Playful Parenting, by Lawrence J. Cohen, PhD.
An Outline of the Book

Disclaimer:     This summary was completed through the hard work and effort of parents associated with the online community of Baby Center’s  Attachment Parenting and Positive Parenting Boards. Mr. Cohen is aware of this summary, but did not do any of the summarizing himself.  He is, however, pleased that this project was started.  This outline is meant to be a companion to the book and not a substitution for it.  You would be doing yourself and the author a disservice to read this summary only without having read the real thing first.  We hope that this summary will serve as a tool to help you keep the ideas of Playful Parenting alive in your mind and in your homes.  
Chapter 1: The Value of Being a Playful Parent

Parents want to reconnect with their children, but often don't know how. Play helps to re-
establish a deep emotional bond between parent and child. Children use play to to 
explore, to make sense of all their new experiences, and to recover from life's upsets. Playful Parenting fosters closeness, confidence and connection by allowing parents to enter the child's world on the child's own terms. "Playful Parenting can happen anywhere and anytime, not just during designated playtimes"(2).

However, playfulness doesn't come naturally to all parents. As adults, we don't have much room in our lives for fun and games. It can be especially difficult to make the transition from our stressful, serious daily grown-up activities to the child's world of play. While we might be willing to do what our children want, we get annoyed when their play doesn't follow our expectations or when they demand too much from us. We may also be unable to put aside our own competitiveness or our need to be in control and simply have fun.

 Why Children Play 

All children have their own style of playing, but almost all children have an innate instinct for play. For children, play is like their job. It is their main way of communicating, experimenting, and learning. Experts often describe play as a place of magic and imagination, where children can fully be themselves. 

While play is fun, it is also meaningful and complex. Humans learn new things about the world and themselves through discovery and practice, much of which happens through play. Play allows children to try out adult roles and skills. As they discover their world and what they are able to do in it, children develop a sense of confidence and mastery. Play can also be a way of connecting with others, and of reconnecting after closeness has been severed. Children also use play to recover from emotional distress. By recreating the upsetting scene, children can retell the story with themselves in charge. Finally, play is fun. "Spending time with children is supposed to be joyful"(7).

Fostering Closeness Instead of Isolation 

Games based on the idea of closeness and distance, such as peek-a-boo, hide-and-seek, and tag, are actually about connection. However, sometimes children are not able to connect or reconnect so easily. "They may be annoying, obnoxious, or downright infuriating as they try desperately to signal us that they need more connection. These situations call for creating more playtimes, not doling out punishment or leaving the lonely child all alone"(8). Parents most commonly respond to children's isolation with aggravation or worry. Playful Parenting provides the keys we need to help children out of their fortress of isolation.

Fostering Confidence Instead of Powerlessness 

Self-determination is part of the power aspect of play. When children can do whatever they choose, they are more likely to do it enthusiastically. When children are frustrated too much or are unable to use play to master their world, they retreat into the tower of powerlessness. However, powerlessness is often expressed in some confusing ways, such as preemptive aggression. Engaging playfully with children helps them build the confidence they need to step out of their tower of powerlessness.

Fostering Emotional Recovery Instead of Emotional Distress 

Children use play to recover from upsetting incidents. Play lets them recreate the incident, but this time letting the scary feelings out, usually through giggles. Role reversal lets the child be in the more powerful position. 

Adults need to actively help children recover through play. Children who are not allowed to recover emotionally in a playful way may either try to feel better in less playful ways, or retreat into themselves and bury their feelings. When we see a child who is fearful, violent, or out of control, we usually just see the problem behavior, which angers or worries us so much that we don't think about using play to help solve it.

Children who feel isolated or powerless may:

* be unable to play happily
* resort to hiding or attacking or annoying you
* just go through the motions of life without any real joy or spark
* repeat the same words or games over and over without any fresh ideas and without having much fun
* play in a way that is wilder than usual, or more reckless

Parents may feel at a loss to help when their child is feeling isolated or powerless. They may feel helpless and rejected themselves, and may even retreat into their own towers of isolation and powerlessness. "Play is one of the best ways to engage with children, pulling them out of emotional shutdown or misbehavior, to a place of connection and confidence"(16).
Chapter 2:  Joining Children in Their World

Great play covers the three main purposes of play as well as just being fun.  It allows for connection, addresses power and confidence issues, and allows for the release of frustrations.  First and foremost great play is about joining children in their world, on their level in a way that is fun for them.  Playful parenting begins with an eagerness to connect with children and a willingness to provide children with unlimited refills of love encouragement, and enthusiasm.

Reentering a World We Once Knew
Children benefit and need time away from adults; we don’t have to move into their world.  But, to fulfill the promise of play, children need us to visit their world; to play with them some of the time.  This kind of play can be hard for adults at first, but it is a skill anyone can develop with practice and commitment.  Since children already use play to connect, to heal, and to develop confidence, it is a logical next step for adults to play with them to offer the helping hand they need.

Providing a Helping Hand
Play is children’s main way of communicating.  To leave children alone in their play is like spending the day with adults and never talking to them.  The adult role in play can be quite minimal-just making sure of basic safety and being there if needed.  This role may feel unimportant, but it does make a difference if it is you that is there.  Children need adults with whom they are closest to be nearby some of the time, even when they don’t need much from us.  An example of this type of play is the play interlude in which a parent may look up from their chores to wave goodbye or otherwise participate momentarily in their child’s play.

Children and adults use play naturally to connect, build confidence, and to heal from emotional distress.  But, meaningful play may need more active involvement from the grown ups:

1. when children are having a difficult time connecting with peers or adults.

2. when children seem unable to play freely and spontaneously.

3. when things are changing in their life.

4. when they are in danger.

When Children are Having a Difficult Time Connecting with Peers and Adults
Aggressive behavior is one sign that children are having trouble connecting with those around them.  When children are being overly and consistently aggressive with peers special playtime with parents in which physical contact is encouraged can help.  You can wrestle, have pillow fights, give piggy back rides, as well as give more hugs and cuddling.  If the child starts to behave aggressively, take a break to calm down and then go back to playing.

Sitting (unhappily) off alone is another sign that a child is having trouble connecting.   These children need adults to make an extra effort at playfulness, designed to lure them out of their isolation and into contact.  This infusion of love, affection and attention will help them to enter into peer play with confidence.

When children are having trouble connecting, they need a parent to help them out of their isolation.  Instead, children are often punished or ignored when they are already feeling excluded and lonely.  Sitting alone in ones room is not the best way to develop better ways to play with friends.

When Children Seem Unable to Play Freely and Spontaneously
When asked, teachers describe “good” play as: fluid, creative, imaginative, fun adaptive inclusive of others, and cooperative.  Children need minimal input from adults during this type of play.  Teachers described “problem” play as repetitive, stuck, aggressive, destructive, boring, or exclusive of others.  With this type of play children need adults to provide more structure, information, redirection, enthusiasm, fresh ideas, calming, extra attention, guidelines and limits, and help in verbalizing their behaviors and feelings (say it in words).  Some children seem to know all they need to know about play.  Others need specific lessons in rules skills and sportsmanship.  Teaching these lessons is another obvious role for adults.

When Things are Changing in Children’s Lives
Cohen gives the example of a mom of three who has just had a new baby playing a game with her two older children in which she would fill them up with love and then break the imaginary “love egg” over their heads.  This little game helped her older children to still feel connected to her while she devoted time to caring for the new baby.

When Children are in Danger
There are times when it is dangerous to let children work things out on their own.  When children have bad experiences or feelings and no where to go with them they can end up acting those feelings out others.  These children need play experiences that will interrupt and rechannel their aggressive impulses.  Other children respond to bad experiences and feeling by becoming timid and fearful.  These children need play experiences that will help then to be more assertive and to trust the world enough to come out of their towers of isolations and powerlessness.  Children’s difficulties do not always sort themselves out if the children are left alone, as much as busy parents and teachers wish they would.

The Importance of Getting Down on the Floor  
Getting down on the floor can mean literally getting down on the floor, right where your children like to play.  Other times we get on the floor metaphorically by doing what our children like to do.  Getting on the floor also means joining in play that we would rather ignore or eliminate.  Repetitive play does not change as long as it is played in isolation.  Children need out approval and enthusiasm first, before they can get out of a rut and move on the “better” play.  So even if the goal is to stop a certain type of play, the only effective way is to join the play for a while which can give children the space to change.

When we constantly tell children what they should and should not do they have no room to think for themselves and are forced to choose between resentful obedience and defiant rebellion.  

Why it’s Hard for Adults to Play
Adults have lost much of our ability to play through lack of practice, and through adult preoccupation and worries – and this loss gets in our way of being with children.   We have to take the initiative in reconnecting, instead of waiting for our children or giving up.  Unfortunately, the times when children most need us to play with them tend to be those times when we have the most difficulties in playing with our children.  (See List on Page 1).  Just when our children need us most, when they act up and misbehave and call us names and so on - we get angry and punish them or feel hurt and block them out.  Children need us to make a big effort to overcome our negative feelings to play the games they want to play the way they want to play them.

I Call it Fathering
The nurturing abilities of fathers are seldom acknowledged and even more rarely encouraged.  Fathers often feel marginalized within families, pushed out of the center of family life – assigned by themselves of somebody else to a narrow range of roles that might or might not include play.

One of the best developments in the last ten years or so is the greater participation of fathers in the nuts and bolts of childcare.  The tendency of mothers to perform most of the daily parenting alone is not only an unfair burden on women; it is also a disaster for men to be left out of the loop of day-to-day parenting.  Real parenting takes a commitment to the everydayness of parenting.

Fathers have always been children’s main playmates for rough and tumble play.  This play has over and over been found to be good for children as long as it is not too rough.  But, fathers and children need the ordinary, everyday interactions too.  Children need for men to expand their repertoires; to cuddle, comfort, and play dress up.  Distance is what boys and men struggle against.  As more and more men closeness over distance, fathering won’t have to be separate section in parenting books.

A Special Note About Nonparents
Nonparents play a unique role in the lives of children.  Parents and children often get stuck at am impasse which makes playtime less than fun.  Other adults can often intervene to unstuck the play and get things going again.  Nonparents may offer different kinds of play that parents are not comfortable with, such as play that is messy or rowdy.  Nonparents, even if they are recognized as adults can be accepted as one of the gang in a way that parents cannot.  And children benefit from a thoughtful, respectful adult who can be seen as an ally rather than an enemy.

Tuning in to Your Child
When tuning in, the first thing to notice is “What do children need?”  Is it food, a break, attention?  I’m always amazed when adults say “He just did that for attention.”  Naturally children who need attention will do all kinds of things to get it.  Why not just give it to them?  For playful parenting purposes it is especially useful to translate whatever you hear into the language of closeness and isolation, confidence and powerlessness. 

Tuning in does not mean questioning our children about every detail of their lives.  Another mistake is cutting them off when they are talking about “unimportant” things, or when they are chattering away about nothing, or when they are repeating themselves.  We have to listen to their way of telling things, even if it excruciatingly dull to us, if we want them to get around to telling the good stuff.  Understandably they want to know that we are really listening and aren’t going to interrupt them or scold them, before they are going to share anything important with us.

Human connections are always changing, flowing from connection to disconnection, to reconnection.  Playful parenting can be a guide through these rapid changes.  When we join children in their world of play, we unlock the door to their inner lives and meet them heart to heart.

Chapter 3.  Establishing a Connection
 The key to attachment is responsiveness.  
   When playing a game, make sure the child does not feel mocked or teased by the play.  If this happens, stop the game immediately.  

   The playful parenting technique works best when the adult insists on connecting, but the child sets the terms of the connection.

Connection, Disconnection, and Reconnection

Children repeat the connection, disconnection and reconnection cycle with their parents throughout their life.  When a child is connected, playful parenting is just a way to have fun with your child but when a child is disconnected, it is a good way to draw the child out of isolation.  Play is a child's natural way of recovering from daily emotional upheaval so playful parenting can help a child reconnect.   

Filling My Cup - Attachment and the Drive to Reconnect

The metaphor of filling and refilling a cup is used to describe attachment theory, the basis of heartfelt parent-child connection.  In this metaphor, the parent is the reservoir - a place to start from and return to in between explorations.  An empty cup is when the child is hungry, tired, lonely, or hurt.  It can be refilled by either receiving love, being fed, comforted, and/or nurtured.  As they grow, children's whose cups have been consistently filled carry a strong sense of security and are securely attached.   A child not securely attached tends to be anxious, clingy, withdrawn and shut down.  They might not feel safe, even with the people closest to them or even venture out confidently.  

 Other terms used in this section are leaky cups, or children who constantly need love, reassurance, kisses, ect...  Knocking a cup over is when a child is hit, neglected, or harshly punished.  This may lead to a cracked cup or major abuse or neglect.    

 Playing Toward Connection

Primates also play for many of the same reasons as humans, to reconnect after connection has been severed.  One game to help reconnect is called mirroring.  This is a simple game in which the parent mirrors back facial expressions, smiles, noises, and feelings.   It can create a fun moment of closeness or a deeply felt connection. This game is good for babies, toddlers and older children.

 Another connection game for babies is peek-a-boo.  It reflects the delicate balance of connection and loss of connection.  Mirroring, cuddling, talking, and singing to babies are prototypes of play. 

 The End of Blissful Eye Gazing

Eye gazing is a great way to reconnect with a child.  Eye gazing is still an option even with a child over two.  All children (three, six and older) should be engaged in soulful eye gazing with their parents.  Most parents are skeptical at first, but find it to be very rewarding.  

 Finding Connection Everywhere:  The Love Gun

The love gun shows how an ordinary situation can be resolved playfully.  In this example, a neighbor kid was pointing an (empty) squirt gun at the author, but instead of getting mad he told the kid it was a love gun.  He said that whomever was "shot" would instantly fall in love with the shooter.   At the kid pulled the trigger, the author really hammed it up with a goofy smile and lots of hugs.  Both the author and the kid had a lot of fun and a connection was made.  

 There are many other variations of the love gun.  One variation is slipping love notes under the door when a child is barricading themselves in their room.  Make them very silly and very sappy (read the notes a loud if the child can’t read).  If a child is kicking or punching, say that the kicks or punches are love taps.  To make sure you are not hurt, hold the child closer not further away.

 Unlocking the Tower of Isolation

Children isolate themselves in many ways like insulting people.  The key to unlocking the tower of isolation is realizing that insults are sometimes requests for connection.  Instead of getting mad, turn it into play.  Like if a child calls you stinker, say that is your nickname or secret name.  

 If the child is physically or emotionally isolating themselves keep inviting the child to connect.  However, try to make the offer on their terms, in the way they chose.  Reconnection takes persistence.  The author described on story about passing a note under a locked door to a child.  It took about 1/2 hour before the child opened up the door. 

 Who is that Holding You?  Moving form Casual Connection to Deep Connection

Developing a connection involves more than playing.  There are other nonplayful interactions just as important like comforting and holding a crying child.  The author describes an example from his own life.  During his wife's internship, she would be away from her daughter for 36 hours.  The connection was severed and it became apparent when the mom would try to gaze loving into her daughter's eyes and her daughter would look elsewhere.  In order to reconnect, they would play the game “who is holding you”.  It may take a lot repetition but reconnection was established when the daughter would lovingly look up to her mom and say "Mommy is holding me."  This is one way of how play can help move a relationship from a casual connection to a deep connection

Chapter 4:  Encouraging Their Confidence

Power & Powerlessness

Unfortunately you see plenty of children that are afraid to speak their mind or think their own thoughts & plenty that are reckless, violent & bossy but none of this is confidence.

Society is ambivalent about power.  Adults are especially this way about children in power.  We applaud them when they stand up for a friend but we don’t want them standing up to us!  We want them to be assertive, confident & poised but not abusive or pushy.  We admire physical strength, self-confidence & courage but we punish aggression & bullying.  This is a confusing line for children.  

Power

Confidence = POSITIVE Power – the power to take a stand for what’s right, the power to be adventurous (w/in safe limits), the power to achieve a goal, the power of happy play.  

Powerlessness

1. This looks like whining, passivity, timidity.  

2. Pseudo Power a hollow imitation of power includes biting, hitting being reckless, stealing, intimidating & bossing.

Playful parenting helps children out of the traps of each type of powerlessness.

Fortunately most kids experience waves of the healthy kind of power.

Wave 1 – Infant Power – I cry & I get milk, I smile & you smile back.  Frustration mounts when they cry or smile & nothing happens.  I little frustration is important & necessary for a child to develop but too much leads to powerlessness.

Infants learn about everything through interaction.  The parent is actually the infants first & best toy.  Through interacting w/ a parent they learn the most important element of their world – other humans.  It teaches them about their senses, gravity, motion, making toys appear & disappear – all the basic rules of the universe.

Wave 2 – Toddler Power – The power to say no, to assert themselves as a separate person.  If this power is respected but safely contained w/ firm loving limits then the growing child can assert their own identity w/out hurting themselves or others.  This growing independence can scare & annoy parents.  Some may crack down to hard & trample their child’s spirit.  This is shown to be when child abuse increases.  The middle ground between excessive punishment & no limits is to recognize & enjoy the burst in independence while providing safety & structure of clear limits.  

Wave 3 – Child Power (Preschool to Adolescence) – This is when they try to make their own place in the world.  They learn to play games, make friends, read & write.  There are new ways to feel powerful or powerlessness.  For some it’s when winning & losing become so emotionally charged.  This can be w/ sports, games, making friends, understanding fractions, etc.  All children experience frustration as they grow up.  Powerlessness rears its head when as a result of the setbacks they experience as they try to feel confident & self-assured.  They can’t do things as well as their friends or siblings, they’re criticized & given grades so they feel judged.  They are overloaded w/ thoughts on how they should behave, act, talk, dress, etc.  The combined effects of these feelings lead children to powerlessness via passivity or aggressive pseudo power.

The PP approach will help children & parents at every stage/wave of this development sequence.  All the healthy aspects of power can be fostered through play & playfulness.  When powerlessness creeps in (& it will) PP can help children back to confidence & competence.  

Experimenting W/ Power:  Playing the Poopyhead Game
Reverse psychology & an experiment w/ power.  The power of words & the power to break rules.  Let them experiment on you not other kids because that will cause hurt feelings.  When they experiment w/ us it allows us to step out of the power struggle & into play.

Bathroom humor & name-calling are both great loves of a young child.  They also both relate to power – controlling one’s bodily functions & the power to hurt someone’s feelings.  When the author is called a Poopyhead he says shhh don’t tell everyone my secret name an of course they then shout it out to everyone.  He’ll then laugh & say he was only kidding his REAL secret name is Rice Krispies Cake (or something really silly bc the object is to break the tension about name calling w/ some serious giggles). The child then shouts out the REAL secret name.  He has played this game w/ some kids for hours.  

Another game helps them stop using inappropriate words, body parts, obscenities, etc.  Once a child says such a word the author tells them they can say that all they want but if you say Bobbleyboo you’re gonna get in big trouble.  When they say it the author pretends to get them trouble.  Children love this game & they actually stop being so obsessed w/ saying the other words.  

Preparing Your Child for the World
Many parents believe in the cold-cruel-world philosophy.  They believe they have to prepare their kids for the hardships in life by getting them used to it.  What a child really needs is to feel secure & self confident & this comes from loved & well cared for.  Not over protected but not toughened up either.  Too much protection creates fearfulness & timidity.  It’s best to both nurture & challenge children.  A good example of this is while playing games.  Sometimes a child may want to win & other times they may want more of a challenge.  It’s best to follow their lead.  Children probably won’t come out & say it so be alert to subtle signals, like “Did you let me when?” or “This is boring.”  You answer w/ “I didn’t play my hardest; do you want me to?”  Maybe they gloat over winning even though you let them win.  You could say, “Should I play my hardest so you don’t win all the time?”  If it goes well they will balance the enjoyment of winning even unfairly & the enjoyment of a challenging match even if they lose.  Playing a game is more than just the actual game it’s also a confidence building game.  

Children will let you know via signals if they need special attention regarding their feelings about winning or losing.  If they’re very upset about losing or very obnoxious about winning you may need to change from playing the game to playing w/ these themes.  I.E. Play a game where you always win & be big figure of a sore loser or brag about how great you are & miss every shot.  Do whatever will make them laugh & release that feeling of life or death over the outcome of the game.

Quieting that Critical Voice

Adults are known for taking the fun & playfulness out everything from swimming to math.  Even worse is our tendency to criticize children.  It happen so often many adults don’t even realize it.  It installs a little voice in their head that will criticize them for the rest of their life.  As adults that little voice is probably still there.  Sometimes children just need a little encouragement but many times their inner voice tries to have the last word.  At this point we just need to listen & maintain our confidence in them while allowing them to release their feelings.  This is a crucial part of PP.

Recovering Lost Confidence
Children gravitate to play that helps them master the big & little upsets in their lives.  I.E. A 15 month old was upset that her parents were going out even though she was being left w/ a sitter she liked.  The little girl made up a game of hide & seek & played it w/ the sitter over & over.  Playing w/ the ideas of disappearance & return helped her remember that her parents would come home.  Play gives a child a safe place to experiment at will, suspend rules & constraints.  They can give a story a happy ending or become the hero.  When children are struggling parents can help w/ their recovery of confidence by playing w/ them.  Almost all children will face a “trauma”, losing a friend, being teased, etc.  These things are painful & will hurt a child’s confidence.  Parents tend to turn towards lectures but a playful approach is much more helpful.  Parents could act out a similar situation by using dolls.  This is especially useful when kids don’t want to talk about situations that may be bothering them.  I.E. If you suspect your child is upset that you & your spouse have been arguing.  You could make the mom & dad dolls argue & this will give the child the opportunity to pick up the theme.  They may take another doll & say please make up or I’m going to run away, etc.

Chapter 5:  Follow the Giggles
 Laughing is essential to Playful Parenting. Invite giggles at every opportunity: exaggerate; ham it up; use a funny voice; sing or pretend to fall over.  If you feel embarrassed, have a stuffed animal or action figure act silly on your behalf.

 We tend to get serious with children who are being obnoxious, aggressive or uncooperative, but these are the times when playful parenting is the most useful. 

 Laughter is:

· a sign of connection and closeness between people 

· a sign of someone successfully completing a challenging task 

· a sign that a child no longer feels miserable or hurt 

· a way people release fears, embarrassment and anxiety 

· a good way to lighten up a conflict or tense moment 

 Use trial and error to find out what works to make your kids laugh.  Older children are more challenging, & even young ones may have refined taste.  Ask them to make you laugh, or read books and watch T.V. together to get an idea of what they find funny.

  Kids seem to laugh at a phase when they’re moving between being too young to “get” something, to finding it beneath them.  (E.g. babies laugh at disappearing objects; Kindergarten/grade 1 students laugh when an adult says she/he wants to marry Barney or Barbie).  Try to find that edge with your kids. 

 Examples:
 1.      Play chase with a 2 year old & stumble and fall just as you’re about to catch him/her.

2.      Instead of asking your pre-teens to clean up their room for the 10th time, perform a popular song with dancing requesting that they clean up. 

3.      Put on a teenager’s clothes & jewelry (the outfit that drives you crazy) and see how long it takes for her/him to notice.

4.      With a child saying that she wanted everything advertised on T.V., the author started saying he wanted two of everything & turned it into a game.

5.      Invite kids to take turns saying, “This is a serious and solemn occasion.” with a straight face, or other types of staring contests.

 Note the difference between joyful laughter and laughter that teases and rejects. Don’t imitate them to annoy them or teach them a lesson.  Monitor their reactions to make sure you’re not belittling them.

 Never hold them down and tickle them against their will (The author mentions this because it’s one of the few close contact games, men were taught to play as children) 

1)      If kids say they hate you, calls you a mean name or pretend to shoot at you, pretend you’re wounded and fall down on top of them.  (Show you love them, even when they feel monstrous.) 

2)      When kids are trying to be gross (showing half-chewed food in their mouths or saying offensive things), say, “Oh darling, that’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard/seen”.

3)      Express love in a goofy exaggerated way – 2 adults can each grab an arm and say “He’s mine; no he’s mine, I love him so much.”  The silliness catches them off guard and fills their cups.  (The author comments that all kids, even in very loving homes, often have moments of feeling unlovable)

4)      When kids try out words that “freak out” grownups, make up your own “bad” words and act horrified when you hear them.  

5)      Help kids with fears, by acting fearful yourself (e.g. pretend to be afraid of everything, the letter Q, light bulbs, pencils etc.).  This helps kids get some distance from their own fears and allows them a release through giggles.

6)      Play chase and let child have one narrow escape after another, and act shocked that they got away.  Play at the edge of their development, making it harder and harder, but still allowing them to escape.  This allows children to feel powerful, (which is important because kids often try to overcome powerless feelings by making other kids feel stupid or helpless). 

7)      When you’re frustrated, as an alternative to making real threats, make funny, mock threats to lighten up the situation and turn it into play.  (e.g. “If you do that one more time, I’m going to pour water on my head.” Although you don’t really do it, you’re no longer locked in battle.  Author notes, if you’re too mad to do this, then you’re too mad to be making real threats).

8)      Play dumb.  Rather than lecturing, ask about what’s happening.  (e.g. if one child is picking on another, comment that the smaller child doesn’t seem to be enjoying the game or say, “That looked painful.  What’s going to happen next?”  The kids are usually surprised, and laugh instead of continuing the conflict

9)      Use giggles to make up if you haven’t been able to avoid conflict; often it’s the adult who won’t let go and wants endless remorse and apologies.  We need to realize that laughter is healing. 

 Children often feel stupid and it helps them to see an adult lose their dignity. If we invite children to laugh at us during playtime, they’re less likely to do it at others in a rude way. By laughing together a lot, we can help kids release emotion in a way that isn’t hurtful to others.

 Author recognizes that this kind of play is hard for parents, especially after a long day at work, or if you’re suffering from depression.  Parents need to set aside time for high energy play with kids & seek help, if they’re not able to giggle with their kids.  Kids need us to loosen up.

Parents can get caught off guard by emotions shifting during play.  After a giggly game a child might release a torrent of tears over a minor injury, or have a tantrum for no apparent reason.  The shift happens because the play often triggers a release of backed up feelings.   If you’re prepared for this, it’s easier to relax and sit with them while they work their emotion out.  Allow sadness to happen & don’t try to push them into laughter right away again. 

The author also notes, the chapter shouldn’t be taken to mean we need to be cajoling children out of their genuine feelings of sadness or loneliness or serious moods when they occur.  Children should be engaged – focused, relaxed and interested, as opposed to bored, listless or bouncing off the walls.  
Chapter 6:  LEARN TO ROUGHHOUSE
 
Cohen starts by saying many parents, especially mothers, insist that they couldn’t possibly wrestle – but says to please read this anyway.
 
Many animals wrestle, including humans, and for a variety of reasons.  Children wrestle and roughhouse to test their strength, to have fun, and to learn to control their aggression.
 
Boys and girls, active and quiet, can all benefit from thoughtful physical play with adults.  “The active ones, who are going to be in the thick of the rough and tumble in school and on the playground, need a chance to do it first with someone who can give them undivided attention, help them deal with their fears, hesitations, impulses, anger, etc. … Meanwhile, children who are less physically active need roughhousing with adults so they can explore their physical power and develop their confidence and assertiveness.”
 
When children show their wild sides, parents need to be both persistent and calm.  “If we can stay with them, physically and emotionally, we will find the cooperative, loving, joyful human being who may have been buried under a pile of angry or scary or sad or lonely feelings.  Wrestling with them can help them find their true selves again.”
 
There are many ways to wrestle.  Cohen has 10 rules.
 
1. Provide basic safety.  Set up ground rules such as no hitting, biting, punching, kicking or headlocks.  Pushing and holding are not only safer than these activities, but they are also more conducive to building confidence and connection.  In addition, a commitment to safety helps children feel freer in the game.  Agree on a word or phrase (from “halt” to “banana cream pie”) that will make everyone stop immediately.  Make sure to watch out for emotional safety too – no teasing or humiliating the child.  If children push the limits, try to remind them instead of immediately quitting the game.  That helps impulsive or aggressive children learn to control those feelings.
2. Find every opportunity for connection.  Insert connection wherever possible.  Ex., a child who avoids eye contact can be asked to take part in “the ancient warrior custom of looking each other deep in the eyes.”  Or fall down slowly right on top of the child.  Take cuddle breaks.  Make setting limits an opportunity for connection instead of the disconnect of breaking off the game at the first infraction.
3. Look for every opportunity to increase their confidence and sense of power.  Mostly by giving the right level of resistance and by encouraging the child.
4. Use every opportunity to play through old hurts.  If a child is unhappy with the outcome of some kind of earlier challenge, it can help to replay it.  Goal is not necessarily to win but to play all out to help get rid of the frustration, humiliation and helpless feelings from the earlier hurt.
5. Provide just the right level of resistance to the child’s needs.  The goal is not necessarily to win “but to let the child use their inner power fully, in a way that does not hurt anyone.”
6. Pay close attention.  Signs that wrestling is on the right track are a) giggling and b) sweating, straining and exertion.  Signs that something is wrong are “lack of eye contact, giving up, blind rage, or the child’s actually trying to hurt you.”
7. (Usually) let the child win.  It is sometimes a good idea to ask the child if he wants you to try your hardest.
8. Stop when someone is hurt.  Pause and pay attention to injuries.  This is especially important for boys who are often encouraged to keep on playing when they’re hurt.  For more timid children, the challenge can be to get them to keep playing after a break.
9. No tickling allowed.  No holding people down and tickling them against their will.  Tickling can be confusing – children may be laughing but not enjoying it.  It can make kids feel out of control.  So best to avoid it when wrestling.
10. Keep your own feelings from getting in the way.  Adults can be flooded with feelings left over from their own childhoods, giving them the urge to humiliate, tease or dominate the child; or they may feel weak and helpless and shy away from the idea of wrestling altogether.  Put these feelings aside and pay attention to the child’s needs.
 
GETTING STARTED WITH PLAYFUL WRESTLING
 
Say, “Let’s wrestle!”  If the child asks what’s that, tell them to try to pin you down using all their strength.  Or tell him to try to sneak past you, or knock you over.
 
AGGRESSION
 
When male animals fight for dominance, they rarely fight to the death – this means they are holding back some of their strength.  The same is true for young humans.  They aren’t just practicing aggression, they are practicing restraint and control.
 
He addresses the issue of war play here.  When children in the U.S. play war, they are testing their strength and “exploring the complex world of conflicts, alliances and strategies.”  He discusses the dispute over whether war play is OK or whether it leads to real violence and numb children to people’s pain and suffering.  He says, “I think that both groups are a little bit right.”  He suggests that there is a good kind of fantasy war play, using pretend weapons (like sticks or even magical weapons like wands and dragon’s teeth) rather than realistic toy guns; parents can keep it lighthearted with silly death scenes and can introduce themes like army medics or caring soldier buddies.  He says that if kids don’t come to terms with aggression through play, they will repress these feelings and it can backfire.
 
It’s not just boys who may need aggressive play.  Many preschoolers, including girls, are exploring new things they can do (ie., push somebody hard enough to knock them over) and ideas about how much control they and others have over their aggression.  Games dealing with impulse control can help with this.   (This will be discussed soon.)  Role-reversal games can help too.
 
BENEFITS OF ACTIVE PHYSICAL PLAY
 
This includes all active play, not just wrestling.  Most kids need much more than they get.  Children learn by using their bodies.  Parents often try to talk through parenting problems where physical play can be much more helpful.  These problems include:
 
· Self-soothing.  When children have trouble calming down or feeling better after an upset, they need cuddling.  But if they can’t settle down, they can’t get the cuddling – especially a problem for many boys.  Wrestling often helps, since active kids may do best with active cuddling.   With these active kids, parents may be afraid to roughhouse because they think the kids will get wound up and won’t be able to settle back down.  But these are the children who most need the practice at settling down.  If they don’t get the practice in a controlled environment, they can get really out of control. 

· Paying attention.  Certain games can greatly help children who have trouble paying attention and focusing.  This play is called self-regulation.  Have children do some active repeated movement – like jump, run or dance – or even sing, scream, etc.  Then call out frequent quick changes, like “Go faster, slower, super-fast, right, left, hop on your left foot,” etc.  This is one of the best ways to make up for deficits in emotional regulation. 

· Motor planning and sequencing.  This problem is seen in problems such as difficulty getting organized for school, keeping track of assignments, or finishing projects.  Helpful play includes obstacle courses, treasure hunts, or clapping or jump-rope games. 

· Impulse control.  Lecturing and punishing rarely help with impulse control such as when a child can’t sit still at circle time.  Instead, play out the situations where the child is impulsive, such as school, getting dressed, wanting to share a toy or waiting before crossing the street.
Positive Parenting Chapter 7: Suspend the Reality, Reverse the Roles 

This chapter talks about how play is important because it suspends the normal roles and rules of life, and allows the child to try on new roles, try out being the rule enforcer and experiment with power. "Role reversal is especially helpful for restoring children's sense of confidence . . . and for overcoming fears and inhibitions." (p. 113) 

Children often feel powerless in their world, as they are the ones following the rules, getting told what to do and when to do it. Play gives them a chance to take on a powerful role. Even older children will take on new roles - pre-adolescents play at becoming teenagers, teenagers take on the role of an adult. 

Using Role Reversal 

Role reversal can help children restore their confidence by making sure that it is the adult, and not the child, who appears incompetent in play. Adults often try to boost a child's confidence with words and lectures about "how well they are doing". Often this doesn't work. Children still feel incompetent because they are less good at things than adults are. By reversing the roles, the adult can help the child cut through their own feelings of incompetence. In doing so, the child can feel more competent than the adult, even if it's for a short time. 

Role reversal can also help with older children who are picking on smaller ones. By "reversing the roles" and asking the older child to pick on an adult instead, the older child gets a chance to play out power issues, but in a situation that won't get them into trouble. The adult can pretend to be incompetent, and thus give the older child a feeling of power, or the adult can wrestle with the older child, and show the older their limitations (but still let them win). 

The Importance of Storytelling 

Storytelling is a way to help children address and heal fears. Often children play the same scenes over and over again, but don't seem to heal from it. Other times, children appear to be avoiding an issue. Storytelling can help children address these issues in a non-threatening way. 

Stories "work best when they are thinly disguised versions of the truth  close enough to make a connection between the story and the real events and feelings, but different enough to make it safe." (p. 117) Finding the right distance from the events that are troubling is sometimes difficult, but with practice you can talk about topics that may be too hard to address directly.  Joint storytelling can also be a way for children and parents to work out difficult issues - have the child add elements and create part of the story for you to continue on. As children get older (10 to 12), the focus can shift to the child to listening to the child's own story. One powerful tool is having an older child tell their life story - perhaps over and over again, asking them to add details each time. Resist the urge to fill things in for them or to correct them. This is their story. 

Parents as Directors: Helping Children Take on Fears 

Sometimes parents need to take on the role of scriptwriter or director in order to help children address fears. Children, like adults, will gladly avoid things they are afraid of. But this does little to help them get over the fear. Initiating a game about the fears can help the child overcome them. Sometimes games don't work and parents have to address the fear head-on. If this happens, try to balance the desire to protect the child from any fear and the desire to push them to get over it. Taking it slowly, watching the child's reactions and pushing them to the edge (but not over) of their abilities will help them deal with it. Finally, sometimes children seek out scary experiences and want to relive them over and over again. When they do this, especially with an adult who can intervene when things get too scary, they desensitize themselves. If the child seeks out the fear but just gets scared over and over again, the adult needs to intervene, often with role reversal play and help the child through the fear. 

Fantasy Play 

Sometimes role reversal isn't necessary. Sometimes just playing out the actual difficulties can help. This is what happened when Larry Cohen's daughter said "Let's pretend you're the dad and I'm the daughter and you're mad at me." Sometimes controlling the game is enough for the child to play through the issues. Children may often do this when playing through a painful theme, such as jealousy toward a sibling, feeling that no on likes them or difficulties in school. Many children will introduce their own fantasy play, other children need a push from the adult. Introduce a conflict or a challenge, or give other characters in the story the same conflicts the child is dealing with (having the tow truck say "You love the fire truck more than me!") The child may be mean or nasty to this character, which shows how bad he feels about the problem. Or the child may show you exactly what she needs from you in this play. 

At times, it is difficult to read between the lines when a child says "I hate you" to see that what the child means is "everyone hates me". Being able to address these comments in a playful way "Waaah, he HATES me!!!" or "Well, you can hate me, just don't LOVE me!!" can help the child through the emotions. 

Children often take on good guy/bad guy play (cops and robbers, Batman, etc.). This kind of play disturbs parents sometimes, but it is a good way to practice control over aggression. Playing at hurting people (being the bad guy) or at hurting bad people (the good guy) can help children learn to control these impulses. 

Finding an Original Script 

Sometimes children initiate role reversal play; sometimes they need help from adults to do that. Because of the pervasive influence of the media, children sometimes need active adults in order to help them write and star in their own stories. Sometimes leaving children to their own devices means leaving them to the power of the best marketing. The problem with children following the scripts written by the media is that these scripts tell children both what to buy AND how to play with those things. Thus, children do not get a chance to play out themes and issues that are important them and their development. At the same time, you can't ban media themes because children often need to play these themes out to find out what they mean to them. As parents, we need to watch media with our children, talk with them about it, but also play these themes with the child, twisting the roles and adding new themes. 

The best solution is to limit the amount of exposure to media, and play with your child.

Chapter 8:  Empower Girls & Connect with Boys
(Suggestions for playing in italics)
  The author discusses studies that show people have a tendency to treat babies & children differently based on their gender. We discourage boys from expressing emotions like fear, sadness and loneliness.   We nurture girls more, but tend to overprotect them.  

 The author accepts that inborn gender differences exist, but feels they are quite small.  Society exaggerates the differences, thus limiting the individual potential of our children.  All children need both closeness and confidence. Girls need play that encourages them to be daring and strong.  Boys need play that encourages connection.

 Why I play Barbie (and Action Figures) even though I hate it:
 If we lecture kids that a game is too girly or too violent, they’ll shut us out.  They will still play those games, but their play will be influenced by toy marketers and T.V. show writers instead of us.  When playing Barbies, invent story lines that involve the dolls being strong and brave.   When playing action figures or war type games, make comments like, “That must hurt.”  With boys the author also takes an opportunity to connect through touch, by crouching and hiding behind them or falling on top of them when evading the enemy. The author encourages creating characters that allow children to laugh at stereotypes (e.g. having a strong Barbie argue with super feminine Barbie, or pretending to be “Never Cry Man”, who constantly bursts into tears.)

 Drawing:
Kids often get into drawing gender stereotyped pictures. Draw with them to help them out of this loop.  Challenge them to try something they haven’t done before, or joke that that they’ve drawn a love battleship, or a warrior rainbow. 

 Abuse
Girls tend to be abused at home by people who manipulate close relationships.  Boys tend to be abused by strangers who exploit boys’ need for affection.   Parents need to engage with boys to help free them up to express the emotions that society tells them to hide. 

 Ideas for connecting with boys:
 Fortunately/Unfortunately story game – go back and forth telling a story together, one person starting his/her segment with “Unfortunately”, the other person starting with “Fortunately”.  The disaster/rescue scenario is an important theme for children.
 Squiggle – one person draws a bunch of random squiggles and the second person has to connect them to form a picture.
 Play “Name that feeling” – make a face or ask your child to make one & guess the emotion.  Try to identify emotions in faces in magazines.
 Create characters that are over-emotional during imaginary play.  Children especially love characters who cry in an exaggerated way. 
 With older boys who are resistant to communicating:
 Ask them to give a thumbs up or down, instead of asking for details about their day.  The boy in this example went on to invent a series of signals for different happenings.

 During a video game, hide screen so that only you can see it & see if it is still playable with you giving voice instructions only.
Older girls:
Young girls often work out connection problems through doll play & parents can help by participating.   As they get older, connect by offering to do whatever they want to do with them.  Author suggests saying, “Your turn” & when they ask what you mean, tell them that we can do whatever or go wherever they want.  Wait & give them a chance to think instead of jumping in with suggestions
 Boys Powerlessness
 Author thinks some instances of Attention Deficit Disorder are really attachment problems.  Boys may behave recklessly in response to having their cups empty. 

 Parents should be a soothing influence in the face of impulsiveness.  They can say, “Slow down; let’s figure out how to do this safely, or “Let’s try this; I’ll spot you.”

 Sit down and invite kids to try to push you over.  Direct contact is more effective than the pretend ninja moves, they often pick up from T.V.  Kids who seem the most aggressive, will often give up easily because they fear being really powerful. 

 Boys get teased for crying & then we’re surprised when they hit someone or break something to release emotion.  When children are punished for having and showing feelings, it’s harder to recover from a loss and no chance to get it out of their systems.  Boys need to be allowed to express their feelings.

 Author suggests pretending to be the “Designated Screamer” when a child is holding in physical pain, and hopping around and acting hurt for him. 

 Mixed Gender Play
 Around Kindergarten or Grade 1, boys and girls start having different styles of play.  Rather than finding neutral things like drawing for kids, to do when you have a child of the opposite gender visiting, get down on the floor and play with them.  Combine Barbies and Action Figures and have them visit the moon, or another non-traditional activity that will engage both. 

 Conclusion
Cuddling, comforting and valuing boys do not make them weak; it makes them emotionally strong.  Although we’re less afraid of letting girls be powerful and strong, there’s still room for improvement. 
Chapter 9:  Follow Your Child's Lead

There is a delicate balance between following a child's lead, and stepping in

when intervention is necessary. Allowing children to be in charge of the play

helps to develop their creativity and sense of confidence. However, sometimes

parents have to intervene to help children get unstuck from boring, repetitive,

or potentially harmful play.

How to Follow a Child's Lead

* Just say yes

* Do whatever they want to do

* Be safe (but don't worry too much)

* Set aside Play Time

* Take time to recover

Just Say Yes

Many parents respond to children's requests by saying no almost as a reflex. If

you try counting how many times you say no to children in an hour or a day, you

will probably be surprised. As often as we can handle it, children need us to

enthusiastically say yes.

We tend to say no when we know something that children are suggesting is a bad

idea, but providing shortcuts like this does not help children to develop their

own good judgement. Children need to discover certain things for themselves with

our encouragement and support. Although there obviously must be limits, parents

should try to break out of the automatic habit of saying no. Most situations in

life are not so drastic that children can't be allowed to figure them out for

themselves. If a child suggests something dangerous, enthusiastically agreeing

to it will probably prompt the child to say, "No! That's dangerous". If a child

suggests something that seems impossible, refraining from saying it can't work

gives them the opportunity to think it through for themselves, and they may even

surprise you and figure out how to make it work. By saying "Let's try it and

see" rather than "That won't work", children will see you as an ally rather than

a naysayer.

However, saying yes does not mean hiding your feelings. It's fine to say you

hate a certain game, but rather than refusing to play it, try humorously begging

and pleading not to have to play it. When you agree to play games you dislike,

you and your child may find a way to make the game fun for both of you.

Saying yes means having a basic attitude of acceptance rather than rejection,

approval rather than disapproval. Be animated, be enthusiastic, be warm,

inviting, and supportive. Also be sure to take stock of your own feelings,

especially depression and anger, as these emotions can make it hard to fully

join your child's play. Set aside certain times to try on this attitude of

acceptance and approval, even if it's just for a few minutes at first. A short

period of truly engaged play is more helpful than hours of halfhearted,

distracted interaction. Children may even be less demanding of your attention

the rest of the time when they get regular periods of dedicated playtime.

Do Whatever They Want to Do

According to Patty Wipfler, Special Time is a time for parents to relax and

connect with their children. Following children's leads and doing whatever they

want to do are the cornerstones of Special Time. Children use play to tell us

about their lives. Playing whatever and however they want is our way of really

listening. As adults, we are frustrated when we're trying to tell someone

something, but they keep interrupting, changing the subject, or telling us what

to do or how to feel. However, this is exactly what we do to children when we

refuse to play a game that is important to them or take over the game and tell

them how to play it properly. Children need us to be active participants in the

play, just as listening requires active attentiveness, but it can be a challenge

to actively participate while still following their lead.

When we tell children that we don't want to play, the message they receive is "I

don't want to join you in your world." Play is children's way of talking and

thinking about experiences that are scary, confusing, or overwhelming. Some

parents are concerned that if they let the child lead, they will always want to

do the same thing over and over, but the more we let children take the lead, the

more room they have to try out new things. The more we join children in their

world, the more cooperative they'll be when we drag them along to ours.

Be Safe (But Don't Worry Too Much)

When parents let their child take the lead, they often wonder what to do when

children want to do something dangerous. We sometimes use safety as a good

excuse for our own insecurities and inhibitions. We may feel that we are

concerned about our children's safety when we say no, but we may really be just

protecting ourselves from discomfort, embarrassment, and uncertainty. We have to

separate our own fears from actual danger. In these cases, parents could say

"That scares me. Let's see if we can figure out a way to do it safely. If we

can't, we'll have to forget it." Children have very good judgment when they are

allowed to use it. Many parents worry more about danger than they need to,

especially when they are going to be playing together with their children.

Parents can always slow things down and help children think through the

consequences rather than preemptively declaring something to be impossible or

too dangerous.

Set Aside Playtime

When we allow children to choose what to play and how to play, their cup is

refilled. If Playful Parenting is an invitation to join children in their world,

Play Time is an invitation to go a step further. Play Time is essentially

"Playful Parenting Plus": it means more enthusiasm, more joining, more

commitment to closeness and confidence, more fun, a more welcoming attitude

toward children's feelings, more willingness to put our own feelings aside, and

more active and boisterous play. Play Time is regular one-on-one time with a

child, where the adult offers the child undivided attention with no

interruptions, and focuses on connection, engagement, and interaction. The

concept of Play Time is very similar to what play therapists do all the time:

regular sessions of play that either follow the child's lead or push them to

overcome some emotional block. While therapists tend to work with children who

are facing problems, play has a healing power for all children. Even for

children whose parents already spend a lot of time playing, Play Time allows

them to look forward to it and plan for it, and they often save up their

feelings for it. This makes Play Time a challenge, but it can also help children

to be less demanding at other times. Children need attention, and they will get

it however they can (even in negative ways) if they don't get it through Play

Time.

Play Time can also have specific benefits for specific problems. It can help

with sibling rivalry and other family conflicts, help parents connect with

hard-to-reach children, and provide opportunities for parents and older children

to have fun together. For example, sibling rivalry often recedes when each child

has regular one-on-one time with a parent.

When we officially set aside Play Time, it helps us to be extra enthusiastic, to

say yes instead of no, to do what children want, and not to worry too much about

safety and rules. This can be a challenge for parents, so you might want to

start with just ten or fifteen minutes at first. Even though Play Time may be

short at first, it gives children permission to bring up emotional subjects that

are usually not encouraged or allowed. The fact that parents are choosing to

play whatever children want is a big deal for them, and the fact that you give

them your full attention is an even bigger deal. Children respond so well to

Play Time because we are reaching for them to make a close connection. It shows

them that we don't always act as if it's more important to talk on the phone, or

protect the furniture, or stick to our rules than it is to play with them and

have fun.

It is also important to give children a free and open choice, even if we think

we know exactly how they would like to spend Play Time. Don't be too quick to

start doing or suggesting what you think they want to do. Everybody will have

more fun if you can figure out what you really want to do instead of guessing.

Whether to allow Play Time to transcend the usual rules is a controversial area.

Children may often want to use the safety of Play Time to handle something new

or difficult. Parents can experiment to see what works for them and their

children. One possible way of handling this is to try out the forbidden activity

with a five or ten minute time limit, and the option to call it off if it gets

out of hand. 

Chilren also use Play Time to push us to rethink some of our rules and

regulations. Parents should consider whether the play or activity is really

dangerous, or whether is just makes them feel horribly uncomfortable. In these

situations, a two-part approach may be helpful in balancing children's desire to

figure something our with their play and the parent's need to feel comfortable

with it. The first part can include, for example, talking to other parents about

your concerns and discussing your values. The second part involves discovering

ways for children to explore the themes they're drawn to without making it too

hard for parents to participate in the play. When parents are experimenting with

an unsettling situation like this, it help to keep Play Times short - a half

hour or less.

Chapter 10: Taking Charge (When Necessary)

The basic rule is to follow, at least until you have a good reason to jump in and lead.  

You may need to take charge momentarily to redirect and help a child get unstuck.

Ways to take charge:

1. Offer a gentle push. Join in on a child’s activity and change it a bit; ask a simple question or make a comment; “Let’s play soccer outside.”

2. Insist on making a connection.  As babies, it’s easier to connect.  Once they get a little older, they can’t tell us that they still need to connect.  It becomes our job to take the lead and insist on it.  Ways to connect: hugging, looking into each other’s eyes, shaking hands, wresting, high-five.  Assume the need for more affection is behind their rejecting and/or obnoxious behavior.  If they tune us out when we take time to play after they’ve demanded it, they are mad at us for not connecting sooner.  Be persistent and push gently for connection. Kids can release painful emotions through crying, tantrums, kicking, screaming; this clears the way for them to get back to normal.

a. To overcome a fear (ex: of dogs), we must go with them to the edge, the point they don’t want to go beyond.  Stay at the edge until they are ready to go closer.  They need us nearby to feel safe.  

b. If they have a fear of connection, Martha Welch’s controversial book “Holding Time” advocates the adult physically hold the child through the child’s struggles to resist.  Firm holding calms violent or agitated children; contact, firm pressure, and safety help organize impulses.  This is not to punish, or assert control, but to enable them to release emotions that interfere with connecting.

c. Adults usually settle for a superficial level of connection.  Don’t give up after rejection: keep inviting.  

d. Sometimes, we have to say no: if they want something badly and get it, decide they want something else badly and get that, then want something else, etc.; or, if they keep trying dangerous/destructive/hurtful activity.  Saying “no” provides the resistance that prompts letting out the feelings as tantrums or tears.  They lose it over little things because they don’t have the ability to talk directly about feelings.

3. Challenge them.  Be playfully obstructive.  For physical challenges, join them and structure it rather than forbid it.

4. Introduce important themes.  Incorporate problem areas into play (with a light touch).  If child plays out same theme over and over, become a character in the play and introduce changes to turn the situation around.  Example: racism: Doll says to frog, “You’re green. I don’t want to play with you.”

5. Make it fun.  Parents resort to bribes, which are not the same as figuring out how to make something fun.

Suggestions: Play at making silly rules and breaking them.  Make an aggressive activity the rule, but with silly restrictions (like standing on one foot and singing) to help develop emotional regulation.  To calm wild kids, start at their level; lead them around in a wild race, gradually slowing down. 

Chapter 11:  Learn to Love the Games you Hate
Summary:  This chapter covers themes that make parents uncomfortable; Dependence/Independence, Aggression, and Sexuality and Behavior You Hate.  Cohen makes the case that play is an appropriate way of dealing with these themes, and suggests ways for parents to address them playfully.

Dependence/Independence

All kids experience both needs during childhood.

Kids may isolate, or cling to parents - both are signs of disconnecting from the world

Kids struggling with dependence are isolating from everyone but the parent.

For separation anxiety, Cohen tells the story of a girl who clung to her mother and cried when he tried to pick her up.  Being held by mom while thinking about separation from her let the girl release her fears of separation, and be more comfortable with others.  This isn't conventional play, but it "plays" at separation rather than really doing it.

A similar, more activity involves clinging to the child, making lavish declarations of attachment, so that they get to choose when to separate.  Or lie down with them at bedtime, and then leave promising to return in a few minutes.  Often this lets them fall asleep, confident that you are not really leaving for good.

Or, instead of fighting a child's need to act like a baby, let a child choose to act like a baby, to "fill their cup" and be ready for age appropriate behavior again.   

Kids trying to be more independent enjoy games about rules

Invent silly rules and silly punishments during play time

Let the child make up rules during games

Be sensitive - sometimes kids need to win, sometimes they need to not be given special treatment but to play their hardest.

Aggression

Play fighting/ Real fighting

Play fighting involves laughing, bigger kid holding back, lots of chasing, wrestling, rough and tumble.  It stops when someone is hurt.  Adults can insert elements of connection, such as the "love gun" or "power room"

In real fighting at least one kid is upset.  Involves more hard contact such as hitting, kicking, and shoving.  Adults need to help kids cool down.

Bullying can blur the lines, escalating play fighting or disguising aggression as rough play. 

Bullying as a social experiment

Bully is trying to see if they can get kids to conform

"Henchmen" are trying to see what happens when they ally themselves with stronger kids

Adults can intervene by having the kids chase/fight with them instead of with a smaller kid

Use non-judging language such as "it looks like he's not enjoying that game as much as you are" to not shame the St

Stopping play aggression does not work.  

Getting involved can help you release kids when they are stuck in aggressive themes.  

In choosing how to become involved, ask yourself "are they having fun and trying to master feelings or aggression, or are they lost in the violence?"  
Sexuality

Kids are exposed to so much sexual information it's hard to know what healthy kid's sexuality is.  In general, occasional, playful, exploratory sexual play between age-peers is not harmful, but coercive, habitual, behavior, or age differences between kids, is a red flag.

Sexual feelings can be substitutes for other forms of affection or physical play

Example - girl using sexual self-stimulation when parents told her they didn't have time for her.  Always used one toy during this play.  Parents invented a game where that toy tried to be the girl's favorite and plotted to replace another toy as her best toy.  Parents also found ways to connect even when telling her they were busy.  Exploring the themes of love and need helped her not need sexual stimulation as a substitute.

Rough and tumble physical play, lots of it, often diffuses sexual energy in a more positive way.  If you don't do this kind of play, re-read the chapters on physical play and try it.

Parents need to use play to help older kids deal with pressures to be sexually active or knowledgeable.

Use of goofy comments - asking for the gum a child has been chewing, claiming a crush on Barbie or Barney the dinosaur

Observing media sexuality in a playful way "let's run around the woods in our underwear like the people in that commercial".   

Adults need to act dumb about sex to give kids permission not to be experts.

Kids need to have their questions about sex discussed and answered.

Invite the behavior you hate

Can literally mean asking them to argue with each other, fight about bedtime, etc., to change the dynamic.

Or give kids an ok time and place to do things, like "last chance to shriek" as you leave the park.

Ask to watch or take notes on unwanted behavior, or act as a commentator.  Helps kids see themselves better, and help adults gain control of feelings.

Make up games around hated behaviors like cheating, not following rules, or lying, where doing the thing is the objective.  Making it something you can do together makes the problem disappear.

Invent something kids can transgress, such as "no mentioning pocket numbers" to draw them away from using bad behavior to test.
Chapter 12:  Accept strong Feelings (Theirs and Yours)

We have all been inhibited against the free expression of emotion, be it pure joy and contentment, or frustration and anger.  This inhibition leads both children and us to either lock away emotions or let them leak out in indirect ways.  “Playful parenting helps bring children back to the free expression of emotion and out of the pitfalls of burying those emotions inside or having them come out sideways.”

Containing feelings versus releasing them

Cohen uses the example of his niece telling him to “go away” when she was upset about her mother leaving.  He backed up and said, “is this far enough” thus allowing her to have her emotional expression of tears without blocking it, but also being there to support her.  

Adults use lots of mental energy to try to contain their feelings and to try to get their children to contain theirs as well, resulting in a tug –of-war between containing feelings and letting them erupt.  As the pressure builds, the lid may pop off and it looks like the child had too much emotional expression, when really the problem was too little expression at the appropriate time.  Children’s emotional lids come off when they are otherwise compromised:  late at night, when their guard is down, when they are ill, etc. Thus the phenomenon of a child who cries for an hour over a scraped knee:  “I might as well cry about everything stored up, now that I have started.”  This also explains why some children resist being comforted: “Once the feelings start to come out, there’s no stopping them.”  They need this emotional release.

Taking time out for feelings

Children have learned from us to short circuit the healing process, to cut off the feelings quickly.  We need to help children express enough of the feelings and remind them that it is okay to cry, be angry, etc.  We do this by helping children to “tell their story.”  Example:  Child is injured.  Ask them what happened.  Let them tell their version, or if they are too young, help them by telling them what happened.  After they have told it.  Ask them to “tell it again.”.  They will likely release more tears and feelings at this point too.  Telling the story also encourages the bond between the parent and child, thus allowing even further emotional expression in the future.  Cohen advocates that children should never be sent to their rooms to cry alone and advocates strongly against CIO.

Adults’ unfelt feelings

Our unexpressed emotions make it difficult for us to be in the midst of children who are having strong feelings, whether they be feelings of anger and sadness, or joy and exuberance.  During times where we have strong emotions (death of a loved one, divorce, etc) it may be helpful to have other adults available for children to talk to and play with  - adults who aren’t involved in the family’s emotions.
Handling Tantrums and Frustrations

Ask yourself these critical questions:

1) What do you think the child is trying to express through the tantrums?   Translate the tantrum into a message.  Can even ask, if age appropriate, “what are you trying to tell us?”

2) After a tantrum, is your child happier, more relaxed, confident, connected, cooperative or engaged?   Parents forget to ask this question  - a tantrum can be a release of frustration for a toddler who often feels powerless.  Try not to stop a tantrum in its tracks because this can lead to future tantrums.  Ride one or two out to completion and they may disappear.  Stay near the child, do not leave him alone or pepper with questions.  

3) What is the family’s usual reaction or response to the tantrum?  Typically response is either caving in or not budging.  Both are not good responses.  Children need to see us being capable of changing our minds.  If we were saying “no” to them out of our inconvenience and not for a good reason, its okay to change your mind.  Your child will not see it as “caving in.”  If we don’t budge we model an inflexibility to changing one’s point of view.  We need to show children that there are no strong feelings that we can’t handle.  We don’t isolate them, shame them, etc.  We stay with them during the tantrum and support them.

4)What have you tried to end the tantrums?  Don’t keep trying the same old tricks that don’t work.  Set aside playtimes individually can help some.  Identify the stressors that cause the tantrums and when you see things getting out of hand, jump in playfully with things such as “One of us needs to scream.  Shall I, or do you want to?”, “let’s have a giggle fest, etc.”

5)Is there a pattern to the tantrums?  Don’t get so absorbed by the emotion of the tantrums that you miss the obvious patterns involved.  Try to preempt them.  Cohen points out that tantrums are common in families where children get their own way.  He says that children use limits to unleash stored-up frustration, so if they never hear “no”, and then finally do, they can unleash it too forcefully.  Use pretend “no’s” and “limits” during playtimes to give them this opportunity to playfully unleash pent up frustrations.

Handling Expressions of Anger

The key is to stay connected during the angry outburst.  Gauge the intensity of the anger.  If mild you may be able to playfully get them out of it by mirroring back the angry expression or other playful tactics as long as they don’t feel teased.  For stronger expressions the key is to make the child feel safe, stay with the child (do not send to room, punish, etc.), try to control your anger (step back if you need to).  May need to hold them gently to keep them from hurting themselves (hard to do if you are angry back)  Realize that the anger masks more vulnerable feelings usually and by responding gently to them, children will unleash their vulnerable feelings directly through bursts of tears, followed by clear discussion of what is underneath.

Handling Fear and Anxiety

Fear is an okay human emotion.  We need to help children to develop courage, not fearlessness and confidence, not toughness.  We have confused children by telling them not to be scared, “don’t be such a baby” on the one hand and then scaring them  through threats, intimidations and exposure to age inappropriate things like tv, news, etc on the other hand.  This results in either recklessness or anxiety, or shyness and inhibition.  Use of play in either situation will help.  Help the reckless child learn a model of safe adventurousness through play.  Help the shy child be drawn from his or her shell through play.  Anxiety is a compromise, it isn’t the full blown expression of pure terror, but it isn’t a walk in the park either.  Use play to help free up the anxiety (Cohen suggest fantasy character who is rescued over and over again as an example, or artistic expression – singing, dancing, drawing, sculpting or writing.)  

Handling Children’s Tears

Realize that crying is natural and healing.  It is a child’s way of getting “un-sad”.  It fills children’s cups when in the presence of a loving adult.  For babies, it is their only form of communication.  Use the same questions above about tantrums in relation to crying.  Do not send children off alone to cry.  Tears strengthen connection between parent and child as evidenced by what Cohen calls “peeking out” where children will check to see the loving presence of parent before burying their face back in your shoulder to release more tears.  Not to be confused with fake crying.  Use playfulness to cut through fake crying “I think you’re faking it. That makes me so sad, waahh”  Fake crying usually masks real tears that child is afraid for some reason to show.  Don’t use the term crybaby.  Some children do seem to cry a lot, but don’t be presumptuous about which tears to be compassionate about.  Halting short any crying is likely to produce MORE crying as they never get to finish and therefore keep starting.  Children may choose “pretext” – a little thing to get upset about, that may seem silly to us, but that hides or masks the bigger issue.  When your child is crying about something seemingly insignificant, it may be a pretext for something much larger.  Look beneath it.  

Putting the Brakes on Whining

Cohen calls whining a “spinning of wheels when children can’t quite get the feelings out, but can’t be happy either.”  Whining is the result of our inhibiting children’s straightforward expression of emotions, “so it comes trickling out – in whining, in jealousy, in boredom and loneliness. . .”   “Our job as parents is to help our children let these feelings out more directly, especially through playfulness and our close relationship with them.”  
Experiencing the “big cry”  Can often happen in the face of learning something new, some big skill child wishes to master but can’t.  Leads to frustration, they want to give up, stop putting effort into it, etc.  Use persistent encouragement to get them on track, but don’t expect it to work overnight, either.  

Encouraging emotional literacy through play   “Emotional competence means that children have developed from the stage of acting out their emotions, to expressing them through play, and ultimately to verbalizing them.”  We as parents want them to verbalize right now, to hurry along the development, but it takes time.  Use play to help this development along and let it blossom.  Introduce fantasy play, with characters with rich emotions.  Teach how bodily sensations go with different emotions through play with doll’s etc.  Crucial Middle step:  “before children can learn to talk about their emotions instead of hitting someone or collapsing in a puddlle of tears, they need to learn how to play out the feelings.”

Chapter 13:  Rethink the Way We Discipline

“Closeness, playfulness, and emotional understanding are better bets than punishment, behavior modification, and too much permissiveness”

Cool Off

Parents must cool off from their natural emotions when a child misbehaves.  When you are angry, upset, etc., it is not the best time to figure out how to deal with the situation.  Talk to a friend, count to ten, etc.  Hitting, humiliation, name calling etc. do not work and may have serious consequences.

Make a Connection

“misbehavior” is a matter of disconnection.  Punishment creates an even bigger disconnection.  So when a child misbehaves, think about how to reconnect with him or her.  A playtime, a cuddle, etc.  Look into your child’s eyes, is his or her cup empty?  Punishments involve exerting power over a child which increases his or her sense of isolation and powerlessness.  For more serious disruptions choose a meeting on the couch.

Choose a Meeting on the couch over a time-out

Can be called by parent or child.  Goal is to reconnect.  The rule is that whomever calls it, the other must show up.  What happens on the couch is manifold depending on the situation; talking about the incident, not talking about the incident, but holding or hugging to reconnect, talking about basic family values and rules, etc.  Different from a time out in that there is no power struggle about the rules of time-out, how long, staying in room, etc.  Meeting on the couch is something that is done together instead of to the child.  Discipline should be a chance to reconnect.  Think of it as “we have a problem” instead of “my child is misbehaving.”  Time-outs force isolation on children who are already feeling isolated and disconnected.  Meetings on the couch help reconnect.  

Play

Play your way through discipline.  Battles over bedtime?  Play bedtime.  Battles over dinner time, play dinnertime.  Etc.  Can make up a pretend rule and play at making, breaking and punishing that rule.  Instead of “you have to get dressed right now.”  Say, “There is only one rule, you may not wear one red shoe and one black shoe.”  Etc.  Use a playful tone – goes  a long way toward keeping discipline from being harsh.  Use pretend threats:  “If you do that again, I’ll have to sing the star spangled banner!”  Essence of discipline is to teach.  Parents typically avoid playfulness in difficult parenting situations because they think they must remain stern, angry and cold so that the child will know he did something wrong.  But if disconnection caused the “misbehavior” to begin with , being playful during this time is a better risk than being stern.

Instill Good Judgment

Good Judgement is the goal rather than obedience, which is temporary.  Goal of punishment is obedience, but goal of playful parenting is instilling good judgement.  This comes from talking with children, brainstorming with them, discussing moral dilemmas, etc.  Must have good connection first in order to do this.  “I’ve never seen anyone punished into being good.”  

Look underneath the surface, at children’s feelings and needs

Imagine children’s behavior as a coded message with a sentence that starts “I need ______” or “I feel ______”  Fill in the blank of what you think your child is really saying by the behavior and respond to that instead of the behavior.  Examples of a few translations:  “You and I haven’t had much time together, maybe that’s why you’ve been so annoying.  Let’s do something special.”  Or “you need more room to run around and get some energy off. Let’s go outside.”  (more on pages 243-245) None of the translations lead logically to a punishment.  “If you focus on the underlying need and feeling instead of reacting to the surface behavior, it is less confusing.”  Also, we are more likely to focus on our underlying feelings, we usually punish, yell when WE are angry, upset.  Most punishment is us acting out OUR feelings.

Prevent instead of punish

Punishment is ineffective because it is after the fact.  Preventing or stopping behavior midstream is much more effective.  Stay engaged with children even while we are setting limits.  Effective discipline is the interruption of the behavior pattern and the reconnection of parent and child to help child express true feelings.  Playful Parenting is the best way to prevent misbehavior.  Connection fosters closeness and confidence which decreases the need to use any of these alternatives.

Know your child

Don’t punish children for being children.  Know what is and is not age appropriate behavior.  Ex. Preschooler not being able to sit still.  A toddler being messy, etc.  You can’t punish them to skip to the next stage of development or to mature faster.

Also, don’t punish children because they are different from you.  We like to rush, they like to dawdle; we like it calm, they like it wild.  We are just different, yet they get punished because we are bigger.  

When children are older taking away privileges after the fact (restricting tv, computer cause they don’t get their homework done) is much less effective than coming up with workable solutions together BEFORE hand.  Knowing your child can lead to discussions with them about the best routine for them to get their homework done.  

Knowing your child also means knowing how they respond to different types of discipline.  

Set clear limits

Don’t have to be too harsh or too permissive.  Goal is to “set limits and have high expectations for children while still having empathy for their feelings and compassion for their needs.”  This comes by understanding difference between real needs and their “unrealistic wish to be the complete center of the universe”  we fail when we give in to children “against our better judgement.”  Permissive parents and too strict parents are really more alike.  In efforts to avoid or stop tears and tantrums they both miss the boat.  One punishes harshly, the other gives in.  “If children are not provided with firm, clear limits, they end up feeling either omnipotent or out of control”  “If limits are given lovingly and respectfully, they provide structure and safety, and hence, security.”  

Chapter 14:  Play your way through sibling Rivalry

Parents worry about the conflict, will siblings not be close when they grow up.

All children, not just siblings have rivalry.

Delicate balance of when to step in and when to stand back. Stand back with your eyes open. We can stay engaged, while still letting the children be mostly in charge.

Watch the kids at first, and then point out to children what you see. If they need more help than that, ask them what they think might help the situation. Finally, step in more forcefully, if necessary. 

Examples: Start by just being a little more visible on the playground. “I’m over here if you need me.” “I bet you guys can figure it out, but call me if you need help.” It’s tempting to dispense our wisdom, but instead listen to both children, without actually saying anything. Ask them questions, but let them propose solutions. Be interested, but not overly worried. Other times may require a little more: “What’s going on here?” “Yikes, that looked like it hurt.” If one person is being picked on, maybe say, “It doesn’t look like he is enjoying that game as much as you are.” Insist on basic values: “Everyone gets a turn.” “That kind of name-calling is not okay with me.” “We can’t do this if you all can’t be safe.” State the general principle, then let them work out the details. If subtle approaches don’t work, lay down the law. Separate bully from victim. Join the game ourselves, if one child was getting clobbered, the others usually gang up on the adult. 

When one child is suffering badly at the hands of another child, or is an outcast of a group, we have to step in and help. Children need to get into arguments to learn how to resolve them; they must be excluded from groups and learn to deal with bullies to learn play group entry skills and to create social strategies. But you don’t really learn about conflict by being terribly bullied either. Some children experts do not like the entirely adult-organized and adult-led activities, but do like some of the games like the Pokemon craze, the children can argue about the complicated rules endlessly.

Two aspects of Playful Parenting – tuning in and roughhousing are especially complicated with more than one child. Roughhousing requires more care, focus on no one getting hurt, especially the adult. One kid may want to go full throttle or another child wants to be allowed to win, or one can’t keep up. Balance what each child needs. May need to level the playing field so that younger children are not at such a disadvantage: adult joins their team or coax the younger ones away after awhile to do something else so the older kids don’t have to hold back.

Two children (siblings or playmates) = fighting, over a toy, remote control, bigger size of pie, etc, the author’s favorite response is to grab the toy and run, the two kids will bond together to try to get it away or if they are struggling over fairness, the author pretends to crumple into tears because he didn’t get a turn. Not something to do all the time, since kids do need to learn to negotiate, but helps to get things unstuck. 

Three or more children = issues of inclusion and exclusion. Don’t damper too much their games or their choices about friendship, but we do need to make sure that no on is completely excluded, scapegoated, or attacked, e.g., playing basketball, tell medium-sized kids to watch out for littler kids and you will help them not get kicked off by the bigger kids. Our job isn’t to make everything completely fair, but to compensate for any big power imbalances. 

The best kind of play is open to everyone. It bridges differences of age, race, gender, social class. An expert writes, “when children are engaged in true play – nonliteral, open-ended, and spontaneous play – they are creating their own world, which can potentially accommodate everyone. Note: TV shows or computer game characters, not all kids watch/play them, hard to pretend and join in.

With siblings or playmates, change the dynamics, so the younger kid can be the leader or have the power, e.g., separate and play with the unhappy kid by yourself and let them pretend/act out their frustrations, or let them feel powerful, play chase but never quite catch up to them, or wrestling and let them knock you down easily.

Children would much rather work out feelings through play than by actually hurting anyone. They resort to aggression only when adults don’t have the time or energy or know-ho to use play to help them work it through. Often parents of siblings are burned out, while parents of only children don’t realize that they have to deal with sibling rivalry too. At the heart of it is a set of profound and universal questions: Am I loved? Truly, absolutely loved? Am I wanted? Am I special? Am I powerful? Will my parents stop loving me if they start to love that other kid? Can I make the world bend to my will? Why can’t I do what I see that person doing? Why can’t I get what I see that person getting? GOAL: release and play through the feelings in order to be able to have close, loving relationships.

The danger is not that sibling issues will be overlooked, but that children will struggle with these issues constantly without any effective resolution. Some siblings manage fine, of course, but in other families the older ones beat up the younger ones, while the parents assume that they are working things out on their own. In other families, the younger ones figure out indirect power sources, manipulation, sneakiness, and the older one gets in trouble all the time. Neither scenarios help children work through daily frustrations of sibling life. 

The most typical manifestation of sibling rivalry is competition for refilling of their cup (see chapter 3 on Filling My Cup). Worse, nobody seems to care, except to scold them or punish them, which empties their cup even more. Children are natural Darwinians and Malthusians (life is a fight over scarce resources, and only the fittest survive), e.g., the younger siblings says, “Mom, she’s being mean to me,” she is saying, Please make up for the inequality in our size by giving me more. With two or more children, refills also help resolve conflicts, increase cooperation and inclusion, and promote creative ideas for playing together. When siblings fight because their cups are too low, often they get punished instead of replenished. Caretaking responsibilities, e.g., older sibling taking care of younger one, can either fill a child’s cup or empty, depending on the child and the duties (does the older child feel valuable, is the younger one well cared for, or if inadequate caretaking, both kids’ needs are unmet). Children fear that their siblings’ refills will come out of their cup. Most children seem to share this idea that refills are a scarce resource, in fact, most of us adults feel the same way. If we don’t have enough ourselves to give our children what they need, we have to get support from other parents, relatives, friends, or therapists.

Various types of resources that we can offer to siblings/playmates to fill their cups, these are things they need from us when they are together.

Offer a solution: go outside, take a break from each other, invite a friend over for each of you, let’s wrestle, snack time. Sometimes they will reject solutions, then let them work it out, take village idiot approach, “if you don’t figure out how to share the juice, I’ll have to pour it on my head!”

Many parents think they have to choose between stepping in with a solution or stepping out of the picture completely. There are actually a number of other resources we can offer children besides an adult-imposed solution.

Give encouragement and inspire their confidence. Truly believe they can figure it out, offer encouragement, and stop them from hitting each other in frustration: a delicate balancing act. Propose half of a solution, e.g., Mark is really upset about this, what are you guys going to do to make it right?” instead of the typical, “Say you’re sorry,” or “it was an accident; he didn’t mean it.” Kids’ solutions can be more creative and their apologies more sincere, and their compromises are more acceptable to everyone.

Flood children with love and affection. Sometimes that’s all we need to do. Fill their cups – a hug, a cuddle, a story, a kind word, some special time together, their favorite food – they will figure out the rest. Perhaps that’s why children feel as if love is a scare commodity sometimes. If we get over our reluctance to give out love to children who have been “bad,” then it won’t be scarce anymore. Children also have a need to give love and affection, not just receive it (baby dolls, younger siblings, friends, or pets). Boys may be less likely to get much chance at this loving/nurturing, except perhaps with pets. Boys express both affection and hostility (poke, tease, wrestle) to fill up cups, can be confusing to watch.

Protect. From undue harm. We can’t protect from every bump/bruise and emotional injury, and we shouldn’t try. But we must offer protection against the more deeply harmful hurts that children can inflict on one another. Make sure children are not scapegoated or abused or terrorized. When children feel safe, they are able to get along much better with one another. Encourage the children to tell someone about it if they don’t feel safe. Until children develop internal abilities to keep themselves and others safe, they rely on us to make sure that they aren’t abused or abandoned.

Provide perspective. Easy to get wrapped up in the details of our children’s conflicts. Step back a bit, stay calm and reflect back to them what we see and hear. Sometimes, just pointing out each person’s position in a relaxed tone of voice may be all they need. “you want the ball because it’s yours, and he wants it because he’s never had a turn to play with it. What are you two going to do?” You can use a light humorous tone also. 

Siblings need attention, time, and thought put into their relationship with each other. Set aside time for the sibling relationship: “The next hour is going to be brother-sister time. We can do whatever you want.” If they want to spend the hour arguing about what to do, that’s fine. Don’t jump in and solve it for them. Call attention to the need for reconnection.

Be Playful. Take all the time you spend fussing at siblings to stop fighting, and spend it playing with them, e.g., three-way pillow fight, grab the thing they are fighting over and run away with it, Play-by-Play commentary. Use light, relaxed tone of voice, play the village idiot.

Give Up the search for perfect equality. Give each child what they need, rather than attempting to be equal. The demand for perfect equality is a setup for disappointment. Remind them that our love goes deeper than a new pair of boots like sister received. Focus instead on the feelings of not being loved enough. Repeat reassurance often.

Watch out of our own past history. Some of us are keen on protecting smaller and weaker children, even if it stifles the freedom of play. Watch out for one child playing victim to get back at other (getting the older kid in trouble and parents too easily blaming the older child). 

Take a breather and ponder these questions: How do I make sense out of what they are doing? It might be that they are not fighting only to drive me crazy. Maybe they have some needs they are trying to get met; maybe they are telling me they need more individual attention; maybe they are scared that I love the other one more; maybe the little one is frustrated that he can’t do what the older one can, or the older one is afraid the younger one is catching up and she won’t be special anymore.” Get down on the floor and play with the kids. Tune into the themes for their fighting (e.g., each one feels that the other siblings gets more; the older one feeling that the younger one is an intrusion; the younger one feeling that the older one is bossy). Stay close. Use humor. During play with the kids, remind yourself that you are doing important work of building your relationship with each child and their closeness with each other.
Chapter 15:  Recharge your own batteries

Though parents are eager for advice, we have a hard time putting into practice what we learn or even what we already know.  It’s not as simple as “just try it.”

Having our own turn
· Before we can use any parenting advice, we need to recharge ourselves, refill our own empty cups, listen to each other and come out of our own “towers.”

· To recharge our own batteries, we must first acknowledge the emotions we feel when playing with or kids (boredom, frustration, resentment, etc).

· When we are swamped by our own feelings, it is hard to have fun and be in tune with our kids and what they need.

Getting our own cups filled
· Find someone who will listen to you:  a spouse, another parent, friend or therapist.  Someone who will listen with interest but will not interrupt you.  Talking (and all the emotions we release when we openly share our honest thoughts) is the adult equivalent of play.  In telling, we relieve the burden of worries, embarrassments, secret feelings of being a bad parent, helplessness, etc.  

· Good listening means taking turns,  respecting confidentiality, allowing the talker to say anything at all without fear of being judged or rejected, not interrupting or saying “me too” and then launching into your own story, and letting the emotions flow.

Helping out other parents
· If you see parents and children having a hard time in public, reach out and offer to help the parent, even if you disapprove of how the parent is handling the situation.

· What helps the child is making a connection with the parent.  Stay engaged with people instead of turning away, even if you don’t approve of their parenting.  No one needs more criticism or disapproval.

· We need to challenge the unspoken agreement among parents:  “I won’t mess with your isolation and you don’t mess with mine

· The biggest resistance to getting our own cups filled is the lack of time.  I don’t already have enough time in the day, and now I need to play more and then find time to talk about it.  But getting support actually adds time to your life.  It allows you to decompress and get past it and not bogged down in whatever is not working.  Playfulness also adds time because you save all the aggravation and nagging time.

When adults are locked in the towers of isolation and powerlessness
· When we spend so much time in our own towers, it is hard to encourage children out of theirs.  Sometimes children will try to initiate a reconnection and we misinterpret this as misbehavior because we are too locked away ourselves.  Sometimes we are just too tired or bored to play.  It’s our job as parents to put our own feelings aside sometimes and play anyway.

· The transition from work to home, “reentry,” is an especially difficult time, but it is important to reconnect, even if child initially seems disinterested.  Physical play (wrestling, cuddling, clowning around) is a good way to manage reentry.  Children can display intense emotions during end of day reunions and these strong expressions should not just be allowed, but encouraged in order for proper emotional development.

Becoming a great playmate
· Spend more time with your children just hanging out.  Set a goal to have one playful moment at least once a day.

· When play seems boring, don’t quit playing, space out, or take over.  Find a way to connect, and then go back to playing.  

· Children need to play out fantasies of love, death, danger, hate even if they make parents feel uncomfortable.  When children can play out these ideas freely, they can move beyond them and become more creative and spontaneous.  When they can’t, they tend to become stagnant and more insistent on playing the same thing over and over.

· Children need emotional and physical closeness.

· We need to break out of our old play habits and be responsive to children’s needs.  Be careful of “swooping in” and taking over or playing according to our own preferences.  Different children like to play differently and we need to recognize these differences and match our approach to them. 

· We want our kids to communicate with us but talking is not how kids express themselves, play is.  So make sure that mom and dad switch up their roles and responsibilities so they each have equal chances to play.

Building a playful parenting community
· Find a few parents to talk to, through formal or informal conversations.  Build emotional support SWAT teams (3 person team – 1 to listen + 1 to play with children + 1 to clean house).  We need to overcome our resistance to butting into one another’s business.  

· Spending time with other children is a great way to practice playful parenting because we aren’t emotionally invested.  Sometimes knowing what to do is so much easier with someone else’s child.

· Dads especially need support because they don’t get as much informal playground support from other fathers.

· Plan play days (some adults take turns listening to each other while others play with the kids), family workshops, and adult play groups.

