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Let's begin with the truth that sits at the heart of this book: children who behave in challenging ways do so because they have not yet developed the skills they need to behave differently. Not because they are bad. Not because they are broken. Not because something is fundamentally wrong with them. They are struggling because they are still learning, and our job, as the adults who love them, is to figure out what they are still learning and help them get there.



This is why I want to say something important before you read a single chapter: a diagnosis is not the same as a lagging skill. A diagnosis describes. A lagging skill guides action. And when we are talking about children ages 5 to 8, the difference matters enormously.


​The Developing Brain


Children in this age group are going through one of the most significant periods of brain development in life. A 5-year-old's brain is not simply a smaller adult brain; it is changing rapidly and unevenly. The areas responsible for self-regulation, impulse control, emotional management, and flexible thinking are among the last to mature and continue developing into early adulthood. In practical terms, many of the behaviors that worry parents most, explosiveness, rigidity, impulsivity, and difficulty waiting, reflect where a child's brain is developmentally right now, not where it will remain.



This does not mean that difficulties are not real or that they do not deserve attention. They are real, and they do. But it does mean that we need to be very careful about drawing firm conclusions too early.


​The Risk of Labeling Too Soon


In recent years, diagnoses such as ADHD, autism spectrum disorder, sensory processing disorder, and anxiety have become increasingly common in young children. For some children, these diagnoses open doors to services, support, and understanding they might not otherwise receive. I want to be clear: I am not dismissing the reality of these conditions, and I am not suggesting that parents ignore their concerns or avoid seeking professional help. It is important that those things happen. But it is equally important to know what the particular skills are that your child needs help in developing. Sometimes getting a label is where it stops and that is  dangerous.




What I am saying is this: diagnostic labels applied too early, and too firmly, can sometimes do more harm than good.



When a child is given a label, that label has a way of becoming the lens through which everyone sees them, parents, teachers, the child themselves. Expectations shift. Possibilities narrow. A child who has been told, implicitly or explicitly, that they have something wrong with them may begin to believe it. And a brain that is still developing, still plastic, still changing, deserves the chance to surprise us.



I have worked with many children who arrived in my office carrying a diagnosis that had been given quickly, without adequate consideration of developmental variation, family context, or the simple fact that some children take longer to develop certain skills than others. Some of those children grew into their skills with the right support and never needed the label at all. Some needed a different kind of help than the label suggested. All of them needed someone to look past the diagnosis and ask: what does this child still need to learn, and how can we help them learn it?


​If Your Child Already Has a Diagnosis


If your child has already received a diagnosis, please know that this book is absolutely for you. A diagnosis does not change the fundamental approach: we are still going to focus on the skills your child is still developing, the contexts in which those skills are hardest to use, and the strategies that can help. A diagnosis may help explain why certain skills are harder for your child but it does not change what those skills are or how they are built.


​From "What Is Wrong" to "What Is Needed"


The shift this book asks you to make is simple but profound: instead of asking what is wrong with my child, ask what does my child still need to learn? Instead of seeing a diagnosis, see a set of skills. Instead of managing behavior, build capacity.

That shift changes everything. It changes how you respond in a hard moment, how you set up your child's environment, how you talk to your child about their struggles, and how you feel at the end of a difficult day. It is the shift that makes hope possible. And hope, I want you to know, is entirely warranted.
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If you are reading this book, chances are you have had more than a few days that left you exhausted, confused, and maybe wondering what you are doing wrong. Perhaps your child melted down over the wrong color cup at breakfast. Perhaps getting out the door in the morning feels like negotiating a peace treaty. Perhaps ​bedtime has become a battle you dread before it even begins. If any of this sounds familiar, this book was written for you.


Let's start with the most important idea in these pages, because everything else flows from it: your child is not giving you a hard time. They are having one. Children who struggle with self-regulation, who seem explosive, rigid, impulsive, or overwhelmed, are not behaving this way because they want to make your life difficult. They are behaving this way because they have not yet developed the skills they need to do things differently. If they had those skills, they would use them. Children, like all of us, prefer to succeed.


This idea was most powerfully articulated by Dr. Ross Greene, whose work transformed how many psychologists, educators, and parents understand challenging behavior. It has also shaped every page of this book.


Alongside Greene's work, I have been deeply influenced by the late Dr. Stanley Greenspan, a pioneering child psychiatrist who understood that children develop best not through systems of reward and punishment, but through warm, playful, emotionally rich relationships. Greenspan taught us that the strategies we use with young children must be affectively engaging, they must feel good, spark joy, and involve the whole child: their body, their senses, their emotions, and their imagination. A strategy that a child finds boring or punishing will not build skills. A strategy that feels like play just might.


I want to say one more thing before we go any further, and it comes from the British pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott, who gave us one of the most liberating phrases in the history of parenting: the "good enough" parent. Winnicott understood that children do not need perfect parents. In fact, a perfect parent, one who anticipates every need, removes every obstacle, and shields their child from every frustration, would not be particularly good for a child at all. Children develop resilience, frustration tolerance, the ability to delay gratification, and problem-solving skills precisely because life is sometimes hard, because parents sometimes say no, because things don't always go their way. You do not need to be a perfect parent. You need to be a good enough one. And if you are reading this book at the end of a long, hard day, trying to understand your child a little better, you are already that.


I write this both as a clinical child psychologist with many years of experience working with young children and their families, and as a parent. I know what it is to sit across from a child in my office and help a family find their way through. I also know what
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​Understanding Self-Regulation










​The Skills Behind the Behavior





	Emotional self-regulation — managing feelings without being overwhelmed by them

	Physical self-regulation — managing the body's activation level

	Flexibility — tolerating changes in plans, expectations, or routines

	Frustration tolerance — staying regulated when things are hard or don't go as hoped

	Anger control — managing anger before it becomes explosive behavior

	Impulse control — pausing before acting, thinking before speaking

	Use of language — using words to express needs, feelings, and ,problems

	A range of coping strategies — having more than one or two tools for managing difficult moments

	Age-appropriate independence — the ability to initiate, manage, and complete tasks without constant adult support
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​The Foundation: Relationship and Affective Engagement









​The Parent as External Executive Function 
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