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				Introduction

				Play More, Stress Less

			
			Parenting is overwhelming. Let’s just admit that. No matter what you might see online or read in books, most parents are running around like crazy, feeling like they never get it all done or do any of it exactly right. Is your home in a constant state of chaos and clutter? Are you burned out? Are you ever able to concentrate on just one thing? Do you feel like your only job is to feed, clean, and entertain your child? Does a nap sound like an impossible dream? Whether you have an infant or a preteen, one child or six children, chances are you sometimes secretly feel like you’re barely getting by.

			Parents are expected to do it all—work full-time while also parenting perfectly, or if they stay at home with their kids, control every aspect of their children’s development to make sure they turn into baby geniuses. There’s a lot of noise in the parenting space today. Just look at Instagram. It’s filled with influencers suggesting that if you don’t parent this way or that way, or if you fail to maintain a certain high level of engagement with your kids, or stimulate them with enough learning, you’re doing it wrong. The implication is that you might be a bad parent and your child will suffer because of it.

			Kids feel overwhelmed, too. They don’t always know what they’re supposed to be doing, and that can make them feel unsteady. Unsteady feelings can lead to unwanted behaviors. They can’t always articulate their likes and dislikes, or fully display their natural talents. They don’t always know how to ask for help when they don’t understand something. Depending on their developmental stage, they may have trouble expressing their emotions, following rules, or connecting with you in the way you wish they could. That can cause anxiety and undermine self-confidence in them and you. At home, children crave connection, and they want to show you what they can do, but they don’t always know how to get your attention, especially if you are too stressed or overwhelmed to offer it. At the same time, they long for more independence and some control over their own lives. What’s a conflicted, confused, stressed-out parent to do?

			You’ll begin to find the answers with independent play.

			In all the press I have done over the years, no matter who is interviewing me, I get the same question again and again, which is some form of: “How do I get my children to play independently?” As the founder of The Workspace for Children, I have real, practical, simple, low-effort, high-impact answers to that question. Teaching parents and children how to institute independent play successfully in their homes is my mission. I have an MSEd from the Bank Street College of Education in New York City and have taught at the Downtown Little School and the City and Country School in Manhattan, where child-led play principles are prized and practiced.

			Independent play has multiple benefits, including giving parents some time to themselves and building confidence and creativity in their children. This book will help you to create a home environment conducive to independent play. My goal is to help you personalize independent play for your unique family and child. The strategies I teach work, and I know that because I’ve used them with the many families I’ve coached, as well as with my own children.

			There is a lot of noise in the parenting space these days. When I decided to write this book, I did not want to add to all the noise. I wanted to help turn down the noise. If you follow parenting influencers, it can be difficult not to feel the pressure to be a perfect parent. You don’t have to do everything perfectly. It’s possible to get clear on what your family values are and create a life that reflects them. You can help your child to feel safe, connected, comfortable, and confident at home, even if the outside world doesn’t always feel that way. In the process, you’ll free your child to be a child, and create more time for yourself. You’ll be better able to meet your own needs and parent in a way that feels more authentic to who you are. No perfection required.

			When children play independently, they get to explore their lives and inner world on their own, instead of following someone else’s direction. They learn to come up with their own ideas, instead of relying on your ideas. They learn to make plans, create what they imagine, figure out who they are and what they really love to do. Independent playtime will give your children the opportunity to explore their own thoughts and interests.

			You may be in the habit of preventing your child from becoming bored, but boredom is exactly what opens the door for children to begin dreaming, creating, and gaining confidence in their own ability to entertain themselves.

			Even if, for you, your child playing independently just means you finally get a chance to clean up the kitchen without anybody pulling on your clothing or whining “Mooommm” or “Daaaddd,” wouldn’t that be worth the time it takes to read this book? You can have this. Your family can have this. This book was designed for you.

			The goal of my work, my business, my courses, and now this book, is to build play confidence in ways that contribute to the culture of your family. In this book, you’ll learn more about how to discover who your child really is, what’s developmentally appropriate, how to think differently about what play is, and how your child could best be playing independently, in a way tailored to their unique personality.

			You’ll learn how to create play pockets throughout your home, how to choose open-ended toys that spark imagination rather than controlling it, how to set play boundaries and stick to them, the wonders of quiet time, and how to close the loop afterward with connection time that strengthens your relationship with your child, helps them to feel seen and loved, and doesn’t take up your entire day.

			I’m also going to talk frankly about parental guilt, because not spending time with your children can feel like you aren’t doing your job. In reality, it’s exactly the opposite. I know what parental burnout feels like. I’ve been there myself. Time to yourself will ultimately make you more emotionally available to your children.

			If somebody told me to read a book about a parenting system that was going to take a lot of time and be a lot of work, I wouldn’t be interested. That’s not the book I’m writing. These strategies aren’t about giving you more to do. They are about giving you less to do, with high-impact, low-effort strategies that will give you the space and time you need to replenish and get things done that aren’t about direct interaction with your children. Then, when you are with your child, you will be a more connected, more alert, more focused, better-listening parent than you were before.

			That’s what every child really needs.

			In a world we can’t always control, independent play gives children the chance to create a world they can control. As you watch your child become more independent, more confident at expressing their natural talents, and more self-directed, and as you see their interests sprouting and spreading from the seeds you have planted at home, your entire family will benefit. You will all feel calmer, more connected, and your child won’t depend on you—or on screens—for their constant entertainment.

			This book will help you to create an oasis of calm in your home where your family can be together and—in ways everybody loves and needs—also be apart.

			My Path to Play

			I wasn’t always a play expert, although I was fortunate enough to grow up in a play-rich environment. I’m one of five children, the second oldest. I grew up in the ’80s, when parents told their kids to “go outside and play,” no arguments. My mom was one of those parents. She rarely played with us, but she created a home environment where my siblings and I were expected to play together.

			In our kitchen, there was a long, child-height art table where we sat for hours sorting through the drawers of stickers, coloring elaborate pictures, while laughing, fighting, and creating. Downstairs in the playroom, we had ample space to wrestle, play pretend with dolls and stuffed animals, and build elaborate block structures. When we inevitably got too loud, she’d send us outside to the backyard where we had a playhouse, buckets of chalk, jump ropes, and bicycles.

			Play rebuilt my self-esteem. My school days were filled with stomachaches and worry, but when I was playing with my siblings or friends, I felt safe, interesting, and creative. Play gave me what school didn’t: a sense of purpose and a sense of who I was and what I could do. At a very young age, play showed me that I could be relaxed and confident. Now I know, as an educator and independent play specialist, just how valuable creating opportunities for a child to play independently can be.

			As I grew older, I reveled in helping to care for my younger siblings and the younger siblings of my friends. I became a babysitter, camp counselor, and often the leader in any playful or creative endeavors that arose. I felt especially drawn to the anxious child or the child who tended to “get in trouble” at school. I wanted to help children build confidence in themselves, so I decided to study education.

			Once I got to college, I started to realize I wasn’t so bad at school after all. My freshman year, I had a literal aha moment when I realized, Wait, I’m not stupid! I started paying attention and doing my work because I was finally studying things I cared about. Early childhood education became my passion.

			When I was doing my student teaching, I begged them to let me stay with the kindergarten instead of moving to the upper grades. I was student teaching in lower Manhattan, in the four-year-old classroom, when the events of September 11 happened. When December rolled around, and it was time to move placements, we decided that I would stay in that classroom for the remainder of the school year. The children and families who lived in the surrounding area needed consistency. As a student myself, I was learning more about children and the healing power of play than I could have anywhere else. I am so grateful for that experience.

			After graduate school, I worked in what I think was one of the best nursery schools in Manhattan, the Downtown Little School (now closed). “Play-Based Curriculum” is a buzzy catchphrase, and many programs claim it as their focus. Truth be told, for many programs, the “play-based” descriptor is inaccurate. When you dig a little deeper, you’ll find that many of these programs are using a traditional, teacher-centered approach rather than a child-led play-based approach. But the Downtown Little School was, at its core, play-based and child-led. I remember our director explaining that “learning how to be at school” was the curriculum for the young twos: how to be away from their grown-ups, how to eat school snacks, put on their shoes, and when to try the potty. They didn’t need to start memorizing letters and numbers and other developmentally inappropriate lessons.

			Loris Malaguzzi, the founder of the Reggio Emilia Approach to early childhood education, which has influenced the curriculums of many preschools here and abroad, believed that the children are the curriculum. To me, that is the basis of a true child-led play-based learning experience.

			After that, I worked at another well-known school called the City and Country School in Manhattan. The nursery program is a play-based, child-centered curriculum, focusing on social, emotional, and cognitive development. During my time at C&C, the children in my threes class worked with clay, paint, books, water, and blocks as their main materials for learning. I discovered a lot about play in my short time at City and Country.

			Then I became pregnant with my oldest child and quickly embraced the role of full-time motherhood. Even before my first child was born, I was making plans to use what I’d learned in the early childhood classroom to set up a home environment that supported play. My years of working with children and families prepared me for success as a mom to small children. Of course, like most parents, I was exhausted from constant nighttime parenting, diaper changes, and car seat battles. But I also reveled in creating play environments for my kids, providing snacks and art experiences. I was less stressed about parenting small children than many of my friends with children the same ages. At first, I couldn’t figure out why, and then it hit me—I was implementing systems that I had used in the early childhood settings to prepare my kids for independence and play.

			When my youngest child was one, I opened a small studio in my basement for parents and young kids. I called it The Workspace for Children. I wanted to show parents and caregivers how to use play to encourage their children to be productive and independent. I engineered play activities for the little ones and talked to the adults about development and play, showing them what happens when you prepare an environment and trust your kids to play in it. I did this every Tuesday and Thursday, and it took off like wildfire. People were shocked to learn what was possible in the playroom. Nobody was doing this ten years ago. I outgrew my basement within a year.

			Having people coming into our home to play, and the necessary mess that created, was stressful on my family life. I knew I didn’t want to take a job outside of my home, so I closed the studio and transitioned The Workspace for Children to an online platform. I began to share the work that transpired in the play studio, along with play ideas I was doing with my children. I shared teacher tips, which turned into parenting advice that was working in my own home. My Instagram account (@theworkspaceforchildren) quickly took off, so I began writing a weekly blog about parenting and play.

			My blog readership and IG audience grew exponentially. To support our family’s income, I began to consult for a local childcare program that was opening as part of a coworking space. Then, people began to hire me to come into their homes and set up play spaces. One of my more popular blog posts is about how to build an outdoor tinker space for your kids. I used to build one every spring for my children, and then people began hiring me to build them in backyards all over town.

			The more I saw the impact of what I was sharing, the more I understood how important teaching people about independent play really is. Play impacts not only the child and their future development and growth, but the entire family dynamic and the experience of parenting.

			About This Book

			Over the years, many have approached me to write a book. I always said no because I didn’t have the bandwidth, and I felt that people were overwhelmed by too much online parenting advice—I didn’t want to add to it. I’m so glad Instagram didn’t exist yet when I was a new mom. It would have sent me into the deep end. There are so many people on Instagram telling you all the things that are right and wrong. I didn’t want to tell people what to do or judge how they raised their children, so writing a book really wasn’t on my radar.

			But the more I followed what was going on in the parenting space, the more I thought that maybe people need a book like this. My mission is different. I want to support parents and caregivers by helping them make small tweaks and changes so that their parenting feels more aligned with their values and goals. You’ll never hear me say, “This is exactly how you should do XYZ.” I want to help people adjust their parenting with tweaks according to what’s authentic to them. I don’t want to say, “Do it this way!” with the implication that if you don’t, you’re doing it all wrong.

			Finally, I decided that I would write a book if it could turn down the noise. That’s why customizing independent play for your family and your unique child is so important to me. You don’t have to parent the way I parent. I want you to parent how you parent, according to your values, but in a way that’s informed by things you might not otherwise know. More than anything, I want to help parents of young children ease their anxiety about parenting and about trying to do it all and be perfect.

			Every family has its challenges. I felt confident about my parenting when my kids were little, but now that those kids are teens, I finally understand what it feels like to be an anxious parent! I have a whole new understanding of how parents feel when they have a toddler and don’t know what to do! Now, when I say to people, “I don’t know what to do!” they look at me funny and say, “Yeah, so? I haven’t known what to do for fifteen years!”

			I’m still learning, as we all are, but what this book can do for you and your family is to take the pressure off so you can help your kids grow and become more themselves through the power of play. In a world that we can’t control, for our kids or for ourselves, play gives children the opportunity to create a world that they can influence and shape.

			Are you ready to try this? Great. Then I have three words for you:

			“Let them play.”

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			
				1

				“But I’m Bored!”

			
			“But I’m bored!”

			How tempting it is, when our children whine those three dreaded words, to tell them to “Just go play.” Isn’t that what children are supposed to do? Play? But it’s too hard, or they won’t, or they can’t.

			People roll their eyes when I suggest that children need more time to practice playing. They tell me that when they were kids, they played in the woods all afternoon. No one even checked on them, let alone taught them how to play. And the parents certainly didn’t play with their kids all day. Parents didn’t see it as their job to play, at least not all the time.

			If you were a kid in the 1980s or ’90s, you had the time to get bored, come up with your own ideas, and see them through. Do you remember the freedom you felt playing on your own, creating imaginary worlds, acting out fantastic stories with your stuffed animals or dolls, drawing or reading or writing stories, jumping rope or drawing hopscotch boards on the sidewalk with chalk, inventing games and riding your bike around the neighborhood? It’s likely that when you were a kid, you had all the time in the world to play independently, so you got really good at it.

			There were flaws in that system, certainly—parents were often less connected with their kids than they are today, less aware of what was going on in their lives. They didn’t always fully grasp their children’s unique skills and problems. Although there were obvious exceptions, a fond but nonchalant disregard for the child’s world was just the way parents were in that cultural moment, for better or for worse.

			Today, that kind of parenting attitude feels impossible, even neglectful. The world seems a lot less safe, which naturally puts parents on high alert. We worry more, we think about our kids more, and we are a lot more interested in our kids than parents used to be, or so it seems to me. We want to know everything about our kids. They amaze us. We marvel at who they are becoming, and we want all the details about what they’re doing in school, who their friends are, what they’re thinking about, what they struggle with, who they are. I certainly feel that way about my kids, and I bet you do, too.

			However, somewhere along the line, the beautiful and necessary attachment between parents and children has seeped into the realm of play, and that’s not such a good thing. Many kids don’t know how to play by themselves anymore. Busy schedules, on-demand screens, and parental pressure to entertain kids are all important factors. Most of us feel like we should be interacting with our children at every opportunity, leaving us overwhelmed. And let’s just admit right now that irritation can lurk just under the surface, too—especially when the children beg for one more game, one more story, or just five more minutes. I get that.

			But here’s the encouraging part: Children inherently know how to play, even if they’ve forgotten, or gotten out of the habit, or don’t get the chance to exercise that inherent gift very often so far. There is value and beauty in what children do naturally. Wouldn’t you love to see your child’s self-confidence bloom? Wouldn’t it be amazing if your kids felt like autonomous family members who contributed willingly and happily in support of the family and the household? Wouldn’t it be amazing if they felt so safely connected to you that they had no problem going into their own rooms and playing quietly for an hour or more? What if your kids loved to do their own “work” nearby, when you do yours, without you having to direct their process? I’ve seen it happen, hundreds of times, in families who never thought their child would play without direction.

			All of this can come out of an independent play routine.

			Time alone can replenish everyone, so that family togetherness becomes the reward and the payoff, rather than another stressor. What would you do with that time? How much less stress would you feel? How happy would you be to reconnect with your children afterward, to learn what they did, what they dreamed, what they built, and to see how excited they are to show you?

			Who we are alone is someone different from who we are with others, and knowing both those parts of yourself is valuable for everyone’s growth. Until they are alone, a child may not be able to distinguish their own needs and desires from someone else’s. Does your middle child know who she is without her big sister directing the show? Does your youngest son know who he is when you aren’t guiding all his activities? Do you know who you are when you aren’t in the throes of parenting?

			Just to be clear, spending together time with your child is essential for a loving and secure connection. I highly recommend it—but not 24-7. In fact, constant together time is counterproductive for parents, for children, and for the relationship between them. There are many effective ways to connect without pretend-playing with your child all the time (more on that later). The secret to a more harmonious family life is a balance of connection and independent play.

			In this book, I’m going to help you find that balance. We can reclaim the beneficial parts of the independent play we knew when we were young, while still building secure, connected relationships between parents and children. Reclaiming your child’s independence in play and unlearning what you thought was your role in their play is the answer.

			It is less complicated than you might think. You’ll be surprised, once you get started, by what independent play can do for your family dynamic, your parental stress level, and your child’s confidence and creativity.

			Embracing Boredom

			Let’s talk about boredom. We all want kids who can self-start and play well independently, but when they start to complain about boredom, it can feel like a five-alarm fire we need to put out right away.

			Close your eyes and picture yourself in that moment when your child whines, “But I’m bored!” What are you feeling right now? Irritated? Guilty? Anxious? Fearful that if you don’t give your children something to do, they’ll destroy the house, get in trouble, zone out on screens, or at least make a huge mess that you know you’ll probably end up cleaning because it’s easier than trying to force them to do it? (Been there.)

			It can feel like your child’s boredom is a sign that you aren’t doing enough as a parent. Shouldn’t you be teaching them something, spending “quality time” with them, providing them with stimulating materials that will make them smarter, more creative, demonstrate good values, increase their social skills, and turn them into model citizens? (Just saying all that makes me anxious.) And shouldn’t you be keeping them off screens?

			Headlines about the state of childhood in a digital world, and compelling but frightening books like The Anxious Generation, have left many parents feeling fearful and frozen when considering how much time their children may spend on screens. We know we need to reinsert unstructured play back into our children’s lives, but they are accustomed to the instant gratification of their digital world. They are used to being entertained by their screens, so if we say no, what happens? They want us to entertain them. Then we feel guilty. After all, if we’re taking away screens, we should play with our kids, right?

			I’ll talk about screens more later, but for now, it is time to let go of the stress and confusion. I can save you some time by telling you that entertaining your children all day every day leads to burnout for you and a child who relies on external sources for entertainment.

			Boredom is important for your child. A child who never gets bored misses a powerful opportunity to develop creativity.

			The value of boredom is becoming more recognized. A New York Times headline published during the pandemic quarantine was: “How to Entertain Your Kids This Summer? Maybe Don’t.” Another NYT article around the same time encouraged parents to begin teaching their children independent play.

			Yes, boredom is beneficial. Here’s what it helps kids do:

			
					
					Develop self-reliance. Boredom teaches your child to make real-time decisions and become less reliant on constant entertainment. Being comfortable with boredom wires your child to look inward instead of outward.

				

					
					Discover personal interests. When children have the consistent opportunity to get bored, come up with an idea, and follow through, they learn what truly interests them and gain the confidence to pursue those interests.

				

					
					Optimize brain development. Boredom provides essential brain breaks, preventing meltdowns and irritability, and allowing for optimal brain development.

				

					
					Learn mindfulness. Learning to embrace downtime helps children become mindful and comfortable with their own thoughts. As adults, we spend hundreds of dollars on apps, supplements, and classes that promise to help us be more mindful. Embracing boredom and committing to downtime for your children will give them the break they need without the price tag attached.

				

					
					Improve perseverance. Children who come up with their own ideas are more motivated to find answers and persevere through challenges. Encouraging children to ask questions and explore their curiosities helps foster intrinsic motivation, problem-solving skills, and resilience.

				

					
					Hone decision-making skills. Decision-making is a muscle that needs exercise. Boredom provides the practice needed to strengthen this skill. Allowing children to be bored, rather than constantly providing entertainment, gives them opportunities to make choices, take initiative, and develop their decision-making abilities.

				

			

			But…can we really do it? Let our children be bored? Won’t there be an uprising? How do you even start?

			You may have heard that you should just “let your kids be bored,” and a lot of parents will respond, “No way, I’m not doing that, they’ll destroy the house.” First, let’s make an important distinction: There is a difference between productive boredom and destructive boredom, and your approach matters. Your child’s disruptive or destructive behavior is a signal that they need your support. The most effective way to support your child is with connection. Your child is getting your attention one way or another way. You get to choose whether you give them that attention in a productive, supportive way, or by yelling and getting angry.

			In other words, children need to be bored, but with support. This is not ignoring your child. It is holding intentional space for them to get innovative. For example, my eleven-year-old still comes into my home office, rolls her eyes, and says, “Mom, I’m so bored, can I watch a show?” Every single time it makes me laugh to myself. I usually hug her and answer her with some version of, “Nope. You can’t. Go be bored somewhere other than my office.”

			How can I say that so flippantly? Because, most days, I’ve spent some time connecting with her before heading into my office to work. Also, our home environment is set up for her to play, make, and create, so I’m able to confidently let her figure it out. I know that she has everything she needs to be productively bored, and I have a plan to connect with her after I’m done with my work.

			It’s revelatory to realize that nothing is wrong with your child or you and that you have the power to shift how your child contends with boredom.

			The Remedy for Guilt Is Connection

			I think it’s safe to assume that all parents feel guilty sometimes. Am I doing enough for my kids? Too much? Am I doing a good job? Unfortunately, guilt is part of being a parent. Rationally, you might know that it’s important to take a break from entertaining your child constantly, but the guilt keeps you on the hamster wheel.

			Even when parents successfully embrace independent play as part of their family’s culture, they often tell me some version of, “Lizzie, I followed your programs, and my child loves independent play! They have quiet time every day and want more! I know I should be happy about this, but now that they’re busy playing, I suddenly feel guilty.”

			The remedy for guilt is connection. When you connect with your child in meaningful ways throughout the day, you’ll start to feel really good about the fact that they know how to play independently.

			Connection has become somewhat of a buzzword, and maybe you’re tired of hearing about how connection is a parenting cure-all. It is and it isn’t. First, let’s define what connection isn’t. Connection is not pretending to play with your child while scrolling through your phone. It’s not giving your child a bath while running in and out of the room. It’s not moving game pieces in Monopoly while texting. If you’re multitasking, you’re not paying attention, and that is when they keep saying, “Play with me! Play with me!” And you think, “I can never fill their bucket!” The problem is you are giving them half your attention, and they want it all.

			But, if you give your child undivided attention, won’t they just want more, more, more, and the problem of entertaining them will get worse? What if they never let you get back to what you need to be doing? This may happen at first, but the truth is that once you start connecting consistently, your child will actually need less and less from you. The more they feel fulfilled by your undivided attention, the less effort they will spend on attention-seeking.

			Your child will thrive as they become more independent. However, they won’t love independent play if it’s only something they are sent away to do when you’re busy. They learn to love it when it’s part of a predictable routine that includes a connection with a trusted grown-up. Just fifteen minutes of completely focused time doing something together, even if it is just talking, listening, or cuddling, can do the trick.

			Think about this: When do you feel most connected to your partner? Is it at a loud happy hour where you’re together but constantly interrupted? Or is it on a peaceful morning walk with no distractions? Close your eyes for a moment and reflect. What do you need from someone to feel seen, heard, and understood? When you receive that, how does it make you feel?

			Adults know that connections are made by learning more about the other person. People want to feel heard. That’s how you get to know someone, create trust, and build relationships. Kids respond to that same level of interest and respect, and it makes their independent playtime all the more fruitful, knowing they get to report back to you afterward—and that you will be refreshed enough to really listen.

			Exercises to Respond to Your Child’s Boredom

			Before we move on to more detailed information about how to personalize independent play for your child, I’ve got some exercises for you to try. Let’s say your toddler is napping, and your kindergartner approaches you, whining, “I’m bored!” Here’s what you can do:

			Step 1: Check in with yourself. When you hear that your child is bored, do you feel fear, guilt, or resentment? Take a deep breath, and remind yourself that all children get bored. It’s normal and expected. It’s not your fault, and it’s not their fault, either.

			Step 2: Respond, don’t react. Once you feel calm, you can respond more effectively. Follow these steps to decide whether your child needs your immediate attention or can handle their boredom.

			
					
					Have you connected today?

					If yes, your child doesn’t need you to stop and entertain them. Say, “I hear you. You’re bored. It’s okay to be bored.”

					If no, spend a few moments connecting. Say, “We haven’t really had a chance to hang out today, have we? Let’s set a timer for fifteen minutes and work on your puzzle. After that, you can find something to do while I get back to my emails.”

					

					
					What are your child’s immediate needs? Is your child truly bored, or are they actually hungry, tired, lonely, or needing to expend some energy? Address the underlying need:

					Tired: “You’re telling me you’re bored. I wonder if you’re tired. The garbage trucks woke you up early this morning. I bet your stuffies are tired, too. Let’s tuck them in and you can read them some books in bed.”

					Lonely: “You’re telling me you’re bored. I wonder if you’re feeling lonely. Let’s text your uncle and set up a time to read together on FaceTime. Would you like some supplies to make cards for your cousins? Let’s find out when they can play.”

					Restless: “I see your body jiggling and wiggling. Maybe playing on your scooter is a good idea?”

					Hungry: “You’re having a hard time figuring out what to do. It’s almost time for a snack. Let’s have something to eat and figure it out together.”

					

					
					Empower them. If their basic needs are met, say, “I hear you. You’re not sure what to do with yourself right now. It’s different from when I help you build a castle. We can do that together after lunch. Right now, you get to decide how to spend your time. I wonder if you will read a book or color.” This approach tells your child when they will connect with you next, and shows that you understand their feelings, while having confidence in their ability to manage boredom.

				

			

			It’s perfectly okay if you’ve parented one way and now want to make an adjustment. You may also find some of the approaches in this book work for you and others don’t. Choose what works. This is not about all-or-nothing. Select the strategies that resonate and make sense to you, and let go of the rest. You may come back to other strategies later. Adapt what fits your family and your style right now. Embrace the process.

			Let’s end with a few more prompts for responding to your child’s boredom.

			Scenario: Your child says, “My brothers are playing without me, and they won’t let me play.”

			You can say: “Your brothers are playing a game for older kids. I bet you feel really left out. It’s hard to feel that way. Tell me more about what’s happening.”

			It’s tempting to intervene, make the brothers play with their sister, or offer a list of activities and toys. Resist that urge. Your child needs to feel heard and understood more than they need a solution from you. They want to feel strong and capable, with your support as their anchor.

			Scenario: Your child says, “I have no one to play with.”

			You can say: “You wish you had someone to play with. I hear you. If you could play with anyone right now, who would that be? Tell me about it.”

			Resist the urge to list all their recent playdates or remind them of the time you spent together this morning. They need to feel heard, not reminded.

			Scenario: “There’s nothing to do.”

			You can say: “Sounds like you don’t know what to do next, and that doesn’t feel great right now.”

			In this situation, just listen neutrally. As they talk and feel heard, they will likely come up with an idea themselves.

			Note: Use these scripts as sample conversations, not lines to memorize. Respond in ways authentic to you and your child. I only give you these examples to get you started on how to think about the impact of your responses to your child’s boredom.

			Don’t expect an overnight transformation in your family. There is a learning curve. If your child was learning how to read, you wouldn’t expect them to dive straight into a Harry Potter book by themselves. You would start with short, easy readers. You would expect the process to take time, practice, resources, and support. Managing boredom is the same.

			Celebrate the small wins. It’s going to get better. By connecting with your child and supporting them through boredom without fixing it for them, you’re helping them develop crucial life skills. I’m here with you every step of the way. It doesn’t mean the big waves aren’t going to crash over your head, because sometimes they will, but with connection and independent play, you’ll have an anchor to hold on to until the waves recede, and you will remain aligned with your family values.
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