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Emotionally Intelligent Discipline

Tuesday 13 July 
7:30-9:00pm

In order for discipline to be truly effective, 
it has to help a child learn how to regulate 
and appropriate express emotions as well 
as control behavior. Because of the goal 
of discipline is for a child to internalize a 
sense of appropriate vs. inappropriate 
behavior and ultimately moral action, 
discipline has to be relationally relevant. 
We will discuss effective ways to set 
limits, deliver emotionally supportive 
guidance and foster the development of a 
healthy sense of self in your child in the 
toddler and preschool years.

@ Recess Urban Recreation
470 Carolina Street
San Francisco CA
RSVP: https://clients.mindbodyonline.com/
asp/home.asp?studioid=3210

Recess members:
$35/person or $55/couple
non-members:
$40/person or $60/couple
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Crying for sleep ...

Q: I’m the exhausted parent of a 10.5 month-old baby girl who thinks sleep is an 

optional activity. I’ve been opposed to letting her cry – it just breaks my heart - but I 
haven’t had more than three hours of uninterrupted sleep since she was born and I 
just can’t survive like this anymore. My husband has been advocating for sleep 
training for months but I haven’t been willing after hearing from a friend that it will 
damage her attachment and it will be traumatic for her. Of course I don’t want to 
traumatize her, but I’m at the end of my rope and something has to give. So my big 
question is, does letting a baby cry cause psychological and emotional damage?

A: Enduring the sleepless early months of a child’s life is often a new mother or 

father’s first great act of heroic parental selflessness. In those months, a minority 
of lucky infants discover how to soothe themselves to sleep (and back to sleep 
when they wake up) naturally, without any external intervention from parents. But 
the majority of children learn to sleep either by relying on parents to soothe them 
to sleep; or by learning how to self-soothe as a result of grappling with the need 
created by the distress they experience when parents do not soothe them.   
Eventually, in order to develop self-sufficiency and maintain health, every child 
must learn how to self-soothe. In the process of learning this skill, they will cry.  

Parents’ attempt to resolve the dilemma of whether to focus on promoting 
adequate sleep or preventing crying, when the two seem to be mutually exclusive, 
is one of most common issues in our practice. Understandably, it is a difficult and 
emotional decision for many parents. Your bodily wisdom will tell you that both you 
and your child need solid sleep; your parental instincts will leave you in pain 
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listening to your child cry; and various popular opinions 
will tell you both that children who do not have adequate 
sleep will struggle developmentally and that letting a child 
cry will undermine security and attachment. As a sleep-
deprived parent, it is easy to feel paralyzed and 
overwhelmed. However, if we dig a little deeper into the 
sources of the various cautions, we find a large middle 
ground between the frying pan and the fire.  

Indeed, research shows that babies who are left to cry, 
unattended, without being responded to, for a prolonged 
period of time suffer. When that experience is repeated, 
the possibility of emotional and psychological damage is 
high, and babies will be thwarted in their natural process 
of attaching to primary caretakers. However, for this to 
occur, children must be truly neglected in their distress: 
they must cry for hours, on a regular basis, in the absence 
of a comforting response. This is a far cry (so to speak) 
from what a baby experiences in the course of sleep 
training. Reports that equate the two experiences are 
irresponsible and take research out of context.

While the experience of neglect will produce crying, the 
crying itself does not produce damage to a child; it’s the 
emotional experience of neglect that does damage. In 
fact, research tells us that crying done in the context of a 
healthy, loving, responsive relationship is optimal for 
development. Crying is how infants communicate: to 
parents and to themselves. It helps them learn to cope 
with feelings of disappointment and frustration – and there

are some babies who are temperamentally hardwired to 
do more crying than others. Infants have no words but 
they have many different cries: scared cries, sad cries, 
angry cries and attention-getting cries. There are even 
self-soothing cries: those repeated, rhythmic cries that 
often occur in periods between the other kinds of cries. If 
you think of your child’s cries as your baby saying, “I don’t 
like this, and I really want to talk about it,” you may be 
able to imagine responding in manner that conveys, “I 
know, I understand, we are doing this because it’s best for 
you.”   

Of course, as a mother it will pain you to listen to this 
communication – it should. We are meant to hurt when 
those we love most hurt. It will also pain you when your 
child, as a toddler, protests in disappointment and 
betrayal when you scoop her up to keep her from running 
across the street to greet a loved one. But you will not 
consider letting her proceed into the street in order to 
spare her the struggle of learning to check her impulses 
when she reaches the curb. Instead you will experience 
your pain over her pain and, by not giving in, you will 
model for her that the pain is not too much to bear. 

A parent’s ability to model feeling, but tolerating distress, 
ideally begins in a child’s infancy; it is crucial to a child’s 
development of the ability to self-regulate, which is one of 
the major tasks of the first year of life. In order to face the 
developmental adventures and challenges of toddlerhood, 
children must have arrived at an intuitive answer to the 
question, “How do I cope when I’m feeling disregulated?” 
This answer is something your daughter will arrive at 
through practice, and by taking your cues. 

Doubtlessly, your daughter knows by now that you feel 
her pain and her joy, so she feels valued, cherished and 
connected. She will also need to know that you can 
tolerate her distress so that she knows she can tolerate it 
too. If she doesn’t know this, she will learn to fear distress  
and this will compound the issue whenever distress is 
present. In other words, your ability to tolerate your 
daughter’s distress will translate into her being able to 
tolerate her own distress. If you work too hard to keep her 
from being in distress, you will send the message that to 
be upset is bad and something to be avoided. 

So what about sleep training? As a developing little 
person, it’s your daughter’s task to figure out how to fall 
asleep and stay asleep - not yours. It sounds like your 
daughter falls in with the majority of children that need 
some help learning how to do this. We imagine that you 
have been trying to help her in every way you can, as long 
as it doesn’t include crying. But, if your daughter could
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Managing Separations

Tuesday 20 July
7:00-9:00pm

For some children (and for some parents) the moment of separation 
is a threshold to independent discovery and adventure. For many 
others, it is met with anxiety, grief, even dread. Psychologically 
healthy separations teach children how to say goodbye, feel their 
feelings, but know that they are safe; and that their connection to 
those they are leaving persists. In this presentation we, will examine 
the meaning of separations from a developmental point of view and 
discuss how to help your child learn to manage the broad array of 
feelings they produce.

@ Peekadoodle Kidsclub
900 North Point Street, F100
San Francisco CA
RSVP: info@thepkc.com

Peekadoodle members: $40/person or $60/couple 
non-members: $45/person or $65/couple
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talk, she’s likely be saying, “What you’re doing isn’t working 
for me.” If you continue soothing her to sleep, she won’t be 
able to complete the developmental task of learning how to 
do it herself. Once she has the chance to get into some 
frustration and distress, she’ll have the chance to figure out 
how to get through it. 

Of course, this isn’t going to be a fun job for her, and she 
deserves the room to express her feelings about it. That’s 
likely to involve some crying. And developmentally, that’s 
not a bad thing: she will be expressing herself and you can 
be there to let her know you hear her, and you care, 
regardless of whether or not you remove the source of her 
distress. 

Here’s where it’s important to remember that middle ground: 
Your daughter’s experience of crying as she learns to put 

herself to sleep is very, very different than the crying of a 
child a that has been abandoned or will not receive comfort 
from parents. You can undertake sleep training in a way that 
maintains your connection to your daughter. Sitting with her 
or checking on her will help her understand that you’re 
around and here to support her, but that she has to figure out 
how to get herself to sleep. 

When it’s done well, sleep training should not feel like an act 
of abandonment to either parents or children. It should feel 
like facing a shared challenge in which you must each do 
your parts to achieve the goal. Once you have gotten there, 
from a more well-rested perspective, you may be able to 
enjoy the symmetry of the fact that your second great act of 
parental selflessness, being willing to bear your own distress 
so your daughter can learn to bear hers, will ultimately be the 
resolution to your first.

Private Presentations
Private presentation for groups of eight 

or more can be arranged by 
appointment. For more details, email 

us at: symbio@symbiosf.com

Cover kids wanted!
We love photos of our young clients. If 

you have photos you are willing to 
share on our website or newsletter, 

please email them to us at:  
symbio@symbiosf.com
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