
		
			Strategy #1:

			 

			Think Out Loud

			
				[image: ]
			

			Primary skill being developed in the child:

			Awareness of their inner world: thoughts, feelings, wishes, intentions, and more.

			Primary message received by the child:

			Someone understands me, and I can understand myself.

			At times it seemed that Theo hated his baby sister. From the first moment he laid eyes on little Emma, so many of his actions screamed, “You’re the enemy!”

			When he hid her favorite hippo, she cried. When he pinched her legs at the park, she screamed. And when he swiped her smoothie, pouring it all over the kitchen floor, he laughed while the family dog lapped it up. As he grew older, the conflict only intensified.

			Playtime for five-year-old Theo and two-year-old Emma was often a complete disaster. Theo would want to build with his blocks, and Emma would try to join in. But as soon as she got close, Theo would scream in her face or push her over. Once he ran across the room to tackle her, like a linebacker plowing into a quarterback. He was so fast that Kevin, his father, couldn’t get there in time to block him.

			Kevin was a single dad, and he tried everything he could think of: bribes, threats, punishments, timeouts. But nothing worked. He felt exasperated because he couldn’t figure out how to help his young son handle himself better and be kinder to his sister. He didn’t want to spend these precious early years breaking up fights and repeatedly sending his children to their separate corners.

			Nagging questions and doubts began to materialize in his mind: Should it be this hard for my children to play together? Is this typical, or is there something wrong with my son? He wanted to teach his children important life skills about communication and compromise, relationships and resilience, but he worried that all he was doing was constantly refereeing their fights so they could all simply survive until bedtime. And even that wasn’t going so well.

			Does any of this sound familiar? Are there times when your kids get stuck in a behavior and you can’t figure out how to get them out of it? Maybe it’s sibling conflict like Kevin was facing with his kids, or maybe it’s about screen time, emotional issues, school difficulties, or something else. Unless your family is very, very unusual, you and your kids are facing an issue or two (or nine!) that you feel like you just can’t get on top of. This is where the first PlayStrong strategy, Think Out Loud, comes in. It’ll take time and consistency, but it can be the key to resolving many of the difficult issues you and your family regularly face.

			What we’re offering here is a different perspective on handling conflict, one that lays the groundwork ahead of time and that’s also responsive to children’s overwhelming needs in the moment. It’s a way to make your child more aware of the source of their frustration and more willing to observe their own powerful needs and drives. Over time they’ll be better—not perfect, but better—at expressing their thoughts and feelings to others in a balanced and productive manner. Let’s talk about how to do that.


Think Out Loud: The Strategy

			 

			When children automatically react to a negative situation, they’re largely acting without thinking, driven by overwhelming impulses bubbling up from the more primitive parts of their brain. Unless they have trustworthy, reliable adults who can step in and help regulate emotions and behaviors without getting too overwhelmed themselves, kids will repeat their angry reactions so often that those behaviors, or temporary states, begin to look more like long-lasting negative habits and even become traits.

			The good news is that there’s a way we can help develop our children’s ability to regulate themselves through the power of self-awareness. The more you can cultivate this skill in your kids, the more they can avoid losing control of their emotions (and bodies and minds) when things don’t go their way. That’s what we’ll be aiming for in the first few chapters of this book.

			Thinking out loud is the first step to teaching kids to pay attention to what’s happening inside themselves so they can develop positive, conscious, intentional responses, instead of intense and off-the-cuff reactions. With practice and our help, kids really can develop a fuller awareness of what’s going on inside their minds. And that awareness can grow stronger and stronger over the years as your child moves through adolescence and eventually becomes an adult.

			Think about what a difference it would’ve made for Theo if he’d had this skill at the ready whenever he became upset with Emma. If only he could observe what was going on inside his own mind before he lashed out at his sister, he could make a different choice. If only he could develop this one powerful observational skill, then his father could work with him on applying it in his interactions with his sister as he matured until eventually he could regulate his behaviors on his own.

			This is where thinking out loud comes in. What we’re doing, essentially, is introducing our kids to their inner world. We play with them, and while doing so, we help them become more conscious of their own thoughts, feelings, plans, ideas, wishes, and intentions.


Sounds logical enough, but here’s the challenge: Kids aren’t born knowing what they think and feel. In fact, young children especially don’t even know what a “thought” or “feeling” (or “sensation,” “intention,” or “motivation”) is until they learn it, when development unfolds to allow that sophisticated process to happen. As spoken language develops, typically somewhere between a child’s first and second birthday, they begin to express their thoughts and feelings in words because they’ve spent a lot of time watching us do it.

			But they can still struggle.

			As kids get older, as often as we ask them to “use your words” and express themselves, they often haven’t developed the neural connectivity or the necessary skills yet, or they’re too dysregulated to access them. If they could find the right words in the moment, they would use them—but so often they can’t.

			Instead, while we work with them on developing the ability to express themselves in words, we have to tune in and interpret their actions. There’s a phrase we like that you’ll already know if you read Tina’s book with Dan Siegel, No-Drama Discipline: “Behavior is communication.” Kids’ actions tell a story. With their behavior, they show us the very lessons they need to be taught and the skills they need to learn. So we want to view all behavior as communication, then get curious about what it is that’s causing that behavior.

			Sure, Kevin would have loved for Theo’s response, when his sister encroached on his block stacking, to be, “I’m feeling very angry, so I’d better watch myself and make good decisions.” But at Theo’s level of development, that kind of emotional-linguistic response was far beyond his reach, especially in the heat of the moment. This kind of emotionally aware language is hard even for mature adults!

			So what was Theo communicating?

			That he lacked the skill of self-awareness—the first step toward controlling his own actions. That’s what his behavior was telling his father.

			All kids, in fact, need to build the same skills. That’s why the focus of the first PlayStrong strategy is to cultivate a level of self-awareness in children. We want to introduce them to their inner world so they can pay attention to what’s going on with their thoughts and emotions, then make better choices as they mature and grow up. They won’t get it right away, of course, but you know that old proverb about the journey of a thousand miles beginning with the first step? Introducing self-awareness, even at a rudimentary level, is the first step in the thousand-mile journey toward self-regulation and healthy development.

			Behavior is communication.
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			Think Out Loud: Step by Step

			 

			You’ve seen what happens when you’ve watched your kids play. Right now, imagine your child’s face when they’re about to begin drawing, or creating something out of assorted Legos, or building a world full of action figures or dolls. Can you picture that distinct facial expression? The classic “I’m thinking” look, as if their eyes are scanning the air about a foot away, searching for a great idea? Then, within a few seconds, their facial expression brightens. They might even give out a little gasp of excitement, then pick up the first objects they’ll use. Then their face takes on an entirely different look. Maybe their tongue appears at the corner of their mouth and their eyes squint a little.

			What you’re seeing is a look of intense concentration as they begin to take the idea from the thinking stage into direct action. You’re witnessing the birth of an idea from what we might call “the brain lab.” Imagine the laboratory of a brilliant scientist, with a whole team of minions scuttling around performing wild experiments—beakers bubbling, sparks flying, music blaring—and nobody cares when something spills or breaks or blows up, because glorious discoveries are being churned out faster than you can say “Neil deGrasse Tyson.” Welcome to your child’s brain lab! Think of it like the research and development department of a multilevel high-tech start-up company. It’s all about ideas and testing new possibilities.

			Something magical is occurring, and this is the time that we want to engage with our kids, helping them notice what’s going on within themselves. The overall idea is that we can play with our kids in ways that help them think more fully about what their minds are doing. As we play with them, we observe and then narrate what we see. In doing so, we model for them what it looks like to notice mental and emotional states so that they can perform that type of observation for themselves. Here’s how it works, step by step.


Step 1: Observe and attune

			That brain-lab energy is what you want to tap into. As your child sets up the play scene, you begin by just watching what’s going on, listening for clues that allow you to tune in to your child’s world. That’s all you have to do at the beginning: just observe and listen. This is called attunement, and as you’ll soon see, each of the PlayStrong strategies begins with this crucial first step.

			There’s nothing specific or precise you need to do or think about. Your job is simply to really clue in to what’s going on in your child’s mind in that moment. Then, once you do that, you’re going to be ready to move to the more practical steps.

			Step 2: Come up with a hypothesis

			In the case of Kevin and Theo, those practical steps might begin with Kevin finding an activity that Emma can busy herself with, then looking for how best to join in as Theo plays with his beloved blocks. At that point Theo’s brain lab would likely be clicking into high gear, and soon he’d be creating.

			As he did, Kevin would simply watch, noticing what Theo’s actions might communicate. As Theo builds his tower, with a ramp leading to it, Kevin would explore interpretations of where things were headed, soon coming up with a hypothesis.

			Listen and observe, then hypothesize.
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			Step 3: Say it out loud

			Once you have a hypothesis, try it out. Show your child what it looks like when you tune in to their mind. And don’t worry: The simpler the better at this point. You’re not getting into any deep thoughts or making any grand pronouncements. Just narrate what you see happening, especially with an eye toward describing your child’s mind and intentions.

			Hypothesize, then say it out loud.
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			In this interaction, something subtle but significant is taking place. When Kevin correctly guesses Theo’s architectural intent, he does much more than just get the right answer. In effect, he connects with his young son about this one fact, which, in this particular moment, is one of the most important elements in Theo’s whole world. His dad has understood him. He gets him. He sees his mind. Theo, of course, wouldn’t put it this way and in all likelihood wouldn’t see this moment as even noteworthy. Still, when this type of connection is consistently repeated in playtime interactions day after day, Theo will slowly and increasingly accept—deep down in the core of his being—that his father truly understands who his son is and what matters to him.


Beyond the relational connection, the other significant occurrence here is that Theo gets to see that it’s possible for one person to ascertain what’s going on in another’s mind. Again, he won’t consider this fact on a conscious level, and it won’t make a huge change right away. But when his dad accurately names that Theo is building a ramp, Theo receives the subtle message that it’s possible to understand another person’s intentions just by paying attention to what the person is doing. For a child, it’s an immense gift when a parent helps them connect language with an awareness of their thoughts, feelings, and actions.

			Right now you might be thinking that we’re making too big a deal of this one comment—Looks like you’re building a jumping ramp for the car—but again, when combined with numerous other similar interactions, Theo will grow up knowing that he and his father are closely connected and that his dad pays attention to, and yes, understands, what’s going on in his mind.

			These messages are reinforced during each interaction when Kevin and his son spend a few more minutes together with the blocks. (Remember—only a few minutes a day can have a huge impact!) Kevin simply works through the three steps, again and again. He continues to observe and listen. He forms a hypothesis. Then he says it out loud. Rinse and repeat.

			Listen and observe, hypothesize, then say it out loud.
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			Listen and observe, hypothesize, then say it out loud.
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			Again, this isn’t rocket science (even though the car is flying), and there’s no mysterious phraseology you have to learn if you want to interact with your kids in this way. Notice what Kevin’s doing here. He’s simply perceiving what Theo is doing, then narrating what he sees. Observe and listen, form a hypothesis, then say it out loud.

			You may have heard of a similar process called “sportscasting,” where you act as if you’re a commentator describing to an audience the details of a game on TV. For example, a preschool teacher might narrate and describe the steps their students are taking as they move about the classroom to encourage the acquisition of new developmental skills: Oh, you found a little pair of scissors, or, You’re going to cut out some circles. Sportscasting has been shown to promote pre-academic learning in the context of play, such as language, fine and gross motor skills, and cognitive tasks like planning, initiating, and problem-solving. Sportscasting is fantastic for kids during the early years.

			But the Think Out Loud technique goes further. Your goal here is to do more than narrate the simple actions of babies and toddlers. This PlayStrong strategy is intended to begin to introduce our children to their inner world, so we need to look more closely and go beyond basic descriptions, showing that we can connect with our kids’ intentions, wishes, and motivations, not just what we can see on the surface of things.

			That’s why actually speaking aloud your hypothesis is so key—you’re paying attention to not just your child’s behavior but also their feelings, desires, impulses, plans, thoughts, and on and on—all of the various activities of their mind. You’re noticing all of these facets of their being, and you’re “thinking them out loud.”


Before the age of three, small children really enjoy sportscasting, because they love our attention and want to soak
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The Reflective Pause
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			The Impact of Think Out Loud
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				Refrigerator Sheet

				The Way of Play

				By Tina Payne Bryson and Georgie Wisen-Vincent

				By spending just a few minutes each day playing with your child, you can not only enjoy a stronger relationship with them but also better understand them, build and strengthen their cognitive and relational skills, and reduce the amount of time you spend disciplining and addressing misbehavior. Here are the various PlayStrong strategies we discuss in the book.

				To download a PDF of this Refrigerator Sheet, go to https://prhlink.com/9780593796290a001.

				PlayStrong Strategy #1: 
Think Out Loud
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				Notice, as you and your child play, what you see them doing. Name what you see, especially with an eye toward describing their mind and intentions. Doing so will deepen the relationship between you and plant the seed that it’s possible to pay attention to one’s own thoughts as well as those of another.

				
					Primary skill being developed in the child: Awareness of their inner world: thoughts, feelings, wishes, intentions, and more.

				

				
					Primary message received by the child: Someone understands me, and I can understand myself.

				

				PlayStrong Strategy #2: 
Make Yourself a Mirror
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				Watch for ways to use your body, face, and voice (your BFVs) to mirror your child’s simple but important signals. Simply reflect back what you see. Doing so will allow them to recognize how people bond, and it will help them tap into emotional connection and build empathy.

				
					Primary skill being developed in the child: A deeper understanding of their own emotional life, which can deepen connection with and empathy for others.

				

				
					Primary message received by the child: Someone tunes in to me. I can tune in to others.

				

				PlayStrong Strategy #3: 
Bring Emotions to Life
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				Introduce the language of feelings into playtime, thus strengthening the emotionally intelligent, meaning-making connections between your child’s body and brain.

				
					Primary skill being developed in the child: The ability to recognize, manage, and express emotions.

				

				
					Primary message received by the child: Someone will help me recognize and make sense of my big feelings.

				

				PlayStrong Strategy #4: 
Dial Intensity Up or Down
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				When you see your child getting out of control or having big emotional responses during play, first chase the why. Be curious about where the reactions are coming from. Then, look for ways to bring calmness or energy, depending on the situation and what you know of your child.

				
					Primary skill being developed in the child: An ability to regulate their emotions and actions when they’re upset and struggling.

				

				
					Primary message received by the child: Someone is going to be here for me when I’m out of control and can’t handle things very well by myself.

				

				PlayStrong Strategy #5: 
Scaffold and Stretch
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				Provide supportive scaffolding opportunities that can stretch your child to grow. Offer encouragement and step in when necessary. But let them struggle when appropriate so they can broaden their skills and allow their emotional regulation and executive function to work together.

				
					Primary skill being developed in the child: Resilience in the face of difficult situations.

				

				
					Primary message received by the child: Someone is going to show up for me when things get hard, and I can handle more than I think I can.

				

				PlayStrong Strategy #6: 
Narrate to Integrate
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				Tune in to the stories that emerge during playtime, using them to build skills around handling fears, dealing with conflict, and understanding the self. Allow the storytelling to remain fun—that’s crucial—but watch for ways to elevate the narrative into something more meaningful.

				
					Primary skill being developed in the child: Use of stories to better comprehend and deal with difficult circumstances.

				

				
					Primary message received by the child: I can use stories to better understand what’s going on around me, then make choices that are good for me and that help me take charge of a situation.

				

				PlayStrong Strategy #7: 
Set Playtime Parameters
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				Let your child lead, but playtime shouldn’t become a free-for-all. By setting appropriate and well-defined boundaries that clearly communicate your expectations, you give your child opportunities to develop new skills they can use to respect the rules of a situation and act in ways that benefit them and the world around them.

				
					Primary skill being developed in the child: Flexibility and adaptability to help them work within boundaries and make positive decisions.

				

				
					Primary message received by the child: Someone is going to keep me safe and help me learn to do that for myself.
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Why would you make the
landing pad so far from the
ramp? A car can’t jump that far.
Unless it's a magic car. Is that
what it is? And if so, does it
really even need a ramp? Or a
landing pad?
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That's not how you
make a ramp.
Let me show you
the right way.
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| know! You should
build a castle.

Like we saw

in that book
about Germany? . But | was gonna
o build a ramp.
I don't feel like

playing anymore.
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| bet that other building near
the landing pad is the garage
where the car stays.

No, that's the
Ah, gotcha. guy’s house.

So that’s where
he lives.
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Yup. So he
doesn't crash.

Looks like you're
building some
sort of landing pad.
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Is the car going
to jump off Yeah, see
the ramp? how it can fly?
Watch!
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/" Theo knows
Kevin enjoys
' being with him.

Looks like you're
building a jumping Yes! It's gonna
ramp for the car. be the biggest
onc ever!

Theo sees that it’s
possible to observe
what someone
else is thinking
and feeling. /4

/" Theo understands

that he can CHOOSE
how he responds to
his own thoughts
and feelings.
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Looks like you're
building a jumping Yes! It's gonna
ramp for the car. be the biggest
one ever!
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