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Greetings!

You promised me she would be an awesome adult, and she is!

—Lydia, mother of two

Welcome to Raising Your Spirited Child. I’m Dr. Mary, your guide, teacher of parents and children, and fellow parent. My son likes to tell me that without him, I never would have had my career working with spirited children and their families. There is an element of truth in that statement. When I first developed the spirited child curriculum for the classes I was teaching in Minnesota’s Early Childhood Family Education program, I did so for selfish reasons. I needed to talk with other parents who understood what it was like to live with the kind of kid who would not take no for an answer and who seemed to know the perfect trigger to push my buttons. The type of kid the existing parenting books either failed to address or did so in terribly negative terms. Terms I was not willing to accept.

To my amazement and delight, my very first class was an immediate success. Meeting together, we shared our feelings, concerns, and challenges. I brought in the latest research studies related to child development, communication, personality, temperament, and neurobiology. We hashed them over, tore them apart, and figured out ways to use them to help get resistant bodies dressed, fed, into bed, or through the grocery store with a little less hassle. By sharing our stories, we allowed each other to peek into our homes, schools, and neighborhoods. We discovered similarities in the things we worried and yelled about. We described the rules that prevailed in our families, the discipline techniques that worked, and strategies that flopped. We learned what each of us was doing to build a healthy relationship with our spirited child. That information and those stories formed the basis for the first edition of Raising Your Spirited Child.

Now in this, the fourth edition of Raising Your Spirited Child, arriving nearly thirty-five years after the first edition was written, it is apparent that the information and strategies in each edition have soundly stood the test of time. Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine that Raising Your Spirited Child would reach around the world. But that is exactly what has happened. Parents tell me this book has been a friend to tote along or keep beside them on their bedside table, or to download when there is a question to be answered, a strategy to be learned, and an optimistic vision needed.

Over these past thirty-plus years, I have continued to consult with families, teach classes, and offer workshops for both parents and professionals. My work with parents of spirited children truly is a labor of love. I hope you will feel that as you read this book.

In this newest edition, you will find all the foundational concepts that families have found so helpful, along with a new, practical, and easy-to-apply parenting approach you can learn and utilize in any situation. Research-based and parent-tested, the Spirited Child Approach invites you to focus on three simple but vital concepts: Calm, Connect, and Coach. As you learn and begin to practice these foundational steps, you will discover the gifts of your spirited children and the strategies to help them develop the skills to use those gifts well.

This approach also recognizes that, as the parent of a spirited child, you are working harder than your peers with low-key kids. This exhilarating life journey with a spirited child is rigorous and requires more skill and patience. That’s why your needs, along with those of your children, are addressed. You too are nurtured in the Spirited Child Approach.

Sometimes as the parent of a spirited child you may feel like you are the only one with a child who is somehow more. You are not. This book is proof positive. You will find dozens of firsthand questions, worries, favorite techniques, horror stories, successes, and meaningful moments gathered from thousands of parents who have shared them with me. All the anecdotes are true, the ages accurate, but all the names, places, and descriptive details are those of a storyteller. People, I have found, don’t mind us looking in their window as long as we don’t share their address.

With all my years of experience engaging with parents and readers, I am still awed every time I am asked by parents how I could possibly know their children so well when I’ve never met them, or if I have somehow managed to hide a video camera in their home. The reality is that I have simply listened to the stories and recognized the commonalities. It appears that while our cultures and countries are different, our daily challenges are often similar no matter where we live.

Twenty-four hours a day, members of the Raising Your Spirited Child Facebook Group are chatting with one another, asking questions, sharing stories, and offering one another support and helpful suggestions. Parents are visiting my website at ParentChildHelp.com to let me know how grateful they are for the book that delivered the goods. Parents who have learned the term spirited and the realities of raising spirited children are stopping one another in stores, schools, and parks to say, “Hang in there. I’ve been there too and today my kid is amazing.”

Spirited is not merely a term. It is a vision that draws us together to focus on our children’s strengths. It is a process that requires time, patience, and practice, which is why our motto is:

Progress, Not Perfection.

Being a parent and building a healthy relationship with a child is a never-ending process. There are good days and there are lousy days. With progress as our goal, we don’t have to wait for an obscure finale. We can count every second of understanding gleaned, every power struggle fizzled, every hug held tight as a success. We can be kind to ourselves, rejoicing in moments of peace and hours of parenting greatness, even if the entire day is not perfection. We can forgive ourselves the times we huff in frustration or flare in anger, recognizing that although we cannot be abusive, we are human. Progress takes time. Changing attitudes, strengthening existing skills, and learning new ones doesn’t happen quickly. That’s why we need to count each tiny success. Fortunately, those teeny, tiny successes are like wet, sticky snowflakes: They can snowball. Rolled together, they build a happy, healthy relationship with your child today and lay the foundation for the wonderful relationship you’ll continue to have five, ten, and even twenty years from now. I know this is true. I’ve seen it and heard so many testimonies from parents whose spirited children are now amazing adults. I can’t wait for you to find this out too.

So, grab a cup of coffee, tea, or whatever you prefer, and begin to discover the secrets of raising a child with spirit. Take what fits for you. Leave the rest. Only you can truly know what you and your child need. Just remember progress, not perfection, is our goal.

May your love grow,

Dr. Mary




Part One

Understanding Spirit




1

Who Is the Spirited Child?

An opportunity to fall in love, fodder for frustration, source of anxiety, and an unending puzzle—this is my spirited child.

—Abby, mother of two

The word that distinguishes spirited children from other children is more. They are typical children and yet more intense, persistent, sensitive, perceptive, and uncomfortable with change than other children. All children possess these characteristics, but spirited kids possess them with a depth and range not available to other children. Spirited kids are the Super Ball in a room full of rubber balls. Other kids bounce three feet off the ground. Every bounce for a spirited child hits the ceiling.

It’s difficult to describe what it is like to be the parent of a spirited child. The answer keeps changing; it depends on the day, even the moment. How does one describe the experience of sliding from joy to exasperation in seconds, ten times a day? How does one explain the “sense” at eight in the morning that this will be a good day or a dreadful one?

The good ones couldn’t be better. A warm snuggle and sweet kiss awaken you. He captures you with his funny antics as he stands in front of the dog, a glob of peanut butter clinging to a butter knife hidden in the palm of his hand, and asks, “Is Isabella a terrible sister?” The dog listens attentively. The hand moves just slightly up and down like a magical wand. The dog’s nose follows the scent, appearing to nod in agreement. You can’t help laughing.

Profound statements roll from her mouth, much too mature and intellectual for a child her age, like nine-year-old Teagan’s to her six-year-old brother. “Tommy, do you know what two words don’t really exist?” “No,” Tommy replies. Teagan continues, “Normal and perfect. Think about it, who can determine what is perfect or normal?” This is also the child who remembers experiences you’ve long since forgotten and drags you to the window to watch the raindrops falling like diamonds from the sky. On the good days, being the parent of a spirited child is astounding, dumbfounding, wonderful, funny, interesting, and interspersed with moments of brilliance.

The dreadful days are another story. On those days, you’re not sure you can face another twenty-four hours with him. It’s hard to feel good as a parent when you can’t even get his socks on, when every word you’ve said to him has been a reprimand, when the innocent act of serving chicken nuggets instead of the expected tacos incites a riot and you realize you’ve left more public places in a huff with your child in five years than most parents do in a lifetime.

You feel weary, drained, and much too old for this even if you were only in your twenties when your child was born. It’s hard to love a child who keeps you up at night and embarrasses you in public.

On the bad days, being the parent of a spirited child is confusing, frustrating, taxing, challenging, and guilt-inducing. You may wonder if you are the only parent with a child like this, scared of what is to come in the teen years if you don’t figure out what to do now in the early years.

The Discovery of Spirit

You might have suspected since pregnancy that there is a vigor and heartiness to this child that stands out. She might have kicked so hard during pregnancy that you couldn’t sleep from six months on. Or it might not have been until birth, when the nurses in the nursery shook their heads in sympathy telling you your baby was screaming so loudly, she was waking the others. It could have been years later. At first you may have thought all kids were like this. Your “awakening” might have come with the birth of a second child—one who slept through the family gatherings instead of screaming and let you clothe her in a frilly dress instead of tearing at the lace. Or it could have been at the birth of your sister’s child, the one who could be laid down anywhere and would promptly go to sleep: your sister proudly beaming as though she had done something right, while your child continued to fume and fuss, causing all the eyes in the room to turn to you, silently accusing, “What’s wrong with yours?” Your intuition has fought the stares and the indictments brought against you, knowing, believing that this child was tougher to parent, but not quite sure if you were right, and if you were, you didn’t know why.

I am here to affirm that your intuition is correct. It does require more knowledge, skill, and patience to be the parent of a spirited child, but it can also be an amazing journey. As Heather, the mother of five-year-old Noah told me, “Once I understood him and what he needed, I realized he made my life a thousand times richer.”

Why “Spirited”?

Today, I am delighted to see the term spirited child, which I conceived, appearing online, in books, and even used in research articles. However, when my son was born, the only information I could find that described a child like him used words such as difficult, strong-willed, stubborn, mother killer, or explosive, insinuating that something was wrong. Yet I realized that he was like his father: a high-energy, sensitive, passionate, and prudent adult whom I love dearly. And so, it was the “good” days that made me search for a better word to describe him. On those days I recognized that this child who could drive me crazy possessed personality traits that were strengths when they were understood and well guided.

My Merriam-Webster dictionary defines spirited as lively, creative, keen, eager, full of energy and courage, and having a strong assertive personality. Spirited—it feels good, sounds good, communicates the exciting potential of these children, and yet honestly captures the challenge faced by their parents. When we choose to see our children as spirited, we give them and ourselves hope. It pulls our focus to their strengths rather than their weaknesses, not as another label but as a tool for understanding.

What Makes a Child Spirited?

Every child arrives in this world wired with inborn traits that influence how they experience and react to the environment around them. These spontaneous, unthinking, innate physical and psychological responses are as natural as being left- or right-handed. This preferred, biologically based, and predictable style of responding is called temperament. Temperament plays a significant role in how easy or difficult it is to develop the self-regulation skills necessary to calm oneself. These differences in how a child responds to the world around them are apparent in everyday life. A video of the first bath for one child seems to have an error in the color because her skin appears purple, but it’s not an error. She really is screaming that hard. A second child’s first bath video shows her shudder, give a slight kick, and calm. This is not learned behavior. It is each child’s first and most natural reaction.

Temperament describes a range of characteristics that includes not only our typical energy level but also our speed in adjusting to new situations; the intensity of our emotions; and our sensitivity to sights, sounds, smells, feelings, and tastes. Life for a temperamentally low-key individual is like taking a drink of water from a water fountain. Life for a temperamentally spirited person is like trying to drink from a fire hose. Every sensation hits them harder, faster, louder, deeper, bigger, rougher, brighter, and smellier than that experienced by their low-key peers.

A trip to the beach provides a perfect example. The low-key child arrives at the shore, exits the car, shucks off her shoes, lugs her shovel and pail to the water’s edge, and builds castles—often somewhat oblivious to her surroundings as she enjoys a day at the beach.

The spirited child begins complaining about the smell of the ocean, decomposing fish, and kelp rotting in the hot sun six blocks before reaching the parking lot. Once he arrives at the beach, added to the litany are grumblings about the odors of sweat, sunscreen, food, and perfume. But it’s not just the smells. The spirited child feels the sand, hot, rough, and painful on his feet, the wind and salt on his skin, the heat of the sun, the cold of the water, and the slime of the weeds. He sees the birds flying, boats on the water, people in brightly colored swimsuits, banners flapping in the wind, and footprints in the sand. When he notices the plastic floating in the water, he is distraught, worried about the marine animals and environment. He hears the waves crashing, birds squawking, and children screaming. He is wired to receive it all. Which is why he wants to leave sooner than everyone else or bolts for the parking lot.

It is not due to a lack of skill on your part that much of the advice which works for raising low-key children is ineffective with spirited children. The problem lies in the failure of the advice to consider the very real individual differences in temperament, not only in how your child experiences her world but also in how much more energy and skill is required to regulate her arousal system.

Your child’s spirited temperament and its influence on her arousal system are apparent in the following ways.

The Characteristics

There exist distinct characteristics in which the concept of more is apparent. Not all spirited children will possess all the following five characteristics, but each will exhibit enough of them to make her stand out in the crowd.


	Intensity: The loud, dramatic, spirited children are the easiest to spot. They don’t cry; they shriek. They’re noisy when they play, when they laugh, and even when they shower, singing at the top of their lungs while the hot-water tank empties.
But quiet, intently observant children may also be spirited. They assess each situation before entering it as though developing a strategy for every move; their intensity is focused inward rather than outward.

No matter where their intensity is focused, the reactions of spirited children are always powerful. There is rarely a middle of the road. They can skip into a room, smiling and laughing, only to depart thirty seconds later inflamed. Their tantrums are raw and enduring because of the way they are wired. The advice to ignore their cries is ridiculous. Without your assistance to calm, they can’t stop.


	Persistence: If an idea or an activity is important to them, spirited children can lock right in. They are committed to their task, goal-oriented, and unwilling to give up. Getting them to change their minds is a major undertaking. They love to debate and are not afraid to assert themselves. Those who advise simply telling them “No,” do so with zero awareness of the personal strength and tenacity of these children.

	Sensitivity: Keenly aware, spirited kids quickly respond to the slightest noises, smells, lights, textures, or changes in mood. They are easily overwhelmed in crowds by the barrage of sensations. Getting them through a grocery store, festival, or family gathering without losing them to a fit of tears is a major achievement. Dressing can be torture. A wayward string or a scratchy texture can render clothes intolerable. And those peas that just touched the mashed potatoes are now inedible. The intensity of these sensations is physical, not a ploy for attention. And it’s not only the sensory sensations they may absorb but the emotions of others as well, including yours. They seem to know you are upset before you realize it yourself and will often synchronize to your stress level, providing the screams you’ve been wrestling to hold back.

	Perceptiveness: Send them to their room to get dressed and they’ll never arrive. Something along the way—perhaps a flash of light at the window—will catch their attention as they walk by, and they’ll forget about getting dressed. It can take ten minutes to get them from the house to the car. They notice everything—the latest oil spill, the white feather in the bird’s nest, and the dew in the spiderweb—and as a result may fail to hear your request.

	Adaptability: Spirited children abhor surprises. Adapting to any change or shift is tough: ending a game to come to lunch, switching clothes for different seasons, sleeping at Grandma’s house instead of at home, getting into and out of the bath. All these transitions are a struggle for slow-to-adapt spirited children. They are not intentionally being difficult; their gears simply shift slower.



While each spirited child is unique, most are more intense, persistent, sensitive, perceptive, and uncomfortable with change. Many, but not all, possess four additional “bonus” characteristics: aspects of their personality that can make being their parent even more challenging.


	Regularity: Figuring out when they will sleep or eat is a daily puzzle for parents of spirited children who are irregular. Without support from you and their environment, bedtimes tend to shift later and later, and night awakenings become more frequent. An eight-hour night of undisturbed sleep may be a mere memory lingering in your mind from the days before their birth. Yet, because of the combination of irregularity and intensity, sleep-training methods usually fail. Fortunately, they can become GREAT sleepers—just not through cry-it-out methods.

	Energy: The tales of spirited kids I hear from parents are truly amazing, like that of the two-week-old baby who “crawled” the entire length of a queen-size bed and was about to land on the floor when his father found him. Or the toddler who opened the oven door and used it to crawl onto the counter and from there to the top of the refrigerator.
Not all spirited kids are climbers and leapers. But they do tend to be busy—fidgeting, taking things apart, exploring, and creating projects—from the time they wake up until they finally fall asleep. Although sometimes viewed as “wild,” their energy is usually focused and has a purpose.

It may surprise you that not all spirited children have a high energy level because for those who do, it is often the energy that first catches a parent’s attention, and that is why I have included it in the subtitle of this book. However, if you look more closely, it is usually the intensity of the motion or the persistence of it rather than the energy itself that is the issue.


	First reaction: A quick withdrawal from anything new is typical of many spirited kids. Any unfamiliar idea, thing, place, or person may be met with a vehement “NO!” They need time to warm up and to approach in small steps before they’re ready to participate. Advice to force them backfires.

	Mood: The world is a serious place for some spirited kids. They’re analytical, meticulously reviewing experiences, finding flaws, and making suggestions for change. Even if they scored three goals in a soccer game, they’ll focus on the one they missed. If they are excited about an event or pleased with a gift, you may not be aware of it, as their smiles are a rare treat.



The bonus characteristics are not common in all spirited kids, but if your child possesses any of them, you will need to be even more tuned-in. Not only are you living with a child who is more, you’re also faced with the demands of life with a child who is energetic, requires effort and consistency to fall into a predictable sleeping and eating schedule, expresses a cautious first reaction to new situations, and shares fewer rewarding smiles. Don’t despair. Each of these traits has tremendous potential. Think of the future twenty-four-hour on-call firefighters, air traffic controllers, and emergency room personnel.

As you review the nine temperament traits, it can be a bit worrisome to have a child who is so strong and determined, leading you to wonder if something else is going on. That’s why I am often asked the question, how do you know if your child is spirited or also has an underlying medical issue?

A spirited temperament is not a medical condition. When you implement the Spirited Child Approach described in this book, your child will thrive and be successful negotiating the activities and responsibilities of the day.

But if you are teaching your child the skills to manage his spirit and giving him opportunities to practice them, yet he continues to struggle focusing, entering a group, or is losing it over the smallest things, trust your intuition. That leaden sense in your gut is telling you that the frequency, intensity, or duration of these behaviors are different from that of other children you know—even the spirited ones.

Consult your pediatrician, local early childhood screening organization, or other professionals who work with children to have your child assessed to determine if they are temperamentally spirited and have an underlying medical condition. But do not stop reading this book. In addition to therapeutic aids to address medical issues, it is equally important that you continue to implement the strategies described in this book to calm, connect, and coach your child. By doing so you provide him with both the medical support that he requires and the knowledge, skills, and guidance to flourish.

The Spirited Child Approach

The Spirited Child Approach has been developed over decades of working with families of spirited children. It is research-based and parent-tested, interweaving findings from the fields of temperament, secure attachment, sleep, development, and the latest findings in neurobiology and self-regulation. To make it practical and easy to apply, all this information has been distilled into three key concepts:

Calm, Connect, and Coach

These three concepts are your foundation, providing a trusted home base to return to repeatedly as you nurture, learn more about, and celebrate this person who has come to live with you.

Calm

There is no teachable moment in the middle of a meltdown, which is why our first goal is to calm.

Just as we have within us our innate temperament, we also have an arousal system. Our arousal system’s command center lies within our brain and is constantly screening the data coming to us through our senses and body to determine if all is well or, when a threat is perceived, to alert all systems to gear up to fight, flee, or freeze. This is the red zone of tense energy. When in the red zone, we are unable to easily access our “thinking brain” (the neocortex), where the skills to reason, solve problems, and be flexible and cooperative lie. And in comparison to their low-key peers, spirited kids—because of the volume, speed, and intensity of the sensations they experience—have an alarm system with a hair trigger.

That is why our first goal is to calm them by helping them develop a strong, efficient control system. On a preventive basis that means meeting their needs for food, drink, sleep, and as much calm and a sense of safety as possible. In the moment, it means using your knowledge of their temperament to recognize triggers, remove or reduce triggering stimuli, detect the very first cues that they are struggling to regulate their arousal system, and respond in ways that calm them.

The benefit is not just in that moment. The traces of those calming experiences are believed to change the wiring of your child’s brain. Theorists like to say, “What fires together, wires together.” This is how your child develops self-regulation skills. It is not by being ignored, or left to cope on her own, as many suggest, but in tandem with you. Through interactions with you, your child’s command center begins to recognize that fewer things require her to gear up for danger. The change in plans, new pair of shoes, unexpected visitor, or loud noise become mere blips on the screen—there is no need for concern. As a result, your child spends significantly more time in a peaceful state of well-being, open and responsive to your guidance.

Connect

Our second goal is to be a person your child can connect with, and who your child can trust to always be there to help.

Building a safe, trusting relationship with your child is essential to keeping him calm and working with you. Every child benefits from this type of relationship. Spirited children need it.

Neuropsychologist Rick Hanson, Ph.D., writes, “Feelings of safety tell the brain that it can afford to bring in the troops that have been manning the watchtowers, and put them to work internally to increase concentration and insight or just let them get some rest.”

Researchers describe a safe, trusting relationship as one in which parents and children develop an ability to synchronize the pace, tone of voice, and their behaviors in response to one another, creating a rhythm and sense of harmony. Like a dance, you adjust your response to fit your partner. Researchers call this dance parent-child synchrony. You may have read about its importance in books addressing infancy, but we now know it is a dance that is essential for all healthy relationships no matter one’s age.

If you are the parent of two or more children, you’ve likely experienced adjusting your response. One child, when upset, wants to be held. So you hold him. The other child, when upset, does not wish to be touched but does want you to stay nearby. So you do not touch her and instead give her space, letting her know you are there when she’s ready.

The challenge is that the “dance” of parent-child synchrony with a low-key child is a waltz. It’s slow, smooth, and repetitive. The dance of parent-child synchrony with a spirited child is a swing dance. It’s fast, full of spins and jumps, and requires improvisation and keen observation of the cues from your partner to know what’s going to happen next. Tougher to learn, but when you do, so much fun! Understanding spirited children’s temperament makes it easier to turn toward them, see the subtle cues, catch the rhythm, respond quickly and astutely, and enjoy this partner.

True, the mere thought of this whirling dance may feel exhausting to you, which is why it is so important to know that building a trusting connection with our children does not require constant hovering. It is constructed during acts of daily life: Moments when our children bid for our attention, and we turn toward them freely giving our full consideration, offer a soothing touch, words of encouragement, answer a question, listen to a joke, or offer assistance. Moments when—through our actions, facial expression, and touch—we communicate to this child, “I love the unique person you are. Your well-being is important to me. You are physically and emotionally safe in my presence. When I approach, I’m coming to help. You matter to me.”

We now know that these short interactions, which some call micro interactions or tutoring bursts can be more effective than an hour-long conversation.

My mom was a superhero when it came to micro interactions. She had to be! The wife of a dairy farmer, mother of five children ranging from tots to teens, and preparer of three hearty meals every day, her life was busy! But despite her many responsibilities, when I pleaded with her to help me learn to read, she did not brush me off. Instead, she set me up at the kitchen table and directed me to read aloud as she worked. When I got stuck on a word, she paused, looked up from what she was doing, turned fully toward me, and asked me to spell it. Listening attentively, she prompted me to sound out each letter. When my eyes lit up with recognition, so did hers. She’d smile, nod, and turn back to her work. This process repeated itself over and over again as I struggled through the early reader books. Yet in those micro moments, with spatula in hand, my mother not only taught me to read, but also communicated a more significant message. I was worthy of her attention. What I was attempting to accomplish was important to her. She was there to assist. This is the type of healthy, lifelong relationship Raising Your Spirited Child strives to lead you toward with your child, the type of relationship that allows you to work together for a lifetime.

Coach

Our third goal is to teach and practice, with our spirited children, the skills to calm themselves.

When spirited children are feeling calm and connected, the teachable moment is at hand. It is through repetitive, intentional, short tutoring bursts that spirited children develop the emotional regulation skills necessary to grow up to achieve their potential and experience fulfilling relationships and happiness in their lives.

These instructive moments stem from an understanding that when spirited children act inappropriately or become emotionally flooded, this is not bad behavior to be punished, but rather indicators of emotional distress and lack of knowledge and skill. At this point in their lives, they have not yet learned the words to use, the actions to take, or developed the skills required to successfully manage these emotions and this situation. Fortunately, we can teach them. We can identify and name what they are feeling and needing, thus building their emotional vocabulary. We can assist them in constructing a tool kit of healthy, soothing, calming strategies, and practice social skills such as problem-solving until they are so proficient they can propose three win/win solutions before you suggest even one. This is how the “misbehavior” stops.

Imagine days that begin with your child getting out of bed, getting dressed, and going out the door without an argument. Pleasant meals during which your child says, “No, thank you,” instead of “It stinks!” Or, “That rule doesn’t seem fair to me. May we please talk about it?” rather than shouting, “I hate you!” Or overhearing siblings state, “I don’t want to play now, but I will in fifteen minutes,” rather than brawling.

Yes, this is all possible. When feeling calm and connected, your child will be open to your guidance. The child who has refused to take no for an answer instead pauses to listen. The one who looked away or covered his ears now looks at you and responds appropriately. Arguments are replaced with meaningful conversations. This is the teachable moment. This is the instruction that enables them to develop the skills necessary to thrive. Will every day be perfect? Of course not, but it will be better—much better! That’s because you are not the first to walk this path.

You Are Not Alone

Sometimes being the parent of a spirited child can feel lonely. You may have found yourself floundering, flipping back and forth from being stern to being soft, yet nothing seems to consistently work. When others announce their successes, you remain silent. When viewing their social media posts of perfect moments, tears well up in your eyes, leaving you to wonder what you are doing wrong, chastising yourself for not getting control, and thinking that you are the only parent in the world with a child who acts this way.

Abby felt like that before she met other parents who understood what it was like to have a child who is more. Abby is one of the thousands of parents I have worked with in my family education classes. On that first day she had rushed through the door with her three-year-old son, Owen, in tow. They were late for class. She told me that earlier that day, they had been waylaid by a string in Owen’s sock that had turned the simple task of pulling on socks into a fifteen-minute ordeal, wherein she twisted the sock until it felt just right. That was followed by tears and screams because the tags in the collar of his sweater scratched his neck and the wristbands were too tight.

Now, two months later, she can appreciate Owen’s sensitivity, predict his triggers, and prevent the blowups. She has learned that managing spirit well takes understanding, skill, and patience—but it is possible. In fact, it can even be enjoyable.

As we go along together, there are a few things I’d like you to remember. I’ve written them in the form of a credo. To me they are the essentials of living with and building a healthy, warm relationship with spirited children. I suggest you place the credo on your refrigerator for the lousy days—the days when you feel like you are alone—and share it with a friend on the good days.





A Credo for Parents of Spirited Children


	You’re not alone. There are millions of parents who empathize with you and understand the challenges you face. Your child is not an oddity or a freak. You are not the world’s worst parent. You are not the only one. You are among friends.

	You did not make your child spirited. There is a genetic factor to being spirited, but how one’s genes are expressed is significantly influenced by life events. You are but one of the many influences in your child’s life. Other parents, relatives, siblings, teachers, neighbors, friends, life experiences, and the world at large all play a part. You make a big difference, but not the only difference.

	You are not powerless. There is information in this book that will help you understand your spirited child. Read it and use the tools that work for you and your spirited child. You can strengthen skills you already have and learn new ones. You can reduce the hassles and live harmoniously with your spirited child—most days. Progress, not perfection, is our goal.

	You have permission to take care of yourself. Your own need for sleep, quiet, uninterrupted adult conversation, lovemaking, a leisurely bath, a walk around the block, and time to complete your own projects is real and legitimate. It is not a sign of failure to ask a co-parent to step in or a friend for help, to hire a sitter, or to allow relatives the opportunity to build a relationship with your child while you take a break. When you address your needs, you calm yourself, making it easier to calm your child.

	You may celebrate and enjoy the delights of your spirited child. You can concentrate on strengths, appreciate your child’s tender heart, and tickle your fancy with her wild stories and crazy creations. It is appropriate and right to tell her when she is good, instead of when she is bad, to teach her the appropriate way to behave rather than to punish her for innocent errors. Your spirited child possesses personality traits that we value in adults. It is never too early to begin proclaiming her virtues. There is a path for you to follow.








When Spirited Children Grow Up

No one knows what the future will look like or exactly what our children will become. But one of the greatest joys of working for decades with parents of spirited children from around the world is opening an email like the one I received the other day: “My name is Annie. I live with my husband and four children. About fourteen years ago, you graciously agreed to come to our home and chat with us about our ‘spirited’ son, Jack. He was one year old at the time. Now he is a thriving fifteen-year-old boy who is a freshman in high school, a high honors student, an avid golfer, and nearly an Eagle Scout. He is a kind, generous, and loving boy with close family and good friends. You had a profound impact on him and us as parents when Jack was just a toddler. We have always been grateful to you for your advice and support back on that cold winter day as we all sat around our kitchen table together. The information you provided really made a difference in our lives. Thank you.”

Like Jack and the thousands of children I have met and worked with, there are figures from history who I strongly suspect were spirited too. National Public Radio paid tribute to Thomas Edison. I remember chuckling to myself when I heard the announcer say, “Thomas Edison invented the phonograph, the electric lightbulb, the telegraph, and the motion picture camera and projector. He was a man who didn’t know when it was time to quit.”

I thought of his mother. I wondered how many meals had gone cold when he forgot to come home for dinner or how many times his dad had yelled at him to stop taking apart everything in the house. Today we enjoy his inventions when we relax in front of the television or read a good book in the evening by the light of a lamp. We celebrate his persistence, single-mindedness, perceptiveness, and drive.

Then there are the non-famous spirited people, not those we hear or read about or those we see in the movies, but those we live with each day, like my husband, who notices the little things in life and makes me laugh. Or my friend who has the energy to help me out even after taking care of all her own responsibilities.

These are individuals who have learned to understand themselves, calm themselves, connect with others in healthy relationships, and use their gifts to make the world a better place. They are more. They are spirited.
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A Different Point of View

Building on the Strengths

In how you see me, I will learn to see myself.

—David Brooks, How to Know a Person

I like to collect labels—any kind of label: the kind that stick to cans and the kind that stick to people. Today, I studied the label on a can of soup. It is brilliant red against a sharp white. Bright and cheery, it makes me feel happy. There are splashes of yellow that announce to me that this is “Chicken ALPHABET with vegetables SOUP.” It is interesting how they minimize the vegetables and highlight the alphabet. On the back, the label lists the ingredients, and a stamp verifies that the health and safety agency has inspected this soup.

The label tells me a lot. Even before I open the can, I know what’s inside and that the government approves. Companies spend millions of dollars designing these labels to ensure that we find them enticing and desirable.

Looking At Our Labels

The labels that stick to people are not always as captivating. They come in many shapes and forms, nicknames like “Grumpy” and “Whiner,” titles like “Lord Know-It-All” and “the Boss,” and tags like slow poke and dreamer. Some are bright and colorful and make me feel good when I hear them, like scooter and love. Some, like nitpicky and crabby, are drab and dreary and taste sour when they cross my lips. Each label highlights a distinctive quality, an identifiable characteristic. They tell me what’s inside of the person even if I’ve never met him. Unfortunately, these names are not presented in any order, so I never know when I hear crabby, if it means the person is a little crabby or a lot crabby. There aren’t regulations either, so some names are true and some are not.

Spirited kids seem to beg for labels, and not very positive ones. All kids get called a few names, but spirited kids manage to garner an overabundance of awful, miserable, and poorly designed labels that seem to cling like a mosquito on the back of your neck, leaving welts on tender, smooth skin. It can happen in any family, just as it happened in Caroline’s.

“My husband says we should have named her Helen because she’s ‘hell’ on wheels!” Caroline laughed, as we listened to her three-year-old daughter, Hazel, “organize” her buddies in the playhouse. “But seriously, I never realized how easy it is to label her, and I’m beginning to see the impact it has on her. She’s the youngest, the surprise baby in our family. She is so different from the other two that we have always referred to her as ‘Wild Woman.’ Yesterday, my mother reprimanded her for jumping on the couch. She excused herself by saying, ‘Grandma, it’s okay. I’m supposed to be the wild one.’”

Once a label is set, even if it is not accurate, we tend to act in ways that are consistent with that label. Which is why, if we perceive our child as a spiteful little jerk, we tend not to believe his behavior is signaling a need. What we tell ourselves matters. This seemingly magical leap from label into certainty has been well documented by researchers.

Think about the spirited children you know. What words do you use to describe them? Do they sound like million-dollar terms created by advertising companies, words that can make you wish you could have even more spirited children? Are they the kind of descriptors that would make others envy you the opportunity of raising a spirited child? Labels that make you puff with pride, smile in appreciation, and chuckle with enjoyment. Positive words that focus on what’s right instead of what’s wrong?

Let’s be honest. It’s unlikely.

Most of us find ourselves facing an array of labels spoken and unspoken that affect how we think, feel, and act toward our spirited children. To build a strong connection with them, we must lay the labels out on the table, dissect them, and then redesign those that make us and our kids feel lousy—the ones that cloud our vision and hide the potential within, the ones that drive us to disconnect.

The Topic Is Labels

The labels are different for each family. You’ll need to analyze and redesign your own, but let me allow you to join one of the spirited-child classes and hear a few of the labels other parents have composed. Believe me, you’re not the only parent to harbor a few dismal impressions of a spirited child.

The start of a spirited-child class is a rowdy event with fourteen parents and eighteen kids all arriving at the same time. It’s the commotion that strikes you first—a collage of sound. Happy sounds: squeals of excitement, laughter, and calls to parents to “watch this” as agile little bodies whiz down the slide and bounce on the trampoline. And of course a few protests and declarations of “I won’t do it” as kids wrap their arms around their parents’ legs, forcing the adults into a stiff-legged walk across the room.

The families spend the first minutes together and then separate. The children continue in their program while the parents move to a discussion group.

“Today the topic is labels,” I announce, giving each parent three index cards. I ask them to write on each one a word that describes their child on the “bad days.” A few immediately ask for more cards, insisting that three are not nearly enough. Everyone laughs. It feels good to know that other people might also entertain a few unpleasant thoughts.

Several parents instantly complete the cards. Others shift in their chairs, hesitating, their pens hovering. The thought of publicly admitting these dreadful thoughts is almost unbearable. I assure them the cards will be passed to the front, shuffled, and redistributed. No one will have to own the label they write. They can be completely honest.

Once the cards are shuffled, I pass them back around the table, and each person takes one. Omar, a low-key and observant father of two—one spirited, one not—breaks the silence. “Argumentative,” he reads. “Oh yeah, my son Yosef will argue about anything. Yesterday he tried to convince me the sun wasn’t shining. I’m not blind; the sun was shining. ‘Look out the window,’ I told him. ‘The sun is shining.’ Do you know what Yosef’s answer was? ‘Well, it isn’t in China.’”

The others laugh, remembering their own dead-end debates. As the laughter dies down, Jennifer flips a card over. “Never stops,” she announces.

Sarah immediately agrees, stating, “I’ve got four kids, and Olivia keeps me on duty twenty-four hours a day. I’m on call from the minute she wakes up until she falls asleep. I’m beat. I need a break.”

“Me too,” Amanda agrees. “Elizabeth is two years old and I’m still waiting for her to sleep through the night. I never know when she’ll fall asleep and when she’ll be awake.” Then, sheepishly glancing around the group, she adds, “Sex. What’s that? I think I remember making love. I must have at least once.”

The others howl in delight.

“I can’t believe someone else wrote this, because I did too,” Gabriela admits, flipping her card over. Aggressive was written in big bold letters.

“If it helps any,” Jacob offers, “I wrote explosive. The daily blastoffs are almost more than I can endure. I’m beginning to feel like a career astronaut.”

Listening to the others, Laura exhaled slowly before acknowledging, “Well, maybe my kid isn’t as bad as I thought.” Then adding, “But I get frustrated because she’s so picky. The pancakes must be the same shade of brown on both sides. Her clothes must feel right.”

The list grows:








	Demanding

	Argumentative




	Monster Madman

	Stubborn




	Destructive

	Picky




	Defiant

	Noisy




	Unpredictable

	Rude




	Exhausting

	Whiny




	Dictator

	Inflexible




	Explosive

	Single-minded






It’s a shocking list, one that catches us all by surprise. Silence hangs in the room, the dreadfulness of the list stinging. Each is a label and describes something “inside.” When we hear these words, we are not enticed and definitely not filled with a desire to engage with this person. Unconsciously, we pull away.

“Imagine,” I begin, keeping my voice low, “a child attempting to develop a healthy sense of self with words such as stubborn, explosive, and argumentative describing him. But it’s not only the children who are affected. It’s us too. Let me show you what I mean.”

I direct each parent to say, “My child is . . .” and then read the list aloud to a partner. Glancing around the table, I notice Jennifer’s neck and face flushing crimson. Swiping at the tears welling in her eyes, she turns to me shaking her head, and pleads, “I can’t do this.”

“It’s okay to pass,” I assure her. Suddenly a cacophony of voices explodes in the room around her, as the other parents read aloud each label. Then another voice catches. The room quiets. Shoulders droop as bodies slide down in the chairs. “What is happening inside of your body?” I ask.

“I feel nauseous,” Megan replies, holding her stomach.

Hand on her heart, Sarah shudders. “My heart is racing.”

Gabriela fans her face. “I’m having a hot flash.”

Jennifer wipes another tear.

What the Labels Do to Us

The labels we use may seem like simple words, but they have the power to trigger our fight-or-flight response system. It is an unconscious physiological reaction in which our heart and pulse rates escalate, our breathing quickens, and blood rushes to our extremities—all in preparation to fight or flee. This is the “red zone.”

In the red zone, we experience tunnel vision. Totally attuned to the potential threat, we drop to that lower level of brain functioning and lose our ability to think, to hear the voices of others, to be empathetic, or to look them in the eye. When in this state, we even perceive neutral faces as angry and rejecting. We deem innocent acts intentional and spiteful. Instead of drawing us toward our children to offer comfort and care, the negative labels program our brains to be ready for battle.

Like a swirling hurricane, negativity is devastating to relationships. It is so powerful that psychologist John Gottman found when listening to couples’ conversations that if there was a ratio of 2.9 negative statements for every positive statement, he could predict that they were on the road to divorce. On the other hand, couples with healthy relationships had a ratio of only one negative comment for every five positive statements.

Starting today, you can choose to stop using words that project a negative image of your child. It doesn’t need to be a difficult leap from picky to selective or even from obnoxious to dramatic. By changing your vocabulary, you can alter how you and others perceive your child. You can create a new image that feels good, looks good, and meets socially approved standards. Doing so will benefit your child and you as well. It will literally change the physiological responses of your body and brain replacing the gut reaction of battle readiness with warmth and desire to engage.

Redesigning the Labels

On the left side of a sheet of paper, write down all the words that you can think of that describe the irritating, obnoxious things your spirited child does. Be sure to include words you consider to be the worst ones—the ones you believe to have the least possibility of possessing any redeeming qualities. Include words that you’ve heard relatives, friends, and teachers use to describe your child that made you flare up in anger or shrink in embarrassment. Squeeze them all out.

Now take a deep breath, relax your shoulders, wiggle your toes, and look at some of your favorite photographs of your spirited child. Focus on those that include the sparkling eyes, infectious grin, agile body, or elaborate “personal style” outfit. Hold on to that image in your mind as you look at the list of undesirable labels. It will help you to discover the hidden potential in each of the words.

If you look closely at the list, you’ll see that the negative labels often reflect potential strengths. For example, with a little direction and skill training, stubbornness can be transformed into persistence—a predictor of future success. Hyper, when focused, may become boundless energy and passion. The possibilities are endless.

Your list may look like the following one we created in our group.








	Old Negative Labels

	New Exciting Labels




	Demanding

	Tenacious




	Destructive

	Curious




	Defiant

	Principled




	Unpredictable

	Flexible




	Whiny

	Expressive




	Rude

	Honest




	Explosive

	Passionate




	Argumentative

	Future attorney




	Stubborn

	Committed to goals




	Picky

	Selective




	Single-minded

	Focused




	Exhausting

	Energetic




	Inflexible

	Traditional




	Loud

	Zestful






“My child is . . .” I invite the group to read aloud with me the new, exciting label list. Voices join in. Smiles spread. A sigh of relief punctuates the last word. “How do you feel now?” I inquire.

“Hopeful,” Omar declares. “It’s exciting to see the potential.”

Sarah releases a long, deep breath. “Calm.”

Jennifer smiles. “Much better.”

When we hold a positive vision, it calms our arousal system and changes our response. Heart rate and pulse rate slow, allowing us to listen to the voices of others, think, solve problems, and even maintain a sense of humor. The brain tells the body, We are safe. This is someone we love and who loves us. The result is that we smile more. We offer more information. Our patience grows and we even give our kids a break. Neutral faces and acts are perceived as just that—neutral. They are no longer misconstrued as a potential threat or intentional goad.

Let me stress, positive labels are not an excuse for poor behavior. Positive labels are a tool to keep us calm and connected because they change how we perceive what’s happening in front of us and as a result our response. Guidance begins by “drawing your child to you.” Visualizing his strengths moves you calmly and empathetically toward him. When you can see before you your passionate, smart, persistent child who is struggling to keep it together, instead of getting angry, it’s easier to tell yourself, “That’s my tenacious little joy boy. Looks like we need to work on flexible thinking and problem-solving skills.” If, however, you see your child as stubborn and difficult, you will disconnect, and those skill-building lessons that hone his tenacity into an asset that allows him to become a valued team member and skilled leader will not develop.

Getting Past the Barriers

Sarah sighs deeply, sinking lower into her chair as she confesses, “I really try. Honestly, I don’t wake up planning to call her a ‘brat.’ But some days it’s so tough.”

It’s easy to fall into the trap of labeling kids. Even if you tend to be an incredibly positive and patient person, when you are the parent of a spirited child, emotions can be raw. They can include feelings like:


	Fear: “Some days I can’t help worrying, ‘He’s just like my brother.’ My brother is a mess!”

	Exhaustion: “Every day I think, ‘How long before he drives me nuts?’ I tell myself I can hold on for another thirty minutes until my spouse gets home, but then he calls and tells me he is going to be late!”

	Incompetence: “On the days when I am absolutely overwhelmed, my wife says, ‘Call your mother. She raised six kids. Ask Janet how she did it.’ All I can say is, I don’t know how Janet did it, but she cried a lot.”

	Shame: “I wonder if I’m doing something wrong. I see a lot of me in him and my parents did not see my sensitivity as a strength! All my life I’ve been told I’m too emotional, so when he is emotional, I flood.”



Like an elephant sitting on your chest, these emotions can crush your best intentions. It does not have to be that way. It really is possible to eject the “beast” from the room. Fears can be quieted once you realize spirited children possess traits we value in adulthood. Energy replaces exhaustion when self-care is recognized as an essential and noble cause. Efficiency and confidence eradicate feelings of incompetence when you have a tool kit of effective strategies in hand. Celebration eclipses shame as you gaze into the mirror recognizing you too are spirited, and, in fact, many of those spirited traits are your greatest superpowers.

Good Labels Are Contagious Too

Positive labels can also be contagious. That’s what Laura discovered. “It was amazing!” she exclaimed. “When I used positive words to describe Silas, so did my relatives and his teacher. If someone complained, ‘Silas is awfully loud,’ I would respond, ‘He is dramatic, isn’t he? Let’s get him outside where we can appreciate that more.’ They’d be taken aback, but after a few minutes they would agree he really can be spectacular. After I’d done it a few times, I overheard my mother say, ‘Silas, your dramatic side is coming out again. Let’s ask Siri to play us some music so we can dance.’ Even at school when his teacher told me he was stubborn, I nodded in agreement but said, ‘We find him to be very tenacious at home too.’ ‘I never thought of it in that light,’ the teacher responded. ‘I guess it isn’t all that bad, is it?’ It really changed the way she saw him.”

Jacob nodded in agreement. “The labels really made a difference for me too. They gave me more patience. Leo always wants to climb into his car seat by himself. If I try to assist him, he throws a fit. I thought he was being stubborn and uncooperative. But when I saw him as independent and goal-oriented, I realized those were good qualities. That perspective made it easier to stop and give him a few minutes. Leo noticed the difference. He’s not so quick to lose it if I end up helping a bit. I didn’t really think a few words could have such a powerful effect. But they did.”

It is easy for a child to build a healthy sense of self when the words used to describe her are ones like compelling, zestful, and tenderhearted. And that matters. Research done by Kate Cauley at Iona College and Bonnie Tyler at the University of Maryland shows that there is a strong link between a child’s positive self-image and her willingness to cooperate. In other words, kids who like themselves are calmer. Calmer kids work with us.

Like the companies who spend millions of dollars crafting the labels they place on their products, we too must be intentional. When you drop the negative images and introduce yourself and others to the new labels that focus on strengths and potential instead of weaknesses, you wrap yourself and your child in a loving embrace. It feels good to be the parent of a child who is assertive, committed to her goals, sensitive, observant, athletic, and passionate. Viewed from this perspective, you may even find yourself describing the child you dreamed of having.




Praise for Raising Your Spirited Child

“The fourth edition of Mary Sheedy Kurcinka’s Raising Your Spirited Child is a masterful blend of science, wisdom, and actionable advice. Part of the genius of Kurcinka’s work is her ability to see the positive aspects of every child’s temperament and to provide sage advice on encouraging and appreciating the better angles of their nature. The refrain of ‘calm, connect, and coach’ is a new element in this edition, and it provides a useful template for actually dealing with many children’s issues. A grand addition to the library for parents, grandparents, aunties, childcare providers, and babysitters.”

—Charles M. Super, Ph.D., and Sara Harkness, Ph.D., MPH, professors of human development and pediatrics, University of Connecticut

“Enter Dr. Mary’s classroom and you’ll soon see that this guide isn’t just a quick overview—it’s a transformative series of lessons that will build your confidence and skills in connecting with your spirited child. Along the way, you’ll also uncover insights about yourself that will make you a better parent, partner, colleague, and friend.”

—Janet Crow, M.D., professor of pediatrics, University of California San Diego

“All of my pediatric training could not prepare me for the wonderful, crazy, exhausting adventure of raising spirited twin boys. Mary’s book gave me the tools not only to help my family survive but also to thrive! Raising Your Spirited Child should be essential reading for every pediatrician.”

—Jill Simons, M.D., F.A.A.P. Diplomate, American Board of Pediatrics member

“If you have a child who is more—more intense, more persistent, more sensitive—you probably already know who Mary Sheedy Kurcinka is. She wrote the book on spirited children, literally: Raising Your Spirited Child. The newly revised fourth edition is just as reassuring and eye-opening as the first edition. But it’s completely rewritten and updated, with more step-by-step advice, concrete examples, and practical tips. Just the new chapter on helping spirited kids get to sleep will be worth the price of the book for exhausted parents. Kurcinka’s great asset is that she helps even the most frustrated parents appreciate their spirited children’s strengths. In this book she takes her commitment to positive parenting a step further, giving parents the hands-on tools they need to ease the challenges of life with a spirited child, without resorting to punishment. This book is wonderful.”

—Laura Markham, Ph.D., author of Peaceful Parent, Happy Kids

“Ten years ago, I would have paid $1,000 for a copy of Raising Your Spirited Child if I had known how much trouble it would have saved me.”

—St. Paul Pioneer Press

“Raising Your Spirited Child is loaded with how-tos—not how to change the child, but how to interact positively and minimize difficulties.”

—Bloomington Pantagraph
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