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1.1 The Philosophy of the Playful Parent
Welcome to the Playful Parents trainer commu-

nity. As educators, social workers, and family prac-
titioners, you serve as the vital bridge between the 
science of child development and the messy, beau-
tiful reality of family life. This manual is not merely a 
collection of exercises; it is an invitation to a specific 
way of being with families.

The core philosophy of this project is that par-
enting is not a set of engineering problems to be 
solved—a series of inputs to create a desired out-
put—but a relationship to be nurtured. We believe 
that play is the language of this relationship. It is not 
frivolous or secondary; it is the biological foundation 
of connection, learning, and resilience.

Our approach is grounded in Person-Centered 
Education, which posits that every individual—par-
ent and child alike—has an innate capacity for growth 
if provided with the right conditions. Your role is to 
provide those conditions.

1.2 Moving from “Carpenter” to “Gardener”
In many traditional education and parenting 

models, the adult is viewed as a “Carpenter”. The 
Carpenter believes that with the right blueprint, the 
right tools, and enough force, they can hammer the 
raw material (the child or the student) into a specif-
ic, predetermined shape. This model is high-pres-
sure and anxiety-inducing, as any deviation from the 
blueprint is seen as a failure.

In the Playful Parents approach, we invite you to 
step into the role of the “Gardener”.

•	 The Gardener’s Wisdom: A gardener knows they 
cannot force a seed to grow. Pulling on a flower 
to make it bloom faster will only destroy it.

•	 The Gardener’s Job: The gardener’s power lies 
entirely in managing the ecosystem. They prepare 
nutrient-rich soil, ensure access to light and wa-
ter, and protect the plant from extreme storms.

•	 The Outcome: The gardener trusts that if the 
ecosystem is healthy, the seed will unfold into 
its own unique, thriving form—often one that is 
different and more beautiful than what the gar-
dener imagined.

As a trainer, you are the gardener of this group. 
Your goal is not to “fix” parents or give them a rigid 
script. Your goal is to create a safe, supportive eco-
system where their natural intuition and capacity for 
connection can bloom.

1.3 The Trainer as Anchor: Modeling Attunement
To facilitate this growth, you must embody the 

qualities you wish to teach. This goes beyond simple 
facilitation techniques; it requires Attunement.

Drawing from the JOY Project (Ode to Joy), at-
tunement is the capacity to be “in tune” with oneself 
and with the group. It acts as a resonance board.

•	 Regulation First: You cannot teach emotional 
regulation if you are dysregulated. You cannot 
teach playfulness if you are rigid or defensive.
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•	 The Anchor: Your primary tool is your own pres-
ence. When the room becomes anxious (e.g., 
discussing burnout or divorce), you must become 
the Anchor. By slowing your breath, grounding 

your feet, and maintaining a soft, accepting gaze, 
you signal to the group’s nervous systems that 
they are safe.

2. THE ART OF ANDRAGOGY:  
HOW ADULTS LEARN PARENTING

2.1 Principles of Adult Learning
Teaching adults (Andragogy) requires a funda-

mentally different approach than teaching children 
(Pedagogy). Adults enter the room with a lifetime of 
established values, ingrained habits, and significant 
responsibilities. Based on the principles of Malcolm 
Knowles and Rogersian humanistic psychology, we 
structure our training around four key pillars:

1.	 Self-Concept and Autonomy: Adults see them-
selves as responsible, self-directing humans. 
They deeply resist situations where they feel 
treated as dependent or “talked down to.”
o	 Trainer Strategy: We offer choices, not com-

mands. We invite participation rather than de-
manding it. We use phrases like, “Experiment 
with this,” rather than, “You must do this.”

2.	 Experience as a Resource: Adults accumulate a 
reservoir of experience that is a rich resource for 
learning. They are not empty vessels.
o	 Trainer Strategy: We use discussion, case 

studies, and reflection to tap into their ex-
isting wisdom. We validate their past expe-
riences—even the mistakes—as valuable data 
for learning.

3.	 Readiness to Learn: Adults are ready to learn 
things they need to know now to cope effective-
ly with their real-life situations.
o	 Trainer Strategy: Theory must always be tied 

to immediate application. Every concept (e.g., 
Polyvagal Theory) must answer the question: 
“How does this help me when my child is 
screaming at bedtime tonight?”

4.	 Problem-Centered Orientation: Adults are 
problem-centered rather than subject-centered.
o	 Trainer Strategy: We frame learning around 

solving specific family challenges (e.g., “Han-
dling Tantrums,” “Screen Time Battles”) rather 
than abstract academic subjects.

2.2 The Unique Vulnerability of the Parent-Learner
Parenting is not just a skill set; it is a deep facet 

of identity. When an adult enters a parenting course, 
they often bring a heavy backpack of guilt, shame, 
and fear. They may feel they are “failing” the people 
they love most.

This makes the learning environment emotional-
ly high-stakes. A critique of their parenting style can 
feel like a critique of their worth as a person. There-
fore, the trainer must exercise extreme sensitivity:
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•	 Normalize Struggle: Explicitly state that there is 
no “perfect” parent.

•	 Validate Before Solving: Always validate the dif-
ficulty of their situation before offering a tool. 
“It makes sense that you yelled; your stress re-
sponse was activated.”

2.3 Transformative Learning: Changing Perspec-
tives

Jack Mezirow’s theory of Transformative Learn-
ing suggests that deep learning happens when adults 
face a “disorienting dilemma”—a situation that does 
not fit their current worldview.

In this course, the dilemma might be: “I thought 
strict punishment was the only way to discipline, but 
it isn’t working, and I feel disconnected.” Your role is 
to guide them through this disorientation. You help 
them critically reflect on their assumptions (e.g., 
“Children who misbehave are ‘bad’”) and adopt a 
new perspective (e.g., “Children who misbehave are 
dysregulated and need help”).

2.4 The Cycle of Experiential Learning
We utilize David Kolb’s cycle to ensure concepts 

stick:

1.	 Concrete Experience: The parent engages in an 
exercise (e.g., The Mirror Game).

2.	 Reflective Observation: The parent reflects on 
what they felt (“I felt anxious when I lost the 
rhythm”).

3.	 Abstract Conceptualization: The trainer intro-
duces the theory (“That anxiety is your sympa-
thetic nervous system reacting to a loss of at-
tunement”).

4.	 Active Experimentation: The parent plans how 
to apply this (“I will notice when I lose rhythm 
with my child and pause to reconnect”).

2.5 The JOY Criteria: Designing Joyful Learning Ex-
periences

Based on the JOY Project guidelines, effective learn-
ing is not just about content transfer; it is about creating 
a state of Joy. Joy is a high-energy state of connection 
and openness that accelerates neuroplasticity.

To ensure your training is joyful, evaluate every 
session against the 6 JOY Criteria:

1.	 Safety (Biztonság): Is the environment physical-
ly and emotionally safe? Have we removed the 
threat of judgment? Joy cannot exist where the 
survival brain detects threat.

2.	 Inclusion (Befogadás): Does every participant 
feel they belong? Are we using methods that al-
low introverts, extroverts, and neurodiverse par-
ents to participate equally? (e.g., offering writing 
options alongside speaking options).

3.	 Agency (Cselekvőképesség): Do participants 
have choices? Are they active creators of the ex-
perience, or passive consumers? Joy arises when 
we feel we have influence over our environment.

4.	 Attunement (Hangolódás): Are we creating mo-
ments of resonance? Are we facilitating connec-
tion between participants? This is often achieved 
through synchronized movement, shared story-
telling, or mirroring exercises.

5.	 Flow (Áramlat): Are the tasks balanced? Accord-
ing to Csikszentmihalyi, flow occurs when the 
challenge level matches the skill level. If an exer-
cise is too hard, parents feel anxious; if too easy, 
they feel bored. You must scaffold activities to 
keep the group in the “Flow Channel.”

6.	 Meaning (Értelem): Does the activity connect 
to the participants’ deeper values? Joy is distinct 
from simple “fun” because it holds meaning. We 
must constantly link playful exercises back to the 
parents’ deep love for their children.
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3. CREATING THE CONTAINER:  
PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY & GROUP  

DYNAMICS
3.1 The Physics of Safety: Setting the Room

Safety is physical before it is emotional. The arrange-
ment of the room signals the power dynamics at play.

•	 The Circle: Whenever possible, arrange seating 
in a circle. This removes the hierarchy of “teacher 
vs. student” and signals that wisdom is shared.

•	 Remove Barriers: Avoid standing behind a po-
dium or desk. Stand in the open, or sit with the 
participants to signal equality.

•	 Sensory Safety: Ensure the space is welcoming. 
Harsh lighting or cold temperatures can induce 
a subtle stress response. Provide water, tissues, 
and “fidget tools” (e.g., stress balls, pipe cleaners) 
on tables to help regulate nervous energy.
3.2 Establishing the Ground Rules

Safety requires clear boundaries. At the very be-
ginning of the first session, co-create the “Rules of 
the Game”. Essential agreements include:

•	 Confidentiality: “What is shared in this room 
stays in this room.” This builds the “container” of 
trust.

•	 The Right to Pass: “You never have to participate 
in an exercise if it feels unsafe. You can always 
observe.” This restores Agency immediately.

•	 Non-Judgment: “We speak from our own expe-
rience (‘I feel...’) rather than generalizing or advis-
ing others (‘You should...’).”

3.3 The “Holding Environment”
Donald Winnicott described the “holding en-

vironment” as the safe, reliable space a mother 
provides for an infant to develop. As a trainer, you 
provide a holding environment for the group. This 
means you contain the anxiety in the room.

When a parent breaks down in tears or becomes 
angry, you do not panic. You do not try to “fix” it im-
mediately. You hold the space with calm presence, 
validating the emotion without letting it overwhelm 
the group. You act as the external nervous system 
that says, “It is okay to feel this. We can handle this 
emotion.”

3.4 Managing Group Dynamics and Conflict

•	 The Over-Talker: Validate their enthusiasm but gen-
tly pivot using the group agreement: “Thank you 
for that insight. I’d love to hear from someone who 
hasn’t spoken yet to ensure we hear all voices.”

•	 The Skeptic: Do not fight them. Validate the dif-
ficulty: “You’re right, this sounds idealistic. It is 
really hard to apply when you’re exhausted. Let’s 
look for the tiniest possible version of this tool 
that might work for you.”
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•	 The Quiet One: Create opportunities for 
pair-sharing, which is less intimidating than 

speaking to the whole group. Do not force them 
to speak in the large circle.

4. THE NEUROBIOLOGY OF PLAY  
& AGENCY

4.1 The Survival Brain vs. The Play Brain
To help parents understand their children, we 

must help them understand the brain. We draw on 
the work of Jaak Panksepp, who mapped the primal 
emotional systems of the mammalian brain.

•	 The Survival Systems (RAGE, FEAR, PAN-
IC): These reside in the subcortical regions (the 
“downstairs brain”). When a child feels threat-
ened, disconnected, or coerced, these systems 
hijack the brain. The child literally cannot learn or 
listen because their cortex (thinking brain) is of-
fline.

•	 The PLAY System: This is also a primary emo-
tional system. When active, it promotes social 
engagement, joy, and creativity. Crucially, the 
PLAY system cannot function if the FEAR system 
is active.

Trainer Note: Use this to explain why yelling 
“Calm down!” never works. You cannot command 
the cortex to work when the subcortical fear system 
is driving the bus. You must first soothe the fear to 
unlock the play system.

4.2 Restoring Agency: The “I Can” Mechanism
A central theme of our pedagogical approach is 

Agency. Agency is the feeling that “I am the author 
of my own actions”. It is the deep, embodied belief 
that I can make things happen.

Agency begins in infancy through movement—
when a baby realizes that they are the one mov-
ing their hand to their mouth (see more at Stern’s 
book summary). In modern parenting, children (and 
parents!) often lose agency due to over-scheduling 
(“intensive parenting”) and external control. When 
agency is lost, we see either passivity (learned help-
lessness) or rebellion (fighting for control).

The Training as an Agency Laboratory:
We must structure the training to restore the 

parents’ sense of agency:

•	 We do not force them to role-play; we invite 
them.

•	 We ask, “How would you adapt this tool to your 
life?” rather than saying “Do this.”

•	 When a parent modifies a tool, we celebrate it as 
an act of agency.

4.3 The “As-If” Space: A Laboratory for Life
Winnicott described play as a “transitional 

space”—an intermediate area between internal reali-
ty and the external world. It is an “As-If” zone where 
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we can experiment without real-world consequenc-
es.

Treat the training room as an “As-If” space. Frame 
exercises as experiments. “Let’s play with the idea of 

setting a boundary.” By framing it as play rather than 
“training,” we lower the stakes. Failure becomes just 
data, not a disaster. This encourages risk-taking and 
rapid learning.

5. EMBODIED PRACTICES:  
LEARNING THROUGH THE BODY

5.1 Why Somatic Learning Matters
Learning is not just cognitive; it is embodied. Our 

brain maps our “self” through our body. Emotions 
are physical sensations before they are thoughts. 
Anxiety is a tightening chest; joy is an expansion.

Adults in our culture often live “neck-up,” discon-
nected from their bodies. To change how they par-
ent, we must reconnect them to their somatic expe-
rience. We use somatic markers (Antonio Damasio) 
to help parents recognize their intuition and emo-
tional state. The JOY Project emphasizes that true 
attunement happens through shared physical expe-
rience—rhythm, movement, and breath.

5.2 Polyvagal Theory in Practice
We utilize Stephen Porges’ Polyvagal Theory to 

explain regulation.

1.	 Ventral Vagal (Green Zone): The state of safety 
and social engagement. We want to parent from 
here. This is the state of Joy and Connection.

2.	 Sympathetic (Red Zone): Mobilization (Fight/
Flight). This is the stressed parent (yelling, rush-
ing).

3.	 Dorsal Vagal (Blue Zone): Immobilization 
(Freeze/Collapse). This is the burnt-out parent 
(numbness, withdrawal).

Trainer Role: Your voice, your eye contact, and 
your rhythm are the primary tools to help parents 
“climb the ladder” back to the Green Zone.

5.3 Protocols for Somatic Exercises
When facilitating exercises like “The Mirror 

Game” or “3-Minute Charge”:

1.	 Frame it Scientifically: Adults may resist “silly” 
exercises. Frame them as “neuro-hacks.” “We are 
going to do a short exercise to stimulate the va-
gus nerve and lower cortisol.”

2.	 Model Vulnerability: You must participate. If the 
exercise involves shaking or dancing, you must go 
first and be the most uninhibited person in the 
room. This gives permission for others to follow.

3.	 Debrief the Body, Not the Thought: After the 
exercise, ask: “What did you notice in your shoul-
ders? Did your breathing change?” Move them 
away from analysis toward sensation.
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5.4 Handling Resistance to Movement
“I’m not a dancer.” “This feels weird.”
Resistance is normal; it is a protective mecha-

nism.

•	 Validate: “It makes total sense that this feels 
strange. We aren’t used to moving this way in a 
professional setting.”

•	 Modify: “If closing your eyes feels unsafe, keep 
them open with a soft gaze.” “If standing is too 
much, you can do this seated.”

•	 Micro-Dosing: Start with very small movements 
(e.g., just wiggling toes or rubbing hands togeth-
er) before moving to larger expressive activities.

6. TRAUMA-INFORMED FACILITATION

6.1 Defining Trauma in the Parenting Context
Trauma-Informed Facilitation is a pedagogical 

approach that assumes the presence of trauma 
within any group of adult learners and prioritizes 
physical, psychological, and emotional safety. We 
assume that trauma is present in the room. Many 
parents have experienced adverse childhood expe-
riences (ACEs), birth trauma, or systemic oppres-
sion.

In the context of the Playful Parents curriculum, 
this does not mean the trainer acts as a therapist or 
attempts to “heal” a parent’s past wounds. Rather, it 
means creating a learning environment where par-
ents can explore sensitive topics (discipline, family 
history, conflict) without being re-traumatized or 
pushed into a state of dysregulation where learning 
becomes impossible.

The Core Philosophy: “Universal Precaution” 
Just as medical professionals use universal precau-
tions to prevent the spread of infection (assuming 
anyone could be carrying a virus), trauma-informed 
trainers assume that anyone in the room may have 
a history of trauma. Therefore, safety measures are 

applied to everyone, not just those who disclose a 
history.

Key Principle: We are educators, not therapists. 
We do not open up trauma wounds we cannot close. 
We focus on resources, stability, and safety. Our 
goal is to expand the parent’s capacity to cope in the 
present moment.

6.2 The Window of Tolerance
We teach parents (and use for ourselves) the con-

cept of the “Window of Tolerance”. This is a concept 
originally coined by Dr. Daniel J. Siegel to describe 
the optimal zone of physiological arousal where the 
human nervous system functions effectively.

When a person is within their “Window,” they 
are able to self-regulate, think clearly, feel empathy, 
and process complex information. Siegel describes 
this state as a “River of Well-being” flowing between 
two banks: Chaos and Rigidity.

When stress, trauma, or strong emotions oc-
cur, the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS) can be 
pushed out of this optimal zone into one of two dys-
regulated states:
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1.	 Hyper-Arousal (The Bank of Chaos):
This occurs when the Sympathetic Nervous Sys-
tem is over-activated (the “gas pedal”). It is char-
acterized by the “Fight or Flight” response.
o	 Symptoms: Anxiety, anger, yelling, rac-

ing thoughts, vigilance, and feeling over-
whelmed.

2.	 Hypo-Arousal (The Bank of Rigidity):
This occurs when the Parasympathetic Nerv-
ous System initiates a drastic shut-down (the 
“brake”). It is characterized by the “Freeze or 
Faint” response.
o	 Symptoms: Numbness, depression, dissocia-

tion, silence, withdrawal, and a feeling of be-
ing “dead” inside.

Relevance to Learning & Parenting:
Trauma and chronic stress tend to “shrink” the 

Window of Tolerance. A parent with a narrow win-
dow has a very short fuse; small stressors (like spilled 
milk) can instantly throw them into Hyper-arousal 
(yelling) or Hypo-arousal (checking out). The goal 
of somatic exercises and mindfulness in the Playful 
Parents curriculum is to widen the window, allowing 
parents to remain the “Anchor” even when the wa-
ters are rough.

Goal: Keep the training within the group’s Win-
dow of Tolerance. If the energy gets too high (hyper) 

or too dead (hypo), we use regulation activities to 
bring them back.

6.3 Recognizing Triggers and Dysregulation
Signs a parent has been triggered:
•	 Sudden change in skin tone (pale or flushed).
•	 Rapid breathing or holding breath.
•	 Loss of eye contact; staring into space.
•	 Sudden aggression or withdrawal.
•	 Inability to speak or incoherent speech.

6.4 Stabilization Techniques for the Training Room
If a participant becomes dysregulated:

1.	 Pause: Stop the content delivery. Do not push 
through.

2.	 Grounding: Invite the group to feel their feet on 
the floor. “Let’s all take a moment to notice the 
support of the chair. Press your heels into the 
ground.”

3.	 Orientation: Ask them to look around the room 
and name three blue objects. This brings the 
brain back to the present moment and safety.

4.	 Choice: Allow the person to step out if they need 
to, but ensure they know they are welcome back. 
Check on them during the break.

7. NARRATIVE IDENTITY:  
REWRITING THE FAMILY STORY

7.1 We Are the Stories We Tell
Based on our project’s research regarding Narrative 

Identity, we understand that humans organize their ex-

perience through stories. When a family is in crisis (e.g., 
divorce), the old story (“We are a happy nuclear family”) 
breaks. This causes chaos and loss of identity.
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Your role is to help them draft a new story. A re-
silient family is not one that has no problems; it is 
one that has a coherent story about how they face 
problems together.

7.2 Using Metaphor and Folk Tales
Metaphor allows us to speak about difficult 

things without triggering defense mechanisms.

•	 The Gardener vs. Carpenter: A metaphor for 
control vs. nurturing.

•	 The Anchor in the Storm: A metaphor for the 
parent’s role during crisis.

•	 Folk Tales: Stories of metamorphosis (transfor-
mation) help parents understand that change 
is natural. We use tales where the hero goes 
through a dark forest to find their strength.

7.3 From Victim to Author
We help parents move their internal narrative 

from “This is happening to me” (Victim) to “I am re-
sponding to this” (Author/Agent).

•	 Exercise: “The Anchor’s Inner Story.” We rewrite 
the thought “Everything is falling apart” to “The 
landscape is changing, and I am the map-maker”.

8. FACILITATING THE BLENDED JOURNEY

8.1 Bridging Online and Offline Worlds
This curriculum uses a “Sandwich Model” (Of-

fline -> Online -> Offline). The transitions are critical 
for maintaining the group container.

•	 The Launch: In the first session, you must “sell” 
the online work. Do not frame it as homework. 
Frame it as “The Lab.” “Next week in the online 
lab, you’ll get to see the Reset Button in action. 
When we meet again, we’ll practice it.”

•	 The Bridge: When they return for the second 
session, start by harvesting their online experi-
ence. “What was one thing from the videos that 
surprised you?” This validates the effort they put 
into self-study.

8.2 Maintaining Momentum
Adult learners need to see progress to stay engaged.

•	 Gamification: Use the progress tracking in the 
online portal.

•	 Peer Support: Create “Accountability Buddies” 
who check in during the online weeks.

•	 The Thread: Continually tie the specific skills 
back to the big picture: building a deep, joyful 
relationship with their child. Remind them that 
they are building a legacy.

8.3. Principles in Designing a Learning Process

a.	 Having an opening and a closing circle – open-
ing and closing the “in-between  or liminal space”, 
the space of learning and self-reflection.

b.	 Using various types of methods for including as 
many learning styles as possible
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c.	 Having a break every 90 minutes

d.	 Not having longer than 20-25 minutes of lec-
tures, as after that attention is falling

e.	 Creating an open space by circular arrangement 
of chairs. Art of Hosting methods to design prac-
tice and outlook of space.

f.	 Using props in education – cards, scarves, sym-
bols, glasses, creative tools to make participation 
attractive

g.	 If applicable: giving out physical objects (espe-
cially made by the participants) serving as mem-
ory “pegs”.

9. MAIN BACKGROUND THEORIES AND 
READINGS

Here are the detailed summaries of the most used 
theoretical bibliography used in the Playful Parents 
project, organized alphabetically. Each summary in-
cludes a specific section detailing how the concepts 
are applied within our curriculum and online course.

Gopnik, A. (2016). The Gardener and the 
Carpenter: What the New Science of Child 

Development Tells Us About the Relationship 
Between Parents and Children

Summary
In The Gardener and the Carpenter, develop-

mental psychologist and philosopher Alison Gopnik 
challenges the modern, anxiety-ridden conception 
of “parenting.” She argues that the very word “par-
enting”—used as a verb—is a relatively new invention 
that suggests a goal-oriented job. This “Carpenter” 
model views the child as a raw material that adults 

must mold, shape, and chisel into a specific, success-
ful final product. If the child creates a mess or fails to 
meet a milestone, the Carpenter feels they have failed 
at their job. This model, Gopnik argues, is scientifically 
inaccurate and detrimental to both parent and child.

Instead, Gopnik proposes the “Gardener” mod-
el. A gardener does not “make” a flower grow; no 
amount of pulling on the petals will help. Instead, 
the gardener’s focus is entirely on the ecosystem: 
creating nutrient-rich soil, providing water and light, 
and protecting the garden from extreme storms. The 
gardener creates a protected space where the plants 
can thrive in their own unpredictable, messy, and 
unique ways. From an evolutionary perspective, Go-
pnik explains that the long, helpless period of human 
childhood exists precisely to allow for exploration 
and variability. Children are designed to be “R&D” 
(Research and Development) departments—trying 
new, inefficient, and risky things—while adults are 
“Production and Marketing,” providing the resources 
to make that exploration safe.
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The book draws on extensive research into how 
children learn, demonstrating that they learn best 
through observation, imitation, and messy play, 
rather than through direct instruction or “education-
al” toys. Gopnik concludes that the goal of parents 
shouldn’t be to shape children into a specific kind 
of adult, but to provide a secure base from which a 
new generation can invent a future that the previous 
generation could not even imagine.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 The Core Metaphor: This book provides the cen-

tral philosophical framework for the entire pro-
ject. The “Gardener vs. Carpenter” metaphor is 
introduced in Module 1 and the Trainer’s Manual 
to help parents shift from a mindset of control 
(anxiety) to a mindset of nurturing (connection).

•	 De-gendering Roles: In Module 12 (The Post-
modern Family), Gopnik’s work is used to chal-
lenge rigid gender expectations. The “Garden-
er” approach is presented as a way to nurture 
a child’s authentic identity rather than “carpen-
tering” them into gender stereotypes (e.g., “boys 
don’t cry”).

•	 The Value of Mess: Gopnik’s defense of “messy 
play” as an evolutionary necessity provides the 
scientific backing for the Play Cards, encour-
aging parents to tolerate chaos for the sake of 
learning.

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential Learning: 
Experience as the Source of Learning and 

Development

Summary
David Kolb’s seminal work, Experiential Learn-

ing, provides a comprehensive theory on how 
adults learn, integrating the works of Dewey, Lew-
in, and Piaget. Kolb argues that learning is not a 
passive absorption of information but a continu-
ous process where knowledge is created through 
the transformation of experience. He famously 
defines learning as “the process whereby knowl-

edge is created through the transformation of ex-
perience.”

The core of the book is the Experiential Learn-
ing Cycle, which consists of four distinct stages:
1.	 Concrete Experience (Feeling): The learner ac-

tively experiences an activity or event. This is the 
“doing” phase.

2.	 Reflective Observation (Watching): The learn-
er consciously reflects on that experience. They 
ask, “What happened?” and “How did it feel?” 
looking for inconsistencies between the experi-
ence and their understanding.

3.	 Abstract Conceptualization (Thinking): The 
learner analyzes the reflection to form a new 
theory or modify an existing concept. This is 
where “rules” or “hypotheses” are made (e.g., 
“When I yell, my child shuts down”).

4.	 Active Experimentation (Doing): The learner 
applies this new theory to the world to see what 
happens, leading to a new concrete experience, 
and the cycle begins again.

Kolb emphasizes that effective learning requires 
passing through all four stages. He also identifies 
different “Learning Styles” (Diverging, Assimilating, 
Converging, Accommodating) based on which parts 
of the cycle a person prefers. For adult educators, 
the key takeaway is that “telling” is not teaching; fa-
cilitators must guide learners through the full cycle 
of feeling, reflecting, thinking, and acting.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 Curriculum Structure: The Trainer’s Manual and 

the 30-hour curriculum are explicitly structured 
around Kolb’s cycle.

•	 The Sandwich Model: The “Sandwich” training 
design (Offline Training -> Online Self-Study -> 
Offline Training) is an application of this cycle.
o	 Concrete Experience: Participants play “The 

Mirror Game” or use the Play Cards in the 
workshop.

o	 Reflective Observation: Trainers facilitate 
a debrief asking, “What did you feel in your 
body?”
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o	 Abstract Conceptualization: The Online 
Course provides the theory (neuroscience, 
Polyvagal theory) to explain those feelings.

o	 Active Experimentation: Parents are given 
“homework” (e.g., The Tech Pact) to try the 
new skills at home before the next session.

McAdams, D. P. (1993). The Stories We  
Live By: Personal Myths and  

the Making of the Self

Summary
In The Stories We Live By, psychologist Dan 

McAdams presents his theory of Narrative Identity. 
He argues that we do not just “have” life stories; 
we are our stories. Starting in late adolescence and 
continuing through adulthood, we reconstruct our 
past and imagine our future to create an internal-
ized, evolving myth about ourselves. This narrative 
provides our lives with unity, purpose, and mean-
ing.

McAdams identifies key components of these 
life stories, including “nuclear episodes” (high points, 
low points, and turning points) and “imagoes” (ide-
alized personifications of the self, like The Healer, 
The Warrior, or The Survivor). A crucial concept for 
mental health is the distinction between Redemp-
tion Sequences and Contamination Sequences. In 
a redemption sequence, the narrator describes a 
negative event that leads to a positive outcome or 
growth (e.g., “The divorce was painful, but it taught 
me my own strength”). In a contamination sequence, 
a positive event turns bad and is ruined (e.g., “I got 
the promotion, but it just made my colleagues hate 
me”).

McAdams suggests that adults who can con-
struct redemptive narratives—where suffering is 
not denied but is redeemed by meaning—tend to 
be more generative, resilient, and psychologically 
healthy. For parents, this means that their identity 
is not fixed by their past mistakes or traumas; it is 
a story that is constantly being written and can be 
edited.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 Reframing Crisis: In Module 11 (Crisis & Re-

silience), McAdams’ work is the foundation for 
the exercise “The Anchor’s Inner Story.” Par-
ents are taught to catch their “Contamination” 
narratives (“I am ruining my children”) and re-
write them into “Redemption” narratives (“This 
crisis is a storm, and I am learning to be the 
anchor”).

•	 Family Identity: In Module 10 (Family Values), 
the concept of Narrative Identity is expanded to 
the family unit. Exercises like “The Family Tradi-
tions Map” help parents consciously author the 
“Family Myth”—the story of “who we are” that 
will be passed down to the children.

•	 Folk Tales: The use of folk tales and myths in the 
Trainer’s Manual (e.g., the Hero’s Journey) is used 
to help parents view their struggles as a neces-
sary “road of trials” in their own developmental 
story.

Panksepp, J. (1998). Affective  
Neuroscience: The Foundations of Human 

and Animal Emotions

Summary
Jaak Panksepp’s groundbreaking work, Affective 

Neuroscience, maps the ancient emotional systems 
located in the subcortical regions of the mammali-
an brain. Unlike cognitive scientists who focus on 
the “thinking” cortex, Panksepp studied the “feel-
ing” brain shared by humans and other animals. He 
identified seven primary emotional systems, capital-
izing them to distinguish them as biological entities: 
SEEKING, RAGE, FEAR, LUST, CARE, PANIC/GRIEF, 
and PLAY.

Crucially for this project, Panksepp scientifical-
ly validated PLAY as a distinct, biological drive. He 
demonstrated that young mammals (including chil-
dren) have a dedicated neural circuit for rough-and-
tumble play. When this system is active, it releas-
es opioids and brain-derived neurotrophic factor 
(BDNF), which facilitates learning and social bonding.
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Panksepp also highlighted the competition be-
tween these systems. Specifically, the FEAR and 
RAGE systems (survival modes) inhibit the PLAY 
and SEEKING systems (learning modes). If a child 
feels threatened, unsafe, or coerced, the neural 
chemistry of fear literally shuts down the capac-
ity for playful exploration and social engagement. 
This provides the “hard science” argument against 
punitive parenting: you cannot scare a child into 
learning, because fear blocks the learning mech-
anism.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 The Science of Safety: Panksepp’s research 

underpins Module 1 (The Secret World of Your 
Child’s Mind) and Module 3 (Positive Discipline). 
It explains why “connection before correction” 
is biological law: parents must soothe the FEAR 
system before they can engage the thinking 
brain.

•	 The Necessity of Play: In Module 6 (The Spark 
Within), Panksepp is cited to debunk the idea 
that play is “wasted time.” The course teaches 
that play is the brain’s primary method for social 
programming.

•	 Understanding Aggression: The concept of the 
RAGE system helps parents view tantrums not 
as “naughty behavior” but as a biological “Expec-
tancy Violation” response—a neural firing that 
needs calming, not punishing.

Porges, S. W. (2011). The Polyvagal Theory: 
Neurophysiological Foundations of  

Emotions, Attachment, Communication,  
and Self-regulation

Summary
Stephen Porges’ Polyvagal Theory revolutionized 

the understanding of the autonomic nervous sys-
tem. Previously, the nervous system was viewed as a 
binary switch: stressed (Sympathetic) or calm (Para-
sympathetic). Porges revealed a three-part hierarchy 
mediated by the Vagus nerve:

1.	 Ventral Vagal (The Social Engagement System): 
The newest evolutionary circuit. When active, 
we feel safe, connected, and calm. We can make 
eye contact, listen to voices, and co-regulate. 
This is the state necessary for parenting and 
learning.

2.	 Sympathetic (Mobilization): The “Fight or Flight” 
system. When safety is threatened, we mobilize 
energy to defend ourselves. In parenting, this 
looks like yelling, anxiety, or aggression.

3.	 Dorsal Vagal (Immobilization): The oldest evolu-
tionary circuit. When the threat is overwhelming 
and we cannot escape, we shut down. This is the 
“Freeze” response—dissociation, numbness, or 
depression.
Porges also coined the term Neuroception—the 

subconscious way our body detects safety or threat 
in the environment (e.g., through tone of voice or 
facial expression) before our conscious mind realiz-
es it. For parents, the key takeaway is that children 
are “neurocepting” their safety constantly. If a par-
ent’s face is flat or voice is sharp, the child’s body 
shifts into defense mode, regardless of the parent’s 
words.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 The Dashboard: Porges’ theory is the foundation 

for the “Parental Dashboard” tool in Module 5 
(The Resilient Parent). Parents learn to identi-
fy which zone they are in (Green/Ventral, Red/
Sympathetic, Blue/Dorsal).

•	 Co-Regulation: The concept of the “Oxygen 
Mask” used throughout the course is based on 
Porges’ finding that a child’s nervous system reg-
ulates by mirroring the parent’s state. The “Mir-
ror Game” exercise in the offline training is a di-
rect application of stimulating the Ventral Vagal 
system.

•	 The Reset Button: The physical techniques 
taught to stop a meltdown (shaking, breathing, 
humming) are explicitly designed to stimulate 
the Vagus nerve and shift the body back to  
safety.
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Rogers, C. R. (1961). On Becoming a Person:  
A Therapist’s View of Psychotherapy

Summary
Carl Rogers, the father of Humanistic Psycholo-

gy, outlines his philosophy of personal growth in On 
Becoming a Person. Rogers believed that humans 
have an innate drive toward “self-actualization”—be-
coming fully themselves—but this drive gets blocked 
by judgment and conditions of worth. He argued 
that for a person to grow, they require a relationship 
characterized by three core conditions:
1.	 Congruence (Authenticity): The facilitator/par-

ent must be real and transparent, not hiding be-
hind a professional mask or a role of authority.

2.	 Unconditional Positive Regard (Acceptance): 
Warm acceptance of the other person’s experi-
ence without judgment. This separates the being 
from the behavior (e.g., “I accept you, even if I 
don’t accept your hitting”).

3.	 Empathy: The ability to deeply understand the 
other person’s internal frame of reference and 
communicate that understanding back to them.
Rogers famously stated that “what is most per-

sonal is most general.” By validating feelings rath-
er than dismissing them, we build connection. For 
Rogers, the goal is to become a “Fully Functioning 
Person”—open to experience, trusting of one’s own 
organism, and willing to be a process rather than a 
fixed product.
Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 The Facilitator’s Stance: In the Trainer’s Manu-

al, Rogers’ principles are the “Golden Rules” for 
trainers. They are instructed to treat parents 
with unconditional positive regard, creating a 
safe “container” free of judgment.

•	 Active Listening: Rogers’ methodology is the di-
rect source for the “Active Listening Toolkit” in 
Module 2 (Communication). Parents are taught 
to “mirror” their child’s feelings (“It sounds like 
you are frustrated”) rather than fixing or denying 
them.

•	 Good Enough Parenting: Rogers’ focus on “pro-
cess over product” supports the course’s rejec-
tion of perfectionism. We teach parents to be 
“Congruent” (admitting when they are wrong) 
rather than pretending to be perfect authorities.

Siegel, D. J., & Bryson, T. P. (2011). The 
Whole-Brain Child: 12 Revolutionary Strate-
gies to Nurture Your Child’s Developing Mind

Summary 
In The Whole-Brain Child, neuropsychiatrist 

Daniel J. Siegel and parenting expert Tina Payne 
Bryson translate complex neuroscience into accessi-
ble, practical strategies for parents. The central the-
sis of the book is Integration. The authors argue that 
a healthy brain is an integrated brain—one where 
the different parts (left and right, upstairs and down-
stairs) work together in harmony. When these parts 
are disjointed, children experience chaos (tantrums, 
aggression) or rigidity (shutting down).

The authors introduce two primary architectural 
metaphors to explain child development:
1.	 Left Brain vs. Right Brain: The Left Brain is logi-

cal, linguistic, and literal. It loves order and lists. 
The Right Brain is emotional, non-verbal, experi-
ential, and autobiographical. Young children (es-
pecially under age 3) are dominant in their Right 
Brain.
•	 The Conflict: When a child is upset (Right 

Brain activation), parents often try to use 
logic and words (Left Brain). This fails be-
cause the two sides aren’t connected.

•	 The Solution: “Connect and Redirect.” Par-
ents must first connect with the Right Brain 
(through touch, tone, and empathy) to calm the 
emotional storm. Only then can they redirect 
to the Left Brain to solve the problem logically.

2.	 Upstairs Brain vs. Downstairs Brain:
The book outlines 12 specific strategies to foster 
this integration. These include “Name It to Tame 
It” (retelling a scary or painful story to help the 
Left Brain make sense of the Right Brain’s big 
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feelings) and “Move It or Lose It” (using physi-
cal activity to shift emotional states). Siegel and 
Bryson emphasize that moments of crisis are 
actually opportunities to wire the child’s brain 
for resilience. By helping children integrate their 
experiences, parents give them the tools to 
self-regulate for life.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 The “Under Construction” Brain: In Module 1 

(The Secret World of Your Child’s Mind), the “Up-
stairs/Downstairs” metaphor is used to explain 
Developmental Mismatches. We use this to re-
lieve parental frustration: a child isn’t necessarily 
being “naughty”; they are simply working with an 
unfinished Upstairs Brain.

•	 Connection Before Correction: The strategy 
of “Connect and Redirect” is the philosophical 
backbone of Module 3 (Positive Discipline). We 
explicitly teach parents that they must “surf the 
emotional wave” (Right Brain connection) before 
they can teach a lesson (Left Brain logic).

•	 Emotional Literacy: The “Name It to Tame It” 
strategy is applied in Module 2 (Communication) 
and within the Play Cards. We teach parents that 
simply naming an emotion (“I see you are frus-
trated”) calms the amygdala, a concept backed 
by Siegel’s research.

•	 Somatic Regulation: The strategy “Move It or 
Lose It” supports the somatic exercises in the 
Trainer’s Manual (e.g., “Shake It Off”). It provides 
the scientific justification for why we use move-
ment to change a child’s (or parent’s) mood.

Stern, D. (1985). The Interpersonal World of 
the Infant: A View from Psychoanalysis and 

Developmental Psychology

Summary
Daniel Stern’s work bridged the gap between 

psychoanalysis and developmental observation. He 
revolutionized the view of the infant, proving they 
are not passive, narcissistic blobs, but active, social 

beings seeking connection from birth. Stern mapped 
the development of the “Sense of Self” in four layers:
1.	 Emergent Self (0-2 months): Sensing processes 

and connections.
2.	 Core Self (2-6 months): Physical agency and co-

herence.
3.	 Subjective Self (7-15 months): The realization 

that “I have a mind and you have a mind, and we 
can share feelings.”

4.	 Verbal Self (15+ months): The ability to objectify 
the self through language.
Stern’s most critical contribution for this project 

is the concept of Affect Attunement. Unlike simple 
imitation (copying the behavior), attunement match-
es the internal feeling state. If a baby squeals with 
joy, the parent might not squeal, but might give a 
shimmy of the shoulders that matches the intensity 
and rhythm of the joy. This tells the child, “I get you. 
I feel what you feel.” Stern argued that this “being 
with” is the foundation of emotional health.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 Attunement Exercises: In the offline training 

(Day 1), Stern’s work is the basis for the “Attune-
ment/Mirroring” exercises. We teach parents 
that play isn’t just about toys; it’s about matching 
the child’s intensity and rhythm (the “music” of 
the interaction).

•	 Understanding “Why”: In Module 1, Stern’s “Ver-
bal Self” phase is used to explain the developmen-
tal shift that happens around age 2-3, helping par-
ents understand why toddlers suddenly become 
demanding as they discover their separate minds.

•	 Repair: Stern’s concept that “misattunement” is 
inevitable, and that the relationship is built on 
the repair of these breaks, is central to Module 5, 
relieving parents of the pressure to be perfectly 
attuned 100% of the time.

Suhajda, É. V. (2017). Érzelmi intelligencia 
és konfliktuskezelés (Emotional Intelligence 

and Conflict Management)
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Summary
This work by Dr. Eva Virag Suhajda (the peda-

gogical lead of the Playful Parents project) focuses 
on the practical application of Emotional Intelli-
gence (EQ) within educational and family systems. 
Building on the models of Goleman and Bar-On, 
Suhajda argues that EQ is not a fixed trait but a 
set of learnable skills comprising self-awareness, 
self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social 
skills.

The text emphasizes that conflict is not a sign of 
failure but a natural consequence of diverse needs 
meeting in a shared space. It distinguishes between 
constructive and destructive conflict. Destructive 
conflict attacks the identity (“You are lazy”), while 
constructive conflict addresses the behavior and 
the underlying need. Suhajda integrates the prin-
ciples of Non-Violent Communication (NVC), advo-
cating for a shift from “Jackal language” (blaming, 
judging) to “Giraffe language” (connecting, observ-
ing).

The book highlights that for an adult to effec-
tively teach EQ to a child, they must first possess it. 
It places a heavy emphasis on the adult’s responsi-
bility to manage their own “triggers” and emotional 
regulation before attempting to discipline a child. It 
also advocates for the use of games, drama pedago-
gy, and “as-if” spaces to practice these social skills 
safely.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 Communication Tools: This text is the direct 

source for the practical tools in Module 2 (Com-
munication), specifically the “Jackal to Giraffe” 
translation exercise and the “I-Message” formula.

•	 The Iceberg Metaphor: Suhajda’s work on con-
flict resolution informs the “Iceberg Detective” 
exercise in Module 3, teaching parents to look 
for the “Interest” (Need) hidden beneath the “Po-
sition” (Behavior).

•	 Gamification of Social Skills: The Play Cards 
(Project Result 3) are a direct application of Su-
hajda’s theory that social competence is best 
learned through playful interaction rather than 
lecture.

Van der Kolk, B. (2014). The Body Keeps  
the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the  

Healing of Trauma

Summary
Bessel van der Kolk’s The Body Keeps the Score 

fundamentally changed how we understand stress 
and trauma. He argues that trauma is not just a sto-
ry about the past; it is a physiological change in the 
present. Trauma re-wires the brain, specifically acti-
vating the amygdala (smoke detector) and suppress-
ing the prefrontal cortex (watchtower). This leaves 
the individual in a state of hyper-arousal (always on 
guard) or hypo-arousal (numb).

Most importantly, van der Kolk argues that be-
cause trauma lives in the body, “top-down” ap-
proaches (like talking) are often insufficient. We 
need “bottom-up” approaches to help the body feel 
safe again. He advocates for somatic practices like 
yoga, theater, rhythm, movement, and deep breath-
ing to release the “issues in the tissues.”

For parents, this is crucial for two reasons: 1) It 
helps them understand their own triggers (why they 
might “snap” disproportionately), and 2) It helps 
them understand that a dysregulated child cannot 
be “talked” out of a meltdown; they must be phys-
ically soothed and regulated.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 Somatic Exercises: This book validates the inclu-

sion of physical movement in the Trainer’s Man-
ual. Exercises like “Shake It Off,” “The 3-Minute 
Charge,” and rhythm games are included to ad-
dress the physiological aspect of stress, not just 
the cognitive.

•	 Trauma-Informed Approach: The manual’s em-
phasis on “The Right to Pass,” creating safety, 
and recognizing the “Window of Tolerance” is 
derived from van der Kolk’s principles.

•	 The “Anchor” Visualization: In Module 11 (Cri-
sis), the idea that the parent must be a physi-
cal anchor to help the child metabolize grief or 
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stress is based on van der Kolk’s assertion that 
safe relationships are the primary cure for trau-
ma.

Winnicott, D. W. (1971). Playing and Reality.

Summary 
In his final and most influential book, Playing 

and Reality, British pediatrician and psychoanalyst 
Donald Winnicott explores the intermediate area 
between the inner world of the individual and the 
external world of reality. He argues that this space—
which he calls Potential Space—is the location of 
play, creativity, and cultural experience.

Winnicott introduces the famous concept of the 
Transitional Object (e.g., the teddy bear or security 
blanket). He explains that for an infant, this object 
is the first “not-me” possession. It is a paradox that 
must be accepted: the baby created the object (in 
their imagination) and found the object (in reality). 
The parent’s job is not to challenge this paradox but 
to allow the child to rest in the illusion. This ability to 
bridge inner and outer reality is the root of all future 
creativity, art, and religion.

Winnicott also distinguishes between the True 
Self (spontaneous, alive, and creative) and the False 
Self (compliant, polite, and hollow). The False Self 
develops when a child has to comply too often with 
a parent’s needs or rigid environment, suppressing 
their own spontaneous impulses. To prevent this, 
a parent doesn’t need to be perfect, but simply a 
“Good Enough Mother” (or parent). A good enough 
parent starts with near-total adaptation to the in-
fant’s needs and gradually “fails” in small, manage-

able ways as the child grows, allowing the child to 
build resilience and discover their own capacity to 
cope.

Crucially, Winnicott asserts that “psychotherapy 
takes place in the overlap of two areas of playing, 
that of the patient and that of the therapist.” If the 
patient cannot play, the therapist must help them 
learn how. For Winnicott, play is not just something 
children do; it is the very essence of feeling alive.

Application in the “Playful Parents” Course
•	 The “Good Enough” Principle: This concept is 

the antidote to parental perfectionism and burn-
out. It is explicitly taught in Module 5 (The Re-
silient Parent) to relieve guilt. We teach parents 
that small “failures” (like being late or grumpy) 
are actually necessary for their child’s develop-
ment of resilience, provided there is repair.

•	 The “False Self” Warning: In Module 1 (The Se-
cret World of Your Child’s Mind) and Module 8 
(Self-Esteem), Winnicott’s theory is used to warn 
against over-parenting or “Carpentering.” Par-
ents are taught that if they are too intrusive or 
controlling, they risk forcing their child to devel-
op a False Self who is “good” but empty inside.

•	 Potential Space: The training environment itself 
(the “As-If” space) is modeled on Winnicott’s Po-
tential Space. We create a zone where parents 
can “play” with new behaviors without the con-
sequences of the real world.

•	 Transitional Objects for Adults: In Module 11 
(Crisis), we discuss how adults also use tran-
sitional objects (a keepsake, a song, a ritual) to 
navigate grief and change, normalizing the need 
for comfort during transitions.
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