


“Understanding a Child the Occupational Therapy Way is compelling and 
innovative in its focus on celebrating each child and how they experience 
the world, learn, and behave. Sabrina Adair has written a unique resource for 
students and parents, explaining complex concepts about development and 
occupational therapy clearly. She shares cogent stories to illustrate how the 
interrelationships between a child, their activities, and their environment shape 
their participation in daily life. Building on solid conceptual frameworks, 
the book illustrates state-of-the-art strategies to utilize a child’s strengths to 
facilitate change and help them reach their potential.”

—Mary Law, OC, PhD, Professor Emerita, McMaster University

“This is a fabulous book for parents and other caregivers. Warm, wise, and 
compassionate, this book equips parents with in-depth knowledge and essential 
insights that help them better understand and help their often complex and 
always wonderful children using the proven holistic and loving approach that 
the most effective occupational therapists use to help their young clients and 
families flourish and thrive.”

—Lindsey Biel, OTR/L, Occupational Therapist; co-author,  
Raising a Sensory Smart Child; author, Sensory Processing  

Challenges: Effective Clinical Work with Kids and Teens

“As a parent to two young children with diverse and varying needs, I found 
this book to be a very helpful, informative, and enlightening read. It helped me 
to shift my focus from the challenge or difficult behavior my child might be 
exhibiting, to the root cause, and how I can best support my child. It encourages 
us as parents to ask more questions before we react. This book has helped me 
to look at my children as whole, complete people, and to guide and clarify my 
own role as their parent.”

—Pippa Elliott, mom of two children ages 4 and 6

“Tired of fragmented approaches? Sabrina empowers families and 
professionals to see the whole and foster a shared vision. Her practical section 
on collaborating ensures everyone, including the child, is working together in 
the child’s best interest. Families and professionals will be excited to delve 
in and find what works for each unique child and their unique situation. With 
a shared understanding and vision, we can work together to ‘understand a 
child—to create a world where they belong.’ ”

—Hilary Diouf, BA Social Studies,  
Certified Positive Discipline Trainer
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This book uses an occupational therapy way of thinking to guide the reader 
towards observing, understanding, and communicating the needs of children 
to foster a supportive environment.

Presented in accessible, everyday language, this book takes a holistic 
approach of looking at a child from what makes them a unique person, what 
activities they are trying to accomplish, and what environment they are in. 
Each chapter helps readers identify, describe, and clearly articulate a different 
aspect of the child’s environment and how it may affect them, the way that 
they process different sensory inputs, what their behaviors may be telling us, 
and how they learn. By recognizing each child’s unique story and effectively 
communicating their story to others, the reader can identify the most effective 
ways to support a child to meet a child’s needs and set them up for success.

Therapists, educators, parents, and childcare workers will all benefit from 
the simple strategies outlined in this book to enrich a child’s learning.

Sabrina E. Adair, MScOT, is a practicing occupational therapist, a mom 
to four unique and beautiful children, and a passionate advocate for parent 
empowerment.

Understanding a Child the 
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To Austin, Katelyn, Logan, and Abigail,

I hope the world always recognizes you for your beauty within.

You are capable of amazing things.
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The feeling of being inadequate as a parent really impacted me when my chil-
dren were in grade school. Judged by teachers for how your child was react-
ing or behaving at school. Being questioned by other parents for your child’s 
choices or actions, feeling guilty for not being able to control their behavior. 
Realizing firsthand what it feels like to have a child who is misunderstood. 
This is when it really sunk in. We need to remember that our children are not 
us. Nor can we control who they are or who they will become. They are their 
own person. There is a belief that we should be able to control everything 
about them, but it isn’t true. Instead, we should seek to understand, support, 
celebrate, and encourage their uniqueness.

Even as an occupational therapist working with children, I understood then 
more than ever before how parents or caregivers may feel. It was almost a 
sense of helplessness. As parents, we are on the same path of discovery as eve-
ryone else, working with children to figure out who these children are and what 
makes them unique. No two children are the same, and no two adults the same. 
They each have their own unique story. It is a story that needs to be shared.

What I became passionate about was uncovering a child’s story so that we 
could share it with others. I wanted to empower others to really spend the time 
understanding who these amazing children are. When we could share what 
makes each child unique, the perspective of those around the child changed. It 
went from a sense of criticism to a sense of curiosity. Sharing the child’s story 
gave parents, caregivers, teachers, and support workers an understanding of 
why actions were happening, and they were able to learn how to be proactive 
in helping a child find their place in the world and belong for who they are.

It wasn’t a complicated approach; it was quite simple. I went back to my first 
occupational therapy class on models and theories and then back to the basics. 
I was able to answer these two questions:

What makes a person who they are?
What will influence a child?

First, the belief is that a human being is comprised of many characteristics 
that make them who they are. This is affected by the tasks and activities we 
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xiv  Preface

are required to accomplish throughout our day, and lastly, these tasks will take 
place in unique environments that can influence the outcomes. All of these lay-
ers will impact one another in some way.

I wrote this book as an encouragement to others who work with children 
or have children. It is based on the perspective that we need to start from the 
beginning to understand the whole child and get a sense of what makes them 
who they are. Sometimes, we get caught jumping to a conclusion before we 
even know the plot. We can get ahead of ourselves by focusing only on one 
area of a child’s life. We react before we even know the whole story. This book 
is about taking that step back and keeping our eyes open to look at all aspects 
of a child. When you have all the information and you know the story, you can 
delve deeper into the different areas.

As you go through this book, I also encourage you to think about your own 
life and story. I have included questions in each chapter that are intended to 
help guide that thought process. I have also compiled chapter reflection ques-
tions at the end of each chapter to help you review your knowledge. Some-
times, reading these first can help prepare your brain for learning.

As you step into the role of working alongside a child as a therapist, teacher, 
or parent, you are now part of the collaborative group that will surround this 
child and collectively learn the best way to help them reach their potential.

At times, this book may feel overwhelming, but the goal is to open your 
mind to the possibility that there may be another side to what you see or hear. 
If you are a therapist, teacher, or specialist, recognize the value of engaging the 
parents or caregivers whenever possible.

If you are a parent reading this book and feeling overwhelmed, know that 
there are people out there who can help you and guide you through this pro-
cess. You are not alone. Use the words and information in this book to help 
start the conversation of curiosity with others.

The stories in this book are based on some of the actual experiences I have 
had or heard while working with children, but the details have been changed 
to protect the privacy of those involved. I chose these stories because so many 
of the features of the stories will resonate with therapists, teachers, and parents 
alike because we all will recall children who had similar experiences. I use 
these stories to enhance your understanding of the knowledge I am speaking 
of in this book.

This is not a fully inclusive book of everything that makes up a child’s story. 
Instead, it is a starting point to spark your curiosity and begin the conversation. 
I recognize there are limits to this book; there will be parts that may interest 
you, and you may wish to gain further information. At the back of the book, 
I have included a continued reading list for each chapter, highlighting some 
books that can dive deeper into the knowledge.

The ideas and suggestions contained in this book are not intended as a sub-
stitute for a professional working with a child.

Remember that you have an amazing opportunity to help a child unlock 
their potential and be seen for who they truly are. Together, we can watch these 
children take flight and soar!



Abstract Language	 �Using words that are vague with potential multiple 
interpretations

Affective Being	 Emotional being or our feelings
CMOP-E	 �Canadian Model of Occupational 

Performance-Engagement
Cognitive Being	 Ability to learning
Concrete Language	 Words that have a specific meaning
Fixed Mindset	 Have a set capacity for learning
Growth Mindset	 Able to continue to learn and grow
Holistic Approach	 �Looking at all the pieces that can influence the outcome
IEP	 Individualized education plan
Occupation	 The activity or task a person wants or needs to do
PEO	 Person, Environment, and Occupation Model
Physical Being	 How we are physical made and interact with the world
Plan B	 �Actively involving the child in how to navigate a 

situation
Self-Regulation	 The ability to manage stress and control emotions
Sensory Avoiding	 �Will often refrain from doing an activity with a certain 

sensory input
Sensory Craving	 �Will repeatedly seek out an activity that gives a certain 

sensory input
Sensory Overload	 �When too much sensory information is trying to be 

processed at one time
Sensory Preferences	 A person’s preferred input from the world around us
Sensory Room	 �A room that is often dedicated to sensory stimulating 

or calming activities
Tactile Defensive	 Very sensitive to any touch 

Glossary/Abbreviations
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1	� Introduction

Years ago, as part of an art class, the teacher showed me a black and white pic-
ture of a young woman. It was hand-drawn and was the outline of her face with 
a feather coming off her hair. The image was so clear to me, but half the class 
raised their hands when the teacher asked who could see an old woman in the 
picture. It was the cartoonist W. E. Hill’s picture “My Wife and My Mother-In-
Law” created in 1915.1 As it turns out, in this drawing, the picture’s perspective 
will change depending on your focal point. If you look at the smaller details, 
you can see a young woman, and if you look at the bigger details, you can see 
an older woman. Depending on how we are looking at the world, our experi-
ences, perspectives, and focal points frame the way we see it. What fascinated 
me about this picture is that we were students in the same class, looking at the 
same drawing, seeing two different images.

How often do we experience this same story?
Have you ever watched a movie and walked out only to find out the person 

you went to the film with had a different experience in that same movie?
Or walked out of an exam thinking that was the most challenging test you 

had ever taken, only to hear your classmate tell you that it was so easy?
Have you ever felt misunderstood or wondered why people don’t see life 

the way you do?
I am sure your answer is yes to one, if not all, of the aforementioned ques-

tions. Each person is looking at the world from their own perspective. This 
perspective is based on a number of factors, including where you were born, 
what era you were born in, who raised you, how you were raised, and all the 
experiences that you have had. Our perspective is formed from our story.

This book is about discovering your story and the story of the children we 
work with. It is about recognizing and understanding what influences our per-
spectives and the way we interact with the world. It is about putting down our 
technology and really engaging in the world around us. It is about helping chil-
dren who are often misunderstood share their story. Too many times, we get 
caught up in the moment and what is happening in front of us, and we forget 
that we may not be seeing the full picture, just like in my art class.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-1
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Think about the experience of walking through a grocery store and seeing a 
child having a tantrum on the floor. People may judge the parent for not having 
control of their child.

Or the child in your neighborhood who runs around playing with no shoes 
on. People may think that this child is being neglected.

Think about a child who doesn’t like to speak in public and shies away from 
groups. People may think that this child is depressed.

These are all examples of how our perception can influence the story we tell 
ourselves about these children and these situations.

Our own personal experiences, fears, emotions, and perspectives influence 
what we see. As you go through each chapter, you will be reminded of what 
other factors may influence a child’s story and, in the same way, your story. 
We may not realize how differently our brains interpret the world through our 
sensory system, the way our minds process the information we learn, or the 
way we interpret a sense of belonging. The child in the grocery story may have 
been so overwhelmed by the sounds and the lights that he couldn’t handle it 
any longer. The child running on the street without shoes may be oversensitive 
to socks and shoes, so he refuses to wear them. Each child’s interpretation of 
the world is what makes them unique. It also makes each story important to 
share so that others can be more accepting of our differences. It is our unfold-
ing stories that make this world a more interesting place.

Think for a moment what else can impact your perspective. If you were 
born before the Internet and before cell phones, when information was found 
at the library, or through talking with people. Imagine you were born in war-
time, and you lived through the great depression, or a time when you had to 
practice bomb drills and hide under your desks. Or if, when you were little, 
you were not sure where your next meal would come from, or you worried for 
your safety when walking down the street. Think about the influence of social 
media and technology and how they have changed how we communicate and 
compare ourselves to others.

No matter how minor or extreme, each of these experiences could impact 
how you see the world today. They are part of what makes your story. It would 
affect what you value, appreciate, and what is important to you. It would also 
impact your worries, fears, and reactions.

These reactions can also affect how we raise or influence a child. I still recall 
when I was little that there were some friends whose parents would not let 
them make a mess within the home. Their home was always well kept and 
tidy. In that house, we had to constantly clean up behind ourselves as we went 
along, or we were afraid we would not be invited back. In other homes, you 
were not allowed to waste any food, so anything you had on your plate, you 
had to eat regardless if you were full or not. What were these parents’ stories? 
What in their past formed their decisions with their children?

What was your childhood like? What influences formed your story?
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When my children were little, they loved to get messy when they ate. I would 
often place some food pieces on their high chair’s tray to encourage them to 
try and pick it up. I would even place some pieces of spaghetti on their tray. 
When they were learning, they would struggle to pinch the food, and it would 
oftentimes be smeared across their high chair. Sometimes, they would manage 
to pick up a piece and get it to their mouth, but by the end of the meal, they 
would be covered from head to toe with pasta sauce. Some would even end up 
on the floor. For some people, they may become upset with a child doing this 
and making a mess. Yet others may celebrate a child who has just learned how 
to feed themselves independently. Our response will be reflective of our own 
story, and how you react is based on your childhood experiences.

Sometimes, it is even just our instinctive reactions that can be a misinter-
pretation of a situation. I was in the process of potty training my child. We had 
been working on it for a while, and we were not having any success. Then one 
day, I hear from the upstairs hallway, “Mommy I went poo!” I ran upstairs and 
immediately saw a trail of droppings all the way down the hall, and there was 
my child standing naked in the hallway. Immediately, I got upset, as there was 
poo on the carpet. I started reminding them in a stern voice that we go on the 
toilet and not on the carpet and that they need to call mommy if they need to go. 
After my short rant, I carried them to the bathroom only to discover that they 
had gone on the toilet, and they were so excited that they immediately got off 
the toilet and ran to tell me. As a parent I felt horrible. My instinctive reaction 
was to be upset, when really I should have been celebrating their success. If we 
turn this story around and think of it from the perspective of the child, they are 
now confused, as they were being discouraged for something that they thought 
they were supposed to do.

We can be so quick to judge a situation when it all comes down to perspec-
tive. Understanding and looking at the whole story, not just what we see in 
front of us.

Discovering Someone Else’s Story
Working with children involves the process of discovering and understand-
ing someone’s story. Discovering someone else’s story can feel overwhelming, 
especially when it is not our child or a child we know. It can be even harder 
with a child who may not have strong communication skills. So where do you 
begin to understand a child’s story?

Have you ever been in a bookstore and stood in front of a rack of hundreds 
of books, not sure which one to pick? We may pick up a book and look at the 
cover, and if the title or the picture interests us, we may flip it over and read 
the synopsis. If it doesn’t interest us, we may put it back. Yet how much does 
the cover of a book actually tell us? As the saying goes, “never judge a book 
by its cover,” which is true of books as much as it is true of people. How much 
can you really know about a person by just looking at them?
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Just like when you start to read the story, you always begin at the beginning 
of the book. It is the same with understanding a child’s story. You can’t under-
stand a child’s story by how they look. You always start at the beginning of 
their story. Understanding who a child is involves understanding who is raising 
them and the environment that they are coming from.

Susie was a girl I worked with in Grade 1. She was referred for an occupa-
tional therapy consultation through the school system, as she was having diffi-
culties staying focused at her desk, trouble with printing, and poor hygiene. Her 
teacher was concerned with how Susie looked when she came to school each 
day and was worried about how the other kids in the class were treating Susie.

When I met Susie for the first time, I was struck by the fact that in front 
of me was a 6-year-old girl wearing soiled clothes, with peanut butter in her 
hair, and smelling as if she hadn’t showered recently. What I knew for a fact 
was that a 6-year-old does not come to school intentionally smelling poorly 
or wearing soiled clothes. She was not intentionally ignoring hygiene, which 
resulted in her classmates making fun of her and attempting to not sit close to 
her. There was more to Susie’s story than what I could see from sitting with 
her at school.

Understanding first who was caring for Susie at home and their perspective 
was a key into Susie’s story. When I connected with Susie’s parents, I learned 
that Susie’s mom was undergoing some medical treatments and had limited 
strength and mobility. To help out around the house, Susie was making her own 
breakfast and lunches to take to school. Susie didn’t know how to do laundry 
on her own and had difficulty showering independently. They had some help in 
the house, but her mom didn’t realize that Susie was wearing the same clothes 
to school each day.

Susie’s story was an example of how a person’s home life will affect school 
or community and vice versa. We can’t separate a child from the impact of all 
the environments that they engage in. When we receive referrals from school, 
it often has school-related goals. School is a very different environment than 
home, but what happens at home can affect school.

Susie’s struggle with focusing in class and printing her name had to do with 
what was going on with Susie at home. Understanding this part of the story 
helped me and the school staff work more effectively to support her at school.

Looking at Susie and the referral I received, many of the concerns focused 
on getting her to fit better into school. What those at school didn’t realize is 
that Susie was trying to help out at home while her mom was undergoing 
medical treatments. Susie was doing more at home and for herself than many 
other 6-year-olds. With the family’s permission, Susie was able to share with 
her class about what was going on with her mom. The perspective of Susie 
changed, and the class was able to learn empathy and think of ways to help 
Susie’s family.

Many children have different experiences at home. Often, the first step is 
understanding the capacity of the family and how it can impact a child’s story. 



Introduction  5

A child’s ability to learn can be affected by the food that they eat, their genetic 
predisposition, and the nurturing that they receive. A referral for therapy should 
be about more than helping children to fit in better at school. Our goal is not 
only to make better students out of children; it is also about giving them the 
skills for a better future.

Can you relate to a story like Susie’s? A child who is proud of herself for 
helping out at home, yet judged by others who didn’t know the whole story. 
Susie smelt of peanut butter because she made her own sandwich for breakfast 
and had pushed her hair out of her face with her dirty hands. She had taken 
some creative initiative and showed independence to know what she needed to 
do before school, and that should be celebrated. How many of you reading this 
initially thought the case might be due to neglect? Sometimes, that can be our 
instinctive reaction, and we must always take a moment to think about what 
else could be going on. As you go through this book, I will outline in more 
detail all of the factors that can influence how we see and engage with a child. 
I will continuously emphasize the importance of always looking at the whole 
picture to help a child achieve their potential.

Understanding What Can Impact a Story
Once you understand where the story begins, it is also important to consider 
other factors that can be impacting how they behave. When children misbe-
have or have outbursts of emotion, there is often an underlying cause. Too 
often, I have watched children be disciplined for their behavior and see their 
behavior escalate out of control without taking the time to understand what 
caused the behavior. Our sensory system, our ability to learn, or an inability to 
regulate emotions can impact our reactions. I will go into detail in this book 
on how to recognize what could be impacting a child’s behavior and what 
behaviors can tell us.

Luke was in Grade 3, was very disruptive in class, had difficulty focusing, 
and was labeled as a child with behavioral problems. Labelling a child can 
result in prescribing the fate of a child and I will go into this in more detail 
later in the book.

Luke was referred for occupational therapy to work on his classroom focus. 
During the first meeting with Luke, it was clear that Luke did have difficulty 
focusing, but that he also had trouble recognizing numbers and letters. When 
challenged, Luke would resort to acting silly or deviating from what was in 
front of him. At one point, he got up and tried to run away.

Luke didn’t have many behavioral outbursts at home, but the environment 
at school had different expectations than at home. Luke was struggling with 
comprehension, recognizing letters, and fine-motor skills like printing, which 
was an obvious sign there was more to Luke’s story than just the fact that he 
exhibited behavioral issues in class. He was struggling to understand and com-
plete the work he had to do, which was a challenge.
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If you or I were challenged with something as adults, at a task we not only 
didn’t like to do, but also couldn’t physically comprehend, would we stay will-
ingly in that environment every day, or would we give up or try to get away? 
The negative perception that Luke was not behaving and acting out was miss-
ing many parts of that story. It was similar to Susie, who was judged for how 
she looked instead of looking at what else could be the cause.

Working through and identifying what made Luke who he is was such a val-
uable part of understanding how we could best support him. The sounds in the 
classroom and the discomfort of sitting in his chair were also making it hard 
for Luke to focus. His mind was focused on other aspects of the classroom, and 
therefore, there was a fight going on with the sensory inputs coming in around 
him. Each of the sensory inputs was trying to win the focus of the mind at that 
moment. Luke was feeling so overwhelmed that whenever anyone asked him a 
question or he had to try to work at his desk, he couldn’t. When we were able 
to recognize the impact of the environment, we could make changes, including 
a few simple modifications in the classroom that would set him on the right 
track. We could then work collaboratively as a team around Luke to help him 
work towards his goal.

An important part of Luke’s story is to understand that the feelings he was 
having were very real to him. The chair in the classroom may be fine for the 
other 23 students, but it was so uncomfortable for Luke that he couldn’t con-
centrate. Luke didn’t know how to express what he was feeling, so he would 
act out or just get up and leave.

I have often heard people use words like “This isn’t hard” or “This can’t 
bother you” when responding to a child’s frustrations. Reframing this to 
acknowledging that these feelings and experiences are real for this child shifts 
our frame of mind, enabling creative solutions, positivity, and hope.

These two stories highlight some examples of why it is important to take 
the time to understand someone’s story. Their stories give us a glimpse into 
what makes them who they are. This book is about identifying some of the 
pieces that make up a child’s story. From before they were conceived, to the 
influences of the people who raised them, to the way that their brain interprets 
the world through their senses and how they learn, each part can impact how a 
child navigates the world. What we can recognize from their outward behav-
iors and the way they learn how to find balance is so important in a child’s life. 
I hope that in this book you have personal ah-ha moments or takeaways that 
remind you that everyone has a story.

The most important part of this book is that each of us, no matter our role, 
title, or education, has the ability to uncover a child’s story. Each of us is 
equally important and worthy of contributing to the success of a child. It is for 
this reason that I have written this book in a way that is applicable to thera-
pists, educators, teachers, and health care professionals, as well as caregivers, 
parents, grandparents, camp counsellors, students, and anyone else who plays 
a role in a child’s life. This book is written with the goal of helping anyone 
working with children or who has children to be able to look at the whole story 
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of the child. In occupational therapy, we refer to this as a holistic approach—
taking into consideration all their different components and parts. We owe it to 
the child to really grasp who they are and unlock their potential.

Understanding the Vision
Uncovering a child’s story is so valuable, but it will only help if everyone 
recognizes the same capabilities of a child. If we were to try to help a child 
the way each of us thinks is best, we may not be as effective as if we work 
together and work towards a shared vision. So how do we work collaboratively 
together? What does this mean? How do we create a vision for a child?

A child’s life can be thought of in relation to a sailboat. A sailboat is built 
for the water and with the intention to sail. If we tie a boat to a dock and let it 
stay there, it will not be used to its potential. Instead, we must learn about the 
boat, what makes it seaworthy, and how to let it reach its greatest capacity. The 
valuable information for a sailboat includes those who built the boat, the speci-
fication of the pieces that were put into it, and the environment it is in. What is 
also essential is how to sail the boat. The people who learn how to unleash the 
boat’s capabilities will see the boat harness the wind and reach its potential. We 
cannot change what the boat is; we can only learn how to help the boat do its 
thing. The environment in which the boat will navigate will change, but when 
you understand the capabilities of the boat, you can move to environments that 
are favorable for the boat to fly through the water.

One would think that the sailboat’s goal and vision are clear, but if the per-
son who built the sailboat only wanted it to stay on dry land and the person 
who sails the sailboat needs it in the water, the vision is different. One is safe 
and secure, and the other is more vulnerable. Yet, in the water, you will see the 
most capabilities and learn the most.

Why compare children to boats? It is a clear example of a shared vision and 
goal. It shows the importance of understanding history as well as forecasting 
the future. It is about understanding the whole story and the bigger picture. It 
is about communicating these visions and goals with those around you effec-
tively to become a shared entity. It is about learning to unleash the child’s 
potential and focus on what they are capable of.

Having been a therapist working with kids and families in multiple set-
tings, I  have been involved with many different therapeutic relationship 
dynamics: meaning, I have worked with children, caregivers, teachers, other 
professionals, social services, and grandparents. What they all often have in 
common is their interest in the betterment of the child and their success. What 
I found different is that, sometimes, the goals and the approach varied. When 
there is no shared goal or vision for the child and no common understand-
ing of the child as a whole, the outcomes can be altered. It is like we don’t 
understand the boat and all its capabilities. This can come from a difference 
in our perspective. Understanding how to create a common vision for a child 
is important and covered later in this book. Once you have a vision, you can 
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align all your goals towards the vision, which helps when making decisions 
about a child’s future.

Sharing Someone’s Story
As you uncover some parts of a child’s story, it is important to think about 
how you would share your findings with others and be able to create a shared 
vision. How you share it can differ depending on the person you are sharing 
the information with, but the information is valuable so that a child is not mis-
understood like Susie or Luke was.

Sharing a child’s story reminds me of going to see a play. When you see a 
play at the theatre, you are given a program when you walk in. In the program, 
it tells you a little background or context to the play you are about to watch. It 
will tell you the setting, where the play takes place, and often the year that it 
takes place. It will also tell you the play’s characters and a little background on 
who they are and the role they play in the story.

This information sets the stage for how the play will unfold and tries to cre-
ate a common perspective for those watching. The screenwriter works hard 
to then create the scenes and the story to help us understand and relate to the 
characters. What makes each person who they are and how they contribute to 
the bigger picture is revealed as the play continues. We can see the emotion, 
the connection, the challenges, and the excitement as the play progresses. We 
are focusing on watching each move and the rest of story with anticipation.

In the unscripted play called life, we also have a setting and characters. Our 
setting is continuously changing, although many of the main characters will 
stay the same. There are specific roles and parts to the play that inform some of 
the background. The challenge with our life play is that we don’t get the guide 
or program. We also don’t get the benefit of rehearsals.

What if as therapists, teachers, parents, and caregivers, we use the informa-
tion we discover about a child’s story to create a guide or a program to help 
others to understand the children we work with? What if we create a way for 
people to understand a child’s perspective, similar to a playwright describing 
characters in their play? Helping caregivers to find the language and express 
it to others empowers them and the children they work with to both be more 
active participants in their lives.

Working with children, no matter our role, title, or position, our goal is to 
support children through this ongoing play of life. Success comes from under-
standing what makes each character unique, leveraging their strengths, the 
setting in which life takes place, and how the characters interact with the envi-
ronment that they are in. We are observing and learning more about the story 
of a child as it unfolds. Like a good playwright, as we learn more about each 
character and how they develop, we can work to create the settings that will 
help them to achieve their goals. The more we work at understanding ourselves 
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and each other, the more we can enjoy and respond within our journey as care 
givers.

If you could write a description of your character in your play called life, 
what would it say?

What would you be most proud of? What is your most significant ah-ha 
experience?

As a mom, Susie’s story, Luke’s story, and so many more resonate with me and 
reflect the importance of understanding the larger picture and acknowledging 
the real struggle that children go through.

Don’t we all wish we could be a little more understood by those around us?
Who these children are, not their diagnosis or label, but what they are capa-

ble of, is fundamental in helping them reach their goals. How kids learn or how 
they seek knowledge and information is so different from one child to another. 
We need to accept them for who they are and let them know that they are 
important and valued. By understanding the basics about how a child experi-
ences the world through their senses, reacts through their behaviors, and learns 
through their unique style, we can create a future for them like no other. What 
if we could recognize what makes a child happiest? What if we could realize 
what makes them scared or sad? Then therapists and parents alike could create 
an environment that allows a child to thrive and flourish. Just like a flower in 
a garden, children are seeds: If planted in a supportive and enriching environ-
ment, this can help them thrive and grow.

To help you as a reader understand how the book was written, I will spend 
the next chapter explaining my perspective using an occupational therapy 
approach. Occupational therapy was built around a holistic approach to clients. 
Using models developed in occupational therapy can help guide us in process-
ing the information we are dealing with. These theories provide us with a way 
to communicate a framework, helping take the whole story to identify the more 
specific parts and help in our approach to understanding children.
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To understand a child’s story, you need to take a holistic approach. This means 
looking at all the pieces. As an occupational therapist, this is what we are 
trained to do. In this chapter, I am going to give you a glimpse of how occu-
pational therapist thinking can help us go through the process of discovering 
what makes a child unique. Over many years of practice, occupational thera-
pists, like many other professionals, have researched and developed guide-
lines, frameworks, models, and theories that help others within the profession 
to understand, navigate, and make sense of what we see. They help break down 
a big picture into smaller pieces, similar to how I described a child’s story, and 
can help to give guidance on how to organize the information that we discover.

Why is this important?
Imagine sitting with 1,000 pieces of a puzzle in front of you, and you have 

no idea what image the puzzle makes. How do you know where to begin? Or 
if you were told to do a project at school or work without any guidance, direc-
tion, or expectations. Would you feel overwhelmed because you don’t know 
where to start?

The key to conquering the feeling of overwhelm is by having a clear under-
standing or process of how to take a large task and break it down into smaller 
pieces. It is comparable to having the complete picture for your puzzle or an 
outline for the project that you need to get done. This guidance tells you how 
the pieces fit together or where you need to begin. That is what using an occupa-
tional therapy model can do. It can help us focus on all the parts that have been 
identified that affect who we are and what we do. This process drives results.

Think of this chapter as gaining the insight into my perspective and framing. 
I am sharing with you one of the perspectives that I use when I work with fami-
lies and children. I don’t just look at the small issues that might occur; I also 
look at the big picture: a holistic approach. There are different approaches, but 
for the purpose of this book, I want to keep it as clear and easy to understand 
so that we can share this perspective.

So, what is occupational therapy?
For those who know occupational therapy, you can skip ahead. For those 

who don’t, here is a quick history lesson to describe what occupational thera-
pists do and why occupational therapists think the way they do.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-2
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Numerous times, I have been told by a parent when I introduce myself as an 
occupational therapist that their child doesn’t have a job yet. I always respond 
by saying that their job is to be a child, which we will work on.

Occupational therapy is often misunderstood because of its name. While 
people often assume the term occupational means it has to do with your job or 
occupation, the term occupation in the context of therapy has to do with any 
activity that a person participates in.

The therapy component works on exploring and answering many other 
questions around the activities. In relation to children, a few of which are:

Is the child able to do an activity that they want to do?
What is affecting their ability?
Can we help the child to reach their greatest potential in the activities 

that they want to do?
How can we make the activity more inclusive and accommodating to 

the child’s needs?

A child’s goal may be to learn how to ride a bike. They may be able to under-
stand how to ride a bike, but the challenge is that they have difficulty balancing 
and controlling their legs. Since their goal is to ride a bike, I work with the child 
to find a bicycle that suits their needs. An accommodation might be that their 
bike may have three wheels, an increased back support, a wider seat, and some 
straps to hold their feet on. The occupation of the child at this moment is learning 
to ride the bike. The therapy is figuring out a way to help them reach that goal.

Occupational therapy came to be by understanding that there is more to a 
person than what we see in their actions. It is about finding ways to help people 
participate in meaningful activities. The models or guides help navigate each 
new situation to understand the people we work with and help them do the 
activities they want to do.

Where It All Began
We learn from history, as that is what informs the future. Here is a brief history 
of some ways that occupational therapy came to be.

The idea that we, as people, are designed and need to do purposeful, mean-
ingful activities as part of our lives has been recorded back to the early 1800s. 
One example that is recorded is about a physiatrist named Dr. William Rush 
Dunton Jr., who worked in an asylum that housed people with mental health 
challenges that made them a danger to the community.2 This came out of the 
era before we knew what we know now about how to help people. “Early in 
(Dunton’s) work, he became intrigued by the healing potential of occupational 
activities for patients. His treatment recommendations included emphasis upon 
busy, productive activities in a patient’s daily schedule.”2 Dunton published 
articles and books that emphasized the importance of meaningful work on 
healing the mind and body.
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The occupational therapy profession continued to grow out of the need 
to find purpose and meaning for soldiers injured in the war.3 Many soldiers 
wounded in the war were no longer able to serve in the military, and some 
could not return to the life they had before.

The soldiers went to war as healthy, capable humans who felt their purpose 
was to serve and protect their country. When they were injured, many struggled 
to find value and meaning in their lives. Yet these soldiers still had the capa-
bilities to participate in meaningful work. Meaningful work was recognized as 
work that helps others and can contribute to the world’s greater good.

Meaningful work is based on the idea that we are all created with the desire 
to have a purpose—a purpose in life to contribute, participate, and be a part 
of a bigger picture. When you cannot contribute in the way you originally 
intended or expected to, there can be a disconnect in life.

The early occupational therapists worked with soldiers to identify their capa-
bilities and help them find activities in which they could participate. The occu-
pational therapists looked at soldiers and recognized that they could still learn 
new skills, but their physical bodies were different. These early occupational 
therapists helped find ways to modify these soldiers’ activities to allow them to 
be still independent. A simple example of an early occupational therapy goal 
was to create work that soldiers could sell. This work could even provide for 
their families—activities such as weaving baskets for soldiers who lost their 
legs in the war.3

The early practice looked at a person as a whole being, what they were capa-
ble of, what environment they were in, and how they interacted with their sur-
roundings. How does someone learn how to navigate the world around them 
daily when physical or mental challenges exist? This idea grew into helping 
many diverse populations of people who face challenges in their daily lives. 
Modern-day occupational therapists continue to help solve the problems that 
interfere with a person’s ability to do the tasks they want to do—everyday 
things like self-care, going to work or school, and any leisure activities.

Theoretical Foundation of Occupational Therapy
Over the last century, many frameworks, guidelines, theories, and models have 
been developed that create a way to help occupational therapists guide their 
strategies and ideas. Some are very specific to one area of practice, and others 
are broader.

So, what is the model or perspective used in this book?
The updated Canadian Model of Occupational Performance and Engage-

ment (CMOP-E) created by Townsend and Polatajko4 was designed to identify 
all the essential areas that effectively impact a person’s ability to engage in a 
task. CMOP-E was one of many models based off a client-centered approach 
that many occupational therapists follow today. It helped to highlight how 
many factors affect a person’s ability to complete a task.
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There are three main areas of focus in the CMOP-E: environment, occupa-
tion, and person, and the core of this model is spirituality (Figure 2.1).

According to the CMOP-E model, a person, identified by the triangle shape, 
is a combination of affective, cognitive, and physical beings. Their physical 
ability: how they can move; their cognitive ability: how they can learn new 
ideas; and their affective being: how their emotions play into who they are, 
are all part of this model. The person triangle is built around the center core 
labeled as spirituality, not referring to religious affiliations, but that we, at our 
core, are unique beings.4

Through this model, the activities that we participate in are identified by the 
middle ring in Figure 2.1: (a) self-care, (b) leisure, and (c) productivity. Pro-
ductive work for children would be any activity working to move a child for-
ward on the learning continuum. Self-care activities are activities required of 
us daily, such as brushing our teeth, eating, toileting, exercising, and bathing. 
Leisure activities are those activities that we do for pleasure, such as sports, 
arts, and music.

EnvironmentEn

Leisure

Cognitive Physical

Affective
Occupation

Person

Spirituality

Figure 2.1  The three areas of focus in the CMOP-E in relation to its spirituality core.
Was directions for putting in the diagram
Note: Redrawn with permission from Enabling Occupation II: Advancing an Occupational Ther-
apy Vision for Health, Well-being and Justice Through Occupation (p. 23), by E. Townsend & H. 
Polatajko, 2007, CAOT Publications ACE.
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The outer ring of the CMOP-E model is the environment. The environment 
can be divided into four elements: the physical, institutional, cultural, and 
social elements (see Figure 2.1). The physical element would be any physi-
cal space that a child is in, including the tools and equipment that they use. 
The institutional elements include the law, rules, expectations, and practices 
that govern any environment. For example, how you behave in a church will 
differ from a school and differ from an art gallery, based on the rules or poli-
cies that govern this environment. The cultural element considers the cultural 
traditions that exist. This can include religious events such as Shabbat dinners 
in the Jewish faith on their sabbath Friday night. It can also include traditional 
activities such as sharing circles in the Indigenous communities, where the 
only person speaking has the talking stick, and you respect the messages and 
lessons that are shared. The social element of an environment includes all of 
the people who are within the environment that you are in. This can include 
family, coworkers, and friends whom you spend time with and can also include 
classmates, teachers, coaches, and even people who you may not know, such 
as at a store or park.4

It is important to take all three areas of focus and understand how they inter-
act with each other. A simplified way to look at how the aspects of the CMOP-
E model affect each other is through the Person, Environment, and Occupation 
Model by Law et al., also known as the PEO model.5

Figure 2.2 The person, environment, and occupational model.
Was directions for putting in the diagram
Note: Redrawn from “The Person-Environment-Occupation Model: A Transactive Approach to 
Occupational Performance,” by M. Law, B. A. Cooper, S. Strong, D. Stewart, P. Rigby, & L. Letts, 
1996, Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 63, p. 18. doi:10.1177/000841749606300103

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/000841749606300103
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The basis of Law et al.’s PEO model5 is that a person’s performance can be 
evaluated in three areas: (a) the person, (b) the environment or where they are, 
and (c) what they do, also known as the occupation. When a person completes 
an activity in a specific environment, the result is known as occupational 
performance, or the result of the activity that was completed.

The more aligned the three circles are, the better the person will perform the 
task they are trying to do. Meaning that if the person has the skills to complete 
a task in an environment conducive to them doing the task, they are more likely 
to achieve it.5

For example, a child who has difficulty reading is easily distracted, and your 
job is to teach them to read. The child who has difficulty reading may have 
some sensory and attention challenges. The occupation or task they are trying 
to complete is the reading. The environment that you are working with them 
in is a rollercoaster ride. Because you are trying to teach them to read on a 
rollercoaster that has overwhelming sounds, movement, and sights, success in 
this task will be a challenge. The lack of success is because there is incongru-
ence or disconnect between the environment and the activity you are trying 
to accomplish. The outcome of your job, to teach them to read, will likely not 
meet your anticipated goals.

If you were to take the same example of a child learning to read and were to 
move the environment to a quiet room, you would have better success working 
on their goal.

Sometimes, children may experience challenges working on skills in ther-
apy sessions for this same reason. For example, when we teach children about 
dressing or toileting, but don’t teach them in their environment where they 
would be completing the activity, such as a bathroom or their bedroom, they 
may have lower success in achieving the goal. According to Law et al.’s PEO 
model (see Figure 2.2), when the environment does not match the person and 
skill, that skill’s outcome will be lower than expected.5 It doesn’t mean that the 
skills we can work on outside of this environment are not valuable. It is helpful 
to understand the model to know how to maximize the best outcome.

Similarly, suppose a child is not taught as part of their culture to feed them-
selves when they are young or to clean themselves in the bathroom. Even if we 
are in the proper environment, there would be a disconnect towards the goal. 
In that case, the cultural upbringing of the child affects the person in the model.

I worked with a little boy who was referred to me by the school system, 
as he wouldn’t go to the school bathroom. It caused concerns for the school, 
as he would become irritable and anxious when he needed to have a bowel 
movement, and he often had to leave school to go to the bathroom. The school 
believed it was a fear issue, and they needed him to become more comfortable 
with toileting at school. When I spoke to his mom during the assessment, she 
described that she had never used toilet paper with her son. After he goes to the 
washroom, he takes a warm bath or has warm washcloths, and his mom wipes 
him down. She said that this was part of their cultural upbringing. Suppose a 
child understands that a warm bath is associated with going to have a bowel 
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movement. In that case, the school environment will not allow him to complete 
the task the way he knows how to. There is no way to make the school environ-
ment more conducive to going to the washroom in this case. The challenge was 
not the boy’s resistance to going to the bathroom. Instead, he was raised until 
this point to believe and understand that a warm bath occurs when you go to 
the bathroom.

Perspective
The school believed it was fear of the bathroom, and in some ways, it was. Yet 
there was more to this child’s story that the school did not understand. When 
you look at the performance and not look at the pieces involved, you can be 
missing critical information that would affect the outcome.

The personal attributes did not match the environment, which affected the 
activity.

All three aspects (i.e., the environment, person, and activity) cannot be sepa-
rated. Everything that makes up these components plays an essential role in 
creating our spirituality or what makes us unique. It may sound complex and 
a bit daunting, but if you understood the PEO model, think of these questions 
that can represent the details in the CMOP-E:

How do you act in different situations?
Does the way you behave change depending on who you are with or 

where you are?
Does the way you act change when you are not having a good day?
Are some activities more comfortable to do than others? Or are there 

some activities that you would instead not do?

The roles I play as a wife and mother are different from my role as a therapist. 
The location also varies greatly, with one being at home and one at a clinic. The 
way I communicate with my colleagues is different from the way I speak with 
my children. Understanding what factors are influencing me at any particular 
moment is essential, as it will impact what I am trying to accomplish.

It is all about perspective.
Understanding all the influences on a child is vital to work with each child 

effectively.
For example, consider the child I worked with who was unable to use the 

washroom at school. He could physically go to the bathroom. He was toilet 
trained. There was a disconnect in the environmental aspects between the cul-
tural norms for his family, bathing after using the washroom, and the school’s 
institutional requirements, using toilet paper. As therapists, understanding 
social and cultural influences on the environment is essential, as they can differ 
from person to person and from institutional norms or physical space. Under-
standing all of the child’s story is necessary for creating a conducive space for 
growth and learning.
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CMOP-E shows how many different factors affect a person’s being and how 
unique each person is. Even two people raised in the same family will have two 
distinct sets of memories, emotions, and perspectives of the same activity. In 
the next chapter, I will identify some of the factors influencing those working 
with a child.

Other Professions
How is occupational therapy different from other professions? Models and 
frameworks are not just something that occupational therapists use. Many pro-
fessions have created and practice under their own models and frameworks, 
which may impact the way they engage in the care of a child. We cannot assume 
that we understand each other’s perspectives; therefore, it is important to be 
able to express our rationale and understanding of the situation. Acknowledg-
ing that differences exist, and how these may impact the outcomes of the inter-
action, is vital.

Think about the health practitioners you visit and the reason you go see 
them. You wouldn’t go to a massage therapist for your child’s pink eye. Like-
wise, you wouldn’t go to a speech-language pathologist for help with walking.

More specifically, if you went to a family physician because you are strug-
gling with anxiety, their focus and recommendations would be different than 
if you went to a social worker for the same reason. The amount of time spent, 
the depth of focus, and their treatment capabilities are different because of their 
professional training or focus.

When it comes to children, the training, expertise, and rationale that profes-
sionals are all taught serve the purposes they need in developing an understand-
ing of a child. Each person plays a significant role in contributing information 
to the bigger picture. It is essential to understand the diversity in the perspec-
tives and that everyone is looking at the same child from a slightly different 
angle. Think about W. E. Hill’s picture “My Wife and My Mother-In-Law,”1 
which is the black and white image mentioned in the first chapter. The class 
members were all looking at the same image, yet we saw two different outlines.

Within each profession, there are also different specialties. A medical doctor 
can specialize in many areas: a cardiologist focuses on the heart, a radiologist 
focuses on medical imaging, a psychiatrist focuses on mental health, a pediatri-
cian focuses on children, and the list goes on. Similarly, many therapists can 
work in different areas. An occupational therapist can focus their work on many 
areas, including seniors, children, hospital care, and home care. Although the 
overarching models used are the same, the treatment rationales, knowledge, 
and strategies can differ. An occupational therapist working with older patients 
in a nursing home would have a different experience than an occupational ther-
apist working with children in a school setting. Both look at the clients simi-
larly, but the client’s influences, the environment, and the goals would differ.

Being aware of what professionals are involved in the care and support of 
a child and what perspective they have is important to understand how all the 
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views and opinions fit together. Collaborating or working towards common 
goals can increase the chances of a successful performance of that activity. 
A speech-language pathologist working on bathroom vocabulary will impact a 
physical therapist helping a child work on balance in sitting, which will impact 
an occupational therapist working on the sensory needs as well as the sequence 
of toileting. Although each person’s focus was on a different part, together they 
worked on the larger goal of independent toileting.

Occupational Therapy in Pediatrics
When people see an occupational therapist working with children, they often 
see pictures of children on swings or playing on the floor. Sometimes, images 
will show children building with blocks or working on letters. Yet an occupa-
tional therapist does so much more.

A child’s job is to learn and grow from experiencing the world. We work 
with children and their parents and caregivers to learn and identify how each 
child experiences and navigates the world. Occupational therapists are like 
detectives gathering all the information surrounding a child, as outlined in the 
CMOP-E,4 to understand the challenges children face. We then work to help 
children develop skills or ways to work towards specific milestones created 
from observing children’s natural progressions. This looks different for each 
child, but the more we understand about a child’s needs and preferences, the 
better we can support a child to flourish. An occupational therapist’s goal is to 
help children maximize their independence in their occupation of play, develop 
their self-care skills, and achieve their greatest potential in home, school, and 
community.

Occupational therapy was born out of helping people find purpose and 
meaning. Using models like the ones reviewed in this chapter gives us a frame-
work of how to identify what part or area may be having an impact on the 
other areas. We can use these models to also identify the influence of anyone 
working with a child. Each of us, even as parents, caregivers, and profession-
als, can learn about our natural biases, experiences, and mindset and how these 
can impact our decisions. This is the starting point for the next chapter because 
when we first understand more about who is raising the child, we can under-
stand more about how a child might view the world.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 What is the value in following a model when working with children?
2.	 What are the two models we looked at in this chapter that will guide the 

rest of this book?
3.	 How do the person, environment, and occupation relate?
4.	 Why is it important that all three factors align?
5.	 Why is it important to understand other professions, models, or 

frameworks?
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3	� Understanding the 
Caregiver

Have you ever thought about when a person’s story actually begins? When you 
tell someone about yourself, do you talk about your life as it is now? Do you 
start when you were born? Or do you start from where your parents were born?

The person or people who are raising a child and the environment that a 
child is raised in create the setting for the first part of a child’s life. Yet, when 
we think about a child’s story, we often don’t start the discussion by looking at 
who the caregivers are.

The truth is that every child’s story begins before they are born. There 
is a large biological component to who we are. What happens after we are 
born—where, how, and who raised us—then impacts how our traits develop. 
This is important because how we were raised forms our values, beliefs, 
and views of the world and ourselves. What a person learns when they are 
growing up will impact how they interact with the next generation. Seeking 
to understand how a child is raised can help us to know how to unlock their 
potential.

The information about a caregiver can help give clues into the parts of a 
child that they can’t communicate yet. As you go through this chapter, think 
about your own experiences and how it may impact the way you see the world 
today.

Grade 7 Biology
What makes a person who they are includes one’s physical, cognitive, and 
affective being as highlighted by Townsend and Polatajko in their CMOP-E.4 
Many of these features can have genetic links.

If you think back to Grade 7 science class, a person (a new life) is created 
when two cells combine half the DNA from one person and half the DNA 
from another. Through this process, an entirely new human being is created. 
The people who created this tiny human have given the starting blocks for 
how this child looks, grows, and develops. Research has shown many differ-
ent traits can be determined through the genetic makeup we are given from 
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our biological parents. Biology sets some of the groundwork for who we will 
become.

Why are genetics important?

The key to understanding parts of the child can come from understanding their 
biological parents.

What kind of struggles did the parents have as children?
What were their strengths? Sensitivities? Challenges?

In more recent years, scientists have discovered genetic links to traits such as 
focus, attention, and sound sensitivity. Knowing some of the genetic makeup 
only gives us clues into how a child functions. We need to remember that chil-
dren are not identical replicas and, therefore, will not be the exact same as their 
parents. When I thought about having children, I always believed that I would 
have mini versions of myself. We would be interested in the same activities and 
have similar personalities. I would know exactly how they wanted to be parented 
on the basis of my own experiences. It would be easy. This was far from the 
truth. As a mom of four beautiful children, I can say that they are all unique and 
individual, and not one is like me. I learned so much from each, including how 
to see them as unique individuals and to parent them all differently. It was not 
the easy experience I was hoping for. They did, however, carry on some of those 
traits that are biological. The importance of these factors in a child’s develop-
ment can give us some clues into what makes the child who they are.

Understanding How You Were Raised
Part of who we are is made up of this genetic component, and the other piece 
is how we were raised. When we look at who is raising the child, we can see 
a different set of characteristics that may affect a child. The person caring for 
a child can vary from the biological parents, grandparents, extended family 
members, foster parents, adopted parents, and guardians. At any point in time, 
there is a person legally responsible for caring for that child.

Since there are no mandatory courses on how to raise a child or care for a 
child, the information that we have on how to raise children comes mostly from 
our own experiences. This includes information from how we were raised, how 
we saw others around us raised, stories we were told, and what we saw on tel-
evision and social media. Think about the families that lived near you growing 
up. Did you sometimes think about what it would be like to be part of another 
family? Did you see a show on television and wish your parents could be like 
those characters?

Each caregiver’s story is influenced by the environment (i.e., physical, insti-
tutional, cultural, and social) they were raised in, as noted by Townsend and 
Polatajko in their CMOP-E.4
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The physical elements of the environment that you grew up in shaped your 
experiences. Think about the last 100 years and how much the physical world 
has changed. From the beginning of the 20th century to the end, the world 
looked like a much different place. With the evolution of transportation, the 
world became a much smaller place. People could travel more easily, and fami-
lies became spread out across the globe. What used to take weeks to travel, 
now with air transportation, only takes hours. From the introduction of the 
television to the technology we have access to today is drastically different. 
With the growth of the World Wide Web, access to unlimited information is 
now at our fingertips. Even the influences of the media have changed how 
children in the 21st century will grow up. We can see and compare ourselves 
to so many more people than ever before. People far removed from our lives 
can even comment on the way we live our lives based on images that they see 
on social media.

On a smaller scale, the physical community you grew up in, the schools 
you attended, and the homes you have lived in will have created memories 
and experiences that have become part of you. Even the bedroom you had, 
the toys you played with, and activities you participated in informed your 
being. Your feeling of safety, your sense of support, and your understanding 
of community were formed in these younger years. Someone brought up in 
a refugee camp with very little will have a different outlook than someone 
who grew up with everything they ever wanted or needed. A  family who 
lived in poverty, not knowing where the next meal would come from, would 
understand hardship more than someone who didn’t. A  family who lived 
through the war where they were afraid to leave their house may be more 
aware of the freedoms of where they are now living than someone who has 
not experienced war. All of these physical elements will impact who we 
become.

The social elements are also important to understand as it would include all 
of the people that were part of your childhood story. Who was around us when 
we were growing up would have impacted what community meant to us.

Think about Sarah: a little girl who was an only child raised in a home where 
her mom stayed at home and cooked, cleaned, and made sure she was taken 
care of. Sarah’s dad worked out of the house and would be gone from nine to 
five, come home for dinner, and spend his evenings reading the paper or watch-
ing television. There were strict rules in the house for Sarah: no television, 
music, yelling, or talking back. There were very few words of affirmation or 
hugs. Sarah was considered a good child if she obeyed the rules and did well 
at school. She was only allowed to play with a few neighbor children, but was 
not close to any relatives. She was given anything she wanted as long as she 
stayed quiet. Sarah will grow up with the social and emotional influence of this 
upbringing. Her sense of acceptance and love will affect how she will approach 
motherhood and how her children will be raised. Even if she disagreed with 
how she was brought up, many of those emotional ties and social influences 
would affect her future experiences.
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Another example would be a little boy named Sean, who had two siblings, 
raised by a single mother. His mother couldn’t work because of a disability, 
and so they lived on social support. It meant that his family relied on govern-
ment aid as a resource for income for food and living. His mother gave him lots 
of hugs, encouragement, and love. He had few resources at home, but he knew 
he was loved. Sean never had the newest clothes or the latest toys, but his mom 
always told him he could be whoever he wanted to be. He had cousins, aunts, 
and uncles involved in his life, and he was part of a large extended family unit 
that he often saw. His family was also part of a nurturing faith community. 
These experiences will influence his role as a parent.

These two children will grow up with different social experiences, which 
will influence how they parent. These examples are only two of millions of 
other stories. No two people are going to have the same experiences. Even 
children from within the same family will have different emotional responses 
and memories to the same event.

The cultural elements in our childhood include those traditions and values 
based on the generations before us. Each family has a family culture, which 
can be a mix of cultures brought together through marriage or relationships. 
The way your family celebrates holidays, its religious associations, and tradi-
tions will influence what you value as an adult. It doesn’t mean you will carry 
on these traditions necessarily, but the way you interpret your experiences as 
positive or negative will determine how they affect your adult life, and this 
outcome will ripple into your children. If Thanksgiving was an important fam-
ily holiday each year with a big dinner and lots of family, you may want to 
continue this tradition if it brought you joy when you were a child.

The institutional elements of your upbringing can be reflective of many dif-
ferent areas. It can include the country that you grew up in and the rules, laws, 
and societal standards that existed within it. I believe that institutional influ-
ences go beyond the government and include any environment where rules or 
regulations exist. This can include any rules that occurred in your home from 
your parents. This can also happen in any association, religion, educational, 
or professional environment. Think about a team’s organization. There are 
rules embedded in participation in their programs, and there are expectations 
of behaviors. The school you went to as a child would have had its own rules, 
position on behavior tolerance, and discipline. What happened when rules 
were broken and how the school dealt with it may have impacted your future 
educational experiences and opportunities. Even working as an occupational 
therapist, there are rules that govern how I can work, communicate about my 
profession, and behave that will affect my choices throughout my career. These 
rules create boundaries and potential limitations that will impact the choices 
you make. These institutional elements will affect how you have grown up.

Take a moment to think about your childhood:

What was your family home like?
What were some experiences that you enjoyed?
Who were the important people in your life?
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How you answer those questions will often impact how you approach the chil-
dren you work with or your own children. Our experiences growing up are 
what we relate our current situation to. If we had a difficult childhood, we may 
think that children today have it easier. What we need to recognize is that each 
era and generation has its own challenges, and only you know what you have 
experienced in the past. Our experiences create perspectives on how we view 
the world and our expectations within the world.

Impact of Life Experience
Sometimes growing up, we wish we were given different opportunities. We 
can wonder how our life would have been different. This can affect the choices 
we make as adults and parents.

Sam had always wished he had played competitive hockey. He thought that 
if he had been able to get more training and compete at higher levels, he would 
have been able to go further with a hockey career. His parents didn’t encourage 
him and couldn’t afford it. As a parent, Sam doesn’t want to get in the way of 
his son competing in hockey and gives him every opportunity to play at higher 
levels and have extra training. Sam may be more likely to push his child harder 
because of his own dreams and desires.

This could also happen when you want a child to keep up with others. Such 
as a parent who wants their child to be as successful in math as the child down 
the street and puts them in hours of tutoring to help them keep up, even if math 
is not their child’s strongest skill.

We need to understand what our goals are versus what is best for our child. 
What part of your own story is impacting how you see a child? In her book The 
Conscious Parent, Dr. Shefali Tsabury stated that when we are aware of our 
parenting, “We have to become astute observers in our own behaviors when we 
are with our children. In this way, we can begin to be aware of our unconscious 
scripts and emotional imprints.”6

It is not just how you were raised. It can even be something that happened to 
you when you were a child that impacts your reactions as an adult.

I was bullied in grade school. I have three older brothers who taught me 
how to play sports, and I loved every minute of it. When it came to recess at 
school, I would choose sports with mostly boys over walking around with the 
other girls in the class. Even though this is who I was, I became ostracized or 
excluded by the other girls. They called me names, would laugh behind my 
back, and wouldn’t talk to me. I would often come home crying from school. 
A child wants to feel included and a part of something, and the girls in my class 
made it hard to feel that way.

Being bullied made me extra sensitive as a parent to what my children might 
be facing at school. I remember what that felt like—not wanting to go to school 
the next day, scared to go out for recess, feeling alone. I never wanted my kids 
to feel that way. I didn’t want any other children to face this either.

My experiences as a child influenced how I react to situations as an adult. 
When I  hear about children experiencing what I  experienced, I  have an 
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immediate reaction that triggers my past emotions. I recognized this when my 
oldest came home from school and told me he was picked on by another kid in 
his class every recess. My initial reaction was anger and an attempt to protect 
my son from experiencing what I experienced. I am conscious that my past 
was influencing my ability to see the situation in front of me. When I spoke 
to the teacher, I needed first to acknowledge that I was bullied as a child and 
am sensitive to children being picked on. When I explained my perspective, 
it allowed the teacher to understand the emotional response I had to this situ-
ation. I recognize that my reactions may be different from someone who has 
never experienced this before.

It doesn’t even have to be about something that happened to you. The expe-
rience can be something you attended or witnessed that became stored in your 
memories and has affected your future choices. Think about

The first wedding you went to.
The first baby you held as a child.
The first funeral you attended.

What you were exposed to as a child will shape your understanding of life in 
general. I attended my first funeral when I was in Grade 1. Until this point, 
I had never really discussed death or thought about death. I remember many 
moments from that day, and those memories impacted choices I have made 
since that moment.

Our exposure to life experiences growing up will also influence our comfort 
in working with people with differing needs. An occupational therapist who 
grew up in a home with a sibling who had physical differences will understand 
what it means to make accommodations for them in the home more than some-
one who didn’t have such experiences. They may have had to help take care 
of their sibling and understand the challenges they encountered. This thera-
pist may be able to relate to a child they are working with who has similar 
challenges.

A social worker whose parent struggled with depression, who couldn’t get 
out of bed to make meals, or was unable to help with homework or be involved 
with her activities will have a different understanding of the effects of depres-
sion on children.

Our life experiences become part of our story and shape our understanding 
and empathy of situations, which can ripple down to affect the children we 
work with.

A teacher who did well in school, was liked by all their teachers, needed 
very little help, and loved doing homework may have different expectations 
for their students than a teacher who struggled through school, especially if 
the second teacher was considered to have a behavioral problem, was always 
in trouble, and had little family support. Additionally, consider a teacher who 
had children of their own who feared school and had to work tirelessly to help 
their child succeed. What each person experienced growing up will impact 



Understanding the Caregiver  25

how they view and treat others and will affect their perspective in working 
with their students.

Carter struggled with anxiety at school. He feared any form of testing and 
felt that if he got any questions wrong, that people would think he was incom-
petent. Therefore, he had anxiety leading up to tests, the thought of tests, and 
then sitting with the test in front of him. Carter knew the information on the 
test, but the idea of getting the answers wrong made him so afraid that he 
sometimes could not even answer the questions. His mind would go blank. He 
was too afraid to raise his hand to ask for the teacher’s help, as he didn’t want 
others to know he was struggling. Instead, he would sit till the end of class and 
hand in a nearly blank test. Anxiety can be hard to understand. For Carter’s 
Grade 5 teacher, her son had struggled in the same way. She knew the fear that 
her son had and how it impacted his experience. So, this teacher would allow 
Carter to come in during recess when the room was quiet and give him more 
time. She did not penalize him for his blank test; instead, she would encourage 
him and reassure him to show his abilities, even if the answer was incorrect. 
His teacher’s personal experience had impacted her empathy for her students.

The experiences of therapists and teachers affect their perspectives and 
potential expectations of the children in their class or the children they work 
with. It in turn affects how children are received and how they are seen. Carter 
knew the information, but was so stressed he couldn’t get the information out. 
Another teacher may have assumed that Carter didn’t study for the test. Two 
very different perspectives on the same situation.

The negative experiences people have can also create trauma points in life 
that can trigger emotional and physical responses that will alter how they expe-
rience the world from that point on. What people said to you or how they 
described you or your life could have long-term effects, reflected in words like 
failure, no good, useless, intolerable, incompetent, ugly, or unlovable. Nega-
tive words that we believe can make us think that we are incapable of success 
in our lives. Suppose that there is any history of physical, emotional, or sexual 
abuse from an adult in a child’s life. In that case, this can impact any future 
relationships and how the child relates and trusts other adults in their life.

Why is this important when looking at a child’s needs?
The experiences we have as a child and how we were raised have such a 

profound impact that we can’t ignore them. We need to recognize that these 
impacts are not just what happened to us, but they can also result from some-
thing that happened to the people who raised us. The cycle can go back from 
generation to generation. We all have a story.

When working with children, it is essential to be aware of the caregiver’s 
impact and all those events surrounding that child’s experiences and perspec-
tives. How do you assess this? Use your observation skills, and watch as the 
parent interacts with the child. Ask questions about the caregiver’s upbringing, 
especially as it relates to the child’s needs. Have they experienced something 
similar to what their child is going through? How would their caregiver have 
dealt with this situation when they were little? Sometimes, we are not aware of 
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what is impacting our choices, but there are often clues that can help us unlock 
them.

Capacity
Beyond the story of a caregiver’s childhood and how they were brought up is 
their current capacity, which can also influence a child’s day-to-day experi-
ences, and the capacity of a caregiver can change from day to day.

Have you ever been upset about something going on in your life and then 
tried to console others at the same time?

Have you noticed what happens to the mood in the room when someone 
is angry?

The atmosphere changes.
As a parent, if I am upset about something that has happened, I have less 

patience, am more irritable, and my children can sense that. It also changes the 
way that they react to any situation. I recently had a bulging disc in my back. 
I couldn’t sit, stand, or even laugh without pain. For a child who sees you in 
pain, there are many ways that they can react. My one son became timid and 
wary of coming near, more for fear of making my pain worse. My daughter 
became clingy, worried for me, and did not want to leave my side. My other 
daughter became extremely helpful with making food, tidying up, and caring 
for me. My children were scared, and it affected how they treated each other. 
A small child does not understand your pain, your struggles. They can only 
sense how this reflects on them. A child may not be able to console an adult or 
even show empathy yet, as they may not be at that stage of development. What 
the child can sense is the change in the connection.

If a parent or caregiver struggles with emotional or mental health issues or 
even physical pain, their capacity to be present for a child is altered during that 
time. Loss of a job, a new diagnosis of cancer, death of a loved one, or any of 
these examples of life changes can affect our energy and ability to be present 
for our children. A child can sense changes in this connection, and a child may 
begin to seek attention and connection in other ways. Think about Susie in our 
first chapter; her mom was undergoing medical treatments that made it hard for 
her to help Susie. Sharing this knowledge with the class changed their perspec-
tive and how Susie was treated in the school. Many times, being open about 
what a caregiver is going through can allow others to have greater empathy and 
support for the child.

Connection to the Child
The connection created and experienced between the caregiver and the child 
is the bond that can impact the emotional, cognitive, and mental development 
of the child. How a caregiver interacts with the child can have lasting impacts 
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on how the child interacts with the world. What a caregiver says or how they 
treat the child influences what a child believes about themselves. The caregiv-
er’s perspective on a child can be influenced, as discussed previously, by the 
way that caregiver was raised, the era, and the experiences they had.

The connection can also be affected by the child’s abilities. The more a child 
differs from the caregiver, the more challenging it can be. If a child struggles 
physically, mentally, or emotionally, it can be hard to find that connection, 
especially when the expectations for a child differ from how they are born and 
develop. Think of Sam, who wanted his son to be a hockey player. If his son 
was born with physical limitations so he couldn’t play hockey, the disappoint-
ment that Sam may have felt could have affected the connection he had with 
his child. Creating a bond with a child for who they are is an integral part of a 
child’s sense of acceptance, love, and comfort and will help them reach their 
potential.

Think about a person in your life growing up that you felt connected to.
What characteristics did they have?

A genuine connection develops with someone who takes the time to understand 
a child, sees the child for who they are, not the product of their behaviors—just 
like Carter’s homeroom teacher, who understood that Carter’s anxiety was not 
defining who he was. It was only a part of who he was, and she had the oppor-
tunity to help him learn how to manage it. The homeroom teacher’s connection 
to Carter can drastically impact his anxiety. If Carter was afraid of the teacher 
and her reaction, this can increase his school anxiety. If a teacher supports 
them through it, understands a child’s needs, and loves them no matter what, 
a child can sense this and would be more likely to gain confidence in himself 
and decrease anxiety.

When the connection is not present, it can have negative impacts. Carter’s 
music teacher was not the same as the homeroom teacher. She would only 
come in twice a week to the class to teach music. She didn’t have as much time 
to get to know the students, so she never really connected with them. Carter 
did not like to play in front of the class, nor did he like to be called out in class 
from the teacher. On one particular day, Carter forgot to bring his instrument to 
school. He never forgot his instrument because he knew what happened if you 
did. The teacher would call you out in front of the class and make you use one 
of the extra instruments she brought in with her.

Just as he thought, the music teacher asked everyone to take out their instru-
ment at the beginning of the class. When Carter realized he did not have his 
instrument, the teacher requested Carter to come to the front of the class and 
get one of the extra ones she had brought along. What happened at that moment 
was that Carter’s anxiety and fear took over, and he couldn’t move. He was 
angry at himself for forgetting his instrument, and he was embarrassed about 
having to get up in front of the class. The teacher didn’t know that Carter’s 
anxiety was so high that it affected his ability to think about anything other 
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than finding somewhere safe to go. She demanded he come to the front of the 
class, but instead, all Carter could do was put his head down on his desk. After 
multiple attempts, the teacher continued with the class.

The music teacher had called Carter’s mother after the class to inform her 
of Carter’s disrespect for the teacher and his unacceptable behavior. What was 
more shocking to the teacher was the mother’s response, which informed her 
of the high anxiety experienced by Carter. The teacher was also told how long 
it had taken Carter to build enough self-regulation to know that he had to put 
his head down to remain calm and composed. If he didn’t do this, he would 
have run out of the classroom crying and further escalated the situation into 
something more significant, which was the basis for previous bullying by other 
students. This teacher never called out a child again to the front of the class, 
and Carter never forgot his instrument. Her perception had been that he was 
disrespecting her. This may have triggered something in her that made her fear-
ful of losing control of the classroom or of not being respected. This may be 
part of the music teacher’s story, and anxiety was part of Carter’s story.

The difference between the homeroom teacher and the music teacher is that 
one connected with Carter and took the time to understand and create a safe 
and supportive environment. The other did not build that connection and may 
have rushed to conclusions, unaware of the entire picture. One helped Carter 
to decrease his anxiety, which, in turn, allowed him to build the strategies that 
will impact him in the future. The other increased his fear and anxiety.

How do you create a connection?
There are many ways to create a connection between a child and a caregiver. 

The most effective way is to be present with the child (i.e., physically, men-
tally, and emotionally present). This means that as a caregiver, you listen to 
them as they share their stories, without interrupting or quickly judging. You 
physically sit close to them and look them in the eyes. Get to know the child’s 
abilities, challenges, and fears. Show interest and enthusiasm or concern for 
their stories, activities, movements, acceptance of where the child is, and how 
they perceive the situation.

Mindset
Throughout this chapter, we have learned what impacts a person’s story and 
how it can affect how we see the children in our lives. These include the bio-
logical and environmental influences as well our life experiences and current 
capacity. What we believe about ourselves and what we believe about others 
will impact our relationships in the future.

There are two different ways to think about ourselves and our abilities as we 
move through this book. In her book Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, 
Carol Dweck highlighted that if you believe you were born with “only a certain 
amount of intelligence, a certain personality, and a certain moral character,”7 
then you have a fixed mindset. In essence, it would be like saying you’re not 
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a good golfer after your first time playing, and you never return to play. As a 
caregiver, an example of a fixed mindset would be that you believe that your 
child by age 10 is as smart as they will be. However, if we take this information 
that we learned about ourselves and those around us and believe that what we 
have experienced and learned is just the starting point for development, it is 
called a growth mindset.

The growth mindset is based on the belief that your basic qualities are 
things you can cultivate through your efforts, your strategies, and help 
from others. Although people may differ in every which way—in their 
initial talents and aptitudes, interests, or temperaments—everyone can 
change and grow through application and experience.7

With a growth mindset, if in your first golfing game you did poorly, but believed 
that you could do better, you would practice, hire a coach, keep playing, and 
improve.

Our mindset can impact our belief in ourselves and our capabilities working 
with children. If you believe you know all you need to know, then you have a 
fixed mindset. If you believe that there is a world of information that can help 
you improve and grow in your knowledge, then you have a growth mindset. 
This book is about gaining a new understanding of the children we work with, 
and my hope is that this book will help you see a different perspective which 
will inspire you to a new level of curiosity.

Caregivers can also think of their children through these two types of mind-
sets. If they think of a child through a fixed mindset, they would believe that 
a child has limited potential and that they can’t go beyond that potential. This 
can often happen when a diagnosis is given, and they are told the limitations 
of the diagnosis. A child who can’t speak and a caregiver who is told they will 
never communicate may look no further into opportunities. A child who can’t 
walk may be told their future opportunities are limited. Yet both of these are 
examples of a very narrow fixed mindset.

Michael struggled in school and had been diagnosed with a learning disabil-
ity. His high school teacher took him aside and told him that he would not do 
well in the business world if he didn’t do well in her class. Her inability to see 
the growth beyond her class could have been discouraging for him had it not 
been for others who saw him differently.

With a growth mindset, the child would be viewed as having endless poten-
tial. The caregiver believes that the child is not limited by their diagnosis, but 
is considered a person with unlimited opportunity. Michael had other teachers 
who took the time to understand him, asking questions that enabled him to con-
tinue pursuing his learning and work on his strengths. Michael came to know 
that if he continued to work hard, he could achieve more. A child who can’t 
speak, if given the right opportunities, may create brilliant speeches. We don’t 
want to be the limiting factor in a child’s life.
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When working with caregivers, it is crucial to understand their belief in 
themselves and their child’s abilities, identifying their mindset.

What is your mindset?
Do you believe that people can continuously grow and develop?
Do you believe in your capabilities to help the child, and are you willing 

to learn if you don’t know something?

We all have a story. What makes up our story and those of the caregivers of 
the children we work with, including the environment and experiences, will 
influence how we interact with a child. Our story can impact a child’s story. 
Yet our story will always be different from a child’s story, and we need to make 
sure that we try our best to be open minded when focusing on the child. Hav-
ing a mindset that believes in a child’s potential will keep your eyes open to 
opportunities to support a child and help them reach their goals. As we proceed 
through the rest of the book, we will take an in-depth look at how to understand 
a child’s story from the child’s perspective. When we gain this insight, we can 
learn how to advocate for and support a child in a way that best meets their 
needs.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 Why is it important to understand who is raising a child?
2.	 How can genetics impact a child’s development?
3.	 What is the difference between physical and social elements of the 

environment?
4.	 Why is it important to understand your background when working with a 

child?
5.	 What is the difference between a fixed and growth mindset?
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Sometimes as adults, we may think we know what a child’s story is before 
we have even met them. Parents may make assumptions about one of their 
children based on their personal experience or in comparison to their other 
children. This happens without even realizing it.

I had a job as a swimming instructor when I was in high school. I  loved 
teaching children how to swim. I loved the water, and when children came for 
swimming lessons, I felt my job was to help them see how fun the water could 
be. Since it was a community pool, we would get the same children returning 
every session for lessons. Children would move from instructor to instructor as 
they moved levels or stayed at the same level. The odd time, you would get a 
child who was just terrified of the water. The past instructors would warn you 
about them, and before you even saw the child, you would be prepared for the 
fight.

That was the problem. The child didn’t get the chance to meet me without 
me already making judgments or assumptions about who this child was and 
how this session would go.

Preconceived judgments happen in so many aspects of our society. Think 
about a therapist receiving a chart with a child’s diagnosis or concern on it, or 
a teacher learning from another teacher what to expect from a child entering 
their class in the new year. What about a sports coach warning about a child 
who will join their team or the fear of having a sibling of a child in your group 
who had previously caused chaos in the same group?

We can make assumptions about a child before we even get a chance to see 
them.

My daughter was very active in school and had difficulty focusing on the 
task at hand. She would get distracted easily and often wanted to see what 
others were doing. Repeatedly, she would be told to sit at her desk. She would 
return only to be up moving around again shortly after. Other girls in the class 
didn’t like it when she was coming up to them. My daughter was labeled the 
“mean girl” in class by one of her teachers. This label followed her for a couple 
of years. Each year, the teacher would send notes home discussing her inability 
to focus and her being unkind to other kids in her class.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-4
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It wasn’t until she reached a teacher that didn’t focus on what other teach-
ers had said about my daughter. Instead, she focused on what she saw in class 
for herself. She looked at her strengths and abilities, kindness towards oth-
ers, creativity, and helpful nature. This teacher encouraged kindness. At the 
parent–teacher interview with this teacher, she had only positive reviews and 
even mentioned that she didn’t see any of the traits she was warned about. That 
teacher’s ability to focus on our daughter’s strengths drastically changed our 
daughter’s school experience that year.

It was almost as if our daughter had a clean slate that year. Someone took a 
moment to look at who she was, not the result of what she had been previously.

Have you ever wished to be seen for who you are now, not what you were 
in the past?

It is crucial to spend time with a child to explore the facts, not what someone 
has told us. As we discussed in the previous chapter, some of the facts include 
that a child is a biological product of two people with the nurturing influence 
of their caregivers. As we continue to move through this book, I will highlight 
the characteristics that make each child unique. Since a child’s story is continu-
ally changing, it is important for them to be seen for who they are at a given 
moment rather than what they were in the past.

Johnny was a little boy who had difficulty focusing in the classroom. He 
was often disruptive, moving around, and would often get into other people’s 
space. He was identified as a behavioral concern in the school and was often 
sent to the office. His teacher started the year prepared for the challenge his 
presence would entail, just from the stories she had heard. His teacher viewed 
Johnny as disruptive and undisciplined. Johnny also loved to do gymnastics 
and had just become a member of the local gymnastics club. At the gymnastics 
club, he was energetic, disciplined, and eager. The coaches loved working with 
him, as he was always willing to try something new.

Do you see the difference in perspective from one caregiver to another?
Johnny is the same child; so why does Johnny respond differently to differ-

ent environments?
Some of it may come from the interactions with the caregiver in each 

situation. His teacher expected that Johnny would be disruptive and exhibit 
“behaviors.” Therefore, whenever he did, she was right on it. His gymnastics 
coaches didn’t have the expectation that Johnny was a behavioral problem or 
disruptive. When they met him this season, they only saw how he engaged in 
the class, how talented he was on the floor, and how he worked with others. 
The caregivers’ past experiences, biases, and expectations, or lack thereof, set 
Johnny up for how he was treated in each environment. Such preconceptions 
can affect the relationship between the child and the caregiver.

Instead, when working with a child, we need to fully understand what makes 
a child who they are. Looking at a child from the perspective of their physical 
components, their affective beings, and their cognitive beings, as described in 
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the model we reviewed called the CMOP-E covered in Chapter 2, can give us 
clues into what makes a child unique.4

Physical Being
A child’s physical abilities cover a wide range of subcategories about how a 
physical body interacts with the world around it. The way our bones and mus-
cles are formed to the way our nerves connect to these structures and how our 
brain processes information can all differ from person to person.

We should never make assumptions about a person based on their physical 
appearance or the way a physical body works, as appearance and differences 
do not define one’s abilities. Amazing art has been created by people who are 
blind or who have no hands. Incredible stories have been told by people who 
cannot speak.

Remember, it is not about a child being like us, or the same as another child 
or how the world thinks a person should be. It is about what a child can bring 
to the world.

To understand a child’s physical abilities, they need to have the opportuni-
ties to explore the world. How does a child interact with the world? I once 
heard a motivational speaker by the name of Nick Vujicic talk about his life. 
He was born without arms and legs, but despite the challenges he faced, he 
could find ways to navigate the world in his own way. He described learning to 
stand by using his chin as a brace against the wall. If he was not given a chance 
to try this, he might have never learned how to transition from lying down to 
standing independently.8

Our physical bodies also include how we process information through our 
physical structures. How do children use their senses to experience the world? 
How does a brain interpret sensory experiences? The body is made up of eight 
unique sensory systems that interact with each other and send signals to the 
brain to inform and interpret the world around us. Each person can have such 
unique experiences with the sensory information, and this can affect how they 
function in the world. It is such an important part of what makes us unique that 
I will spend the next chapter going into more details.

Affective Being
Beyond our physical being is our emotional being or our feelings. One of the 
most essential points is: What makes a child feel like they belong and are con-
nected? What makes them feel loved? How do they experience the world?

In her book, Positive Discipline, Jane Nelsen spoke about needing to feel 
that you belong to a larger purpose and play some significance in that purpose, 
which are goals for all people, especially children.9

A child not chosen to be a part of a soccer team at recess or a child made 
fun of because of their clothes may not feel like they are part of the group. 
A  teacher who never calls on a child in class or a parent who ignores their 
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child and constantly scrolls on their phone may make a child feel lonely or 
unwanted. A doctor speaking poorly about a child when a child is present may 
make that child not feel accepted. These scenarios all create the sense for a 
child that they don’t belong or are not valued.

Was there a time when you didn’t feel like you were part of a group?

When I was little, I was the youngest of five children. The four oldest were very 
close in age, and there was a gap between the second youngest and myself. 
I  can remember many times where I was told I  couldn’t hang out with my 
siblings because I was just a little kid or simply told to get away. They would 
tell me that only the big kids were hanging out. No matter what I did or said, 
I could not be a part of their group during those times. That feeling of not being 
accepted or part of the group makes you feel alone and sad. It is the same as 
children who form groups at school like the horse club, and only children who 
ride horses could be a part of the group.

This can happen at any time in our lives; it can even happen in adulthood. 
I moved to a new town once and was told by some moms that they already had 
enough friends. Those comments can make you feel like you don’t belong. 
This sense of belonging and significance is part of human nature. It helps us 
find our place in the world and feel like we are a part of something.

In her book The Gifts of Imperfection, Brené Brown stated, “A deep sense of 
love and belonging is an irreducible need of all women, men and children.”10 
She wrote that we will not function our best when we don’t get that deep sense 
of love and belonging.10

So how do children experience or feel the love? It may not be as simple as 
“I  love you,” that gives us that genuine feeling of unconditional love. Years 
ago, I was part of a small group that studied a book by Gary Chapman and 
Ross Campbell called The Five Love Languages of Children.11 It held the idea 
that we all, including children, experience the feeling of being loved in differ-
ent ways. Some of us crave the words, or some of us long to be hugged. Others 
wish someone would spend time with them. Throughout the book, it identified 
that we are all wired in some way that makes us feel that innate sense of love. 
I  learned through this study that I  feel the most loved when someone does 
something kind for me. According to Chapman and Campbell, this is an act of 
service. The idea that someone would take time to do something just for me 
makes me feel special, and in that, I know that they care about me.11

When I had children and realized they weren’t like me, I also learned that 
my children didn’t feel love the same way I did. The way that they felt that con-
nection or sense of belonging was different from the way that I did. As a par-
ent, this can be challenging because it may be against our nature. My children 
would seek my attention in different ways, and I realized that they each had a 
unique love language. In their work on The Five Love Languages of Children, 
Chapman and Campbell highlighted five significant ways that children feel 
love.11 This book clearly illustrated ways to incorporate this language into a 
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child’s life. Many children tend to have one language that is more dominant 
than others, although there can be more than one, which can change over time. 
If a caregiver or therapist understands how a child feels loved, you can create 
a bond and increase their sense of belonging and significance.

The five ways that children receive love, according to Chapman and Camp-
bell,11 are:

Physical Touch
Words of Affirmation

Quality Time
Gifts

Acts of Service

At www.5lovelanguages.com, you can take a quiz to see what love language 
is your preference or a child’s preference. These love languages are the same 
for adults, so as I go through them briefly, think about what makes you feel the 
most loved by those around you.

When a child’s love language is physical touch, the sense of being close to 
an adult, a hand on their shoulder, a hug from a parent, tickle fights, and back 
scratches are all examples of physical touch. This feeling of physical contact 
makes them feel that they are safe and secure.11

My daughter, when she was little, always needed to be close to me. She 
craved hugs, snuggles, and no matter where we went, she would hold my hand. 
She would even reach for strangers’ hands or climb on laps of friends when 
they came to visit just to be close to someone. If she were upset, you could see 
her body relax when she came for a hug. I didn’t need to say anything to her. 
I would hug her, and she would be calm. She knew that she was okay and that 
she was loved. Her love language was physical touch.

A child can also feel loved through words of affirmation. This can be more 
than the words “I  love you.” It can be any “words of affection and endear-
ment, words of praise and encouragement, words that give positive guidance” 
(p. 45).11 The words should not be tied just to their actions; instead, it should 
be that they are loved for just who they are.

Children who have words of affirmation as their primary love language will 
beam when they hear the words like “It’s so nice to see you,” “You’re awe-
some,” “I love having you around,” “You’re doing great,” or “You’ve got this,” 
to name a few.

Quality time is when someone provides you with their undivided attention. 
This love language can be challenging in our busy lives. Real quality time 
is when you can be fully present with a child. Talking to them when you are 
cooking dinner or checking your phone is not quality time. Rather, it is creating 
time when you can look them in the eyes as you communicate together. You 

http://www.5lovelanguages.com
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are present in your body language and your responses. You are putting away 
the devices that can distract you. Making time for one-on-one conversation and 
activities builds the connection that helps the child feel loved. Even attending 
sports events, doing errands together, or helping them with projects or work is 
quality time. It can be difficult when a child is part of a larger family, as they 
may never feel that they have that one-on-one time. Making sure to set aside 
time to fill their needs is vital for children who crave quality time.11

Children whose love language is gifts often feel that somebody loves them 
when they receive gifts. Many of us will get excited about a gift we receive, 
but to someone whose love language is gifts, the gift can represent the person’s 
love for them. Have you ever seen a child who jumps up and down when they 
get a gift? They love the way it looks or feels, and when they open it, they get 
so excited. They are grateful for whatever they got. The gift brings them joy all 
day long, and when they ask who gave them that gift, they might respond, “My 
mom; she loves me.” The idea that somebody thought of you and went out of 
their way to buy you something can make you feel special.11

Acts of service reflect the final love language that Chapman and Campbell 
touched on. This language is the one I described in the beginning as the way 
I feel loved. Have you ever had someone bring you tea when you hadn’t asked 
for one? Or someone did a chore for you that you were supposed to do? These 
are examples of acts of service. Parents are always helping their children as 
they are growing up, but children who feel love through acts of service will 
note the times their parent or caregiver did something to help them. They may 
recognize love as when a parent helped with math homework, or a science 
project, or practiced shooting basketballs with them, or driving them to an 
important game.11

Thinking about the different ways of receiving love, what is your 
preference?

Why is it important to understand a child’s love language?
When we understand how children feel that they are loved, we can help 

them feel that they belong. Because if we don’t think that we are loved, we tend 
to struggle with finding our place in the world and never reach our potential. 
A child’s feeling of love does not just come from a parent or caregiver. The 
sense of love and belonging can come from anyone around them, including a 
teacher. The way a child feels connected to the people who are around them 
can affect the way they participate and experience that environment.

My mother-in-law was a grade school teacher. She taught in the primary 
grades for her whole career. Her ability to create a bond amongst her students 
was incredible to see. Years after her students were taught by her, they would 
return to tell her the impact that she had on them that year. Her students became a 
family. At the beginning of the year, the class would talk about how they wanted 
to be treated and what it meant to be a part of this group. Together, they would 
set the values of the class. Each child in the class felt that they were special to 
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her. Every morning she would greet each child by name as they entered her 
classroom. For the kids, she was always fully present to listen to their stories. She 
shared words of encouragement. She would bring in small treats just to celebrate 
the class being who they were. She would allow children who needed to be near 
someone to sit next to her to work on school work. She created an atmosphere 
that covered all the different love languages. Each child felt the sense of love 
and belonging that one desires, even though their love languages were different.

We need to start by understanding our differences to understand how to 
make the environment inclusive and welcoming to everyone.

Our affective being goes beyond our sense of belonging and love. It goes 
into the way that our emotions respond to events that are going on around us. 
A child might laugh when they are scared or cry when they are happy. These 
emotional responses will differ from child to child. As adults, we need to be 
careful not to judge a child by their emotional response, as it may be the way 
they are wired. Some people laugh at a funeral. This doesn’t mean it is funny; 
it can happen when we are nervous or uncomfortable. We never want to make 
assumptions based on how we would react; instead, we should have an element 
of curiosity to recognize what makes us unique.

Cognitive Being
A child can also be understood through the way that they think or learn. The 
way we process and understand information can be different for each of us. We 
may have different strengths that affect how we remember information based 
on our previous knowledge and experience.

Understanding how children learn is important for a child’s growth and 
development, which we will dive into detail in a future chapter. The way a 
child learns impacts how they should be taught. A  child’s understanding of 
language can impact how they receive information. Have you ever told a joke 
in a room and some people didn’t get it? This can be a difference in the way 
that a person interprets words. Taking the information that we learn through 
our different senses, our brain’s ability to retain the information can be stronger 
for some children in one sense over the other.

Each component of a child that has been covered so far in this chapter out-
lines again how unique each person is. We are all physically different from one 
another; we think differently, and we feel differently. One is not better than the 
other; instead, the differences make this world an even more beautiful place. 
We should remain curious whenever we meet people in our goal to understand 
who they are and how they see the world.

Connection to the Caregiver
In the last chapter, we looked at the caregiver’s connection and how it can 
affect the child. Who a child becomes or how a child behaves can be related 
directly to their caregiver.
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Sarah was a four-year-old girl full of energy, who loved adventure, was occa-
sionally a little loud, and would ask many questions. Her zest for life beamed 
from her. Her spirit of wonder and adventure was contagious—contagious only 
to those who recognized it and encouraged it.

Sarah was in an afterschool program at a neighbor’s house. She would go 
straight from school to this home until her parents could pick her up. There 
were several children at this home, but none were as loud or energetic as Sarah. 
Anytime Sarah would get excited about something, she would talk loudly and 
jump up and down. This caregiver felt that Sarah needed to learn how to con-
trol her energy and constantly demanded that she stop or made her be by her-
self. Sarah realized that this caregiver didn’t like who she was, and she would 
become upset when she had to go to the house after school because she didn’t 
feel that she belonged. Each day when Sarah would get home from this after-
school program, all the emotions that she had bottled up would come out like a 
waterfall—to the point that her parents didn’t know what happened. Sarah was 
unable to express what her feelings were, and she felt so unsettled in her skin.

Sarah’s relationship with the caregiver in the afterschool program stifled her 
energy as a person. She was sensing that it wasn’t right to be the way she was. 
This relationship changed how Sarah experienced that environment and, in the 
future, made her unsure of how she should act around others and if they would 
like her for who she was.

It is not only the way we as caregivers see children, but also the way a child 
senses the caregiver’s feelings towards them that will impact how they respond 
and how they behave. If children feel loved and accepted for who they are, they 
are more likely to be open and expressive. If a child is fearful, then they will 
respond differently.

Just like Brené Brown wrote, the sense of love and belonging is a need of 
all humans, and if a child doesn’t sense that from a caregiver in their life, they 
will struggle to find their place and reach their potential.10

Environment
Just like we had to understand the caregiver’s environment, we also need to 
understand the environment as it relates to the child—the physical, institu-
tional, social, and cultural elements.4 What influences are affecting the child 
today? The environmental influences can impact a child’s sense of belonging, 
connection, and safety.

When the physical elements match a child’s needs, a child can feel more 
comfortable in that space. Just like the story of Johnny at the beginning of 
this chapter, the gymnastics class was more conducive to his learning than the 
classroom because of his ability to move. For some children, it may take them 
a while to feel comfortable in new environments. If a child is seen in a clinic 
setting, it may take a few visits for the child to get used to the physical space 
and feel comfortable to then build that trust with the therapist. It can be the 
same with school or groups outside of the home.
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Children can be more relaxed when they are within their own home or space. 
There is comfort in some of the physical elements that belong to them. Think 
about a child who carries around a teddy bear or a blanket. It helps them have a 
sense of comfort. The comfort within the environment that the child is in may 
also affect how the child behaves. Often, children will let their guard down 
at home. That is a place that can provide comfort and safety for the child and 
allows their emotions to come out. This can be the opposite if the home is caus-
ing the challenges, and then a child may not find that a safe space and may hold 
their emotions in till they are at school.

Children can also be affected if something unpleasant or disturbing hap-
pened in an environment. For example, if a child witnessed or was in a car 
accident, the child may have a fear that may make them feel unsafe in the car. 
The same can happen in restaurants, planes, or trains or any place that makes 
a child feel unsafe. A child may display anxiety or avoidance behaviors when 
they are required to go to that space. The child may not be able to communicate 
their feelings, but they may have subconscious reactions and not know why.

Each physical space that a child interacts in often has institutional elements 
that include the rules and procedures required to be followed within each 
environment. School is an example with its own set of rules and expectations. 
These are more obvious to a child than rules set in the home setting. That is 
why children are often apprehensive, nervous, and anxious about the start of 
school. Having a new teacher and a new classroom environment will mean that 
they will have to get to know their teacher, other students, and a new set up. 
Their teacher will often develop their own set of class rules. It is often how a 
student can work within these rules and boundaries that can affect if they can 
“fit in” within this environment.

Religious buildings, government buildings, and medical buildings are other 
examples of physical spaces that have institutional elements that set the guide-
lines for behavior and expectations. For children, it can be hard for them to 
understand the different rules in regard to behavior. I  experienced this with 
my children at the dentist office. They were going to a dentist who had an 
indoor play structure similar to the ones that they have at an indoor play park—
climbing structures with tunnels and slides, with multiple levels. When chil-
dren are at an indoor play park, they can be loud and yell to each other as they 
are moving around. At the dentist office, the expectations were a bit different, 
as they needed to remain relatively quiet while the staff were calling clients. 
If a child has difficulty understanding the rules of each environment, it may 
impact how they behave. For example, if a child never sits at home to eat a 
meal, it may be difficult for them to sit in a restaurant.

The social elements of an environment can also impact that feeling of 
belonging and safety. How a child is treated by teachers, therapists, parents, 
caregivers, family, and friends will impact how they feel in each situation.

When I was young, I remember going to one of my first sleepovers. I never 
really stayed overnight at many people’s homes. We had no grandparents or 
cousins in town or even nearby. If we ever traveled, my parents would be with 
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us. When I went to this sleepover, I distinctly remember being nervous, but 
excited. I didn’t know what to expect. My mom had packed me red licorice 
to share with my friends when I got to the party. So, when we unpacked our 
things and set up for the night, I shared the licorice with all my friends. We 
left the room to play some more while we were eating our licorice. The girl’s 
older sister was upset that she didn’t have a licorice, but instead of asking for 
one, the mom called all the kids together to tell us a story. It was a story about a 
little girl who brought licorice to a sleepover and didn’t share it with everyone, 
which made someone sad. I was five years old, and I was devastated. I was a 
pleasing child and never wanted anyone’s feelings to be hurt or to feel sad. 
I hadn’t even realized she was around when we were playing. I started crying 
and couldn’t stop crying. My emotions had hijacked my brain, and all I knew 
was that I did not feel I belonged in this space and needed to go somewhere 
safe. I recall being picked up shortly after that. This event was so small, yet 
that moment affected my sense of safety in other people’s homes for many 
years. The mom in this story, although unintentional, impacted my feeling of 
belonging.

Sometimes, this same experience can happen within the schools. Working 
as an occupational therapist in the classroom setting allowed me to see many 
different teacher–child interactions. I often would take a child out of the class-
room to work on some skills in a quieter location. We didn’t want to be a dis-
traction to the rest of the class. In one particular class, when I knocked on the 
door to ask to see one of the children, the teacher’s response was: “Sure, but 
it’s not going to help anyway.” I was as flabbergasted as you are reading this 
right now. The idea that a teacher would say this out loud in front of the class 
was horrific. What was even sadder was that this teacher did not believe in the 
child’s potential. A child who hears that extra help won’t make a difference is 
being inundated with messaging that does not encourage a child to try or even 
believe in themself. Nor is this environment creating a sense of belonging.

How a child feels from the social elements of the space can impact their 
desire to stay within that environment. Would you want to stay somewhere 
where you knew you weren’t wanted?

Think about this situation for a moment. A child is in a classroom setting 
where they are called out repeatedly for their behavior, or the class is so over-
whelmingly loud, which causes them to act out. They have the feeling that they 
don’t belong in their class. If the child craves a quiet space and feels a connec-
tion to the principal, being sent to the principal’s office may be something that 
they want, as it helps them calm down.

Do you see how this could create a cycle of escape that could repeat itself? 
The child acts out, gets sent to the principal’s office, finds calm, and returns to 
class.

What if a child was struggling in the classroom, and the teacher couldn’t 
relate to the child, sends them to the principal, who also makes the child feel 
uncomfortable, where would that child go then?
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This happened to another child I worked with. He was unable to find a space 
where he felt that he belonged and felt safe and secure while he was at school. 
He, therefore, became a flight risk from the school, and he would leave the 
school and run home. It became harder to get the child to return to school, as 
the child did not feel that he belonged.

Understanding how to connect with a child is one of the most important 
steps in building trust with a child.

The cultural elements of an environment can be intertwined in each of the 
previous elements. A religious building may have its own rules, but may also 
be influenced by a certain culture, such as a Polish Catholic Church. A family 
may have certain family traditions that are practiced within the home that will 
influence the activities that they can participate in, such as Shabbat dinners 
on Friday nights. Even family traditions and routines such as family games 
nights or holiday dinners can be examples of cultural elements that a child may 
participate in.

How to create an environment conducive to a child’s learning is going to 
depend on their sense of belonging and love. This will also depend on how they 
process information through their sensory systems and how they learn. When 
you can understand these essential elements, you can create a space that makes 
children feel that they belong and are understood. In a future chapter, I will 
cover some specific environmental adaptations that can help a child once the 
caregiver has identified their unique sensory and learning needs.

Development
How children experience the world can also depend on a child’s development. 
As children develop, there have been some consistencies that have been seen 
throughout all children. A child will often learn how to roll before they know 
how to crawl. A child will learn to stand before they walk. When the same 
development stages exist, it has created developmental milestones. These 
developmental milestones have set standards that many of the health care pro-
fessionals follow. They give us a guideline for how a child will naturally pro-
gress through the developmental stages. Yet we need to remember that they are 
only guidelines.

And that is how it should stay—a guideline.
Guidelines can help us to flag some delays and direct our attention to build-

ing skills in different areas. We need to recognize that every child will develop 
at their own rate and to their own specific capabilities. The focus should be 
more on what those capabilities are and progressing those abilities.

The guidelines assist us to keep our eye on a target, but they should not be 
used alone. They should be used as a piece of the larger picture.

The child’s physical, affective, and cognitive information will give us infor-
mation about the child’s abilities. The environment and the caregiver can also 
provide us with information about how a child is developing or will develop.
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A child who is not crawling by 12 months would seem behind the general 
guidelines. What you need to look at is all parts of the child’s story to under-
stand why this child may be behind.

Does the child have the physical capacity to crawl?
Does the child have the cognitive ability to learn?
Does the child feel safe in this space?
Is the environment conducive to a child crawling?
Do those around the child encourage this progression?

I worked with a mom of a small child who was labeled “failure to thrive.” The 
mom was struggling with postpartum depression and had not sought out care 
for herself. I am not sure how often her son was attended to, but she told me 
that he slept for 20 hours of the day on his back, and when he was awake, he 
would spend the rest of the time being held or in a recliner chair. The child had 
the physical capacity to crawl and learn, but he was not given the opportunity 
to learn. This can hinder the development of a child’s skills. In this situation, 
helping the mother was integral in helping the child.

When a child enters school, they often have developed the finger grasps 
to hold a pencil or use scissors when they enter kindergarten or Grade 1. The 
ability to develop these skills can be dependent on the child’s exposure to those 
skills. I received a referral for a child who could not hold a crayon or use scis-
sors in Grade 1. The child’s mother did not like her child to get messy or make 
a mess and, therefore, never let them play with crayons, use scissors, or even 
feed themselves. The caregiver and the environment affected the child’s ability 
to learn the skills. The child was physically capable, but emotionally, they were 
so fearful of getting dirty that they were hesitant even to try.

Developmental milestones are important, but they need to be taken in the 
context of the child’s entire story.

Be Careful With Labels
If a professional identifies that a child isn’t developing at the same rate, 
expected capacity, or has some physical difference, they will sometimes give 
that child a diagnosis or a label. The two children who were behind in learning 
their skills may have a diagnosis of developmental delay, meaning that they are 
not developing at the same rate as the average child. Some more examples are 
a learning disability, which means that the child struggles with an area of learn-
ing. Physical disability means that their physical body does not function the 
same as the average person in some way. Sensory processing disorder means 
that they have difficulty processing the sensory world in a way that the average 
child processes it. Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder may mean a child 
has difficulty focusing amongst other factors.

A diagnosis or label can help us identify and communicate what challenges 
a child may have, but it doesn’t tell us what their abilities are or what other 
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factors are part of their story. For the two children we discussed in the last sec-
tion, their delay in reaching the goals was in part from their exposure or care. 
The label of developmental delay does not highlight what potential reason they 
are behind. We need to make sure that a diagnosis or label never limits what a 
child can do.

Consider Nik Vujicic8 at the beginning of this chapter, who was born with 
no arms or legs, which gave him a physical disability. His physical disability 
didn’t tell us what he was capable of or what his full potential was.

Labeling a child who is not developing as expected can have both positive 
and negative impacts. When a child gets a diagnostic label, this can often help 
them to get the support they need or funding for services. They can get accom-
modations that may help them to be more successful. The challenge is that, 
sometimes, a label can change the expectations of the child. If a child is diag-
nosed with a learning disability, the expectations for how well they will do may 
be lowered. What is more important is understanding what they are capable of: 
how a child can learn the best rather than what they don’t know.

I hear many stories about children who struggle in school, and they or their 
parents are told by people in positions, such as doctors, teachers, or guidance 
counsellors, that they should set their expectations lower in terms of life goals. 
These parents and children can believe less in their potential because of some-
thing someone told them. What if it was those limiting beliefs that were affect-
ing their abilities? I have heard children say they are not going to try because 
they were told they’ll never be good at something. This is a story that they 
continue to tell themselves.

When we are working with children, whether they are our own or a client, 
our job is to create opportunities to help them reach their potential and help 
them see a different story in themselves.

I have experienced the same challenges while working in the schools with 
children referred to me for behavioral concerns. They can be labelled as behav-
ioral children. Yet, many times, I notice when I do my assessment that these 
children struggle with other aspects of learning, such as printing. There can be 
multiple reasons why this is happening, including eye–hand coordination or 
visual perceptual skills, but depending on their age, it can be challenging to 
teach them to print fast enough that it matches their ability to tell a story. Many 
of these children are so frustrated that they have behaviors and meltdowns 
when they are required to write. Their brain functions faster than their hands 
do. Yet many have an amazing story and a creative mind. The behavior is what 
becomes the focus at school, instead of what they are struggling with.

It again goes back to perspective. If the focus is on the behavior, you will 
miss the cause. If the focus is on the difficulty of printing, you will understand 
the behavior and can make accommodations. If the child has a diagnosis or 
label, we can use it as a clue, but not make it a limiting belief in the child’s 
potential.

Throughout this chapter, we have covered many different points that can 
impact how a child engages: from the way that they feel loved to the different 
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environmental elements that they are exposed to, to the way a child develops 
and the labels a child is given. Each of these areas gives us clues into a child’s 
story. It encourages us to ask questions and stay curious.

As you continue to progress through this book, I will try to engage your 
curiosity into other characteristics of how a child engages in the world, starting 
with the sensory system.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 Why is it important to look at the abilities of a child instead of disabilities?
2.	 What does love languages mean?
3.	 What are the five love languages?
4.	 Why should we look at developmental milestones as guidelines?
5.	 What are the benefits and risks with labelling a child?
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5	� Acknowledging the Sensory 
World

One of the keys to unlocking part of a child’s story is understanding how they 
experience the physical world. How does the brain interpret sensory experi-
ences? Each of our physical bodies is created with a sensory system that sends 
signals to the brain. The brain processes the information. What the brain then 
tells the body about that information will be different for each person.

The sensory system is made up of eight different sensory inputs. The first 
five familiar to us include touch, smell, taste, vision, and hearing. The three 
that we don’t often think about, but are essential to our everyday functioning, 
are the vestibular, proprioceptive, and interoception systems. Each of the sys-
tems can be assessed by asking the following questions:

What does this sensory system tell us?
What are the common challenges?
What are examples of dysfunction?
What does this mean?

When one sensory system is under- or over-functioning, it will change how a 
child responds in different environments. Research has been done to under-
stand how we process sensory information, understand how the senses work 
together, or identify deficits that might exist. In the rest of this chapter, I will 
highlight an overview of the systems.

Understanding how a child reacts to and experiences the world through their 
senses will help us gain clues into what makes them who they are and how we 
can help them navigate the complexities in the world.

So, What Is the Sensory World?
Have you ever walked into a room, and it felt like home? Or walked into a 
space that reminded you of your childhood?

For me, it was the smell of muffins cooking in the oven or the smell of my 
dad’s aftershave before he went to work.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-5
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The sensory world is how we experience all aspects of the world: the world 
we see, hear, touch, smell, taste, and move around in. The sensory world is ever 
changing, and no two people will experience the world the same.

We often forget about how much our sensory system has gotten used to the 
world around us. Think about a baby touching water for the first time and the 
quick reaction to avoid the touch of the water, as it is a new experience. Now 
think for a moment about the last time you touched water, whether it was wash-
ing your hands or it was taking a shower. You may not have even thought twice 
before you put your hands or feet in the water.

Think about the smell of a summer rainfall, or the sound of birds chirping 
in their nest, or when you saw your first rainbow. Think now about the clothes 
that you wear. The way your pants feel against your legs, or the shirt rubbing 
across your chest, or the underwear around your waist. We have become so 
accustomed to some of the sensory inputs in the environment or to our body 
that we don’t sense them anymore. How often do you think about your pants 
rubbing against your legs? How often do you walk outside and not hear the 
birds chirping? If you can say that you hardly notice them anymore, you have 
developed an excellent ability to regulate your sensory inputs.

Our body has many ways to receive information from all around us to help 
us navigate the world. These inputs feed into our one control center, also 
known as our brain, and this is where we process that information. Our brain 
stores and categorizes what we have experienced so that when we experience 
it again, our brain can recognize and react. Our brain will also let us know if 
this is an okay situation or if we should be alarmed.

For some people, their brain recognizes many inputs as alarming. Some 
can’t tolerate clothes brushing against their legs because it feels like sandpaper. 
Some can’t stand the sound of crying because it sounds like owls screeching. If 
the connection to the brain sends the wrong signal or can’t find where the infor-
mation is stored, we may have reactions that are not consistent with the input.

I am sensitive to noise. I have been since I was little. If there is a ticking 
clock in a room, that is the only sound I can hear despite my strongest desire to 
concentrate on something else. All I can hear is the ticking.

Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.

I have been in exams and unable to finish because of ticking clocks, or some-
one chewing gum, or someone tapping their pencil. The overwhelming input 
from sensory inputs in a brain can hijack your ability to disregard that informa-
tion and focus on something else.

If our body does not tolerate the inputs, our brain will send a signal that 
tells the rest of the systems in the body that “This information is not okay.” 
We need to fight it, put up a resistance, run away from it, or withdraw from the 
situation—also known as our fight-or-flight response.

Our processing of the sensory world is so instantaneous that, for the most 
part, many of us hardly even recognize its existence; for others, it can chal-
lenge their everyday functioning.
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Your Sensory Preferences
If you are reading this book, chances are you have been around for at least a 
few years and have developed your sensory preferences. Sensory preferences 
are the activities that you have decided you enjoy doing and the things that 
you avoid.

A good example is if you think for a moment about the very last thing you 
do before you go to sleep.

When you are getting ready for bed, what do you need to do before going 
to sleep?

I have done this activity with moms in different groups, and the answers I get 
are always so diverse.

Some need to have some tea right before bed.
Some need to have a sound machine on.
Some need the room cold, others warm.
Some need a heavy comforter, and some require a light comforter.
Some wear socks, and some wear nothing at all.
Some need to scroll on their phone.

We all have developed a sense of when we feel the calmest. When we get to 
this feeling, our body can almost breathe a sigh of relief.

It is similar to when you start your day. You may have the same routine 
every day that helps you get your day started just the way you like it.

Breakfast. No breakfast.
Coffee. Tea.
Socks. No socks.
Music in the background. News.

Whatever your routine is, it came to be because of your sensory preferences. 
How you greet the day sets up your body for a sense of calm. If you don’t start 
the day the way you like it, this can lead to a sense of unrest. Similar to going 
to bed. We fall asleep when we can find our sense of calm.

These sensory preferences have developed over time. We often don’t rec-
ognize how much we have in place until something changes, and we feel out 
of sorts.

We need to be really aware of how long it has taken us to get to the point we 
are now; we must understand that children are still trying to figure it all out. 
They are trying to understand what feels right and what doesn’t. If a child’s 
communication has not developed enough to identify what isn’t feeling right, 
they may react with different behaviors, anxiety, or fear.

This is why it is crucial to understand what makes up our sensory sys-
tem. This knowledge helps us to understand what elements in the child’s 
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environment might be impacting how they behave. How does sensory infor-
mation get processed in the brain, and how do our bodies interpret it? How can 
we help children find their preferences?

Sensory Systems
Our sensory system is made up of eight different systems. Each one provides 
information to the brain that helps our bodies understand and navigate the 
world. Because they are housed in one body, the systems all work in conjunc-
tion with each other. For example, we often see what we are touching, so our 
brains can prepare our minds for what we feel. If we see a tree, we would 
expect it to be rough when we touch it. If we smell cookies baking, we would 
expect to taste the cookies when we eat them. When we walk in a forest, our 
vision helps our body prepare for uneven ground, and our touch receptors help 
us find a solid footing while smelling the moss and pine around us.

8 Sensory Systems
Touch
Smell
Taste
Visual

Hearing
Vestibular

Proprioception
Interoception

By understanding each system’s purpose, you can then see how limitations 
in that system or systems can affect how a child engages in a specific environ-
ment or with people. When we are exposed to all the varied sensory inputs, our 
bodies decide what we do with this information. If our brain finds the sensory 
input pleasurable, we will have a positive response to it. Suppose our brain, 
on the other hand, does not find the information enjoyable. In that case, we 
may have a more unpleasurable response, such as a fight-or-flight response as 
described earlier, which tells us to either defend ourselves or find safety.

This response can happen when people experience a sensory input that is 
not desirable, or their ability to process what is going on leaves them feeling 
so overwhelmed.

Liam was in Grade 2 when I saw him. He had difficulty with verbal commu-
nication, both receiving it and expressing it. It meant that he had trouble under-
standing any spoken words and could only say a few words himself. When 
the classroom environment became loud with lots of people talking, and then 
the teacher tried to speak over the top of everyone else’s voice, Liam found the 
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input overwhelming. On occasion, Liam would become agitated and push his 
chair or desk; other times, Liam walked out of the classroom. His body had 
gone into the fight-or-flight response, and he needed to react to get himself to 
a safe space. As a therapist working with Liam, we first had to identify what 
brings him to this state by understanding how he processes the sensory infor-
mation. Once we understood his triggers or activities that irritated him, we 
could then work on strategies to help him find calm or a just-right state. The 
goal would be to eventually get Liam to regulate his own needs, which I will 
cover in Chapter 7.

As we look at all the different sensory systems, think about how you process 
this type of information. Then try to think about those around you. How have 
you seen these sensory preferences or sensitivities expressed by others around 
you, especially the children you work with?

Touch

We have thousands and thousands of nerve endings around our entire body that 
send signals to our brains about what we are feeling. This is our sense of touch. 
We can feel the sensation all over our skin as well as in our mouths, throat, 
and ears. Did you know we even have touch receptors inside our bodies, in our 
stomach and around our organs? The sense of touch is our first sensory system 
to develop and develops as we grow inside our mother’s uterus. It is also the 
largest sensory system out of all of them and provides a lot of input to our brain 
through two different pathways.12 Our touch receptors can even distinguish 
between light and deep pressure, hot and cold, and pain.13 This is important 
because the way that our body will respond to touch receptors will differ.

Imagine you were sitting on the grass reading a book. You can feel the firm-
ness of the ground beneath you. You can feel the blades of grass on your feet. 
Then as you are sitting there, you sense the light rhythmic sensation moving up 
your leg. That sensation is unlike the feeling of the grass or the ground. Your 
brain is triggered to alert you of this unusual sensation, and you often move 
or swat at your leg. You then can see that the feeling on your leg was a spider 
crawling up your leg. This very light touch can trigger an unpleasant reaction. 
I’m sure many of us shiver even thinking about this.

When my daughter was little, she hated any pants that were not tight to her 
leg. The texture of jeans or corduroy would put her into fits of screaming till 
the pants were removed. It was the light brushing of the material on her legs 
that she couldn’t tolerate.

Our light-touch receptors can be activated by the brushing of a shirt on your 
body, the wind passing by, someone walking too close, underwear, or socks on 
the feet. It can also be activated by someone breathing too closely or the fabric 
on a chair. If you are sensitive to light touch, it can be the faintest of feelings 
that can elicit a response.

The opposite of light touch is when you experience deep pressure. Think of 
the feeling of a child running up to you and giving you a great big bear hug. 
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The tight squeeze around your neck triggers the deep pressure receptors, which 
feed a different signal to your brain. The same can be said for that feeling when 
you lie under a heavy blanket or when you sit on a soft couch or bean bag chair. 
I have had children at school who craved deep pressure throughout the day, as 
it helps them feel calm and would reset their sensory system.

The two different ways our body interprets touch can be divided into pro-
tective and discriminatory.12 The signal travels to the brain in two different 
pathways. The protective sensation quickly alerts your brain if there is danger, 
such as something is hot. It then allows you to respond rapidly by telling your 
body to move. The discriminatory sensation sends a signal to your brain to give 
it information about what you are touching, such as the shape, texture, or size. 
At this point in your life, you may be able to put your hand in a bag and find 
your cell phone without looking or reaching for your car keys.12 Sometimes, 
our protective sensations can be heightened and may react to many inputs as 
being dangerous even when they are not.

The touch receptors in our mouths are often more complex, as the texture 
and temperature of food are dynamic. Within our mouths, we also have our 
gustatory or taste buds, olfactory or smell, and our vision of the food that can 
affect how and what we eat.

When it comes to texture aversions, my son struggled with this when he was 
little. He loved to eat yogurt, but he could not handle the texture of chunks 
in his yogurt. Anytime there were chunks, it would cause him to gag. The 
yogurt’s taste was not the issue, as he loved flavored yogurt, but it was the 
consistency that bothered him. Whenever he was fed yogurt, he would gag and 
spit up what he had eaten. The daycare that he was at would often call us to 
come and get him, as they would say that he was sick to his stomach. Not even 
realizing the cause and effect at the time, it took us a while to understand that 
his body responded to the chunks in the yogurt as a threat, and it would make 
him gag and spit it out. To this day, he still despises any food he eats that has 
chunks in it.

Think for yourself, have you ever poured yourself a glass of milk, and when 
you went to drink it, it had curdled and had chunks in. Because you expected 
to have smooth milk, your brain alerted you that there were chunks in the milk, 
and you spit it out.

It’s your body’s way of protecting itself from a threat. A child might inter-
pret food as a threat because of texture, taste, or smell. This could create the 
response that their body wants them to get to a safe space, which may be spit-
ting food out.

Our sense of touch is continuously giving us clues about the world around 
us. Think about the feeling of this book as you read it. Whether it is on a tablet 
or paper; what does it feel like? What does the chair feel like where you are 
sitting or the clothes that you are wearing? Your awareness of these sensory 
inputs will help you investigate and acknowledge the way a child feels. For 
example, look at their clothing preferences, if they like big hugs or light back 
tickles, or if they tend to sit very close or avoid any contact.
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According to Biel and Peske,12 tactile defensiveness is one of the most well-
known sensory challenges. When someone is defensive to any touch input, they 
are hypersensitive to that feeling and react negatively or withdraw from that 
input. This defensiveness can range from mild to severe. Mild defensiveness 
could be when you don’t like a particular texture on your skin or when someone 
brushes past you, such as a child waiting in a class line. An extreme version is 
when the touch sends you into a panic, such as if someone puts their arm on you. 
The opposite of being defensive is being under-sensitive. A child who doesn’t 
react when they have been hurt or seeks out deep input, wanting to play wrestle 
or be wrapped tight in blankets, may be under-sensitive to the signals coming in.12

Smell

Also known as olfactory, our sense of smell is one of our primitive senses. 
Think about what happens when you smell something that you had in your 
childhood? The scent of a certain meal, a particular cologne, or the smell of 
your clean laundry can remind you of moments in your past. Specific memo-
ries will be triggered by our sense of smell, whether good or bad. We use this 
sense to inform us about the environment we are in. It can warn us if something 
isn’t right. We can smell gas in the air, smoke, or rotten food, which tells us 
to avoid something or get help. If your sense of smell is hypersensitive, it can 
create a noxious or unpleasant response to a minimal amount of scent in the air.

Think for a moment about your space right now.

What do you smell?

Now, think about a school classroom during lunch break, or a gymnasium with 
sweaty Grade 8 students, or the smell of car exhaust, or the diesel of a bus and 
how overwhelming these daily smells might be for a child. Even the smell 
of food cooking may trigger an adverse reaction. People who are hypersen-
sitive to smells can walk around, always feeling overwhelmed by the world 
around them. The opposite is someone who has an under-sensitive response. 
This would be someone who hardly notices the smells around them. They may 
not be able to smell flowers or rotten food, and they may crave more input to 
create any reaction.12

My son is sensitive to smells. The smell of something cooking can trigger 
a response that makes him upset or excited about dinner. If the smells trigger 
an unpleasant memory, even if it is not the same food being cooked, he will 
put up a fight to even get to the table. If the smell is familiar and he has a good 
memory of it, he will come to the table without a fight.

Because smells can trigger memories, it can also remind you of a time or 
place that was pleasant for you and can create a reaction in your body that 
makes you feel calm. I will discuss how our senses can play into our ability to 
calm ourselves in Chapter 8.

Our sense of smell is also a critical component of our sense of taste.
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Taste

Our sense of taste or gustatory sense is how our brain identifies the food we eat. 
We only have five different types of taste buds. We have a sense of sweet, sour, 
bitter, salty, and umami. These receptors are in various areas of our tongue. 
The sense of taste works with the sense of smell to give us the pleasurable or 
non-pleasurable responses to food.

What happens to your favorite food when you plug your nose and try to 
eat it?

It won’t “taste” the same. When we discuss the tastes of food, it is hard to 
separate the two senses. Like the way our body reacts to smell, we can be 
hypersensitive to particular tastes, and our body can have a negative or positive 
response to it. Or our body can be under-sensitive to taste, and we have little to 
no reaction to different tastes.

Andrew was a premature baby. He was fed through a tube directly to his 
stomach till he was almost two years old. When he started learning how to take 
in food by mouth, he had developed extreme aversions to the texture of food, 
and his ability to taste food was limited. To help Andrew develop his brain’s 
connection to his taste receptors, Andrew spent time with his occupational 
therapist to develop his taste receptors by exposing them to the five specific 
tastes. Trying to connect the brain’s ability to recognize the taste, combined 
with the smell and the tolerance of textures, is needed to experience the food 
we eat. Although he was much better as he aged, Andrew would crave extra hot 
sauce on most of the foods to stimulate an increased sense of taste.

Visual

Our visual system or the way we see the world is more complicated than just 
looking at art pieces. The images that our eyes see are processed in our brain, 
and then our brain has to interpret the image and match it to a database of 
images. Then it identifies what we are seeing and lets the rest of our body 
know how to respond to what we see. For example, if we are watching a soccer 
game and the ball is heading straight for us, our brain has to process the ball’s 
location and speed, then tell our body what to do with this information, such as 
move out of the way. Our brain doesn’t just process the data from one visual 
input; for people with two working eyes, our brain has to take the information 
from two images and match them and then process what this means. Since our 
world is continuously moving and changing, our visual system is always at 
work. Do you ever wonder why your eyes feel tired at the end of the day? They 
have been working non-stop since the moment you woke up.

The visual system is extremely complex. There are so many parts that need 
to work together to see and understand a clear picture. For example, the sys-
tem relies on the coordination of the muscles around our eyes to help our eyes 
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move and focus. The shape of our eyeballs determines how our eyes process 
the light coming into our brain. Because the visual system is so complicated, 
there can be many different challenges impacting the information that our brain 
receives. If a child struggles with their visual processing, it is essential to check 
to make sure their visual system’s physical components are working as they 
should.

I worked with Brian, a child in Grade 8 who was struggling to get his work 
done. His teacher felt he needed help with time management and organization. 
When I started working with him, I wanted to get a sense of where he was 
regarding his ability to process visual information. We started with the basics 
so that we could see what level he would get to. What surprised me is that he 
could not recognize individual letters of the alphabet, and it was not caught 
before this time. Our brain’s ability to process letters and organize informa-
tion is not innate; it is something that we have to be taught. Think about every 
written language around the world. The way it is written is different depending 
on who invented it. What we see on paper needs to be processed by our visual 
input into a catalog in our brains that identifies the shape and then matches it 
with the sound to describe the letter. It is a complex process that one in five 
children struggles with doing. When our brains can’t process this, one diagno-
sis could be dyslexia.14

The brain’s ability to process information will affect our body’s response to 
what we see. If our two eyes cannot focus the same, we may feel a little off 
balance when we walk. Alternatively, if too much information is coming in 
simultaneously, such as walking in a crowd of people, our eyes may not know 
where to focus, and our brain may feel overwhelmed.

Visual stimuli can signal to the body a positive or negative emotional 
response, depending on how your brain processes information.

Think about how you feel when you look out over a body of water.
Think about how you feel when you look at a garbage dump.
Think about how you feel in a clean and tidy room.
Think about how you feel when you look at a messy kitchen.

The emotions that images can conjure within us show us how we need to be 
aware of what children see and how they react to it.

Have you ever been on a spinning ride at an amusement park? In our town, 
they call it The Scrambler. It is a ride where you are sitting in a small car, and 
when the ride starts, the car spins, and the arm it is attached to spins, and as 
the speed picks up, you spin faster and faster. It is hard for your eyes to focus 
on anything. That is because the information from our visual system is trying 
to send a signal to our brain, but our brain can’t process the information fast 
enough, so the images are not very clear.

That is what being oversensitive may look like for a child who has difficulty 
processing visual information. It may not be fast moving like a ride, but a child 
staring at a classroom wall that is covered in bright-colored charts and words 
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and pictures may have too much information coming in so that the brain can’t 
process it. A child can have the same reaction if there are flashing lights at a 
hockey game or a school dance. When a child is overstimulated, you may see 
them close their eyes or stare at less overwhelming spaces. If a child is under-
sensitive to visual inputs, you may see a child crave fast visual stimuli, such as 
video games, movies, and bright flashing lights.

Our visual system provides information about the food we are going to eat, 
the sounds we hear, how our body needs to move, and what we smell. It helps 
to unlock the responses that we need and how we should react. When this sys-
tem is not working well, it can have a ripple effect into many other systems.

Hearing

What we hear is also known as our auditory sense. When we hear something 
in the world, it creates a vibration that makes waves that travel to our ears. The 
sound waves vibrate our eardrums, and the information is sent to our brains. 
Our brain, just like the catalog for our vision, has a record for all the different 
vibrations it needs to interpret.

Listen to the sounds you hear right now.

As I write this, I can hear the fan of the furnace in the background. I can hear 
the hum of the light above my computer, and I  can hear my fingers typing 
on the keyboard. Most movements make a sound, and the environment those 
sounds are in will affect the sound waves’ pattern. Think about the echo you 
hear in a tiled bathroom versus the dampening sounds in a carpeted room.

Our brain has to have the ability to process a sound and identify what a 
sound is. It also needs to interpret which sounds are most important to focus 
on, where the sound is coming from, and what the sound means. Since it is 
made up of many physical components, if a child is having difficulty with 
sound, it is always important to first make sure there is a good physical con-
nection from the ear to the brain.

With the hearing system’s complexity, it is not surprising to know that many 
students struggle to process auditory information. If a child can’t process what 
a sound is or what it means, they may not have the appropriate reactions. Some 
children may be oversensitive to sounds and feel overwhelmed and anxious 
with certain noises. Some people can hear sounds that others don’t hear, or they 
may experience every loud sound or certain decibels of sounds as a threat like 
a fire alarm, even if it is just the ringing of a telephone, a parent yelling, or the 
school lunch bell.

My son struggles with auditory processing. We noticed that he would not 
respond when we called him to come to the dinner table, especially when he 
was watching TV. He was overwhelmed when we had people at our house, and 
he would have difficulty recalling information he heard at school. Through an 
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auditory processing assessment, we learned that his brain has a problem focus-
ing when there are any competing sounds. It now made sense why he couldn’t 
recall information from school because if someone were talking closer to him, 
he would have difficulty hearing what his teacher was saying. He was missing 
instructions and information about what to do in class and was feeling lost. It 
also made sense when we had people over. If too many people were talking 
simultaneously, he had trouble listening to any of them. Being aware of his 
challenges gave us information to help him make changes to support his envi-
ronmental needs. I have worked with many children who struggle with similar 
challenges in processing auditory information.

Our auditory system works in conjunction with many of our other systems. 
One that it works closely with is our movement system. Have you ever won-
dered why when a baby hears a loud bang, they startle, or when you hear your 
favorite sound on the radio, you have that urge to move? Our auditory and 
vestibular system’s receptors are located right next to each other and are con-
nected within the inner ear. This is why when we hear something, it usually 
makes us react by moving.12

Vestibular

The vestibular system is our movement processing system. It tells us where 
our body is in space in relation to gravity. Since we are continually navigating 
against gravity, it is a system that is always working. Our vestibular system is 
located in our inner ear and tells us what the rest of our body needs to do to 
maintain our position in space. For example, if we reach down to pick some-
thing off the floor, our vestibular system sends a signal to our brain to tell spe-
cific muscles to activate so that we don’t fall over. It is an instant reaction, and 
we don’t even realize it is happening. Children who have difficulties with their 
vestibular system may not get that same quick reaction from their brains, so 
they may feel like they will fall or do fall when they reach down. The vestibular 
system also tells us if we are spinning, accelerating, or decelerating when we 
move. Think about when you are driving a car. When you first accelerate, you 
can feel that you are going faster, but your body doesn’t feel the movement as 
much when you are going at the same speed. Likewise, when you decelerate.12

Working with children, I  have seen several children who struggle with 
vestibular challenges and are hypersensitive or fearful of swinging, playing 
sports, or climbing on jungle gyms. They tend to fall a lot and are much more 
timid. Children with an extreme emotional response tied to any movement 
against gravity are referred to as having gravitational insecurity. They fear 
being pushed into movements or having their feet off the ground and are most 
settled when they sit on the floor. Children who are hyposensitive to the sen-
sory inputs tend to crave movement opportunities. You will see these children 
gravitate towards swings, monkey bars, jumping on couches, or spinning, or 
even unique sitting positions, such as watching television upside down.12
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Proprioception

Proprioception is your brain’s ability to know where your body is in relation 
to itself. If you close your eyes, do you know where your hand is or where 
your feet are. This internal sensory system takes information from our nerves, 
ligaments, tendons, and joints and tells us where they are and need to be. For 
instance, when you take a spoonful of soup, you don’t think about where your 
hand is and how it will get to your mouth. For many of us, this happens with-
out us thinking about it anymore. Likewise, when we sit at a desk or a chair, 
we don’t have to think about activating our muscles to keep us balanced and 
upright.

For children who struggle with proprioception, the lack of awareness of 
where their body is in space or the lack of feedback from their ligaments, ten-
dons, and muscles can make it hard to do ordinary tasks. Children who strug-
gle with fine motor activities, such as holding a pencil or doing up zippers and 
buttons, may have difficulty with proprioception. They may not feel the weight 
of the pencil or where the buttons are in relation to each other, and they tend to 
look clumsy or uncoordinated.

Jane was a girl I worked with who was referred to me for poor printing. She 
had difficulty holding her pencil because she couldn’t sense the pressure that 
she was having on the pencil. To increase her body’s ability to feel the pencil 
and react to it, we increased the pencil’s weight. Her body was then able to 
create a reaction to counter the weight, which increased her ability to grip the 
pencil and control it.

Interoception

Interoception is the sensory system that we often don’t think about. Have you 
ever thought about what gives you that urge to go to the washroom, or what 
gives you that urge to get yourself something to drink? That is called interocep-
tion. Our body is made up of many systems that keep our body functioning the 
way that it should. Our brain, heart, lungs, and digestive system all function 
without us thinking of them, but when we get scared and feel our heart race, it 
lets us know that we need to do something to get us back to the sense of safety 
or normalcy.

Children can struggle with interoception if they aren’t aware of what their 
body is telling them. They may not get the urgent signals to use the washroom 
or confuse the signal with feeling afraid. Since their body sends them signals 
to help it stay functioning at a balanced state, if the signal is confused, it may 
lead to a stress response, including anxiety and fear.

Have you ever seen a child who gets angry when they need to use the wash-
room? Or children who have what we call “hangry” symptoms? Their bodies 
tell them they need to eat something, but they do not recognize the signal and 
instead act out. Before you treat the interoception as a sensory concern, it is 
always good to check with a doctor to ensure that all the systems are working 
okay first.12
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Sensory Processing
How does our body take in all of these sensory inputs, and what does it do with 
them?

Each of our sensory systems plays a vital role in helping us navigate and 
experience the world. Yet each of our sensory systems and how they process 
information will be unique to the individual. That is what is key to understand-
ing the children we work with. Although each system is different, they are 
integrated and often function together.

The way we take the information that we get from our sensory inputs and 
use or react to it is known as sensory processing. When the reactions are dif-
ferent than what is expected or a child is over- or under-reactive to a specific 
input, they may be having difficulties processing one or many sensory inputs. 
This can be referred to as sensory processing disorder.

Our brain also learns about sensory inputs and how to process them from 
exposure to sensory information. A child who was never allowed to climb on 
jungle gyms may have more of a fear reaction when their vestibular system 
experiences new positions, or a child who has never walked barefoot in the 
grass or felt sand on their feet may be fearful when they are exposed to these 
environments. These sensations may be overwhelming to a child, as the brain 
needs to process and categorize them. In some cases, controlled exposure to 
sensory input can help our brain build the pathways to recognize the sensation 
and have a neutral response to it.

Think about a child who is afraid of a washroom. Have you ever walked into 
a bathroom and thought about all the sounds, smells, textures, and movements 
you need to do in the bathroom? Children who are sensitive to sounds may be 
overwhelmed and fearful of the water’s sound in the tap, the flushing of the 
toilet, or in a school washroom, the sound of the hand dryer. Just the sounds 
alone can be overwhelming to a child, then add in all the rest of the sensory 
experiences. A child may not be going to the washroom because of the sensory 
overload that using the bathroom brings.

Sensory overload is when your body receives so much sensory input that 
it cannot tolerate any more, and the person often tries to find ways to remove 
themself from that situation. A child throwing a tantrum when they have to 
use the bathroom can result from a sensory overload. A child who zones out 
during class because they no longer can focus on the teacher, copy work onto 
a paper, and focus on sitting simultaneously can be experiencing sensory over-
load. Sensory overload can look like negative behaviors to those who aren’t 
aware of a child’s sensory needs. The action that is usually exhibited is a sen-
sory avoiding behavior: a child’s way of avoiding whatever is making them 
uncomfortable.

If a child is under-responsive, meaning that it takes more input than average 
to activate that sensory system, a child may seek sensory input. For example, if 
a child needs a lot of movement to stimulate their vestibular system, they may 
be jumping from couch to couch or doing somersaults in the living room. It is 
known as sensory-seeking behavior.
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When children seek or avoid sensory input, they are trying to get their bod-
ies to that point of feeling just right or balanced. It is like the feeling of having 
a pebble in your shoe, and you are uncomfortable until you can get it out, then 
it all feels okay again.

Finding that “just right” feeling in one’s sensory system is what we strive 
for with children. The challenge is that children often can’t communicate what 
they need or what they don’t like. Instead, what they will experience are melt-
downs, behaviors, or withdrawal from situations.

A child’s sensory preferences describe how a child’s sensory system reacts 
in different situations. These can be compiled in a document that can be shared 
with others who are working with the child so that they can understand why 
the child may respond in certain situations and how to set up an environment 
that meets their needs. In their book, Raising a Sensory Smart Child, Biel and 
Peske12 go into detail about a child’s sensory needs. They also published a free 
checklist that goes through questions in every sensory category that will help 
you identify your child’s preferences by how they react in different situations. 
This information and checklist can be found at: www.sensorysmartparent.com/
checklist

Sensory Therapy
When children have difficulty processing sensory information, they can have 
trouble completing the activities they want or need to do. They may have dif-
ficulty focusing in class or tolerating the environment. Over the years, various 
theories and ideas have been developed that help children learn strategies to 
increase their independence and function.

A. Jean Ayres created one method. She developed the Ayres Sensory Inte-
gration® method, which uses a specific series of sensory constructs to help 
increase a child’s ability to process sensory information. The idea is that our 
brains have neuroplasticity and can develop or change over time.15

Sensory diets or sensory schedules became more common as therapists came 
to understand the need to provide breaks throughout the day to meet a child’s 
sensory needs. A sensory diet or schedule is a series of activities specific to the 
child, which breaks up the day and allows opportunities for the sensory input 
that they crave or need in order to find their balance. When you get a child to a 
balanced or “just right” state, as I referred to it earlier, the child may be able to 
engage in the classroom activity more effectively than if they were in an over- 
or under-responsive state.

The terms sensory toys have also become more popular as therapists discov-
ered that certain toys could give a child the sensory input they crave and can 
either calm a child or increase their energy. A sensory toy may be something that 
has lights, sounds, vibrates, smells, or is soft or squishy. It will be dependent on 
the child’s sensory preferences as to what activities they will gravitate towards.

When children are in a classroom, it is often difficult for them to move around 
and get their energy out. Some children would benefit from small squishy toys 
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or little twisting toys that they could move in their hands. When a child was 
able to expend a little bit of their energy with even a small fidget, they would 
often find it increased their ability to listen and focus.

Understanding Our Differences
The child, caregiver, and our own sensory preferences will impact how we 
engage in activities throughout the day. An activity that may be calming for 
you or enjoyable may not be pleasant for the child and vice versa. Taking the 
time to learn about a child’s sensory needs, similar to understanding their love 
language as discussed in the previous chapter, is a tool to discover what makes 
a child unique. In the next chapter, I will focus on how children learn new 
information and how this can impact their needs.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 What eight sensory systems help us experience the world?
2.	 What is the difference between over- and under-stimulation?
3.	 What is sensory processing?
4.	 What does it mean to have sensory overload?
5.	 Why is it important to understand a child’s sensory preferences?
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6	� Understanding How 
Children Learn

When we only know part of a child’s story, we can only make some guesses 
about all of the other aspects. This often leads to a child being misunderstood 
by their actions. One big factor is in knowing how children receive or process 
information. Understanding how children learn is complicated, just like it is 
to understand our sensory system. We can sometimes forget that others don’t 
think or process information the same way we do, and we can get frustrated 
when a child doesn’t “get it.” Working with children, I have learned that rec-
ognizing the ways children learn is an essential piece to include in their story. 
It is not about IQ or specific learning difficulties; instead, it is about creating a 
supportive environment to help children learn. It includes how they use their 
sensory system to process information, understand language, match informa-
tion to previous knowledge, their mindset, and what motivates them to learn. 
This chapter is intended to guide you through looking at the big picture when 
describing a child’s learning needs.

The way a child processes information describes their cognitive or thinking 
abilities.3 In this chapter, I explain what we do with the information we receive 
from our sensory systems discussed in the last chapter. Learning how much 
information our sensory system processes throughout the day, it is surprising 
how we make it through each day without feeling overwhelmed by all that we 
encounter.

Many of us have become so used to all the inputs we receive daily that we 
don’t even notice a lot of what we see, feel, hear, smell, or touch unless we are 
mindful of it. Our bodies have learned how to only alert us to unusual or dif-
ferent inputs than our usual. This is not true for everyone. For some people, the 
body continues to react to alert them to inputs that happen every day, making 
it hard to function in their daily lives. Learning how to regulate our sensory 
information as well as our emotions will be covered in Chapter 8. Understand-
ing how our sensory inputs can help us learn or affect how we receive and 
process new information is essential for understanding how kids learn.

Julie was a little girl I worked with who had difficulty processing all the 
sounds going on around her. Due to her auditory processing challenges, her 
ability to focus on a sound was difficult, especially if more than one person 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-6


Understanding How Children Learn  61

or object was making noise. Her auditory memory was limited, which meant 
that she was unable to remember things she heard. In class, if she were given 
three- or four-step instructions, she wouldn’t be able to follow them. For 
example, if she was in class, and the teacher said, “Sit down, take out your 
math notebook, turn to page 63, and begin looking at question four,” she 
would be lost.

Julie was referred to occupational therapy to help with attention and focus. 
Julie always seemed to be lost in class, according to the teacher. When I worked 
with Julie, she described the feeling of not knowing what was going on. She 
said she also had the feeling of being lost or unsure what to do when she was 
at home and would usually stay in her room so that she wouldn’t get asked to 
do anything by her mom.

In class, Julie felt like she missed some of the teacher’s instructions and 
would have to look around to get an idea of what she was supposed to do. Julie 
was trying to use a lot of the environmental cues around her, looking at oth-
ers, and watching what they did. Sometimes, she would get to the right spot 
on time, but other times, her teacher would catch her just sitting there waiting 
to be told again. When working with Julie, I noticed that her ability to follow 
instructions was limited. She was only able to follow two-step instructions. 
I also noticed that she would have difficulty maintaining focus on the instruc-
tions if there were any background noises. The challenge in a classroom setting 
with 25 other students is that there was always some background noise, and 
Julie didn’t feel comfortable raising her hand to ask what they were supposed 
to do. Instead, she would slump in her chair and hope her teacher didn’t notice 
her. By learning about Julie’s needs, I communicated with the teacher what 
would help Julie stay on task. A specific change that was suggested related to 
how the teacher gave instructions. The teacher would say her instructions and 
then write them on the board so that Julie could look up and know what she 
was supposed to do. It made a considerable difference to Julie’s ability to stay 
on task in class. I was also able to communicate with Julie’s parents to under-
stand how to engage Julie in activities at home by using a whiteboard or giving 
her written instructions.

This little change in communication helped Julie not only to be able to func-
tion more effectively in class, but also to decrease her stress and anxiety. Julie 
had felt lost, but didn’t know why. She didn’t realize that she wasn’t hearing 
the teacher’s instructions, yet she also didn’t understand why everyone else 
knew what to do. Instead, she just felt overwhelmed in class. She was frus-
trated with herself and felt that her teacher was always upset with her. Taking 
the time to learn what makes Julie unique helped her be able to engage and 
participate in class again, confidently.

There are many Julies in the world who struggle to stay connected in class 
and often feel lost. Recognizing how a child processes information from the 
world around them will affect how they will best receive information, which 
can unlock a child’s potential.
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Learning Strengths
There are four different ways that we generally receive information. The first is 
through hearing information, which is known as auditory learning. The second 
is visual learning or through what we see. The third is tactile learning or when 
we can touch and feel objects, and the last is kinesthetic, which is learning 
through movement. These different ways of receiving information help us to 
learn about the world. Each of these ways includes our various senses, and 
each one plays a role in creating the memory.

Think about a flower. If I tell you about a rose and describe its features, you 
would develop a picture in your head of what a rose looks like. Yet that picture 
may be different for all of us. If I were to show you a picture, you would cre-
ate a memory that pairs the information about the rose with the image, but the 
picture would still not explain what the rose smells like or what the rose feels 
like. To understand what a rose is, we need to experience the rose through all 
our senses and store it in our different memory files to recall what a rose is the 
next time we come across one.

Many of us may think that there is one way you prefer to learn, and that is 
something I always believed in as well. In their article “The Myth of Learning 
Styles,” Riener and Willingham16 summarized that research has not proven 
that we only learn through one way or that one way is stronger than another. 
Instead, what is more valuable to understand is someone’s abilities, interests, 
and existing knowledge, which will affect how they process information. 
Using this information, you can then create learning opportunities that match 
this information. This can relate to how well a person retains and understands 
information, which will develop stronger connections in their brain.16

Our sensory system was covered in the last chapter. Each of us has different 
sensory preferences or ways that we process sensory information. For those 
who have difficulty focusing with their eyes, for example, children who are 
dyslexic, they may be able to process auditory input quicker than processing 
visual input. They can retain information quickly when they hear it. Have you 
ever been around a child who is too young to read, yet from their mouth, they 
blurt fascinating facts? These children are very strong listeners and can store 
that information easily. Yet, they may have a fantastic visual memory for pic-
tures and describe in detail what is on each page of a story book.

Another example is a child who needs to move their body and enjoys learn-
ing through movement and may have exceptional auditory memory. Moving, 
as reviewed in Chapter 5, can help our auditory system process information 
better.

These are just examples of how understanding the child’s sensory prefer-
ences and creating opportunities that match their choices may allow you to 
teach to a child’s strengths rather than their weaknesses. To focus on their 
weakness would be like giving a child who struggles with dyslexia only a text-
book to read and then testing them on that information. They may get through 
the info, but it would have been a struggle compared to someone who is a 
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proficient reader. Likewise, when lecturing to a student who has difficulty with 
auditory processing and then questioning their understanding at the end of the 
lecture, they may have missed parts of the teaching that may have been filled in 
had they had some visual cues to focus on. The information you teach a child 
needs to match their abilities and understanding.16

What is your preferred way to receive information?
How does this relate to your sensory preferences?

Children also learn by seeing how others interact with the world around them. 
Children will learn how to treat others by watching their parents, friends, fam-
ily, or people on television. The way people physically approach others, how 
they show affection, and how they discipline can all impact how a child learns 
to treat others.

A child will also learn their vocabulary and how to talk to others by listening 
to those around them. Language is not innate to us: meaning, it is not some-
thing we are born with. We have to learn a language. So, any form of language 
a child learns, they were exposed to at some point in their life. They can also 
learn language about themselves as they listen to others speak about them: she 
is smart, he is silly, they are nightmares, she is dumb. These words can stick 
with a child as they learn to describe themselves.

I am sure you have all heard stories about a child who seems too young to 
talk, and right after a parent drops something on the floor and says a swear 
word, the child repeats it like a parrot. The parent laughs as they are caught off 
guard, and the child repeats it. The child who mimics your swear word has no 
idea what the swear word means, nor do they know what they did. Instead, a 
child will only understand your reaction to whatever they did. If you laugh and 
smile, they will assume it is something pleasing to you. If you were to be upset 
or stern, they would feel that it was something you didn’t like.

Think about what happens when you smile at someone.
Or what happens when you reach out your hand to someone.

Children start to learn from the reactions of people around them what behav-
iors will get them attention. Attention shown to a child makes them feel that 
they belong and have significance in the environment that they are in. Children 
can get frustrated when they are trying to get an adult’s attention and the adult 
is ignoring them. A small child may be pulling on your leg, or an older child 
could be whining, but you haven’t acknowledged them. Then you drop some-
thing and swear like in the last example, and the child swears. If you react by 
picking them up and giving them attention, you have now made them under-
stand actions that cause a reaction they were looking for.

Children take the information they see, hear, feel, and store into memory 
banks that tell them how to act when they are around others. Sometimes the 
memories can be skewed or altered, and their ability to filter information in 
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their brain may not be developed yet. This information forms the ideas that 
teach children how to treat their teachers, friends, and family.

My son was in daycare when he was little. He had not been around many 
children before this, as he was an only child at the time. When we put him 
in daycare, we were shocked, as any new parent would be, that he was bit-
ten by another child in the group. Knowing that the other child was acting 
out their own sensory needs, we didn’t make a big deal about it. What was 
interesting was that it happened three more times. By the third time it hap-
pened, my son started biting other children in the group. With a one-year-
old, it is hard to explain to them that biting is wrong, but what was more 
fascinating was how he picked up this behavior by seeing and experiencing 
it from others.

Children learn at different rates, and they pick up information around them 
in a variety of ways. It is hard to unlock the mystery of each of our brain’s 
development, but the more we curiously watch how each child interacts with 
the world, we can gain an understanding of how to support them.

As a parent, I learn this daily with my children. If I tell my four children to 
go clean their room, I get four different responses. One child needs me to show 
them exactly what I mean. Another needs me just to state specifically what 
it is I need them to do in detail, and then he will do it. Another needs me to 
write down a list so that she can follow it step by step; otherwise, she doesn’t 
remember what she is supposed to do. The last one follows what everyone else 
is doing. It is not easy to always accommodate for the child’s learning needs, 
but if I had just said clean your room, one out of four would have completed 
the task. The same would be true if we didn’t accommodate for learning needs 
within the classroom.

How do you prefer to receive instructions to complete a task?

Should we always focus on children’s strengths and never work on their 
weaker areas? In my opinion, no, but you should use a child’s strengths to 
work on their challenges.

Think about learning a new language. If I gave you a sheet of vocabulary 
words in that language, but didn’t give you a context, it would be hard to 
remember those words. If I told you all the words were fruits, it might be easier 
to categorize them in your head. If I showed you a picture of what fruit it was, 
it would be even easier to match the word to the image and store it in your 
brain. It comes down to matching our abilities and previous knowledge to help 
us gain understanding.16

Understanding
From the example of my children cleaning their rooms, the first child had diffi-
culty understanding what was being asked of them. What does a “clean room” 
mean? To one child, if they can see and know where everything is, this could 
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be a clean room, even though it may seem like a disaster to another person. 
To another child, everything in the room has to have its specific spot, and it 
needs to be organized by color and size. The term clean is relative to what we 
understand.

This can be most notable when a child struggles with abstract concepts. If 
I said to a child, “Be kind,” what does that mean? Or if you say to a child, “Just 
behave,” what does that mean?

Have you ever really stopped to think about the language you are using?

Think for a moment about the following words and how they may be perceived 
as unclear. What do these words mean?

Try harder
Relax
Get along
Be nice
Social distance

The part of our brain that processes abstract concepts can develop at different 
rates for children and is not fully developed in neurotypical humans till in their 
20s. This part of our brain also controls our social skills, impulsivity, planning, 
and judgments. This is why children often don’t understand sarcasm, humor, or 
idioms. The opposite of abstract is concrete language. Concrete language is the 
language that is more direct and less likely to get misinterpreted.12

Asking a child to get dressed is an abstract term. It doesn’t specifically say 
what you want a child to do and leaves a lot of room for misinterpretation. For 
instance, a child in their pajamas is technically dressed already because they 
are wearing clothes. If you wanted a child to get dressed for school, it still 
might not mean anything different, especially if in the past, they have worn 
their pajamas to school. To change this to a more concrete term, you need to 
be specific: “Please get underwear on, a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, a sweater, and 
some socks.” Do you see the difference?

What language do you use that could be misinterpreted?

A lot of learning comes from our understanding of the language and the way 
we process the language. Saying instructions to children like your shoes are 
on the wrong feet or that shoe is on the right foot, even if it is the left, can be 
confusing for many children. The words you use will make a difference.

It can be even more complicated if the language you speak to a child is their 
second language because information can be lost in translation. For exam-
ple, you could have a whole conversation about football, only to realize you 
were talking about American football and they were talking about soccer, also 
known as football in Europe.
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This may look a bit different in a classroom if a teacher in a class asks the 
students to write a story about their favorite memory. One child may write a 
three-sentence story, and another may write two pages. They both wrote about 
their favorite memory, but one child’s understanding of the instructions was 
different from the others understanding of the instructions. If the first child 
struggles with vocabulary, it may be challenging to find the describing words 
to elaborate on the story. They may find that the three sentences are enough to 
trigger an image in their head that brings them back to their favorite time. The 
child may not be as detail oriented. They feel that they did what the teacher 
asked them to, which was write a story about their favorite memory. Another 
child may understand that the teacher wants them to write a story like an essay 
with an introduction, three paragraphs, and a conclusion. This child may have 
a very strong vocabulary and may be able to describe to you in detail about 
their favorite memory. The teacher may look at the second child as follow-
ing instructions and doing what they were asked and the first child as lazy or 
uninterested. Now understanding what you learned about abstract and concrete 
language, what were they asked to do?

Write a story.
What does that mean to you?
It is again about perspective and understanding how a child may experience 

and interpret the information given to them.

Attaching Knowledge to Meaning
Have you ever tried to build a puzzle without seeing the front of the box?

Have you ever tried to make a recipe without seeing a picture or knowing 
what you were making?

In their book Learning How to Learn, Oakley et al.17 teach us that we learn 
better when we can connect information in our brains to understand the con-
cepts and make a path for learning.

Seeing the front of a puzzle box gives us clues about what we are going to 
put together. When we see a picture of muffins above the directions, it helps us 
understand our end goal for the recipe.

The same holds true when we are engaging kids in learning. If a child can 
have a sense of what the lessons are about that we are teaching them, they are 
more likely to follow along when discussing the details. This can be difficult, 
as each child may be at a different level of learning or understanding. For 
example, if you are teaching a child about tennis, showing a video or going out 
to the court will help a child understand the general idea of tennis.

By providing these previews of learning, we create little hooks in a child’s 
brain. It is almost like we have planted the idea seed so that as we give them 
more details about the information, it will start to grow in understanding. This 
can work in many situations and requires that you start with an overview of 
what you are learning, just like watching the preview of a movie you are about 
to watch.17
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Sometimes, we don’t have any way to explain a topic, and it can prove more 
challenging for a child to learn the information. For instance, spelling in the 
English language has some interesting rules that don’t make sense. For exam-
ple, a mouse in the plural is mice, and a goose is geese, but a moose is just 
moose. It is hard sometimes for our brain to grasp information if we don’t have 
a little bit of an anchor to hook it on to, to stick the information in the right spot 
so that we can retrieve it again.

This is when it is imperative to understand the children you are working 
with. To associate learning with something that they already recognize or 
understand means that you need to know what they are familiar with. There 
are analogies that we use to help students learn how to print their letters. One 
compares letters to a house. A tall letter goes to the second floor, a hanging 
letter goes to the basement, and all the rest stay on the main floor. If children 
live in an apartment and have never been in a house, will they understand what 
this means?

Likewise, if you use an analogy or compare a cell in biology to how a car 
operates, this would be wonderful for someone who loves cars and understands 
the car’s parts. Yet for someone like me, a car is a box with four wheels that 
gets me from A to B.

Working at the child’s understanding and level of knowledge is essential. 
Every child will develop at different rates and have different amounts of 
knowledge planted in their brains. If you can find the hooks that they already 
have, you can start to build pathways to those hooks that will get stronger and 
stronger all the time. If they don’t have the hooks yet, that is where you need 
to start. Begin with something they understand and then build onto it. Just like 
building a house, the foundation is the most important part.17

Mindset
Remember the conversation we had previously about fixed and growth mind-
sets in adults? The same applies to understanding how children learn. If chil-
dren believe that they will never understand math, they are stuck in a fixed 
mindset. It is the limiting belief in their capabilities. Every test they get back 
that they do poorly on will be a reminder that they are bad at math. It is chal-
lenging to get a child out of a fixed mindset, yet it is vital for their growth and 
learning potential.

In her book Mindset, Carol Dweck7 said that children are often sorted based 
on their grades and past achievements in schools, but this is built off of a fixed 
mindset. The things we have done in the past only tell us about what we have 
achieved so far; it doesn’t tell us what we are capable of.7

The opposite of the fixed mindset is a growth mindset: the belief that we can 
continually learn and grow. With a growth mindset, you can create opportuni-
ties to learn in all different areas with the right support and the right conditions.7

Mindset plays a crucial role in understanding how children learn, and it is 
not only their belief in themselves but also those around them believing in 
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them. By creating opportunities for them to learn, they can continue to reach 
their potential.

If you have a child stuck in a fixed mindset, spend time working on devel-
oping the growth mindset. You can do this by changing the language you use 
with the child, increasing their understanding of how the brain develops, or 
challenging them to learn new things.

Motivation
Motivation also affects a child’s ability to learn. What if I  told you that you 
could be the next person to go to the moon if you could write a paper on the 
solar system?

Would you do it?
Maybe, but maybe not. It will depend if you are interested in going to the 

moon, and if it’s not important to you, it may not motivate you to try hard or 
even write the paper at all.

If you are a car person and I told you that you could win your favorite car 
if you could write a paper about all its details, chances are you would write 
the essay. A child who understands cars will be able to provide a great deal of 
detailed information. They will be able to expand on that information, espe-
cially if they have some motivation.

Motivation is often attached to our personal desires. We are each motivated 
by different things. Something that will motivate me will be different from 
something that motivates you. My daughter loves gum and will do anything to 
get her hands on some. I don’t like gum. Reflecting on Chapter 5, it is probably 
due to the auditory sensitivity I have to chewing, so it is not something that 
motivates me. When my daughter needs to get something done, she will do it 
to get a piece of gum. She is only six years old, so in her world, that is a big 
deal. Will my older children be motivated by gum like my six-year-old? Most 
likely not.

External motivators are objects or people that we attach value or impor-
tance to and that encourage us to accomplish a goal. Our world is built around 
numerous external motivators for adults. They are always striving for a better 
job, a bigger house, or a new car. I often see children do an activity to gain 
a new toy or a fun treat, but more often, I notice their motivation to be seen, 
loved, accepted, or out of fear of losing one of those connections.

I recently watched the movie Wonder18 with my children. This movie, 
although fictitious, describes events that many children encounter. The main 
character in the film, Auggie, was born with a craniofacial disorder known as 
Treacher Collins syndrome. This syndrome alters the development of facial 
features and often requires many surgeries. Auggie begins school, and as the 
movie viewer, you get a first-hand account of what he sees when people look at 
him. You see people’s facial reactions, students moving out of his way snicker-
ing, and you see parents pull their kids closer to them. He encounters many dif-
ferent experiences, including overcoming people’s assumptions that because 
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he looks different, it means he can’t learn or understand. You watch as other 
children in his class are pressured by their friends to make fun of him so that 
they can be a part of the “cool kids” group, or a child is left out and made fun 
of because she became friends with Auggie.18

This doesn’t just happen in the movies. This depiction was bringing to 
light the truth about children’s motivations. The way we treat others can be 
motivated by internal and external factors, such as wanting to feel accepted or 
belonging to a group of friends. It happens in all our schools, on playgrounds, 
in families, and in groups.

If we are not somehow motivated by our learning, it is harder for us to have 
the energy, effort, or focus on staying engaged. When working with a child, we 
can’t choose their motivation for them. Each child will have something differ-
ent that motivates them to do an activity.

Think of a kindergarten classroom that gets stickers for behavior. Each child 
gets a sticker when they have had a good day at school. A few children may be 
motivated by this, but most children who would get stickers for good behavior 
would have acted that way without the sticker reward, and the children who 
never get a sticker are most likely not motivated by the sticker’s reward, so it 
doesn’t impact them at all. This is where spending the time to understand a child 
and their motivations will affect how and why they behave the way they do.19

Have you ever heard a child did poorly at math, but grew up to be fantastic 
at managing money? A job, money, lifestyle can all be motivators for people.

Consider someone who struggled with spelling, sequencing, organizing, but 
was exceptional at saving lives as a paramedic? Desiring a life of impact, high 
stress, and excitement can also be motivators.

What is a motivator for you to get your work done?

When you can connect yourself to something that motivates you, it is easier to 
accomplish that goal. External goals, depending on how big they are, can also 
lead to disappointments. Think about a child who always dreamed about being 
a professional hockey player. Each year they work harder and harder and pour 
all of their efforts and energies into reaching their goal. What happens if they 
never become a professional hockey player? What will they think about all the 
years they worked hard, gained more skills, and achieved success? They may 
feel it was all lost in the disappointment of not reaching their goal.

The same can be said for a child who worked hard in school and played vio-
lin in the orchestra only to gain their parent’s love and attention. They focused 
only on pleasing others as their motivation, rather than doing what they were 
passionate about or what motivated them. In the end, the effort they put into 
pleasing others may not give them the fulfillment they desired.

Yet motivation doesn’t even need to be external; there can be internal moti-
vators. Internal motivators are when you are motivated by a desire to gain 
knowledge or to be a better person. There is extensive psychology behind 
internal and external motivators.
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Teaching children how to be motivated by internal motivators, such as the 
goal to learn something new or become proficient at a skill and celebrate this 
success, is key in helping kids become confident adults.

What do you do to please others?
What would you do if you only need to do it for yourself?

Internal motivators are goals we set for ourselves that involve our ability to 
grow continually. It is not based on what others think or how it will change 
others’ opinions; it is about how it will make us better. Trying to help children 
learn and build this skill will connect them with who they authentically are and 
their own hopes and dreams.

The Education System and Learning
Take a moment to think about your elementary school. Try to picture one of 
your classrooms. What did it look like? Did you have desks? Was your room 
full of other children? Did your teacher have pictures and images on the walls, 
and did they use a chalkboard?

Chances are, we all have a similar recollection of our schools. A classroom 
was full of desks with hard plastic chairs. A  blackboard at the front of the 
classroom. Bells that rang for lunch and recess and lots of kids moving about 
in the hallways.

The interesting fact is that schools haven’t changed much over the last 
50  years. The introduction of technology has changed chalkboards into 
whiteboards or smart boards, but the physical environment is the same. The 
challenge is that we have learned so much about how children learn, yet our 
education system often doesn’t match students’ needs.

By creating the conversation about each child’s unique story, we will under-
stand how we can create an environment for learning that matches a child’s 
sensory and learning needs and ensure that each caregiver or teacher involved 
with a child takes the time to connect with the child they are working with. 
My hope is that as we collectively learn to recognize this information, we will 
make decisions about the future that will work towards creating environments 
that match their needs.

Connecting to the Child
How do you connect with a child to motivate them?

How can you incorporate how a child learns into their story?
It all starts with building a bond with the child so they know that they belong 

and are significant.
Start with believing in a growth mindset of acknowledging that all children 

can learn. They may not learn at the same rate, but they all have the ability to 
learn new information and skills.7 Then recognizing and understanding how 
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a child experiences the world around them through their sensory system will 
give us clues into how they process information. Once you can understand this, 
you can focus on the child’s strengths and build off the knowledge they already 
have to help them learn. Create a space that accepts people for who they are 
and acknowledges their learning differences.

What if a child doesn’t feel like they belong or struggles with sensory over-
load? What if a child acts out, throws fits, or runs away? How does their behav-
ior become part of their story? In the next chapter, I will look at what causes 
behaviors and how, sometimes, behaviors are mistaken goals or unsolved 
problems that are the outward display of internal struggles.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 What are the different learning strengths?
2.	 What is the difference between concrete and abstract language?
3.	 Why is it important to understand how a child interprets language?
4.	 Why is it valuable to attach new learning to information we already know?
5.	 What is the difference between internal and external motivators?
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Often people will fabricate a story in their mind about a child by the way that 
they act. A child throwing himself on the ground in a grocery store or a child 
crying during a haircut may make people think this child has no discipline 
or needs to “grow up.” At this point in the book, you should understand how 
much more there is to a child and how complex each child is. The story of who 
they are is more than just their name.

A child is a product of who the caregivers are, their biology, and the envi-
ronment they are growing up in. A child’s sense of belonging and love can 
impact their connection to themselves and others. How they experience the 
world through their sensory system and how they learn will affect how their 
bodies and minds engage daily. There is so much information that a child needs 
to process to be a part of the world that it is not surprising when they some-
times feel overwhelmed. I am sure each person reading this can understand that 
feeling. The days when your sensory system is heightened, sounds bother you, 
lights feel too bright, it feels like no one understands you, and you are tasked 
with an assignment that you don’t know where to begin.

When a child acts out or shows a sense of frustration, sometimes it can be 
seen as purposeful and intentional by those around them. Yet their behaviors 
can be a child’s way of communicating their frustrations and emotions. Lan-
guage development and emotional intelligence can occur at different rates, 
and therefore, children can react without fully understanding the impact of 
their reactions. The part of our brain that controls the body’s response and 
rational processing of our environment often doesn’t fully develop until we 
are in our 20s, and for some, it may not fully develop.12 Therefore, behaviors 
can also be a body’s way of dealing with stress that a child can’t yet fully 
identify. How adults around the child react when they are misbehaving can 
escalate the behaviors, encourage it, or help them learn to regulate the behav-
ior’s cause.

What Are Behaviors?
We often describe behaviors as the outward response to internal feelings. 
Behaviors can be positive or negative. When we have hit our first baseball or 
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learned to ride our bike, we see the joy and excitement that we display as posi-
tive behaviors. We could be jumping up and down, screaming with pleasure, 
or smiling from ear to ear.

Listening in class, doing our homework, helping out at home, or doing the 
task we are asked to do are also seen as positive behaviors because they are in 
line with what is expected of us.

When things don’t go our way, and we are frustrated, angry, or upset, we tend 
to misbehave. This display of negative behaviors can range through many actions, 
such as withdrawing, fighting, restlessness, rebelling, inattentive, or resisting.

Why are we encouraged to show behaviors that express only happy, joy-
ful moments and often discouraged to exhibit behaviors associated with being 
frustrated, angry, or upset?

In his book Self-Reg, Dr. Stuart Shanker20 refers to these as behavioral signs 
of a person being depleted of energy with tensions heightened. Being in this 
state can trigger what he refers to as a stress cycle. The challenge is that we can 
all have ongoing stress cycles that can interact with someone else who is under 
stress, making ours amplified.20

Jackson did not like school at all. He would come each day, put his head 
down on his desk, and avoid eye contact. He would grunt when the teacher 
asked him a question and would rarely participate. On most days, his teacher 
would be upbeat, encouraging, and creatively try to engage him. On occasion, 
his teacher would have those days when everything was just a challenge. On 
those days, she would express her frustration with Jackson’s lack of effort and 
engagement. Not even raising her voice, but her demeanor had changed. It was 
enough that Jackson could sense it. At this point, Jackson would escalate and 
push the desk, knock over chairs, and walk out of the classroom.

Jackson’s stress was already heightened before school even began. Not from 
the school, but from other situations going on in his life. He barely had food 
to eat coming to school, and his family struggled to pay the bills. He lived in 
a one-bedroom apartment with his three siblings and his mom. He was up late 
at night, had difficulty sleeping, and was exhausted most days. He had trouble 
recognizing letters and numbers and had difficulty staying focused. It was a lot 
for a child in second grade. Any sense of additional tension around him was 
enough to push Jackson into an angry state.

Every aspect of a person’s life can affect the other. Like the CMOP-E4 
I referred to in Chapter 2, we are a being made up of our person (i.e., physical, 
cognitive, and affective beings), our occupation (i.e., the activities we do), and 
our environment. Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2 depicts this model. Stress in any of 
these pieces will have implications on the rest of the aspects.4 This can even 
affect our lives as adults.

Have you ever had a struggle with a co-worker at a job?

Work can be a stressful place. If you didn’t see eye to eye with your co-worker, 
it could make going to your job more stressful. When you left work and went 
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home, did it then affect your relationships at home? Did you have difficulty 
sleeping? Difficulty doing your leisure activities?

Your family members may have felt that you were crabby. They may have 
tried to help you out of your slump, but what may have happened is that your 
stress affected everyone else’s level of tension. The stress from one person can 
increase the stress from another.

If the main stressor is not identified, it is hard to help someone regain bal-
ance in their life. Often what happens is the focus is on the behaviors that are 
prominent on a daily basis. Dealing with the behaviors one at a time could 
include something like you getting sleeping medication to help with sleeping 
and starting counselling for relationships at home. These approaches did not 
recognize what caused the stress, just the outcome of the stress.

The same could be true for a child such as Jackson. If his teacher became 
upset at him each day, demanding eye contact or continuously sending him 
to the principal’s office for not listening, she would have been missing the 
stressor that was making him behave the way he was.

What we see as outward displays of emotions in one area of life may only be 
the tip of an iceberg of other things that could potentially be going on.

Where Do Behaviors Come From?
What triggers behaviors is an internal change that creates an outward expres-
sion. We are often unconcerned with children who are expressing behaviors of 
joy and excitement, so the term we should focus on is misbehaviors—behaviors 
that are viewed as more negative or against what is expected. Often, a mis-
behavior is an age-appropriate expression of frustration, anger, and upset that 
we would expect to see in children. They are a child’s response to a situation 
outside of their control, and oftentimes, these responses are because they don’t 
have the skills or language to deal with it. A hungry or tired child can misbehave 
because they may not recognize their body’s way of telling them this informa-
tion. Often, adults forget that this is a normal reaction from children, and this 
can cause the anger and frustration in a caregiver’s response to the child.9

Like Jackson in the last section, his behaviors resulted from unstable home 
conditions that affected his ability to focus, tolerate, and control his emotions 
in the classroom. It is important to understand that children would control their 
behavior if they could. This is something that Dr. Greene emphasizes in his 
book Lost at School.19 When a child has a task they are expected to participate 
in or complete and don’t have the skills to do what they are supposed to, it cre-
ates a gap in their ability to perform. Dr. Greene refers to these as behaviors 
resulting from lagging skills and unsolved problems. A caregiver expects that 
a child can perform at a certain level, but when they can’t, the frustration often 
comes from the child not meeting these expectations.19 It can seem that the 
child is refusing to do the task, but instead they don’t have the skills to do it yet.

Do you ever wish that you could control your anger or frustration?
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It is not easy to change our moods, our thoughts, or our actions, even when we 
feel we have the skills we need. So, believing that children will control their 
behaviors, if they can, is important because it takes the focus off the child’s 
motives and moves it to their lack of skills or abilities. Remember, our ability 
to reason, make good decisions, and control impulsivity is the last part of our 
brain to develop and may not develop till our mid-20s. I repeat this because 
of our belief that kids have the skills necessary to control their behavior or 
even understand their actions is coming from adults who have already devel-
oped these skills.12 This is why it is vital to recognize how the information we 
covered in the last three chapters is important to understand, as it can impact 
a child’s behaviors. The struggles a child experiences can be because of their 
response to the sensory environment, a disconnect with learning, or their strug-
gle to belong and feel loved.

Sensory Overload
A child who is having difficulties processing all of the sensory information 
around them may experience a sense of overwhelm or overload. Imagine you 
had 10 people talking to you all at the same time, while the fire alarm is going 
off and the dog is barking. This scenario would be overwhelming.

When our brain perceives a stressor or information that it doesn’t understand 
or has an over-response to, like I discussed in Chapter 5 on sensory informa-
tion, our brain will trigger an instinctive protective reaction. This response 
activates our primitive brain, which doesn’t include reasoning and rationaliza-
tion. Instead, it may trigger a fight-or-flight response. The fight response is 
displayed as a power struggle—arguing, defensive, aggressive—and the flight 
response is often expressed as a withdrawal, running away, hiding, or inability 
to communicate.9

Ahmed was a child in a kindergarten class who would get so overwhelmed 
by the classroom noises that when it became too much, he would bury his head 
under pillows, or rock his body, or make loud noises to himself. The teachers 
found that they were unable to comfort him when he was overwhelmed. This 
was because Ahmed had gone into his primitive brain and had withdrawn as a 
form of self-protection. He was using his body movements and humming com-
bined with his withdrawal to allow his brain a chance to calm down.

When the frustration in class turns to anger, the power struggle or fight 
response will activate. Damien was in Grade 2 and struggled with learning. He 
was often overwhelmed by what was being asked of him. He was also tactile 
defensive. When someone would come close to him or touch him, he would 
explode with rage. On occasion, he would knock over furniture or people. 
There were instances when classrooms needed to be evacuated for the safety 
of the other children.

Each child will react in different ways. A child who is sensitive to lights in a 
classroom or has difficulty with smells of laundry detergent or foods may find 
school overwhelming daily. A  child who has vestibular insecurity and feels 
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as though they are walking on a rocking boat all day may feel overwhelmed 
whenever they need to move about the classroom, or they may resist going 
out for recess. The brain can have difficulty processing all that is going. Each 
of these children’s behaviors can be perceived as defiant, yet the underlying 
reason is far from defiance.

Combining a child’s sensory preferences with transitions or changes in 
schedules and routines can also be stressful for children if they have not 
yet developed that skill. This can lead to frustration and a lack of ability to 
control emotions, especially when they are in a space where they are com-
fortable and calm and not wanting to leave. Think about how hard it is to 
get out of bed some mornings when your bed is cozy and warm or pivoting 
a busy day to take care of an ill relative. It can make you feel out of sorts 
even as adults.

It can also happen with a child who is so engrossed in video games that 
they can’t transition away from the games. The video games may be providing 
some calming aspects for the child or maybe a world that is easier for the child 
to control. Video games and technology have been designed to play into our 
brain’s reward system and can be calming to the senses. It is why it is so hard 
for even adults to moderate their technology use.

Children may also feel overwhelmed when they are overscheduled. When 
a child is taken from one activity to another, a child may have a limit of what 
they can tolerate. If a child can’t express this limit, they may resist going to 
activities or have a meltdown when they get to the program.

Understanding how behaviors can come from overwhelming sensory inputs 
is essential to understand a child’s story. If you forget about the sensory con-
cerns, go back to Chapter  5. By recognizing a child’s preferences, you can 
understand what they try to avoid and what they crave, and the information can 
help to create the best environment for a child to learn to find balance.

Our bodies are only in a state of calm when we can find balance within our 
sensory system. This is known as self-regulation, which is so important. I will 
spend the next chapter going into more detail.

Learning Needs
As I reviewed in Chapter 6, the way a child learns can be related to sensory 
needs, understanding, and motivation. If a child struggles with any of these 
aspects, learning can be challenging and may result in the body feeling over-
whelmed by what is being asked of it.

I remember sitting in a university statistics class. It was a first-year class and 
mandatory for all students. Math was not my strongest subject, but I could hold 
my own. However, this professor of statistics made me feel as though he was 
talking in a foreign language. Each week, I would sit in class and look around 
at others to see if they could understand what he was saying. I was unable to 
process what he was saying. I remember distinctly getting that uneasy feeling 
of not wanting to be in that class anymore, wanting to get up and walk out. It 
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would get to the point that my mind was focused only on planning my escape 
route.

Was there a class or a time where you struggled with learning a new skill?

When there is a disconnect in a child’s ability to learn, they cannot stay focused 
or attend to any of the information. They become disengaged and may even 
be planning their escape, just like I was. The child may be lacking the skills 
needed to participate in the lesson. On good days when the rest of their world 
is functioning in a neutral state, they may be able to stay in class and control 
their desire to escape. Yet, if they come to school, as Dr. Shanker referred to as 
depleted of energy, their ability to handle any high-stress situation may cause 
them to go into a stress response or misbehavior.20

Acknowledging a child’s ability to learn and understand information, com-
bined with their motivation to learn, will impact how they respond in learning 
situations. A child may function well at school in gym class or recess, but may 
struggle when they are pushed out of their comfort zone and required to do 
more than the child feels capable of doing.

Abe was in Grade 2 and loved to learn new information, but struggled with 
any written work. His vocabulary was very strong, and his printing was leg-
ible, but the speed he could write did not match the rate at which his brain was 
processing information. Abe could tell you a great story with lots of details, 
but he would get frustrated writing one sentence on paper. His teacher would 
comment on his lack of effort and grade him poorly. This sense of frustration 
would bottle up inside, and he would spend his afternoons irritable and angry. 
Abe didn’t have the skill to get his story on paper, but he didn’t know how to 
explain that to his teacher.

If we remember that a child would do well if they could, it changes the per-
spective on children who struggle with learning. What resources and support 
can we give them that will meet them where they are at? What can we do to 
create an environment that encourages and promotes a love for learning?

Sense of Belonging and Love
In combination with a child’s ability to process the sensory world and engage 
in learning, a child innately desires to feel that they belong or are loved and 
are capable, as I discussed in Chapter 4. If this connection is not felt, children 
can behave in ways that they mistakenly believe will give them this attention. 
According to Rudolf Dreikurs, there are four mistaken ways a child believes 
that they belong. These four beliefs focus on attention, power, revenge, and 
inadequacy. For this book’s purpose, I will only cover the notion that these 
beliefs exist, are the basis for some behaviors, and can create a disconnect for 
a child within many situations.21

If a child believes they need to fight for attention because then they will 
belong, they may seek any attention from a caregiver or friend, whether good 
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or bad. Think about an older sibling who just had a new baby brother. The 
older sibling received all the attention from their parents before the new baby’s 
arrival. The sibling then watched in wonder as the parents now turned all their 
attention onto the baby. Every time the baby cries, the parents jump up. They 
spend time rocking the baby to sleep and changing his diaper whenever it is 
soiled. Whenever the sibling’s parents come to play with him, if his baby sib-
ling cries, the attention gets diverted. The older sibling begins to recognize 
what behaviors get the most attention. Think about what happens when an 
adult is focused on their phone. A child will often fight for a parent’s attention 
by misbehaving.21

Think back to when you were young. Was there a child in your life who 
captured all the attention because of unpleasurable behavior? A sibling? 
A child in a class? Camp?

Unpleasant behavior captures attention all the time. Look at the news, read the 
paper. The focus is often on what is going wrong in the world rather than what 
is going right. What are we teaching children about who gets the attention?

Children can also, according to Dreikurs,21 struggle with control and power. 
Think about a situation you were in as a child or adult where you were told 
what to do and never given a chance to share your opinion or view. Did you 
feel that you were valued in this situation? Did you feel that your opinion mat-
tered? It reminds me of the military setting and how the hierarchy of the rank-
ing officials determines how you must behave. Your opinion and input don’t 
matter as long as you do as you are told.21

A child may struggle with being told what to do or when they don’t get their 
way because they feel belonging is tied to who has power and control. This 
mistaken belief can come from the fear of losing control or of not wanting to 
be controlled. If someone has ever hurt us in the past, we can build up a sub-
conscious guard that we won’t let anyone control us. We protect ourselves by 
continually seeking to take away any power over us.

Ramona was in Grade 9. She was living with her mom; her parents had 
divorced due to some history of physical abuse. Ramona did not like to be 
bound by rules. She did her own thing every day at school. The school Ramona 
went to was uniformed, and although she wore the uniform, she would add a 
flare that was against the dress code. Her constant power struggle with author-
ity was draining on the teachers and principal at the school. Ramona was not 
going to be told what to do, and the stronger the punishment, the more she got 
her back up. Ramona’s history played a lot into her inability to let her guard 
down. She had watched her dad come home in fits of rage and take his anger 
out on her mom. For years, she watched the vulnerability and power struggle 
ensued in that relationship. It impacted how she would let others treat her. She 
would not let her guard down.

The stronger resistance was displayed by Ramona, the worse the power 
struggle. She was unable to recognize why she was so resistant to authority 
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because it was so ingrained in her subconscious that she did not even under-
stand where it came from. She didn’t know what it meant to be in a mutually 
respectful relationship. She only knew what she had experienced in her own 
upbringing. This power struggle made Ramona feel that she didn’t belong. If 
she couldn’t have some control, she felt that she had no significance.

If a child was ever made to feel that they were not good enough to belong, 
they might feel the need to retaliate against or have revenge on those who fit 
in or belong.21 Jamie was in Grade 8; he was behind in school and had dif-
ficulty staying on task or following what the teacher asked. He felt the teacher 
didn’t like him being in class, and he didn’t want his classmates to think he 
was “stupid.” Instead, he chose to pick on other kids in class. Jamie would be 
disruptive in class and would say sarcastic remarks to the teacher while the 
teacher was trying to give the class instructions. Jamie would try to make it 
hard for the teacher because Jamie believed the teacher didn’t want him there 
anyway.

Jamie’s situation was complicated, just like Ramona’s. Ramona’s belief 
stemmed from her experiences of her upbringing and how she treated those 
around her. Jamie’s learning needs affected his comfort level in class. Despite 
the teacher’s efforts to help Jamie, Jamie assumed the teacher’s focus on 
helping was because she was disappointed. It impacted how the teacher and 
other kids in the class were treated. If Jamie didn’t belong in the class, others 
shouldn’t belong either.

The last belief by Dreikurs was that the child feels that they are not worthy 
of belonging. I, unfortunately, have met children in my career who have been 
told by their caregivers that they are useless and incompetent. These children 
have lost the desire to try because, to them, it won’t make a difference any-
way. They are disengaged from activities and unmotivated. Their withdrawal 
behavior won’t go away without first creating a belief in their self-worth and 
belonging.21

Curtis, in Grade 3, couldn’t tie his shoes yet. His teacher didn’t think he 
could learn anything, as Curtis was so disengaged from classwork, he hardly 
turned anything in. Curtis did not come from a very supportive home environ-
ment; his parents were busy with work and other responsibilities and had little 
time for him. Curtis had significant learning challenges as well as decreased 
eye–hand coordination, which made any activities with paper and pencil dif-
ficult as well as activities like tying his shoes. Using strategies to help him in 
therapy sessions, he was able to tie his own shoes successfully. His teacher’s 
lack of excitement when he returned to class brought back the bitter disap-
pointment that he felt daily and emphasized that he shouldn’t bother trying 
because no one cared.

The mistaken beliefs about how to achieve belonging give us an idea of how 
the brain connection can influence our outward behaviors. Once you under-
stand the belief behind a child’s behavior, you can support them in creating 
new ideas of socially useful ways of belonging. Dreikurs would often express 
that a child who is misbehaving is a child who is discouraged.21
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The way we feel loved can also impact our sense of belonging. The love lan-
guages that we covered in Chapter 4 show us how unique a child’s interpretation 
of love is and how sensitive a child could be if they are not shown love from any 
caregivers. In the same realm, if you understand a child’s love language, then 
you can create a connection that makes a child feel that they belong.11

Understanding the child’s whole story and putting together the pieces will 
help you understand why certain behaviors exist and also how to help the child 
work through these mistaken beliefs about themselves and others. If the child 
was disciplined for the outward display of behavior that was expressed without 
understanding the stressors or cause, then the focus would have not helped to 
resolve the mistaken beliefs.

The Way a Child Expresses Behaviors
So far in this chapter, I have discussed the motive behind the action. How a 
child physically displays behaviors can be learned behavior and can be a lack 
of control. Just like children pick up language from their parents, the way par-
ents react in happy situations and stressful situations will be what a child will 
store in their memory. Likewise, what they see in movies and television, as 
well as from other classmates, will influence some of their behaviors. Behavior 
is often learned through what we experience and what we see. Suppose a child 
comes from a household that has a lot of yelling in the home. A child might 
learn that you may need to raise your voice or make loud noises to get your 
way. Likewise, parents who swear a lot or talk degradingly to each other may 
impact how a child speaks to and treats others.

Just like my son who was exposed to biting in daycare, the child in his day-
care used biting to get his toy. My son mimicked the behavior when he was at 
home, as he thought it would help him get his way.

Children need to see healthy examples from their caregivers about how to 
interact with others. When children don’t learn how to relate well to others, 
they may try to control others, engaging in such things as bullying.11

Sometimes children internalize the way that they feel, and instead of having 
outward displays, their stress may manifest into internal symptoms. Even from 
experience with children I have worked with, I have seen many children who 
experience stomach pains, headaches, joint pains, and anxiety when they are 
feeling overwhelmed or tasked with an activity that they don’t have the skills 
for. When these symptoms exist, it is always important to rule out a physical 
cause, but it is also valuable to be curious about other factors that may be caus-
ing these symptoms.

Why Do We Look at Some Behaviors so Negatively?
We look at behaviors with a negative lens often when it affects us personally 
or fear that the behavior reflects our abilities as parents, caregivers, teachers, 
or therapists.
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Sometimes, our personal response to behaviors is because they hit close to 
home, which means that our sensory preferences can also affect our reactions. 
I am sensitive to sound, so a screaming child is more challenging for me to 
tolerate. Especially when I need to focus on something, I cannot handle even 
the slightest noise, or I lose complete focus. Sounds are a trigger for me. For 
others, touch may be a trigger. If you are upset and someone touches you, it 
may be too much for your sensory system to handle at that moment. Our own 
sensory experiences as well as our past experiences can trigger a negative reac-
tion to some behaviors.

Our expectations for how a child should behave, look, and act create an 
often-unreachable goal. As a parent, we hope that our children will be the per-
fect version of ourselves. They will not struggle the way we did, and they will 
know how to interact appropriately with others. When this doesn’t happen, we 
judge any misbehavior negatively. Our disappointments are a result of unmet 
expectations that were often unrealistic. The same can be said for a therapist 
or caregiver with unrealistic therapeutic goals or a teacher with unreachable 
learning objectives. Our focus may be on our expectations and not those of 
the child.

Comparison is also a moderator for how we judge behaviors.

Have you ever looked at social media and compared your life to others?
Have you thought about how perfect someone’s life seems or how well-

behaved their children are?

Their house is immaculate, their skin smooth, and their children are happy. 
When we compare ourselves or our children to others, we lose sight of what 
makes them who they are. We live in a world, now more than ever, that has 
set high expectations and ideals that are unreachable. We strive towards 
often-staged photos, and the world is trending towards outwards expressions 
of approval rather than internal satisfaction. When we have these expecta-
tions in our mind, anything less than ideal can make us feel less competent or 
disappointed.

Fear can also play a factor in our reaction to our children’s behaviors. 
I worked with a mother who was so fearful that her child would get hurt when 
they tried to walk that she would continuously sit her child down if they tried 
to stand up. The child stopped trying to stand over time and would cry and flail 
if someone encouraged him to walk. He, therefore, had difficulty progressing 
to walking. Was this child incapable of walking, or was it the fear of the parent 
that held them back? The behavior that this child displayed was a result of the 
parent’s fear.

Where that fear came from and what transcended this situation is vital to 
understand.

As a child, I  lost my front tooth when I  was around nine months old. 
I knocked it on a coffee table, and it fell out. My mother took the tooth, rushed 
me to the dentist, and tried to get the dentist to place the tooth back in. The 
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dentist said he couldn’t do it. For the next seven years, I had one front tooth 
missing in all my photos. I recall being made fun of when I was little and self-
conscious of it. When I had my own children, my third child knocked his tooth 
out on the night table next to my bed. He was 11 months old. All I could think 
is that I didn’t want him to go through what I went through. I grabbed the tooth 
off the ground, which thankfully was clean, laid him on the bed, and put the 
tooth back in the gaping hole in his mouth. My behavior at that moment had a 
direct correlation to what happened when I was little.

The mother who didn’t want her child to fall while learning to walk had 
some belief that she needed to protect them. Maybe it was a similar tooth story, 
or perhaps somewhere along the line, a child she knew or heard of had injured 
themselves. The memories and the experience that we have create a response 
in us and affect our behaviors towards the children we work with. This can then 
affect their behaviors.

Not only can we have fear of a child getting hurt, but we can also fear that a 
child will hurt someone or themselves—a fear that a child will not be success-
ful or that they will be lazy or not be independent. Parents may fear that their 
child may make them look bad as parents. A parent may blame themselves for 
a child’s behaviors and may internalize the feelings of self-doubt, shame, guilt, 
and anger, which spirals the situation and doesn’t allow them to see that the 
negative behaviors from children are not a reflection of them. The parent may 
be missing the stressor that is affecting their child.

Even teachers, doctors, entrepreneurs, and leaders in organizations can fear 
someone thinking they are not capable. When fear comes into play, we are 
more sensitive to any behaviors that may make us feel like the story we told 
ourselves, such as that we are incompetent, is true.9 For example, if a coworker 
questions something that you have done, it may trigger your fear that they 
think you are not capable or in control and immediately make you defensive.

Have you ever told yourself a story that you weren’t good at something, 
and a comment from someone reiterates that for you?

I had a client recently who witnessed her son in a classroom with his teacher. 
The teacher had given the class instructions to sit down, put up their hand, and 
she would call on each of them to come to the front and hand in their agenda. 
Her son only heard the words come to the front and hand in your agenda, and 
so that is what he did. Because he didn’t follow directions, she got upset at him. 
The teacher assumed he was disrespectful, so she tried to get him to return to 
his seat and try it again, but instead, the child got angry and ran out of the class-
room. The teacher was fearful that if she let him get away with not following 
the instructions this time, she would lose control of the class. Her fear skewed 
her ability to see the child’s inability to recall more than two-step instructions. 
Her instinctive reaction made her look at the child’s behavior more negatively 
than may have been necessary.
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Some of this fear can come from past negative experiences that we have had 
in our own story. We may not want a child to experience something that we 
endured, whether it be the result of abuse or trauma. What if you were criti-
cized by your parents for the way you look? Your parents commented on your 
weight, your appearance, your clothes. You became so self-conscious about 
yourself that you developed a low self-esteem growing up. You are so acutely 
aware of how others look at you that you make choices and subconsciously 
react to others due to your own low self-esteem. It results in you controlling 
anything that you can control. If we have children or work with children, we 
again can set those unrealistic expectations. Then when a child refuses to fol-
low your rules and misbehaves, it may cause your reaction to be inappropriate 
for the action. The control we instill on a child will affect how they react to 
others and will impact how they react if they become parents themselves.

Our past experiences affect our tolerance for behaviors, but our current men-
tal capacity can also come into play. If someone is struggling with depression 
or anxiety, tolerance for behavior can be affected. Emotions are heightened, 
and the focus is only on survival. The ability to balance outwardly what is 
going on is limited, and therefore, we need to create boundaries, seek help, 
and acknowledge the effect of our own capacity for judgment of the behavior.

The reaction to some behaviors comes down again to perspective. How each 
person responds and reacts will be different, and that is why some people can 
tolerate some behaviors better than others.

How to Be Proactive When Looking at Behaviors
To be proactive means to recognize the potential for something to happen and 
be prepared in advance. In regard to behaviors, this means understanding the 
belief I covered earlier in this chapter that a child will do well if they can, and 
then believe that a child is capable if given the right tools and skills. This fol-
lows the growth mindset that a child can and will be able to learn new skills.19

Try to understand the underlying causes of the behavior, whether it be sen-
sory, learning, or a desire for belonging and being considered significant. Then 
work to set up the environment to meet the child’s needs. This environment 
should make the child feel safe, that they belong and are significant. This will 
be covered in Chapter 9. A child also needs to have the support, the skills, and 
resources to know how to deal with situations that come up. For older children, 
including them in the solution is an essential part of gaining their cooperation. 
In the Explosive Child by Dr. Ross Greene,22 he refers to the solution to the 
situation as Plan B. It is not what you would instinctively do as a caregiver, 
which is often based on the fear and control response, which he calls Plan A. 
Instead, Plan B focuses on what the child’s trying to tell you through their 
behavior. Then the child is included in the plan. If you work with the child, 
you will understand their perspective, and they will feel a greater sense of 
belonging.22
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Never limit someone by their diagnosis, their behavior, or your personal 
beliefs. Recognize that these beliefs may come from a place of protection, but 
having a proactive approach means believing in a child’s potential. When you 
believe in someone’s potential, you can make them feel like they are capable 
of so much more. It is in this belief that children excel and soar.

If we believe that a child can walk, we need to let them get up and try. Even 
though they may fall, it is through this experience that they will eventually 
learn. We don’t let them learn to walk over sharp rocks and near the edge of 
a cliff. Instead, we set them in an environment where they will not endanger 
themselves even if they fall. Through this safe environment, a child will learn 
the skills and eventually be able to confidently walk to the point that they can 
handle the rougher terrain.

A child learning to walk needs encouragement and sometimes a little support 
to get back up, but like the mom who continuously sat her child back down, if 
we don’t believe a child will be successful, they won’t believe in themselves.

Acknowledge that it is okay to have feelings. It is okay to be upset, sad, 
angry, or frustrated. These emotions create energy in us to often promote devel-
opment and change. A baby who is learning to crawl often does so because 
they are so frustrated that they can’t reach their toy that they reach just a little 
bit further and eventually move. A basketball player who misses the basket will 
practice just a little more to improve their accuracy. Feelings also help indicate 
that our body is overwhelmed, and we may need to find a way to regulate our 
emotions. Learning how our body is speaking to us can help us understand how 
to self-regulate. It is important for a child to navigate an ever-changing world. 
In the next chapter, I will go into detail about what self-regulation means, why 
it is important, and how to help children develop these skills. Self-regulation 
becomes one of the keys to helping a child manage their stress and the environ-
mental influences from their sensory and learning needs.

Our goal is not to change a child to fit society; our goal is to understand a 
child to create a world where they belong.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 What are behaviors?
2.	 What is the benefit of looking at children through the lens that they would 

“behave if they could”?
3.	 How can learning differences turn into behaviors?
4.	 As adults, why are we more sensitive to some behaviors?
5.	 How can we be proactive when looking at behaviors?
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8	� Helping a Child Find 
Balance

Once you have gathered enough information to understand a child’s story as it 
relates to how they experience and react to the world, the next step is to teach 
them how to find a sense of balance or a place of calm. A child sitting in class 
feeling overwhelmed by what they are trying to learn might explode in anger, 
or a child who wasn’t allowed a snack before dinner may cry in overwhelm 
because of the hunger their body is identifying, or a child who lies in bed all 
day may struggle with energy and initiation. We want to identify the behavior 
and have strategies to help before we get to the point where the brain can’t 
function very well anymore and our primitive brain kicks in, which either puts 
up a fight or withdraws.

If we understand how we get to that point where we feel overwhelmed, we 
can then understand what is referred to as our “triggers.” As adults, we often 
don’t think about what we do in these situations anymore. If we are feeling 
stressed, we often change our environment to help us feel more in control. 
Although we may not remember how we learned what helped us find our pre-
ferred balance state, we tend to do the same few activities to reach that balance.

Whenever I run a group for parents, I want them first to understand how they 
experience the world and what they do to help themselves. It can give clarity to 
what we are asking our children to do. One question that I ask is:

When you are feeling overwhelmed, what helps you get into a calm state?

What is always amazing to me is the array of answers I may get in any given 
group. Here is a list of a few of the responses:

Scroll on their phone
Go for a run
Have a cup of tea
Take a bath
Call a friend
Watch television
Take a nap
Read a book

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-8
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Bake
Work in my garden
Take a break

Each person had a different activity that would restore that sense of balance for 
them, and many said that the other suggestions would not help them. When we 
changed the question to “How do you get settled to go to sleep?”, they again 
had a wide array of answers and habitual practices each night.

My next question to the group was: “How did you learn that these activi-
ties would help you find calm?” Many couldn’t remember when they started, 
but they knew that they enjoyed the feeling these activities brought. What the 
parents learned by doing this activity was that they often subconsciously regu-
late their feelings, and they no longer have to think about it. Children are just 
learning what works for them, which can be challenging to figure out, and they 
often need support to help guide them through learning how to self-regulate.

Charlene hated wearing her socks. She could not find a comfortable pair. 
Her mom would not let her go to school until she had her socks on. Every 
morning, Charlene would resist getting ready for school and would make the 
family late, as she would throw herself on the floor and cry that she wasn’t 
going to school. It wasn’t just the socks; there were only a few pairs of pants 
that Charlene would wear and only one type of t-shirt. Getting dressed was 
stressful for Charlene, and when her mom woke her up and started nagging her 
in the morning, she felt overwhelmed by her mom’s pressure. The challenge 
was that it affected the family being on time for school and impacted the morn-
ing’s mood and atmosphere. By the time everyone got to school, Charlene and 
her mom were both exhausted, and the day had just started.

Charlene’s sensitivity was with the feeling of the clothes on her skin. Her 
mom was frustrated because she had bought Charlene lots of new clothes for 
school, but Charlene felt that they all were uncomfortable. Charlene’s physical 
response went from nothing to full-blown anger in only a short period every 
morning. How could we get Charlene to recognize what made her angry and 
learn how to control her emotions?

Self-Regulation
The ability to manage stress and control emotions is known as self-regulation. 
Self-regulation is when we learn how to identify the stressors and learn ways 
to bring the stress response we are experiencing into a manageable and toler-
able state.20

For some children, they may need help to learn how to self-regulate or find 
the balance. Dr. Shanker, in his book Self-Reg,20 identified a five-step approach 
to finding balance or self-regulation. The first is being able to determine 
when a child is overstressed. Because everyone’s stress response is different, 
this is crucial in knowing when to investigate further. It is not just a child 
who is throwing tantrums who is overstressed; it could also be a child who 
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is inattentive, disengaged, and withdrawn. There could be a multiplier effect 
of numerous stressors on a person’s life at the same time. You can notice the 
multiplier effect when your emotions change depending on what else is going 
on at that moment. People are generally more irritable when they are tired or 
hungry or had a bad day. You may tolerate a song on the radio in the morning 
on the way to work, but on the way home, when you are tired, it may make 
you irritable.20

Once you identify that a child is overstressed, the second step is to spend the 
time with them to determine what is causing the stress.20 It is essential at this 
point to understand the child’s whole story. Stress can be from one moment or 
an accumulation of what a child is exposed to from the caregiver—their sense 
of belonging, sensory responses, and learning needs. This brings us back to the 
topics the last few chapters covered. All the unique characteristics you discov-
ered about a child will give you clues into what is triggering the stress and can 
be key to recognizing how to help a child.

Once you understand the stress, self-regulation moves into the phase of 
removing or reducing the stress. If you are at a concert and the music is blar-
ing, and you feel overwhelmed by the noise, it will be hard to move into self-
regulation or find a sense of calm unless you leave the concert first. Leaving 
the concert may not get your heart rate down and may not increase your focus 
yet, but it eliminates the stresses that your body can’t handle anymore. In Char-
lene’s case, she was overstressed because of her clothing choices in the morn-
ing, and her stress was amplified by her mom waking her up and nagging. By 
taking that fight away and allowing her to wear only the clothes that she could 
tolerate, her stressors were decreased.20

According to Dr. Shanker, the fourth step is to recognize those times that 
you are becoming overstressed.20 Sometimes, if we know what the stressors 
are, we can actively avoid them. Other times, we may be in a situation that is 
causing us stress, and we need to become aware of how we are feeling. This 
self-awareness step is critical because if we can’t acknowledge that we are 
becoming stressed, we won’t take the actionable steps to change our state.

Can you think of a time that you were feeling overwhelmed and what made 
you feel that way?

You may know that feeling. When you feel overwhelmed, you may have trou-
ble focusing, and you may become anxious. Was it one activity, or a thought, 
or was it an accumulation of many things that made it feel overwhelming, such 
as that multiplier effect? You check in with yourself to see if you are hungry, 
thirsty, or tired. You might shift your weight or change positions. You may 
look around and see what else is going on that could be affecting you. Adults 
often can recognize that something doesn’t feel right and then make changes. 
Children often don’t realize when they are overstressed, or if they do, they may 
have difficulty communicating, as they haven’t yet developed the language to 
express their feelings.
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Instead, this is when you may see a child hide under a desk in a classroom, 
run away, or simply stare out the window. If we are not in tune with the child, 
we may miss what a child is trying to tell us. Since each child is unique, there 
can be a group of children in the same classroom, and each child will have a 
different experience. It is about perspective. Look at the experience from the 
perspective of each child, instead of your viewpoint. Then, when a child feels 
overwhelmed and stressed, acknowledge their feelings, as they are valid for 
them, and then figure out what they need in this situation, not what you need.

According to Dr. Shanker, the last step is helping children learn how to 
respond when they feel stressed or overwhelmed and help them to find their 
sense of calm or balance.20 I discussed earlier the different answers I received 
when I asked a group of parents this same question:

What did you do to feel less overwhelmed?

For each of us, this answer will be different. That is the key. Different. With 
good intention, people often try to impose activities on others because it helps 
them get calm. Yet, these same activities can have a negative or opposite effect 
on others. This is why it is called self-regulation. The emphasis is on what 
works for the self, not just regulation techniques. Deep breathing may make a 
child anxious, or chime bells may cause a child to act out. It will come down 
to what works for each child, which will be as unique as the child is. Teach-
ing children this process of learning self-regulation can feel stressful, but it 
is essential to find a healthy strategy that works for them to find calm in the 
world, as it will set them up for success when everything feels overwhelming.

Teaching Children How to Recognize Feelings
Much of the information we have covered so far in this chapter refers to abstract 
feelings. Connecting this language to a child’s understanding can be difficult. 
It is not easy to get a child to recognize their feelings, especially when, as 
discussed before, the part of their brain that regulates self-control, reasoning, 
and emotions may not be fully functioning yet. For a child, using words like 
“calm down” or “relax” may also not mean anything, especially if they don’t 
understand abstract words. Even words like “you look mad” or “I think you’re 
angry” when a child is visibly upset is telling a child how they feel instead of 
asking them how they are feeling.

Teaching children how to bring language to their feelings can be crucial in 
unlocking some of their frustration. It then opens up communication with the 
caregivers to understand how a child is feeling. Teaching this process with a 
child involves many child–caregiver interactions that can reiterate the ideas in 
their daily lives. The goal is to repeatedly expose a child to the same kind of 
information and language, creating brain pathways that connect the feelings to 
what we should do. We can’t just tell a child to “use their words” when they 
may not have the words to use. As this is a learning process of a new skill, 
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it is essential to ensure the readiness to learn discussed in Chapter 6, includ-
ing ensuring the child is in a calm or balanced state. Not when they are over-
stressed or withdrawn.

One way to teach the language around feelings and self-regulation is through 
an occupational therapy program designed by Mary Sue Williams, OTR/L, 
and Sherry Shellenberger, OTR/L, called the Alert Program®.23 A program like  
the Alert Program® tries to bring the language to a place where children can 
understand it. It focuses on self-regulation by comparing our feelings to the 
engine of a car. When an engine goes into high gear, we feel overwhelmed 
and anxious, and when our engine is in low gear, we are at low energy or 
withdrawn. When our engine is just right, we can be focused and attentive. 
Using the concept of an engine in high gear, low gear, and just right will work 
for some children.23 Others may relate more to the analogy that the gas tank 
is empty or full, or compare the feelings to animals or a program called the 
Zones of Regulations™, which shows the growing stress as related to different 
colors.24

Even using this terminology, many children will have difficulty connecting 
the words to their emotions. A practical method is first to learn how to describe 
how other people may be experiencing different emotions by looking at pic-
tures or videos. Social stories are an example of a sequence of images that 
describe actual steps in a real-life event. Social stories come from the idea that 
we can identify and describe what happens to other people and decide what 
choices they should make external to us. Children who are concrete learn-
ers or need structure and order can often describe cause and effect in others. 
Therefore, you can discuss feelings by looking at pictures and use the language 
you have chosen to identify how the person in the image may be feeling. An 
example of a picture sequence would involve a child playing with a toy and 
someone takes his toy. The child was then angry and crying. This sequence 
describes the emotions that may be associated with this event. Say we named 
the child in the picture Johnny. Johnny just lost his toy, and he is angry. His 
engine is now in high gear.23

Another method that often works with children is to do role-playing or pre-
tend play. In this method, a child can engage in active participation with others 
to think about what it may feel like if you had your favorite toy and someone 
took it. In this instance, because it is pretend play, the child knows that some-
one will take his toy, so the emotion will just be described and not felt.

Also, if an adult uses this language when we describe how we are feeling 
personally with a child, a child will be able to see it in action and understand 
what your reaction is. I know when I am stressed, but instead of just dealing 
with it independently, I can be vocal and say to my kids that my engine is run-
ning on high right now.23 Adding in what I would do, such as I am going to 
have a cup of tea or go for a walk, will teach them the whole cycle and model 
positive behavior. It would be different if I picked up my phone and disen-
gaged, as this would not reflect a positive behavior, as often social media can 
be triggering of other feelings. Likewise, it would help to tell the child your 
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engine is in low gear when you don’t have enough energy and how you would 
react in this instance.23

By using these teaching methods, you are creating connections in a child’s 
brain between words, actions, and emotions. Teaching them to recognize the 
feelings in other people can then transfer to recognizing the feelings within 
themselves. If a child is upset, you can now relate it to pictures you saw and 
reframe the conversation to be relatable, such as “Do you feel angry and mad 
like Johnny did?” Adding in the words related to the engine analogy, you could 
say, “Is your engine in high gear?”23

Beyond helping a child understand when they feel overwhelmed, they also 
need to learn what makes a child feel calm and safe. What activities do they 
like to do? What helps them to relax?

Finding the “Just Right” State
Sometimes, children don’t know what makes them feel “just right” or calm. 
A parent or guardian may have clues into the activities that a child enjoys. It 
is essential to start with understanding a child’s sensory preferences. In Chap-
ter 5, we discussed sensory activities to help calm a child. A child tends to 
gravitate towards or crave what will be more aligned with what makes them 
feel calmer. It is then a process of exposure to different activities that can iden-
tify someone’s preferences. This can be done by checking in with a child after 
doing an activity to see how it made them feel. A child may enjoy listening to 
sounds, but may become anxious if there is a violin in the music or if the bass 
is too strong. Therefore, the wrong sound may have a negative impact on what 
you are trying to accomplish. It doesn’t mean that all sounds are wrong; you 
need to investigate further what works.

As an adult, you would have to be a detective and try to figure out what it 
is between the different sounds to understand what may be less appealing to 
a child. A child who craves chewing on things may find chewing necklaces 
satisfying, but may find pretzels not helping, as that action leaves a dry feeling 
in the mouth. Going through different activities should happen over time, and 
it is not recommended to be done all at once. The key is to keep an ongoing 
record of what you discover has a calming effect. The goal is to create a play-
book or toolkit of suggested activities that help a child find calm. When they 
are overstimulated, presenting them with something they have already chosen 
that they enjoy is much more useful than working through this process when 
their engines are high.

For some children with multiple sensory cravings, using a sensory room can 
be a go-to to help a child find that balance if the child has access to one. The 
sensory room often provides auditory, visual, tactile, and vestibular activities 
that can be calming to a child. It may not be the right place for all children to 
go. Often, a sensory room can be recommended by an occupational therapist, 
if it is appropriate for a student. It needs to be a place that helps the child find 
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balance and not overstimulate them to the point that they leave there feeling 
more irritable than when they got there.

You can also gain some ideas by again using the pictures we discussed ear-
lier and seeing how others find their balanced state. You can even watch part 
of a movie or a television show. In the show, there is often a point where the 
actors display times of relaxation, such as sitting near a fire, snuggled on a 
couch with a hot chocolate, petting a dog, taking a bath. These activities let the 
viewer get the sense that at that moment, that character is calm.

Charlene knew that her clothing made her engine run high. Her mom wak-
ing her up loudly and nagging at her was too much to handle in the morning. 
Charlene was 10 years old, so we talked about what kinds of activities she 
liked to do when she was at home and how they made her feel. Through our 
discussion, it was clear that Charlene enjoyed listening to music and coloring. 
She also knew what clothing she could wear that she could tolerate, although 
socks were out of the question.

Finding Charlene’s balance helped her understand her sensory needs and 
make accommodations to choose clothes that she felt comfortable in. We were 
also able to identify that she can put some music on and do some coloring for 
a few minutes to help her body get back to its balanced state when she is start-
ing to feel overwhelmed. Allowing her to be a part of this decision helped her 
be aware of what she needed to do if she felt like her engine was running on 
high. From this experience, Charlene also learned that if she felt overwhelmed 
during the day, she could always go back to listening to music, which brought 
her into that calmer state.

Sam was a child discussed in a previous chapter who was overwhelmed 
with the classroom noises. He had difficulty with his communication skills 
and would become frustrated. His stressor was the classroom noises, so if we 
stayed in the classroom and worked on coloring or some other activity he 
enjoyed, it would not help him find his balance. Those activities will only work 
when the stressors have been removed. By taking Sam out of the classroom 
to the hallway or to a quiet room and working on an activity that he enjoyed, 
Sam was able to self-regulate. Each time we left, we would first point to a 
symbol on his desk that meant hallway. Teaching Sam how to recognize that 
it was too much in the classroom was the key to making him aware of how to 
self-regulate.

As someone working with children, it is important to set a good example of 
how we self-regulate. Try to reflect on your ability to regulate your emotions 
and recognize the different emotional states you may be in. What if you spend 
most of your day running behind, always stressed, and not able to take a break? 
Not only are you going to run out of energy at some point, but you are also not 
going to be able to demonstrate what it means to self-regulate. When children 
can see us take time for ourselves, do some deep breathing, have a cup of tea, 
have a snack, go for a walk, or do some mindfulness minutes, they can begin 
to get a sense of what self-regulation looks like.
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The same can be said for those days where you don’t have enough energy 
even to get up and start an activity. If a child sees you unmotivated and with-
drawn, what will they learn from watching you? Being overstimulated or in 
high stress is one extreme, but when you are under-stimulated and low energy, 
that is the other extreme. Suppose a child can see that when we don’t feel very 
motivated, we do activities such as take a walk or listen to some energetic 
music that increases our energy. In that case, it will help them learn that these 
activities work on both sides of the spectrum.

Purposefully Practicing Self-Regulation Daily
How do you get a child to identify that they need to do some self-regulation 
activities daily? Regularly doing check-ins to see how their engine is running 
or how they are feeling is important for us to begin to become aware of how 
they feel at specific moments. Using the same language consistently every day 
is essential to build the connections within a child’s brain.23

This is the same process for building any form of a routine or independence 
with a child. If you are trying to teach a child to get dressed independently, you 
would first connect the language of getting dressed to clothing images. The 
sequence of getting clothes on needs to be the same each time so the brain can 
begin to recognize the patterns of getting dressed. For instance, if one day you 
put underwear on your child, then pants, and then the shirt, but on the next day 
you start with the shirt, and then underwear, and then pants, the organization of 
that information is now not creating a consistent pathway in the child’s brain 
to remember the sequence.

If it is part of the routine to check in and see how someone feels, it is less 
irritable for a child than to only point out when they need to calm down. Inte-
grating this into a group setting or a classroom routine can make it more nor-
mal to check in with yourself and how you feel. Sometimes, kids need some 
prompting or visual cues. From color charts to faces on a spectrum to numbers, 
there are many strategies that can help children identify how they are feeling. 
Once a child can identify this, you would allow them to do an activity and then 
re-evaluate if they feel any different.

At a workplace, I have heard from people who have mental health check-
ins daily during their team meetings. It creates the space and conversation to 
identify where you are at and what you need to help you get to where you want 
to be. It decreases the stigma or focus around only identifying those that are 
struggling, and it recognizes that we all need to be aware of our feelings.

If someone came up to me and said, “You seem mad,” it would make me 
even angrier. If someone checked in daily and instead asked, “How are you 
feeling today,” it would open up that opportunity to be self-reflective.

Sam began to understand when he was overwhelmed in the classroom. 
Because previously, when we left the classroom, we would point to a picture 
of the hallway, Sam started to independently use the symbol on his desk that 
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identified that he wanted to go for a walk. It was through the daily repetition 
that he built the brain pathway to know that hallway meant calm. It was a mas-
sive step for him to recognize the need to remove the stressors and allow him 
to have a break.

Self-regulation is an active process. Once we get into a neutral state, it may 
only take a look in the wrong direction to trigger another response. If a child 
can become aware of what creates that response, they can learn to avoid those 
interactions over time.

Why Can’t We All Do the Same Activity?
Each child is unique and has their own story of who they are. At the beginning 
of this chapter, when I asked the parent group what they do to help them get 
into a calm state, they all responded with different activities.

I know that if I were to go out and garden, I would not be calm. Me and 
gardens do not get along. I was so stressed working in a garden when I was 
pregnant, it actually put me into labor. Yet, for others, the time in nature, pick-
ing away at the weeds, is relaxing and releasing. For others, baths were not 
something they enjoyed.

So why is this?
It can go back to the sensory preferences that we covered in Chapter 5. The 

way that we process the sensory information in our brains is different for each 
person. The smells, sounds, textures, tastes, or movement elicits a heightened 
response, a neutral response, or a calming response. Often, children crave sen-
sory input because this input makes them feel more relaxed or calmer.

Think about a child who will stay on the swing for half an hour if they 
could. This child craves the vestibular input of swings or spinning. If this child 
was asked to sit in an assembly at school for an hour with their legs crossed, 
they might last only 10 minutes before they start fidgeting and eventually dis-
rupt others. If forced to stay in the assembly, you might find their misbehavior 
increases to the point that the child is removed and may be penalized for their 
actions. Instead, the child’s teacher or caregiver needed to recognize that this 
child would need to have some movement again to help them find their calm. 
If you knew that this was something a child struggled with, setting them up for 
success would look like allowing them to sit on a bouncing recliner chair in the 
gym during assembly; that way, they could move while they listened.

This type of movement may not work for someone with gravitational inse-
curities. It may be the movement that is the stressor for them. For this child, 
figuring out what is calming for them will look different. Often, children with 
gravitational insecurity enjoy playing with toys while lying on the ground. It 
is one of the most stable positions, and then they don’t need to worry about 
controlling their body in space. Setting this child up for success would be to 
give them time to transition their movements from one space to another and 
set them to transition to lying down if they needed to find that sense of calm.
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One method did not work for both children because their sensory needs were 
different. Again, this is why it is called self-regulation. Each person will have 
their own needs.

Sometimes, the activities also don’t work if the child is so overstimulated 
that their brain is only in survival mode. It can be because of the multiplier 
effect, as referred to by Dr. Shanker.20 At this point, removing all stressors and 
allowing some time to pass will help them be able to come to the point that you 
can introduce one of their calming activities.

When the recommendation or the choice is the caregiver’s and not the 
child’s, this can also influence its effectiveness. For instance, demanding a 
child go outside and play if they are stressed may only aggravate them further. 
Although it may be with the best intentions, your approach is coming from a 
control approach that does not acknowledge the child’s feelings at all. Instead, 
as Dr. Greene discussed in his book, using the Plan B approach involves work-
ing with the child to develop a mutually agreed-upon solution.22 By including 
the child in the process, you help them learn how to become active participants 
in their self-regulation. It often takes some extra time, but the connection you 
will have built with the child will affect their sense of belonging and signifi-
cance. This will set the framework for increased active participation in other 
activities.9

Why Does It Work This Time, But Doesn’t the Next Time?
Learning what strategies are effective for self-regulation is valuable, as it can 
create a playbook or toolbox with lots of different ideas. It is exciting to find 
something that works effectively to help balance a child or even for ourselves. 
What can be frustrating is when those strategies or activities stop working.

I used to wake up at 6:30 am every morning. As soon as I heard my alarm, 
I would jump out of bed and start my day. Over time, I would hear my alarm 
less and less. Did my alarm change at all? No, but my brain’s reactivity to it 
became less.

The same can happen to activities we do. When the effectiveness wears off, 
it is important to try something different or re-evaluate what that activity is try-
ing to accomplish. It is also why it is valuable to have a toolbox full of various 
activities or suggestions so that the variety of the activities will keep the body 
engaged.

Although simplified to help understand the general process of self-regulation, 
the ideas that I covered in this chapter offer the same approach to help a child, 
teen, or adult find ways to self-regulate. In the teenage and adult years, we 
can recognize our stressors, which may be heightened by hormones, but we 
may find unhealthy ways of self-regulating. Taking the same approach of 
understanding what the stressor entails, recognizing what activities help self-
regulate you, and then creating the environment that encourages and promotes 
opportunities for these activities to happen will help you find balance. If the 
environment we are in is conducive to our sensory and learning needs, it can 
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help us be more productive and engaged. This next chapter will identify key 
ways to assess and modify the environment to meet those needs.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 What does it mean to self-regulate?
2.	 Why is it important to first be able to identify that you are stressed?
3.	 Why is it important to eliminate the stressor before you self-regulate?
4.	 Why is important to find the “just right” state?
5.	 Why don’t the same calming activities work for all of us?
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9	� Integrating Into the 
Environment

The setting of a child’s story can make a large impact on how a child reacts. 
Since the environment is constantly changing, learning to find a sense of bal-
ance in the world can be a big task for some people, especially children. Up to 
this point in the book, the focus has been mainly inwards and understanding 
what makes the child’s story unique. What I haven’t focused on a great deal is 
how different environments can affect each story. The elements that create each 
environment may impact how a child will function within each location. It is 
more than what we see or touch that makes up the environment.

Think about your home. Consider the physical structure of the walls, doors, 
and windows, the furniture within it, and the decorative touches that make it 
your own. Your home can also be shared with others who add their own touches 
and personalities. It can be a place of joy and happiness or sadness and fear. 
It can be a place that follows traditions passed down from generations before 
you, good or not so good, and contains rules spoken or unspoken that need to 
be followed. Your home environment is more than just your physical address.

A bus is also an environment. It is much different from a house, but contains simi-
lar elements. Children ride buses to school every day. One boy I worked with strug-
gled with getting on the bus. He would scream when he had to get on the school bus 
in the morning. Despite his love for buses, he could not handle the way the environ-
ment made him feel. Just like a home, the bus has windows and doors and furniture. 
Different people share the space, and there are rules that need to be followed.

Think about how many more environments you navigate in one single day.

Many people think it could be an easy adaptation for a child with unique needs, 
but modifying the environment is complex, and many parts are out of our con-
trol. Understanding how to create, plan, and prepare to navigate the world 
using the information we have is key to helping a child reach their potential.

What Makes Up an Environment?
The term environment is defined as anything that is outside of us and can cre-
ate a response from us.4 It means that any space where a child needs to process 
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or engage in is their environment. Their experience in this space will relate to 
their physical needs and sensory preferences, sense of belonging, and ability 
to learn.

As outlined in Chapter 2, I used the CMOP-E as a guiding model for this 
book. You might want to refer back to Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2. The environ-
ment within this model is divided into four main elements: physical, social, 
institutional, and cultural.4 The environment is like a cake. We only see the 
outside icing of the cake, but there is a lot inside that makes up the space.

The physical elements are what we see. It is the icing on the cake. It includes 
all the physical buildings, vehicles, outdoor spaces, technology, and any other 
tangible materials that a child will encounter. It could consist of home, school, 
cars, buses, community centers, arenas, parks, playgrounds, gaming systems, 
and computers, to name only a few.

The physical elements include the specifics within each space, including the 
sensory experiences that they create. As adults, we may not even notice the 
sensory inputs we are receiving, as our brains have become accustomed to 
them and no longer trigger any reaction. From the lights on the ceiling to 
the wind’s sound on the windows, it is essential to become more aware of 
each environment’s sensory experiences. This is because these inputs can still 
impact some people. When working with children, we need to recognize how 
children’s sensory preferences will tolerate a space, or if they will need some 
accommodations made to help them. It is valuable to train your brain to focus 
on one sense at a time as you enter a physical space and take note of what you 
notice.

Take a moment and go stand in your bedroom and listen to the noises you 
make walking around, opening and closing drawers, doors, and curtains. Now 
go into the bathroom and do the same, but add flushing the toilet, running 
the water, and turning on the fan. The space in your bedroom is often quieter 
because of the bed and carpet that dampen the sound. The bathroom is often 
tile, glass, and ceramics. The sounds in a bathroom will echo differently than 
the sounds in a bedroom. You may not have noticed the sounds anymore, as 
your sensory system has become accustomed to them. Yet, for someone hyper-
sensitive to sound, the noises in a bathroom can be overwhelming and may 
affect their willingness to use the bathroom or shower, and that is just focusing 
on the sound.

Do the same activity, but now focus on the things you touch and notice the 
texture and temperature. What do you feel? The softness of the mattress on a 
bed or the roughness of the carpet in the bedroom. Is the bathroom tile cold? Is 
the toilet seat hard and cold? Are the towels damp or dry?

Now be aware of the smells. The smells of the bedroom are often the famil-
iar smell of the clothes you wear, the bed you sleep in. On the other hand, the 
bathroom can often smell of cleaner, toothpaste, or human waste if someone 
just went to the bathroom.

As you go through each of the sensory systems, you can see how much our 
brain needs to process to move throughout the physical elements, and that 
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was just within a house. Think about all the spaces within a school: the gym, 
cafeteria, washrooms with multiple toilets, classrooms, hallways, libraries, and 
music rooms. Within each of these spaces, the feelings, sounds, and smells 
that a child might experience will be different. Vehicles such as a car or a bus 
include a moving component that challenges our vestibular system. Even the 
space outdoors with the unique sounds, smells, and uneven ground can affect 
our proprioceptive system. Can you see why some children may want to stay 
in one space that they feel comfortable in, or how children who have difficulty 
processing sensory inputs are already running their engines on “high gear” 
when they leave their home?

Each physical space a child may encounter needs to be evaluated from the 
perspective of the child’s sensory preferences. As you become more mindful 
of the sensory experience, it becomes more apparent how the environment’s 
physical elements may affect them.

The inside of the cake is made up of the next three elements of the environ-
ment. One layer is the social elements of the environment. The social elements 
include all the people who are located within the space that you are in. In the 
home environment, the people would consist of family members who live at 
the house and friends and relatives who visit. At school, it would include all 
the students in the class, the teachers, kids on the playground, and support staff 
at the school. Each environment will have different social elements, including 
how people are expected to engage and act and also their role in the environ-
ment. As we discussed at the beginning of the book, each person within that 
space will have their own physical needs, sensory preferences, learning styles, 
past experiences, and behaviors. Each person’s mood and emotions will be 
different depending on the moment. Matching sensory preferences amongst a 
social environment is often challenging. That is why people tend to gravitate 
towards common interest groups where they can relate to others more easily.

Luca was a boy in a class who was hypersensitive to sounds. He had dif-
ficulty concentrating when there were other sounds around. Luca was also a 
concrete thinker. He knew the rules, and rules were meant to be followed. 
Ethan was another boy in Luca’s class. Ethan had difficulty focusing in class 
and would often get anxious over missing information. Ethan’s self-regulation 
method was to hum to himself because the vibrations from the humming were 
calming to Ethan. Ethan was seated right next to Luca in class, which created 
a challenging environment for Luca to concentrate, as Ethan was often hum-
ming. Luca was upset because no one was supposed to make noise while the 
teacher was talking. Because Ethan was humming, both of them missed the 
information in class. The social elements of this environment made it challeng-
ing for both children to fully participate in the class. Even the modifications to 
the environment for each child may not take into account the social elements 
of the people around them. Yet these social elements can have a significant 
impact on a child.

Sometimes, the differing roles of the people in the environment can also 
impact a child’s ability to manage the environment. Ethan did better with 



Integrating Into the Environment  99

having a specific educational assistant (EA) with him one-on-one at school. 
When Ethan’s EA was present, Ethan would be less anxious because he knew 
that someone was there to help if he needed it, and he had a special rela-
tionship with this EA. He would decrease his humming because having the 
emotional support of someone was important for Ethan to function in this 
environment.

Remember, these are only two children from a class of often 20–30 children. 
Each child may have their own needs. Think about all the people in a church, a 
grocery store, or a shopping mall. Although you may not interact directly, the 
movement, sound, smell, and sight of the people in these environments can be 
overstimulating to some and enjoyable for others.

Another cake layer is the institutional elements. These are the rules, poli-
cies, and practices that govern any environment and are specific to that space’s 
expectations. It could include government, churches, schools, sports teams, 
and clubs, and there often are even rules within a home. The institutional 
elements can impact the engagement of children within these environments. 
The education system is an example of practices built many years ago during 
the industrial revolution. The concept of learning at desks and chairs for six 
to seven hours per day was meant to prepare workers to work in factories. 
Although the curriculum has changed, using a curriculum as a guiding prac-
tice has not. It requires all children to keep up with the set expectations based 
on generalized assumptions of children’s abilities. The requirement for test-
ing, grades, and assignments can induce anxiety in children who struggle with 
learning. If children are behind in these expectations, is it the child’s learning 
capacity or is it the lack of flexibility in the curriculum’s practices? There are 
also the intertwined government regulations that influence the education sys-
tem, creating an environment that may or may not match the learning needs 
of the children it serves. It can be challenging to change the current practices. 
Therefore, it is essential to understand their existence and how they apply to 
a child.

Nya had difficulty staying in her seat. Like many, she was required to stay 
at her desk sitting on the hard chair in her class. Nya would always wiggle and 
move, and it would often become so uncomfortable for her that she would get 
up and walk around. She would sharpen her pencil, throw something in the 
garbage, or wander pretending she was looking for something. The teacher 
wanted the children to stay at their desks to not distract others, so Nya would 
repeatedly be asked to return to her desk. Nya knew that the only other reason 
she was allowed to get up was to go to the bathroom. She would raise her hand 
and go to the bathroom almost every hour. It became such an issue that the 
teacher called Nya’s parents to ask them if she should see a doctor because 
of the number of times she went. The challenge was: Nya never really had to 
go to the bathroom, but she was otherwise stuck staying at her desk because 
of the expectations of the classroom. It was her way of self-regulating her 
body because she needed to move to focus. If she asked if she could go for a 
walk, she would not be allowed, as safety policies prohibited students from 



100  Integrating Into the Environment

wandering the hallways unattended unless they had to go to the bathroom or 
had a staff member with them.

I have also worked with children similar to Nya, whose requests to use the 
bathroom were denied by the teacher, and so the child began acting out so that 
they would be sent to the principal’s office so that they could get out of class. 
When the rules of the environment don’t match the child’s needs, we can see 
the outward displays of behaviors.

Rules can also be useful for some children, especially those who like to 
know what to expect. Children may thrive on schedules and routines, even 
though others resist the confines of any structure. Luca was a child who wanted 
rules, structure, and order. His teacher had posted the schedule for the week on 
the wall, and Luca felt comfort in knowing what was going to happen next. He 
also liked to know what was expected of him. The rules of how to act made it 
clear to him what he should be doing. What was frustrating to him was when 
others did not follow the rules of the class. When people didn’t raise their hand 
to speak or got out of their desk without asking, it made Luca angry. Luca 
was a very concrete thinker and knew that rules were to be followed. Luca’s 
challenge was that he struggled with being flexible when the schedule would 
change, a new teacher would fill in when his teacher was sick, or when rules 
were broken or ignored.

In Chapter 7 on behaviors, we talked about a girl named Ramona who was in 
Grade 9. Because of her family experiences, she struggled with authority and 
being bound by rules. An environment like school would make it challenging 
for her to succeed.

The last layer of the cake consists of the cultural elements of the environ-
ment. Cultural elements are those practices and traditions associated with a 
group, religion, or culture. The incorporation of religion in schools is an exam-
ple of cultural elements that affect the school’s daily activities. Singing of the 
national anthem, celebrating holidays, and having family meals are all exam-
ples of cultural traditions. They can create some comfort and routines in family 
life and invoke a more profound sense of connection and belonging amongst 
families and groups.

Cultural upbringing can also play into how someone interacts with the envi-
ronment. In Chapter 2 of this book, I discussed a mom who never taught her 
child how to use toilet paper, as it was their practice to take baths or use warm 
washcloths. This practice affected the child’s experience at school, as he was 
not comfortable going to the washroom.

Many of the environments that a child will engage in will have all four 
elements, such as the home and bus example at the beginning of this chapter. 
A school also has specific physical spaces, the interaction of many different 
people, a set of governing principles and rules, and the cultural influences of 
the community or religious affiliation it represents. Some factors can change or 
be modified in each of these elements, but there are lots that we cannot always 
control.
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Assessing a Child’s Environment
As we have covered so far in this chapter, there are many different elements 
of the environment. The way a child perceives, understands, and functions 
within the space will depend on how their brain interprets the information. 
As a caregiver or someone working with a child, it is important to go back 
to what we keep reviewing—understanding the history, sensory preferences, 
and learning needs first. Scanning the environment using each of our senses 
is a valuable way to start. Always return to the child’s perspective. Focus on 
what a child would see, smell, hear, and touch and how they would move 
about the area on an average day. Then when a child is overwhelmed, notice 
if anything has changed in the environment. It will give us clues to under-
stand what elements are overwhelming to the child. Then repeat this in every 
environment that they will engage in. Educating and engaging other car-
egivers in this process will be important, as often, there are different people 
present with the child. Remember that our personal preferences will be very 
different from the child’s, so what does not affect you or I may significantly 
affect the child.

In my practice, I spend a lot of time educating parents or caregivers on the 
child’s needs and recognizing and assessing the environment based on those 
needs. The parents are often present or involved in more than one environment 
and can express their child’s needs and preferences to others. This becomes 
part of the child’s story, and if done effectively, as we will cover in a later 
chapter, it can create the consistency children often need.

What You Can Control
Within any environment, there are often only a few things that we can control. 
In some spaces, we can control what physical elements are present, the routines 
and schedules, the equipment a child can use or have with them, and some-
times control who is present. These suggestions are by no means inclusive, but 
the knowledge of what you can and can’t control highlights how much a child 
still needs to process at any given time.

By starting with a space conducive to their needs, we can set a child up with 
equipment that we know may help them. The easiest way to start is by chang-
ing or modifying any of the physical elements in the space. These objects can 
provide comfort and security because they can be modified to fit the child’s 
needs. An excellent place to start is where a child sleeps or a child’s bedroom. 
It is a space in the home that, when everything else may become overwhelm-
ing, they can go to. When a child can calm their body, they can more easily 
calm their mind. Using night lights, the right type of comforter, a supportive 
chair, or a fitted desk are all ways to modify their bedroom. A parent may add 
a relaxing scent to help soothe a child who may be sensitive to smells or play 
music when a child goes to bed to create a sense of calm.
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Other spaces within the home where a child may need to participate or focus 
on a task may benefit from consistent equipment. If a child is easily distracted 
or struggles with attention, a cluttered or disorganized house can affect them 
without you even realizing it. The disorganization and clutter force their eyes 
to move from space to space and force their brains to think about many dif-
ferent things. Eliminating clutter in some instances can help a child find that 
sense of calm.

If eating is difficult for a child, creating a space that eliminates any of the 
extra sensory inputs that bother a child can help them work on eating. Look 
at the chair the child is sitting on. If they find the chair too firm, can you put a 
cushion on it, or can the child stand while eating? Can you turn off any noises 
in the house? What cutlery can you change? I have worked with children who 
can’t eat because of the sound of others chewing or using cutlery on their 
plates. In this case, consider using plastic forks instead of metal forks, as the 
sound is very different.

It can be more challenging to set up a shared environment like a classroom, 
especially if a child is sensitive to lights, sounds, and movement. In a school, 
there are few things you can control. Yet if you can create a physical spot in 
the classroom that can eliminate as much stimulation as possible, it will make 
it easier for the child to function. Can they be at the front of the classroom? 
Are the walls bare in front of them? Can you put tennis balls on the feet of all 
the chairs to decrease the chairs’ sounds on the floor? Can the light be lowered 
when the teacher is teaching, especially if the windows can let in the natural 
light? Can the child wear headphones that limit the sound or are connected to 
an FM system that the teacher wears? These are the kinds of accommodations 
that can help you to try and create the environment that the child needs within 
a larger setting just by making a few minor changes.

Within the school, can you also integrate a space that is calming for a child? 
For example, adding a tent or playhouse allows the child somewhere to go 
away from lights and people or add a swing or trampoline inside to create an 
area that is safe for vestibular movement.

It is also valuable to create consistencies in other aspects of the environment. 
The use of consistent routines and schedules can create comfort for children, as 
the repetition allows them to build the brain’s pathways, and it becomes some-
thing that they recognize. The same pattern of behavior becomes automatic. 
In a home, it can be the schedule from when they wake up to leave for school, 
or in the classroom, it can be the day’s schedule for subjects and breaks. Visu-
ally displaying these schedules in places that a child can refer to is another 
consistent part, ensuring that the routines and schedules are followed. The use 
of consistent language such as “1–2–3, eyes on me” creates a calm trigger to 
change the focus and attention back onto the teacher.

If we can’t control the whole environment, we can prepare a child with 
equipment to function in an environment to create a more productive and posi-
tive space. I did this for the boy who struggled with the bus because of the 
sound. Once we determined why he was overwhelmed, I provided him with 
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noise-canceling headphones that he could use whenever he was in a space that 
had the sound that bothered him. His anxiety decreased for going to the bus 
and getting on the bus. Some families have headphones that they leave in the 
car that help with any social outing like a grocery store or shopping mall. We 
can’t change these environments’ sounds, but we can lessen the exposure to the 
sounds that they may experience. Integrating other equipment at school, such 
as having access to computers or tablets, can decrease school anxieties when it 
comes to learning or assignments.

The same can be said about a consistent caregiver or support worker at 
school. When a child creates a bond with someone, that bond increases their 
sense of belonging and safety—seeing the same person every day can be com-
forting. There is often a significant difference in a child’s behaviors when their 
support worker or teacher is not at school for a day.

The challenge is that we can’t control all aspects of the environment. So, 
giving a child equipment, schedules, and places that they can consistently turn 
to will bring that sense of control when their world feels out of control.

Preparing a Child for the Elements They Can’t Control
For the elements that we can’t control in the environment, it is essential to plan 
how a child will navigate these. Preparing a child, setting expectations, and 
slowly building tolerance are all strategies that can help a child learn how to 
navigate an uncontrollable environment.

The kitchen is an excellent example of an environment that is changing. 
The sound and smells of cooking food will change daily. The kitchen can have 
music playing in the background, fan’s on, and food is cooking on the stovetop, 
all of which can be heard and smelled.

If you walked into this environment and weren’t expecting it, you could feel 
overwhelmed, especially if you are sensitive to sounds and smells. What can 
help is to communicate or prepare a child for what will happen in the future, 
letting those around know there will be cooking going on in the kitchen, the fan 
will be on, and they may smell the food. By preparing the brain that this will 
happen, you can take away the surprise element that can trigger overwhelm.

Similarly, if you are going to the grocery store, you can prepare a child for 
what they might encounter. As adults, we can often predict the general experi-
ences in different settings. For example, a grocery store will have bright lights, 
noisy carts, lots of people, and overhead announcements. We may not know 
how these will impact the child exactly, but we can use our insight to help the 
child prepare for the experience using some of their self-regulation skills we 
reviewed in Chapter 8. Once in the environment, we need to check in often 
with how they feel to get a sense of their tolerance. When a child feels over-
whelmed or stressed, you can implement one of their self-regulation strategies 
or return to a more controlled environment.

Part of being prepared is also knowing what the expectations are. It is very 
similar to a parenting method that I learned when I first became a parent. If we 
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communicate expectations with a child before an activity, event, or space, chil-
dren can plan to the best of their ability to act based on the expectations. Before 
we go into a toy store to buy one of their friends a toy for their birthday, I sit in 
the car with my children and discuss why we are at the toy store and who we 
are buying a gift for, acknowledge that there are lots of nice toys at the store, 
but we are only buying a gift for the friend. It has now set the expectations for 
what we are going to do at the store. When you are in the store, instead of just 
saying no to the child, you can now remind them about the conversation in the 
car. They now share ownership over the plan for the visit to the store.

The same technique can be used with a child before any activity they are 
participating in. Communicating the plan and expectation before the activity is 
like giving your brain a preview of the movie. It is helping your brain to con-
nect to those learning hooks that we discussed in Chapter 6. The brain is more 
prepared because you have them thinking about what they need before getting 
into a space and the potential for overwhelm.

Building up a tolerance is another good strategy for environments that you 
can’t control. Start with smaller pieces of your bigger goal. If a child is learn-
ing to be around other people, start with a small group and increase it as they 
feel comfortable. For example, taking a child to a smaller store with fewer 
people may be better to start with than going to a crowded mall.

At the beginning of this chapter, I asked you to think about walking into the 
bathroom. We discussed all the sounds in the bathroom and how overwhelm-
ing that can be. Exposing a child to small increments in a space like this will 
help to build a tolerance, such as walking in and turning on and off the tap until 
they feel comfortable with this. Then work on turning the tap on and off and 
touching the water and so on. Similarly, if you are trying to get a child to go to 
the toilet, start by flushing the toilet, then put toilet paper in the toilet and flush 
the toilet. Then you build up to the entire task. It is about taking an activity and 
breaking it down into manageable pieces. Then you work to master each step 
before adding on another.

As much as we can be proactive and prepare for different environments 
based on a child’s sensory preferences and needs, their emotions and internal 
body regulation can fluctuate drastically.

Emotions are always changing, and sometimes they can be unrelated to the 
activity at hand. A child may be in a state of happiness, sadness, fear, anger, and 
anxiety. Children have a hard time describing their emotions or why they feel 
this way, but it can impact how they respond to their environment. Acknowl-
edging their feelings and allowing them space to feel that way is essential. 
Often, it can be a cue that their body is trying to tell them something. Like the 
sensory triggers we discussed in the last chapter, emotions can tell us that our 
body is not balanced. These emotional triggers can cause fear or anxiety that 
will create a ripple effect into the environment that a child used to find calming. 
Many of the self-regulation techniques discussed in the last chapter will help a 
child work through these emotional states.
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As much as we can plan for and accommodate many sensory systems, the 
interoception sense or our internal regulation sense is challenging. It is chal-
lenging to prepare for when a child is hungry, needs to use the washroom, 
is tired, or has discomfort. Some children’s body systems do not follow the 
school schedule or the “we are going on a car ride” bathroom visit. Many self-
regulation techniques will not work on a child whose body is giving them clues 
for internal regulation. So, if a child is hungry and goes into a space that is usu-
ally calming to them, it won’t create that same feeling or the hoped-for result. 
For example, children who have difficulty focusing just before lunch and can’t 
sit still would not respond well to a sensory room visit, as that will not help 
their hunger. Likewise, a child who needs to use the bathroom can become 
angry and violent if they don’t fully understand the feeling that their body is 
trying to tell them about needing to have a bowel movement.

A colleague worked with a child who was non-verbal and was always unset-
tled in class and would get angry. One day, she took him to the sensory room 
when he was irritated and kept the light dim to see if he could get back to his 
“just right” state. Instead, what happened was he fell asleep on the bean bag 
chair in the room. He was fighting fatigue and didn’t know how to express 
it. She let him sleep for a little bit of the session, and as he slept, she noticed 
that he was having difficulty with his breathing while he was asleep; it was 
not rhythmic as it should be. The parents were notified, and when taken to the 
specialist, he was diagnosed with sleep apnea. His body was so exhausted that 
his tolerance to do his activities during the day was limited.

There are many moving pieces in an environment. Recognizing that we 
can’t control for all the factors that affect the environment, we just need to 
acknowledge that these factors exist. Then prepare as much as possible and 
help a child positively engage in new environments; these will be the building 
blocks to increase their tolerance.

Choosing the Right Environment for the Task
Remember the story at the beginning of this book about teaching a child how 
to read on a rollercoaster. The child with their sensory issues would not be 
very effective at reading because the environment did not match the activity. 
Changing the environment was essential to match the needs of the child and 
the activity. Think back to the Person, Environment, and Occupation (PEO)5 
model discussed in Chapter 2. The model described how the person and their 
needs, the task that you are trying to accomplish, and the environment all need 
to align for someone to have successful occupational performance.5

In this chapter so far, we have outlined the elements that influence an envi-
ronment. Choosing the right environment for the task is going to make a sig-
nificant difference in the outcome.

Trying to teach a child how to wash their hands without using a sink and 
water is not connecting a child to the actual task of washing their hands. 
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Similarly, if we teach children how to use a fork or spoon, but don’t use real 
food, it can again not connect with the task at hand.

We need to create connections and routines in the environment in which 
the task will occur: for example, practicing dressing skills in the bedroom and 
bathroom skills in the bathroom.

In therapy, we try to build up the required skills for an activity by breaking it 
down into smaller components. Children who struggle with handwriting may 
have weak hands, so working to build hand strength is important. Likewise, 
teaching children how to do up buttons and zippers is a precursor for independ-
ent dressing. We use swings to work on vestibular skills. When we look for the 
transfer of the skill to the full task, we need to ensure that the person’s needs 
are matched in the right environment for the activity or occupation they are try-
ing to perform. The right environment can significantly impact how a child’s 
body and mind integrate the knowledge into practice. So, whenever you think 
about the child’s needs and what you are trying to accomplish, ensure that you 
are in the right environment for those needs.

Depending on the child’s goals, using outdoor space can integrate many 
smaller components that can then be transferable indoors. In her book Bal-
anced and Barefoot, Angela Hanscom25 describes how nature provides a better 
sensory balanced environment. The experience with the sounds, smells, and 
sights are much more subtle than indoors. The outdoor experience also allows 
natural movement patterns to incorporate our balance and body awareness, 
such as leaning over to pick up sticks to build a fort or climbing over fallen 
trees. This natural playground allows our body to integrate all the different 
sensory experiences.25 So if children are struggling inside, often the change of 
scenery to outdoors can help if the child is trying to learn different skills.

Where Do You Begin?
Every environment will create a different experience. Parents and caregivers 
often have an idea of which space creates the most stress for a child. Starting at 
this space can often alleviate the stress for the child and the parent.

Is there one environment that increases your stress response greater than 
other environments?

What is it about this space?

Steven was sensitive to sounds and lights and had gravitational insecurities. He 
spent a lot of time at home in his room playing on his tablet while lying on his 
bed. He was stressed when he had to do his chores or sit at the table for dinner. 
He was also occasionally overwhelmed at school when it was too loud or if he 
had gym class, but Steven absolutely could not stand going in the car. It made 
it hard to get him to school each day and made it difficult to get him to appoint-
ments for therapy. Although all three environments had some similar reactions 
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and the suggestion in one could help the other, the environment causing the 
most stress to both Steven and the family was the car.

The environment of the car would become priority number one to work on. 
The lessons that a parent learns from this situation will impact all the other 
situations throughout the day. Yet the relief provided in this one situation will 
immediately affect the family if strategies are put into place.

Despite our best efforts to create the perfect environment, we cannot always 
control all the components. Understanding this and acknowledging what can 
and cannot change will also help you get a sense of the child’s reactions to the 
many different stimuli, both internal and external. When you understand more 
about the child’s story, the next step is to get those around the child on board 
with the same strategies, goals, and vision. All of the information provided so 
far is intended to increase awareness of the fact that there is more to a child’s 
story than what you can see by how they behave. When you have knowledge, 
you gain the power in making changes that can help a child thrive in their 
environment.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 What four elements make up the environment?
2.	 Why is it important to assess the environment from the perspective of the 

child?
3.	 What are some aspects of the environment that you can control?
4.	 What are aspects of the environment you can’t control?
5.	 How do you choose the right environment for a task?
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Up until this point, we have looked at a child’s story in relative isolation: what 
makes a child unique and how they navigate the world. We understand that 
some of a child’s story comes from how they were brought up. This was often 
a result of the caregiver’s influence or the person who is working with the child 
and how that person was raised.

We also know that a child is still dependent on adults in their lives to help 
them. This is why it is also very important to be aware of the child’s current sit-
uation. Where does a child spend the majority of their time? Outside of school, 
the child spends most of their time at home. If something happens at school 
with a child, who is the first person the school will contact? It always comes 
back to the person legally responsible. When we look to the parent/caregiver to 
help with a child, what we need to consider is how willing, able, and capable 
they are in helping a child reach their goals.

Family involvement is a major key to a child’s success, but what if it’s not an 
option. A mom may be struggling with depression and have three children, of 
which two children have sensory and learning needs, each of whom is having a 
tough time at school. Therefore, having great ideas and suggestions for educa-
tional or therapeutic goals may be valid for the child, but the mom’s ability to 
implement them may be limited, especially when the mom is taxed with caring 
for the one child and their siblings, each with their own unique struggles.

We know that there can be positive effects of family involvement on school 
success and social and emotional development. We also know that, sometimes, 
it is the family that can have adverse effects on a child. It can be a result of the 
dynamics of the family around them. When I talk about families, I am refer-
ring to the people involved in raising a child. Families are often composed of a 
group of people. The family structure can consist of the child, single parent or 
caregiver, two parents, siblings, and sometimes extended families. Everything 
that I have covered in the book this far applies to each of those people as well. 
They all have their own story that is unfolding—each with their unique sensory 
preferences, learning needs, love language, and validation needs. The stressors 
of others can affect a child’s stress, and a child can also become the object of 
stress within a family.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-10
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So, when we look at a child’s family, we are not just looking at the caregiver 
and how they can help that child. It can also be how multiple children in the 
family interact with each other. There can be fighting amongst siblings for 
parental attention. Another child may have their own needs that require atten-
tion. All of this on top of what other priorities the caregiver may have daily.

Parenting is also one of the most challenging jobs a person can have. Parent-
ing is exhausting, and often parents have their own stressors related to parent-
ing. According to Dr. Shanker, there are five fundamental stressors for parents: 
helping your child learn how to fit in with others, the empathy parents feel 
for their children, the competitiveness of parenting, navigating the excessive 
amounts of stressors children face, and finding the right parenting style.20

Parenting comes with no training, and as discussed in a previous chapter, 
it does not come with a handbook or guide on how to navigate each stage or 
stress of raising a child. Even if there was a book, each child is so unique we 
would need to have countless volumes of information. When it comes to par-
enting, people are doing what they know and are comfortable with. Remem-
ber the belief that every child would do well if they could. It highlights the 
understanding that if you lack the skills or resources, you will not be able to do 
the task that is asked of you.19 I believe this to be the same for parents. Let’s 
assume that every parent is doing the best they can with the resources and abili-
ties they have at that moment. This includes energy levels and mental health. 
We are all human beings who are learning each day. Like everything in life, we 
don’t know that we don’t know something until we find out we didn’t know it. 
Say that 10 times fast!

I believe that it comes down to a myriad of factors: differing priorities, 
understanding, experience, education, support, consensus, and mindset.

If parents knew all the ins and outs of dealing with children, it would be 
easy, and raising children is far from easy. The most important takeaway is that 
communication and education are key, and we need to understand that there is 
often more to someone’s life than what we see on the surface, and this includes 
everyone you meet.

Differing Backgrounds and Lifestyle Priorities
When working with parents and families, it is essential to understand what 
parents and caregivers value the most regarding raising a child. Many of the 
choices made are based on lifestyle priorities that have developed in the sub-
conscious from childhood. These choices came out of the way we were raised 
and match how we navigated the world growing up.9

Lifestyle priorities, according to Jane Nelson, “represent the decisions you 
made throughout your life that affect the way you attempt to find a sense of 
belonging and significance” (p. 236).9 It is not just children who want to feel 
that sense of belonging and significance. It is human nature; it affects all of us. 
When we discussed children’s desires to belong and their mistaken goals for 
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achieving that belonging, it is because they are trying to form their priorities. 
Strangely, what we learn when we are young will affect our adult choices. Yet, 
when it comes to parenting, these choices can impact our relationships with 
our children. Lifestyle priorities are divided into four main categories, includ-
ing comfort, control, pleasing, and superiority. We often have one preference 
that is stronger than the others, but we can have influence from more than one. 
Choosing comfort means that you avoid conflict and tension, whereas choos-
ing control prioritizes structure, order, and organization. When pleasing is a 
priority, you try to make everything fun for everyone around you, yet when 
superiority is a focus, this means you need to feel that success and importance 
in each situation.9

These subconscious priorities are essential to understand because they can 
influence the choices we make as adults and influence how we interact with 
children. A parent who prioritizes comfort or pleasing with their child may 
avoid creating boundaries that help a child understand how to navigate the 
world. Whereas, a parent whose priority is superiority or control may make 
choices focused on very restrictive boundaries and cause children to feel never 
good enough.9

When two parents have differing underlying priorities in life, it can create 
conflict within a family and how children are raised. Children are learning 
through adults’ priorities, and that is how they are forming their own. Children 
understand actions more than they understand words.

Pete and Lacey knew they had grown up differently, but once they were 
married, the plan was to create a new life together and make their own choices 
and rules. Yet, when it came to having children, they had very different priori-
ties for how their children would behave and act. Pete grew up in a very strict 
household, where the rules were never meant to be broken, and if they were, 
you were scared. That fear kept many behaviors in check. Lacey, on the other 
hand, grew up with a lot more freedom. She made some mistakes as she was 
growing up, but her parents allowed her to learn from her mistakes and grow 
from them. She experienced unconditional love and knew, no matter what, 
her parents were there for her. When Pete and Lacey’s children were school-
aged, behaviors in their children began to arise. It wasn’t just in one child, but 
in both, and they had different challenges. As described in Chapter 7, many 
of these behaviors were age-appropriate displays, or sensory overload, or dif-
fering learning styles. Pete wanted to set the rules and strictly follow them, 
maintaining control, and Lacey wanted to take the gentler approach to avoid 
tension and conflict.

The lack of consistency in parenting styles and priorities between two par-
ents or caregivers can confuse the child. The relationship between the parents 
can create power struggles, and they can blame each other for their child’s 
behaviors, missing the potential underlying causes, which could be sensory 
overload. This can take away from the child’s understanding of their bounda-
ries or general expectations of behaviors, which is vital in creating that sense 
of stability and safety.
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It is more challenging when a child struggles outside of the home, such as 
at school. The school brings in the parent to discuss a plan for the child. In the 
instance of Pete and Lacey, Pete would come down harder on his child and lean 
towards stricter rules and more forceful punishment because it is what worked 
for him. On the other hand, Lacey would be more apt to try to come up with a 
gentler strategy that included encouraging the child to be an active participant 
in learning from what happened. Without fully being aware of what your life-
style priorities are, it can be challenging to come to a compromise in a situation.

As mentioned in Chapter 7, Lacey was moving towards a Plan B, as Dr. 
Greene refers to it when working with her children.19 She was trying to make 
them an active participant in creating a plan and understanding of why the 
behaviors happened and how to effectively self-regulate. On the other hand, 
Pete was more focused on his plan, which stemmed from control and disci-
pline: “My way or the highway.” From the school perspective, having these 
two parenting styles or priorities, it can be hard to get a consensus on a plan to 
best help their child.19 Creating a collaborative conversation will be covered 
in the next chapter. The first part of the equation is understanding each family 
member’s perspective on a child. What does each of them bring to the conver-
sation from their history, their priorities? What are they most worried about?

Think about your priorities in life. What resonates the most with your 
lifestyle?

Marco was a boy I worked with who struggled with anxiety and transitions. 
He was a very concrete learner, meaning that he did not understand abstract 
words, and he craved lots of vestibular movement. The environmental set up 
for Marco was vital for helping to keep him balanced and self-regulated. Mar-
co’s parents’ separation was not a very amicable separation, so there was a lot 
of tension between them. One parent tried to keep Marco to his schedule and 
routine and give him the outlets he needed. The other parent wanted Marco to 
have fun and wanted to let Marco have a break from any of the rigidness of 
schedules or activities.

It came down to a lack of understanding about what makes Marco who he 
was. His sensory and learning needs were creating much of his anxiety. The 
routines and structure decreased his anxiety because he knew what to expect, 
but when he had two different houses to go to with a lack of carry over and lack 
of consistency, Marco started to really struggle. He would have difficulties in 
each house, and it carried over into school and all his social activities. It was 
like Marco was a different child.

The blame for his change in behaviors was the separation. The parents 
blamed each other. People external to the family and the school also thought 
that was the difference. Yes, it partly was, but it may not have been the actual 
separation that was only affecting him. It was more the lack of consistency 
and routines that he craved daily. Each parent needed to understand what their 
subconscious priorities were doing to affect Marco.
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When teachers and therapists have differing underlying priorities, the child’s 
focus may be different when they are in that environment. Some classrooms 
I  have worked in have excessive rules and structures that make it hard for 
children to follow. Other classrooms have no structure or order, as the focus is 
on having fun and keeping everyone happy. Balance is key for children. They 
need to feel that they belong and are significant, but understanding boundaries 
within a system helps guide children’s actions and behaviors. Having fun is 
terrific, as long as it is respectful and appropriate to those around them. I have 
worked with children who have been the subject of jokes in a classroom, even 
from their teacher, to get a laugh from the class. Finding joy in other people’s 
misery or playing practical jokes at the expense of others are not acceptable in 
any environment. It can be disheartening and very damaging for that student. 
I have also worked with teachers who are so supportive and enthusiastic for stu-
dents’ success that children try harder and achieve more because they believe 
they are capable. Children in each environment will respond differently.

Having lifestyle priorities can be advantageous for helping children. These 
priorities help create strong leaders, have structure and order, and teach us how 
to have fun and enjoy life. Recognizing your priorities, balancing them, and 
understanding how they can affect children and the choices we make as adults 
will influence how children learn to form their priorities. These examples also 
emphasize the importance of collaboration of those around the child to support 
a child effectively.

Competing External Priorities
It is not only our internal priorities that can impact a child. In our society, we 
have so many external competing priorities in our day, such as work, school, 
sports, clubs, committees, family, and friends, to name a few. The challenge is 
that each of these priorities competes for the limited time and attention that we 
have in our day. What we focus on, whether it is our choice or others choosing 
for us, can impact the rest of the priorities.

Tran worked at a large marketing firm in his town. He started there in an 
entry-level position. He had a degree in marketing, and his dream job was to 
be an account manager for some big marketing clients. Tran also was a father 
of three active and busy children. He worked hard at his job and was good at 
what he did, but he was told he needed to put in extra hours, take clients out 
for dinners, and travel more if he wanted to be considered for a promotion. 
Tran’s three children were all competitive dancers. They loved to dance and 
were really good. The dance studio thought they had real potential to excel 
in competitions. Yet this would mean that they would have to practice at the 
studio five to six nights per week. One of his children also struggled at school 
with fine motor activities. He had difficulty printing, coloring, and doing up 
zippers and buttons, so the school suggested some therapy. Another one of his 
children struggled in reading, and their teacher thought it would be a good idea 
to get some extra reading help two days a week after school. Tran also had a 
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partner who worked out of the home and was an emergency physician. This 
meant shift work for the partner and could mean long hours. Then they still had 
to fit in meal times, time for homework, friends, and family.

Sasha was a single mother of two children. She worked two jobs just to keep 
their home and pay the bills. Her children went to care before and after school, 
and when she picked them up, they would have some dinner before she would 
leave them with a grandparent so that she could go to her next job. Sasha’s 
focus was on providing a home, food, and clothing for her and her children. 
She was doing her best to keep them afloat. The challenge was that this didn’t 
leave Sasha much time to spend helping her children with homework or incor-
porating any therapy suggestions.

It may sound overwhelming to read, but this is the reality of our society 
today. Parents receive many suggestions, prompts, or recommendations for 
what they should do, and it can seem overwhelming. Whether right or wrong, 
our society is built on the idea that you need to be, do, and achieve more to be 
successful.

If one parent decides that work is the priority, often with a good intention of 
supporting the family and providing for them, it will mean less time spent at 
home. It may be their only option, and it can then impact the children. If a par-
ent feels that children should be the priority, it could affect the family’s income 
and create some additional stress. With less income, it can mean having less 
food, losing a home, or decreased ability to participate in extracurricular activi-
ties that a child wants.

Then add on if a parent is asked to be a part of a committee or a family 
member is ill, such as a child or grandparent, and requires extra care outside 
the home.

These competing and differing priorities will impact how much a parent or 
caregiver can take on in relation to a child.

James was Tran’s child who struggled with holding a pencil and other fine 
motor activities. The therapist had many great ideas for James to work on at 
home to practice these skills. Yet, with Tran’s competing priorities and lack of 
support from his partner, many recommendations never were done.

It all comes down to choices. A parent or caregiver needs to think about 
what choices they are making, what needs to be given a priority at any given 
moment. As someone working with the child, we cannot choose for a parent, 
but we need to be part of the conversation about what reality looks like for 
them. If a parent can only work with a child for five minutes before they go to 
bed or during a commute in a car, what would be your top recommendation for 
that child? If a teacher wants a parent to read with a child for 15 minutes each 
day, but a parent only has 5 minutes, what is a 5-minute activity? We need to 
change how we communicate based on the family’s reality and understanding 
what competing priorities exist. There needs to be space to have those open 
conversations in a nonjudgmental way.

Maybe we need to change the way we look at helping a child. Should it be 
a separate activity, or should learning be integrated into daily activities? In 
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the book Learning How to Learn,17 Oakley et al. discuss memory-enhancing 
techniques to learn new information. One of the suggestions was to pair the 
method with something you already do, as this helps make those connections 
in the brain and strengthens learning.17

How can therapeutic goals and educational goals be integrated into a daily 
routine to become part of the everyday activities? How do we change the con-
versations to be more productive? How can we work together as a team?

In the next chapter, I will discuss the importance of a collaborative approach 
and what that looks like.

Generational Differences
Who lives at home with a child can also affect what happens in the house, 
especially if those people are involved in raising a child or participating in 
therapy goals. Some families live in a multigenerational home. It means that 
they have grandparents or great grandparents living with them. Some fami-
lies may not live with grandparents, but have grandparents who are actively 
involved. When there are multiple generations involved in the child’s care, it is 
vital to understand how this can affect a child. As I discussed at the beginning 
of the book, the era in which you were born can impact your mindset, opinions, 
and beliefs. Raising children then and now is very different. Understanding 
some of the differences can be important.

It was more common in the past that a parent would be home with chil-
dren growing up. Now it is more common in a two-parent family to have both 
employed. Sometimes this is by choice, but the cost of living has dramatically 
changed in the last couple of generations, requiring two incomes to afford liv-
ing expenses.

Technology has also changed the most in the last 30 years. It has changed 
the way we send and receive information. It has put access to information 
literally at our fingertip. Children no longer need to ask as many questions 
from parents or grandparents, as the answers can be found on their phones or 
tablets. If they are curious about anything, good or bad, they can search and 
have answers in minutes. It has changed how children socialize with others 
and has impacted how we move around, experience, and physically explore 
the world. Technology has many positives in helping those who have trouble 
communicating to have a voice. Still, on the negative, the effects of technol-
ogy have tapped into our brain chemistry and make us more dependent and 
attached to our devices.

Just yesterday, I was having a conversation about technology with my chil-
dren. They were frustrated that a movie was taking a long time to load. Mind 
you, it was only a matter of minutes. I reminded them that when streaming first 
started and the internet was slower, it would take hours to download movies or 
shows. Then, to go back even further, we had to drive to the video store to get 
a video to watch. There would only be one copy for some videos, and if it were 
out, you would have to wait till it was back in.
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With this increase in information, we are also more aware of what is going 
on globally. News is instantly sent to our phones. We get alerts when some-
thing bad happens nearby. We can see personal footage from people’s phones 
of incidents across the world. This awareness has also increased the fear for 
children’s freedom to roam outside. In past generations, children used to wan-
der more freely and return home when the street lights came on.

Additionally, our awareness of individual and racial diversity and equal-
ity has changed. The freedom to be, act, and share what makes you unique 
is expressed more than in past generations, especially, in the last years with 
the advent of Black Lives Matter, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
#Metoo movement, and the global pandemic. Our understanding and interpre-
tation of these movements will be impacted by your personal story.

With all of the changes that have occurred, it can make it especially hard for 
a child if both the parents and grandparents are involved with raising a child 
and they disagree on their approach. If the parents’ expectations differ from 
those with a grandparent, the child may be unsure of how to act and behave. It 
can especially stand out if there is fighting or negative comments expressed, 
such as “I would never raise my child like this” or “My method worked; my 
children turned out fine.” This judgment level can be making it hard as a parent 
to balance your own choices versus those of your parents.

There are benefits to having support from family members, as it can ease 
the strain on a parent or caregiver, especially when children are young. As the 
saying goes, it indeed does “take a village to raise a child.” There is value in 
building relationships outside of the immediate family for a child, and creating 
the bond can help a child feel connection and love from grandparents. So that 
this is a beneficial relationship for everyone, parents need to have conversa-
tions with those involved in caring for a child. Communicating the needs of the 
child, especially when it comes to their sensory and learning needs, is crucial. 
It is valuable to understand each person’s perspective and validate those feel-
ings. Setting boundaries regarding the responsibilities of the child and having 
clear expectations set for how help is received will be an important starting 
point. Sometimes, grandparents can have a strong bond with a child, which can 
be a positive asset in helping the child’s needs.

It is vital to understand when multigenerational families are involved in the 
care of the child. The differing perspectives can influence how a child feels and 
how they accept recommendations. It is especially important to understand if 
the grandparent has full custody of a child.

When Support Is Not Available
For some people, access to family support is not an option. Whether it be 
physical distance or choice, it can feel a bit more challenging to do it alone, 
especially when a parent is trying to manage a job, the household, and provide 
care for their child. It can be stressful and lonely for a parent, especially if a 
child has additional needs.
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Going back to the beginning of this chapter, those working with the child 
need to be aware of competing priorities within a caregiver’s life. Whether or 
not there is additional support, the conversation needs to be open to understand 
what is within the caregiver’s current capacity to support the child. If someone 
is struggling, it will be necessary to work with them to find the support they 
need to take care of them.

When parents or caregivers themselves are not willing or able to actively 
participate with their child, ensuring the child’s safety is the number one focus. 
It is more than a choice. It is a legal responsibility. If the child is safe, including 
the parent in conversations is still valuable, as it exposes them to knowledge 
and makes them feel that sense of belonging that we all desire.

Starting the Conversation for Support
To begin, it is essential to remind caregivers that support doesn’t only come 
in the form of relatives. Within a community, there are often resources and 
assistance available. Sometimes, it is a matter of not knowing that they exist or 
how to connect with them.

To help a child function to their capacity, it may be necessary to provide 
resources to the parent. Like the mom at the beginning of this chapter who was 
struggling with depression, the recommendation we had for the child will not 
be useful until the mom has resources to help her, or other supports are availa-
ble for the children. Likewise, the child at the beginning of the book who came 
to school hungry and exhausted, the support needs to begin with the parent to 
meet the child’s basic needs.

It goes back to understanding the current situation and capacity and set-
ting the priorities. It requires the openness and vulnerability of all the parties 
involved to acknowledge that they need help. People may be willing to help, 
but they don’t know how they can help unless they know what is going on.

The first goal is to outline what help you need. The more specific you can be, 
the more people can step in.

The next step is to know who it is you are talking to. See if it is within their 
capacity to be able to support the current situation. What is going on in their 
life at the moment? Reaching out to another mom struggling with her children 
may not be your best resource.

The last step is to create a collaborative plan or approach to helping the child 
or family. Assisting a child requires understanding the child’s needs and con-
sistency in how those needs are managed. It involves parents and caregivers 
having similar objectives and goals and clear and straightforward communica-
tion. Learning about setting boundaries and expectations in the home environ-
ment can lead to the structure a child needs.

When working with children, family support can be vital in helping a child 
to reach their potential. Yet as we have seen through this chapter, it may not be 
as straightforward as expecting every parent to be able to give their full sup-
port and commitment. We can’t change the way the world works, just like we 
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can’t change how a child’s brain reacts to the world. What we can do is create 
a space that gives knowledge to those involved in raising a child. I believe that 
knowledge is power, and it helps us to make better informed choices and deci-
sions that can support a child.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 How can parents’ differing backgrounds impact a child?
2.	 What are lifestyle priorities?
3.	 Why can external priorities compete with a child’s needs?
4. 	 How can generational differences impact a child’s upbringing?
5.	 How can a family find external support?
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So, what do we do now? We have reached the point where we have looked at 
many different aspects that make up a child. The information provides us with 
a clearer picture of who this child is and how they function in the world. What 
do we do with this information, and how does it help us from this point on?

For those brought up in North America, Thanksgiving dinner is often a big 
celebration. For those not familiar with Thanksgiving, think of it as any fam-
ily holiday meal. You may be wondering how we jumped to Thanksgiving 
dinner, but stick with me for a moment. Thanksgiving often brings people 
together with a vision to celebrate a meal together and spend time together 
in one house. All the people who come for dinner contribute something to the 
meal. Depending on their skills or specialties, they bring their creations. One 
family brings the cranberry ring, one family brings the green bean casserole, 
one family brings the wine, one family brings the stuffing, and the host makes 
the turkey. Each person’s contribution to the dinner is important, and the din-
ner wouldn’t be complete without it. To reach the vision of sitting down to the 
meal together at the same time, some planning needs to go into place so that 
each person’s dish will be ready at the same time. Some items take longer to 
make, and others take no time at all. It involves working together to share the 
space and understand the plan.

If something were to go wrong in this space, as it did one year for us, you 
learn how to pivot and make some changes to still get to your vision. One year, 
right in the middle of the dinner preparations, a glass shattered into a million 
pieces, ending up in the majority of the prepared food. It meant that almost all 
the food needed to be thrown out, as you couldn’t see the glass pieces. We had 
to quickly work together to develop a new plan to reach the goal of celebrating 
a meal together. It may not have been the meal we had planned, but we were 
still working towards the same vision and goal.

What does this have to do with what we have learned this far about the 
story of a child? Coming together with all the information we have learned and 
developing a plan for the child is like bringing a family together for Thanksgiv-
ing dinner. Some key people are invited to the table—each person with their 
role, experience, and knowledge. Each person brings equal value to the table. 
The actions are all focused on the outcome. What if someone couldn’t make 
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the dinner? For those who couldn’t make the dinner, their input is still impor-
tant and valuable. What is also important is all the information that they didn’t 
hear from those who did make it.

So, let’s talk about who is invited to the table. In the world of business, these 
are known as the key players or the system partners. Who is it important to 
communicate and discuss this information with?

Key Players
The key players or system partners are those people who have a vested inter-
est or responsibility for what the story is about. If the story is about a child, 
then the child would be a key person. If the child is capable in any way, they 
should be a part of the conversation and included in discussions and planning. 
If the child cannot participate yet, the caregiver becomes the key person, but as 
the child continues to develop, this may change, and they can be brought into 
the conversation.

This is so important because when people are making plans for you, you 
want to make sure they align with what your goals are. Think about if someone 
told you that you would be a pilot growing up, and you didn’t have a choice. 
The problem is you are scared of heights and get motion sickness every time 
you fly. The choice that someone else made for you may not match your needs 
or desires, of which both are necessary for an activity to be successful.

The parents or caregivers are sources for another key player. As we dis-
cussed in the last chapter, they may or may not have the capacity to help a child 
at this moment, but they are legally responsible for making decisions and need 
to be a part of the conversation. This could include grandparents, parents, or 
guardians.

All of the rest of the people invited to “Thanksgiving dinner” will be any-
one else who directly influences the child. At school, this would include any 
teacher who teaches that child, teacher’s assistants, child and youth workers, 
the principal, and vice-principal.

Outside of school, the key players are people who are involved in supporting 
the child in some way. It includes your family doctor, specialists, therapists, 
psychologists, social workers, and even coaches or club leaders. Sometimes, 
it is harder to get those outside of the school together in the same room for the 
conversation, but their information is valuable, as what they may have noticed 
about a child can affect a child in other areas.

Why is it important to know who the key players/system partners are?
Each person mentioned earlier at some point will have direct influence 

or responsibility of the child. When that person is in charge of a child, they 
can better support the child if they have information that may influence their 
choices.

Craig was part of a kids’ club. He loved to participate in the activities and 
be a part of the group. He was adventurous and creative. Craig also struggled 
with anxiety and was hypersensitive to noises, which could make it difficult 
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for him to follow instructions, and occasionally he would get lost on what he 
was doing. At this point, his anxiety would increase, and he would tend to get 
upset. If Craig went to the kids’ club and his leader didn’t know what bothered 
Craig, it would be hard for that leader to know what approach would help 
him. In this case, the information is key. Craig’s leader may not need to know 
Craig’s entire history, but understanding his noise sensitivity and how to best 
help him through it would make Craig’s and his group’s experience so much 
better. Craig’s leader could ask Craig what the best approach would be to help 
Craig stay on task. If Craig’s leader were to discover an activity that engaged 
Craig and helped him work through some of his anxiety, that information may 
help others who work with Craig and is worth being shared.

If we look at all the people we have mentioned so far in this chapter, who 
is responsible for creating an environment that can help children reach their 
greatest potential?

EVERYONE.

I want to say that again. EVERYONE. Anyone who is tasked with engaging 
with a child needs to be working towards the same goal for that child. It is the 
collaboration of people that will have the greatest impact on the success of the 
child.

What Does Collaboration Mean?
Collaboration means working together to come up with a plan. It means that 
everyone is part of the plan, including the child if possible. Going back to the 
Thanksgiving dinner, collaboration means that everyone brought something to 
the dinner to make the dinner complete.

When you collaborate, it involves discussing and negotiating to come up 
with a solution. It requires problem solving a plan and how to work towards 
that plan.

What is key about collaborating is that you may not always agree on the 
ideas presented. Each person brings their views, backgrounds, and experi-
ences. Collaborating means that you come together as equals to discuss the 
different perspectives and develop the best options for the child. Someone else 
in the group may have thought of an idea that others hadn’t considered, and 
we want to make sure that we give everyone a chance to participate. To keep 
everyone on track and focused, creating a plan helps to ensure that all the ideas 
are aligned in the same direction.

Making a “Business Plan” to Guide You
When we think about a business plan, we often think about big businesses like 
Nike or Apple. We don’t often think about a family as a mini business. Yet it 
is. I don’t call myself this often, but I am the Chief Mom Officer. I oversee the 
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day-to-day ongoing of the business. We have to meet short-term and long-term 
goals, and I have people who are dependent on this business to run effectively 
for their well-being, and on top of that, we need to maintain a budget. If we 
only functioned day to day, our business would be in a bit of ongoing chaos. We 
could have financial unrest if we didn’t watch our budget, and we could have 
some interoffice disputes, otherwise known as sibling rivalry. Some people 
don’t have a desire to own a business or worry about running a business. They 
enjoy working in an already organized structure, as it provides the boundaries 
and instills that sense of belonging and security. Yet a family needs to run like 
a business in order to thrive and not just survive. The feeling of being a part of 
an organization or group is similar to what children desire when they are part 
of the family. As much as we may not want to lead an organization, being part 
of a group like a family involves many of the same benefits and challenges as 
running a business.

What makes any business more effective and efficient is if everyone is on 
the same page: meaning, everyone is working towards the same vision with the 
same mission. Most business plans don’t look to the past. They often use the 
past as a reference, but spend their time looking to the future. It helps to guide 
where we are headed. So far, a child’s view in this book has been looking at 
where they are now and where they have come from. All that has shaped a 
child to this point has shown us how their story is developing. Looking past 
this point into the future is where we need to come up with a plan.

As parents, we often have dreams for our children. These dreams involve 
them growing up to be happy, independent, and successful adults. Sometimes 
in the thick of childhood, we forget that these children will grow up to be 
adults. We need to help them express the vision of where they want to be, or 
if communication is challenging, start them on a path towards where we see 
them growing up to be.

Like I discussed about my family business, there are two ways to run a busi-
ness. One way is to take each day as it comes and see what happens, leading to 
potential chaos. The second way is to set a goal and spend each day reaching 
towards that goal. The first way could mean aimlessly wandering with no guid-
ance or direction. The second way has focus and clarity to a specific purpose.

Imagine your child wants to be an NBA basketball player. That is their 
dream. Whether or not it becomes a reality is not the question, but what you 
do to help them get to their vision is going to be the key. If you never teach 
a child how to play basketball, they will not be getting closer to their dream. 
Yet, if instead, you look for every opportunity to expose them to basketball, 
their goals may get closer to reality. It is how you align your actions with your 
dreams.

Now, if you take that dream and share it with others, those you share it with 
may now be invested in helping you find opportunities for your child to get 
closer to their dream as well. You are then collaborating on a dream.

Setting up a dream for your child is like creating a vision for where you see 
them in the future. It is about looking at the end game. When you have a vision 
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for your child, it looks beyond today and tomorrow and gives us a destination 
to strive for. There’s a quote that states “You will only hit what you aim at.”

When you have that vision, all the decisions you make need to align with 
that vision, and all the goals you set need to bring you a step closer to the end 
goal.

It’s just like running a business and having employees working for you. They 
need to know the company’s vision to align their jobs to match that vision. 
When everyone is on the same page, the team’s collaboration will increase the 
success of reaching the goals. The vision for Thanksgiving dinner was to sit 
down for a nice meal and have some great social time together. Each person 
made that possible because they all knew what the vision was and contributed 
to it by bringing their part of the meal.

What does this look like for a child, and why is this important?

Vision
When children are young, adults often ask them what they want to be when 
they grow up. This can change a thousand times, but eventually, as they experi-
ence and explore the world, they start to gravitate towards specific ideas. This 
becomes a child’s vision for their future. It is the goal that they want to reach. 
Sometimes, this can be skewed by those around them, such as pressures, fears, 
or disappointments, but the vision should be aligned in the child’s best interest. 
The child should not be a pilot if they are afraid of flying, nor should a child 
have a goal of being a doctor if they are scared of blood.

Depending on the child’s capacity, the vision can be created in conjunction 
with the child or started by the team around them. If a child can’t understand 
or decide what they want to be, parents, caregivers, and key players can also 
create an idea of a vision for them to start them in a direction. It may be 
less specific, but it involves creating a future idea the child could reach. I’ve 
heard it said that a vision is just a dream with a dose of reality. The vision 
should have nothing to do with a label a child’s been given or a disability. We 
should never make our vision of a child limit their potential. Think about Nic 
Vujicic8 who we discussed earlier in the book, born with no arms and legs. 
At the beginning of his life, there were few expectations of what he would 
accomplish. Yet he far exceeded what they thought he would be capable of. 
When we think of a child’s potential, we should start with an idea of what we 
believe is achievable and then go beyond that in our vision to something that 
exceeds that.

In my early days as an occupational therapist, I had a passion for finding 
ways to modify sports equipment to increase inclusivity in sports. One of my 
early clients was a gentleman with quadriplegia. He had very little use of his 
arms and no use of his legs, but his dream was to sail a sailboat independently. 
If you have a dream and it becomes your vision, it can manifest into reality 
because you start to focus on clues and cues that align with that vision. He was 
able to find a sailing club that had a weighted keel sailboat, which means it had 
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less chance of flipping over. He researched other people with quadriplegia who 
had tried, and he hired a sailing coach to help him. The one challenge he had 
was that he had difficulty staying in the boat’s seat with his decreased trunk 
stability. I helped him create a more stable harness that would harness him into 
the seat. He needed to get out of the chair quickly, so I needed to research ways 
that he could release his harness quickly in case of emergency. It just so hap-
pened that after he asked me to help him with his harness, I was on an airplane 
and realized that the airplane buckles were designed so that it made it relatively 
easy for anyone to get out of the buckle. I reached out to the airplane seat belt 
company and created a release system using airplane buckles. He was able to 
use this harness and the weighted boat to sail independently.

In this case, the gentleman created the vision and then reached out to all 
the different system partners to help him reach his idea and meet all the goals 
necessary. His dream became a reality.

Have you ever thought about where you want to be in 10 years or 20 years?
What is your vision, and how are you working towards that vision?

The impact of a vision is that it gives alignment to everything else that goes on 
in a child’s life. Like the basketball player at the beginning of this chapter, the 
choices you make need to align with that goal. If a vision for a child is to be 
able to live independently as an adult, then everything leading up to that goal 
needs to work towards independence.

The key is that when you come up with a vision for a child, you need to share 
this with those key people we discussed earlier. Just like a business, you have 
system partners that are a part of or invested in the business. In a child’s life, 
these key people are the people involved in helping a child achieve their goals, 
and sharing the vision creates that clarity and focus that’s going to align all the 
rest of the plans and activities in the same path.

Steven struggled with communication and focus. He was behind in school 
and required a lot of one-on-one assistance. The parents’ vision for Steven was 
for him to be able to live independently in the community. They shared this 
vision with all the people around Steven. This included the school, health care 
professionals, family members, and community support. Every decision made 
was checked for alignment with the vision to find out how it helped create his 
independence. As Steven was falling farther and farther behind in school, at 
one of the school meetings, it was suggested that Steven have someone scribe 
for him during class. The idea of having someone scribe for Steven meant that 
someone was going to do the work that he needed to do for writing. The ques-
tion was asked: “How does this align with the vision for Steven?” It didn’t. 
It made it more convenient at the moment, but in no way did it help Steven 
become more independent. Because there was a vision that they could align 
the goals with, the question was asked: “What other options are there?” At this 
point, the suggestion came out that Steven could learn to use talk to text. In this 
example, teaching Steven how to use this type of technology would increase 
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his independence and decrease his reliance on others. It was more aligned with 
the vision for Steven.

Just like Steven and his independence or the gentleman learning to sail, 
these visions need to have some paths to get them there. I have always loved 
this quote: “Goals are visions and dreams with work clothes on.”26

Creating Goals
The goals become the specifics for how we can reach a vision. Looking at Ste-
ven’s example, the vision is for him to live independently in the community. 
The goals within that vision would be that he would be able to understand 
money, communicate his needs, cook for himself, clean for himself, and have 
a job. Having goals clarifies what we need to do to help us get to his end goal.

Businesses often have short-term goals and long-term goals. The difference 
with these goals is the length of time it would take to achieve them. It may 
take longer to teach Steven how to cook a meal, which is a long-term goal, but 
he may learn how to chop vegetables as a short-term goal. If one of Steven’s 
goals is to cook for himself, a short-term goal would be to learn meal planning 
and grocery shopping. Those would be considered short-term goals within 
the long-term goal. If another goal is to understand money, a short-term goal 
would be to do simple addition and subtraction. It would not be necessary to 
struggle through complex algebra, as that is not required to understand money.

With a younger child, if a goal is for a child to dress independently, the short-
term goal is when they can successfully achieve part of that goal. For instance, can 
they put their socks on, or can they put their underwear on? Each short-term goal 
lets us re-evaluate and check in to ensure that we’re moving in the right direction.

This is what we do as occupational therapists. The vision and goals of what 
we are trying to achieve is the occupation discussed at the beginning of the 
book. It is the activity that a person is trying to do. By separating it into smaller, 
more manageable pieces, we can increase someone’s ability to succeed at the 
task they are trying to do. From the learning needs discussed in Chapter 6, we 
know that creating building blocks in the brain helps build successful learning 
pathways. Creating goals helps to make those building blocks.

We have determined that goals are valuable for working towards a vision. 
Goals need to have some boundaries to ensure that they are reasonable and 
appropriate for what we need. In business, you often hear of goal setting as 
related to SMART goals. It is the same for life goals. Smart goals are goals that 
are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and timely. If you have a goal 
for one day doing a 5 K run, it may never happen, as you haven’t set a specific 
plan or a timeline for achieving the goal. If you instead say that you will do a 5 
K run in May of next year in the town close to you, you now have the specifics 
for your goal, making it more likely that you will achieve it. Within that larger 
goal, you can now set smaller goals that are also measurable: such as each 
month, you will add on half a km to your current distance for training.
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The same specific types of goals should be used when working with chil-
dren. It gives those working with the child the ability to have timelines with 
check-ins to see how the goals are progressing. By setting goals for children at 
school, we know what the focus will be for some time, and we can check in to 
see if that goal was achieved and advance them as needed.

Mission Statement
With having a vision and goals, I  believe that it is essential, just like other 
companies, to have a statement that sets the framework behind your vision. 
We often hear about companies’ mission statements, and it is why they exist. 
Google’s mission statement is “to organize the world’s information and make 
it universally accessible and useful.”27 In comparison, Nike’s mission is “To 
bring inspiration and innovation to every athlete* in the world. *If you have a 
body, you are an athlete.”28 A mission statement is short and straightforward, 
but it focuses on what you want to achieve. It is the boundaries behind your 
vision.

In his book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen Covey29 
emphasized that having a mission statement for your own life and your fam-
ily is like having a set of guiding principles like the constitution. Our mission 
statement comes from what we collectively believe and what the family has 
as a foundation. Stephen Covey’s strong belief in having a mission statement 
aligns with the ideas of using this mission statement to give meaning and pur-
pose to all the decisions we make daily.29

In my family, we have developed a mission statement that integrates our 
core values. Each child was able to add one idea that was incorporated into our 
mission statement. In my family, our mission is to love unconditionally, choose 
kindness, help when help is needed, seek out adventures, and enjoy the pro-
cess. In creating this mission statement, when we make choices or something 
happens, we can go back and compare it to our family mission. For example, 
if children are upset and fighting, at that moment, we can ask them if they are 
showing love or choosing kindness to one another.

In creating Steven’s vision of independence, a mission statement could be 
for Steven to thrive in an inclusive environment where he is happy, feels loved 
and understood, and celebrates his uniqueness. Creating independence for Ste-
ven is only a good vision if it keeps aligned with him thriving, being happy, 
and feeling loved. If creating his independence causes seclusion and feeling 
unloved, we did not match the vision to his mission.

Having a mission statement like this ensures that all those involved focus on 
helping Steven make sure that he is thriving. It is valuable to think about your 
mission statement, about what you would live by, and the guiding principles 
that help you decide what decision is right for you.

Do you have a personal or family mission statement?



126  Collaborative Problem Solving

Creating Collaboration and Family Meetings
When you create a vision, goals, and a mission statement, you create an align-
ment of purpose. It is like a guide for the path you want to take. The way may 
not always go in a straight line, but it keeps us moving forward. When you 
collaborate, as we discussed earlier, it means working together, and if you have 
a framework to work under, it keeps the focus and clarifies what the plan is. 
When working with a team of people, decisions then go through the frame-
work’s filter and require less contemplating. It is vital to set up regular check-in 
points with those involved to ensure things are on track.

The same should be done in a family. If you have a family mission state-
ment, vision, and goals, you can create meetings with the family to discuss any 
family decisions. Teaching children how to make decisions based on beliefs 
and values helps them understand and learn how to make good choices. Includ-
ing children in this process also makes them feel that they have a sense of 
belonging and are valued family members.

Without this, every decision may just be based on getting through one prob-
lem at a time. Just like the suggestion to get a scribe to help Steven write, it 
would help at the moment, but would not help him long term.

Collaboration involves anyone who is a part of the group. When working 
with a child, this can include many people who are part of the team. No matter 
their job or their skills, whatever they are doing to work with the child needs 
to be working towards that common goal. That means that anytime somebody 
new is introduced to the child, they should learn the child’s story and learn 
about the vision, mission, and set of goals. In a family, every family member is 
part of the group as well and should be included in the discussions.

How we communicate will be different depending on the group of people. 
The school setting is much more involved with a child, as the child will spend 
most of their time there outside of being at home. When dealing with health 
care professionals, we often don’t have that same amount of time, but it is still 
essential for them to understand the child’s whole story.

How to communicate with each group and work effectively together as a 
team will be discussed in the next two chapters.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 What does Thanksgiving dinner have to do with collaborative problem 

solving?
2.	 Who is responsible for creating an environment that can help children 

reach their potential?
3.	 Why is it important to have a vision for a child?
4.	 How can you align goals to the child’s vision?
5.	 Why is it important for families to create a mission statement?



DOI: 10.4324/9781003166405-12

12	� Communication With  
the School

Children spend the majority of their waking time during the week at school 
and dedicated to school or school-related activities. This includes getting ready 
for school, dropping off, picking up, and any school work that is sent home. 
That is why the people involved with the child at school play a significant role 
in a child’s life. Communication between parents and school is key to helping 
children at school and carrying over what is learned at school to home and vice 
versa. Helping children thrive is about consistency and collaboration. Includ-
ing the school input into creating the vision and goals for a child can help cre-
ate some of the collaboration needed to help a child succeed.

Rayna was very quiet and often disengaged in class. It meant that she would 
be in class, but rarely participate. She would complete all her homework, but 
would often ask to go home, as she would say that she wasn’t feeling well. 
Rayna didn’t engage with many students at recess or lunch and mainly stayed 
to herself. Rayna’s parents noticed that she did not like to go to school and 
often resisted and would again say she wasn’t feeling well. She seemed okay at 
home, but didn’t like when she had to go to any activities outside of the house, 
including watching her sister play volleyball or go to anyone else’s home for 
dinner. As Rayna was a calm child both at home and at school, her parents 
and the school didn’t even notice that her behavior was an issue. They didn’t 
realize that Rayna was spending most of her day feeling overwhelmed by the 
environment. The overwhelm was activating her primitive brain, but instead of 
going into the fight response, she was going into the flight response and with-
drawing from all activities. In Rayna’s class, several other students also had 
significant struggles in the classroom. One would get loud and often yell at the 
teacher, or push his desk, or throw his books on the floor when he didn’t want 
to do something. Another student would cry a lot if he were ever called on or 
frustrated with an activity. Within the same classroom, another student would 
self-regulate by humming to herself and tapping her hands.

This can be a common picture of a classroom experience. There is a class 
full of students with a varying degree of needs in one space. There is only one 
teacher and maybe an EA for a small period of time. The teacher is focused 
on teaching the lessons and moving ahead with the lesson plans. It is often the 
students who disrupt the teacher that become the focus, or the teacher tries to 
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ignore the behaviors and speaks over them. The disruptions get more intense 
till the teacher and student are at odds and may result in the student being sent 
out of the class.

In all that is happening in the classroom, a student like Rayna is often over-
looked. Not intentionally, as she can get her work done, and she doesn’t disrupt 
the class. Yet, she is struggling in the class and not being noticed. How can 
someone like Rayna get seen? How does someone like Rayna get support at 
the school for her needs?

This is where Rayna’s parents need to get involved. Although they may not 
understand what is going on with Rayna, they need to start communication 
with the school to understand Rayna better. Creating a good teacher–parent 
relationship is essential for the success of a child at school. It can be chal-
lenging for teachers to have the time and energy to meet every child’s needs 
in the classroom and stay in touch with every family. Yet, we know that the 
collaboration between both sides can make the job easier at home and school. 
Effective communication is one of the most important parts of the relationship 
between school and those around the child.

A teacher can gain significant insight into a student’s life because they get 
to see them in a variety of settings throughout the day. This includes them 
interacting with adults, peers, sitting in class, break times, and gym class. 
They also can see how the child processes information through their aca-
demic expectations. A teacher’s role in a child’s story is significant, and edu-
cators need to understand the impact they can have on how the story unfolds 
throughout the year. Sometimes, we rely on the knowledge of a therapist to 
help understand a child. This is also valuable, but a therapist’s experience 
will be different from that of a teacher. I will detail this in the next chapter, 
but a therapist works with a child for a very short time, potentially half an 
hour at a time. It can be once or twice a week, but more commonly once 
every two or three weeks. What a teacher has the capacity to see and do on 
a regular basis will have more impact on a child than what a therapist can 
do in half an hour. This is why a teacher’s role is so significant, and the col-
laboration between the therapist and the teacher can have a more substantial 
impact on a child.

The question comes up repeatedly: “Whose responsibility is it to help chil-
dren reach their potential?” The answer is EVERYONE. So, figuring out a way 
to tap into all the children in the classroom will make the whole class succeed.

Is this easy? Of course not.
Is it important? 100%.
Can it take some time to get to know everyone? Certainly.
Will it make it more efficient in the end? 100%.

What if I gave you a task to serve a meal to 100 people this evening, and then 
I  told you that you had five hours to prepare the space and cook the meal? 
I tasked 20 people to help you make this meal. With the time restraints, you 
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have to be very efficient in getting the tasks done. What is the first thing you 
would do? Would you tell everyone to pick something and get started, or would 
you find out what everyone is capable of and put them on tasks that match their 
abilities?

I think that for efficiency, you would choose the latter. If you spend the time 
at the beginning to understand who has cooked before, washed and cut vegeta-
bles, baked before, set tables before, and cleaned before, you could organize 
your workforce into an efficient group. The time you spend speaking with each 
person and allowing them to share their strengths or weaknesses would not 
only make it run smoothly, but you have also now recognized and validated 
their contribution to the task at hand.

Using the language we learned in the last chapter to describe this scenario, 
you had a vision for what needs to get done, and you have created goals for 
each group of students to focus on. This creates alignment and focus and keeps 
everyone on task. To ensure that people treat each other well, you could include 
a mission or values statement for your group, including treating each other 
with respect, being kind to one another, and having fun. It sets the guidelines 
for the activity and how everyone should work together.

So why don’t we often think about classrooms like this? Sometimes, I have 
heard from teachers that there isn’t time to spend getting to know each student 
and understand their needs, or that it is the role of other people within the 
school to figure out a student’s needs. Dr. Ross Greene’s definition of good 
teaching “means being responsive to the hand you’ve been dealt” (p. 182).19 
It means being fully aware of what the children in the class need and how a 
teacher can best support them.

Throughout this book, I have shared many different stories about children 
in school settings. Children who thrive in the school environment and children 
who struggle. So, what is it that makes that difference?

I believe it is the connection within the classroom. It is the connection 
between the teacher and the other students. It is the sense of belonging, love, 
and safety that is necessary for our being. If children feel that they belong, they 
can be authentically themselves, and they are supported for their needs. This is 
often when we see children soar. I have watched this with children I work with 
and with my own children, how each year can make a big difference depending 
on who is leading the class. It is the same with who leads an organization. The 
feeling you have as part of the group can make a big difference to a person’s 
sense of belonging. Creating that sense of community amongst your students 
makes everyone a valued participant, and we learn to help and recognize each 
other’s needs.

So, how do we connect all the pieces? Throughout this book, we have 
learned a lot of information that helps form a child’s story. Sharing this infor-
mation in the right way will affect how the child is portrayed and accepted. 
Even within the school environment, there can be multiple people involved 
in the well-being of the child. How we communicate about a child can define 
the relationship and how the child feels supported. It is essential to allow each 
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person to share the part of the child’s story that they have experienced and lis-
ten to the others to understand how to build an effective relationship.

School-to-Parent Relationships
The school-to-parent relationship needs to be a two-way communication. It 
should be open in both directions with the person directly in charge of the 
student, often the classroom teacher. What is happening with a child at home 
can impact what is happening with the same child at school and vice versa. If a 
parent is ill or a relative passed away, it can affect a child’s emotions at school 
during that time. Likewise, if a child was injured at school or did something 
inappropriate and was disciplined, it may affect a child’s behavior when they 
get off the bus. I recently worked with a parent who told me that the best years 
her son has had at school were when the teacher’s communication was the 
most open. This teacher would send a message to the parent to let the mom 
know when she would be away for a day. This gave the mom the ability to 
prepare her son for a change in routine. The mom would likewise send a mes-
sage to the teacher when something happened in the morning, and the teacher 
might not push the child as much during the day. With this communication, 
there were less outbursts in the class, and it made the environment better for 
everyone, including the child.

Behaviors that happen at school in the classroom may also be a sign of 
something that is bothering them or they are struggling with at school, but this 
may not be something that a child struggles with at home. A teacher needs to 
discuss this with parents or caregivers, as it can help to gain an understanding 
of what may be causing the challenges. It could be a variety of things we have 
already covered, including the physical environment, the people, or the work.

In the same way, behaviors that happen at home may not happen at school, 
but can be related. It is also essential to understand and communicate these 
findings, as it can affect what happens at home. One of my children would get 
off the bus, throw his bag on the ground, and have a meltdown at that moment. 
He would be in this state for nearly an hour after school every day. The teacher 
said that everything was fine with him at school. He played well with friends 
and was quiet in class. Yet, I believe it took all of his energy to keep that up at 
school, and he was utterly depleted when he got home and was still experienc-
ing the tension from school.

I began to learn that he could not focus in class due to the sounds in the 
classroom, and he was often lost and trying to figure out what to do. An exam-
ple in one art class was that he had to draw a red bird sitting on a stick with 
leaves on it. He drew a bird, but it was blue and was sitting on a stick with 
no leaves. Although maybe biased by his mother’s opinion, his drawing was 
amazing, but he was marked poorly on his drawing because he only followed 
half the instructions. The teacher never realized what was going on with him in 
class, because it never stood out to her. He was behind in all his subjects, but 
the response was that he was at least better than some of the other children in 
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the class. The struggles that my son began to have in school that year escalated 
into a lot of negative self-talk at home, rage against his siblings, and resistance 
to go to school or do homework. Although a teacher may not see this at school, 
they need to recognize that some of the day’s activities may be negatively 
impacting a child at home.

Within any school, teachers have a lot they must accomplish within a given 
year. It is not an easy job to keep everyone focused on moving ahead in the 
curriculum and ensuring everyone is safe throughout the day. Sometimes, so 
much focus may be on the tasks that need to get done, that it’s hard to see why 
a child might be resisting, avoiding, or withdrawing from participating. When 
the focus changes to the behavior that a child exhibits instead of the reason, 
there is a misalignment between the child and the teacher. According to the 
teacher, my son was fine because he didn’t act out, but another child in the 
class got angry and talked back when he was frustrated, so he was assessed as 
struggling more than my son. Anyone working with a child needs to maintain a 
curious mind and remember the complex stories of each child and how differ-
ent children can express their struggles in different ways.

To build the school-to-parent relationship, it is valuable to start the conver-
sation with those involved with the child, like the teacher, at the beginning of 
the school year. It should not be with just a transition team for a child; this 
should include the actual people who will be present with the child daily. 
Often, teachers will meet parents by the end of the first month of school, but 
often new transitions for children are the most difficult. Having this approach 
needs the open-mindedness of everyone involved. That way, the year can start 
positively, and the teacher is aware of some of the child’s background. Build-
ing this connection is intended to be mutually beneficial. This means that by 
sharing this information, we hope parents can help teachers at school, and 
in return, it will help at home. Communicating the child’s vision is impor-
tant as is having them understand the story of who the child is, including the 
information learned through this book. It should be less about their diagnosis 
or disability and more about their capabilities, strengths, and what they are 
striving for.

If a child is receiving or in need of extra help at school, a child will be 
assessed or monitored to see if they require the help. At this point, strategies 
should be implemented on a trial basis to see if they are helping a child. If the 
child requires help consistently, a document referred to as an individualized 
education plan, or IEP, can be made to help meet that child’s needs. It is a 
plan created for students who are having difficulty keeping up with the cur-
rent curriculum or functioning in school. It is a legally binding document that 
sets in place the child’s needs for the upcoming year. The IEP is intended to 
be a written document between the school, child, and parent. Once created, 
the school is required to uphold all that is written in it. The idea behind setting 
up an individualized plan ensures that the school will provide resources and 
accommodations for all academic, therapy, and physical learning opportunities 
and environments.
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We want to ensure that all the goals and supports listed on the IEP are aligned 
with the child’s overall vision and are appropriate for the child’s needs. It is 
intended to be specific so that it can be evaluated to ensure that the goals of the 
IEP are met. It isn’t easy to always know and understand what a child might 
need as the year progresses. Therefore, if a child is not doing well during the 
year, a meeting can be held to revise the IEP mid-year.

One concern I have about an IEP is that it is often focused on the problems 
that existed in the past. What it doesn’t always account for is creating a plan 
for encouraging a child to learn new skills to fully reach their potential. For 
example, if a child struggled with doing their testing within the time allowed, 
an accommodation could be that they are allowed extra time for all their tests. 
What is not usually included is teaching the child new ways to study, decrease 
testing anxiety, or efficiently write a test. It is focused more on the problem 
that a child faces rather than understanding how to help a child find a solution. 
For example, a scribe is more often an option on an IEP for a child who has 
difficulty writing to solve the problem of slow output, rather than teaching a 
child how to print or write.

Another example may include a modification to the curriculum so that the 
child has less work, even though it may not be the work, but rather the eye–
hand coordination to complete the work. By understanding more about who the 
child is, the goal is to create a document that works to the student’s strengths 
and doesn’t impede or prevent them from reaching their vision. An IEP should 
be a way for a child to function to their capacity in an environment that is not 
always accommodating. We need to remember when working with children 
that decisions made early in their life can change the trajectory of their future. 
We don’t want the IEP to impede their future choices or goals. We need to be 
careful that the plan we set out for a child is not for the school’s convenience 
or the adults, but is in the child’s best interest.

The IEP is the underlying document for a child, which is intended to help 
a child throughout the year. Yet, sometimes, we can get caught up in the daily 
challenges that occur and look at the quickest and easiest way to solve those 
problems. I was once shown a video on YouTube, and I was asked to watch 
and count how many times the ball was passed back and forth. Because I was 
focused on counting the passing ball, I missed the fact that a gorilla walked 
through the scene. When the video was over, and the audience was asked how 
many saw the gorilla, very few raised their hand. Sometimes, when you’re so 
focused on your task, you can often miss some of the other important informa-
tion that is going on in the background.

When the focus becomes so much on a specific issue, it can spiral into 
something that does not help either the child or the school. I met with a mom 
recently who was telling me about her child and how his behavior had become 
the focus of all of his days at school. Because of his behavior, his time at school 
was shortened. Eventually, he was only allowed to come to school for one hour 
so that they could work on him behaving in that environment. The challenge 
was that to be prepared and for the staff to be safe, they would put on special 
safety equipment so that they would not get injured if something happened. It 



Communication With the School  133

included wearing gloves, a padded vest, and sometimes a face shield. Think for 
a moment how that would make you feel as a child if the person you are trying 
to connect with is geared up with equipment that makes you feel as though 
something is significantly wrong with you. When I  heard this, it reminded 
me of a jail guard. The focus was trying to control the results and change the 
outcome without changing the cause or understanding the trigger. Remember 
a child will behave if they can, so if the environment is set up with triggers 
that already escalate the primitive response to fight or flight, you will not see 
a behavior change.

What if we took that same child and, instead of focusing on academics or 
rule following, just allowed them to do activities that get them into that “just 
right” state? This approach would enable the caregiver to begin to build that 
bond or connection with the child. When a child feels safe and connected, they 
begin to build trust. This then allows us to slowly integrate some other activi-
ties into their day.

This is why it’s important that whoever’s working with a child understands 
the child’s story. This child who was only allowed to come for one hour a day 
not only had significant sensory issues, but his mom was also going through 
some medical treatments for cancer at the time. Children have difficulty pro-
cessing when something is happening to their parents, especially if their parent 
bonds are strong. He may not be able to express this unrest, but it makes it even 
more important for the effort to be made to make him feel safe and connected 
in the school environment.

Instead, let’s look at the bigger picture, including those areas that I  have 
discussed in this book so far, to understand some of the “why” behind the 
challenges. It can help us develop a solution that is focused on the vision and 
is proactive.

Understanding the School Environment
The school environment is a complex environment. As discussed in an earlier 
chapter, it has the physical elements of the school building, classrooms, and 
furniture, but also a unique social element, with a classroom of 10–30 children 
in one space, with often hundreds of students in the building. To maintain the 
organization and order within the school, there are often strict institutional 
elements affecting policies and procedures to keep children safe. These can be 
created within the school district or even from a government or labor policy. 
One of the policies is about behavior and is often a zero-tolerance policy. This 
policy intends to ensure that the safety of both staff and students is maintained 
at all times. The challenge is that, often, it is not the behavior that is the issue; 
it is whatever is triggering the behavior that needs the focus. In Dr. Greene’s 
book The Explosive Child,22 he writes that “years of research is crystal clear 
on two points: zero tolerance policies have made things worse, not better; and 
standard school disciplinary practices generally aren’t effective for the stu-
dents to who they are most frequently applied” (p. 228). Recall the idea that 
a child would control their behavior if they could, so disciplining someone 
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without understanding what got them to that point will not necessarily change 
the future outcomes.

With 30 children and their watching eyes in the classroom, how a behavior is 
dealt with can be used to set an example to others as to what will be tolerated at 
this school. In some ways, using that method instills fear in the other children 
about what may happen if they do something similar. This should not be the 
intention of the choice of discipline. If you take anything away from this book, 
it should be that each person has their own story and deserves to be heard and 
understood. It is not to make an excuse, but instead a guide for the most effec-
tive way to help a child change their outward expression of an internal struggle.

Think about the boy who was only allowed to come to school for an hour 
at a time. He struggled with so many challenges at home with his mom, he 
was coming to school with his engine already revving at high, and anything 
would push him to his limit. The overwhelm of the sensory experience in the 
classroom, combined with his inability to hear and follow instructions, made 
him act out. Using his behavior and the response to it as a demonstration to 
others of what would be tolerated did not consider all of the other things he 
was experiencing.

So how do you navigate the world of policies and procedures? First, we can 
agree that they are set in place for the health and safety of those involved in an 
organization.

The key would be to try to identify the smaller signs of a child being stressed 
that precede any significant behavioral outburst. It is important to take the time 
to see these signs and understand what is affecting the child. Then you support 
them, create the appropriate outlets for the stress, and then work with them to 
learn how to self-regulate. This type of approach needs to be encouraged by the 
school’s leadership, the board, and the governing organizations.

When there is a collective belief that children would do well if they could 
and that we should react not to the outward displays, but with a more profound 
curiosity about why this behavior is happening, we will begin to see a dramatic 
change. In a school board near me, the mission statement reads: “We educate 
and nurture hope in all learners to realize their full potential to transform the 
world.” If we focus on this mission, we can ask ourselves: “Are we doing all 
we can to nurture hope in ALL learners,” or “Are we helping ALL learners 
realize their full potential?”

It brings us back to creating that positive parent–school relationship and 
creating a supportive network of people around the child to help them navigate 
this ever-changing world. This can include the children within the classroom. 
Each child deserves to feel that they are part of a group. It should not be just 
the children who act out or require extra help that should get the attention. If 
you create an environment where children are encouraged to look out for one 
another and care for each other, regardless of their differences, it makes this an 
inclusive environment.

Just like my mother-in-law who created a classroom family and spent the 
time valuing each child for what they individually contributed to the class-
room, each child felt special and that they belonged. Together, the class created 
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a mission statement that they could live by and hold each other accountable. 
They had family meetings where everyone had the opportunity to share their 
story, including if someone was unkind to them. They learned how to commu-
nicate from how it made them feel instead of blaming and shaming someone. 
She was not leading the family; she guided them and encouraged them to find 
solutions and strategies. There is a big difference when you are told to do some-
thing versus problem solving together. As a teacher, she was working within 
the policies, but her goal was to be proactive rather than reactive. If the school 
leadership focuses on creating an environment within the school, that would 
do the same; it could make a significant impact on the behaviors of students.

Being an Effective Communicator: Providing the Right 
Information
In Chapter 11, I discussed collaboration with others and setting up a business 
plan. Using the collaborative approach within the school setting means that peo-
ple are coming together as equals to plan and problem solve how to best help a 
child and create this plan. This includes the process of creating the guiding doc-
uments such as the IEP. Some people may have some increased education and 
insight into the child based on their background, but each person, including the 
parents, is an equal voice at the table. As a participant in this communication, it 
is important to share information based on facts and not opinions or emotions. 
This includes sharing the parts of a child’s story that impact their experience at 
school. Using words that describe the positives or proactive choices for a child 
will be more effective than describing situations that didn’t work.

Here are a few examples of statements to use:

Child’s name wants to be ___________ when they grow up.
They love to talk about_________________
They feel most connected to a group when __________ (love 

language)
They respond better to _________________(concrete or abstract 

language)
They ______________(thrive/struggle) with routine.
They feel overwhelmed when __________________(sensory 

avoiding)
They use ______________to help them to get calm (calming 

behaviors)
The behavior you may see when they are overwhelmed is ___________
The strategies that have been affective to help are _________________
They also have _________________going on in their life. (any other 

social or emotional elements)
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By sharing information as clear and concise as these questions, you can 
effectively set a child up for greater success, as this information can then be 
filtered into their IEP. This information does not include their academic level 
or learning potential, but it will create the setting that will hopefully decrease 
their stressors and increase their body’s readiness to learn.

If you don’t know the answers to some of these questions, then you don’t 
know enough of the story to help the child. You can gain this information 
through the family or caregivers or through therapy evaluations or previous 
teachers. This information should be shared with all those around the child so 
that we are all working towards unlocking this child’s potential.

Being an Effective Listener and Asking the Right 
Questions
Being an effective listener is also very important in the school–parent rela-
tionship. Sitting in a room with all those involved in the care of a child can 
be overwhelming. Everyone at the table should be given their opportunity to 
speak. Often, there may be as many perspectives on the child’s story as there 
are people in the room. When someone shares their opinion, we need to ensure 
that it is based on facts and not emotions. Is it true, and does it have facts to 
back it up?

Even with my own four children, I  have heard stories from other people 
about things my children have done or said that even surprised me. Sometimes 
the comfort of the environment that they’re in may not allow others to see cer-
tain sides of them. Remember my child who would be so overwhelmed after 
school? The teacher never saw that side of him, but it didn’t mean it didn’t 
exist. Therefore, there is value in hearing how a child will react in different 
environments from everyone at the table. Consider these clues to figuring out 
more about what makes a child thrive and what to avoid.

If someone around the table or someone working with a child shares infor-
mation or a story about a child, it is important to ask the questions to under-
stand what was happening to understand the whole story. If it is related to a 
behavior, you can ask:

What was happening just before the behavior occurred?
What happened earlier in the day?
What was the environment like? Was it loud, quiet, busy, disorganized?
How did the person in charge at the time respond to the behavior?
Did this make the behavior escalate or deescalate?

Let me go back to the story I told about a boy named Carter, who struggled with 
anxiety and was called out by his music teacher for forgetting his instrument. 
He knew he forgot his instrument and was embarrassed, and his body went 
into a reaction that he was struggling to control. To compensate for this, he put 
his head down on his desk. His teacher’s repeated questioning and requiring 
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him to look up at her only aggravated the situation. She interpreted this as 
disrespectful. Yet, she didn’t know that Carter struggled with anxiety and his 
behavior was how he had learned to try to self-regulate. When she spoke to 
the mother and learned the story, the questions about the situation made more 
sense to her. It comes down to perspective. We see what we have in front of us 
unless we understand someone’s story. Understanding the why behind a behav-
ior can open doors into how to best support and motivate a child to succeed.

Advocating for Your Child and Expecting the Best 
Outcome
In advocating for a child, start by believing that everyone is doing the best they 
can with the support and resources that they have. Understand that each person 
you meet will have their own story, history, experience, and expectations. As 
a parent, or caregiver, or advocate, always start the conversation by setting 
expectations and ground rules for a meeting. This can be valuable in any meet-
ing that you are attending. Expectations are focused on what the meeting was 
called for and what we hope to walk out of the meeting with. It keeps everyone 
on track and focused. For example, if a child exhibits significant behaviors at 
school, a meeting for this child, which should include input from this child, 
would have the expectation that we are developing a plan that is going to help 
the child to safely and effectively develop strategies to help them continue to 
work towards their future vision. The focus should not just be on stopping the 
behavior; it should be about building the skills to navigate this and any future 
challenges.

By creating these expectations for the meeting, understanding how to com-
municate effectively, and listening, you are advocating for the child, with the 
expectation that we are all striving for the best outcome.

In the next chapter, I will discuss how working with health care providers 
can differ and how to navigate the world of specialists as it relates to a child’s 
unfolding story.

Chapter Reflections
1.	 Why is it important to have open communication between home and 

school?
2.	 How can behaviors at home affect school?
3.	 Why can parents see behaviors at home that don’t happen at school?
4.	 What elements of the school environment may affect a child?
5.	 Why is it important to provide the right information to the school?
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13	� Communication With 
Health Care Providers

When children are struggling at school or home, it can create concern for par-
ents, caregivers, the school, and the child. To learn how to best support a child, 
other health care providers are often brought in to discuss the child’s needs. 
Health care providers, such as doctors, specialists, and therapists, can signifi-
cantly impact the child’s unfolding storyline. Each person a child sees may 
have some insights into a specific area that a child may be struggling with. This 
will be based on their area of expertise. If you remember back in Chapter 2 
when different professions were discussed, each profession has their own focus 
or their own lens through which they will look at a situation. This is why find-
ing the right professional for the needs is essential. You wouldn’t want to ask a 
car mechanic to check your vision, nor would you want your massage therapist 
to fix your car. You want the most qualified person in that area to answer your 
questions. In the same way, if you take your car to the mechanic because it is 
not braking very well, you would expect that they will consider all parts of the 
car required to brake, not just look at the brake pads.

By reading to this point in the book, you should now understand how impor-
tant it is to see a child’s complete story. All the pieces are intertwined into the 
bigger picture. It is similar to how every part of our body is connected. You 
can’t separate the hand from the arm or the eyes from the face. Therefore, the 
information that we learn about one piece of the body may significantly impact 
another part of the body. The whole of each part’s purpose and function in the 
body is greater than their individual properties. This means that the ear alone 
is not useful or valuable unless connected to the brain in order to identify the 
sound it receives or signal the body’s sense of movement in relation to gravity.

Each system within the body also does not work in isolation. The food that 
we eat affects our brain and how we think, act, and feel. Moving our body can 
change the way we feel and help us increase our focus. Enough sleep is also 
required for our body to function effectively.

Think about the last time you missed a night of sleep. How did you feel 
the next day?

Think about how you felt sitting on the couch watching television versus 
going for a walk.

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003166405-13
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If we know the whole body interacts together to function effectively, how 
can we create this unity between all the professions to understand one profes-
sion’s impact on another. How do we align the information so that it works 
together in the best interest of the child? It comes down to understanding and 
communication.

A very common evaluation of a child’s ability to function at school is 
through a psycho-educational assessment. This assessment is often performed 
by a psychologist. One child I was working with struggles with bright lights 
and noises. It is in this environment that he has difficulty focusing, staying 
on task, and controlling his behavior. He was referred to do some testing to 
determine where he struggles. The challenge is that this testing takes place in a 
small room or office with only one person present. The room is quiet and calm. 
What this psychologist saw and experienced in this evaluation was a child who 
was able to stay focused and engaged. What was not in the evaluation was the 
fact that there was an absence of all the sensory triggers that overwhelm him. 
In essence, this was the best environment for his learning, but it is the most 
unrealistic in the school environment. The results from this evaluation did not 
fully detail how the environment might change the results. So, if the school 
focuses on the results of the test, without considering the environment, it is not 
taking into account the whole picture.

We need to remember that no specialist or health care provider has a magic 
key that can unlock the mysteries of a child, but they may have some insight 
into strategies to help understand a child and how to work towards their vision. 
So, how do you find the right person, and how do we communicate with this 
person?

Finding the Right Provider for a Child’s Needs
To know what help a child needs, we must first identify what area a child is 
struggling with. Children may not understand how they are struggling because 
they don’t know how other people are experiencing the world. If you have 
ever needed glasses in the past, you may not have realized that you were see-
ing blurry images or what clear vision was, until the optometrist put the lenses 
in front of your eyes that gave you clear vision. We can’t ask a child why they 
didn’t tell us sooner about something they are experiencing because they may 
not know what life is like without it. For example, a child with anxiety about 
taking tests may assume that everyone gets that way when they take a test. We 
don’t know the difference until we learn the difference.

So, if a child is feeling overwhelmed and you are unsure what the concerns 
are or if there are global concerns, meaning in multiple areas, an assessment 
that looks at all aspects of a child can narrow down the focus. An example 
would be in occupational therapy, where the evaluation is broader and con-
tains multiple parts that help understand the child’s abilities regarding the 
skills required for learning. A psychologist will often also do a global assess-
ment, referred to as a psycho-educational assessment as described earlier. This 
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testing is to determine the academic and cognitive challenges that a child may 
have. If more specific needs are identified, a referral would often be recom-
mended to someone specializing in that area. If you are seeking information 
off the World Wide Web, ensure that the information is coming from reputable 
sources such as universities, hospitals, and health organizations.

Not all specialists have the same abilities. It is essential when trying to find 
the right provider to understand what they offer. For example, if a child is 
struggling in class with following instructions, it would be recommended for 
the child to get their hearing checked to make sure that they are able to receive 
the sound. All audiologists are trained to test hearing, but not all audiologists 
would do the test for central auditory processing. The difference is that one will 
ensure that they can hear in both ears, which is important, but if they are hav-
ing difficulties comprehending language, you would want to make sure that the 
audiologist can also assess how the brain receives the information.

This is where the referral or recommendation for a child to see a provider 
needs to contain the information that is pertinent to the child. When a pro-
vider understands why they are seeing the child, they often focus their attention 
towards the areas the child is struggling in.

In my initial assessments as an occupational therapist, I  always assess a 
child’s ability to visually recognize and see objects and words both near and 
far. If I notice a discrepancy, I recommend that the parents or caregivers take 
the child to see an optometrist to rule out any vision concerns. If a parent 
takes a child for a regular eye exam, it may come back as normal vision. Over 
the years, I have learned that it is very important for the optometrist to know 
some of your child’s story: for example, sharing about the child’s struggles, 
especially as they relate to the visual system. If a child struggles with reading, 
getting very exhausted by the end of the day, rubbing their eyes, and irritable, 
there may be more going on with the child’s vision than just their ability to 
focus. A child may have 20/20 vision, which is considered normal, but may 
struggle with the eyes focusing at different rates, known as binocular vision, 
and that difference in time can make a big impact. It can be significant when 
children are trying to read or maintain their focus on their school work. If the 
muscles need to work extra hard to focus, they will be exhausted at the end of 
the day, which may make the child irritable. Do you see how the information 
made a difference to what the optometrist looked for when testing?

Navigating the world of specialists can be challenging for all those involved 
with a child’s care, from researching which specialist is right for your child to 
getting a referral and then waiting for an appointment. In some places, referrals 
can take months to years, which can feel too long in the timeline of a child’s 
life.

To see some of the specialized providers, there is often a referral process 
either from the school or through a family doctor. The information passed from 
one party to another may or may not include important information that can 
affect how a provider assesses a child. Communication is so important and can 
come down to mere words that can make a world of difference.
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In developing my therapy business, I  reached out to government officials 
about connecting to discuss the feasibility of partnering with them in some 
countrywide opportunities. They agreed to meet with me in person and had set 
up a meeting for the following week. They said the meeting would be down-
town and asked if I could make it. I  live quite far from downtown Toronto, 
our closest major city, but I was heading there for an appointment with my 
son. I thought if they could meet me close to the same time, I could arrange 
someone to watch my son. The meeting was confirmed, and the address was 
given, which was on Queen Street. I prepared for the meeting, gathered all my 
resources, and was ready to meet with them. When the day came, my son and 
I headed downtown. I even coordinated to have my father-in-law, who works 
downtown, meet me close to my meeting, so he could have lunch with my son 
and I could go alone. When the time came, I couldn’t find the exact address and 
began to panic. Queen Street is a large street in Toronto, so I walked up and 
down, but all I could find at that address was a restaurant, and I knew I was 
meeting at an office on the third floor.

When I called to ask them to clarify the directions, she said it was close to 
the river. Now Toronto is not on a river, but on a lake, so I was confused. When 
I asked her what city she was in, she said Ottawa. For those who don’t know 
Canada, Ottawa is five hours from Toronto and is another major city. It also 
has a downtown and a Queen Street. What fascinated me is that we never once 
clarified in what city we would be meeting in all the conversations leading up 
to the meeting. It was one word that made a world of difference.

This example emphasizes that clear communication is vital when it comes 
to information needed. One word can make an enormous difference in the out-
come of a situation. Even letters can make a difference. If a child was referred 
for therapy or to a hearing clinic because they were hyposensitive to noises 
versus hypersensitive, the treatment expectations would differ—hypo meaning 
not sensitive to noises and hyper meaning oversensitive to noises.

Have you had a conversation with someone, only to discover you were 
discussing two different topics?

This has happened in occupational therapy, as we are often referred to as OTs. 
In the school board, OT is also the short form for occasional teacher. When 
I would meet with a teacher or be in the staff room during lunch and tell them 
I was an OT, they would start talking to me like I was an occasional teacher 
asking questions about the class I was covering, not realizing I was a therapist.

If I had introduced myself as an occupational therapist, the teacher would 
have known my background. Because I wasn’t clear, it led to the confusion. 
Similarly, the clarity in our conversations is vital to finding the right practition-
ers for a child. Sharing information that is valuable can change the relationship 
of those they meet. So how do we communicate with health care practitioners 
or referral sources to understand the child’s story and what the concerns are in 
the most effective way? What is the necessary and essential information?
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Providing the Right Information
The relationship that each provider will have with the child is often very dif-
ferent from that of a teacher. A teacher spends most of the day with a student 
throughout an entire school year. They often see the child in multiple situa-
tions, such as with peers, during tests, physical education, and learning new 
materials. In most instances, a specialist spends only a very short time with a 
child. Other than a few specialists who complete a full assessment that may 
take a few hours, for many, it only takes a few minutes. Some therapists may 
also provide treatment and will spend more time with a child, but this is still 
short compared to the time spent at school and home. On average, an occu-
pational therapist may see a child once per week or once every two to three 
weeks. Even the time that an occupational therapist spends with a child will not 
be enough to make a significant impact on its own. The information we learn 
about a child and recommendations for a child need to be incorporated into the 
bigger picture.

Therefore, it is the collaboration between the health care providers and the 
parents and teachers that will make the most impact for a student. It is also 
valuable to get feedback and information from the teacher, parent, or guardian. 
Their understanding and experience with a child will be different from what 
a provider will see or experience. For recommendations that are coming from 
the school or parent to the health care provider, the referral information needs 
to be clear and the right information provided.

Jamie was the mom of a daughter named Savannah. Savannah struggled 
at school, had difficulty focusing, exhibited outwardly aggressive behaviors 
towards teachers, and had difficulty sleeping. She was always in trouble at 
school, and no matter what the teachers tried, it would still become a fight. She 
was known in the school as one of the behavioral kids. The challenge was that 
nobody would ever see past her behaviors to understand what truly made her 
who she was. Her frequent visits to the principal’s office forced her parents to 
reach out to their family doctor for help.

The family doctor recommended that a psychologist see her for a psycho-
educational evaluation. This evaluation showed that Savannah was very strong 
in many academic areas. She did have trouble with attention and focus, and it 
was noticed that she had difficulty with rules, as they would make her feel that 
she needed to resist, which often put her in the fight mode. This evaluation 
was comprehensive, and they spent quite a bit of time with the child. From 
what was found in the assessment, the psychologist determined that Savannah 
would benefit from seeing a psychiatrist in regard to the medication recom-
mended to help her with some of her diagnoses.

Throughout this, Jamie had always mentioned that her daughter behaved 
differently when she slept better, but part of her issue was that she had difficul-
ties getting to sleep at night. The psychologist said that the psychiatrist would 
be the best person to talk about that. When Jamie went to the psychiatrist 
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with Savannah, the challenge was that the psychiatrist already had the report 
from the psychologist, which gave him all the information that he thought he 
needed. From this report, he recommended a specific type of medication and 
left no time to get more of the parent’s story.

After starting the course of drugs, one of the side effects was that it would 
also affect sleep. It created more problems for Savannah in terms of her 
fatigue, not being able to settle, and it affected the rest of the family’s ability 
to sleep. When Jamie tried to reach out to the doctor, his concern was more 
on the medication and if it was effective for helping Savannah with her focus 
and attention. There is a lot more to medicine and weighing the risk and 
benefits that we are not focused on in this book, as this can be complex. The 
purpose of this story is that the mother’s concern was more on the frustra-
tion of not getting across how much they were struggling at home with the 
lack of sleep.

Like other parents, this caused Jamie to look into helping her child sleep bet-
ter by approaching other professionals. Savannah had sleep studies and went 
to see a naturopath, homeopath, and massage therapist. The struggle was that 
none of these were effective because of the side effect of the medicine, which 
Savannah was still taking.

The mom became frustrated because she was trying to piece all the issues 
together without fully knowing how they interacted with each other. She felt 
like no one was listening to her and that no one was helping her get to the 
source of the issues with her daughter.

So, how can a parent communicate with professionals so that they can under-
stand what the provider is thinking and also feel that they expressed the right 
information to the professional concerning their child? How do you effectively 
provide this information?

Start with ensuring that all those involved with the child are focused on the 
same concerns.

Child’s name is working towards becoming a ______________
They are very strong at ________________skills
They are having difficulties with __________________________

(specific struggles)
This is affecting them by_____________________ (behavior that is 

displayed)
They thrive in _____________________environment
They struggle in _________________________environment
We are looking for strategies to_________________________ (goal 

from visit)
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This is why it is valuable to set expectations for an appointment. Creat-
ing a document like this and expressing goals keeps everyone focused on the 
concerns. This can even be sent in a short letter to the provider before a first 
visit. It will give the provider a chance to review the information before an 
appointment and understand the concerns. If the provider can’t offer answers 
on strategies or recommendations, they may be able to recommend the next 
steps for the child.

When I work with parents, I often have them create a more complex docu-
ment that includes all the information that they have learned about their child, 
as outlined in this book. These questions were highlighted in the last chapter 
for consideration when communicating with the school. The parents can high-
light their child’s sensory needs, love language, learning needs, the behaviors 
that their child will display when they are overwhelmed, and what it looks like 
when they are trying to self-regulate. The goal is to empower parents with the 
knowledge and words to explain their child to others involved in their care. 
When you empower someone with knowledge, it increases their confidence 
in making changes and being involved in the care. It is never a finalized docu-
ment; it is a working document that will change over time. What it has created 
is a way to share a child’s unfolding story with others.

Being an Effective Listener and Asking the Right 
Questions
Each health care provider is there to help navigate and provide strategies to 
help a child. The information they provide based on their perspectives or lens 
should be geared to the child’s best options at that moment. The communication 
from each provider in regard to a child should be given at a level that all of the 
people involved can understand. In the same way, rationale and options need 
to be outlined clearly to those involved. It is about informing, especially those 
responsible for the child, about all aspects pertaining to a recommendation.

In our story earlier, Savannah was started on a medication to help her with 
her focus and attention. The specialist who recommended that medication 
should have been clear on why he chose that medication and outlined both 
the risks and benefits and alternate options. It would have allowed her mom to 
make an informed decision knowing the other options that exist. Having this 
open discussion creates a more collaborative approach because it will enable 
people to understand their options and have some say in the decision. Part of 
the discussion should have also been on the risk and benefits of the medica-
tion’s side effects regarding sleep. Treating one aspect of a child’s life and not 
looking at how it will affect the rest of the person is similar to treating the foot 
separate from the leg.

Part of the treatment rationale from providers needs to consider the capacity 
of the parent or caregiver. Many treatment recommendations involve the coop-
eration and collaboration of those involved with the child. If this is not within 
their current ability, then alternate options need to be concerned.
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Likewise, if there is a financial requirement for a recommendation, we need 
to be aware of the family’s financial abilities. It may be the best option for the 
child, but it may not be reasonable or financially feasible. We then need to 
inform them of all the options so that the parent/caregiver can make their own 
decision. This may include providing information and resources for services 
that can help them financially.

Health care providers need to understand and evaluate each person individu-
ally, as each person’s and family’s story will be different. The information that 
providers give to parents also needs to be clear and concise. I recommend to 
parents or guardians that they receive rationale behind any treatment decision 
to understand each decision’s breadth and depth. If a provider is not clear in 
their communication, I have highlighted some key questions a provider could 
be asked to ensure that information is communicated clearly to answer what a 
parent hopes to hear from a provider:

Based on the findings _________________________ from our 
discussion,

I recommend_______________________
This the best option because_______________________
The side effects or risks include ____________________
Alternate options would be _________________________
They are different because __________________________
This will affect the child in the future by ________________________
Is this a reasonable option?
Are there any questions?

Health care providers also need to remember that they may not be the only 
person involved in this child’s care. If a parent has gone to an optometrist 
who has recommended vision therapy, then went to a psychologist who recom-
mends group therapy, and the physiotherapist recommends one-on-one therapy 
sessions, this may be a lot for the parents to decide what is best for their child. 
How does another treatment fit into this, and what takes priority over another if 
a parent has to choose? Within all the options, we need to make sure that each 
person contributing is effectively working towards the same goals for the child.

In navigating the world of health care providers, I have heard parents refer 
to it like a job on its own, and they can find appointments disruptive to children 
who thrive on structure and routine. Parents also say that their children act dif-
ferently with the providers, and it is not an accurate picture of what everyday 
life is like. With my children, having different appointments for the four of 
them is nearly impossible to schedule. When a specialist only sees a snapshot 
of a child’s life, they may not fully grasp the entire picture. It really does take 
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some time to truly understand a child and all that makes up a child and how 
they navigate and react to different situations.

Advocating for a Child and Expecting the Best Outcome
In advocating for a child, just like discussing a child at school in Chapter 12, 
start by believing that everyone is doing what they think is best for the child. 
They are doing this from their professional perspective or lens. Yet, we need to 
remember that every person whom a child meets or works with is still human 
and has their own story, history, experience, and expectations.

As a parent, or caregiver, or advocate, always start any conversation with a 
specialist by setting expectations for a meeting as we discussed earlier. Even 
if the meeting is with one specialist, it ensures the expectations are focused on 
what the meeting was called for and what information we hope to know when 
we leave the meeting. It keeps everyone on track and focused. By creating 
these expectations for the meeting, understanding how to communicate effec-
tively, and listening, you are advocating for the child, with the expectation that 
we are all striving for the best outcome. For example, if you book an appoint-
ment for a child’s vision and you want to know about their binocular vision, 
make sure to include that when you are booking, in case it requires more time. 
Then once a child is in the appointment, start the conversation by stating why 
you are there. Explain the challenges your child is experiencing and what you 
hope to discover.

When advocating, you want to make sure that all the information received is 
clear, and if it is not, return to the questions in the previous section on how to 
listen effectively. Never assume that someone understands the child or views 
the child in the same way. Clearly communicate what the child’s story is so that 
everyone is working from the same information. The choices made for a child 
when they are young can significantly impact their future. We need to remem-
ber not to get stuck in this moment and get through tomorrow; we are helping 
them build the skills that will help them navigate their future.

It brings us back to the discussion in Chapter 11 on creating a vision for a 
child. By setting the vision, each time we meet with different professionals and 
advocate for a child, we need to ensure that we are still working towards that 
vision. Do the recommendations align with the child’s mission, or does it have 
negative impacts? If the recommendation for a child is to go to group therapy 
to work on behavioral skills, but the child is not comfortable in groups, it may 
cause more anxiety and stress than good. It may be better to choose another 
available option that does not increase the anxiety and stress as a starting point.

Then, within the vision, you have long-term goals and short-term goals. If 
the short-term goals are to add medication to help a child like Savannah, what 
is the long-term goal? Understand how this plan is going to be monitored and 
what the intention of this choice of treatment is.

Remember that no one has a magic pill that changes the way a child acts, 
thinks, or learns. If someone is offering this, run far away. In most cases, each 
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person working with children is passionate about the knowledge and insights 
they have learned about their area of expertise and how it can help a child. The 
goals should be aligned with the child’s needs and meeting the child where 
they are—not trying to meet the world’s needs around them. Navigating all 
of the specialists and health care providers can feel overwhelming for every-
one. With the number of people who have a different perspective on the child, 
you need to make sure that they are taking into account the whole person and 
ensure that their recommendations align with the overall vision. Each child is 
unique, and we should be helping them to reach their greatest potential.

Chapter Reflection
1.	 What is different about working with health care providers than with the 

school?
2.	 Why is it important to find the right provider for a child’s needs?
3.	 Why is it important to be clear in our communication?
4.	 Why is it valuable to set expectations for a meeting upfront?
5.	 Why is it important to advocate and expect the best outcome?
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14	� Conclusion

The information I covered in this book is only the starting point of all the dif-
ferent aspects of a child. The goal of this book is to help everyone around a 
child to understand that there is more to a child than what we see on the out-
side. It is about changing our focus and modifying the way we see the world. 
Instead of seeing only the flower’s petals for its color and beauty, by changing 
the focus, we can see what else the flower needs to survive. We can see the soil 
that is holding the roots, the stem that is transporting the water, the leaves that 
are processing the sunlight, and we can see the environment that it is growing 
in. It is hard to take our eyes off the colors of the flower, but that part of the 
flower wouldn’t exist without the other parts, and each flower is unique and 
beautiful. Children are like flowers. We see the outward appearance, yet there 
are so many parts that need to work together for the child to reach their greatest 
potential. The most important is a supportive environment that will make the 
flower flourish.

Working with children is one of the most rewarding yet challenging profes-
sions. It is amazing to watch a child learn and explore the world. Yet, when 
something is bothering them, it can be hard as parents, therapists, and caregiv-
ers to figure out exactly what or why something is creating that experience 
for them. This is where it can feel challenging. It often takes patience and 
curiosity to spend the time discovering a child’s story and what makes them 
who they are.

When you start to understand parts of a child’s story, you can see the beauty 
within them. You can see how a child can light up the world. Understand-
ing and communicating a child’s story takes time, but it will have exponential 
returns, and as a child continues to grow and develop, so does their story. They 
begin to learn more about themselves and the world around them, just as we 
did while we were growing up.

As you have read through this book, I hope that you have recognized that 
you have your own story as well. We each do. It is not just for children. It is 
our unrepeatable story. Meaning no one’s life will ever be the same as ours, 
and this our one story. Even writing this book, I realized how many events and 
memories have changed the trajectory of my life. Good or not-so-good experi-
ences alike have made us who we are. We can’t change the past, but we can 
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learn from it, and we can create a better future. Every story is a story worth 
telling.

Remember the Beginning
If you are reading this and trying to think about where you can start going 
through this process with a child, start at the beginning.

Remember that a child wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for the people who cre-
ated them. The first step is to understand who is raising the child and what their 
story is. Much of a child’s world is influenced by the environment they are 
growing up in. Often, when we are looking at a child, we forget that they are 
the product of other beings. It includes their genetic makeup, which includes 
some factors that children are predisposed to. Understanding this can give us 
valuable information. A child brought up in different cultures, ethnicities, and 
economic statuses may have different views and experiences of the world. 
What a child or caregiver has seen or experienced may be beyond our imagina-
tion. We cannot assume that all children are raised in the same manner. There-
fore, it is vital to start with understanding who is raising the child.

When we understand who the caregivers are, we need to check in with them 
if we notice something has changed with a child. This is the first place we 
should touch base, as we know that having changes at home can impact a child 
outside of the home. I  worked with a child who was always energetic and 
happy for therapy sessions. During one of our sessions, I noticed that she was 
super quiet and not really engaged. After a few minutes of working together, 
she said she was really sad today. Her grandmother had passed away. She was 
not close with her grandmother, but she said it made her sad because her mom 
was really sad and had been crying all night. Sometimes, although children 
may not understand all that goes on in the adult’s world, they can feel the 
stress, anxiety, and sadness. I changed our therapy session that day to find joy 
and happiness and give her some space. We made a card for her mom, giving 
the child a way to feel like she was doing something to help her mom not be 
so sad.

We need to recognize that big or small events can affect a child each day. 
They are human beings just like us, and it is important to check in with the 
child or the parents to find out if something has changed.

Think About What Makes a Child Unique
Each child is unique in how they look, act, and experience the world. Their 
reactions will continue to change as a child grows and develops; both their 
body and abilities will change.

Start by recognizing and acknowledging a child’s physical differences, as 
this will give us key information. We need to go beyond looking at physical 
differences or physical disabilities and focus on a child’s abilities. A child lack-
ing fingers may be a fantastic artist, as a child lacking legs may be a fast runner. 
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When we focus on a child’s abilities, we change the focus from what they can’t 
do to what they can accomplish. It is like giving a child wings and watching 
them fly. Often children given the proper support and conditions can do amaz-
ing things. Think about Nic Vujicic, who was born without arms or legs. Many 
would doubt his capabilities as a child, but he is inspiring people all around the 
world by his abilities.8

Each step beyond this point delves deeper and deeper into discovering how 
a child experiences the world through their senses. Watch how a child engages 
in their environment. Listen to stories from those around them, and ask ques-
tions about when the child is the happiest and most engaged. Then do the same, 
including observing to see trends of when a child disengages or misbehaves. 
Ensure that you activate all of your senses in the discovery, including what 
we touch, see, taste, smell, hear, and the way we move about the world. to 
understand our body’s position against gravity or our body’s relation to itself. 
We also need to know how aware a child is to their body’s own ability to signal 
when they need to go to the washroom or when they are hungry. The informa-
tion you collect from all your observations will be key information to set up the 
right environment that includes eliminating stressors, creating a calming space, 
and giving clues to understand their behaviors.

By going through the process described earlier, while you watch and engage 
with a child, you can recognize how a child processes information. Remember 
that children hear and understand the information in different ways. The same 
sentence may take on very different meanings to other children. Even the direc-
tions such as clean your room can take on different meanings. Even amongst 
my four children, I get four different results. We often forget about the words 
we use and the definitions they may have. We forget that what we know may 
not be understood by others. To some, it may sound like we are speaking a 
foreign language. Try different ways of saying the same command and observe 
the difference. See how many steps or instructions a child can remember. What 
you will learn from this can affect a child’s school environment and how they 
engage in class and classwork.

Similarly, how children retain information is relative to what a child has 
experienced or understands. I notice this the most when I work with young 
children learning how to print. The formation of the alphabet letters is not 
innate and needs to be taught for kids to learn it. Children would often do better 
with letters if they were related to games or activities they knew. The letter “e” 
starts by hitting the baseball and running the bases. The letter “j” is like the 
hook on a fishing rod. The letter “i” looks like a candle. We learn best when we 
can connect to anchors in our brain from pre-existing knowledge.

Similarly, children may struggle with writing a story about a horse, but will 
be able to write a whole page on dinosaurs. The stronger the links in our brain, 
the easier it is for us to find the information to create a story, which is also true 
when it comes to motivation to learn. If you were told you needed to learn 
how a lawnmower works, but you have no interest in this topic, you will not 
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be interested or motivated to learn. If we can connect value and meaning to the 
purpose, we can increase motivation. If a child is frustrated in learning, con-
nect them to a topic of interest and see if it changes their abilities.

As children continue to grow and change, we need to continuously re-
evaluate all these factors to see how they have changed and how it impacts a 
child’s engagement.

Set Up the Environment for Success
Once you have the information about their sensory and learning needs, the 
next step is to set up the environment to meet their needs. The environment 
can significantly impact how a child engages based on all the information you 
collected. Like we reviewed in this book, the environment is more complex 
than just the physical space, but the physical space is a good place to start. 
Setting up the physical space to be conducive to a child’s needs and creat-
ing accommodations or modifications when necessary can set a child up for 
success.

Allowing a child to put on headphones in a noisy room during work time 
may be enough to allow a child to find a sense of calm in an otherwise loud 
environment. Creating a space in their bedroom or at the back of the class-
room for a child to go to if they feel overwhelmed will help them relax their 
body and mind. Allowing a child to play with fidgets or chew gum in class 
can increase their focus and allow them that release of extra energy. These are 
only examples, but they highlight that, sometimes, the changes are only small, 
but when you know what they are targeted at, they can make a significant 
difference.

In the same way, be aware of the social environment and how a child con-
nects with others. How do they relate to others at home? Recognize the other 
children in the room. What needs do they have? How does the child relate 
to the teacher, support staff, or principal? A child who is being bullied by a 
classmate may engage differently when that child is present than when that 
child is away. A child may fear the principal, which may keep their behavior in 
check, only to have their behavior explode as soon as they leave school. It is 
the people a child associates with who can impact their feeling of belonging. In 
this book, we discussed a child’s love language—understanding that we may 
receive love from others in very different ways. Receiving love impacts our 
sense of belonging, which is an innate need for all human beings.11 If a child 
feels most loved when someone says kind words about them, yet at school the 
teacher doesn’t want to highlight individual children, this may cause a child to 
feel that they don’t belong. To feel valued for who you are and to be able to be 
your authentic self should not only be encouraged, but it should be expected to 
make this world a better place.

Imagine a world that is judgment free and recognizes and values people’s 
uniqueness. Oh, what a world that would be!
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What the Behaviors Are Trying to Tell Us
When behaviors do arise, and they often do, think of them more like the warn-
ing mechanism telling us that something isn’t right. In a children’s movie, this 
was once depicted as little warning lights going off inside our brain. When we 
can understand how children experience the world through their senses and 
how they learn, it takes on a new perspective of how and why they behave. 
Behaviors are an outward display of an internal struggle. It can often be con-
fused by others as purposeful actions, and if we respond to what we see, we 
are not focused on the cause of the actions. Instead, we should use these dis-
plays as signs that we may need to re-evaluate how the child is processing the 
environment. Has something changed? What was the trigger? Did something 
happen at home?

Remember that behaviors can result from various stressors. The key is to 
figure out the stressors, try to eliminate or separate from the stressors, and 
then learn how to calm our bodies in relation to the stressors.20 A child may 
get angry at a parent or teacher when asked to do an activity or task. Yet, if we 
focus on the idea that every child would do well if they could, we can change 
our mindset to believe that there is something about the activity or task that 
the child feels they do not have the ability to complete. It may not be the entire 
task; it could even be the sense of overwhelm of where to begin. To ask a child 
to write a story can seem like a big task to them, but you could start with the 
task of picking a topic, which is the first step to writing a story. The second step 
would be to brainstorm some ideas for the topic, and the third step would be to 
put them into sentences. This difference in instructions can make a significant 
change for a child who is feeling overwhelmed. What if we went a step further 
and instead of having so much focus on writing, we incorporated oral storytell-
ing as an activity? How would children’s reactions or engagement differ?

The mistaken beliefs of children also play into how they behave. Children 
will subconsciously believe stories about how they can achieve their sense of 
belonging. Remember that it is our innate desire to feel a sense of belonging 
and significance.9 Be inquisitive when a child is misbehaving and see what 
they might be trying to tell you. Even ask. A child may share their feelings, and 
it may be different from your assumptions.

Believe in a child’s capabilities. If we encourage and allow children to par-
ticipate and engage in life, they will also believe in their capabilities, increas-
ing their feeling of value and belonging.

The Balanced State
In all the information you have collected or noticed, the key is to figure out 
how to get a child to learn to return to a balanced state. This can be very chal-
lenging for children, who often need guidance until they can learn how to 
achieve this balance independently. The term for finding the balanced state 
is self-regulation. Think about when you are upset or angry. What do you do 
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to find your sense of calm? Often, as adults, we walk away, take some time 
for ourselves, do some deep breathing, have a cup of tea, or journal. All these 
strategies allow our body and mind to return to balance. Finding what works 
for children is more challenging, as often what works for us will be different. 
Even what works for one child may be different from others.

As a child grows and changes, what worked last month, last week, and today 
may be different. What is more important is that they understand what that feel-
ing is when they feel balanced, and you can help them find ways to get there.

Helping children learn how to self-regulate will be different in different envi-
ronments, but this skill will help them navigate a world that we can’t control.

Communicating the Story
Discovering a child’s story is one step, but sharing it is another important step. 
After you have collected all the information, you need to share it. Finding a 
way to communicate a child’s needs with others in a way that is well received 
may impact how a child functions in different environments. Remember that 
this is not the language that everyone speaks, so ensure that you share their 
needs in a positive and proactive way. The goal is to focus on who the child is 
and what the future holds and not what they have done. Remember the impor-
tance of setting a vision and goals for a child beyond today and beyond this 
moment. Our vision for a child should be focused on reaching their greatest 
potential, not for them to be a better-behaved student.

Knowing a child’s story is especially important for parents to understand 
and recognize their child’s needs. Often, they are the child’s best advocate, and 
they should feel empowered knowing their child’s story well enough to share 
it with others. This knowledge empowers parents to be able to communicate 
the child’s story and needs to the various providers that the child works with.

All the key features or characteristics that we have discovered about the 
child need to be included in the child’s story, including their abilities, sensitivi-
ties, calming strategies, behavioral reactions, and learning styles.

We are all unique and have a different unfolding story that even once you 
share it, you need to keep revisiting and rewriting it.

This book is intended to be a starting point for understanding a child’s 
potential. We often focus on one aspect of a child, such as their behavior, lack 
of focus, or physical limitations, and we miss some of the other important parts 
that make them unique. When working with children, start at the beginning, be 
curious, and recognize what makes them who they are. Remember that there 
is a story behind every child and every person. No child is the same, and no 
two stories are the same. Each child deserves to have their whole story told. 
We should not only help each child, but also believe in the ability for a child to 
reach their greatest potential.
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