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				Advance praise for

				The Joyful Child

			
			“Warm, immediately practical, and fun, this book gives parents tools that can be used during the most stressful, chaotic parts of parenting. It reminds us that small, playful moments can create big, lasting change for building skills that help our kids thrive. If you thought mindfulness wasn’t for you or your kids, get ready to change your mind, and watch tricky moments become much easier!”

			—Tina Payne Bryson, PhD, New York Times bestselling co-author of The Whole-Brain Child and No-Drama Discipline

			“Hope. This book brings simple hope that everything is going to be all right. A child’s behavior is a signpost to their deeper needs, and this book shows you the pathway to understanding and meeting those needs. Kira Willey playfully prompts and encourages. There are no unrealistic expectations here, rather a feeling that someone is walking alongside you, telling you with quiet surety, ‘You’ve got this.’ ”

			—Kim John Payne, MEd, author of Simplicity Parenting and The Soul of Discipline and co-author of Emotionally Resilient Tweens and Teens

			“Wow! Kira Willey has a special kind of magic. She takes profound concepts of child development and brain science and makes them instantly understandable and usable. Her great (and fast!) ideas for calming the chaos with children—with detailed scripts and adaptations—meet each individual child’s way of living in the world. Best of all, she gets that children are wired to move their bodies, to respond to music, and to extend their mighty imaginations. If we meet children in those places, the result is joyful, mindful connection.”

			—Lawrence J. Cohen, PhD, author of Playful Parenting
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			Welcome to More Peaceful Days
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			When I was expecting my first child, all I really thought about was the tiny adorable outfits, that sweet baby smell, and humming lullabies as my little one fell peacefully asleep on my shoulder—I didn’t get much further than that. Somehow I forgot my child would get older, have feelings, and be LOUD and sometimes annoying and contrary and get sick and not want to wear what I picked out for them.

			Parenting young children is hard. There are so many days when everything goes sideways. I remember planning “perfect” days of playing at the park, nature walks, and picnicking with my three littles. Adorable! And then we didn’t make it out the door for two and a half hours. The cereal spills, shoes go missing, and the youngest melts down because you cut their toast the wrong way.

			As a mom of three, I’ve been there. I’ve weathered the full spectrum of parenting chaos, from toddler tantrums to picky eaters to won’t-go-to-sleepers.

			What I wish I had known then: with a slightly different mindset and a few small changes, my day-to-day experience of parenting could have been way more joyful. I wish I had put more of my attention and energy into small, mindful connections with my children during our daily routines, instead of worrying about what other shoppers would think of my child’s oddly mismatched outfit or all the many, many other little things that don’t really matter in the long run. There was so much I could’ve skipped obsessing over, and instead directed that energy into joyful connection with my kids.

			Here’s the great news: I can give you the benefit of my experience. I made all the mistakes first! (You’re welcome.)

			Looking back now, I wish I’d had even a basic understanding of how my children’s brains worked. If only I had known how incorporating simple, kid-friendly, and fun mindful connection activities on a regular basis could have transformed my children’s ability to calm themselves—not to mention strengthened our connection and brought more joy into our home. I’m not saying that it would have been all sunshine and rainbows, but it would have completely shifted so many difficult dynamics in our daily life for the better.

			Back then, I needed help: real talk, relatable advice, and practical, doable strategies to help calm my chaotic days with my young children. I desperately wanted to feel less frustration and overwhelm—and more connection and joy.

			Maybe you can relate. Maybe you picked up this book because you have a strong desire to feel more connected to your child. You love to see them lit up by the simple joys of moving their body, dancing and wiggling, singing songs, creating their own games. And maybe this doesn’t happen as much as it should amid packed schedules, ever-present screens, and the constant rush of modern family life.

			I’m guessing you want your child to truly experience the discovery and wonder of childhood before the real world and its challenges inevitably start knocking on the door.

			Imagine for a moment: mornings where transitions happen smoothly, where a simple rhythm game or wake-up wiggle gets everyone laughing and focused, making it tons easier to get out the door. Imagine mealtimes becoming more enjoyable for everyone, including (and especially) you, and bedtimes where a playful breathing exercise helps your child settle down easily, without the usual resistance.

			If it sounds too good to be true, I promise it’s not. This is entirely possible, and I’ve spent the last two decades proving it.

			I’ve made a career of my unique and joyful approach to mindful connection with children. Not only have I learned how to confidently help my own three children manage their bodies and emotions, but I regularly walk into rooms of hundreds of young schoolchildren and transform the environment from chaos to calm in a matter of seconds. (True—and I’ll show you exactly how in the first chapter!)

			The Joyful Alternative to Problem-Based Parenting

			There are tons of parenting resources out there, and many contain genuinely helpful insights. The issue I have with a lot of “expert advice,” though, is that it’s problem-focused. These resources position themselves as the solution to what’s broken—your child’s behavior, your parenting approach, your family dynamic. This type of advice can inadvertently add to your mental load rather than lighten it, and that’s the last thing we need.

			You’re already juggling school events, work deadlines, and meal planning, not to mention trying to remember when you last washed your hair. Do you really need one more expert telling you what’s wrong with your family? The parenting advice industry thrives on making you feel inadequate: too strict, too lenient, too involved, not involved enough. It’s exhausting, often contradictory, and doesn’t account for your unique child and family.

			I’m here to offer something different—a simpler, more joyful way forward. Here’s what I propose: What if, instead of seeing parenting as an endless series of problems to solve, we approached our daily routines as opportunities to build an unshakable bond with our children that will support them throughout their lives? What if, instead of taking our cues from the never-ending stream of advice coming from “out there,” we took our cues from the little humans right in front of us? Our children come with their own owner’s manual—we just have to learn how to read it. They’re telling us what they need through their behavior, their play, and their natural rhythms and tendencies.

			Does your child love to sing, hum, and tap on every available surface? That’s a window into how their brain processes information—and how you can best connect with them through rhythm and music. Is your little one constantly in motion, climbing, jumping, and bouncing? That’s valuable information about how movement helps their body feel good. Does your child get lost in building elaborate structures? They’re showing you that focused creativity is the way they love to be engaged and learn.

			These natural tendencies are your child’s way of communicating how they best connect with the world, and with you. When you recognize and respond to their cues—by turning toothbrushing into a song or reading time into an active adventure with movement breaks—you’re speaking their language. This kind of responsive connection builds a stronger bond between you, creating a secure foundation that makes literally everything else go more smoothly.

			You know your child better than anyone else in the world. Despite what anyone suggests, your intuition about your own child is more valuable than any expert advice could ever be. We’re parenting the children we have—the ones right in front of us—not the theoretical children in any book. When we shift from being overwhelmed by all the outside noise to listening to the wisdom that’s already present, parenting becomes less about implementing someone else’s system and more about attuning to the wonderful and complex little person you’re already raising. This creates a parenting approach that’s authentically yours, one that truly serves your child and suits your family.

			Think of it like this: When most of our daily interactions with our children are of the herding-cats variety—managing the day, correcting behavior, or solving problems—we unintentionally miss opportunities for the kind of connection that makes them feel secure and understood. But when we proactively create moments of joyful connection throughout ordinary days, we’re laying a foundation of security that makes our children better able to listen and pay attention, and more resilient and capable when challenges do come up.

			This book is packed with practical tools: ones that turn everyday moments—car rides, bedtime, family dinner—into opportunities for mindful connection. They’re not elaborate activities requiring special equipment or lots of preparation. They’re simple, quick, playful practices that fit naturally into your day and speak directly to your child’s innate way of experiencing the world.

			Let me be clear: I’m not asking you to add more to your already full plate. We’re all up to our eyeballs. I’m offering a different, more joyful way of approaching what you’re already doing.

			Why This Book, Why Now?

			My journey with children’s mindfulness, movement, and music began with my own kids, but it quickly grew into something much bigger. I’ve written seven bestselling children’s mindfulness books that have resonated strongly with families worldwide—published in twenty-four languages and selling more than half a million copies to date. My children’s mindfulness and yoga songs have been streamed more than fifty-one million times.

			The overwhelming response to these resources tells me something important: parents and children everywhere are hungry for simple, playful approaches to finding calm and connection in our chaotic world. They don’t want or need anything complicated or time-consuming—they want quick, fun practices that actually work in real life.

			That’s exactly what this book delivers. I’ve distilled my years of experience working with thousands of children into the most effective, accessible practices—the ones that consistently light kids up and bring meaningful change to families.

			These aren’t just cute activities (although lots of them are super cute). They’re powerful tools grounded in how children’s brains and bodies actually work. They’re also incredibly practical—easy to fit into your real daily life with kids. And now, after years of creating resources directly for children, I’ve written this guide specifically for you, the grown-up who loves them.

			So why write this book for parents when my children’s books are already reaching so many families?

			Because while my children’s books provide wonderful, joyful connection activities that kids love, you need the complete picture. You as a parent need to understand why these practices work so powerfully, how to weave them seamlessly into your family’s unique daily rhythms, and how to adapt them when life throws curveballs. Most important, you need guidance on your crucial role as the emotional anchor in your child’s life—because your own state of mind influences everything in your home.

			Think of my children’s books as individual tools, and this book as the complete workshop—with instructions, context, troubleshooting guides, and a master plan for building a strong, beautiful bond with your child.

			Here’s my promise to you about this book:
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			Here’s how I recommend you use this book: Read through the whole thing to get a complete picture of how mindful connection can transform your daily life with children, then use it as your go-to resource for whatever moment you’re in—the chapters are organized around different daily activities, so you can jump straight to what you need. Want help with chaotic mornings? Flip to Rise and Shine. Struggling with mealtime? Turn to Time to Eat. Ready for a calmer bedtime? Head straight to Good Night. Keep it handy—on your kitchen counter or coffee table for easy reference. Think of it as your quick-grab toolkit for creating more connection and calm throughout your day, a resource you can come back to again and again when you need it.

			Some of these practices might feel new or even a bit silly at first. Remember, you already know how to laugh and be playful with your child! These activities just tap into and build on the natural joy that’s already there between you.

			Start from a place of openness and give the practices a try. Choose what works for you and your child’s temperament, and let go of the rest. Nothing is set in stone here—make the activities your own; they need to work for you and your family. Adapt them as needed to fit your unique child and circumstances.

			And please don’t even try to do everything that’s in here or get it exactly perfect. It’s about progress. Baby steps. Even learning a few new tools from this book will help you find a few more moments of joy and connection in your day. It will build on itself and grow, more than you can imagine.

			Children are naturally joyful beings—it’s their birthright, their default state. This book isn’t about teaching joy or instilling it in your child; it’s about creating the conditions for their innate happiness to flourish. When we connect with them on their terms through play, movement, and mindful presence, when we provide the space, connection, and understanding they need, we simply clear what’s in the way.

			The fact that you picked up this book shows how deeply you care about your child. I’m so glad you’re here.
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				A Joyful Way Forward
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			Our children are part of what many are calling “the anxious generation,” a reference to Jonathan Haidt’s thoroughly researched 2024 book, which offers compelling evidence for a mental health crisis among children. While Haidt’s insights are valuable, they’re also frankly terrifying for parents already doing their best in challenging times. It’s true that children’s mental health statistics are alarming, with anxiety, depression, and attention issues on the rise. Many parents, maybe including you, are understandably worried, searching for solutions and doing the best they can while carrying their own heavy burdens of stress and uncertainty.

			Let’s Change the Story

			I want to shift this narrative. Operating out of fear helps no one. When we parent from a place of anxiety and worry, our children pick up on it. Our stress becomes their stress, our fears become their fears. This constant state of alarm doesn’t lead to better parenting decisions—just the opposite: chronic stress actually narrows our perspective, causing us to make poorer decisions and to miss creative solutions.

			Living in a state of parental panic doesn’t protect our children; it only diminishes our joy in raising them day to day. Not to mention, it models anxiety and worry as default responses to life’s challenges. No thanks.

			What if, instead of an anxious generation, we could nurture a joyful one? I truly believe this is possible. When we approach parenting through the lens of joyful, mindful connection—honoring our children’s natural tendencies and building their emotional resources through playful, present-moment engagement—we’re not just helping our individual families, we’re contributing to a larger shift in how children experience childhood.

			Imagine children growing up able to regulate their emotions, focus their attention when needed, and maintain a sense of composure and steadiness even in challenging circumstances. Imagine them carrying these capabilities into adolescence and adulthood, approaching life’s inevitable difficulties with resilience and optimism rather than anxiety and avoidance.

			This vision is entirely doable. It begins with small, daily moments of connection in your home, but its effects ripple outward. Your (relatively) calm, regulated child influences their classroom environment. Your family’s approach to challenges shifts how extended family and friends interact with their own children. Your lived example offers hope to other parents searching for a better way.

			Here’s What It Looks Like

			My son was that kid. You know the one—while other three-year-olds happily sat in their grown-ups’ laps during music class, mine was looping around the room, running in circles while I chased him, my face burning.

			“Sit down,” I’d stage-whisper through gritted teeth. “Look, everyone else is sitting! SIT DOWN.” The teacher would give me that sympathetic smile that makes you feel worse; the other moms looked away politely as I wrestled my little tornado.

			I tried all the things: threats, bribes, holding him tightly while he squirmed like an eel. I’d leave feeling defeated, wondering what was wrong with me, my kid, and why he couldn’t just crisscross applesauce like everyone else.

			Fast-forward nearly two decades. I’ve spent years figuring out how to meet kids exactly where they are—in their world of movement, imagination, and play. Instead of fighting their natural inclination to wiggle, dance, and explore, I discovered how to harness that energy to create joyful connection.

			Compare that scene with my son to this one: I walk onstage in a school gym buzzing with fluorescent lights and packed with 350 kindergartners. They’re incredibly wiggly and chatty, elbowing their neighbors; the noise level in the cavernous room is high. Teachers weave through the chaos, cajoling/commanding/yelling at the kids to be quiet and hold still.

			I don’t even say hello—I start to clap a steady beat. Instantly, curious children turn toward me; faces light up. I lead a simple, imitation-based rhythm and movement game, adding in long, deep breaths. In less than a minute, the room is quiet, the energy is focused, and all eyes are on me.

			Magic? Nope.

			Here’s the difference between the first scene and the second one: In the first, I was fighting against my child’s nature—trying to force him to be something he wasn’t. (As a new-ish mom, success to me meant getting him to sit still, be quiet, and do what the teacher said.) What I didn’t understand then was that my son wasn’t being defiant or disrespectful. He was actually doing exactly what his developing brain and body needed him to do. While I was desperately trying to make him sit still, he was just trying to get the movement that helped him manage his body and emotions.

			But at the assembly in the gym, I did the opposite. I started by tapping into children’s natural love of movement and rhythm, then channeled that energy into focused attention. I didn’t demand stillness; I invited engagement and created connection. The result? Those 350 kindergartners were more focused and attentive than my one little boy ever was in that music class—and it was (for sure) not because they were “better behaved.” That had nothing to do with it. It was because I finally understood how children actually learn best.

			Kids are hardwired for movement, play, and imagination. They come to life when we engage with them on their terms—they weren’t made to sit still and not make a sound, or to listen to verbal instructions all day long. They’re born to move, to clap, wiggle, and dance. To play games. To be silly and to have fun.

			When we connect with children this way, two amazing things happen. First, we find that we no longer need to repeat ourselves constantly, raise our voices, and plead for them to pay attention and listen. We’re not going to battle stations about getting in the car or finding shoes, not to mention all the other tiny flashpoints that can totally hijack your basic Tuesday with a young child.

			This shift can be nothing short of revolutionary. Imagine your stress levels coming way down as you stop feeling like a broken record stuck on an endless loop of “Please find your backpack.” Your blood pressure isn’t spiking every time you need to transition from one activity to another, expecting resistance. You’re not battling that feeling of failing at this whole parenting thing because your child can hear the sound of a Twix wrapper from a mile away but somehow doesn’t hear you call them to come sit at the table.

			Instead, you become a much more calm, confident parent, easily able to navigate a grocery store trip with the kids without bribing, threatening, or leaving your cart in aisle five and making a run for it. You’ll find yourself with way more energy for the things that actually matter, because you’re not in a constant power struggle. The atmosphere at home will shift from chaotic battleground to (mostly) peaceful—and there will be a lot more laughter and fun.

			And most important, you’ll discover more joy in your relationship with your child as your time with them becomes less about managing everything and just getting through the day, and more about nurturing genuine, loving connection.

			Here’s the second awesome thing that happens when you consistently connect with your child in this way: they experience powerful positive changes both now and for years to come—immediate benefits you’ll see right away, and long-term developmental ones that will serve them throughout life.

			What You’ll See Right Away

			Your child will quickly begin to:

			
					
					Feel calmer in their body

				

					
					Pay attention more easily

				

					
					Handle their emotions better instead of melting down

				

					
					Expand their capacity for learning

				

			

			Your child will experience the profound relief of being understood and engaged on their own terms. Instead of constantly hearing “Sit still,” “Be quiet,” “Pay attention!,” they discover they can learn in ways that actually make sense to their wiggly, playful bodies. Their frustration level drops because they’re developing age-appropriate skills to handle Big Feelings, instead of being bewildered and ambushed by their strong emotions until they inevitably explode.

			Long-Term Benefits: Setting Them Up for Life

			Over time, these small daily practices add up to major life skills that will serve them far beyond childhood. Your child will develop:

			
					
					Stronger executive function abilities: focusing, following directions, planning ahead

				

					
					A better ability to manage themselves without your constant intervention

				

					
					Greater self-awareness and emotional intelligence

				

					
					More empathy and compassion for themselves and others

				

					
					Healthy emotional habits that will serve them throughout their lives—from handling a playground spat to navigating complex relationships as adults

				

			

			Bottom line: making these early childhood days run more smoothly is a total game changer, but you’re also equipping your child with inner resources they’ll carry with them as they grow, helping them move through the world with resilience, creativity, and genuine joy—both now and far into the future.

			The Bonus: A Stronger Bond with Your Future Teen

			There’s an enormous bonus here that might not be immediately visible, but will become increasingly valuable: you’re paving the way for a stronger relationship with your child into the tween and teen years and beyond. When you establish patterns of joyful connection when children are young, you create a foundation of trust and understanding that’s crucial during adolescence.

			So when the stakes get higher—your child faces peer pressure, complex and drama-filled social dynamics, and big life decisions—they’ll already have a deeply ingrained sense that you’re someone who truly sees and understands them.

			If your kids are like mine, they’ll still occasionally be surly and uncommunicative in their teen years, so you have that to look forward to. But this early investment in connection creates a relationship where your adolescent is much more likely to come to you with problems rather than hiding them, and to actually talk to you through the rough spots.

			Ask parents of teenagers: they’ll tell you that the connection they established with their kids when they were young becomes their most valuable parenting asset when hormones and high school enter the chat. By focusing on joyful, mindful connection now, you’re not just easing today’s challenges—you’re making deposits in your long-term relationship account. Points in the bank that will pay off big-time.

			Real Transformation Through Small Changes

			It’s a simple yet truly powerful approach. When you infuse just one or two of your daily interactions with positivity—turning a rushed morning routine into a playful Good Morning, Body! check-in (this page) or a whiny car ride into a game of Outside Inside listening (this page)—you’re not just making that moment more pleasant for everyone. You’re actually reshaping your child’s brain in ways that promote lifelong emotional health and cognitive abilities.

			And let’s not overlook the fact that this shifts everything for you: your days become way more enjoyable too. Suddenly you’re not just an unpaid Uber driver managing a series of mini-crises, doling out snacks while counting the hours until you can collapse on the couch. You’re more present, calm, and centered, and there’s a lot more joy to be had in your daily routines.

			As any parent knows, when your kids are calmer and more connected to you, life flows better for everyone. The secret isn’t in huge changes—it’s in accumulating small, intentional moments within everyday routines you’re already doing. No special training, no elaborate interventions. Just consistent, simple connections that turn ordinary days into easier, more joyful ones.

			For example: Nearly every morning, Sherrese’s daughter would wake up cranky. She hated getting dressed, and the daily time-to-get-clothes-on struggle left both mom and child near tears. “It was just how I thought the mornings were going to be with a preschooler,” Sherrese said. “Then we started doing the Weather Report (this page) each morning. Now we start the day by looking out the window to check the actual weather, then taking a deep breath and checking our ‘inner weather.’ She gets a chance to say she’s feeling stormy, sunny, or cloudy, and somehow just letting her name it makes everything easier. It’s such a simple thing, but it’s honestly been a game changer for us. Now I can tell right away if she needs extra hugs or if we should skip the elaborate hairstyle that day.”

			Jin was frustrated by bedtime taking forever, as her anxious young son struggled with letting her go and getting to sleep. After trying The Worry Box (this page) for a few days—her son would name his worries and put them in a special, imaginary box for Mom to “hold” overnight—his resistance to bedtime virtually disappeared. “He might say he’s worried about Grandma, who’s sick, or that his friend was mean at the playground. I tell him I’ll hold on to those worries for the night, so he doesn’t have to. And for the first time in months,” she said, “he goes to sleep easily instead of calling me back to his room multiple times.”

			Early childhood teacher Lindsey says, “The 1-2-3 Clap! rhythm game (this page) has helped transitions in my classroom so much! Before, trying to get twenty-five kindergartners to move from centers to circle time was total chaos. Now I start our quick clapping pattern with deep breaths between each round, and it’s like someone flipped a switch in their brains. My co-teacher came in just as they were
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