember.” 

The worse they feel, the worse they behave 

So often, in our frustration, we shame or degrade our children for their shortcomings. We make 

them feel bad for having a tantrum, not being able to follow directions, or for making poor 

choices. But the more negatively we react to our children the more they will misbehave. They 

start to get used to the pattern of misbehavior and punishment. 

Instead, take all of your energy and put it towards building your child up through your words. 

This quote sums it up perfectly: 

“Speak to your children as if they are the wisest, kindest, most beautiful and magical humans 

on earth, for what they believe is what they will become. – Brooke Hampton 

Your child is trying to figure out what kind of person she is, and everything we say to her 

matters. The more you build her up, the better her self-image will be and the better she will 

behave. 

Know that it’s normal  

Toddlers lack impulse control, are easily distracted, and are still very ego-centric. All of this, 

combined with a lack of words to explain how they are feeling, creates the perfect storm for 

tantrums and negative behaviors. It’s totally normal for your child to have a meltdown over 

getting the wrong color cup or not being able to peel the banana herself. Give your child grace! 
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Model empathy and compassion for the important work your child is doing in trying to keep her 

emotions in-check. Be prepared to give lots (and lots and lots) of reminders. Remember that 

behavior changes happen slowly, over time, with plenty of encouragement and opportunities to 

practice. 

DAY 7 

 

Resolution  

 
Give your child opportunities for “do overs.” Let her try again when she doesn’t get things right 

the first time. Say things like, “Oops, you forgot to use a kind voice,” or, “Let’s try that again.” 

Always give your child the benefit of the doubt. Assuming that she “forgot” tells your child that 

you believe that she knows how to behave; she just had a momentary lapse of judgment. This 

reaffirms that your child is never “naughty,” only having a difficult moment.  

When your child has success after a do-over, she will feel proud of herself and want to repeat 

that positive behavior in the future. Model for your child that it’s okay to make mistakes and that 

even adults need a chance for do-overs sometimes.  

Reflection Questions 

 
What calm-down strategies does your child already have? What strategies would you like your 

child to learn?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Think about the way you have responded to your child’s big feelings in the past. What strategies 

were empathetic and compassionate? Which strategies were not?  
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DAY 8 

 

The Key to Effective Communication With Young Children 

 
Think about how often you talk to your children about their behavior. “Stop running… come over 

here… put your shoes on… don’t speak to me that way… stop hitting your sister.”  Sometimes it 

feels like that’s all we do. 

 

Now think about how often you talk to your children about their feelings and emotions. Not that 

often, right? 

 

The number one key to effective communication with young children is to validate their 

feelings BEFORE addressing their words or their actions.  

 

Imagine your child as a can of soda. Whenever he becomes overwhelmed by his emotions it’s 

like the soda is being shaken up inside the can. When you respond to your child by scolding, 

denying his feelings, giving advice, or by comparing him to others, you open the charged can of 

soda and he explodes. But when you validate his feelings and make him feel heard and 

understood, you calm the bubbles inside the shaken can so that it opens with a gentle fizz.  

 

Try it on yourself 
 

The best way to determine if your response to your child is a good one is to think about how you 

would like it if someone said it to you.  

 

Imagine that you have had a hard day at work and you return home to your husband. Instead of 

listening to you with kind attention and validating your feelings, what if he responded to you by 

saying, “Get over it,” or, “It’s not that bad.” What if he compared you to your coworker by 

saying, “I bet Suzie doesn’t come home and complain to her husband.” What if he lectured or 

tried to guilt you by saying, “You’re lucky to have a job, some people can’t even pay the bills.” 

What if he said bluntly, “Life’s just not fair.”  

 

I’m guessing if you got any of those responses, you’d be pretty furious. You’d probably be mad 

enough to want to yell at him, ignore him, or even smack him. This is exactly how our children 

feel when we don’t validate their feelings. And we wonder why they get so upset! 

 

The best phrases for validating feelings 
 

 “I hear what you are saying” 

This simple phrase communicates so much: I see that you are hurting. I know that you are 

having some big emotions that you can’t sort out yet. It gives the child comfort knowing that you 

are tuning in to him instead of trying to shut him down. 
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“You want _____” 

Communicating back to the child what he wants helps him to learn to articulate his feelings. 

“You want a cookie because they are your favorite.” “You really want to have a turn with your 

sister’s bear.” So much of the time, your child just wants to be understood. Simply repeating 

back what he wants gives him peace in knowing that you understand and empathize with him. 

“It’s ok to be sad” 

Life is all about learning to navigate difficult emotions, and your child needs to know that it’s 

perfectly normal to experience these highs and lows. This phrase communicates that you are not 

going to change your mind or even try to fix things for him, but that it’s okay to feel sad about it. 

“You were really hoping ___” 

“You were really hoping we could go to the park, even though you know it’s time for dinner.” 

The beauty of this phrase is that it also models the appropriate language our children can use 

when they are disappointed about something. After all, saying, “I am hoping that we can go to 

the park” is much better than screaming for the park. 

“It doesn’t feel fair” 

Try to look at the situation from your child’s point of view. Little ones don’t understand why 

they can’t have certain things, and so it feels very unfair to be told “no” all the time. It’s 

important for us to acknowledge that feeling of unfairness, and follow up by explaining your 

reasoning. For example: “It doesn’t feel fair that I said you can’t have a snack. I know you really 

want one right NOW. Dinner is in 10 minutes, and I want your tummy to have room for the good 

food we are having.” 

“That was disappointing” 

Giving disappointment a name is very empowering for young children. When something 

disappointing happens to your child, saying “Stop crying” communicates that it isn’t important. 

But giving their feelings a name helps them own it, and move on more quickly. 

Important – never say “but” 

An important part of validating feelings is to resist the urge to say “but.”  

“It’s so frustrating that your sister messed up your train track, BUT it’s not okay to hit.” 

“You love to be first in line, BUT we don’t shove.” 

Saying “but” negates your child’s feelings and sends the message that it’s wrong. It’s like saying, 

“I know you had a bad day at work honey, BUT you should probably just get over it.” Not very 
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helpful. Instead, try using Joanna Faber & Julie King’s (authors of How to Talk So Little Kids 

Will Listen) strategy:  

The phrase “the problem is” 

“You wanted to be first in line today, it’s your favorite thing to be first. The problem is 

that shoving can really hurt someone.” 

“It’s so frustrating that your sister messed up your trains. The problem is that babies 

don’t understand how to play with trains.” 

With this approach, there’s no shaming, lecturing, punishing, blaming, or comparing. It’s all very 

matter of fact. The phrase “the problem is” also lends itself to problem solving and invites your 

child to think about why his actions are not okay. 

“It’s so frustrating that your sister messed up your train track. The problem is that babies 

don’t understand how to play with trains. Babies just love to grab whatever they can 

reach.  What can we do to keep your trains safe next time?” 

Not only is your child thinking about how to solve his own problem (the first step to 

independence), but he is also learning empathy by gaining a better understanding of how his 

baby sister experiences the world. 

More phrases for encouraging self-regulation & problem solving  

“I can help you” 

 When children are in the middle of a meltdown, it feels like their entire world is crashing around 

them. They are spiraling downward and they don’t know how to stop. If your child is starting to 

hurt himself or others while he is having a tantrum, this phrase is especially important. You can 

say, “I’m going to help you stop throwing toys,” or if he is in danger of hitting his head on the 

floor, you can say, “I’m going to help you so that you don’t hurt yourself.” Reminding him that 

you are there to help is reassuring and it helps his brain return back to a calm and regulated state. 

“Let’s solve this problem together” 

If you are faced with a situation that doesn’t have a clear-cut answer (for example, your child is 

getting frustrated over not being able to put on his own shoes), you can invite him to be a 

problem-solver by asking, “How can we solve this problem?” This stimulates his brain in a 

different way and instead of focusing on the frustration, he can start to think of solutions. This is 

especially helpful for 3-5 year olds who have more of a capability of slowing down and thinking 

about their actions. 

“I’m going to take some deep breaths” 
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Children naturally copy a lot of our behaviors, so try demonstrating a calm down strategy like 

taking deep breaths. Your child will probably try this out as well, and then you can use it again in 

the future by reminding him how well it worked to help him feel calm. This strategy also shows 

your child that even adults need to practice calming down sometimes. 

“I’m here when you need me” 

Children often resist help during times when they are angry, upset or frustrated. They may yell at 

you or try to move away, but once they calm down, they usually look for comfort. Saying, “I’m 

here when you need me” is a simple way of giving them the space they need to cool down, while 

also being available to help them pick up the pieces when it’s over. 

“Tell me more about your idea” 

Just giving your child an opportunity to talk about his idea of how he wanted something to be is 

helpful for him. You can say, “I hear that your idea was watching a movie before bed…. We are 

not going to do that tonight but we can save that idea for another night soon.” It’s validating for 

your child to know that you’ve heard his idea, even if the answer is “no.” 

“Would you like to try again?” 

It’s sad and embarrassing for children when they can’t keep it together, so asking if they would 

like to try it again (or saying, “Let’s try it again” to make it non-optional) gives them a chance to 

redeem themselves.  

Validating feelings in action  
 

Goldfish at dinnertime 
 

It’s 4:30pm and my 2-year-old son is asking me for some goldfish. I say “no” because it’s almost 

dinnertime, and he starts crying. I get down to eye level with him and say, “You were really 

hoping for goldfish, weren’t you?” “Yes, mama” he says. “I hear you, you really wanted them 

right now. I know how much you love them.” He looks up at me, wipes his tears and goes back to 

playing.  

 

More dinnertime drama 
 

We are having pulled pork for dinner, and my now 3-year-old is verbalizing his disapproval.  

 

J: “I don’t likeeee it!!! I don’t want to eat it!!” 

Me: “You don’t like the idea of pulled pork at all. You were in the mood for something 

else.” 

J: “I want mac & cheese instead.” 

Me: “Ahh, I see. Because you love mac & cheese. That’s your favorite food.” 

J: “Yeah and I also want honey like Winnie the Pooh. I DON’T like pulled pork. I won’t 

eat it.” 
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Me: “You really don’t want to.” (Pulling out a piece of paper and a pen) “Shall we write 

down how you are feeling about that?” 

J: “Yeah!” (Aggressive scribbling on the paper) “THIS is how much I don’t want to eat 

my dinner!” 

Me: “Wow, THAT much?? Are there any words you want me to write with this picture?” 

J: (Handing me the pen) “Yes, write ‘I wanted honey right now. I don’t like my dinner. I 

don’t like to eat it. I don’t want to eat my plate. I don’t want to eat this dinner.’” (He 

looks at his paper, pleased.)  

 

 
 

Me: “Do you feel better?” 

J: “I feel happy now. I can try just a little bite” (Takes one bite of pulled pork) “Oh it 

tastes good.” 

 

He didn’t need me to convince him to feel differently about the pulled pork. He didn’t need me 

to minimize his feelings around it. All he needed was a safe place to put all of his negative 

feelings and to know that they were okay. Once his feelings were put on the paper, he could 

move on.  

 

Playing too rough with baby sister 
 

My 3-year-old is playing some sort of cuddling/wrestling game with his baby sister (9 months). 

At first it was gentle, and the baby was enjoying it, but it was starting to get a little too rough.  

 

Me: “This game is getting too rough, and it’s making me nervous. I’m worried that the 

baby will get hurt.” 

J: (not settling down) “But we like it!” (continues playing too rough) 

Me: (picking up the baby) “This game is not safe for sister. I’m picking her up.” 

J: “NOOOOO!” (spirals into a full tantrum) 

Me: (waiting silently until he’s more calm) 

J: (still crying) “I’m mad at you!! I wanted to keep playing our game!!” 

Me: “It’s frustrating when I end a game that you were really enjoying. The game was too 

rough for your sister.”  

J:  “I’ll be gentle!!”  
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M: “We can try again another time when everyone is calm. Let’s think about how can we 

make this game gentler the next time we try it.” 

 

Together we brainstormed different ways to make the game safer. The next time, the game was 

more gentle and everyone was happy with the result.  

 

More responses: 
 

Child: “I don’t want to play with Sam. He’s mean!” 

Your response: “It sounds like something Sam did really upset you.” 

 

Child: (after losing a game) “I hate this game!! I always lose.” 

Your response: “It’s frustrating to lose when you really want to win!” 

 

Child: “I want a snack!” (after already being told “no”) 

Your response: “You’d sure like to have one, even though you know it’s not time.” 

 

DAY 8 

 

Resolution  

 
The next time your child says something negative, resist the urge to contradict or dismiss his 

feelings. Name the feeling and validate it in the same way that your spouse or someone else 

would validate your feelings when you share them.  

 

Remember that validating a child’s feelings doesn’t escalate the feelings, it actually diminishes 

them and helps your child feel better. When your child feels better, he is likely to solve his own 

problem and move on.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
What are some of my own personal barriers when it comes to effective communication with my 

child? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Write down the top three problems that your child faces every day (for example: always wanting 

a snack, never wanting to take a nap, wanting a different meal for dinner, etc.) and write down 

ideas of how you might address and validate his or her feelings around those specific issues. 
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DAY 9 

 

The #1 Predictor of Healthy Parent/Child Relationships 

 
Have you ever found yourself in the middle of a power struggle with your child, and thought to 

yourself: I can’t let go of the control over this situation or else he will win? Yeah, I’ve been there 

too.  

 

Until one day it hit me… this idea of not wanting my son “to win” means that at some point or 

another, we stopped being on the same team.  

 

Of course I should want him to win. I want him to win at solving problems. To win at loving 

others unconditionally. Most importantly, to win in our relationship. It’s time to start viewing 

our children’s defiance in a whole new light.  

 

Children who consistently defy their parents are children who are feeling disconnected 

from their parents. It’s not always about the discipline strategies. Your child could be 

acting out because she feels disconnected from you. 

 

Disconnection: The root of all defiance 

 
Children can feel disconnected from their parents for a variety of reasons: being physically 

separated, when the parent is distracted (on the phone, cooking, talking to another adult), during 

times of stress, or even at bedtime. Notice that each of these are times of the day when our 

children act out the most, right? 

 

They have a meltdown the minute we pick them up from daycare. They start whining the second 

we answer the phone. They tantrum when it is time to go to bed.  

 

Why do young children have such a hard time whenever they feel even the slightest bit 

disconnected from us? Because ever since your child was a tiny baby, you’ve been her safety net. 

You mean safety, comfort, and happiness. Whenever she feels disconnected from you, she feels 

disconnected from safety. Acting out is just her way of releasing that fear. If you want your 

child’s behavior to improve, then your connection with her needs to improve.  

 

CONNECTION is the #1 predictor of healthy relationships  
 

Connection is the #1 way to strengthen your relationship with your child as well as gain her 

compliance in most everyday scenarios.  

Picture this scenario: 



 

 

37 

Your child is happily playing with her toys when you tell her it’s time to get ready for bed. She 

screams at the top of her lungs “NOOOO!!” 

Many parents – taken aback by her screaming – would immediately escalate, send her to a 

timeout, or start taking away privileges. She feels misunderstood, can’t emotionally regulate 

herself, and spirals into a full-blown tantrum. 

Instead, what if you met her outburst by getting down on her level, using a soft voice and saying, 

“You really wanted to keep playing. You didn’t want it to be bedtime.” She’s immediately 

reassured, and the situation de-escalates. By addressing the emotion before the action, you are 

telling her that you understand how she feels. Now you can follow up by telling her what you 

want her to do next time instead of screaming. Since she’s calm, she’s much more likely to 

internalize what you are saying to her. 

Every moment you spend filling up your child’s emotional love bucket has a positive effect 

on her behavior. It also makes you a calmer, more attentive, and more energetic parent. 

How to reconnect with your child  

Here are some simple and practical ways of reconnecting with your child during different times 

of the day. Try these out and see the difference it makes in her behavior: 

After being away from each other  

Hold your child for a few minutes. Hug her. Smile. Ask her about her day, but don’t get upset if 

she doesn’t want to talk about it. Tell her how happy you are to see her. 

After being distracted or busy 

Say, “Thanks for being so quiet while I was on the phone with Grandma, I’m ready to read that 

book to you now.” Or if she wasn’t quiet, try saying, “It’s so hard to be quiet while I’m on the 

phone, because you want my attention right now. Yelling isn’t a good way to tell me that you 

need me. Next time, just quietly touch my arm – like this – and I will know that you need me.” 

After an outburst 

Get down on your child’s eye level. Bring her close to you or give her a hug. Acknowledge her 

emotion and that you know she’s trying. Ask her to think about how we can solve this problem. 

If it’s a non-negotiable thing, just reassure her that you understand and that it’s okay to be sad. 

After they wake up 

Spend 5 minutes first thing in the morning (before your child even gets out of bed) to cuddle, 

talk, or pray before starting the day. There’s nothing more jarring for a child than to be rushed 

out of bed and expected to get dressed and ready before she is feeling connected to you.  
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After a tantrum 

Acknowledge the stress, anger, or fear. Reassure your child that all her feelings are ok, but that 

certain actions are not ok. Ask her to help you think about things she can try next time to be able 

to calm down when she is upset. 

DAY 9 

 

Resolution  

 
Commit to prioritizing quality time with your child the FIRST chance you get every single day. 

Whether it be first thing in the morning (if you are a stay at home mom) or the first thing when 

you get home from work, spend time with your child before doing anything else. Giving your 

child your undivided attention fills her emotional love bucket and makes problem behaviors less 

likely to occur in the first place.  

 

Reflection Questions  
 

What time of the day does my child struggle the most with behavior outbursts? How can I build a 

stronger connection and be more emotionally available to my child during that time of day?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brainstorm some ways that you and your child love to spend time together. Do you love to read 

books? Go on walks? Bake? Jot down some ideas of how you can incorporate more of these 

activities into your daily routine.   
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DAY 10 

 

Self-Regulation: Parents Need It Too! 

 
Ask any mother in what virtue she wishes she could grow, and chances are she will say 

“patience.” Motherhood is not for the faint of heart. The most difficult thing about positive 

parenting is being able to keep our reactions under control despite being completely exhausted, 

annoyed, and triggered. 

But the reality is this: The self-regulation that my 3-year-old needs to learn in order to stop 

himself from having a tantrum is the same self-regulation that I need to learn to avoid 

yelling at him. 

Building self-regulation as an adult  

One of the most important ways that we can build self-regulation as an adult is by learning how 

to separate ourselves from our child’s problem in the moment. The moment your child starts to 

lose it, before you say one single thing, stop and think to yourself: 

This outburst is not about me. This outburst is a problem my child is having over an emotion 

he is experiencing. As the adult, I have the emotional perspective. My child can’t stay calm, so 

I will.  

Be willing to separate yourself from your own agenda to meet your child where he is 

emotionally. No matter where he is. Even if he is flopping on the floor. Remember that your 

child is comforted by your calmness. When he starts to escalate, he needs you to become quieter. 

When he starts to lose it, he needs you to be his pillar of strength.  

All easier said than done, I know. Our kids know exactly how to push us to our breaking point. 

But your ability to stay calm in the midst of your child’s tantrums is the key to being successful 

in this parenting style. So, what is the secret to growing in patience and the ability to regulate 

yourself as an adult? 

A whole lot of self-reflection. And a healthy dose of perspective.  

We can’t expect our children to be able to regulate their emotions better than we can regulate our 

own. The “worked-up” feeling we get right before we are about to yell at our children is the 

same worked-up feeling our children gets when we accidentally give them the red cup instead of 

the blue cup that they wanted. Except we have about 20-35 more years of experience dealing 

with frustration, anger, and sadness than our children do.  

Treat your child like a coworker 



 

 

40 

Always give your child the respect that you want him to give you. This means that you listen to 

him when he has something to say, validate his feelings, and talk to him like you would talk to 

an adult. A good rule of thumb is that if you wouldn’t speak to a coworker the way you are 

speaking to your child, you probably need to tone things down. 

Now when I say this, I don’t mean for you to ignore your child’s need for guidance. Obviously 

your child still needs lots of direction and help from you.  However, the way you speak to him 

should always communicate respect. Remember that in whatever tone you speak to him, he will 

speak back to you. 

10 parenting self-regulation strategies to try  

When you are in the middle of a chaotic parenting moment, try some of these: 

1. Stop and remind yourself that the behavior is not about you. Utilize positive parenting 

mantras (more on this in the next chapter).  

2. Take 5 slow, deep breaths with your eyes closed. 

3. Name your own emotion. Be willing to own your feelings so that you can take a step 

toward improving how you feel.  

4. Make sure your basic needs are met. It’s considerably harder to keep our own emotions in 

check when we are tired, hungry, and lacking support. Remember that you can’t pour 

from an empty cup.  

5. Remember that your child won’t stay mad at you forever, and your consistency right now 

makes for more cooperation later. 

6. Make sure your child is safe, and then walk into another room for one minute to re-group. 

7. Reframe your thoughts about the situation. Instead of thinking, this is ridiculous, why is 

she acting this way over something so silly, think to yourself, this is really hard for her. 

She’s struggling.  

8. Remind yourself about something that you are looking forward to doing when your child 

goes to bed.  

9. Make connections with other moms whose children are the same age as yours. There is 

comfort in community.  

10. If someone else like your spouse or parent is available, consider letting one of them take 

your child so that you can take a break and care for yourself. If that’s not possible, make 

a plan to take a break in the near future.  
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DAY 10 

 

Resolution  

 
Identify what kind of behaviors provoke the most anger from you, and think about why that 

might be. Does whining set you off? Back talk? Bring your own emotional baggage to the table 

when it comes to thinking about what causes you to raise your voice at your child.  

Reflection Questions  
 

What self-regulation strategies have I found to be most helpful to me in the past? What new 

strategies am I looking forward to trying first? 

 

 

What support systems do I have available in my area? Do I have family close by? Local mom 

groups? How can I tap into those support systems to help me through a difficult time? 
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DAY 11 

 

How to Stay Calm When You Are Triggered 

 
In theory, it seems easy to be a calmer and less-reactive parent, but actually putting it into 

practice when your child has pushed every last button… that’s much harder.  

 

One great way to stay centered is to have some go-to parenting mantras to help you regain 

perspective during difficult moments. Use these mantras daily to remind yourself of the “big 

picture” goals that you have for yourself and your child.  

 

Positive parenting mantras to help you maintain perspective 

“Our relationship is my #1 priority” 

It can be easy to be overwhelmed by the many day-to-day demands of motherhood, and lose 

sight of our main goal: connecting with our children. If we aim for understanding and focus on 

the relationship with our child, her behavior will follow suit. 

“This is not an emergency” 

Another phrase for “slow down, mama.” Unless someone is in physical danger, it’s truly not an 

emergency. We put so much pressure on ourselves to do it all. At the end of the day the way you 

interacted with your child is so much more important than whether or not you made it to 

preschool on time. 

“I can’t win her heart by force” 

You can force your child to do a lot of things because you are bigger and stronger, but you can’t 

win her heart by force. You want your child to remember your gentleness. Your child needs to 

know that you are on her side; that together you make a team. If your goal is to win your child’s 

heart, you must make empathy and compassion your first priority. 

“I’m bringing the calm here” 

Self-regulation is still very new for your little one, so in the midst of her struggle you are the 

only one able to bring peace to the storm. This is the most important reason we need to be able to 

stay centered with our children…because they literally can’t do it without us. 

“All feelings are okay” 

You are open to all the feelings your child can possibly feel. Learning how to self-regulate and 

become emotionally intelligent is a process that involves your child practicing different ways to 
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cope when she is feeling overwhelmed. By staying calm, you can help your child channel those 

emotions into appropriate ways of acting. 

“I can only control myself” 

Your child is her own person. She has her own fears, insecurities, doubts, and pain.  Just because 

it seems like your child’s tantrum is happening over something seemingly simple, it is really 

about much bigger emotions that she can’t articulate. 

“She’s just a child” 

Children are loud, impulsive, and a little wild sometimes. All too often we are triggered by a 

child just being a child! This is a simple reminder that you can’t expect your little one to act like 

an adult. 

“It’s not supposed to be easy” 

With social media constantly depicting other people’s “picture perfect” lives with their children, 

rest assured that motherhood is not supposed to be easy.  The early years of parenting are 

probably the hardest thing you’ll ever do. Hang in there, it’s ok that it’s hard. 

“We are moving on” 

It’s easy to harbor feelings of resentment and frustration over your child’s behavior long after the 

tantrum is done. A really important part of restoring peace in your home after a meltdown is 

reminding yourself that the only way your child can behave better is if she feels better. Be 

willing to forgive, move on, and start over. 

“It won’t always be this way” 

When you are in a dark season, it can feel like the struggle will always be there. But, if one thing 

is for certain, it is this:  the tantrum will end, your house won’t always be this loud or this messy, 

and you will eventually sleep again. How reassuring and heartbreaking it is to know… it 

won’t always be this way.  

DAY 11 

 

Resolution  
 

Write down some of your favorite parenting mantras on a piece of paper or post-it notes and put 

it up in a common area of your home. The visual reminder will be so helpful in helping you stay 

calm when you are in the midst of a challenging moment with your child.  
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Reflection Questions  

 
Which mantra most resonates with me? In what situations might I utilize it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brainstorm some more mantras that are personal to you and might help you maintain perspective 

during daily challenges. Write down your ideas here.  
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DAY 12 

 

Patience Is All About Perspective 
 

Have you ever noticed that some days you seem to be able to handle anything your little ones 

throw your way, while other days a single glance can set you off?  

 

There are, of course, many factors as to what makes a mom lose her patience – fatigue, sleep 

deprivation, being overworked, not having enough support (just to name a few). But there is one 

factor that seems to rise above the rest when it comes to your ability to remain patient with your 

children and that is: your expectations.  

 

Your expectations for what you might be able to accomplish in any given day, your 

expectations for how your children ought to behave, your expectations for going out to 

public places – these all have a major effect on your patience level with your kids. 

 

For example, let’s say it’s Monday morning and you have it in your head that you are going to 

clean your bedroom, go grocery shopping, and finish the pile of laundry stacked up in the 

hallway. Your 2-year-old has meltdown after meltdown and your older kids are bickering, 

leaving you exhausted and frustrated that you weren’t able to accomplish anything you had in 

mind for the day. Nothing drains a mother’s patience more than a list of unrealistic expectations. 

 

What can you do to shift this mindset and gain back your patience? 

 

Change or lower your expectations, drastically.  

 

Start the day planning for your 2-year-old’s meltdowns and the bickering and fighting between 

your older kids and think about the strategies you might use when that happens. Have a list of 

“could accomplish” tasks rather than a list of “must accomplish” tasks. Plan the absolute 

essentials to be done during your child’s sleep times, and let the rest go. Expect that your 

children are going to need 100% of your energy for the day. 

 

I know what you are thinking – all of this seems completely counterintuitive. Shouldn’t I be 

holding high expectations for my children’s behavior? Why wouldn’t I strive to be productive 

during my day? 

 

When you are mentally prepared to handle a day full of challenging behaviors and expect 

that it is going to take up your physical and emotional energy, you become pleasantly 

surprised when your children act calmly, play independently, and behave well.  

 

This makes you approach them in a more gentle and cheerful way. When you approach your 

children with positivity, their behavior continues to improve. More time in your day comes 

naturally when your children are being cooperative, and you will have time for those “could 

accomplish” tasks on your list. This pattern leads to a much happier and more patient mom, as 
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opposed to the old cycle where you held such high expectations over your children and yourself 

that you felt run-down and frustrated when nothing got accomplished. 

 

Behavior is all relative 

 
The reason we lose our cool with our children is because our expectations for their behavior 

outweigh their actual ability to behave. We expect our 2-year-old to keep it together without a 

tantrum when he can’t put his pants on by himself. We expect our 3-year-old to listen and obey 

our requests the first time we give them. We expect our 5-year-old to be able to be polite and 

respectful at a family gathering.  

 

But would you expect a newly walking one-year-old not to toddle into the street? Would you 

expect a baby to not reach out his hand to touch a flame? Of course not! What do you do?  

 

You control his environment to keep him safe.  

 

One of the biggest reasons that parents can’t stay calm with their children is that they forget the 

continued need to control their child’s environment. Two, three, four, five (and even six and 

seven year olds) still have moments in their day when they can’t control themselves.  

 

When they can’t control themselves, you control the environment  

 
Your 2-year-old can’t stop throwing the heavy blocks? Store the blocks away in the garage for a 

while until he is older. Your 4-year-old can’t walk next to you at the store? Into the cart he goes. 

Your 3-year-old can’t stop himself from touching Grandma’s breakable items? Put the items 

away or have Grandma visit your house instead.  

 

We need to recognize that even though our children can be quite capable at times, sometimes 

they are like that one-year-old who is unable to stop himself from toddling into the street. They 

need you to put up the boundaries and (at times) control the environment to help keep them safe. 

And after you set those limits or enforce those boundaries, they need comfort and reassurance, 

not demands and punishments.  

 

Change your expectations, but keep a positive outlook  

 
When I say, “change or lower your expectations,” I don’t mean throwing in the towel when it 

comes to dealing with your child’s behavior. Don’t approach challenging behaviors with the 

mindset: Well I knew he was going to act this way so there’s nothing I can do about it. Approach 

it instead with the mindset: I’m prepared to help my child work through this. I’ve saved my 

energy today for this exact thing. Ask yourself: How can I make this a positive teaching 

moment? 

 

When you meet your children exactly where they are, you are going to be more prepared to 

approach them with patience rather than judgment or anger. 
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Don’t get me wrong, changing your expectations won’t solve all the other problems moms face 

daily. Moms are still going to be overworked and exhausted, because being a mother is a full-

time job. All I’m suggesting is that we shift our perspective to acknowledge that kids need our 

emotional energy. Kids need the opportunity to learn and make mistakes… kids need the 

opportunity to be kids.  

Everything else will work itself out, but one thing you will never regret later in life is having 

more patience with your child. 

DAY 12 

 

Resolution  
 

Your resolution today is to start seeing (and referring to) your child’s difficult behaviors as 

teachable moments. Instead of thinking about your day in terms of how many tantrums your 

child had, think about how many teachable moments you were able to provide. 

 

By reframing your child’s behaviors in a positive light, you can start to see the important work 

you are doing every day to help your little one learn self-regulation. You also start to value 

yourself as a mother when you consider how much you are teaching your child daily. This is the 

key to turning your most frustrating moments into the most valuable part of your day.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
In what ways do you expect a lot from your child? In what ways do you expect a lot of yourself?  

 

 

 

What are some adjustments you can make to your daily schedule or routine to make yourself 

more available during your child’s awake times? What things can you let go of or simplify in 

order to lower your stress?  
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DAY 13 

 

Becoming the Mom Your Child Needs  

 
A deep connection and appreciation for your child lies just beneath the surface of the difficult 

parenting moments you experience daily. Each and every one of us has the ability to parent in a 

way that leaves us feeling joyful and empowered. But in the midst of stress, tantrums, 

disobedience, and anger, it is so easy to lose sight of the big picture.  

You already possess all that you need in order to be the peaceful mother your child needs 

you to be. All you need to do is restructure your mindset to get back to her.  

How we get off track 

These days, we simply have access to too much information. Just by opening the internet, we 

have the answers to any question we could possibly ask. Every day, mothers have the opinions of 

way too many “experts” weighing on our shoulders…. 

Get as much sleep as you can, but never co-sleep. 

Pacifiers reduce the risk of SIDS, but don’t make it a habit. 

Never wake a sleeping baby, unless she’s been sleeping for ____ hours. 

Follow your baby’s cues instead of watching the clock, but also have a schedule. 

Don’t give your baby a bottle too early, but make sure she can take one in case you need 

to leave them. 

All babies develop at a different pace, but you should be concerned if she isn’t doing XYZ 

by age 2. 

Don’t sleep train, but make sure your child can fall sleep on her own without being 

nursed or rocked to sleep. 

All of the contradictory “expert” opinions out there are enough to drive any mother crazy…and 

this isn’t even including all of the information and advice we are getting from other moms we 

know. How often have you thought to yourself about another mom… 

  Her 4-year-old is still napping, maybe mine should be too. 

 She only feeds her children all organic, gluten-free meals. I must be poisoning my kids.  
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Her kids don’t have any screen time at all (as I turn on another episode of my kids 

favorite show).  

 Her house is spotless, she does it all without any help.  

The constant comparison with other mothers can make us feel inadequate and depleted… like a 

total failure. But what we don’t realize is that it’s not about how perfect HER home or HER kids 

or HER life is, it’s just that the particular area where she shines happens to be the area in 

which we feel most insecure.  

 

Every mom (no matter how perfect she may seem) has insecurities, fears and worries. Every 

mom wishes she was better in certain areas of her life. Every mom is afraid of somehow messing 

this whole parenting thing up.  

 

But here’s the thing that we need to remember:  

 

Even in this world with all the opinions and all the advice, you are the best mother for your 

child. You know your child better than any expert. You care the most, you worry the most, 

and you invest the most into your child. Your children wouldn’t trade you for any other 

mom in the world. And the only person psyching you out of motherhood is yourself.  

 

Letting go of comparison 
 

Comparison is the thief of your joy. When you compare yourself (or your children, or your 

husband, or your home) to others, you shut down opportunities for gratitude and contentment. 

You inadvertently tell your brain that all of it is not enough. Comparison sets you up for anger 

and frustration with those you love most.  

 

Slow down. Practice gratitude daily. Don’t beat yourself up about the little things. At the end of 

the day if your children are fed, clothed, and loved, nothing else matters.  

 

Think about your top priorities for your children each day and focus your energy there. It’s better 

to do one or two things well than to try and do everything and spread yourself too thin. 

Recognize that slowing down and prioritizing is not “losing.” After all, you can’t lose a race you 

aren’t competing in.  

 

Focus on what your child needs 
 

There is one huge parenting misconception that is blocking you from being the mom your child 

needs you to be. This one thing is a key reason why you feel drained and unfulfilled when it 

comes to interacting with your kids.  

 

The misconception is that we can’t be human with our kids. We can’t admit that we were wrong, 

take the blame, ask for help, or be totally defeated. We can’t show weakness, or else they might 
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take advantage of us. We must live behind a mask of absolute strength at all times. We have to 

have all the answers.  

 

But this mindset of “doing it all” and being strong and capable 24/7 is wearing us down as 

parents.  Parents are people, too. We get frustrated, discouraged, and tired. And when we can’t 

live up to our own impossible standards, we feel like we are failing.  

 

How do we stop this vicious cycle? How can we prioritize our interactions with our kids in order 

to raise kind and capable children while also not losing ourselves in the process?  

 

Make transparency your #1 priority 
 

Who you are as a person matters exponentially more than any other parenting strategy you 

could possibly implement. Your child doesn’t need you to be a perfect mom. They just need 

to see you being human.  

 

Your child is watching and imitating every single thing you do. Your personality, the way you 

handle conflict, the way you deal with stress, the way you interact with your spouse, the 

comments you make, your facial expressions, everything. 

If you want your child to learn how to be kind, gentle, compassionate, and empathetic, then all 

you need to do is let them see you being those things to them and to others. It’s really as simple 

(and difficult) as that. 

Every day, let your child see you… 

Apologizing and asking for forgiveness 

When you lose your temper or overreact, sincerely apologize to your child. Ask her to forgive 

you. Fight the urge to always want to be right, even when you’re wrong. Admitting that you were 

wrong models for your child how she should act when she is in the wrong. 

Making mistakes 

Never be afraid to admit your mistakes to your child. Express what you wish you would have 

done. Verbalize what you learned from your mistake.  

Empathizing with them  

We want our children to be empathetic towards others, and yet so often we forget to show 

empathy toward them. We want them to “be tough” and “get over it.” But that approach only 

teaches our kids to treat others with harshness as well. 
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Show your child empathy. Kiss all the boo-boo’s, even if they aren’t really there. The lesson on 

empathy is so much more important in the early years than the lesson in toughness. Strength and 

grit will come with time. 

Being kind and helping out 

Help your child when she is struggling. Don’t be afraid to demonstrate altruism. Do for her 

whatever you hope she would do for others. Even if your child is capable of doing something for 

herself, sometimes when she asks for help she just needs to feel close to you. 

Working hard 

Everyone wants a child who strives for greatness, instead of simply “getting by.” But how often, 

in our quest to raise hard-working children, do we think about how often we are joyfully 

demonstrating hard work? Raising a child who works hard and doesn’t give up easily requires a 

commitment on our end to focus on our own effort, and to let it be seen by our kids. 

DAY 13 

 

Resolution  

 
Think about the kind of person you want your child to become in 15 years. Do you want her to 

be kind? Hard working? Patient? Giving? Forgiving? Write a few sentences about your big 

picture goals for your child.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
What are some of the virtues that I am demonstrating to my child daily? What areas would I like 

to improve? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When my child is grown, what is the one word I hope he or she will use to describe me? 
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DAY 14 

 

Identifying Your Child’s Behavior Barriers 

In the same way that you prepare yourself to handle a variety of situations with your child, it’s 

also incredibly important to prepare your child’s environment and their daily routine to help 

maximize independence and minimize problem behaviors throughout the day.  

 

What are behavior barriers and why do they matter? 

Behavior barriers are anything that block your child from being able to behave the way 

you want them to behave. They can be internal or external; they can be environmental or 

even something triggered by your child’s daily routine. Behavior barriers make it difficult 

for your child to self-regulate, listen to you, follow your directions, and engage in 

independent and imaginary play.  

We addressed a lot of the internal behavior barriers when we talked about self-regulation (Day 

7) and validating feelings (Day 8), so now we are going to focus on the environmental and 

routine-based behavior barriers.  

Behavior barriers in your child’s environment  

Barrier #1: Screens and screen time 

When given a choice between screen time and actually engaging in the real human world, 

most kids would choose screens. Screens are easy, instantly gratifying, and entertaining. 

But too many screens in the environment can actually stand between your child and the 

kind of behavior that you want to see in him. The more screen time that you allow your 

child to have, the more screen time your child feels entitled to have. This mindset is what 

leads to tantrums and meltdowns whenever you try to limit it. 

When children spend too much time on screens, they seem to forget how to play. They 

start to feel anxious without it. The way you can tell if screen time has become an 

addiction for your kids is if they stop enjoying other activities like being outdoors or 

playing with friends and are only looking forward to the next “screen fix.”  

Try this: Every family has a different “sweet spot” when it comes to how much screen 

time should be allowed, because every child is different. Keep in mind that the most 

difficult part about implementing screen time limits of any kind is holding yourself as the 

parent accountable and keeping yourself disciplined to not turn it on. It’s so challenging 

in the beginning, but if you stick with the limits you set for your children, they will begin 

to play more independently on their own.  
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Try having a consistent time limit or time of day when screen time is allowed. Let your 

children know what the limits and/or expectations are, and hold firm to those limits even 

if you get push-back. Creating as much predictability and consistency around screen time 

as you can will help to quickly minimize the battles over it.   

If you notice that your child’s behavior is really suffering because of screen time, you 

may consider cutting screen time out of certain days of the week entirely. This sounds 

intense, but remember that generations upon generations of kids in the past found plenty 

of ways to occupy themselves without screens.  

Barrier #2: Too many toys  

How many times have you thought to yourself: My child has so many toys, and doesn’t 

play with any of them! A common misconception is that more toys equals more play. In 

reality though, too many toys lead to LESS play, because the child is overwhelmed by all 

the choices.  

A study from the University of Toledo in Ohio suggests that too many toys lead to a 

reduced quality of play in young children. The study looked at 36 toddlers (ranging from 

18 months to 30 months) engaging in a free-play session. The toddlers were given either 

4 toys or 16 toys. The study found that the toddlers who were given only 4 toys had a 

much better quality of independent play, and played for much longer with each toy 

compared to the toddlers who were given 16 toys.  

Try this: Take a good look at your child’s toys and what he plays with on a daily basis. 

Try to weed out toys based on their quality and your child’s interest in them. An easy 

place to start is by getting rid of toys with missing pieces, electronic toys, and toys that 

only serve one purpose. The best toys for independent play are toys that are open ended, 

meaning that they can be used in a variety of ways. Wooden blocks, play scarves, 

magnetic tiles, and animal figurines are all examples of toys that can spark a lot of 

imaginative play for your child. 

Barrier #3: No designated play area 

Look at the layout of your home. Is there a lot of open space? Is it small with limited 

room? It’s important to know that certain spaces invite certain kinds of play from young 

children. Big, open spaces typically invite lots of running and rough housing, while 

compact spaces invite more small-scale play.  

Try this: Find a space in your home (even if it’s small) where your child knows that he 

can find and play with his toys. If your space allows, try to provide open shelving where 

you can put your child’s toys at his eye level. This allows him to make his own selection 

and also take ownership over putting things away when he is done.  

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29190457
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Barrier #4: Lack of child-sized furniture 

One of the best ways to improve children’s behavior is to empower them to be more 

independent by having access to child-size equipment and furniture. Children who can 

reach the sink by themselves will probably be more likely to want to wash their hands, 

for example. Sitting in a chair is so much easier when the table and chairs are their own 

size. Young children thrive when given the opportunity to do meaningful and helpful 

work, so child-sized cleaning tools like a broom, dustpan and duster are another great 

addition to your home. 

Try this: Think about the tasks that your child does daily, and all the things that require 

your help. What tasks might he be able to do more independently with the right tools or 

furniture? The more independence you can provide your child, the better his confidence 

and self-image (and the better his behavior).   

Behavior barriers in your child’s daily routine 

Barrier #5: Not enough sleep/fresh air/exercise  

Problem behaviors often arise because the child either doesn’t have enough energy (lack 

of sleep) or has too much energy and no place to expend it (lack of fresh air/exercise). 

Your child needs a variety of active play and restful activities throughout his day to keep 

him in a good space.  

Try this: Get your child outside at least once daily. Whether it be to the park or just in 

the backyard, the fresh air and exercise will do wonders for his mood and his ability to 

control his emotional responses. More exercise also naturally sets your child up for more 

sleep!  

Barrier #6: Too many transitions  

Moving from one place, person, or activity to the next can be so difficult for little ones. 

We often see big behaviors while trying to get out the door in the morning, leaving the 

park, or going to a friend’s house. Any kind of change (and the feeling of being rushed) 

can be overwhelming to your child, especially when he doesn’t yet have the tools to cope.  

Try this: As best you can, try to minimize the amount of transitions in your child’s day. 

Resist the urge to overschedule your kids! Try cutting down on some extracurricular 

activities, or doing some rearranging to avoid feeling like a shuttle bus driver (and 

stressing your kids out in the process). When transitions are unavoidable, give your child 

as much information as possible about what is coming next. This can be as simple as 

saying, “In two minutes we are going to pick up your toys and say goodbye to 

Grandma.” Most parents already utilize this technique because it’s so easy, and it curbs 

about 80% of tantrums simply by letting your child know that a change is about to 

happen.  
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Barrier #7: Lack of predictability 

Children thrive on predictability and routine. Keeping a general “rhythm” to your day 

helps your little one by minimizing his anxiety around what is coming next. When your 

child knows and expects that you do the same thing every day, his behavior improves and 

he becomes more helpful and independent.   

Try this: Have a predictable time of the day when you eat meals, go down for naps, get 

out of the house, and start your bedtime routine. If possible, provide your child a visual 

schedule that shows pictures depicting the progression of his daily activities. Prepare 

your child when something is going to happen that is outside of the norm.  

DAY 14 

 

Resolution  
 

Spend some time really thinking about either the time of day (or day of the week) when your 

child struggles the most with behaviors and outbursts. This is the time that your child is telling 

you that he needs more structure, security, and predictability. Jot down some ideas about 

how you might adjust either his environment or routine to give him more support and better meet 

his needs during that time.  

 

Reflection Questions  
 

What behavior barriers currently affect your child the most? Which one surprised you the most?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are some behavior barriers that you experience as a mom? What challenges do you face 

daily that block you from implementing strategies that you believe will benefit your kids?  
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DAY 15 

 

Facilitating Independent Play 
 

With the increase of technology and the fast-paced nature of the world today, it’s becoming more 

and more common that our children just don’t know how to play. Kids these days are clingy, 

unable to entertain themselves, and frequently jump from one toy to the next. Most activities 

only hold their attention for a couple of minutes at a time, and they feel stressed or “bored” when 

their parents aren’t available to play.  

Play is natural and motivating for children, but it is also hard work. It takes creativity, 

active thinking, and problem solving. Independent play is the foundation of your child’s 

ability to pay attention, focus, and follow a plan from beginning to end – all valuable skills 

for future learning in school. Teaching your child to play independently is also the best way 

to gain some time in your day to get other tasks done, without resorting to screen time. 

Yesterday we talked about “behavior barriers” and how they might be getting in the way of your 

child’s contentment, creativity, and play skills. Once you have some of those behavior barriers 

under control, it only takes a little bit of planning and thoughtfulness to get your child playing 

more independently. Here are some easy tricks you can use to boost your child’s independent 

play skills and get valuable time back in your day. 

Ditch the big bins and buckets 

Toy storage has a huge effect on your child’s ability to actually play with the toys that she has. 

Big bins and buckets of toys are just begging to be dumped and scattered about. When you have 

several bins and buckets of different kinds of toys in your child’s play space, those toys get 

dumped out and mixed up several times a day. Talk about frustrating!  

Try having an open shelf with a few shallow baskets of your child’s most favorite toys. Have 

only a small amount of each kind of toy available in each basket, so that your child can focus on 

what they have and be more creative with less. Store the majority of your child’s toys out of 

sight (somewhere like a closet or garage), and rotate the toys around every few weeks or months 

to keep things interesting for her.  

Create an “invitation to play” 

Have you ever noticed that whenever you suggest a play activity to your child, it automatically 

sounds unappealing? 

“Why don’t you play with your blocks?” 

“Do you want to color?” 

“Let’s go outside and play in the sand.” 



 

 

57 

Most children will say “no” to these plans simply because it wasn’t their idea. 

Creating an invitation to play means making these suggestions through the set-up of the 

environment, in such a way that it makes your child think it’s their idea. When children 

are able to freely choose an activity without a parent saying it, it becomes so much more 

valuable to them.  

An “invitation to play” is anything you do in the environment in order to inspire your child’s 

imaginative play. At night, when your child is asleep, go into the living room and set up the toys 

for her. Try putting some of your child’s blocks in the formation of a house or city, and put her 

toy cars and people nearby. In another area of the room, put out some baby dolls and scarves to 

inspire dramatic play. This doesn’t need to be complicated or elaborate, even a very simple set-

up can inspire long periods of independent play for the next day.  

Set clear boundaries, and stick to them 

For some children, creating an invitation to play will be all your child needs to get started with 

playing independently. For others, it may take more explicit and clear boundaries on your part. 

Start with small time increments when you are not available to play, and then work your way up. 

For example, you can say, “I’m going to cut some vegetables for dinner, and when I’m done I 

will come and see what you’ve built.” Stay firm that you are going to finish this task before you 

are going to play.  

Some children would especially benefit from the use of a timer when you aren’t available, to 

give them a sense of how long they need to wait. You can say, “I am going to do some work for 

10 minutes. I’m going to set the timer, and when you hear the timer beep, I will be ready to play 

with you.” 

Once your child understands that you will be available to her after a certain amount of time, you 

can slowly start to increase the time as her independent play improves. This ability to wait and 

delay gratification is hugely important to your child’s overall development. 

Find activities that meet your child’s needs 

One of the biggest reasons that children struggle with independent play is because the toys or 

activities aren’t meeting their needs in the moment. If your child needs lots of movement, then 

fine motor manipulatives or block play probably aren’t going to last very long. Try providing a 

ball or a mini trampoline instead. If your child is really seeking a lot of sensory input, a water 

table may provide longer periods of independent play than a coloring book and crayons. If 

you’ve had a busy morning running errands, your child may need some quiet book reading to 

settle down. 

In general, younger toddlers and preschoolers (1-3 year olds) seek a lot of movement and sensory 

activities, while older preschoolers (4-5 year olds) are more likely to seek out dramatic and 

imaginative play. Young children’s needs are always changing, so being attuned to what your 

child’s behavior is telling you is critical in knowing how to help her stay regulated. 



 

 

58 

DAY 15 

 

Resolution  
 

If you haven’t purged or donated toys yet, now is the time to do it! Depending on your child’s 

age and level of understanding, try to involve her in the process. Explain to her that there are 

other children who don’t have toys, and together you are going to find some toys to share with 

them. Start small, with items to which your child isn’t too emotionally attached. Once your child 

gets used to the concept, she will probably enjoy the process! 

 

Reflection Questions  
 

What are some of your child’s interests? How might you inspire play using his or her favorite 

things?  

 

 

 

 

 

Think about how the process of sharing with the less fortunate benefits your child. Write down 

some of the things you hope your child gains from having less toys.  
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DAY 16 

 

Why Bribes Don’t Work (& What to Do Instead) 
 

Offering incentives for good behavior is extremely tempting in the midst of a stressful moment. 

Every parent has done it at one point or another… bribing your kids to gain their cooperation. It 

sounds like this: 

 

“Finish your dinner, and I’ll give you a cookie.” 

 

“Be a good listener at the store, and you can pick out a treat.” 

 

“I’ll let you have some TV time if you finish your homework.” 

 

It’s so easy to fall into the trap of bribing your kids, because it seems like the quickest way to 

gain their compliance. Parents think that it works because it gets kids to do what we ask, but 

bribes can actually have long-term negative effects on a child’s motivation and behavior. Here’s 

why: 

 
Bribes strip away internal motivation  
 

Children are born intrinsically motivated, curious, driven, and hard working. A baby doesn’t 

need a reward to say his first words or take his first steps. He does it naturally. He does it for 

himself, to satisfy his internal desire for growth.  

The minute that we start using bribes with our children, they learn to stop doing things for their 

own satisfaction and enjoyment, and start doing things for you… at a price.  

Using bribes makes your child hyper-focused on external motivators like candy, prizes, or treats 

instead of their own internal motivators of satisfaction, pride, and accomplishment. When your 

child’s motivation is external rather than internal, he becomes more likely to rush through his 

work in order to gain his reward. He doesn’t take pride or feel the same sense of accomplishment 

as he would if he were working without a bribe. 

Bribes create a sense of entitlement 

Using bribes conditions your child to think that he is entitled to a reward every time he does 

something you ask him to do.  

Expected behaviors like cleaning his room or completing his homework seem more like a choice 

because you have attached a bribe to it. This often backfires when the incentive isn’t motivating 

enough for your child, and he decides that it isn’t worth the effort of the task that you are asking 

him to do. 
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Bribes cause satiation and dependence 

Satiation happens when children become too used to getting treats and rewards, and they start 

wanting more and more. It’s like using pain medication… at first it works, but then your body 

becomes used it and you need more in order to feel the effects. Bribes work exactly the same 

way.  

With every bribe, a child’s entitlement grows stronger, and he become less willing to do what 

you ask him to do without a bigger reward. When your child is unwilling to do what you’ve 

asked without a bribe, it means that he has become dependent on the reward as a source of 

motivation.  

Bribes teach children to manipulate and control 

Bribes are all about control, especially when we use withholding of rewards as a threat. For 

example: 

“If you keep screaming in the store, you can’t have a treat.”  

“Clean your room or else we aren’t going to go to the movies.” 

Withholding rewards creates fear in our kids, and that anxiety actually makes them less likely to 

be able to behave in the way we would like. When we use bribes to control a child’s behavior, he 

becomes more likely to try to use control tactics and manipulate us in the same way. Over time 

he learns to act out in order to get what he wants.  

Bribes don’t prepare children for real life 

In the real world, we don’t get rewards for doing things that we are supposed to do. You don’t 

get a raise for showing up to work, and kids should not get rewards for doing the right thing 

either.  

When we use bribes, we aren’t teaching our children to have personal responsibility over their 

work. They become adults who need to be micromanaged, because that’s how they have been 

taught.  

What’s the alternative to bribing? 

The big question is…what can we do instead? We still need a way to get our kids to do what we 

ask, and if not bribes, then what? 

Focus on connection and bringing back intrinsic joy 

Connection and internal motivation are the absolute keys to raising children who want to 

cooperate with you. True cooperation comes from children who feel connected, important and 
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capable. Our efforts are much better spent building up our children’s confidence in their ability 

to do the right thing for its own sake, rather than trying to bribe and control them into 

compliance.  

Focus on your child’s effort in the work that he does. Instead of saying, “Good job,” say, “You 

worked hard on that project, that must have felt really good.” Instead of saying, “I’m so proud 

of you,” say, “You must be proud of yourself.”   

Validate their own feelings towards their work, rather than evaluating their work.  

Find out “why” 

If your children are struggling to do something that you’ve asked them to do, it’s important to 

understand the underlying reason why. Is the task too hard? Are they not putting on their shoes 

because the straps are a challenge and they get frustrated? Is the task not developmentally 

appropriate? Are they tired? Hungry? Jealous? Getting down to the root of the issue can help you 

adjust your expectations and/or problem-solve with your child.  

Offer to help 

Sometimes, all children need is a little solidarity… even if they don’t really need your help. You 

might say, “Oh my, there are so many toys on the floor. I’ll be your helper! I’m going to start 

here with the blocks. Where will you start?” 

Often times, offering your help or just being present is all your child needs to do what you are 

asking him to do.  

Give up some control 

This is difficult, but so important. Our kids need to have experience making choices for 

themselves and dealing with the real life consequences.  

Your toddler chooses not to eat breakfast? He may feel hungry until lunchtime. Your older child 

doesn’t want to go to soccer practice? He might not get to start in the next game. Teaching 

children to have personal responsibility means giving them room to make mistakes and learn 

from them. 

Thank your child unexpectedly and genuinely 

Let’s say your child goes above and beyond his regular chores by cleaning the house. You can 

express your genuine appreciation by saying, “I really appreciate your hard work; you’ve done 

such a nice thing for me. Thank you!” Your appreciation is all your child needs to feel satisfied 

and proud of his work.  

 



 

 

62 

Work together toward a joint goal   

As adults, we frequently “reward” ourselves with something to look forward to after a job well 

done. We plan a vacation after a long year of work. We sit down with a hot cup of tea or take a 

nice bath after a busy day. We make plans to watch our favorite show after the kids go to bed.  

Having something to look forward to is one of the ways that we get through difficult tasks, 

accomplish goals, and simply enjoy our lives. There is nothing wrong with creating that same 

experience for your child.  

Picture this scenario:   

It’s a Saturday morning, and you and your child are working on completing household chores. 

You say to your child, “I’m really looking forward to playing our favorite game together when 

we are finished with our work.” 

You are not saying, “Do this work SO THAT I’ll play this game with you,” and you are also not 

saying, “Finish your chores, OR ELSE we aren’t going to play a game.” You are working 

together towards a goal. The work is expected; as is the goal you are working toward. There’s no 

threatening, taking away or withholding. You aren’t trying to control him. You are just letting 

him know how much you are looking forward to spending time with him once the work is done. 

DAY 16 

Resolution  
 

Think about a scenario in which you are likely to resort to a bribe in order to gain your child’s 

cooperation. Is it at the grocery store? Meal times? Brainstorm and jot down which bribing 

alternative you might try implementing the next time you are faced with this situation.  

 

Keep in mind that, like all habits, it will take some time for your child to get used to a lack of 

bribes and to re-build his internal motivation. Be prepared for some meltdowns as your child 

adjusts.  

 

Reflection Questions  
 

Think about your childhood. Did your parents or caregivers use bribing as a parenting strategy? 

How did it make you feel? 

 

 

 

What are some specific skills or character traits that you hope your children will gain from being 

able to do things without the need for bribes and rewards?  
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DAY 17 

 

The Keys to Raising a Child Who WANTS to Cooperate 
 

Think about a boss you’ve had at a job at some point in your life. How did this boss treat you? 

Was she kind, gentle, and respectful… or was she demanding and degrading? How did the way 

in which she interacted with you affect your performance at that job? Chances are, the way your 

boss made you feel had a direct impact on your ability and your desire to do your work to the 

best of your ability. It is human nature to perform well when we feel supported and appreciated. 

On the other hand, we crumble under stress.  

 

The way that you interact with your child has a direct effect on her behavior and her desire to 

cooperate with you. Children whose lives are overwhelmed by control tactics and punishments 

eventually start to believe that they need to be controlled in order to do the right thing.  

 

Recognize that your attention is powerful 
 

Your attention is so much more powerful than you realize. Your child, by nature, is always 

seeking your attention in order to feel close to you. When she can’t get your attention or senses 

that you aren’t fully present with her, she will start to seek out your attention by acting out.  

 

Problem behaviors and refusal to cooperate are often signs that your child is trying desperately to 

get your attention, and is willing to do whatever it takes to get it. Negative attention is better 

than no attention at all, in a child’s opinion.  

 

Be intentional about your attention. Reconnect and fill your child up with attention so that she 

doesn’t need to seek it in negative ways. Remember that no matter how “bad” your child’s 

behavior can be; all she ever truly wants is to feel connected to you.   

 

Speak life into your child 
 

The words that you speak to your child truly become her inner voice. Always give your child the 

benefit of the doubt. If she does something wrong, say, “You are a person who does the right 

thing. This time you forgot, but next time I know you will remember!”  

 

Speak to your child as if she already embodies all the virtues that you want her to have. Say 

things like, “Thank you for picking up the toys, that was so helpful.” or, “Look at your brother’s 

face, he’s smiling because you gave him his milk.”  

 

Your child will become whatever you think that she is. Believe in her intentions! Fight the urge 

to step in too quickly. Give her a chance to show you how capable she is. And when she messes 

up, be her biggest cheerleader.  
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Ditch the empty praise 
 

How many times a day do you say the words “Good job” to your child?  

 

Praise is the sneakiest parenting control tactic in the book. Praise, by nature, is evaluative. It lets 

our children know what we like. Since we know that our children want to please us, we use 

praise as a way to get them to continue acting the way we want them to act.  

 

Praise can be stressful for young children because it sends a message of conditionality. It’s 

something that you have to “earn.” And whenever you earn something, it can also be taken away. 

Your child feels pressured into always being in your good graces. Every time you evaluate your 

child you also make her more dependent on your approval. Ultimately this makes her more 

insecure and always in need of more acknowledgement.  

 

Instead of praise, focus on giving thanks or pointing out your child’s growth over time. This 

tells your child that you value progress over perfection, and that you appreciate her hard work. 

You could say something like, “Thank you for remembering to use your walking feet in the 

house,” or, “Last week you needed help to separate all the utensils and put them away, and this 

week you did it all by yourself!” These kind of statements bring your child’s attention to her 

accomplishments without the need for “Good jobs”.  

Remember that encouragement is the ultimate expression of joy in your child, because it focuses 

on the joy itself, rather than on any judgement or evaluation. 

Build up your family culture 
 

Have you ever noticed that some families just seem to have a special kind of “spark?” These are 

the families who work well together, communicate effectively, and have a strong sense of who 

they are. These families intentionally work toward goals and priorities that are important to them.  

 

Children want to feel a part of a community. They want to feel that their work is meaningful and 

beneficial to the group as a whole. For this reason, having a strong family culture is one of the 

most important ways to raise children who want to cooperate with you.  

 

Here are some easy ways you can build up your family culture:  

 

• Have family traditions. This can be as simple as having a special dinner or 

breakfast together once a week. 

• Work and play together. Have designated times for relaxing and getting tasks 

done. 

• Hold a weekly family meeting. 

• Talk about your family values. Make statements that reflect these values like, 

“We are a family that helps each other.” 

• Write a family mission statement. 

• Point out the ways in which your child helps contribute to the family. 
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DAY 17 

 

Resolution  
 

Think of one or two ways that you can start to build up your family culture and deepen the bond 

between you and your children. What traditions can you start?  

 

Reflection Questions  
 

One a scale of 1-10, where is your child right now in terms of his or her desire to cooperate with 

you? Write down 5 practical things that you want to start doing daily to increase your child’s 

desire to cooperate with you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What concerns or reservations do you have about letting go of praise? How might these concerns 

be affected by the way you were raised?  
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DAY 18 

 

Addressing Demands & Entitlement  

 
How often a day does your child make a demand that sounds a lot like this: “I want a snack!” 

“It’s my turn.” “Give it to meeee!” 

 

From a very early age, children begin making demands because of a combination of impulsivity 

and a lack of social understanding. They don’t yet have the self-control to be able to calmly ask 

for what they want, and they also don’t know how (or can’t remember how) to phrase their 

requests politely.  

 

As children grow and mature, they learn that they can use their words and make demands as a 

way to control others. Adults are constantly using their words to make demands, instruct, 

redirect, or discipline. It’s only natural that our kids would begin to mimic this behavior.  

 

One simple rule  

A demand is made from a growing sense of entitlement. The child feels entitled to have 

something, and so he demands it. The more a parent feeds into his child’s demands, the more 

entitled the child becomes. It’s a vicious cycle. To combat this sense of entitlement, implement 

this simple rule in your home: 

Children don’t make demands; they ask for permission.  

Instead of, “I want a snack,” it’s, “May I have a snack please?” And instead of, “It’s my turn,” 

it’s, “May I have a turn?”  

This may seem obvious, but requiring children to ASK instead of demand is actually less 

common than you think. Most parents focus on correcting the tone of their child’s demand, 

rather than requiring them to ask for permission. For example, if a child yells, “I want a 

snackkkkk!,” many parents will redirect him to say calmly, “I want a snack, please.” While 

tacking on a “please” is definitely more polite, it doesn’t address the deeper issue. 

The subtle difference of requiring your child to ask permission instead of making a demand 

reaffirms that the parent is in charge of making the decision. When your child asks for 

something, you as the parent can say “yes,” or you can say “no.”  

Children are much more likely to accept a “no” when it’s in response to a question they 

have asked rather than a demand they have made. In the act of asking the question, the 

child is already prepared to hear a yes or no answer…it’s a 50/50 chance. 

Another benefit to having your child ask permission is that it naturally shuts down nagging. A 

child can walk around the house demanding, “I want to watch a movie” a million times, but 
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when you require him to ask, “May I watch a movie?” he gets a definitive answer. If the answer 

is “no” and they ask you again, you can simply say “already answered.” When parents are 

consistent, children learn quickly that “no” really means “no” and they stop whining and 

nagging. 

Of course, like any parenting strategy, it takes time to teach your child that he needs to ask for 

what he wants, rather than demand. Be patient as your child learns your expectations. When your 

child makes a demand like, “I want to go to the park!!” simply say, “Are you trying to ask me a 

question?” Your child will learn that you want him to ask politely for whatever it is that he 

wants. This strategy is a simple way of teaching your child respect without resorting to yelling or 

punishments.  

Important  

Make sure to provide your child lots of opportunities to make age-appropriate choices 

throughout the day, so that he can also feel a sense of control over his environment. For example, 

letting your child choose what he wants to wear or what kind of fruit he wants with his breakfast. 

Children who are given the opportunity to make choices will be less likely to lash out when 

parents need to make tough decisions and say “no.” 

Other ways to decrease entitlement and increase gratitude  

Let your child experience disappointment 

As a parent, it is so hard to balance the desire to please our children with the need to help our 

children learn to deal with disappointment. It seems that by giving them gifts and other material 

things, we are making them happy… but only in the moment.  

When children are given too much too soon, they will take it; and as a result we build up their 

notion of what they ought to have – what they are entitled to have. This is a difficult reality to 

face, because it calls us to focus in on our children’s character. By not always giving your child 

what he wants, you can help him learn to be grateful and content… to be happy and joyful 

without needing “more.” 

Place less emphasis on material things 

Help your children understand the value of their things, by having fewer things. The more items 

they have, the less likely they are to appreciate and take care of them. Resist the urge to buy 

things on a whim, and have your children work to earn the money to buy items that they really 

want. This will help them to see the value of hard work and perseverance, and they will value 

their things more because they actually worked for them. 

Model gratitude 
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Gratitude is a learned behavior, one that must be modeled for young children. How could we 

expect our children to be grateful, content, and joyful with what they have if we are not modeling 

it for them? Our children need to see us saying “thank you” and being appreciative for what we 

have. Model that the world is not meant to make us happy all of the time; sometimes things go 

our way and sometimes they don’t. We need a balance and a realistic view of the world so that 

we can become well-rounded people.  

Focus on perspective 

For many children, the reason they always want “more” is because they are surrounded by 

friends and peers who have things that they don’t. Perspective is the single best way to increase 

gratitude. If your child is comparing himself to others who have more, give him the opportunity 

to compare himself to those who have less. Teach your child about how people live in other parts 

of the world, and help him serve others who are less fortunate in your own community. These 

experiences will help him put his life in perspective and cultivate gratitude in a more meaningful 

way. 

DAY 18 

Resolution  

Have a conversation with your child about demands vs. requests, and explain that from now on 

there will be a certain way for him to ask for what he wants. When demands arise (as they 

naturally will) simply say, “Did you want to ask me a question?”  Your child will learn that you 

only respond to questions he asks instead of demands he makes. 

Reflection Questions  

What are some ways that you can model gratitude daily? How might you implement them? 

 

 

 

As a family, how can you strive to be less focused on material things? What habits can you shift 

or adjust to better meet these goals?  
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DAY 19 

 

Building Self-Control & Delayed Gratification 
 

Self-control is an incredibly difficult skill that takes years and years of daily practice in order to 

improve. This is one area that you simply can’t expect your child to master, because most adults 

still haven’t even mastered it.  

 

Small children are notoriously terrible at waiting. Patience is just not something that comes 

easily to a generation of kids who want everything right NOW. Every new piece of technology 

that makes our lives easier also makes us more dependent on instant gratification. As a society 

we’ve forgotten how to stick with long-term projects and reap the rewards of perseverance and 

hard work.  

 

The “marshmallow experiment” 
 

The most iconic study on delayed gratification is the famous “Marshmallow Experiment” that 

was conducted in the 1960s. In this study, four-year-olds were given a single marshmallow and 

told that they could eat it right away, or they could wait until the researcher came back after 15 

minutes and get a second marshmallow. Most of the children couldn’t wait. 

 

Out of the few children who did wait to get a second marshmallow, the study showed that 40 

years later they did better in school and made more money as adults. That group was also 

happier, showed lower levels of substance abuse and responded better under stress. 

What was the difference between the children who were able to wait for a second marshmallow 

and those who were not? The answer is:  

Experience in waiting, and coping strategies. 

The children who were able to wait for the second marshmallow had strategies to keep 

themselves occupied while they waited. They also probably had more opportunities to 

practice waiting and delaying gratification. Chances are, these are the kids who didn’t 

always get exactly what they wanted, when they wanted it.  

Coping strategies for delayed gratification  

Teach your child to wait using visuals  

This sounds easy, but it’s actually very difficult. Teaching your child how to wait means not 

giving her a snack every time she asks for one. It means allowing her to be uncomfortable for a 

short time, knowing that she is building up important skills in the struggle.  

One practical way to do this is to create a weekly visual schedule for your child. Print out a 

simple 1-week (7-day calendar) and glue on pictures of your child’s favorite activities on the 

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1972-20631-001
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appropriate day. You can put her favorite meals, screen time, visits with grandparents, basically 

anything that your child enjoys doing during the week.  

Time is such an abstract concept for little ones, and a visual schedule gives your child something 

concrete to use as a coping strategy to wait for those things that she is really looking forward to 

doing. It gives her daily experience with waiting.   

A visual schedule makes your child feel more in control because she knows what to expect on 

any given day. It also reduces frustration for parents who are tired of being asked, “What are we 

doing today?” 

Involve your child in long-term projects 

Another way to foster delayed gratification is to get your child involved in activities like 

gardening and baking, which require patience and take place over a certain amount of time. 

Baking is a perfect activity for young toddlers who are still very new at being able to wait. They 

love mixing the ingredients together, putting everything in the pan and then…. Oh no! It has to 

go in the oven. Understanding that she needs to wait a short period of time in order to enjoy the 

fruits of her labor is the way she learns self-control and delayed gratification. 

Gardening is another great long-term activity for children because a garden needs daily care and 

attention. Your child will have to put in the effort even though she won’t see the reward of her 

hard work for quite some time. 

Encourage independent play 

Whenever your child plays, she is actively engaging the parts of her brain that are responsible for 

problem solving and critical thinking skills. Whenever your child plays with another child, she is 

exercising her self-control as she navigates sharing toys and making play decisions together.  

Play is not sedentary like watching TV. Watching TV is instant gratification, because your child 

doesn’t have to do anything to be entertained. In play, your child has to work for the excitement 

and satisfaction. If you want your child to develop self-control and delayed gratification, she 

needs to have substantially more play time than sedentary “entertainment” time. 

Say “No” 

As parents, we naturally want to make our children happy. We want to give them all the things 

that they want. But the only way to actually raise more grateful children is to not give them 

everything they want. 

Your child needs to know that when she makes a request, there are two possible answers: “yes” 

or “no.” If you find yourself resorting to answers like “maybe” or “later” in order to avoid her 

reaction to “no,” then you know that your child needs more experience with the answer “no.”  
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Using “maybe” and “later” as a buffer only sets our children up for failure later in life when they 

won’t know how to deal with plain old “no.” It is so much better for children to learn coping 

strategies for disappointment when they are young than it is for them to go through their entire 

life feeling entitled to never being told “no” in the first place.  

Try the “List” Rule 

One of the things that our family started early on was the concept of sticking to a shopping list at 

the store. We would write a list of whatever we needed at the grocery store, and keep the list 

handy for reference. Whenever my son wanted something, I’d say, “Let’s check and see if it’s on 

the list.” The rule is: if it’s not on the list, we are not going to buy it. 

Tantrums and meltdowns are far fewer if your child knows the “list” rule. The list rule eliminates 

impulse buys, helps your child to learn the concept of sticking to a plan (and eventually a 

budget), and lessens her feelings of entitlement. 

Use Wish Lists 

If my son really wants something at the store, then I usually offer the idea of adding it to his 

“wish list” that we keep at home. This is a list that he can add items to throughout the year as 

they come up, but we always emphasize that it is just a wish list. It’s not a guaranteed-going-to-

have-it list. He can hope for a lot of things, (hey I also dream about things I’d like to have) but 

that doesn’t mean it’s going to happen.  

As we approach different holidays or birthdays, I encourage him to look at his wish list and think 

about one thing he would really want on the list. Usually there’s only one or two things that he 

really wants anyways, and the rest are just random ideas he has thought about. 

Give Allowance & Teach Kids to Save Up 

If your child is a little bit older (elementary age and up), allowance can be a great way to teach 

delayed gratification. Teach your child that they can save up for items she has on her wish list. 

This gives her more autonomy when it comes to buying and also teaches her valuable lessons 

about saving. It encourages her to delay happiness by not purchasing little things, so that she can 

save up for the bigger item she really wants. 

DAY 19 

Resolution  

Think about a time in your child’s day (or weekly schedule) where your child really struggles 

with being able to wait and delay gratification. Pick one area to focus your attention and energy. 

Help your child build skills around waiting during this time of the day. Start slow, and build up 
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as she begins to understand that she can’t get exactly what she wants every time. Expect some 

tears, but remain confident! Your child will adjust and be better off in the long run.  

Reflection Questions  

 
What do you hope your child gains through building his or her delayed gratification skills?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

How might the whole family benefit from an increase in delayed gratification?   
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DAY 20 

 

Fostering Empathy 
 

Children develop the ability to understand that other people have thoughts and feelings different 

than their own around 4-5 years of age, and this is known as “theory of mind.” Prior to that, 

children’s brains are egocentric… the world revolves around them. During the toddler years, 

little ones need to be explicitly taught how to respond in social situations because they don’t yet 

have the understanding that other people can feel differently than they do. 

 

I’ve seen it time and time again, and I’m sure you have too: A child darts past another child, 

knocking over his block structure, yelling an un-empathetic “Sorry!” over his shoulder as he 

runs off to continue his play. Children are being taught to say “sorry” before they are actually 

developmentally capable of feeling sorry for their actions. The act of saying sorry appeases 

adults because it’s the polite thing to do, but teaching our children to say sorry is not the same as 

teaching them to be empathetic towards others. 

It is our job to help our children learn how to take their big, overwhelming feelings and turn 

them into positive social interactions. In addition to teaching them how to act appropriately on 

their own feelings, we also want to make sure that they are learning how to empathize with 

others when they are struggling. Here are some simple ways to develop empathy in your child 

from an early age: 

Be empathetic towards your child and others 

When your child falls down or gets hurt and you respond with a “get over it” attitude, he takes 

notice. Every time you dismiss your child’s feelings, he learns to dismiss the feelings of others.  

Whenever you minimize his feelings, he also becomes more insecure and less likely to be able to 

handle difficult situations on his own. Demonstrate to your child how people ought to be treated. 

Make a point to talk about his emotions in the moment, so that he starts to recognize how it feels 

to be sad, angry, or jealous. Always be willing to see things from your child’s perspective.  

Radiate empathy, even if you aren’t in the wrong, to teach your child that it’s more important to 

maintain relationships than it is to be “right.”  

Talk about emotions OUTSIDE of conflict resolution 

Don’t wait until your child is in the middle a heated moment to talk to him about feelings! It’s 

hard for children to understand and make connections about other people’s emotions while they 

are in the midst of their own emotions. That’s why it’s so important to talk about feelings and 

emotions outside of conflict resolution, in moments when they are calm and connected with you. 

These are the moments when they are really going to be able to process the information.  
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Young children relate best to stories, so while you are reading books to your child, talk to him 

about how the characters might be feeling. Point out the facial expressions of the people in the 

book. Ask questions like, “How do you think they are feeling?” and, “Why might they be feeling 

that way?”  

If your child is interested, you can follow up by having him think about a time when he might 

have felt the same way as the character in the story. All of these experiences help your child 

develop a deeper sense of empathy for others and are so beneficial for your child’s emotional 

intelligence in general.  

Talk about how other children are feeling IN conflict resolution 

Let’s say your child is playing and he takes another child’s toy away. Instead of “managing” the 

situation or solving the problem yourself, engage in a dialogue with both children.  

Prompt your child to look at the other child’s face and ask him, “When you took his toy away, 

how do you think that made him feel?” If your child is struggling with this, you can simply say, 

“I think he’s feeling sad. Let’s ask him.” Give the other child the opportunity to share about his 

feelings and what might make him feel better. Whenever possible, give the children the 

opportunity to solve the problem themselves.  

3-Step Process in Conflict Resolution 

If the children aren’t able to solve the problem themselves, or if there is dangerous 

behavior involved, follow these simple steps for conflict resolution:  

Step 1: Stop the behavior  

Physically intervene to stop the behavior immediately. Get down to the children’s 

eye level. If the children are fighting over a toy, hold the toy in your hand so that 

you can discuss the problem without it being a distraction. If a child is hurting 

another child stop him and say, “I won’t let you hurt your friend.” 

Step 2: Bring your child’s attention to what happened, and help him to respond  

If your child has just snatched another child’s toy, chances are he had tunnel 

vision on the toy and completely missed what was happening around him. Point 

out the impact of your child’s actions by saying, “Look at his face, he’s crying. 

He didn’t want his toy snatched out of his hand.”  

Have your child “check on” the other child by asking him, “Are you ok?” This 

acknowledges that the other child has been hurt or wronged, and it’s the first step 

in making amends. If your child has the language skills, teach him to ask the other 

child, “How can I help?” or “What can I do to make it better?”  

Step 3: Teach your child to take action to help 
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Finally, ask your child to take action to help the person he has offended. This 

looks different depending on the situation. For example, if your child has broken 

down another child’s block tower, ask him to help fix it. If your child bites 

another child, have him go get the other child ice and sit with them. Not only is 

this teaching your child to be more empathetic to others, but it is also teaching 

him important social skills. If your child walks away from a negative situation 

feeling like he was able to be helpful and be a good friend, then he will naturally 

become more motivated to do the right thing next time. 

Don’t make them “say sorry”  

When we teach our kids to say “sorry” as a blanket response, we are teaching them that all their 

actions have equal impact. Teaching your child to say sorry doesn’t mean that he actually feels 

sorry. True empathy means that your child not only feels sorry for something that he has done to 

hurt someone else, but also that he takes action to make things better for the other person.  

With this said, it’s always good for you to MODEL saying sorry in a sincere way. Your child 

will hear you and take notice on when it is socially appropriate to say sorry and will also pick up 

on your sincerity.  

Teach them about sincerity  

Around three years old, children are already able to start understanding tone and inflection in 

your voice. That’s why their 3-year-old “attitude” starts coming out right around then! Three 

year olds know that the way you say something matters, and they are beginning to practice 

different tones and inflections with us. 

Do some explicit teaching with your child about what it means to be “sincere.” Ask him if he 

wants to be the “detective” to find out if you are being kind and sincere. Then do some role 

playing with him where you "act out" apologizing in both a very sincere and a drastically 

insincere way. Ask him to guess which reaction is sincere, and ask how a person might feel if 

given an insincere apology.  

Help them anticipate the needs of others  

Another important way to foster empathy in young children is to teach them to think about (and 

anticipate) the needs of others. If Grandma comes over, ask, “Do you think Grandma might be 

thirsty?” and have your child offer her a drink.  

Help your child to anticipate the needs of other children by offering them a toy, or asking if they 

want to play. Every time you point out the needs of others to your child, you encourage him to 

think outside of himself and foster empathy within him.  

Genuinely thank them for their kindness 
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When your child does something kind or unexpected, genuinely thank him. Let him know how 

much you appreciate his helpfulness. Pointing out your child’s natural kindness is the best thing 

you can do to support him in becoming more empathetic. Showing him how his generosity 

affects those around him encourages him to reduce conflicts and just be kind in the first place. 

Remember: Big changes only happen over time, with consistency  

Teaching empathy takes time! Be understanding and remember that your child is learning. If you 

stay on track and are consistent with these strategies, someday you will look back with pride at 

how far your child has come in learning how to be kind and empathetic to everyone he meets. 

DAY 20 

 

Resolution  

 
Have a conversation with your spouse about how each of your parents taught you empathy 

during your childhood. Was there any explicit teaching on conflict resolution? Reflect on how 

that might affect your parenting now, and whether or not those are patterns you want to continue 

with your own child(ren).  

 

Reflection Questions 

 
In what ways are do you feel like you are already succeeding in teaching your child empathy 

towards others? In what ways do you feel you can improve? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How can you demonstrate being sincere to your child on a daily basis? What internal work needs 

to be done in order for you to approach your child with more sincerity?  
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DAY 21 

 

How to Discipline With Natural & Logical Consequences 
 
All too often, parents are trying to discipline by revoking their children’s favorite privileges 

whenever they misbehave. You hit your brother, you lose TV privileges. You refuse to clean up 

your toys, you get a time-out. This approach, while it may be effective in the short term (as most 

control-based tactics are), doesn’t teach your child any lifelong lessons or how to behave in the 

future.  

 

When consequences are unrelated to your child’s actions or behaviors, your child is not able to 

make any connections about what he ought to do the next time. Your child learns to comply with 

your requests out of fear of losing something that he likes, rather than internalizing a true sense 

of right or wrong. 

 

If we use fear and control tactics as the fuel of our parenting strategy, our children only learn 

how to behave when we are there watching and controlling their every move. The minute we 

step away or give up some of that control, they rebel.  

 

Instead of looking at our children as needing to “learn their lesson” when they do something 

wrong, what if we looked at them as needing support to take responsibility for themselves? What 

if we took the anger and frustration that we feel when our children defy us and instead channel it 

into productive ways of teaching them how the world works?  

 

How do we do this? Through the use of natural and logical consequences.  

 

Natural consequences 
 

Natural consequences are anything that happen naturally as a result of a choice your child makes, 

without any adult interference at all. When you don’t eat, you feel hungry. If you go out in the 

rain, you get wet. If you refuse to wear your coat, you get cold.  

 

With the tendency towards “helicopter parenting” these days, parents are getting more and more 

afraid to let their children experience natural consequences. In an effort to “protect” our children 

from discomfort, we instead turn to using random consequences and punishments.  

 

Letting your children experience natural consequences: 
 

• Isn’t punitive 

• Helps them learn how to be responsible for themselves 

• Teaches them about the real world 

• Helps them be resilient and capable  

 

Using natural consequences (the positive parenting way) means that we: 
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• Never lecture or say “I told you so” 

• Always show empathy for our children  

• Comfort them without rescuing them  

• Validate their feelings  

 

Giving your children the space to experience natural consequences communicates to them that 

you respect them and believe in their capability to handle the situation at hand.  

 

It can feel difficult to be comforting and supportive without rescuing or overprotecting 

your child, but it all goes back to trust. We need to trust in our child’s ability to handle the 

situation as well as trust that it won’t take much discomfort for your child to make a 

different choice next time.  

 

Letting children experience small amounts of age-appropriate discomfort helps to eliminate 

power struggles over issues related to their self-care, which is one of the first skills that your 

child is naturally motivated to learn and develop.  
 

Natural SOCIAL consequences 
 

In addition to teaching our children about everyday natural consequences like being hungry 

when they choose not to eat, we also need to teach our children that there are natural social 

consequences to their actions. If you hit your friend, she will be less likely to want to play with 

you the next time. If you don’t share your favorite toy with your brother, he might not want to 

share his favorite toy with you. If you throw a fit in the store, your dad might not be as willing to 

take you along the next time.  

 

Just bringing these simple social constructs to light for our children can be incredibly helpful in 

teaching them about the nature of human interactions and relationships.  

 

When NOT to use natural consequences  
 

Natural consequences are a great way to teach our children about the real world and help them 

learn responsibility, but there are also situations where you can’t or shouldn’t use natural 

consequences.  For example: 

 

1. When a situation is dangerous for the child or someone else. We can’t allow our child to 

experience the natural consequences of running into a busy intersection or shoving his 

sister down the stairs, for example.  

2. When the result of the natural consequence doesn’t seem like a problem to the child. For 

example, if she doesn’t care about getting cavities from eating too much candy.  

 

Using logical consequences 
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When there is no natural consequence for your child’s behavior, it’s time to turn to a 

“logical consequence.” A logical consequence is one that is RELATED to the misbehavior, 

REASONABLE (based on your child’s age and level of understanding), and one that 

doesn’t involve shame or disrespect to the child.   

 

Here are some logical consequences you can start using today:  
 

Child’s Action Your Response Logical Consequence 

Throwing food on the 

floor 

“Thank you for letting me know you 

are all done eating.” 

Mealtime is over & child 

helps clean the floor 

Stalling and taking too 

long to get ready for 

bed 

“It is taking so long to get ready for bed 

tonight, we only have time for 1 book 

instead of 3.” 

Less time to read books 

Mistreating or 

throwing a toy 

“I need to keep this toy safe, I’ll put it 

away for a little while until you are 

ready to try again.” 

Toy is taken away for a 

period of time 

Being too rough with 

her sibling 

“You need to slow your body down. 

I’m going to sit with you over here until 

you are calm.” 

Taking a short break from 

the activity in order to calm 

down 

Splashing water 

outside of the tub 

“Splashing lets me know that you are 

all done with your bath. I’ll need your 

help to wipe up this water.” 

Bath time is all done & 

child helps clean up the 

water 

Not getting into her 

car seat  

“It looks like you need some help 

getting into your car seat today, I’ll 

help you.” 

Child loses the opportunity 

to do it by herself 

Running away  “I need to keep you safe.”  Child now has to hold 

hands with you 

 
Why logical consequences are NOT the same thing as punishment 
 

Everyone, even adults, experience consequences as a result of the decisions that they make. If we 

don’t do our work, we can get fired from our job. If we don’t brush our teeth, we can get a 

cavity. In the real world, the consequences of our actions are (usually) directly related to the 

behavior itself.  

 

Teaching our children about the consequences that naturally follow their actions is 

preparing them for real life. On the other hand, punishment comes from a place of power, 

control, and fear. Punishment is based on a “you do the crime; you do the time” mentality.   
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Spanking, time-out, or taking away screen time usually has nothing to do with the behavior your 

child was exhibiting. The easiest way to tell if you are punishing your child instead of providing 

a logical consequence is to think about your intention. If your intention is for her to not repeat 

her actions based on fear of something (i.e. fear of spanking, yelling, time-out, or losing a 

favorite thing) then you are turning to punishment. With logical consequences, the intention is 

for her to learn not to repeat her actions based on the effect it has on herself and others (i.e. 

throwing food on the floor makes a mess, stalling takes away time from fun things, etc.).  

 

DAY 21 

 

Resolution  

 
Think of your top 3 daily battles with your child. Is it about getting dressed in the morning? 

Mealtimes? Bedtime? Whatever it is, write down some specific ideas of natural or logical 

consequences that you can implement in order to reduce shame and punishment during these 

times of the day.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
What do you think are the long term effects of not teaching your child the natural consequences 

related to his or her actions?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

How might using natural and logical consequences reduce your stress around certain behaviors 

that your child exhibits on a daily basis?  
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DAY 22 

 

The 5 Biggest Mistakes We Make When  

Responding to Tantrums  

 
The single biggest and most common mistake that we make when dealing with our children’s 

tantrums is the idea that we can stop them from happening. Over-talking, yelling, bribing and 

shaming are all ways that we try (and usually fail) to stop the meltdown.  

Think about the last time you – as a grown adult – were in tears. Now imagine if the person you 

thought you could lean on, the person you are counting on to help you get yourself back together, 

met your pain with judgement, shaming, or a lack of compassion. Our children need to know that 

we are able to handle them at their worst, no matter what. 

Mistake #1: Overreacting/Yelling 

During a tantrum, children’s logical left brains are simply not able to process anything, no matter 

how much we try to threaten or reason with them. Since they can’t process anything that we are 

saying, all they hear is the tone of our voice.  

When we overreact or yell in response to our children’s tantrum, it’s frightening and confusing to 

them. That fear and uncertainty makes it even more difficult for our children to calm down and 

collect themselves. The more we yell, the more they can’t calm down. 

What to do instead: Stay calm and respond with confidence 

As difficult as it is, we need to remain calm and un-phased in the midst of our children’s 

screaming. Our children feel more relaxed when they see that we are confidently in charge. We 

are not nervous at all about their behavior, and we are willing to ride out the storm with them. 

Remember that your child in the midst of a tantrum is acting outside of his right mind; he isn’t 

intentionally trying to act that way. Your child is probably scaring himself by his own behavior, 

because it is frightening to feel so out of control. If your child could articulate what he is actually 

feeling during a tantrum, it would be: “Mommy I need your help. Please don’t let me act this 

way. When this is over, show me that you still love me.” 

Tantrums usually start with anger, and eventually dissolve into sadness. The child starts off by 

hitting or screaming (the release of the frustration) and eventually cries and sobs (the sadness and 

shame over how he’s acted in addition to whatever disappointment he was dealing with in the 

first place).  
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It is our job to help the child get from the “mad” stage of the tantrum to the “sad” stage, through 

being a calm and gentle presence. Only once the child has de-escalated into sadness over the 

issue can we begin to help him solve the problem and look for better solutions for the next time. 

Since our words are not effective while the child is in angry tantrum-mode, it’s best to just wait it 

out. If you do need to speak to him, keep your phrases short and to-the-point. Don’t try to “fix 

it.” Be in close proximity to your child so that you are ready to physically help him as needed. 

For example, if he tries to throw something say calmly, “I won’t let you throw,” and then gently 

take the item away. If he tries to hit you say, “I won’t let you hit me,” and block his attempts. 

Once your child has reached the “sad” stage of the tantrum, offer a hug and reassure him that he 

is safe and loved. This is the time when you can begin to talk to him about the difference 

between his feelings and his actions.   

Mistake #2: Saying too much after the fact 

Even after the meltdown is over, we need to keep our explanations short and our teaching brief. 

When we over-talk or go into long lectures, it creates a little play or a drama in your child’s mind 

over what happened. He starts to see himself as the lead character in an exciting story about a 

boy who hit his brother, for example, and feels compelled to re-enact it in the future. 

Children need in-the-moment teaching, so if the moment has passed there is very little learning 

that can happen. After a tantrum your child may not even remember what started it in the first 

place, let alone be able to learn anything from it. 

What to do instead:  Respond in the moment, and move on after the tantrum 

Stop your child in the middle of an act or respond to your child immediately afterwards with a 

simple and nonchalant, “I won’t let you do that. If you do it again, I will ask you to take a 

break.” The theory is if your child is in a state of mind where he is able to stop himself, he will. 

If he is not able to stop himself, then taking a break will help him get back to a calm state where 

he is able to listen again. 

After a tantrum has happened though, it’s time to move on. You may offer a brief explanation, 

but generally speaking, your time is better spent reassuring him that it will be better next time.  

Mistake #3: Saying nothing 

Some people might tell you to ignore the tantrum so that your child doesn’t get any attention for 

the negative behavior. But ignoring your child completely during a meltdown tells him that you 

don’t care. Sending him away to his room tells him that you can’t (or won’t) handle his feelings. 

What to do instead: Stay close and be emotionally available 
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Remain in close proximity and get to eye level with your child. Just be willing to stay the course 

with him. Say something brief that lets your child know that you are there for him. For example, 

“I’m here when you need me.”  

I can’t tell you how many times I have seen a child winding down from the angry phase of a 

tantrum just melt into his parent’s arms when they are close by and at his eye level. We need to 

remember how little our children are. Just because their words and actions may seem big and 

may frustrate us more than we’d like to admit, these are still just children who have only been on 

this earth for less than 5 years. 

Mistake #4: Shaming them 

“Be a big boy.” 

“Big girls don’t cry.” 

“Why can’t you be more like your sister?” 

Young children desperately want to be “big.” Shaming them by reminding them of their inability 

to live up to our expectations is really just kicking them while they are down. 

Children already feel so much embarrassment and shame when they lose it and have a tantrum. It 

doesn’t feel good to them. They want to be in control of their emotions, but they can’t. And they 

know that they can’t, which is upsetting and overwhelming. 

What to do instead: Encourage all feelings 

Tantrums are a natural response and outlet for feelings of frustration and/or disappointment, 

especially when they are in response to a limit we have set. 

Children realize how small they are, which is why they find the most comfort in knowing that 

their parents care enough to set limits to keep them safe. Our children test our limits because they 

need to question how much power they have. They wonder… What will she do if I try this? Will 

she stop me from acting this way? What if it’s the weekend? Or the middle of the night? Will the 

rules still apply if Grandma is visiting? They will try out every possibility until they are certain 

that the answer is the same. This is why we must stay absolutely consistent. We remind our 

children that the answer is always the same, and it’s always okay to feel sad/frustrated/upset 

about it. 

Mistake #5: Guilting them 

While shaming a child makes him feel weak and powerless, guilting your child makes him feel 

far too powerful. 

When we say things like, “You hurt my feelings” and combine it with a “fake cry” or a pout, we 

give our children an unhealthy amount of power and responsibility. It’s unsettling for them. By 



 

 

84 

remembering that our children don’t have control over their actions when they are in the middle 

of a meltdown, it seems obvious that the “guilt” route is not a good approach.  

We can’t take our children’s behavior personally if we are aiming to stay calm and collected, 

especially when we know that our children aren’t trying to hurt us. They are simply working on 

figuring out their own feelings… and the last thing they need is to feel guilty about having hurt 

ours. 

Your child feels ashamed after having a meltdown, so it’s important to let your child know that 

you aren’t mad at him. Remind your child that you love him no matter what, and that it’s your 

job to keep him safe and to help him learn. 

DAY 22 

 

Resolution  

 
Make sure that your home has a safe place for your child to work out his feelings and take a 

break when needed. This is not a “time out” corner or a place for punishment. Make this a 

comfortable space where your child can go when he needs to calm down and collect himself. 

Pillows, blankets, or sensory toys are all helpful items to have in a calm-down space.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
Which of these common tantrum mistakes do you struggle with the most? Why do you think this 

is? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have an open conversation with whomever spends the most time with your child besides you 

(whether it be your spouse, a grandparent, or a daycare provider) about how tantrums are dealt 

with when your child is with them. In what ways can you both adjust to be more consistent and 

in alignment with what your child needs? 
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DAY 23  

 

Four Steps for Dealing with Challenging Behaviors  

(Hitting, Biting, Throwing, Screaming, etc.)  

 
All toddlers go through a phase of challenging behaviors at some point or another. Two and 

three-year-olds want to know exactly where the boundaries are, and flirt with those boundaries 

often in order to find out. Big behaviors like hitting, biting, throwing, or screaming are your 

child’s way of saying to you, “I have a big feeling and I don’t know what to do with it.” It’s 

when she can’t slow down or think rationally about her choices.  

It is important to remember that in the long run, this phase of tantrums and behaviors will 

only account for a very small portion of your child’s life.  Your response to your child’s 

behaviors can leave a lasting impact long after this temporary phase comes and goes.  

As frustrating as it is for parents to deal with these outbursts, take comfort in knowing that there 

is always something you can do when your child displays a major behavior. There’s always an 

action you can take, even if it’s just removing your child from the situation.  

Step 1: Take action using an “I” statement 

The moment an inappropriate or dangerous behavior occurs, calmly and immediately take action 

to stop the behavior while using an “I” statement. An “I” statement is the phrase that you use to 

communicate to your child that you are confidently in charge of even her biggest behaviors. It’s 

the phrase you use to let your child know that until she is able to keep herself and others safe, 

you will do it for her. It sounds like this: 

 

“I’m stopping you. I won’t let you hit me.” 

 

“I won’t let you hurt your friend.” 

 

“I’m holding you to keep you safe.” 

 

“I’m putting this toy away for now.” 

 

“I’m taking you home.” 

 

“I’m moving you to a safe spot.” 

 

“I will help you take a break.” 

 

Using one of these statements while you physically block your child from hitting, biting, or 

throwing, shows her that the behavior is serious. This is not the time for warnings, explanations 

or discussions – you are stopping the behavior in its tracks.  
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Step 2: Take a break to calm down 

The next step is to help your child take a break. Behaviors happen because your child is 

overwhelmed and/or dysregulated, whether she looks like it or not.  

 

Bring your child over to the break area, and stay close by as she calms down. Some children do 

well having their parent right next to them, while others may need more space at first. You will 

learn over time what works best for your child. Remember that the goal of the break is not for 

your child to learn her lesson. The goal is for your child to learn how to calm herself down.  

You can sit with her, modeling appropriate calming strategies like taking deep breaths or 

counting to 10. Try having her put up her 5 fingers as the “candles” on a birthday cake. Teach 

her to “blow out the candles” one by one (putting a finger down each time) until there are no 

more candles left on the cake.  

Don’t put a time restraint on the break. When your child is calm, the break is over and you can 

move on to step #3. But first a quick word on “time-out:” 

 

Why you should say no to “Time-Out” 
 

In a time-out, children are expected to “pay the price” for their negative behavior. They are 

expected to sit alone for a specific amount of time as a punishment for their actions. This is a 

form of love withdrawal which can make your child feel a threat of abandonment.  

 

Remember that toddlers are still learning – they’ve never done this before. Imagine if your boss 

at work punished you for not knowing how to do something right on your first week on the job.  

 

Punishment assumes that the child understands what she is doing, and has full control over her 

actions. Considering an average lifespan of almost 90 years, your 2-5-year-old has not had 

enough time or experience to be considered proficient in anything really, let alone the difficult 

job of regulating her emotions. Our goal should always be to help the child learn how to regulate 

herself, not to punish her for what she is not yet developmentally capable of doing.  

 

Step 3: Talk about it and problem solve 

“Discipline is helping a child solve a problem. Punishment is making a child suffer for having 

a problem. To raise problem solvers, focus on solutions not retribution.” –L.R. Knost 

 

Once your child is calm, it’s time to talk about what happened. Describe what you saw, and how 

it made you feel: 

 

“I saw you hit your friend. I don’t like to see children being hurt.” 

 

“It scares me to see toys flying around the room. I was worried someone would get hurt.”  
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 “Screaming really hurts my ears.” 

 

Next invite her to think about solutions to the problem that she can use next time she is faced 

with the same situation. Ask, “What can we do next time instead of (hitting, screaming, 

throwing, etc.)? If she can’t think of any ideas, give her some suggestions:  

 

“Let’s try using our words to ask for a turn with the blue truck. You can ask your friend, 

‘May I have a turn when you are finished?’” 

 

“Perhaps we can find some kind of toy that is safe to throw, like a paper airplane.” 

 

“If you feel like you need to scream, let’s find a pillow to scream into so it doesn’t hurt 

anyone’s ears.” 

 

Once you have a good plan in place for next time, then it’s time to check on anyone who was 

hurt by your child’s actions. If no one was hurt, then you can skip this next step and simply ask, 

“Are you ready to try again?” and let her move on with her day.  

Step 4: Check in & make amends  

If your child’s actions have hurt someone, then she needs to make amends by acknowledging the 

situation and checking on the affected person. Teach your child to ask how she can help or how 

she can make it better for the person she has hurt. Finally, assist your child in taking action to 

help the other person, whether it be comforting, getting ice, or contributing in another way.  

Keep in mind 

Not every conflict or behavior in your child’s day warrants all 4 of these steps. These steps are 

only for serious (and/or persistent) behaviors that require immediate intervention. Minor 

behaviors or disobedience can generally be dealt with using strategies that we will discuss on 

Day 24.  

DAY 23 

 

Resolution  
 

Think about your child in terms of where she is right now with her ability to regulate her 

emotions. How many major behaviors are you seeing in the span of a week? How long does it 

usually take for her to calm down from a tantrum or meltdown? Jot down some notes about 

where your child is right now so that you can look back later at how far she has come.  

 

Reflection Questions  
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How do these 4 steps differ from the strategies you have been using with your child?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What reservations do you have when it comes to making changes in how you deal with 

challenging behaviors? What are you excited about?  
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DAY 24 

 

Overcoming Defiance, Disobedience, and Back Talk 

 
When we resort to yelling at our children, it usually isn’t in response to the very first sign of our 

children’s defiance or disobedience. It is more of a gradual chipping-away of our patience which 

starts with small acts of disobedience and builds over time until we explode out of frustration.  

 

It sounds something like this:  

 

Parent (from across the room): “Sweetie, it’s time to eat breakfast.” 

Child (playing with toys): *No response* 

Parent: “It’s time to come to the table to eat.” 

Child:  “I don’t want to.”  

Parent: “I made your favorite breakfast, come and take a look.” 

Child: “No!!” 

Parent: “That’s it, if you don’t come to the table right now you are going to have a time-

out.” 

 

You get the idea.  

 

These kinds of interactions, when happening multiple times a day, build tension and frustration 

for both the parent and child. They also break down your little one’s view of himself as an 

obedient child.  

 

The two most important keys to gaining your child’s cooperation and obedience is to:  

1) Collect before you direct, and  

2) Intervene before you get frustrated  

 

Collect before you direct 
 

Think about the last time you told your child to do something. Was your child involved in 

another activity? Were you looking at your child when you gave him the direction? Were you in 

close proximity to him? Too often we tell our children to do things from across the room while 

we are simultaneously trying to accomplish other tasks.  

 

The problem is when we divide our attention in this way, we can’t be certain that our children 

have truly heard and understood our directions. Intervening in disobedience becomes a sticky 

situation if we can’t know for sure whether our child has processed our request. Children also 

quickly learn that when we are distracted, we can’t (or won’t) intervene to ensure that they do 

what we ask.  Hence, you’re feeling like you need to repeat yourself over and over again.  

 

“Collect before you direct” means engaging your child’s attachment instincts before you give 

him a demand or tell him to do something. This means putting all other tasks aside, getting down 
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to his eye level, smiling at him, or maybe saying something about what he is working on before 

giving a direction.  

 

When you take the time to engage your child’s attachment instincts, he will automatically be 

more receptive to your directions. If he still chooses to be disobedient after you have given him 

your full attention, you can at least be certain that he has heard and understood your directions 

and respond accordingly.  

 

Intervene before you get frustrated 
 

Repeating yourself more than once when your child has clearly heard your directions and is 

refusing to do what you’ve asked only sends the message that he didn’t have to listen to you the 

first time.  

Limits and boundaries make young children feel safe, secure, and loved. Whenever you don’t 

follow through on something that you’ve asked your children to do, they are left feeling insecure. 

It makes them wonder on which other boundaries you might not stand your ground.  

The next time you tell your child to do something and he refuses, stalls, or argues….calmly 

follow through, right away.  

It looks like this:  

You are about to leave the house and you ask your child to get on his shoes. He grins and runs 

off in the other direction with clearly no intention of doing what you’ve asked. This is when you 

normally would be tempted to “over talk” the situation, negotiate, or dive into punishments or 

rewards. Instead, walk over to your child and say, “It looks like you need a little help. I can help 

you with your shoes.”  

You either bring the shoes to him or hold his hand and walk to where the shoes are. When your 

child realizes that the choice is either to put their shoes on by himself or with your help, 90% of 

the time he will decide to do it on his own. If he does end up needing your help, then help them 

and chalk it up to a lesson in altruism. Say kindly, “I’m sure next time you will do it all on your 

own.”  

If your child resists your help, wait it out (blocking access to all other toys/activities) until he is 

either able to do it on his own, or is able to accept your help. When your child knows that you 

can and will physically intervene to help him follow through with your directions, he learns to 

listen and obey the first time.  

Why this strategy works: 

Young children crave independence. They want to be able to do things on their own, without 

your help. Because of this natural desire, most of the time they will refuse your help and simply 

choose to do whatever you are asking of them on their own. 
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When they do accept your help, it’s likely because they either A) actually need help (they may be 

tired, the task may seem too difficult, etc.) or B) they need to feel close to you. Refusal to 

cooperate is often a sign that your child needs to reconnect. Either way, you are meeting his 

needs by being physically present with him. 

What does this strategy teach your child? 

 

1. That you are confidently in charge of the situation. You have no need to yell because you 

are prepared to help him right away, before you get upset. 

2. That when you tell him to do something, it’s going to happen. You aren’t going to say it a 

second time, negotiate, punish, or bribe. You are able to help him if he isn’t able to do it 

on his own.  

3. That you understand his need for autonomy. You always give him the opportunity to do it 

on his own before intervening.  

 

Some other strategies for your parenting toolbox 

Here are some other ways to help your child follow through with your directions:  

Give information  

“I’m going to finish cleaning the kitchen, and when I’m done I want to come and see 

what you’ve built! After that we are going to go upstairs and get dressed.” 

 

Reaffirm their intentions  
 

“You are having such a good time at grandma’s house! You would rather keep playing 

even though you know it’s time to leave. I know you want to be obedient, and it’s really 

hard when you wish we had more time to play.” 

 

Be playful  
 

 “Let’s see who can hop to the car the fastest!” 

 

Offer a choice  
 

 “Would you like to bring your bunny or your bear to the car with us?” 

 

Use problem solving  
 

“I see that you’re worried if you leave your trains that they might get messed up. How 

can we solve this problem? Can we save the trains up high on the counter so that your 

little sister can’t reach them?”  

 

Limit Testing 
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When your child is feeling insecure, he will test your limits by intently watching for your 

reaction while doing something that he knows he isn’t supposed to do. Think back, has your 

child ever looked straight at you as he walked up to a power outlet with his hand outstretched? 

Has he waited to throw a toy until the moment he saw that you were watching?  

 

In these instances, your child is trying to re-create a scenario in which you gave him 

negative attention for that particular behavior. All it takes is one reaction to compel your 

child to try to push that limit again in the future.  

 

As much as possible, try to stay completely neutral in situations when you know your child is 

looking for a reaction from you. Unless it is a true emergency, don’t rush over to your child. 

Don’t raise your voice. Stay as calm as possible while moving towards him. Be ready to 

physically intervene if he tries to do it again and say, “I can’t let you do that” while stopping the 

behavior. 

 

The more boring your reaction is to attention-seeking limit testing, the less likely your child will 

be to try it again in the future. Even though it feels counterintuitive to not react when your child 

intentionally acts out, you are actually taking power away from the behavior by not giving it the 

reaction your child was expecting.  

 

Dealing with back talk 

Back talk is a major trigger for parents. Back talk often acts like a mirror, reflecting back to us 

the parts of ourselves (and the words we’ve used) that we aren’t particularly proud of. The most 

important thing to remember about back talk is that your child is using it as a tool to let you 

know how angry/frustrated/upset he is. He is trying to shock you with his words or his attitude in 

the only way he knows how.  

 

Here are 4 easy steps you can use when dealing with back talk in your children: 

 

1. Describe what they are trying to do with their words and validate the 

feelings behind it 
 

“Wow, you must be very upset at me to say those things. You want me to know how mad 

you are.”  

 

2. Reaffirm mutual respect   
 

“In this house, we treat each other with respect even when we are upset. You are not 

treating me with respect, and you need to take a break to calm down. We can talk more 

about this when you are calm.”  

 

3. Take a break if needed  
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Stay with your child until he calms down. Once he is calm, have a conversation about 

what words (and tones) are acceptable and what are not. Remind him that it’s okay to feel 

angry, but that it’s not okay to be disrespectful.   

 

4. Use natural & logical consequences 
 

Especially with older children, utilizing consequences is important for dealing with back 

talk. Revisit Day 21 for more ideas on logical consequences.  

 

DAY 24 

 

Resolution  

 
Think about and jot down some ways that you could implement logical consequences for back 

talk in an older child (for example, an older child talking back and giving attitude about a 

specific outing could result in cancelling or rescheduling the outing).  

 

 

Reflection Questions  

 
What instances of disobedience are most triggering for you? Why do you think this is? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are some ways you can stay calm when you are triggered by your child’s disobedience? 
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DAY 25 

 

Tackle Whining, Complaining, and a Lack of Gratitude 

 
Whining is your child’s way of letting you know that she is not in a good space at the moment. 

She may be experiencing disappointment, fatigue, hunger, or a lack of attention. No matter what 

the reason behind it, your child’s whining is a sign that she is on the verge of a meltdown.  

Here are some simple strategies to help your child self-regulate through the whining phase, give 

her a sense of empowerment, and (as a result) give you some peace.  

Strategies for whining 

Redirect  

With younger children, changing the subject can be very effective in stopping their 

whining. Sometimes, all it takes is for you to get them involved in another activity or 

bring up a favorite topic of theirs, and they move on with their day. 

Say, “Use your strong voice.” 

This is a nice alternative to saying, “Don’t whine,” because it tells your kids what kind of 

voice you would like them to use. You can also say, “I will be ready to listen when you 

use your regular voice,” which reminds them that whining isn’t the way to get their 

needs met. 

Acknowledge/name their feelings  

Kids usually whine because they aren’t getting what they want, which can be very 

disappointing for them. Just a simple, “I hear how you really wanted ___” or, “This is so 

frustrating/disappointing/upsetting,” can help them know that we empathize with them. 

Ask, “How can we solve this problem?” 

This phrase acknowledges that they are having a problem that needs solving and 

encourages them to come up with some solutions on their own. By tapping in to the 

child’s problem-solving capabilities, you empower them to have some control over the 

situation. 

Take a break yourself  

Both kids and adults need a break sometimes, so feel free to step away from your kids if 

their whining is pushing you to your limits. You can say, “I need a break right now so I 
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can feel calm.” This is an excellent way to model for your kids that it’s also ok for them 

to take a break and collect themselves. 

Stand your ground when the answer is “no” 

Giving in to the whining may seem like the easy way to get it to stop, but this will make 

your child even more likely to do it in the future. When you say “no,” stand your ground, 

and try some other strategies to redirect the whining. 

Reconnect with your child 

Whining is often no more than a bid for our attention, so spending some time together 

can help children feel reconnected with you. When a child’s love-bucket is full, she won’t 

have as much of a need to seek your attention through whining. 

Complaining and lack of gratitude 

Over the years (as children gain self-regulation strategies), we begin to see a gradual decrease of 

whining and an increase in complaining and a lack of gratitude. But just because your child is 

older, doesn’t mean that she can always control herself when it comes to these two issues.  

Complaining and a lack of gratitude are still signs of a child struggling with her feelings, or a 

child struggling with the ability to understand other people’s feelings.  

Help your child see her behavior in light of how it affects others  

“When I take you to the store and you complain, it makes me feel like maybe I shouldn’t 

bring you next time.”  

“When grandma gives you a present and you don’t say thank you, that might make her 

feel sad.”  

“When you use words like that, it sounds ungrateful. I know you aren’t trying to sound 

that way so let’s think of a better way to say it.”  

Be honest but avoid shame  

Helping children understand how they could be being perceived by others is very different than 

saying that they ARE those things. It’s important to never use labels like “spoiled” or “bratty,” 

even when you describe how they may be being perceived by others. Simply replace those words 

with “ungrateful” and your child will still understand the concept without any danger of her 

feeling labeled by those words.  
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DAY 25 

 

Resolution  
 

Instead of reacting right away the next time your child is whining, take a moment to pause and 

reflect on why your child is whining in the first place. What are they struggling with in the 

moment? Sometimes verbalizing what you perceive is going on in an empathetic way is helpful. 

Other times just sitting with the knowledge is enough to soften your response to your child.   

 

Reflection Questions  
 

What do you feel is your greatest barrier as a parent to responding with compassion when your 

child is whining or complaining? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How does fear of what other people think of your child affect the way you respond to his or her 

lack of gratitude?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

97 

DAY 26 

 

Diffusing Power Struggles  
 

Over the last several days, we’ve talked about a lot of strategies that you can use to gain your 

child’s compliance and help correct unwanted behaviors. You’ve learned how to help your child 

listen the first time with consistent follow through, build self-regulation skills with a calm-down 

break, and overcome whining and complaining.  

While all of these strategies are incredibly important for raising secure children, there’s another 

piece of the parenting puzzle that often goes undiscussed. In addition to making sure our children 

are obedient and respectful, we also need to make sure that our children are growing in virtues. 

We want them to be kind and helpful, even (and especially) when we aren’t around.   

How do we help our children grow in virtue? How do we raise children who are willing to put 

others before themselves in a “me first” society? The answer is simple: By modeling it through 

your own example. And one of the best ways that you can demonstrate virtues and values to your 

child is by picking your daily battles with intentionality. 

First, a little background 

A normal part of any child’s development is the gradual need for autonomy and control over his 

environment. Children want to do everything they see their parents doing, whether it be cooking 

in the kitchen, sweeping up after dinner, or making demands of others. You’ve probably even 

noticed your sweet little one using one of your own parenting phrases against you. If your 

children are paying attention to the tiniest details of how we speak and conduct ourselves, you 

can be certain that they are taking notice when we are gentle in words, kind in actions, and 

helpful by nature. This means that we, as parents, need to do more than just demand 

obedience of them. We need to be intentional about our interactions with our children, and use 

some of those little teaching moments and power struggles in our day to explicitly teach 

kindness.  

Give up control over the little things 

Let’s say your child has been building with blocks, and it is time to clean up. Your child is 

refusing to clean up. You’ve tried everything. You’ve tried giving choices, making it a game, 

offering to help. Your child is simply refusing. So what now? Now you have a choice. You can: 

A) Punish your child, use fear tactics or take away their privileges. You can try and force 

obedience. You can fight the fight, because you think that if you let this one thing go, 

your child will never listen to you.  

 

OR  
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B) You can recognize this power struggle and decide to diffuse it. You can trust that 

your child needs your example of kindness and altruism more than he needs to be 

forced into submission over a few blocks. 

What if, instead of forcing obedience right now, you gave your child the example of why he 

should want to be obedient in the first place? Instead of threatening, bribing, or counting to three, 

what if you decided to model exactly what you want to see in your child?  

Model helpfulness. Do for him what you hope he would do for another child who was struggling 

to clean up their mess. Just clean it up. There can be no power struggle if you, as the parent, 

don’t struggle for power. 

Say out loud, “It looks like it’s hard for you to clean up today. Today I’ll clean up. I know next 

time you will help.” Say it joyfully, with confidence and a smile, and believe it. Instead of going 

to war over a few blocks, show your child that it feels good to help others. Show him that it’s not 

always about “your mess” or “my mess,” it’s about community.  

When you start to give up control over some of the little things, over time your child will learn 

how to let go of the little things as well. When you give freely and help often, your child takes 

notice. Kindness is never wasted when it is extended to a child. Trust that you are enough, that 

your example is all your child needs to unlock the virtues that are already pre-programmed 

inside of him. 

Remember:  

• You can demand respect without BEING demanding. 

• You can be a confident leader of your home, while also choosing to let go of the little 

things. 

• You can use those little things to teach your child how to be a helpful and kind person. 

• You can teach respect by showing respect. 

The burning question 

I know what you are thinking: If I give up control over the little things, how can I make sure that 

my children aren’t going to just “walk all over me?” The same way that you don’t let your 

husband or your boss or your neighbor walk all over you… with personal boundaries. 

Your relationship with your child (like all other relationships in your life) is based on mutual 

respect. Choosing not to engage in power struggles with your child over the little things doesn’t 

mean that you let your child do whatever they want. You hold firm your own personal 

boundaries and the boundaries of others who are too small to speak for themselves (the baby in 

the house, for example). There will always be rules and boundaries in place to ensure that 

everyone remains safe and respected. 
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In our society we have the right to pursue happiness as long as it doesn’t infringe on the rights of 

others. In our homes we can have this exact same policy. In order to make sure everyone’s needs 

are met, there will always be non-negotiable situations in which you need to use another 

approach with your child. Sometimes that means you can give him a couple of choices. 

Sometimes it means rephrasing your request in a fun and playful way. Other times it means just 

simply having to set a limit and follow through. 

Since we are responsible for keeping these amazing, tiny humans of ours safe (and because 

sometimes we just have to get out the door or change a diaper), there will always be non-

negotiable moments in our day.  

But here’s the key: 

If we let go of some control over the little things and model being gracious, helpful and generous 

most of the time, you’ll find that your child is so much more likely to cooperate with you during 

the non-negotiable times. 

The connection and the trust you are building every day sets the foundation for children who will 

listen and respect you because they know that you also listen and respect them. Since they aren’t 

engaged in power struggles with you constantly, they are less likely to need and to seek that 

power and control. In reality, they are actually pretty agreeable and helpful! They just need the 

opportunity to show you.  

DAY 26 

 

Resolution  

 
Revisit some of the big picture goals you wrote for your child on Day 13. Now think about how 

letting go of power struggles can help you focus your time and energy on the big picture goals 

you have for your child.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
What are some of the little power struggles I can let go of on a daily basis?  

 

 

 

 

 

In what ways would you hope that your child extends the same kindness to others that you 

extend to him or her? 
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DAY 27 

 

Sibling Issues (New baby, Sharing, Fighting) 
 

Welcoming a new baby into the family is an exciting time for everyone involved. Well, maybe 

not everyone. Your older child may have a difficult time at first dealing with feelings of jealousy 

and anger towards your new little bundle of joy. It’s important to know that young children 

handle the transition into the role of the older sibling in all sorts of ways. Some will welcome a 

new baby with ease, and want to be involved right away. Others will be lukewarm at first and 

gradually settle into their role as time goes on. Some will be blatantly against sharing your 

attention at any cost! 

 

Keep in mind that it’s completely normal for a child to go through a wide range of emotions 

toward a new baby. There’s no real time frame for when these emotions come and go, and they 

often fluctuate over time. Here are some ways to help your older child transition more smoothly 

into her role as the older sibling and give her a sense of security in the process: 

 
Prepare them ahead of time  

 
Help your child build excitement for the baby by talking about it, reading lots of age-appropriate 

books and answering her questions. Involve her in the process of setting up baby’s room or bed, 

and talk about what babies need. If possible, spend some time around other babies so that your 

child has a better frame of reference for what to expect.  

 

Give them responsibilities  
 

Toddlers love to help! Having a purposeful job makes them feel big and capable during a time 

when they are likely feeling small and helpless. Involve your older child in feedings or diaper 

changes by having them bring you a burp cloth or throwing a dirty diaper in the trash.  

 

Since regression is common in older siblings when a new baby comes into the picture, building 

your older child up as the “helper” is so important. It shows your child that she doesn’t need to 

act like the baby in order to get your attention and that she can make meaningful contributions to 

the family.  

 

Make the baby wait 
 

Babies are demanding, and if you aren’t careful you might find yourself spending the majority of 

your day meeting all of the baby’s needs and not enough of your toddler’s needs (resulting in 

huge meltdowns). Remember that the arrival of a new baby doesn’t automatically make your 

older child more capable of dealing with her feelings. In fact, the opposite is usually the case. 

Your older child will still need lots of help, reassurance, and time with you. When you find 

yourself in the inevitable position in which both the baby and the toddler needs you, make it a 

point to have the baby wait. Say out loud to the baby, “I will help you in just a second, I’m going 
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to help your sister first.” This shows your toddler that her needs are important to you, and that 

she doesn’t always come “second” now that the baby is a part of the family.  

 

Spend special 1:1 time with your older child  
 

Once a new baby comes home, it’s even more important than ever to spend uninterrupted quality 

time with your older child. It doesn’t have to be fancy! Reading a book, playing a game, or even 

running mundane errands means the world to your child.  

 

Special toys basket 
 

One of the most difficult parts of navigating life as a mom of two is trying to feed the baby and 

keep your older child from destroying the house in the process. Before the baby arrives, collect 

some new (or used but new-to-you) toys for your older child to keep in a special basket that only 

comes out when you are feeding the baby. The novelty of the toys will keep your toddler 

engaged and help you tremendously during the first month when it seems like all the baby wants 

to do is eat.  

 

Never compare 
 

This is such an important rule that extends way beyond the newborn days! Statements like, “Why 

can’t you be more like (your sibling),” or, “(Your sibling) is doing what I asked, why can’t 

you?” are really damaging and can stay with your child for life. The best way to facilitate a 

healthy relationship between your kids is to not compare them or expect them to do the same 

things at the same time.  

 

Sharing and fighting 
 

After the initial newborn phase, the family moves into a new territory of sibling sharing and 

fighting. As soon as your younger child becomes more mobile, a whole new level of anger and 

frustration can arise from the older sibling in having to share her toys and her space.  

 

Protect their hard work/Make a baby-free space for them  
 

Older preschoolers’ (3.5-5 year olds) imaginations are beginning to soar, and they are ready to 

start creating intricate play scenes. At this age it is especially important to protect your older 

child’s play by giving her some baby-free time or a special space for her to create. 

 

If your child spends 30 minutes building a city with blocks and creating an entire storyline about 

it only to have her baby sibling wreck it in seconds, you can definitely expect some tears. And 

rightfully so. A child is deeply invested in play.  

 

Instead of minimalizing your child’s feelings, validate them and explain the situation in words 

that she can understand. Say, “That is so frustrating because I know you spent all this time 

building your special city. The problem is that babies don’t understand about keeping cities safe. 
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Why don’t we move your blocks into the other room so that you can build without worrying 

about your sister knocking it down.” 

 

In the future, help your child understand that if she creates something in a shared space, there is a 

chance that it could be wrecked. Provide your child a place to play that is safe from the baby 

whether it be her bedroom, outside, or on a table. Your effort to protect your older child’s play 

gives her validation that you care and that things aren’t “always about the baby.”  

 

Don’t MAKE them share  

 
There’s nothing that creates more resentment in an older sibling than forced sharing. The older 

child is already adjusting to having to share her parents and her home with a new baby, and now 

she is being expected to share all her toys as well!  

 

When I taught preschool I had a simple rule in my classroom: when a child is using a toy, it’s 

“busy.” End of story. The other child can ask to play with it when she is finished. Giving older 

children control over when they share shows them that you value their play and that you 

trust that they will eventually share. It also helps younger children learn boundaries and how 

to wait their turn.   

 

Invite them to share     
 

At the same time that you don’t force your older child to share, you can teach her about being 

kind and generous by inviting her to share. You might say, “Your sister is really hoping to have 

a turn with that toy soon; I know you will share it when you are ready.” When your child decides 

on her own to share a toy with her younger sibling, resist the urge to praise her! Instead point out 

the positive result that her decision had on her younger sibling. Say, “Look at his big smile! You 

really made him happy by sharing that toy with him.” Your older child can take pride in her 

altruistic actions and will be more likely to share with her sibling in the future.  

 

Support the younger child’s transition into play 
 

As babies become toddlers and are more ready to engage in pretend play with their older 

siblings, they are going to need support from you to make that transition. Help facilitate play 

between your children by showing your older child how to give the younger child a role in 

whatever game she is playing, and then help your younger child fulfill that role. Helping teach 

the younger sibling appropriate ways to play gives her the skills she needs to be invited more 

often into play with her older sibling.    

 

When issues arise, facilitate problem solving  
 

One of the most common issues that I would see as a teacher was children who were completely 

dependent on adults to solve their problems for them. The minute that something didn’t go the 

way that the children wanted it to, they would run to an adult so that the adult could “fix it” for 

them.  
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My best advice for dealing with fights between your kids is to give as much power to the 

children as possible for solving the problem. Facilitate the problem solving, but don’t do it for 

them. Have the children explain to you what the issue is and then ask them if they have any 

ideas for how they could resolve it. For example, if your children are fighting over a toy, it likely 

sounds something like this: 

 

Child 1: “I was playing with it!” 

Child 2: “No I was playing with it! It’s mine!” 

Parent: “It sounds like you both really want to play with this toy right now.  How can we 

solve this problem?” 

 

I’ve seen children come up with all sorts of interesting solutions to problems like this. Taking 

turns, utilizing timers, or coming up with a whole new game altogether, are all creative ways 

children may suggest. The key is to let the children try to reach a mutually agreeable solution 

(even if it’s not something you would expect). If they can’t reach a resolution on their own, you 

can say, “I’m going to put this toy away for a while until we can agree on a good solution to the 

problem.”  

 

By making it clear that your role is to support your children in solving their own problems, 

as opposed to solving their problems for them, you empower them and better equip them 

for life in the real world.  

 

DAY 27 

 

Resolution  
 

If your children are older and no longer napping, try implementing a “quiet time” in which they 

play together in a room for a designated period of time. This is an excellent opportunity for your 

children to practice problem solving and resolving conflicts without your help. Start off with 

smaller time increments and build up as they get used to being on their own.  

 

Reflection Questions 
 

What are some practical ways you can protect your older child’s play space from a little sibling? 

Does it require adjusting the physical space or the daily schedule in some way?  

 

 

 

 

 

Besides better sibling relationships and bonding, how else might your children benefit from 

being able to solve problems on their own without your help? 
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DAY 28 

 

Separation Anxiety & Clinginess 

 
As both a former preschool teacher and as a mom, separation anxiety is something that I’ve dealt 

with from both perspectives. I’ve been the one to have to leave a screaming child and I’ve also 

been the one to receive a screaming child. And I’m here to tell you… no matter how many times 

you deal with it, it is always heartbreaking. The only way to help young children deal with 

separation anxiety in a healthy way is to give them the tools to: A) know that they are safe 

without you there and B) be able to predict when you will be back. 

 

Remember: 
 

Even though you know that your child will be perfectly fine in someone else’s care, he 

doesn’t know that. To him, any separation from you feels like a true threat to his safety and 

security.  

 

Here are some of the strategies that I’ve found to be most effective in helping children become 

more secure in leaving their parents: 

 

Early introductions  
 

Whenever possible, make sure that your child has had prior experiences with the person that you 

are leaving him with. Many preschools offer “open houses” where your child can meet the 

teacher ahead of time and also see the classroom. The more your child knows the person you are 

leaving him with, the easier the transition will be because he has already begun building some 

trust.  

 

Be honest with your child  
 

Make sure that you are always honest with your child ahead of time about what will happen. If 

you aren’t honest with your child from the very beginning, he will become even more insecure 

about the separation. Be positive but explain exactly what is going to happen. Say, “We are 

going to school today. I’m going to walk you into your classroom and then I’m going to give you 

a big hug and leave for a little while. After your nap, I will be back.” Your child may be upset 

initially when you tell him the truth, but he will find comfort in knowing that you are being 

honest with him. 

 

Don’t sneak out! 
 

This one is huge. When parents see that their child is occupied with playing, they might try to 

sneak out without saying goodbye. They do this because they don’t want to disturb or disrupt 

their child, but this tactic ALWAYS backfires. Shortly after sneaking out the child realizes that 
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his parent is gone, and is crushed that he didn’t get to say goodbye. It causes him to lose trust in 

his parent and it makes him even more clingy when his parent returns.  

 

No matter what, your child deserves to be a part of the separation process.  

 

He needs to be given the opportunity to feel whatever feelings he needs to feel when you leave. 

That’s the only way he is going to be able to process his experience in a positive way. As 

difficult as it is to interrupt your child while he is playing happily, a simple, “I’m going to get 

going now, I’ll see you later” is so important. Some children will say goodbye easily and return 

to whatever they were working on, while others will have a harder time. Either way, your child 

needs to trust in your leaving, so that he can also trust in your coming back.  

 

Last means last 
 

This is another biggie. During the separation process children will often ask for “one last hug” or 

“one last kiss.” This is totally fine, as long as you stand firm when you say that it’s the last one. 

I’ve seen parents and children go back and forth for 20-30 minutes dealing with fake “last 

times.” This causes both the parents and the child’s stress levels to increase and it makes the final 

goodbye much harder. The child doesn’t understand why that final “last time” meant you were 

leaving, since the prior ones had caused you to stay.  

 

Have a goodbye routine and stick to it 
 

Having a goodbye routine can bring a lot of comfort to a child who is struggling with separating. 

A goodbye routine is a predictable series of actions that happen right before the parent leaves. 

This can be as simple as walking him into the classroom, giving one kiss and one hug and saying 

goodbye, or it can be more in-depth if needed. The key is to let your child know exactly what the 

routine will be ahead of time, and commit to doing it every single day. Even though your child 

will still be sad when you leave, he will find comfort in knowing that he can predict exactly what 

will happen when you say goodbye.  

 

Give your child something that is yours to hold on to  
 

Another technique that can be very helpful for children is to have something that is yours to hold 

on to while you are gone. It can be anything… we have used elastic hair ties, small articles of 

clothing, or even a family picture. Whatever item you decide to let him hold on to gives him a 

tangible reminder that you are coming back. It helps him remember that he is loved and safe, 

even when you are away.  

 

Expect some tears (and it’s ok) 
 

It’s perfectly normal and healthy to expect some tears in the separation process. Just because 

your child cries when you leave, doesn’t mean it wasn’t a successful separation. Some children 

may cry at every drop-off for the first few weeks, and that’s ok. Every day will get easier as your 

child builds trust in his teachers as well as your consistency with drop off and pick up. 
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Experienced preschool teachers know that separation anxiety is a natural part of the child’s 

development, and will support both you and your child through the process.  

 

Provide visuals whenever possible   

 
Visual supports can help your child understand when you will be back. A few simple pictures of 

his daily preschool schedule (for example, toys, snack, nap, and then mommy will be back) can 

be extremely comforting for your child. Over time your child will learn that there is a predictable 

pattern for when you are going to come back, which will reduce his anxiety over you leaving in 

the first place.  

 

You can also use this strategy if you need to leave your child for several days at a time in 

someone else’s care. Try giving him a visual chart with days that he can check off, so he can see 

how many days are left before you come home.  

 

DAY 28 

 

Resolution  

 
Have a conversation with whomever you are leaving your child with ahead of time about how 

you would like the goodbye routine to go. Letting him or her know your plan ahead of time will 

help you both to stay consistent when the time comes for you to leave.  

 

Also consider reading some children’s books about separation anxiety to your child. Reading can 

help open the lines of communication and give your child some additional coping tools. Here are 

some of my favorite books on this topic: 

 

The Kissing Hand by Audrey Penn 

Llama Llama Misses Mama by Anna Dewdney 

I Love You All Day Long by Francesca Rusackas 

Bye-Bye Time by Elizabeth Verdick  

 

Reflection Questions 
 

What are your biggest concerns over leaving your child in a new environment? How might you 

address some of those concerns ahead of time? 

 

 

 

 

Knowing that your child will feed off of your energy when it comes time to separate, how can 

you exert confidence to help your child feel more secure during this time?  
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DAY 29  

 

Mealtime Issues  
 

Despite our best efforts to make mealtime a positive and family-centered experience, the dinner 

table often feels like a warzone. Full-force power struggles erupt over a few bites of this or a few 

bites of that. We, as parents, are so stressed out over what and how much food our children are 

eating, that we completely miss the mark on providing our kids with the tools they need to have a 

lifelong healthy relationship with food.  

 

The reason that mealtime is so stressful for parents (and kids) is because we have been 

approaching it the wrong way all along. Mealtime strategies that are focused on control tactics 

(ie: rewards and punishments) will never give us the long term results that we want because the 

truth is this:  

 

You can’t actually make your child eat. And she knows it.    

 

Eating is one of the only things that your child knows that only she can control. Parents turn to 

bribing, threatening, and negotiating because we are desperate for control in a situation that we 

really can’t have control over.  

 

“Eat your green beans so that you can have dessert.” 

 

‘Look at how much your sister is eating!” 

 

“You aren’t getting ice cream unless you finish your plate.” 

 

“Three more bites and then you can be done.” 

 

While well-intentioned (because of course we want our children to eat a well-balanced diet!), all 

of these statements actually do more harm than good. Without realizing it, we are sending the 

message to our kids that you should “reward” yourself with something unhealthy every time you 

eat something that is actually good for you. Not exactly the recipe for success for good future 

habits.  

 

So how do we respect our children’s autonomy while also helping them develop a healthy 

relationship with food?  

 

Re-evaluate your role 
 

Your children know that they are the only ones who can control how much they eat. The more 

invested they think you are in how much they eat, the more they will try to push back. Pressure 

and power struggles only make your children less likely to cooperate.  
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Instead of seeing yourself as a “mealtime referee” by rewarding wins and punishing losses, start 

seeing yourself instead as a “mealtime role model.” Show your child how much you love eating 

a variety of foods, trying new foods, and reaping the benefits of how good healthy food makes 

you feel. Say out loud, “I’m going to eat this broccoli first because I know it’s got great vitamins 

that help me feel strong!” You may feel ridiculous, but you are giving your child another reason 

to try something that she might be feeling hesitant about.  

 

Remember: YOU control the pantry  
 

While you might not be able to control how much food your children eat, you certainly can 

control what foods are available to your children when they are in your home. After all, your 

children don’t drive themselves to the grocery store and buy the food for the house, right? 

 

If you want your kids to eat more fruits and vegetables, stock up your house on fruits and 

vegetables! If you want your little one to stop eating so many processed snacks, skip the chip 

aisle at the store. Providing healthy foods in the home is the most important thing you can do to 

establish lifelong healthy eating habits for your kids. 

 

Strive hard for healthy snacks 

 

If you simply call something a “snack,” your child will probably be more likely to eat it than if 

you call it lunch or dinner (even if it’s the exact same food). Offer only healthy snacks as options 

for your child throughout the day. Remember, you buy the groceries. If unhealthy options are not 

available in the pantry, your child won’t eat them. When she says “I’m hungry,” offer an apple 

or a banana. The more “healthy snacks” your child eats throughout the day, the less stressed you 

will feel at mealtimes. You can rest assured that your child has gotten lots of vitamins in her 

snacks throughout the day, so mealtimes don’t need to be a battle.   

 

Keep in mind: If your kids are used to eating mostly processed snacks, introduce this change 

slowly over time. Introduce one new fruit or vegetable each week until you figure out which 

ones are their favorites. This will help you avoid some of the meltdowns that would certainly 

ensue if you took all their favorite snacks away cold-turkey.     

 

Don’t stress at the dinner table 
 

While you are eating dinner, be neutral about what your child eats. Provide a healthy meal, with 

at least one thing you know your child will eat. Leave the rest up to her. Make it her problem, 

not yours.  

 

If your child chooses not to eat what is provided to them, don’t “rescue” her with another meal or 

another snack. Will you get the “I’m huuuungry” whining later? Most likely. Will you feel a 

little guilty? Probably a little bit. But rest assured… you provided a well-balanced meal and you 

let your child make an important choice for herself. You didn’t negotiate, bribe, guilt or lecture. 

So no matter how mealtime shakes down, your child learns two very valuable lessons in the 



 

 

109 

process: She learns that how much she eats is up to her, but what food is provided is up to 

you.  

 

Variety, variety, variety! 
 

If your child has mac & cheese for dinner four nights in a row, you can definitely expect a 

meltdown on the fifth night if dinner isn’t mac & cheese. Kids are creatures of habit. They love 

knowing what to expect and get upset when things aren’t as they thought they would be. The 

more variety in your meals, the better. Switch things up so that your child never falls into the 

habit of “expecting” a certain kind of food for every meal.   

 

Have a meal schedule, and let your kids help you make it 

 
Mealtimes are just as much about being together as a family as they are about eating the food. It 

can be such a powerful memory for kids to have special meals and traditions with their family. 

 

If your kids love pizza, make a tradition of Friday night pizza night. If they love tacos, do taco 

Tuesday. Your child (and you) will cherish the memories that come with everyone enjoying their 

favorite meal together. Also involve your child in planning healthy meals for the rest of the week 

as well. Your child will be so much more cooperative at mealtimes if she helped to create the 

weekly menu and knows what kinds of foods to expect that week.  

 

The meltdowns won’t last forever 

 

If your child has a fit about brushing her teeth, do you let her stop brushing them? If she hates 

taking a bath, do you just go without it for months at a time? Of course not! You stick with it and 

you try different strategies because you know it’s important for her long-term health. So why do 

we write off healthy foods for our kids and settle with the fact that they ONLY eat this or they 

ONLY eat that? Just like everything else we make our children do, healthy eating gets better 

with time and consistency. There will be meltdowns, don’t get me wrong, but your children also 

won’t starve themselves. They will eventually eat what is available to them.  

 

Look at the big picture 
 

When you start to feel overwhelmed with thoughts about whether or not your child is getting 

“enough,” take a step back and look at the bigger picture. It’s not about what your children eat 

over the course of a meal, or even over the course of a day. Start looking at what they are eating 

over the course of a week, a month, a year. You’ll be pleasantly surprised to see that they are 

eating more than you think. Keep your long-term goals for your child in perspective; your child’s 

relationship with you and with food is so much more valuable than squeezing a few extra bites of 

veggies out of a single meal.  

 

A note on sensory 
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Keep in mind that eating is a highly sensory experience and that some children are especially 

sensitive to certain textures and tastes. If your child experiences a lot of gagging, vomiting, or 

other extreme behaviors around foods, have a conversation with your child’s doctor. Your child 

may benefit from extra support from a feeding therapist or other professional to help them work 

through these sensitivities.  

 

DAY 29 

 

Resolution  

 
Start having conversations with your child about what kinds of foods are full of vitamins that 

help her grow, and what kinds of foods just taste good (but aren’t actually good for us).  

 

In addition to giving our kids lots of opportunities to try new things, we also want to give them 

the tools to be able to make healthy decisions on their own. Remember, all of this can (and 

should) be done without any mention of weight. The goal is to simply focus on teaching them 

about the foods that help us have energy, grow, and be healthy.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
What personal baggage, insecurities, or fears do you have when it comes to mealtimes with your 

child?  

 

 

 

 

 

How might those fears or insecurities be affecting your child under the surface?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

111 

DAY 30 

 

Toddler Bedtime Battles  

 

After a long and tiring day of parenting, most of us have very little energy and patience left for 

dealing with bedtime battles. We’ve met all our kid’s needs, fed them all their meals, read them 

all the books, refereed all the fights, and now it’s just time to be done. By bedtime, we are simply 

running on empty.  

 

The problem is, so are our children.  

 

By bedtime our children are carrying the weight of all the emotions they’ve felt throughout the 

day and (whether or not it looks like it), they are extremely fragile. Take all of this and 

complicate it with the fact that nighttime is dark and scary, and you’ve got the perfect storm for 

outbursts, tantrums, and one set of completely exhausted parents.  

 

Knowing that bedtime is not a “one size fit all” situation given different children’s personalities 

and the diverse needs of their families, I’m going to give you a variety of strategies to try based 

on what problems your child might be experiencing. Above all, keep in mind your child’s 

biological need for connection and security, and know that your child’s struggles are not always 

as they appear. When you start looking at bedtime through your child’s eyes, you will find new 

ways to approach his challenging behaviors.  

 

Bedtime strategy #1: Acting out bedtime through play 
 

Perfect for: The parent who has no idea why their child is struggling at 

bedtime. 
 

Technique: During play time, act out a scenario with your child using some of his toys. Create a 

situation in which his toys are a “mommy and a baby” and have the mommy put the baby to bed. 

Use the baby to act out exactly how your child acts at bedtime (whether it be crying, stalling, 

tantrums, arguing, whatever it is your child is experiencing at the time) and then wait and see 

what your child does. Ask your child why he thinks the baby is having a hard time going to sleep 

(his answer may surprise you!). If your child is still interested, continue the play even further by 

asking what the mommy could do to help the baby, what ways the baby can solve the problem, 

etc. This process should give you some valuable insight into why your child is struggling and 

what you can do to help him.  

 

Why it works: Young children process their feelings and build mastery through play. If you wait 

to address their bedtime problems at night when they are overwhelmed with emotion and 

exhaustion, you likely aren’t going to get anywhere. Addressing the situation through play gives 

your child an opportunity to think about and process what he is experiencing at bedtime during a 

non-threating time. During this time, you can work with him on how to make bedtime a 

smoother process for the both of you.  
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Bedtime strategy #2: Special shopping trip for bedding 
 

Perfect for: The child who is transitioning from a crib to big kid bed. 
 

Technique: About a week before you plan to make the transition from a crib to a regular bed, 

start talking about the change with your child. Let him know that soon he will be able to go on a 

special shopping trip to pick out bedding for his new “big kid” bed.  

 

Why it works: Talking about the change ahead of time gives your child a chance to process 

what is going to happen and also gives him a chance to build excitement over the shopping trip. 

Children are always more likely to cooperate in changes when they are able to anticipate and 

participate in them.  

 

Bedtime strategy #3: Phone timer strategy 
 

Perfect for: The child who stalls getting ready for bed. 
 

Technique: Think about your child’s bedtime routine and roughly how long it takes from start to 

finish before you are ready to start reading books to your child. For example, I know that it 

usually takes us about 30 minutes to do baths, brush teeth and get into pajamas before we are 

ready to snuggle up for bedtime books. If you have a child who stalls at any point during the 

bedtime routine, it can drag out the process and make it much longer than you expected.   

 

In this technique, show your child your phone and explain that you are going to set a timer for 

the bedtime routine. Set the timer for the amount of time you know your bedtime routine should 

take, without stalling. Explain to your child that the timer tells you when it’s time to start 

bedtime books. If your child stalls at any point, the timer will naturally go off at some point 

before you have finished the bedtime routine. This means that he has cut into his book time and 

now there won’t be as much time for reading. If this happens, remain sympathetic and positive 

by saying, “I know it’s disappointing to not have as much time for books tonight, and I know that 

tomorrow you will remember to listen so that we can get through bedtime more quickly.” Over 

time your child will learn that if he is cooperative and prompt, he will have more time for books.  

 

Why it works: Young children need to learn the natural consequences of their choices and also 

need to be an involved member of the bedtime routine. By teaching your child that his actions 

can either increase or decrease the amount of time he has for books, you are giving him an age 

appropriate responsibility. Remember that nagging, yelling, and negotiating at bedtime makes 

the child’s stalling your problem, while giving him more of the responsibility through using a 

bedtime timer makes the stalling his problem to solve.  

 

Bedtime strategy #4: Baby monitor security net 
 

Perfect for: The child who comes out of his room constantly.  
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Technique: Set up a two-way baby monitor in your child’s room (a video monitor is best if 

possible) and show your child how it works. Let him see that you can hear and see him through 

the monitor and that you can also talk back to him. Make a game out of practicing how to “talk 

to mommy” through the monitor. Explain to your child that when it is bedtime, he can talk to you 

as much as he needs to through the monitor, but he can’t leave his bed. When bedtime comes 

around, remind your child that you are right there to talk to him through the monitor if he needs 

you. Clear your schedule and expect a LOT of talking the first few nights!  

 

The goal is to build up your child’s confidence that you will respond to him without him needing 

to leave his room to find you. If your child does come out of his room, calmly walk him back and 

remind him that if he needs something, he can tell you through the monitor. As your child 

becomes more accustomed to using your voice alone as a method of soothing himself, you can 

also use this method for middle of the night wake-ups.  

 

Why it works: When children come out of their rooms multiple times a night, it means that they 

are seeking connection with you (whether or not they are actually feeling scared at that moment). 

Using fear tactics and punishments won’t convince your children to stop seeking connection with 

you, because A) it’s a basic human need they’ve had since birth and B) because for a child, any 

connection/attention (even negative attention) is better than none at all.  

 

By teaching your child that you are available to him at all times through the monitor, you can 

give him a sense of security and connection without him having to leave his bedroom. As your 

child becomes more secure in this technique, his need for constant talking through the monitor 

will decrease as will his episodes of coming out of his room.  

 

Bedtime strategy #5: OK-to-wake clock 
 

Perfect for: The child who wakes up too early.  
 

Technique: An “OK-to-wake” clock is an alarm clock for children that lights up at a designated 

time that you set. Introduce the clock to your children and explain to them that the clock will tell 

them when it is time for them to come out of their room in the morning. Start by setting the clock 

to the earliest time your child wakes up in the morning, so that he can experience success the 

first few mornings. If your child comes out of his room before his alarm clock “turns green” 

calmly walk him back to his room and show him that the alarm clock is not green yet. As your 

child gets used to using the alarm clock, you can gradually start setting it to later times 

(increasing by 10-15 minute intervals each day) until you reach your child’s ideal wake-up time.  

 

Why it works: Young children have no way to tell if it is 5am or 7am when they wake up. 

Introducing an alarm clock gives your child a visual cue for when it is an appropriate time to 

come out of his room. Keep in mind that some children (like mine) are just early risers by nature. 

Even if your child wakes up at 5:30am every single morning, he can still learn to entertain 

himself by reading books or playing with his toys until his alarm clock goes off. It just takes 

time, practice and consistency!  
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Bedtime strategy #6: Independent reading wind-down 
 

Perfect for: The child who has a hard time settling down to sleep. 
 

Technique: Start your bedtime routine 15-30 minutes earlier than usual and tell your child that 

after you finish reading bedtime books, he will be able to read books on his own in his bed for a 

little while. Put a small basket of books next to his bed and after you finish reading to him, invite 

him to look at books on his own. If your child is younger, you can set a certain amount of time 

for him to look at books (15-30 minutes or so) before you let him know it’s time to turn off the 

light and go to sleep. If your child is a little older you can give him the responsibility of deciding 

when he is ready to turn out the light and go to sleep on his own. This is really great practice for 

your child in learning how to listen to his body and recognize his own sleep signals.   

 

Why it works: Just like adults, some children have a really hard time settling their brains down 

to prepare for sleep. Even though the process of you reading to them can be soothing, for some 

children the minute you walk out the door sends their brains into “fight or flight” mode which 

makes sleeping near impossible. Inviting your child to read books on his own can help ease that 

fight or flight response when you leave the room and it also helps get his brain ready to doze off.  

 

DAY 30 

 

Resolution  
 

All parents are desperate for more sleep, but it’s important to keep in mind that sleep is a 

developmental milestone that all children reach at different points in time. Some children, no 

matter what strategy you implement, simply won’t be able to sleep through the night until their 

bodies have more time to grow and mature. In the meantime, take comfort in knowing that your 

child will eventually sleep through the night and that you are giving him all of the 

encouragement and consistency that you can.  

 

Reflection Questions  

 
Which of these strategies are you interested in implementing with your child?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

What kind of preparation do you need to do in order to make it a successful transition? 
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Day 31 and Beyond 

 

Afterword 

 
Congratulations! You stayed the course and committed to these 30 days of respectful parenting. 

My hope, above all else, that these last 30 days have given you the tools to evaluate what 

positive parenting means to you, and how you can become the mom you want to be for your 

child.  

 

As you keep all of these new strategies in mind going forward, remember that your child doesn’t 

need you to be perfect. Every small step you take toward positivity in your motherhood is a 

major win for your child.  

 

When your children are grown they won’t remember the specifics about what they did on a day-

to-day basis, but they will remember the feelings of home. They will remember the warmth, the 

comfort, and the love. These are the gifts that you give your children when you make an effort to 

be encouraging and compassionate towards them every single day.  

 

When the journey gets hard, pull yourself out of the here and now for just a moment. Don’t think 

about the struggle of this day or this year. Think about your children, thirty years from now all 

grown up and raising their own children. Do you see them following in your gentle and loving 

footsteps? See them raising your grandchildren with kindness? You have what it takes to create a 

long-lasting legacy of positive childhoods. You were born to do this.  
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