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The Eight Faulty Mindsets and Mindshifts 
Unlocking the Key to Responding Sensitively and Effectively 

When Children Are Struggling 

Claire Lerner 
Lerner Child Development 

Washington, DC 

Through my collaboration with hundreds of parents over 
the past 30-plus years, I have identified eight mindsets that 
present obstacles to parents responding to their children in 
the most loving and effective way during difficult moments. 
When parents become aware of these mindsets—the lens 
through which they filter and respond to their children’s 
behaviors—they are empowered to make critical mindshifts 
that help them see their children’s behavior more 
objectively and respond with sensitivity as they help them 
cope with life’s inevitable challenges. Making these key 
mindshifts proves to be the missing link between knowing 
and doing. 

1. My child is misbehaving on purpose. He should be able
to accept limits and exhibit greater self-control.

2. When my child tries to get her way, she is being
manipulative.
3. I can control and change my child’s feelings and
behavior.
4. Experiencing difficult emotions, such as sadness, fear,
and anger, is harmful to my child.
5. It is mean and rejecting not to always give my child
what he says he wants and needs. The tantrums that ensue
when he doesn’t get what he wants are detrimental to him.
6. Experiencing failure is harmful for my child.
7. Providing children clear directions and expectations is
being harsh and dictatorial.
8. My child harbors malicious intent when she is
aggressive with her words and actions.

From Mindset to Mindshift 

As we delve into these mindsets, you will see that they are 
often interconnected. When you believe that having a tantrum is 
inherently harmful to your child, it feels especially mean to 
withhold something your child wants because it often results in a 
tantrum. If you believe your child is misbehaving on purpose, you 
are also likely to perceive his strategic behavior—naturally vying 
for what he wants—as manipulative. 

Abstract 
Through her collaboration with thousands of families to help them solve their most vexing child-rearing challenges, Lerner 
has identified eight mindsets that send parents down a path of protracted power struggles that are detrimental to both 
parent and child. Lerner shows how, as professionals, helping parents become aware of these mindsets opens the door to 
parents seeing their children’s behavior more objectively, and with empathy versus anger. The result is parents responding 
more sensitively and effectively to their children in their most challenging moments, resulting in reduced stress and increased 
joy for parent and child. 

Editor’s note: This article is excerpted from Why Is My Child 
in Charge?: A Roadmap to End Power Struggles, Increase 
Cooperation, and Find Joy in Parenting Young Children 
(2021). Published by Rowman & Littlefield, All Rights 
Reserved. Reprinted with permission. For reprint requests, 
please contact Rowan & Littlefield. 
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My Child Is Misbehaving on Purpose. He Should Be Able 
to Accept Limits and Exhibit Greater Self-Control. 

Kishan takes Seema, his three-year-old daughter, to the pool 
several times a week in the summer. Even though Kishan gives 
Seema a five-minute warning before it’s time to get out of the 
pool, when time is up, Seema says she hasn’t had enough 
swimming and needs five more minutes. When Kishan says no, 
she calls him mean and starts to pout. In a desperate attempt to 
stave off a tantrum, Kishan relents and gives Seema the extra 
time, but that changes exactly nothing. Seema still refuses to get 
out. Kishan tries bribery and threats—she’ll get a treat if she gets 
out, or she’ll lose a book at bedtime if she doesn’t get out. 
Nothing works. Eventually, Kishan has to drag Seema out, which 
is mortifying for him, and, he imagines, pretty embarrassing for 
Seema too. Kishan starts to dread going to the pool with her and 
finds every excuse not to go. They spend more time at home 
doing indoor things. He knows it would be better for his 
daughter to be outside, using her muscles, learning to swim, and 
making new friends. He feels frustrated and sad for both of them.

If this scenario sounds familiar, you are not alone. 
Interactions like this play out every day in families with young 
children; the child doesn’t follow a direction, the parent tries a 
range of strategies to get the child to cooperate, the child still 
doesn’t comply, the parent loses it and gets punitive, the child 
melts down, and the parent either feels bad and caves or angrily 
punishes the child with no positive resolution.  

One of the most foundational mindsets at play during these 
encounters is the parent’s belief that her young child should 
have greater self-control than she is capable of. It’s tricky 
figuring out what is developmentally appropriate. How do you 
make sense of the fact that your child can repeat the rule aloud 
but keeps violating it? How can you interpret this behavior as 
anything but intentional? What brain science tells us is that just 
because children can verbalize a rule doesn’t mean they have the 
impulse control to follow it (Prencipe & Zelazo, 2005). The part of 
the brain in charge of managing feelings and impulses is still very 
immature in children under age five. They are not able to stop 
and think about their feelings; they are functioning from their 
“downstairs brain,” which is driven by impulses and emotions, 
not rational thinking, that they act out. Their desire to get what 

they want when they want it rules the day (Siegel & Bryson, 
2011).  

It is also true that young children learn to rely on behaviors 
that are successful in getting them what they want. If accusing 
you of being mean or unfair results in more screen time or pool 
time, as in Seema’s case, your child naturally files away these 
tactics as effective tools for getting what she wants. If making a 
big ruckus at  bedtime results in a quick ticket to getting to sleep 
in your bed so he doesn’t wake up his younger brother, this 
behavior is reinforced. These kids are not purposefully 
misbehaving. They are being strategic (more on this below in 
Mindset #6). 

Having appropriate expectations is critical because the 
meaning you assign to your child’s behavior influences how you 
react. If you think your child is purposefully trying to drive you 
mad with her defiance, you are much more likely to respond in 
harsh ways that lead to an increase, not a decrease, in acting-out 
behavior. When we get revved up and reactive with our young 
kids, it escalates their distress, making it harder for them to calm 
down and learn from the experience. If you see these behaviors 
in the context of normal development, you are more likely to 
implement limits calmly and with empathy for how hard it is for 
your child to learn to manage his strong desires and impulses. 
When you are clear about expectations while remaining loving, 
you avoid anger and shaming. Your child does not get consumed 
with upset about the “break” in the relationship with you in that 
moment and is able to be calm and adapt more quickly. 

With this mindshift—that Seema is driven by her emotions 
and desires and needs help to learn to follow rules and cope with 
frustration and disappointment—Kishan modifies his 
expectations. He becomes less angry and frustrated and more 
empathetic about how hard it can be for little Seema, with her 
three-year-old brain, to manage her emotions. Kishan is now 
able to accept Seema’s disappointment when she has to end a 
fun activity. He doesn’t expect her to be able to pull herself 
together right away. 

The next time this scenario arises with Seema, Kishan 
responds in a calmer, more effective way. When it’s time to come 
out of the pool, he tells Seema she has two great choices. Either 
she comes out of the pool on her own or she refuses to come 
out of the pool, in which case Kishan will be a helper and carry 
her out. When Seema swims away at Kishan’s direction to come 
out, he calmly steps into the pool to retrieve her. Kishan reminds 
himself that as unpleasant as tantrums can be, Seema is not 
misbehaving on purpose and that he doesn’t need to be angry at 
her during these encounters (which he actually finds very 
freeing). He understands how hard it is for Seema to cope with 
transitions and limits she doesn’t like. Accordingly, he quickly 
dries her off and ignores her screaming—something he has no 
control over. He tells her he knows it’s hard to leave the pool and 
then just starts singing one of her favorite songs to show Seema 
that he is not angry or frustrated. His mindset is that, because he 
loves her so much, he is not going to engage in a protracted 
battle. He is just going to help her move on. 

Even seeing it through this lens of empathy, carrying Seema 
out of the pool is no less humiliating. But Kishan reminds himself 
what the alternative is; this helps him stick to the plan that he 
knows is right and loving even if her protests feel bad in his gut. 
After a few days, the combination of Kishan responding lovingly 
and calmly and Seema experiencing the natural consequences of 

Just because children can verbalize a rule doesn’t mean 
they have the impulse control to follow it. 
Photo: Debbie Rappaport 
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her choices yields positive results. Seema more often than not 
chooses to get out of the pool by herself. Further, the more 
Kishan uses this approach in other challenging moments with 
Seema, the less frequent and intense her tantrums become, and 
the more she begins to cooperate with Kishan’s directions, even 
when she has to transition from a pleasurable activity to a more 
mundane task. 

 
When My Child Tries to Get Her Way, She Is Being 
Manipulative. 

 
Luca and Scott walk into my office and announce that they 

have a master manipulator living in their home. They explain that 
they had established what they wanted to be a hard and fast rule 
that there would be no screen time for their daughter, Sophie 
(age four), in the mornings before school. But Sophie refuses to 
get dressed unless they let her watch an episode of Peppa Pig 
while she puts her clothes on. Every morning, it’s the same 
scenario. Luca and Scott ask Sophie to get dressed. She demands 
Peppa. They remind her there is no TV in the morning. They tell 
her they will come back in five minutes and expect her to be 
dressed. When they return, Sophie is just messing around in her 
room and announces, “I need Peppa!” They get annoyed and 
start raising their voices, telling Sophie they are going to be late 
and that she needs to cooperate! After a prolonged power 
struggle, the situation always concludes the same way. The clock 
is ticking, so to get everyone to their destination on time, Luca 
and Scott give in and turn on the show. They are angry at Sophie 
for putting them in this position and “extorting” them. They 
wonder how they have gotten to a point where a four-year-old 
can wield so much power and control the family in this way. 

Interpreting Sophie’s behavior as manipulative is a 
stumbling block for Luca and Scott. It puts them in a negative 
frame of mind that leads to harsh and threatening tactics, which 
are backfiring. 

The critical mindshift I help them make is that Sophie is 
being strategic, not manipulative. She is doing exactly what the 
DNA of a four-year-old dictates—to find ways to assert control 
over her world. Whatever tactics work to achieve her goal—in 
this case, getting more screen time—are reinforced and go in the 
“win” column. This ability to assess a situation and figure out how 
to get what she wants is a skill that will serve Sophie well in life. 
Luca and Scott can’t stop her from vying for what she wants. 
What they do have control over is how they respond to Sophie’s 
demands. With this change in mindset, Luca and Scott are able 
to make a plan that puts them back in the driver’s seat—where 
they belong—while remaining calm and loving—where they 
want to be. They let Sophie know that she has two great choices. 
She can choose to cooperate with getting dressed, or she can go 
to school in her pajamas. These are both options that enable 
them to keep moving along versus waiting for Sophie to agree to 
cooperate. They are very careful to present these choices matter-
of-factly without threats or shaming. 

As they had expected, Lucy rejects these choices and has a 
major meltdown, screaming for Peppa Pig. Luca and Scott 
remind themselves that they can tolerate the short-term stress of 
her upset at not getting what she wants in favor of the long- 
term goal of helping Sophie accept important and appropriate 
limits. This self-talk enables them to stick to the plan and to 

remain calm and loving throughout—now that they have a plan 
that they have the ability to implement. They place her in the car 
in her pajamas but decide to pack a change of clothes in her 
backpack in case she changes her mind at school and wants to 
wear daytime attire. This makes following through on the limit 
more palatable to them. 

After going to school two days in her pajamas (both days 
she comes home in her daytime clothes; the teacher reports she 
changes the minute she gets to school), dressing battles cease, 
and mornings are much more manageable and pleasant for 
everyone. 

 
I Can Control and Change My Child’s Feelings and 
Behavior. 

 
Finn, age three, is generally a good sleeper. He falls asleep 

on his own and sleeps through the night. But he wakes up 
consistently around 5:00 a.m. and comes into his parents’ room, 
ready to roll, even though he hasn’t had enough sleep. They try a 
range of tactics to get him to stay in his room until 6:00 a.m.: 
logic (“If you stay in bed longer you’ll have more energy to play 
tomorrow”), bribery/rewards (“You can have an extra 30 minutes 
on the tablet”), and threats (“You’ll have no screen time for a 
month!”). None of these strategies works. Finn is not swayed by 
the logic. He is not interested in the reward and is not cowed by 
the threat. The only way Mitchell and Susannah can eke out a 
little more shut-eye is by letting Finn climb into bed with them, 
which they really don’t want to do. It makes it impossible for 
them to go back to sleep. They don’t want this to become a 
habit, but they see it as their only option. They feel totally 
manipulated by, and angry at, Finn for putting them in this 
predicament. 

One of the key pitfalls Mitchell and Susannah fall into is 
trying to control Finn’s behavior—to make him stay in his room 
until “morning.” But the fact is that you cannot actually make 
your children do anything: eat, sleep, pee on the potty, be kind, 
or not yell or have a tantrum. Children, like all humans, are the 
only ones who control their words and actions. This is one of the 
most humbling aspects of parenting that no one warns you 
about. It is so fiercely counter to how we see ourselves and our 
role. We are supposed to be able to make our children behave. 

But when you focus your efforts on trying to make your 
child change his behavior, you actually put him in the driver’s 
seat. When you are in the position of trying to convince your 
child to cooperate with a direction or agree to a limit, you are 
actually ceding control of the situation to him. Think about it—all 
of the typical tactics we use to try to get children to get with the 
program put the outcome in their hands. What happens if, like 
Finn, your child isn’t swayed by your logic; he doesn’t accept the 
bribe or reward, or he doesn’t fear the threat? Your child remains 
in control of how the scenario unfolds and gets resolved. In this 
case, Finn got exactly what he wanted, and Susannah and 
Mitchell got exactly what they didn’t want. 

Further, if your child does accept the bribe/reward and 
agrees to cooperate, he is still establishing the rules of engage- 
ment. He will follow a direction or make the right choice only if 
he receives some reward or special treat for complying. He’ll stay 
in his bed after lights out if he gets more screen time the next 
morning. He’ll sit at the dinner table, but only if he gets three 
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cookies after dinner instead of the two you had determined was 
acceptable. 

The fact is, the more you make it your goal to control your 
child—to get her to do something—the more she is in charge. 
Her behavior determines the outcome of the situation. This is 
what is so infuriating to parents and leads to reactive, harsh, and 
ultimately ineffective responses. This dynamic puts you and your 
child into what I call the “gray zone,” or the no-man’s land in 
which you are trying to get your child to comply with a direction 
or accept a limit through all of these negotiating and persuasion 
tactics. Absent clear expectations and boundaries, children are 
left to their own devices to fill the void and take charge. They 
make threats (“I won’t go to sleep unless you sleep with me”), 
pull on heartstrings (“But I haven’t had enough time with you 
today, Daddy”), or make you feel you are mistreating them (“You 
are not being a kind mommy right now”). These kinds of 
responses then provoke revved-up reactions from parents that 
further fuel the power struggle. 

The other danger of the gray zone is that it descends 
children deeper into dysregulation. Without the scaffolding that 
boundaries provide for children, they spiral further out of control.  

The critical mindshift Mitchell and Susannah have to make 
is, while we can’t control Finn, we can control the situation based 
on how we respond in these moments. This helps them forgo 
tactics designed to control Finn in favor of providing him clear 
choices with natural consequences that Mitchell and Susannah 
have the power to implement. 

They get an okay-to-wake clock that has a red light and a 
green light so Finn has a concrete, visual way of knowing when it 
is time to stay in bed and when it is okay to get up. They 
childproof the room to make sure there is nothing that could 
cause danger if Finn is in there by himself for any period of time. 
They help Finn create a morning box with quiet toys to play with 
until the clock is green. They explain that, if he gets up and the 
light is still red, it is his job to either go back to sleep or play 
quietly until the light is green. (Mitchell and Susannah are now 
keenly aware that they cannot make Finn go back to sleep, so 
they don’t focus on or dictate that.) They explain that, if he 
chooses to come out of the room before the green light is on, 
they will escort him back to his room. The rule is everyone stays 
in their own bed until 6:00 a.m. and they are going to be sticking 
to that. 

The first morning Mitchell and Susannah implement the 
plan, Finn comes into their room at 5:00 a.m. Calmly and without 
saying a word, Susannah escorts him back to his room. She offers 
to tuck him back in, but Finn starts to run around the room to 
evade Susannah. Susannah does not react. She blows Finn a kiss 
and says she can’t wait to see him when the clock turns green. 
Finn continues to come out of the room. Susannah silently and 
calmly walks him back. (This is no small feat because Finn tries to 
prompt interaction—asking Susannah questions and being silly 
and charming—to get his mom engaged.) When the clock finally 
turns green, Finn comes out, gets Susannah, and they go into the 
family room to play quietly together. 

The next two mornings are repeats. On the fourth morning, 
Finn starts calling out to Susannah and Mitchell at around 5:30, 
but he doesn’t come into their room until the clock turns green. 
When he arrives at their bed, he proudly announces “I did it! I 
waited for the green light!” And that was the end of the morning 
madness. Some mornings, they find Finn playing and talking to 

his animals before the clock turns green. (An added benefit of 
this new plan is that Finn has learned how to entertain himself.) 
But, more and more frequently, he sleeps until or past 6:00 a.m. 

Experiencing the positive power of this plan for addressing 
the sleep problem, Mitchell and Susannah start to take a similar 
approach to other power struggles they have with Finn. They 
didn’t have these challenges with their older son, Sean, who is 
much more laid back, and so they had not developed the tools 
they needed to effectively support a more fierce, persistent child. 
They had been feeling terrible and were concerned about Finn 
being pigeonholed as the “difficult” kid. They are thrilled to have 
forged a more positive and loving connection with him. 

Becoming aware of and accepting that you can’t control 
your children but you can control the situation enables you to 
focus on changing your reactions in a way that reduces power 
struggles and engages your children’s cooperation. 

 
Experiencing Difficult Emotions, Such as Sadness, Fear, and 
Anger, Is Harmful to My Child. 

 
Alana, age six, and her mom, Stephanie, are moving to a 

new home. This means Alana will be starting kindergarten in a 
new school. Alana tells her mom that she doesn’t want to leave 
her current school and friends. Stephanie reassures Alana that 
she will love the new school—that they have a much bigger 
playground and a music class (Alana’s favorite) two times a week, 
whereas her current school has music only once a week. The 
more Stephanie tries to reassure Alana, the more Alana ups the 
ante. She proclaims that the new school is stupid, that none of 
the kids will like her, and that she no longer likes music. (The 
lengths kids will go to get their point across!) Stephanie is 
getting increasingly worried that Alana is setting herself up for 
failure and feels helpless as to how to help her make a healthy 
adaptation to the new school. 

Stephanie’s reaction is rooted in the faulty mindset that 
experiencing difficult emotions is inherently harmful to children. 
As a loving parent, her impulse is to make the bad feelings go 
away. She unconsciously filters Alana’s fear, sadness, and anger 
through the faulty mindset that having a happy child means she 
needs to be happy all the time. (Something I still struggle with 
despite having very grown children who live outside my home!) 
To reduce our children’s (and our own) distress, we try to make 
the feelings smaller or go away altogether by minimizing, 
ignoring, or trying to talk our children out of their difficult 
feelings: “Don’t be sad; Grandma will visit another day” or “You’ll 
love the new school; there are so many more toys there.” These 
tactics don’t make the feelings go away; they just send a 
message to the child that we are uncomfortable with her difficult 
emotions, which prevents her from having a healthy outlet to 
work through her feelings. Instead, the feelings get acted out 
through behaviors that can lead to more, not less, stress for 
children and parents. 

The mindshift to make is that feelings in and of themselves 
are not harmful to children. Sadness and joy, anger and love can 
coexist and are part of the collection of emotions that make us 
human and add color and richness to our lives. It is learning to 
accept and manage their full range of emotions that makes 
children happy, because they are ready for anything. They are 
equipped to successfully navigate life’s ups and downs and feel 
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confident to master the challenges they face as they grow. Our 
job is not to rid or protect our children from their difficult 
emotions; it is to show we trust that they can learn to manage 
them with our help. And it starts with nonjudgmental 
acknowledgment and acceptance of their feelings and 
experiences. 

With this mindshift, Stephanie changes her approach. When 
Alana expresses difficult feelings, Stephanie acknowledges and 
validates them. She tells Alana that she understands that leaving 
her old school and friends is really hard and that feeling sad and 
angry about the change makes a lot of sense to her. She 
encourages Alana to talk about the things she will miss. When 
Alana makes negative (and often totally irrational) proclamations 
about the new school, Stephanie does not react to them at face 
value nor try to correct or discount them. Instead of responding 
“But you love music!,” Stephanie responds with “Tell me more 
about that. I want to understand.” Stephanie also shares some of 
her own experiences of change and loss and how she coped with 
these transitions to show Alana that she is not alone. Only after 
Stephanie has encouraged Alana to express her feelings fully 
does Stephanie move to problem solving. She asks Alana for her 
ideas about how she can stay connected to her friends. Together, 
they brainstorm a list of things Alana can do to keep her old 
friends and school in her heart and mind, for example, making a 
photo album and establishing ways to keep in touch through 
video chats and sending photos and letters to each other via 
their parents’ email. This new approach helps Alana have a more 
positive mindset about the new school and sets her up for a 
successful transition. 

 
It Is Mean and Rejecting to Not Always Give My Child 
What He Says He Wants and Needs. The Tantrums That 
Ensue When He Doesn’t Get What He Wants Are Harmful 
to Him. 

 
Cherie is in charge of the bedtime routine with three-year-

old Kai. She treasures this experience because, with her 
demanding job, it is the only time of day when Cherie has a good 
stretch of time with Kai. Cherie’s favorite part of the routine is 
after lights out when they have cuddle time for 10 minutes 
before she says her final good night. 

Recently, when the 10 minutes are up, Kai has started 
insisting he has “just one more question!” Cherie relents. One 
question quickly turns into three, four, five, or more questions. 
Cherie, on the one hand, knows this is not a good dynamic—that 
Kai is trying to delay bedtime and it’s working. On the other 
hand—the heavier hand—it feels mean and rejecting to refuse to 
answer Kai’s questions. She asks herself what kind of message 
this would be sending him. She keeps waiting for Kai to say it’s 
enough—that he’s satisfied—so they can separate for the night 
in a loving way and avoid the tantrum that will likely ensue if she 
sticks to the 10-minute limit. 

But then comes the inevitable point when Cherie cracks. 
Kai’s persistence in pushing the limit is making Cherie angry at 
him for putting her in a situation where she feels mean about 
cutting him off. She snaps and shouts, “It’s never enough for 
you!” Kai pleads, “Don’t be angry, Mommy.” Cherie slumps in 
despair. All she wants is a loving, peaceful time with her little 
one, so she caves. Bedtime extends 30 minutes past the time Kai 

should be going to sleep and ends with his falling asleep with 
her by his side, despite her goal of having him be able to fall 
asleep on his own. Cherie is desperate to turn this around, but 
night after night it’s the same story. She feels powerless and 
paralyzed. 

If you’re like many of the parents I consult with every day, 
you are quickly triggered to feel you are being mean when your 
child is upset that you won’t read that sixth book at bedtime 
(“Just one more and then I’ll go to sleep!”), prepare a third meal 
after she has rejected the first two options (that she had 
requested), or let him have just five more minutes to finish his 
game (which ultimately turns into an additional 20 minutes of 
screen time). This mindset makes it very challenging to follow 
through with setting and enforcing the limits children 
desperately need but don’t necessarily love. 

The problem is that a lack of limits puts your child in 
charge. When kids are calling the shots, it makes you feel out of 
control, manipulated, and angry, which results in exactly the 
scenario you are so desperately trying to avoid—acting “mean.” 
You lose it and start yelling, shaming, and punishing, which 
leaves everyone feeling miserable and your child having learned 
little about developing better coping skills. 

The necessary mindshift is that, just because your child 
doesn’t love a limit, doesn’t mean it’s not good for him and that 
the tantrums that ensue when a child doesn’t get something he 
wants doesn’t mean they are detrimental to him. Helping your 
child learn to cope with not getting everything he wants is 
loving, not harmful. It leads to flexibility and the development of 
effective coping strategies. Observe any child care center or 
preschool class and you will see how children learn to accept 
limits: not being the line leader or snack helper, having to lie 
down on a cot for an hour for rest time, or needing to share their 
favorite toy. This ability to adapt is what ultimately makes 
children happy and helps them be successful in the outside 
world, now and in the future. 

Once you see that your child’s distress at not getting what 
she wants is temporary and that it is actually helping her build 
strong coping skills, you will feel much more comfortable 
asserting your authority appropriately. Remember, kids have 
parents for a reason. Otherwise, it would be Lord of the Flies. 
Kids would eat tons of junk food, be on screens all day, and stay 
up until the wee hours. It is your job to set the limits that keep 
them safe and teach them to ultimately make good decisions as 
they grow. 

This means not falling into the trap of trying to convince 
your child to agree to your limits. In over three decades of 
working with kids and families, I have yet to hear a child say 
thank you for limiting screen time so he can engage in more 
fortifying activities or agree to three instead of four books at 
bedtime because it’s really important for him to get to bed on 
time. So, when your child protests your excellent parenting 
decision, let her know that you hear she doesn’t like or agree 
with your rule and that you don’t expect her to. Why would she 
be happy about book time ending or having to leave the 
playground when she is having so much fun? Be clear that it is 
your job to set limits that keep her healthy and safe, so you will 
still be enforcing them and it’s okay if she is mad or frustrated 
about it. You have full confidence that she will learn to manage 
when she can’t have something she wants. 

With this mindshift, Cherie is able to make a very effective 
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course correction. She uses a clearly visible timer to show Kai 
exactly how much cuddle time is remaining. When the timer 
beeps, she gives him a special good-night kiss and leaves the 
room. She also tells Kai that he has a special place in his brain—
his “memory brain”—where he can store all the questions he has 
that they don’t have time to get to and that she can’t wait to 
hear all about at breakfast. This gives Kai a concrete tool for 
coping with the limit she is setting and provides a positive focus 
as they separate. 

Naturally, Kai tests the first night, chasing after Cherie 
multiple times to get her to come back after lights out. Cherie 
has to physically pick him up and take him back to his room. She 
also decides to put up a boundary to help him stay in his room. 
This feels really uncomfortable to her. It is hard to hold onto the 
idea that implementing these limits is loving to Kai when his 
reaction seems to convey the exact opposite. She has to keep 
asking herself, “What’s the alternative?” As hard as this is, going 
back to the old dynamic is not a loving response. This helps her 
stick to the plan. On night three, Kai’s protests end as he adapts 
to the new system. Cherie feels tremendous relief that the final 
hour of each day with Kai is calm and loving, not full of anger 
and stress. 

 
Experiencing Failure Is Harmful for My Child. 

 
Five-year-old Jamal has a low tolerance for frustration. The 

second he faces a challenge—like not being able to find exactly 
where the puzzle piece fits—he melts down and gives up. His 
dad, Khalil, worries that the distress Jamal experiences when he 
can’t master a task right away is harmful and erodes his self-
confidence. Khalil jumps in to solve the problem to relieve 
Jamal’s stress. 

This impulse—to rescue our children when they struggle—
is a natural, human reaction. Our knee-jerk response is to fix 
whatever is causing our children distress. The mindshift to make 
is that learning a new skill involves feeling uncomfortable to 
some degree until we have mastered it. Struggling is not bad or 
harmful for children. It is part of the learning process. The stress 
children experience as they work through a challenge is what we 
call positive stress because it leads to growth. Picture your child 
working on riding a bicycle. If you never let up on your hold—
always doing the balancing for her—she won’t experience the 
teetering that can feel a little scary and uncomfortable. But that 
is what leads her to figure out how to eventually maintain her 
balance and feel the incredible sense of pride when she can 
cruise around on her own. 

Further, when we run to the rescue, we are sending the 
message that we don’t think our kids are capable of mastering 
the challenges they face and that only adults can solve their 
problems. It teaches them that failure is something to be feared 
or ashamed of when in fact it is a critical component of growth 
and development. While it is no doubt easier to swoop in as the 
fixer, acting as a supportive coach is what builds your child’s self-
confidence and helps her learn to muscle through life’s 
challenges. 

After making this mindshift—getting comfortable with 
Jamal’s discomfort—Khalil takes a new approach. He now 
acknowledges Jamal’s frustration without judgment or criticism, 
and he doesn’t try to make it all better. He offers Jamal help to 
persevere in trying to solve the problem, for example, by guiding 

him to try different spaces in the puzzle or turning the pieces 
around to see them from a different perspective. When Jamal 
goes from zero to 60, Khalil refrains from trying to cajole or 
cheerlead Jamal to persevere. He knows that, in these moments, 
Jamal’s brain is closed and can’t process any information or 
ideas. Any prodding by Khalil only escalates Jamal’s distress. 
Instead, Khalil helps Jamal take a break. Together, they come up 
with a great tool to help Jamal when he is starting to get 
agitated. Jamal announces, “Houston, we have a problem” to 
signal that he needs help, instead of just melting down. This new 
approach results in a significant shift in Jamal’s reaction when he 
confronts a challenge. He falls apart much less frequently and 
has begun to show clear signs of increasing confidence in 
himself as a competent problem solver. 

 
Providing Children Clear Directions and Expectations Is 
Being Harsh and Dictatorial. 

 
On a home visit recently, Julia asks her four-year-old, 

Marley, “Please don’t throw the ball against the wall, okay?” After 
several requests without a response, Marley turns to Julia and 
simply states, “No, I like throwing it at the wall.” I ask Julia 
whether she intended this to be a question or a direction. Julia 
explains that it is a rule she wants to enforce but she doesn’t like 
telling her kids what to do. It makes her feel like a harsh dictator. 
She prefers to give her children choices. 

This is a sentiment I have heard from many parents. Giving 
explicit directions feels uncomfortable, which results in their 
unconsciously, but persistently, posing what they intend as 
directions as questions: “Can you put your toys away?” or “Time 
to get pj’s on, okay?” This is confusing to children; they hear that 
they are being given a choice even though this is not their 
parents’ intention. When children don’t comply, parents get 
frustrated and angry. Children in turn are bewildered by their 
parents’ punitive reactions. 

No doubt, giving children choices is very important, but not 
everything is a choice, for example, getting in the car seat. That is 
a direction, not a choice. It might go something like this: “It’s 
time to get into the car seat. That is going to happen because it 
is my job to keep you safe. How it happens is up to you. You can 
climb in on your own, or I will be a helper and place you in. You 
decide.” Children thrive on having clear directions. That is why 
they are often more cooperative at school where their marching 
orders are crystal clear, which makes them feel safe and secure. 
Teachers don’t ask children if they’d like to clean up or to make 
space in the circle for another friend. Children understand that 
these are directions to follow, not to discuss, debate, or opt out 
of. There is no gray zone. 

The mindshift to make is that knowing exactly what is 
expected provides children the information they need to feel 
secure in the world and to be successful. When the expectations 
and directions aren’t clear and you are in the gray zone, it’s hard 
for children to make good choices. Kids have parents for a 
reason; they need you to be in charge. Don’t fear your power. It 
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is possible to be a strong, trusted authority figure while 
maintaining a loving connection with your child. The stories 
throughout this book will show you how. 

Once Julia becomes conscious that functioning from this 
mindset is making things harder, not easier, for Marley, she is 
able to be more effective in engaging Marley’s cooperation. She 
explains to her the difference between a choice and a direction. 
A choice is something Marley gets to pick; a direction is an 
expectation—something she has to do. Balls don’t get thrown at 
the wall—that is a direction. The choice is to roll them along the 
floor or toss them into a basket. If Marley has a hard time 
following the rule, the ball goes away for a period of time. She 
will always get another chance to try again and make a different 
choice.  

 
My Child Harbors Malicious Intent When She Is Aggressive 
With Her Words and Actions. 

 
Harrison has a ritual with Lucas, his five-year-old. Every 

night when Harrison arrives home from work, they play in the 
backyard. They both love this special time together. But, 
inevitably, when it’s time to go inside for dinner, Lucas puts up a 
fight. Harrison is good about giving Lucas a two-minute warning, 
but that doesn’t head off the tantrum. Neither does Harrison’s 
agreeing to Lucas’s pleas for a little extra time. But it’s never 
enough. When Harrison finally starts to walk back into the house 
to show Lucas that playtime is really done, Lucas shouts: “You are 
a mean daddy poopy face.” Harrison, fuming, turns around and 
retorts: “How dare you speak to me that way! There won’t be any 
more playtime when I come home from work if you keep that 
up!” Lucas storms past Harrison, runs into the house, and 
exclaims that he’s never talking to his dad again. Harrison and his 
wife, Jill, are at a loss as to how to handle these outbursts, which 
are happening with increasing frequency. Every time Lucas 
doesn’t get his way, he starts to hurl vitriol. They wonder how 
two caring, kind people like themselves are raising such a rude, 
disrespectful child. They don’t know how to stop him from 
spewing this venom. No punishment (sending him to his room) 
or threat (to take things away) is making a difference. 

Children making alarming threats and aggressive 
statements is not a new phenomenon. Kids have been known to 
say a lot of outrageous things when they are angry or frustrated. 
While provocative statements and threats, especially coming 
from such a young child, feel so wrong, it’s important not to 
interpret and react to these inflammatory and provocative 
exclamations at face value. Children don’t always literally mean 
what they say. Your child is not a budding sociopath. The stress 
at not getting something he wants has activated his downstairs 
brain, and he is purging emotion. 

While your logical reaction might be that you need to teach 
your child a lesson through some kind of disciplinary action that 
shames or punishes him for this inappropriate outburst, when 
you react harshly, it can escalate, rather than reduce, the distress 
your child is experiencing that led to the inappropriate procla- 
mation to begin with. A big reaction also teaches your child that 
this kind of vitriol gets a reaction. So, when your child is mad at 
you for depriving him of something he desires, these provocative 
statements now become effective strategies to get your attention 
and yank your chain, which results in more of these surly (or 

“obnoxious,” as one parent recently put it) statements. 
The same is true for physical aggression in young children. 

Much of the time, hitting, biting, and kicking are reflexive 
reactions that your child can’t control. Even when it seems more 
purposeful, for example, when your child hits you because you 
won’t give him more TV time, he doesn’t really want to hurt you. 
The downstairs brain has kicked into high gear, which results in a 
physiological response. 

This is not to say that aggressive behavior is acceptable. It’s 
not, and we need to help kids learn to manage their feelings in 
appropriate ways. But, if you react to these incidents from a 
mindset that your child is being purposefully malicious, your 
response is more likely to be harsh and punitive, which only 
tends to beget more aggressive behavior. The chapter on 
aggressive behavior goes deep on how important mindshifts can 
help you respond to physical outbursts in a loving and effective 
way.  

With this important change in mindset—that Lucas is not 
intentionally being hurtful—Harrison and Jill adopt a new tactic 
when Lucas uses inappropriate language. They ignore the 
unacceptable statements but don’t ignore Lucas. They 
acknowledge the underlying feeling or issue Lucas is struggling 
with and then focus on engaging him in something positive and 

 
The stress children experience as they work through a 
challenge is what we call positive stress because it leads to 
growth. 
Photo: Eyewire 
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productive. 
In the situation described previously, the redo goes 

something like this: When Lucas starts to get agitated and say 
unacceptable things, Harrison stays calm and connected. He 
empathizes with Lucas’s disappointment when they have to stop 
playing to start dinner. They have so much fun together; it’s a 
very special time they both look forward to. Then, Harrison heads 
into the house. When Lucas starts up with the verbal attacks, 
Harrison calmly lets Lucas know that, when he is ready, Daddy 
can’t wait to have a helper in the kitchen. Harrison doesn’t say 
anything about the vitriol, and he doesn’t try to talk Lucas out of 
being upset. Harrison knows that an important part of his job is 
to allow Lucas the space to learn to cope with these kinds of 
inevitable disappointments, such as when a fun activity has to 
end.  

Further, getting overinvolved in trying to make it all better 
sends Lucas the message that Harrison doesn’t think Lucas can 
manage these difficult moments. (You see how the mindshifts 
are often interrelated. In our work together, Harrison and Jill had 
come to recognize that allowing Lucas to have his difficult 
feelings isn’t harmful, but is instead helpful, and that they are not 
being mean nor rejecting by setting appropriate limits.) By 
responding in this way, Harrison is, in effect, saying to Lucas, “I 
love you so much that I will not fuel this flame by reacting angrily 
or by participating in an unhealthy power struggle.” While Lucas 
continues to try to provoke his dad, Harrison does not react. He 
starts helping Jill work on dinner and periodically mentions how 
much he’d love a helper to place the broccoli on the baking 
sheet. Eventually, Lucas saunters over and gets to work in the 
kitchen—an activity he loves. 

This kind of response is the most powerful and positive way 
to communicate to children that they are seen and understood—
what they want and need most—while also teaching them the 
rules of engagement—what behaviors are acceptable and not 
acceptable. The goal is to be responsive; to show empathy for 
your child’s struggle while maintaining the limit, not to be 
reactive, which just escalates the negative encounter and 
reinforces the unwanted behavior. 

These mindsets are at play in challenging moments with 
children and making important mindshifts—seeing the situation 

through a “corrective lens”—can help you do the seemingly 
impossible: manage your emotions so you can respond in ways 
that are calm, loving, sensitive, and effective.  
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