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The Self-Driven Child:  The Science and Sense 
of Giving Your Kids More Control Over Their 

Lives

William Stixrud, Ph.D. & Ned Johnson
theselfdrivenchild.com

To contact or follow us:

• Selfdrivenchild.com

• Twitter: @nedjohnson

• TikTok 
@theothernedjohnson

• Instagram: 
@theothernedjohnson

• facebook.com/groups/self
drivenchild

• bill@selfdrivenchild.com

• ned@selfdrivenchild.com

Two Reasons Why a Sense of Control is Such a 
Big Deal

• 1. Stress-related mental health problems reflect a        
low sense of control.

• 2.  Healthy self-motivation depends on autonomy.      
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Our Concerns and Goals

• Too many kids are too tired and too stressed for too long, which is 
a formula for becoming depressed. 

• Becoming anxious and/or depressed in childhood or adolescence 
raises risk for mental health problems in adulthood.  
(“Depression scars the brain.”)

• Our goal is for kids to help sculpt healthy brains. 

• We want kids to be successful in ways that are sustainable and 
will allow them to enjoy their success.  

• We hope to help parents and other adults feel that it’s safe to 
“lower the temperature” and get off the “crazy train.”

What a Sense of Control Is and Isn’t

• What a sense of control is – two aspects: 

●A sense of autonomy or agency – an internal locus of control
●Being in our right minds – with the PFC regulating the amygdala

●What it isn’t:

●Feeling helpless, hopeless, passive, impotent, or resigned
●Feeling highly anxious, overwhelmed, obsessively driven, or depressed

●It’s a sense of control – not actually being in control.

The Brain on a Sense of Control:
Prefrontal Regulation of the Amygdala
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A Sense of Control is Good for Everything

●Health and longevity
●Mental health, stress tolerance, and emotional well-
being

●Internal motivation and self-control
●Learning and academic performance 
●Career success

Kids’ Sense of Control Keeps Getting Lower.

• Young people’s locus of control has become increasingly 
externalized since the 1960’s. (J. Twenge)

• Students’ sense of control gets lower every year in school. 

• Peter Gray’s play hypothesis  
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Pre-COVID Epidemic of Stress-Related 
Mental Health Problems in Children and Teens

• Twenge 2017. Has the Smartphone Destroyed a Generation?

• Kate Julian, The Atlantic (2020). “The Anxious Child”
●56% increase in suicides in 10-24 year-olds 2007-2017
●Doubling of suicides and hospital admissions in 5-11 year-olds

• Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.  Adolescent Wellness (2018)
●Poverty, trauma, discrimination. excessive pressure to excel

• Does it get better in college? (Nope)
●Laurie Santos (Yale)
●Williams College - 60% seek mental health help

Anxiety disorders, depression, self-injury, and substance abuse 
are all disorders of stress dysregulation.
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Three Kinds of Stress
(National Scientific Council on the Developing Child)

• Positive stress 

• Tolerable stress

• Toxic stress

• Two formulas for resilience:
• “Adversity plus support.” - Tina Payne Bryson, Ph.D.
●“Stress plus rest.” - Richard Friedman, M.D.   

What Makes Life Stressful: NUTS (Lupien)
(Check all 4 for the pandemic.)

• N – Novelty

• U – Unpredictability

• T – Threat to body or ego

• S – A low Sense of control 

4
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Why traffic jams are so stressful
Steve Maier, University of Colorado:  

“The perception of control inoculates from the harmful effects of stress.”

Learned Helplessness at 50
Martin Seligman & Steve Maier

• The dogs didn’t learn helplessness.   

• They failed to learn a sense of control.
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CBT and a Sense of Control

• 1. Kids are taught to take control of their thinking. 

• 2. Kids are taught strategies for regulating their 
stress response. 

• 3. Through exposure, kids are trained in active coping 
with stress. 

Optimal Conditions for Learning

• Internal State  
●Relaxed alertness, which you experience when you have 
a healthy sense of control 

• Learning Environment

• High challenge but low threat 
●High challenge optimizes attention and engagement.
●Low threat protects functioning of the PFC and hippocampus. 

“The PFC is the Goldilocks of the brain.” 
Amy Arnsten
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Sonia Lupien’s De-stress for Success (1)
• .

• Teach “NUTS” to help students identify the source(s) of their 
stress. 

• Teach students to make a Plan B, which increases resilience. 
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Sonia Lupien’s De-stress for Success:  Quick Fixes

• Abdominal breathing: When stomach is distended, it triggers 
parasympathetic nervous system and the vagal brake.

• Movement: Running helps you use up the mobilized energy from 
stress.  

• Singing and listening to music (brain synchronizes heart rate to 
music). 

• Laughter: HPA axis starts in hypothalamus; lesions in 
hypothalamus cause pathological laughter. 

Some Postulates Related to Motivation

• You can’t make someone do something against their will. 

• You can’t make someone want what they don’t want.

• You can’t make someone not want what they do want.

• If you try to change someone who’s not asking for help, 
you get conflict and resistance. 
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Competency. Relatedness. Autonomy.

COMPENTENCY
RELATEDNESS
AUTONOMY

The Growth Mindset as a Sense of Control
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Some Caveats About Growth Mindset

• It’s hard to change kids’ mindsets, at least through classroom 
interventions. 

• We should help kids be aware of and appreciate their natural gifts, as 
well as the value of hard work.  

• It’s okay to tell kids they’re smart in this way or that way. Specifics help.

• It’s helpful to tell kids that they’re smart enough.

Flow and a Sense of Control Avoid trying to motivate kids through:
• Fear

• Guilt

• Anger

• Rewards

• Nagging
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Helping Students Change - Motivational Interviewing
(William Miller & Stephen Rollnick)  

● Three great insights from MI: 

● We all have a “righting reflex” – or built-in urge to solve 
others’ problems.

● People are usually ambivalent about change. If we argue 
one side of a person’s ambivalence, he or she will argue the 
other side.  

● People are more likely to change if they voice their own 
reasons for changing. 

Motivational Interviewing (con’t)

• MI Strategies:

● Ask open-ended questions.

● Use reflective listening to communicate 
empathy. (“WIGing” - Eran Magan)

● Listen for “change talk”, when people 
articulate their own reasons for change.
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Helping Kids Change - The SPACE program
Eli Lebowitz, Ph.D. 

The Space Program
• Because we are mammals, we make accommodations when kids 
are anxious.

• Parents learn to make supportive statements by validating and 
expressing confidence.
● “I know that standing at the bus stop by yourself makes you 
really anxious, but I’m 100% positive that you can handle it.”

• Parents learn to stop making accommodations.

• Parents deal with blowback by using tools from nonviolent 
resistance.   
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The Parent as Consultant; The Teacher as Guide 
(not the Sage on the Stage)

• Offer help and advice - don’t force it.  

• Be clear about who’s responsible for what.
● “I love you too much to fight with you about your homework.”

• Don’t work harder to help a child than the child does.   

• Ask “Whose problem is it?”  

• Encourage kids to solve their own problems.     
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The Language of a Consultant/Guide
• The language of getting buy-in:

● “Can I make a suggestion?”
● “Is there a way I could help?”
● “I wonder what would happen if you…
● “For whatever it’s worth, …

• The language of no force: 
● “I’m not going to use the force of my will…” (Ross Greene)
● “I couldn’t make you do it.”
● “If I tried to fight you on that, I’d lose.”
● “I’m not going to try to take that belief away from you.” 
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Kids as Decision Makers

• Premises:

• Kids want their lives to work out.

• With help, they can make good decisions.

• We don’t always know what’s best for kids.

• It’s often hard to judge if a decision is good or bad.

• Kids need practice making informed decisions.  

Emotions are crucial in decision making.
Antonio Damasio, M.D. 

Kids as Decision Makers (con’t)

• Suggestions:

● Go with kids’ decisions unless they’re “crazy.”

● Use collaborative problem solving if disagree.
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The Special Challenges of Special Needs

•Promoting a sense of control in kids with:

●Learning Disabilities
●ADHD
●Autism Spectrum Disorders 

Margaret Sibley’s STAND program
Supporting Autonomy in Students

• Give kids choices.

• Offer more than one way to demonstrate mastery.

• Seek students’ feedback about instruction and assignments.

• Encourage kids to find strategies that work for them. 

• Explain to students the rationale for specific assignments. 

• Ask kids to set their own goals using mental contrasting.
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Supporting Autonomy in Students - con’t

• Teach kids about their brains (e.g., PFC, amgydala, 
dopamine).

• Teach students that they are responsible for their own 
learning.

• Seek students’ “buy in” to push them like a coach. 
• Teach kids that trying to learn when tired or stressed is 

useless. 
• Make most homework optional and non-graded.

●(Inspire but don’t require.)
• Explore Self-Determination Theory research on autonomy 

support. 

Some Educators Working on This

• First Friday Group (meets virtually last Friday of month)
●Mike Nicholson, Ph.D. 

● mnicholson@learning inspired.org or 614-815-6608 

●Sam Grose, RISE program, Frederick County High School
●Jerry Putt, NEXT program, Frederick County Middle School

• Watch: If Students Designed Their Own Schools (Youtube)
●Features experimental program at Monument Valley High School, Barrington MA  
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A Non-Anxious Presence

• Many kids get the message, “Be very afraid.”

• Stress is contagious (and so is calm).

• If we’re anxious, we make our kids more anxious.  

• When we’re calm, we can be empathic and support 
autonomy and healthy risks. 

• Gilda Ginsberg, Ph.D:  Lowering parents’ anxiety reduces kids’ 
risk for anxiety disorders. 

• Ideally, we communicate courage rather than fear.

• Ideally, home is a safe base.

How We Communicate Fear and Anxiety

• Our language:  We want 5 positive words/interactions for 
every 1 negative.

• Our questions: “Don’t you have homework?”

• Our own stress level 

• Our feeling sorry for kids when they’re having a tough time.  

How We Communicate Fear and Anxiety (con’t)

• When we enable avoidance

• When we model distorted ways of thinking (DSM)

• When we try too hard to cheer them up

• When we watch and monitor them too closely
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Becoming a Non-Anxious Presence 

• Take a long view.

• Focus on enjoying your child.

• Practice stress management routines regularly.

• Practice “radical” acceptance. 

• Use positive words.

Becoming a Non-Anxious Presence (con’t)

• Build in recovery time. 

• Reframe short-term and mild stress as positive.

• Use humor. (Warm, not sarcastic)

• Remember to ask yourself, “Whose life is it?”

• Work on yourself.

Radical Downtime and the Default Mode Network

58 59 60



1/6/2023

21

Radical Downtime

• Daydreaming or mind wandering

• Important for creativity, problem solving, empathy, 
creating a coherent identity

• Meditation – Transcendental Meditation and 
mindfulness practices

Transcendental Meditation:  The Quiet Time 
Program
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The Most Radical Downtime:  Sleep

• The balance of rest and activity is out of whack.

• Sleep and academic performance

• Sleep and athletic performance 
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Sleep and Emotional Regulation

• Sleep loss increases amygdala reactivity by 60%.

• It weakens PFC-amygdala connections. (Matthew Walker) 

• It’s a “negativity bomb.” (Robert Stickgold)

• It deprives us of the benefits of “overnight therapy” 
(Walker)

• Don’t be too tired and too stressed for too long! 

Sleep Issues

• How much do they need?

• How can we tell if there are sleep problems?

• Convincing kids to sleep

• What about night owls?

• What about caffeine?

• What about technology and sleep?
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Suggestions about Sleep

• Make promoting healthy brains the top priority of 
education.

• Support later school start times

• Create teams for staying well rested.

• Consider changes in homework policy. 

• Make first period a free period for rest.

• Ask young adults to talk with kids about sleep.

Suggestions about Sleep (con’t)

• Encourage students to keep sleep logs.

• Encourage them to study effects of sleeping with their 
phone. 

• Let kids know that if they’re irritable, it’s probably 
because they’re tired.

• Teach kids the half life of caffeine is six hours. 

Technology-Related Stress 
(It Starts Early)
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Technology Creates More Work Technology Increases the Pace of Life
(see George Beard 1881) Two things kids should know about tech:

• The current financial model of the internet is to get your 
attention, hold it as long as possible, and sell it to the 
highest bidding advertisers. (See Netflix’s The Social 
Dilemma.)

• In 2018, 200 psychologists signed a letter to the American 
Psychological Association asking that psychologists be 
disciplined who use behavioral persuasion techniques to 
make the internet, social media, and video games as 
addictive as possible. 
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Has the Smartphone Destroyed a Generation?
Jean Twenge (2017)  Ideas for Reducing Negative Effects of Technology

• Forget the idea of screen time – for now (COVID-19).

• Model healthy use and balance. 

• Empathy: Try to understand their experience.

• Teach; mentor; collaborative problem solving

• Use the crisis as an opportunity to help kids better 
understand tech and themselves. 

More ideas

• Devorah Heitner: Respectfully share our wisdom re:
● relationships and reputation
● conflict resolution
● time management/balance

• Ask kids how they feel when they use social media. Do they 
notice a half hour cut point?

• Share your own tech challenges. 

• Help kids find own reasons for moderation.
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Who’s Ready for College?

• College as a brain-toxic environment

• College as a parallel universe
● Sleep deprivation
● Sleep-wake cycles out of alignment with nature
● Binge drinking
● Pot and other drugs
● Unhealthy Diet
● Adderall abuse

Who’s Ready for College? (con’t)

• College as an entitlement (or not)

• Do they go or do they gap?
● 30% don’t continue after freshman year.
● 20% finish in four years.
● 50% do not attain any degree.

• Alternatives to college
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Alternate Routes:  
Undermining Myths About Life Success

• Only top students become successful adults.

• High school grades follow you forever.

• College choice is crucial for life success.

• More money leads to more happiness.

• Success and prestige are the most important things.

• Successful people rarely fail.
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To contact or follow us:
• Selfdrivenchild.com

• Twitter: @nedjohnson

• TikTok @theothernedjohnson

• Instagram: 
@theothernedjohnson

• facebook.com/groups/selfdrive
nchild

• bill@selfdrivenchild.com

• ned@selfdrivenchild.com
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More ideas (2)
• Help kids identify their highest values and 
consider how their tech supports (or not).

• Watch The Social Dilemma together with older 
children and teens. 

• Emphasize creating rather than consuming.  

• Model and teach doing one thing at once. 

• Be in nature, or see posters or nature videos.

• Develop a meditation practice.
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More ideas (3)
• Find play “pods” for young children. 

• Break it up - high and low dopamine activities 
(close eyes, stretch, walk, bounce)

• Sleep (get ready for bed before tired).

Digital footprint
(Devorah Heitner, author of Screenwise)

• Don’t try to scare kids re: digital footprint.

• Encourage them to create a positive digital 
reputation.  

• Help them find people they admire who’ve done 
this.  

• When starting social media, encourage them to 
ask, “Am I leaving someone out?” and “Is this 

something I need to share online?”

Social Media and Depression
(Linda Charmaraman – Wellesley)

• There is no definite causal link.

• Teens who use heavily show lower esteem and report more 
anxiety and depression. 

• But, depressed teens show higher social comparison and 
feedback-seeking. 

• Some evidence shows that teen depression is higher at both 
ends of social media use.  
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Social Media Use and Anxiety
(Chamaraman)

• High daily use associated with anxiety through:

● Getting negative or no feedback from peers
● Awareness of distressing events in other people’s lives
● Pressure to maintain updates
● FOMO
● Communication overload
● Doom scrolling
● Pressure to continue a streak on Snapshot

Social Media and Empathy:
(Insights from Sherry Turkle’s (Reclaiming Conversation)

• Face to face conversation is the basis for developing 
intimacy and empathy.

• Huge drop in empathy in the last 30 years

• Even a silent phone affects conversation. 

• “I’d rather text than talk.”

• Ability to manage solitude is very important. 

Empathy instead of eye-rolling
(Emily Weinstein, Harvard’s Zero to Three)

• “Can’t you just get off your phone?”

● Teens feel pressured to stay connected. 
●Not being available can threaten friendships
●Don’t want to hurt kids’ feelings
●Feel a burden if peers are struggling.  
●In COVID – feel even greater need to protect friends. 

●
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Emily Weinsten (con’t)

• “What are you even doing on there?”
●There’s a lot of positive things kids are doing. 
●Study of Tiktok in COVID found kids posting funny 
dances, things they did with their families, etc. 

• “Think before you post.”
●This message can make kids more anxious.
●The reality is “peer co-construction.”
●Kids aren’t completely in control of digital footprint.
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