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We are deep into the Fall now, 
adding extra layers in the 
morning for the bike ride to 
school. Leah is in first grade, and 
although the initial transition 
is over, unfortunately our 
mornings getting her off to 
school are still a struggle. She’s 
just not excited about the day 
ahead. It’s a good school, a fine 
school, but the classroom is loud 
and teachers usher kids from 
one adult-driven activity to the 
next. She wants more art. She 
wants more play. She wants to be 
outside. All good things. 

I am trying to remember that 
the more connected she is to 
me, the better she will be able to 
face the challenge of each day. 
We set aside time for special 
time every morning. We’ve 
established Mama-Leah time 
(without stepdad) every day 
after school. And we set limits 
when she’s asking for them. Like 
yesterday, when she came home 
fuming mad, refusing to make 
eye contact or sit at the table for 
dinner. I crouched down, made 
eye contact and said, “It’s time 
to come to the table, love.” This 
brought on the flailing, punching 

outburst that she was looking for. 
After several minutes of a hearty 
cry, she told me about feeling 
left out on the school yard when 
two of her friends seemed more 
interested in playing with one 
another than with her. After that 
she was able to eat dinner, and 
had a sweet evening with both 
her stepfather and me. 

It’s hard work getting her back 
every day, but we’re doing it. 
We are still sorting through our 
bigger questions about school 
and I’m not sure where we’ll 
eventually land. In fact, I am 
personally looking forward to 
our next issue of ParentConnect 
EB when I will interview Patty 
Wipfler on the topic of school. 

In the meantime, I am 
determined to be the place where 
my daughter can show me all 
about what it’s like for her to be 
in first grade. I can’t guarantee 
that life will be easy, but I can 
guarantee that she doesn’t have 
to have to go it alone. 

Wishing you all the best in your 
daily efforts to connect to your 
kids.

—Angela Jernigan
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My daughter began planning her Halloween costume 
in July. After much anticipation, here we are. We are 
in the 2013 Holiday Season.

For those of us who celebrate some combination of 
Yom Kippor, Rashashana, Halloween, Thanksgiving, 
Hannukah, Kwanzaa, or Christmas, starting 
sometime after the start of school and going through 
to the beginning of winter, we are in fast-paced 
holiday mode. On top of the usual cooking, cleaning, 
shopping, paperwork, and the daily work of caring 
for our kids, there are a whole host of holiday tasks 
and events to attend to.  Our normally over scheduled 
lives get even more hectic. Even if we like this time of 
year, it can feel overwhelming. 

While they may be enjoying the extra sweets or 
gleefully anticipating the presents, the good news 
and the hard news for parents is that what our kids 

really want is us.
What makes holiday time really special for kids is 

when they can get extra doses of our warm attention. 
In fact, with all its extra stimulation and busyness, 
this may be a time of year when kids need extra 
attention from us. 

Okay, take a breath. That can be hard to hear. You 
might be asking, how am I going to do that? 

It’s true that we do need to make special 
preparations in order to give our kids an extra dose of 
connection through the holidays.

With planning and extra support, families do figure 
out how to add “connection time” to the holidays in 
all kinds of ways.

→

Creating Connected Holidays

You really are the best thing you 
can give your child this season.

First, we need to give ourselves permission to do 
less. A flurry of invitations may come in to your 
inbox, everything from school performances, to 
fairs, parties, and special holiday outings to the Zoo 
to see the holiday lights, or to Tilden Park to ride the 
Carousal. Choosing to do fewer activities, but taking 
them at a pace that leaves space for eye contact, 
hugs, and moments of pausing to savor something 
about your child, will be so much the richer for the 
whole family.

Second, we need to give ourselves permission to buy 
less. You really are the best thing you can give your 
child this season. If you can get down on the floor 
and help your child put the robot together, or turn 
the living room into a lego city, your child will take 
more delight in fewer presents. 1 2
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You can turn Thanksgiving into a “game day” 
and have the relatives bring board games that are 
accessible for all ages. Declare a fifteen-minute pillow 

fight after the meal, kids against the adults (making 
sure the kids win, of course). Turn gift-giving 
holidays into opportunities for extra Special Time by 
making arrangements ahead of time for each child 

to get some undivided one-on-one attention to enjoy 
her new toys with you. Take three minutes for “in the 
car special time” before going into the grocery store 
to boost a child’s sense of security, making it easier to 
navigate the bustling store. 

The solutions for connection will look different in 
every family, depending on your family culture and 
traditions.  That’s great. Allow yourself some time 
now to consider how you want to build connection 
into the holidays. And remember that you are the 
best thing you can give your child this season. You are 
the gift they have been waiting for.

—Angela Jernigan

Third, as parents, during the holidays we need 
chances—maybe even every day—to have another 
adult listen to us about what this season triggers in 
us. Most of us have a ton of unresolved feelings that 
come up this time of year. Underneath the public 
expressions of joy and merriment, many of us carry 
deep feelings of isolation, loss, and disappointment 
during this time of year. When we have chances 
to tune in to our own deeper feelings around the 
holidays, preferably with the warm attention of 
another adult, we will bring ourselves to the present 
holiday much more prepared to really be with our 
children.

Fourth, expect your kids to have big feelings. It can be 
exasperating to pour yourself out for your children 
in extra special ways over the holidays and then 
have to hear about their disappointments about 
the presents they didn’t get, or manage their acting 
out at the family dinner. Remember to take a deep 
breath before you respond. This is a loaded time of 
year for everyone. Your children’s emotional holiday 
moments are not a criticism of you as a parent. Your 
children are showing the trust they have in you to 
help them with their most overwhelming feelings. 
You can even take it as a compliment that you have 
poured on your love so thick, that now they want 
to show you the hard things eating at them inside. 
I know, this is not necessarily the compliment you 
want! But if you expect the big feelings, they don’t 
have to side swipe you. Take a deep breath, and 
come in close to your child, confident that you are 
providing exactly what they need.   

3 4

With planning and extra support, 
families do figure out how to add 
connection time to the holidays in 
all kinds of ways.
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A Connecting No!
I have recently been attracted to reading about 
saying No! It is not hard to figure out why I read and 
learn about saying No. I suck at it. Always have. And 
at the same time, I am completely convinced that 
saying No is a crucial skill in life and relationships. 
But it wasn’t until recently that I began to formulate 
how saying No indeed can support relationships. 

Somehow, I always saw the word “No” as a rejection, 
not just of what someone wants, but of the people 
themselves. When I say No to someone, I don’t 
want what they want and I thus put myself out of 
connection with them, so went my thought. It is an 
impossible position to find yourself in, and I won’t 
now distract you with stories of that impossibility. 
Just trust me that there are many.

One of the more useful approaches to No I learned 
from Steve Jobs. When he passed, much of what 
he said was brought to our attention. One of the 
things that stuck with me was something he said 
to software developers shortly after his return 
to Apple, when the company was at the point 
of going under. He was being critiqued from all 
sides because as the new CEO Jobs had canceled 
many projects, many of which were beloved by 
the software developer community. He explained 
that many had a misconception about business 
focus, suggesting that it means saying Yes. No, he 
said. Focus means saying No to a thousand different 
things. Without saying No to a thousand things, you 
cannot say Yes to the few things that you truly value. 
That was one important lesson.

Top negotiation coach Jim Camp also teaches about 
the power of No. For him, No provides the clarity 
that makes negotiation clear and possible. Ok, you 
said No to a proposition, now we know where 
everybody stands and the real negotiations can 
begin. That is much better than Yes, which is often 
not really true and is a position from which we 
often have to come back. An unexamined Yes (dare 
I say, the knee jerk Yes, of which I have been guilty 
more times than I care to admit) is useless because 
we don’t often stick with that Yes. The other party 
in the negotiation therefore is not 100% sure that 

you will stick with your position. Maybe is the worst. 
Nothing has happened, nothing has moved, there is 
no place from which to begin having a conversation. 

But it wasn’t until I heard Patty Wipfler, founder 
of Hand in Hand and developer of Parenting by 
Connection, recently talk about No that I fully 
understood how a well chosen No can be used 
positively. No allows for healing, she offered. She 
was in that moment talking about Setting Limits. 
She was explaining how Parenting by Connection 
is not permissive in its approach. No is important. 
Whereas I always saw No as a rejection, No for Patty 
seems to be a way to let your children bump up 
against you. 

The key is to do so in a warm inviting way. Tone 
of voice is critical, eye contact is critical. A general 
warm demeaner is what is required to make No a 
healing place. 

A recent feature article in Psychology Today 
suggested that No is the place where identity begins 
to develop. The first time your child says No is the 
first time she differentiates herself from you. That is 
a good thing. It is what we want. Unfortunately the 
article continues by talking about things like “line 
in the sand” as if from now on our relationship with 
our children is a battlefield. This military analogy is 
an unfortunate metaphor for child rearing at best. 
What if we can cheer our children on for saying No? 
If we can say No, so can they, after all. We can also 
support them in saying No in a warm and inviting 
way, while we offer ourselves.

As we learn to use No as a means towards 
connection, our children will learn from us to do 
the same. If they don’t use No as a way to maintain 
connection, well, we call that flagging. Something 
is not feeling right for your kid. They can do many 
different things to flag they are feeling bad and 
disconnected. “I want to watch TV.” “Your breath 
smells terrible.””Go away!” Or they can just simply 
kick you in the shins. The first response to these 
is always a warm, welcoming, inviting, gracious, 
singing, perhaps even playful No!

—Niels Teunis

A warm demeaner is what is required 
to make No a healing place.
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Getting the Most out of  
Special Time
It may have been some time since you took the 
Parenting by Connection introductory class, 
Building Emotional Understanding, and the 
listening tools may feel like a hazy memory. If you 
haven’t been practicing them with your child, or if 
your relationship with your child could just use a 
recharge, Special Time is the tool to pick up first.

Special Time, as you may recall, is a set aside time 
when you give your child your full, undivided, and 
loving attention. During this time, you follow your 
child’s lead and do whatever she wants to do. You 
tell your child this is Special Time, that you will 
do whatever she wants, and let her know you are 
setting a timer. When the timer goes off, Special 
Time is over.

Many of us parents really resist Special Time. This 
is usually because our kids choose to do the things 
in Special Time that we normally don’t want to do. 
This Fall my daughter went through a stretch of a 
few weeks where all she wanted to do in Special 
Time was stand in the back yard shooting suction 
cup arrows. My job was to stand there and ooh-and-
ahh excitedly. I don’t know why exactly, but I found 
it excruciatingly boring.

I heard another instructor once talk about her 
daughter’s recent favorite Special Time activity: 
taking spoonfuls of dry rice out of the canister and 
dumping them on the floor. Are you cringing? I am.

It’s true, the activities are often very annoying. 
Or boring.  But what I also know is that it is dearly 
worth it. We do Special Time because we know 
that our kids function at their best when they are 
carrying a feeling of connection to us with them 
wherever they go, and Special Time is a quick way 
to fill their “connection cup” with a dose of us in the 
midst of our busy lives. We also do it because when 
they feel connected to us, they feel safe enough to 
surface the difficult feelings that we may sense are 
right under the surface—did your child come home 
extra grumpy? Instead of a lecture or a litany of 
questions, go ahead and offer Special Time. It will 
help whatever is in there to come up.  

We also do Special Time because keeping children 
connected to their own interests, passions, and 
ideas is one of the best ways to prepare them for 
an unknown future. When we follow their lead in 
Special Time, we are building up their leadership 
skills, and their capacity for innovation—which 
has recently become touted as one of the predictors 
of success later in life. Special Time helps children 
know who they are in a world that usually demands 
children fit into cookie cutter molds. 

You can use Special Time at the same time every 
day, as needed to ease a time of transition, or to 
provide extra reassurance of your love during a 
hard time for your child. Use it before school to fill 
your kid up before a long day away from you, or 
to reconnect when she comes home. If bedtime is 
typically challenging, make sure you go into it well 
connected by starting the routine with Special Time.  
Do it before you leave him with the babysitter, or as 
a special way to be together when the other parent 
is away for the evening.  Give doses of Special Time 
before, after, and in the middle of a project you are 
needing to do at home—like cleaning out a closet—
in order to keep them connected while you attend to 
something else. Though it takes extra planning, it’s 
a great idea to do extra Special Time for each sibling 
when conflicts or rivalry are bumbling up between 
them; it can be part of bringing ease back to their 
relationship.

Quick Guide to Special Time
• Tell your child you are doing st and set the timer.
• Show willingness and enthusiasm for whatever your 

child wants to do.
• Make warm physical contact however you can.
• If you can drum up some laughter, all the better.
• When the timer goes off, st is over.

Continued on page 7 …
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The Opposite of Worry
Lawrence Cohen’s new book, The Opposite of 
Worry, is a riveting read. That is quite a feat for a 
book that deals with children’s anxieties. Sure, his 
pleasant narrative style takes the reader along in 
a comfortable pace. You never feel rushed by his 
writing, nor do you feel like your drudging through 
a bone dry text. He talks to you and you can just 
feel it coming. When you want to deal with your 
children’s anxiety, deal with your own first. 

Of course, he gives it away in the introduction. 
He talks about an experiment he did as a child. 
He noticed that frightened chickens look to other 
chickens to see if the environment is safe. And 
that is precisely what our children do. They look 
to us, their parents, to see if they are safe. But he 
doesn’t leave us hanging there, obviously, but has 
instead written a wonderful book full of ideas about 
the ways in which you can overcome your child’s 
anxiety and your own. 

The first and most obvious way to start dealing 
with your own anxiety he learned from none other 
than Patty Wipfler: listening partnerships. If the 
books stopped there, this would be good advice, but 
we are only on chapter 2 so far. He just reviewed 
that fear and anxiety are part of life. That your 
children are scared or anxious from time to time is 
in some way good news. They are in the world and 
are interacting appropriately. 

The first response he suggests that parents 
cultivate towards their children when they get 
scared or anxious is one of empathy. It sounds so 
basic, doesn’t it? I thought so too, but I have to admit 
that the thoughts of a non-empathetic parent have 
swirled through my mind more times than I care to 
admit, and I probably expressed them more often 
than I would like to divulge. A response to a child’s 
anxiety that is not empathetic often has a tone of 
exasperation to it. “Don’t be a baby.” “You are just 
imagining things.” “Just do it!” 

These responses have the disadvantage of 
sounding true to the parent. But even if that is the 
case they fall in the category of true but useless. 
As response they don’t work, as Cohen explains, 

because they don’t convey to your child that all is 
clear. The all clear signal, is something that they are 
looking for in their parents, most of all, but in all 
adults who have responsibility for them. 

The real trouble begins when the children can 
no longer feel the all clear signal. No matter how 
much empathy you display in the moment, how 
much your calm presence exudes that they are safe, 
a really anxious child simply cannot receive the 
message that they can stop worrying now. Great! 
Now what?

Engaging the body is a critical way to help your 
children learn to develop and trust their own 
Security System. Fear and anxiety shut bodily 
functions down (no need for digestion when you 
need to run). But how to re-engage your child’s 
body depends on how anxious he is. When a child 
is in full panic mode, physical comfort is really 
the best you can offer. Cuddling, humming, gently 
massaging. Your children may, at this point, not 
express their fear. When they do, you cannot miss 
it. They will be shaking, trembling, sweating, 
screaming, crying. If they don’t, asking them to 
shake on purpose can be very helpful. When they 
do, well, thank goodness. What they are showing 
you is disconcerting for you as a parent, but it is the 
expression of their fear. Cohen calls this, “Getting 
Unscared.” At this point it is not necessary, nor 
helpful, to ask them to “use their words.” They are 
healing. 

When they are anxious but not at the level of a full 
blown panic attack, there are various ways to engage 
your child’s body. This is where it is necessary to 
read the book, because you must tailor the approach 
to your child. Quiet mindfulness techniques or 
more expressive physical modes, it depends very 
much on your child, but they can all work to lower 
your child’s anxiety and help them return to a 
relaxed state.

Of course, a big question is how to help your child 
overcome their fears and anxieties. Cohen describes 
his approach as finding the edge. The edge lies 
between avoidance and full frontal attack, which 

Lawrence J. Cohen, Ph.D.  
The Opposite of Worry: The Playful Parenting 
Approach to Childhood Anxieties and Fears. 2013. 
Balantine Books
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typically floods your child with more feelings than 
he can handle. It is very understandable for a parent 
to help your child avoid the fearful moments. It 
is an unpleasant time for your child and why put 
her through that. However, “supporting avoidance 
abandons children to their anxiety and fear.” And 
Cohen speaks from personal, not just professional 
experience. At the same time, shoving children 

over the edge doesn’t bring children and parents 
closer together. Pushing at this point is most often 
an expression of frustration and anger. This is 
not helpful in supporting internal strength and 
confidence in your child. 

When you hold your children on that edge they 
may pour their hearts out with tears, trembles, cries, 
or tantrums. That is all part of the healing process, 
a healthy reaction, even when it looks so hard and 
difficult for you as a parent. Really, recognizing that 
your child is healing when they are expressing deep 
fear (instead of avoiding it) is the hardest thing you 
may have to do as a parent. To stay close at that time, 

be a comforting presence, calm and reassuring. That 
is tough. 

Play helps. When you are dealing with anxiety,  
physical play is often much more effective than 
words. The point of these games always is to keep 
children at this edge and be a comforting presence 
for them there. They may tremble and sweat, talk 
fast or try to escape. Your job is to keep them at this 
edge, offer eye contact, keep showing them that you 
are confident and present with them. And trust that 
your child is healing. It is not pleasant, for anybody, 
but it works.

These ways help your children to reach an internal 
sense of safety. You comfort children when they are 
flooded, gently push them when they are avoiding, 
and guide away from white-knuckle fear toward the 
edge of facing and feeling.

There are several chapters in the book that deal 
with much more specific scenarios than I can 
discuss here. And then Cohen ends his book in such 
a lovely way. To parent is to worry, he writes. Let’s 
not deny this and demand that we are serene and 
calm in all situations. Rather, Cohen suggests, trust. 
Trust that your children have an amazing resilience, 
wisdom and capacity to heal. Trust them, and play!

—Niels Teunis

“You know, Larry, she’ll recover 
better from a broken arm than from 

being timid and unsure of herself.”

“More Play, Less Talk”

Special Time is like an emotional vitamin for your 
child. It’s a boost to their system. Here are some 
ways to really get the most out of Special Time.

First, make sure you go beyond simply letting your 
child do whatever they want with you beside them: 
make it extra warm with your enthusiasm (“Sure! 
Yeah! Let’s play basketball with the hamper!”).

Bring extra sparkle to Special Time by seeing if 
there is a way to make the activity funny. Be the 
bumbling fool who misses the laundry basket by a 
mile when playing basketball. 

Find ways to bring in physical contact. If your child 
wants to play on your iPad, see if you can snuggle in 
close or hold him on your lap while he does it.

Finally, use Special Time as a meditative break 
from all the other things you have to think about. 
When your mind begins to wander to what to 
make for dinner, or when you begin to engage 
familiar worries about your child, gently draw your 
attention back to what you love about your child in 
this moment.

—Angela Jernigan

Special Time Continued …
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Over the last four years of teaching Parenting by 
Connection, I have watched many, many eyes light 
up as it dawns on moms and dads that connection 
is what their children have been after. I’ve heard 
countless stories of how using the listening tools 
has helped do things like improve sleep, ease sibling 
competition, support better transitions, and generally 
deepen relationships and make parenting more fun 
and rewarding.

I’ve also heard from parents well after the six-week 
Building Emotional Understanding class was over 
that they were finding it difficult to continue using 
the tools. Why, when something has made so much 
sense and worked so well, does it get hard to keep 
doing it? 

It’s hard to keep Parenting by Connection because 
the approach is SO different from how most of us 
were raised. The way our parents interacted with us 
when we were children is deeply ingrained in our 
implicit and explicit memory, and so despite our best 
intentions, in the present moment with our children 
we often find ourselves unconsciously repeating 
what was done to us. 

It’s hard to keep Parenting by Connection because 
this approach is SO different from what the other 
parents we know are doing. When you are in the 
park or having a play date with another family, 
it’s difficult to allow your children space for their 
feelings. Other parents sometimes want to step in 
and offer distractions or solutions to stop the crying. 
Sometimes we just feel the pressure of others’ 
judgments. It can wind up feeling easier to do what 
everyone else around us is doing: time out, bribes, 
threats, and other attempts to control kids behavior 
rather than helping with the underlying emotions.

It’s hard to keep Parenting by Connection because 
the pressures on us parents are so great, and support 

so thin, that we are living in a constant state of 
stress and hurry. In this state, it can be really hard to 
remember the benefit of slowing down and making 
space for a tantrum to fully unfold. It can be really 
hard to find a way to set a limit playfully when we 
feel tight and pressured ourselves. 

None of this is our fault. It is hard to Parent by 
Connection in the world we live in. But truth be told, 
it is also simply hard to parent in the world we live in.  

What I’ve seen is that in order to continue Parenting 
by Connection, and continue benefitting from all that 
this approach can give to your family, parents need 
more connection and community with other parents 
who are practicing these tools. 

I have created Parent Connect East Bay with you 
in mind. You have taken a Building Emotional 
Understanding Class, you’ve maybe been to some 
Skill Building classes or had some coaching. Or 
maybe you haven’t had time for these things.

Parent Connect East Bay is a way for parents 
who practice Parenting by Connection to stay in 
community with one another, keep the tools and the 
perspective on connection fresh in their minds, stay 
updated on current class, workshop and coaching 
offerings by East Bay instructors, and keep a familiar 
voice of care and concern for you ringing in your 
ears as you parent. Parent Connect East Bay is a 
community of parents and instructors who speak 
the same language and share the same approach to 
connecting with our children. 

Parenting by Connection isn’t easy, but it is more 
than possible as a path toward having the close and 
sweet family relationships you want in your heart 
of hearts. Welcome to Parent Connect East Bay, your 
circle of support to make connection with your 
children a reality. 

—Angela Jernigan
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