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			Advance Praise for Parenting Outside the Lines

			“The unique structure of this wonderful parenting guide brilliantly simulates a live coaching session. Leahy, the expert, casts competing parenting theories aside in favor of empowering the reader to draw upon our intuition and common sense. She frees us from our fears by confessing to the challenges she herself has faced in raising her own kids. She reassures us that by connecting deeply to our own selves, we can show up more meaningfully and effectively with our kids. The reader emerges feeling supported, and with a journal of deep insight about ourselves. Liberating, hilarious, tender, frank, and instructive, this book is a comforting companion.”

			—Julie Lythcott-Haims, author of How to Raise an Adult

			“What do parents need now more than ever? The tools to know and trust our intuition, manage the discomfort of uncertainty, and connect in ways that inspire and don’t repel our kids. Parenting Outside the Lines shows us that we are the ones we’ve been waiting for.”

			—Rachel Simmons, author of Odd Girl Out and Enough As She Is

			“In this great read, Leahy encourages parents to stop worrying about whether they’re doing parenting ‘right’ and to instead tap into their own parenting intuition and enjoy building a loving connection with their children. Great insight in fourteen practical (and funny!) chapters.”

			—Susan Stiffelman, author of Parenting Without Power Struggles

			“For years, I have howled in laughter, nodded in agreement, and marveled in wonder at the wit and wisdom that Meghan Leahy has offered parents as a parent educator and writer for The Washington Post. In Parenting Outside the Lines, Meghan shares a deep dive into her thinking, offering parents of all ages not only guidance on how to handle the inevitable challenges of parenting, whether for tots or teens, but more importantly a ‘true north’ of connection to guide us when we invariably find ourselves in the unchartered terrain that defines modern parenting. A gift to parents, whether to yourself or others, this is a book to learn from, laugh at, and live with, helping you be the parent Meghan confidently assures you already resides within you.”

			—Ned Johnson, coauthor of The Self-Driven Child

			“Meghan Leahy’s book Parenting Outside the Lines reads like a reassuring chat with your older, wiser sister, helping pare away the anxiety that can surround parenting today. Leahy’s deep appreciation for the challenging process of growing a human shines through the no-nonsense writing. With wisdom won through years of working with families, she helps readers understand how they may be sabotaging happy family life. Packed with common sense and road-tested ideas, Parenting Outside the Lines is the insightful, compassionate book that today’s parents need to raise their children more confidently and joyfully.”

			—Katherine Reynolds Lewis, author of The Good News About Bad Behavior

			“A book for every parent who needs the courage, guidance, and kick in the pants to stop what’s not working and start over. Refreshingly honest and deeply wise, a blend of brain science and stand-up, this one’s a lifesaver.”

			—Karen Maezen Miller, author of Momma Zen and Hand Wash Cold

			“Meghan Leahy claims to have written a parenting book free of data and studies, but she has actually written one that leans into some of the most important research of all: life experience. This book is equal parts humble and hilarious, deeply wise and immediately actionable. It’s like a how-to book and a parenting memoir had a baby. Reading Parenting Outside the Lines is time well spent.”

			—Cara Natterson, MD, author of Decoding Boys

			“The truth is, no one knows more about parenting our children than we do ourselves—but it’s so hard to hear our own voices above the cacophony of information. Fortunately, no one knows more about helping parents learn to trust themselves than Meghan Leahy. You’ve always known you have the capacity to build a joyful family life. Parenting Outside the Lines will help you find it.”

			—KJ Dell’Antonia, author of How to Be a Happier Parent
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			For Mark, who believed in me from the start

			For my loves, Gigi, Louise, and Sophia, for eating my salmon dinners
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			INTRODUCTION

			
				I would like to beg you, dear Sir, as well as I can, to have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a very foreign language. Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answer.

				—RAINER MARIA RILKE, Letters to a Young Poet

			

			“Parenting outside the lines.” What does that even mean and what “lines” am I referring to? In my mind, these lines are all the parenting “rules” that have been torturing you, me, all parents, for time immemorial. These parenting lines and rules and boxes are both prisons of our own making as well as ideals that our culture keeps perpetuating to keep us in a chronic tizzy. We resent being told how to raise our kids, being told what is right and what is wrong, yet we cannot stand the ambiguity, doubt, and uncertainty that comes with raising our children; we cannot stand the feeling of being left in the dark. We don’t just want a flashlight when it comes to our parenting worries, we want NFL stadium lighting; and when the lighting fails to show us the way, we blame the lights, ourselves, the kids, the spouse, society, the dog . . . you name it.

			It is all very human to want answers to our parenting worries. Our brains are sense-making organs, constantly taking in the world and shuffling multiple pieces of information around. Here’s my head on an average day:

			
				Panic! I cannot find my keys! Wait, they are here in my hand!

				I need to help my child with math and stir the soup before it burns.

				Is every child already on Snapchat? Maybe my child games too much? How do other parents keep their kids off the iPad?

			

			All of this is happening while I am getting ready for work. But as our brains clarify our immediate needs and keep us safe, it is easy to forget a couple of important parenting truths: First, we are not limited by the parenting lines that we (and society) have drawn, nor are we limited by our panicky brains. Second, we have the power to see the larger picture of our parenting lives and, third, connecting to our children trumps any other physical or emotional parenting need you can imagine.

			As you read this book, I will be asking (challenging) you to break out of your self-imposed parenting prisons. I will ask you to embrace ambiguity and fear, become comfortable not knowing the answers, drop the to-do lists as well as the pursuit to find the “one way to be a good parent.” Instead, we will befriend openness, curiosity, humility, and the wide-eyed wonder that parenting inevitably delivers on a regular basis. And in order to help you embrace this wide-eyed wonder, every chapter ends with a list of questions to consider. This is homework, yes, but not the kind of parenting homework to which you may be accustomed. I find that most parenting books are, in one way or another, trying to fix a problem (re: the child), and while that can be useful, that is not the purpose of the questions in this particular book. These questions (found at the conclusion of each chapter) are meant to draw you into a deeper understanding of yourself and your child. This understanding may lead to more thoughtfulness, and that may lead to even more questions. Think of it like a “Choose Your Own Adventure” parenting book, rather than a “How-To” parenting book. You may feel angry, annoyed, ambivalent, avoidant, or affronted by the questions, or you may feel cracked-open, clearheaded, curious, and freed by them. Whatever the feeling, I believe almost every movement toward understanding yourself is a move in the right direction. The questions in this book may not yield immediate results (they may tip the first domino of action) or they may lead to overnight changes; I don’t know what will happen. I just know that these parenting questions are worth reading, pondering, and (hopefully) journaling out some insights.

			Does embracing wide-eyed wonder about your parenting life sound like a load of BS? Maybe. I am guessing you have picked up this book because you are suffering. When it comes to your children, you are lost, unsure, sad, worried, and anxious. You are angry, frustrated, and sick of banging your head against the proverbial wall, and now, it doesn’t sound like I am going to give you the answers. And we parents all want answers. You and I don’t want wide-eyed wonder; we want our children to listen to us more and sass us less. So, why would I write a book that challenges you to ask yourself questions instead of giving you every answer for how to fix your children?

			When I began my own family in 2004, some of my strongest memories are of me, lying pregnant in bed, reading book after book about parenting and child development. The books fell into two main categories: stages of child development or parent humor. I distinctly remember reading The Girlfriends’ Guide to Pregnancy by Vicki Iovine, munching on saltine crackers and giggling endlessly. Because my anxiety kept me in a state of endless worry as well as that niggly feeling of “there is always something else to learn,” a simple and funny parenting book was a breath of fresh air. While I loved (and still love) my development and theory books and they offered some wonderful clarity, they never really fixed anything. The more that the parenting books aimed to provide “the answer,” the more limiting they felt to me (and most other parents I know, too). There were too many boxes to tick, too many of my protestations of “what about this or that,” and I always found too many exceptions to the rules; it was crazy-making and I had hardly even begun the parenting journey myself!

			For this book, I wondered: Could I provide thoughtful questions? Could I write a book that helps you feel sane? Could I write a book that provides some hope, while also challenging you to be more compassionate, more loving, and more open to your child and yourself? Is there a way I can help you trust yourself? Help you recognize that you do have parenting intuition? Recognize that feeling unsure is not failure, rather it is proof you are on the right path and, finally, can we do all this and laugh a bit, too? Let’s lift the limits and the “shoulds” and “should nots” and find our own way through this parenting life. While quick fixes and bullet lists are tempting, maybe we can accept that our greatest parenting strengths rest in asking ourselves thoughtful questions and seeing where those answers take us. Our children are unique, and so our parenting of them is naturally customized (an idea that our larger culture doesn’t seem to support). When we trust ourselves, we can (mostly) free ourselves from the fears that keep us panicked, reactionary, and disconnected from our children. That makes all the difference.

			
				You do have parenting intuition.

			
			As I kicked these ideas around, the first thing that had to go were all the data and studies that clutter up so many parenting books. Why? First, I didn’t want the book to be so specifically tied to this date and time. My desire is that someone can pick up this book twenty years from now and still find the concepts useful and true (yeah, the tech stuff will be totally different, but hopefully the main ideas will still track). Second, we parents have never had so much information at our fingertips. There are checklists and articles and studies for every single parenting and family topic you can think of, and those articles and studies? They can often feel like they are saving your life! Parents who previously felt left in the dark and lonely now have entire communities at their fingertips. Stuck on how to get your ADHD kiddo to eat breakfast? There are entire websites, chock-full of data and studies, geared just toward this predicament! And that is awesome. But even though I love data and studies and internet support, I started noticing something interesting over the past couple of years in my parent coaching life.

			The more I coached parents, the more I found that the studies and data and articles weren’t really helping them. I mean, sure, it was interesting and I was always glad I had the research for my clients, but I found that the parents I worked with weren’t suffering from a lack of information; they were suffering from a lack of self-awareness, trust in themselves, and loving connection with their children. They felt boxed in and limited, yet simultaneously untethered and adrift. I would say parents suffered from a lack of intuition, but it was more a lack of listening to that intuition. Because we have so much information at our fingertips and because so much of that information is contradictory (I mean, just look at sleep training . . . there are literally a million different ways to sleep train your child and to some extent, they are mostly all true), parents feel lost. And because I am seen as an “expert,” I was inadvertently causing more stress to these parents by providing more studies, data, and research. The more I coached using studies, the more I could see how I was contributing to the very problem that brought the parents to me in the first place! Instead, as I decided to pivot toward coaching and coaxing out the intuition and common sense that was buried deep in every parent, a couple of questions emerged:

			First, where is parental intuition nowadays? Is there such a thing? Was there ever such a thing? American parenting culture is new (relatively speaking), so we don’t have a long history to draw from when it comes to modern parenting. We are, quite literally, making it up as we go along and, as scary as parenting in the twenty-first century can feel, I believe parents have felt lost, unsure, and unprepared for time eternal. And that is good! What if the common sense we so badly want comes out of feeling lost? What if the parenting path forward only becomes illuminated when we are stumbling in the dark?

			Second, where are our parental hearts right now? Meaning, do we feel our way through our parenting lives at all, or is it only cerebral and thought-based and research-driven? The internet is an undeniable gift to most of us, but it also brings heaps of data that can prove to be more confusing than helpful. We search and search for answers for our parenting challenges, but in these endless searches, we are actually drawn further and further away from our hearts and emotions, as well as being drawn away from the actual child in front of us. It becomes so easy to lose sight of our parenting heart, our compassion, our gut, our trust that we know the way. Do we know our children with a truly open and trusting heart? Can we trust our emotions so that when we access the parenting data, it can ring more clearly true (or false, as the case may be)?

			When I reflected on these questions, I immediately knew that I wanted to write a book to us, the parents who are afraid of not knowing what to do. The parents who want every answer in a trend or a bullet list (oh, how I love a bullet list), a theory or a strategy. The parents who have forgotten their intuition. I am writing this book as a path back to your heart when it comes to common, everyday parenting issues.

			What Is My Background and How Did I Get Here? (Or Why Should You Listen to Me?)

			I began my career, right out of college, as an English teacher for boys, sixth through twelfth grade. I then attended grad school to become a school counselor, quickly realized that I pretty much hated that job (never got to see the kids and always had to sit through the dullest of meetings with adults . . . yuck), then I had my own kids, became a volunteer parent educator, then became a certified parent coach, then started writing for the Washington Post, then met Dr. Gordon Neufeld and fell in love with his approach, then kept coaching and writing until poof! Here I am! Not one single decision in my life has been made knowing that I would be here. I mean, parent coaching? What kind of profession is that, anyway? And to tell you the truth, it is a pretty made-up job. I don’t personally have any qualms about my work nor do I doubt that I help people, but let’s face it: It sounds pretty ridiculous. Do we really need parent coaches in this day and age? I guess we do . . . but why? How did we get here?

			I chalk up my profession to the happy and complicated confluence of women’s liberation in the United States, how so many of us live emotionally as well as physically separated from our families of origin, and live separated from our neighbors and communities. (Don’t worry, I am not dogging the modern American woman’s life; to the contrary, there is no direction but forward for total equality for women. Anything else is unacceptable. And I don’t think we all need to move directly next to our parents as adult children.) And yes, I know that our current parenting lives are complicated for a million reasons; I am just writing about what I have seen in my coaching experience.

			For almost as long as women have walked the earth, women have been (with some exceptions) largely at home, tending to the immediate needs of the property and children.* And since women had almost no choice when it came to when and who they coupled with, as well as if and when and how many children they wanted to bear, there was very little discussion about how one should raise their families. You know how parents are free-range or helicopter or tech-free or family-bed-sharing now? Yeah, that was not the case for most humans walking the earth until fairly recently. Each family took on the larger culture, religion, and mores surrounding them, no questions asked. This made for a simpler way to raise a family! Even though women had virtually no voice and children were largely seen and not all that heard, family life was simple, predictable, and the parents’ (men’s) power was absolute. Parents (fathers) knew best.* Period.

			Fast-forward to women gaining some power: power to become educated, power to work, power to vote, power to take birth control and have autonomy over their own bodies, power to leave a marriage, power to never marry, power to move away from extended family and their hometowns, and power to run their lives, and you find the fastest shift in family structures that may have ever happened to humans and community.

			And so why do people call me? Why do good parents pick up books like this? I mean, think about how your grandmother (or great-grandmother) lived and parented. Think about the rights (not) afforded to her, about what the larger culture allowed or didn’t allow in parenting. The differences can be striking, and are you parenting anything like that? True, you maybe aren’t the polar opposite of your preceding generations (or maybe you are), but take technology! That alone has utterly changed our parenting landscape, even if you are still working the same farm or living in the same small town you grew up in. Our ever-increasing internet-connected life is changing the way we parent, like it or not. Parents call me because they are either not close to their extended family or they can no longer relate to their elders; the people from whom they would traditionally take their parenting cues. For better or worse, the way “things have always been done” is not working for the modern parent. And this requires new supports; people like me.

			I see my role as a parenting coach as culling the immense wisdom, experience, and knowledge of the previous generations of parents, combining it with today’s science and real-world parenting needs, and helping each and every parent find their intuitive voice. Because you see, we humans haven’t changed all that much over the millions of years we have been parenting, and even though your parenting problems feel real and huge (and they are), the brain that is worrying right now about your child is just like the brain that worried one hundred, two hundred, five hundred years ago. Your parenting situation is utterly unique and completely ordinary. Cool, right?

			My parenting-coach hope is that we all slow down a little, zoom out, see the needs of the situation, and not make haphazard and overly emotional or overly rational decisions . . . Is that too much to ask as a coach? It definitely is, but I am going for it, anyway.

			What Do I Believe In? What’s My Take? Which Parenting Trend Do I Support?

			People ask me this a lot. Like, a lot a lot. And let’s face it, you really want to know this before you dive into the book. I often answer that I just want parents to stop losing their goddamn minds. We all laugh, but then I keep standing there like, “No, really. That’s what I want to happen.” I am being facetious, but only a little.

			I believe in Tiger Parenting because being a strong parent with a clear voice, a concise point of view, and unyielding boundaries teaches a child responsibility and respect. It is also the most depressing and, frankly, scary method of parenting I have ever seen. There is little fun and it seems like there are few chances for the child to express a need, want, or desire. I just don’t know how the tiger parent ends up with an emotionally healthy adult, at least in the way we Americans understand emotional health (which could be up for debate).

			I believe in Slow Parenting. And yes, in case you haven’t heard of it, it’s a real thing. It is when kids have very few structured activities and the freedom to explore the environment freely around them. And this sounds awesome in theory, if the parent doesn’t have a job and also has endless patience to follow their child over hill and dale, smelling the roses, not to mention lives in or near a place that is safe to meander through and has fresh roses to smell. And meanwhile, who is making dinner and picking up the toys while there is all this to-ing and fro-ing? I don’t know.

			I believe in French Parenting, which has you speaking to your baby as if he were an adult, giving your children zero choices when it comes to food, starting them on cigs at five (I kid, I kid), and expecting them to have patience at all times. The only problem is, you know, that some kids have other emotional, physical, and learning needs . . . So, yeah, not sure what those Frenchies do about differently wired children, but c’est la vie. They also have free universal childcare in France, so it must be a little easier to be patient and teach patience when you have that kind of support, literally, on every corner. We American parents cannot even fathom this kind of support and time.

			I believe in Free-Range Parenting because children are far more resourceful and responsible than we give them credit for. And while I would love every child to roam freely, many neighborhoods are simply not set up for children to wander around. Not to mention that, for many children, it really isn’t safe. (I live in DC and many children cannot safely walk from home to school, let alone find a nice park or beautiful woods to explore.) Also the twenty-four-hour news cycle has us in a 24/7 panicked state regarding kidnap and assault, making it hard for us parents to just release our littles into the world. (Parents calling the cops on fellow parents is often a bigger threat than kidnappers, by the way.)

			I believe in Helicopter Parenting because many of our children need far more attention than they are currently receiving (especially emotionally speaking). Many parents expect children to solve problems that are not developmentally appropriate and require more adult assistance, and so helicopter parents know that children need more support. But Helicopter Parenting, when a parent hovers over their children and chronically and constantly chirps in with their advice and instructions, also stifles a child’s ability to cope with the basic day-to-day challenges in life. This trend often results in anxious and insecure children.

			I believe in Lawnmower Parenting (which is when the parent removes every emotional problem or physical obstacle in the child’s path) because it’s our parenting job to not allow our children to suffer beyond the point of it being helpful. And we don’t want our children to run into the same issue over and over, without any hope of learning or growing, especially if that child has a differently wired brain! But removing too many obstacles from our children’s path leads our children to believe that they will never experience hardship or anguish, again leading our children down a future path of shock, lack of resilience, and anxiety. Like helicopter parents, lawnmower parents look like good caretakers, but are usually avoided by the other adults in the child’s life. (They are those parents in school; the ones trying to control every aspect of the child’s future life.)

			I believe in Attachment Parenting (which is not the same as Attachment Theory) because all studies point to a child thriving when in close proximity to their parents. The younger the child, the greater the need to be closer to the parent (or caregiver). This close proximity helps a child’s nervous system calm down, hence helping their brains grow and mature. But if taken too far, parents can become enmeshed with their children. Soon, the child is calling the shots for every decision in the family. Give too much power to an immature person, and you’ve got a spoiled kid who feels entitled. And a family bed? I dunno, I can barely share my bed with my spouse comfortably . . .

			I believe in Positive Parenting because, hello? Who doesn’t want to be positive? Who doesn’t want to be patient, compassionate, and loving? And much of the Positive Parenting lingo is awesome, but if not used correctly it becomes too “talky,” wishy-washy, and even developmentally inappropriate. (There are typical Positive Parenting techniques that prove disastrous for children with executive functioning issues.) I also bristle at the idea that everything in parenting needs to be painted with a positive brush; just that thought makes me roll my eyes. The tenets of Positive Parenting are strong, but a lazy interpretation of this theory puts the child too much in the driver’s seat of the family and that, my friend, is a recipe for disaster.

			I believe in Mindful Parenting because, like Positive Parenting, who doesn’t want to be mindful? What parent doesn’t want to be more aware of her own interior world? Her own triggers? And stop reacting, reacting, reacting? If anything, this book is most closely tied to the Mindful Parenting approach, except that I am not going to ask you to meditate (unless you want to) nor am I going to ask you to help your children be more mindful. In my mind, children don’t need to become more mindful; they already are mindful. It is we parents who need to become more introspective, not our children. Mindful Parenting (also known as Conscious Parenting) has little catchphrases like this one: “Parent without fear.” These types of statements irk me because, as long as you have a human brain, you live with fear. Should I tell my friend, whose child is suffering terribly from the side effects of cancer treatments, to not be fearful? Should I tell a client, whose child is being bullied terribly at school, to not be fearful? Should we look at the environment and not have fear for our children? No! Fear is an important emotion; I never, ever want a parent trading in their fear for some kind of blasé, meme-happy parenting trend. There are not enough eye rolls for how I feel about the wellness lifestyle inserting itself into parenting. So, yeah . . . that’s how I feel about that.

			Unless a parenting trend or theory espouses physically and emotionally harming and shaming children, I probably agree with some aspect of it. Every single trend has a nugget of truth in it.

			Do children need to be outside more and exploring nature? Yes.

			Do children need more supervision and support in certain areas? Yes.

			Do children simply need to eat what they are served without being offered an array of choices? Yes (mostly).

			Do children have too many activities? Yes and no. (Are we just talking about upwardly mobile families? Those kids likely have too many, but there are scads of communities where children desperately need more activities.)

			Do children need to have more adults hovering over them? Yes!

			Do children need more freedom to fail, learn, and move on? Yes.

			Do children need stronger boundaries? Yes.

			Do children need to be physically close to their parents? Yes.

			Do children need compassionate communication? Yes.

			Do children need adults to be awake and mindful? Yes.

			Yes, yes, yes.

			So, if you love one (or a couple) of these parenting trends and are unhappy that I just reduced it to a three-sentence paragraph, don’t worry. I love these trends, too; there’s nothing inherently wrong with them. The problem occurs when we parents blindly adopt these trends despite the mounting evidence that that trend ain’t working for our kiddos. Finally, we can get so busy parenting according to a theory that we actually disconnect from our child: The child becomes more of a project than a person. And this is where we begin to typically overparent; we leave our intuition, and forget our parenting hearts. We begin to draw the parenting “lines” that I want us to avoid.

			For instance . . .

			When a “slow parent” hires me because she is an introvert (I get it) and has her kids in zero activities, but she happens to mother a ten-year-old child who is bouncing off of the walls, and said child is begging for an organized sport. Any sport. The mother doesn’t want him to play anything: “too many practices,” “too many obligations,” “not good for children to be so busy.” It is clear that the child has a motor in him that is dying to be run, trained, and be part of a team. But this trend, which has great ideas at the root of it, is resulting in a misbehaving, whining, and miserable child. The parenting trend doesn’t fit the needs of the family.

			Or take the example of my friend Abigail, who was raised by European parents and wanted to bring a no-nonsense parenting ideal into her parenting life. A combination of Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother and Bringing Up Bébé, if you will. She was tough as hell, often loving, and created rules that seemed both premature and arbitrary. The real problem? Her daughter was the most sensitive, sweetest girl you have ever laid eyes on. She already wanted to be good for her mother. My friend didn’t need to bark at her and create these arbitrary rules at every turn. This insistence to be a tough and unyielding mother only made her daughter an anxious mess, unsure of her own voice, and afraid to ask for what she needed in school and in her own life.

			Or my client Leslie, who hated her authoritarian and rigid upbringing, so she decided to really attach and simultaneously let loose with her twins. She believed that her children would let her know exactly what they would need when they needed it, and that her job was simply to pay attention and attend. This worked beautifully when the children were babies, but soon they matured into willful four-year-olds and Leslie was being dragged around by the nose. Leslie found herself angry, resentful, and most of all confused. She was attaching like hell to these kids; why were they such nightmares?

			Or my client Ramona and her spouse, Frank. They carefully and consciously decided to take a Positive Parenting approach to their children. Their eldest child, a six-year-old named Lila, was a “handful,” as they put it. Every single time they said, “Lila, when you hit us, we feel sad,” Lila would stick out her tongue and spit at her parents, “I DON’T CARE!” The parents would respond with, “It sounds, Lila, like you are having some really big feelings; feelings of anger,” to which Lila would respond with a kick to the shins and a dramatic stomp-off. Ramona and Frank would look at each other, baffled and upset. They were working so hard to use all of the right and positive phrases; why was their child so mean?

			Finally, we have the classic city parent (or in suburbs or anywhere, really), where the child starts joining activities at age two and never stops. This accounts for almost every parent I know (including myself), and they usually follow an odd hybrid of Tiger and Mindful and Positive Parenting styles. Activities and sports only get added to the family’s lives; nothing comes off the plate. The parents are working and driving and driving and working, and the child is beginning to whine about everything. If you are really lucky, the child will outright tell you they are tired. This is a gift from the child, but parents are petrified of what “quitting” means, and so the beat goes on until either parent or child has something close to a nervous breakdown. No one sees it coming, and yet . . . in hindsight it is clear as day. The mindless need for “more” is hurting many families; they just look so shiny from the outside.

			
				The mindless need for “more” is hurting many families.

			
			Now, back to the original question: What do I actually believe in when it comes to a parenting theory?

			All. None. I believe that paying attention to the true needs of you and your children is the theory that is needed.

			But lest you think that I don’t have a specific point of view of parenting, don’t worry, I do. In my early work life, I began as an outcomes-based counselor (it made sense for a school setting), and I then folded in Adlerian theory as my work with parent education grew. I became increasingly dissatisfied with these theories because all of the theories I studied had a nugget of truth, but the strategies I assigned kind of worked, but not with enough predictability. So, why did the application of these strategies and theories so often fail? What was missing? I wanted to go deeper; I wasn’t interested in helping parents just control their children’s behavior, I wanted to know why children behaved the way they did. What were the deeper impulses and needs that drive all humans to behave as we do? And how can this knowledge help parents?

			Understanding Parenting Through the Developmental/Attachment Lens

			In 2013, I attended a conference with Dr. Gordon Neufeld as the keynote speaker. I didn’t go to hear him; there were numerous speakers I wanted to meet and I thought, Meh, I will sit through him; see what he says. Well, he changed my life. Only twice in my life have I listened to someone speak and reacted with a kind of epiphanic awakening (the other being my Buddhist teacher, Karen Maezen Miller), so as soon as he finished speaking, I signed up to study with him. After an extensive application, I was accepted into the two-year program to become a Neufeld facilitator. Without a doubt, studying in the Neufeld Approach did two things that changed my life as a parent and a professional. First, I made friends with uncertainty and how important it is to embrace not knowing as parenting growth instead of failure, and second, the Neufeld Approach uncovered the missing piece in the puzzle of my parenting work: the indisputable and deep need for connection between all humans. Most parents would say that they know connection is important, but many aren’t living that out in their day-to-day interactions with their children. To study connection in a deeper way, well, it changed my life forever.

			What is this magical theory that so greatly changed my life? The Neufeld Approach accounts for both development of the child as well as the basic theories of attachment (again, this is not Attachment Parenting), and how these two dynamics come together to produce a mature human. What does this mean for parents? The way we attach (essentially show loving warmth to our children) facilitates development and this has implications for everything when it comes to childhood and beyond. Secure, loving, and boundaried attachments directly contribute to children’s ability to grow into patient adults who understand others’ perspectives, share appropriately, have empathy, care about their surroundings, want to work hard without immediate reward, and have the ability to see the ambiguity in seemingly black-and-white situations. Secure attachment is pretty important, right?

			Looking at childhood through this developmental/attachment lens greatly impacts how one understands children’s behavior. Rather than only being concerned with the behavior and how to control it, this theory requires that you go deeper, past what you see, and look into what is causing the behavior. An analogy: Let’s say your child is perpetually thirsty. Even when they haven’t been exercising and there is no heat, when there are no obvious reasons for the thirst. If you don’t understand why they are thirsty, you will keep
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