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DEDICATION

To Renee (you know who you are). Thanks for sharing your life and 

helping us build something incredible together.
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WHAT THIS BOOK IS, 
AND WHAT IT ISN’ 
T

Our first book, The Home Education Starter Guide, is about the 
homeschool: the laws in your state, choosing curriculum, building 
a schedule that survives a bad morning, placement, transcripts, the 
hard days.

This book is about the child.
It won’t tell you what to teach or how to teach it. It will help you 
find out who you are teaching, write it down in a way you can use, 
and put it to work in the ordinary weeks you already have. When 
this book sends you back to the schoolwork, it sends you to the 
Starter Guide, because that is where the schoolwork lives.
The two books are meant to sit on the same shelf. Neither one is 
the other with the parts rearranged. Each stands on its own, and 
they work together.



A note on names. The families in this book are real, and not one of 
them is a single family. Renee, Simone and Theo are drawn from a 
number of households we have sat in over the years, and every 
name on these pages was invented to keep those households 
private. The kitchen tables happened. The notebooks, the wrong 
first answers and the bad week in June all happened. The names 
did not.
Our thanks to the families behind them, who let us sit at their 
tables through a good many ordinary years, and who never once 
asked us to make them look better than they were.



WHY THIS BOOK EXISTS
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When we finished The Home Education Starter Guide, we kept hearing 
the same thing from parents who had read it. I’ve started watching. 
I’m noticing things about my kid I never saw before. Now what do I do 
with all of it?

It was a fair question, and we didn’t have a good answer on paper. 
Our first book taught you how to homeschool well. Almost noth-
ing, ours included, taught you what to do with what you’d learned 
about who your child actually is. The noticing was piling up in 
parents’ heads, in the notes app, on the backs of grocery lists, and 
none of it was going anywhere.
So we built a place to put it. The Child Blueprint & Discovery 
Guide is that place: eight lenses for seeing a child, and five sheets 
for writing down what you see. But a set of worksheets, however 
good, doesn’t show you what it looks like to fill them in on a 
Tuesday night with a tired six-year-old in the next room.
That is what this book is for. It follows one family, the 
Calloways, through a single year of learning to see their two 
children clearly: the notebooks, the wrong first answers, the 
corrections, the bad week in June, and the Sunday nights. By the 
time you finish it, you will have watched somebody do every page 
of the Guide, and you will have done them yourself.
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We didn’t write it because we did all of this well. We didn’t. We 
wrote it because we can see, now, how useful a Child Blueprint 
would have been for us.

— Russ and Val



THE  PROMISE  OF THIS  BOOK
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This book will  not  stop you from wondering whether your 
child is behind. Nothing will. What it will do is replace that 
ques-tion with one you can actually answer. Am I behind? has no 
answer, because there is nobody your child is racing. Where is my 
child right now, and what comes next? has an answer, and by the 
end of this book you will be able to give it, with dates.
It pays off twice, on two different clocks.  The first payoff arrives 
the night you write your first entry, because a dated record of who 
your child was this week is worth keeping on its own, whether or 
not a single plan ever comes of it. The second arrives in four to six 
months, when you have enough of those entries to stand on, and 
you can see your child clearly enough to stop comparing.
And  it  delivers  four  things,  plainly.  A completed Child 
Blueprint™ for each child. A working development Roadmap for 
each child, for this season and the next. A simple weekly way to 
put both to work. And a dated record of your children, and of 
yourself, that you will still want in ten years.
That is the whole promise. We won’t pretend the four to six 
months are shorter than they are. We will tell you, all the way 
through, that every one of them is worth it.
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A NOTE  ABOUT  ARTIFICIAL  
INTELLIGENCE

If you read our first book, you know we think AI tools are among 
the most useful things a homeschooling parent has right now. That 
hasn’t changed.
This book asks something different of them, and so it is stricter. 
This is a book about knowing your child, and an AI tool cannot 
know your child.  It has never watched her stop halfway down a 
page of math. It has never seen what his face does when something 
finally makes sense. Everything it can ever tell you about your 
child is built out of what you wrote down, and nothing else.
So in this book, the tool never supplies an observation. It can ask 
you good questions. It can lay a season of your own notes side by 
side faster than you can, and point at something you hadn’t put 
together. It can help you turn a week’s priorities into steps you can 
actually take, or check a curriculum against the child you’ve 
described. You decide what anything means. And when you need 
to check what it told you, you check it against your notebook, 
never against another AI.

You are the one who knows your child. That doesn’t change.
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HOW TO USE  THIS  BOOK

You’ll keep two things, and they do different jobs.
The first is your Journal: a running, dated record of what you 
actually see your children do. It starts in Chapter 1 and it never 
really stops. Keep it in whatever you already use, a composition 
notebook, a notes app, a document on your laptop. The book 
calls it a notebook because the Calloways use two that cost 
ninety-seven cents each.
The second is your Blueprint: the periodic distillation of that 
Journal into the Child Blueprint & Discovery Guide, five sheets 
per child. You’ll build it rough at the end of Part One, correct it at 
the end of Part Two, complete it in Part Three, and return to it on 
a rhythm after that. The Guide has no journaling pages in it, and 
that’s on purpose. The Journal is yours, in your own format.

If you read The Home Education Starter Guide, you already down-
loaded the Guide, so go and find it. If you’re starting here, you 
can download it free at HomeEdRevolution.com/Resources.
Here is roughly what arrives when.
Part One, about three to four weeks of real observation. You’ll 
learn to watch without grading. You’ll finish with a dated 
Journal on each child and a first, rough Sheet 1 for each. Rough 
is the point.
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Part Two, about two to three months.  Eight lenses, one at a time: 
gifts, interests, character, learning style, motivations, relationships, 
challenges, and what your child is built to fix. You’ll finish with a 
Blueprint you can trust, because you corrected it yourself.
Part Three, about a month. The short Part. You’ll find the pattern 
underneath the entries and build the Roadmap: what to work on 
now, what to set down for later, and what to keep watching.
Part  Four,  no  deadline.  This is where the Roadmap becomes a 
week: habits, experiences, projects, money, and what to do when 
the work outpaces you.
Part Five, the years ahead. Mentors, coming back to the 
Blueprint on a rhythm, putting all of it to work every week, and 
keeping a few pages about yourself.
After each of the first four Parts there’s a short Parent Self-Check, 
where you’ll stop, look at what you have, and fill in the next 
Blueprint sheets.
You can read this book straight through, or work it chapter by 
chapter alongside your own Journal and Blueprint. The four-
to-six-month estimate describes the second way. If it takes you 
eight months, you haven’t fallen behind. You’ve been busy 
raising children.



xix

BEFORE  WE BEGIN

You don’t need to know your child already. 
You don’t need to have noticed the right things.

You don’t need to be good at writing, or organized, or finished 
with anything.

You need a notebook, and tonight, and four honest sentences 
about a child you love.
Everything else in this book comes one entry at a time. 
Go find a pen.
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INTRODUCTION:  THE  
QUESTION  YOU’  VE BEEN

COLLECTING  ANSWERS  TO

On an ordinary Wednesday in late September, Renee Calloway 
stood on a kitchen chair in her bedroom closet, looking for the 
box of winter hats, and found a different box instead.
It had been on the top shelf so long the lid had gone soft at the 
corners. Inside was a ribbon, blue, with the gold edging worn off 
one side. A clipping from the county paper, folded twice. And a 
leotard, purple, small enough now that it looked like it had 
belonged to somebody else.
She had been a gymnast. She’d started at nine and trained twenty 
hours a week, and it ended at seventeen, on a vault landing and a 
knee that didn’t come back the way the doctors hoped. She stood 
on the chair for a minute with the leotard in her hand. Then she 
put it all back, found the hats in the next box over, and went 
downstairs to start dinner.

That’s the whole scene. Hold on to it. It comes back.
If you read our first book, you’ll remember where it ended. With a 
question: not how do I teach this child, but who is this child becoming? 
And with this: you’ve been collecting the answers to that question all 
along. You just haven’t had anywhere to put them yet.

This book is somewhere to put them.
It isn’t a new curriculum, and it isn’t a personality test. It’s a way of 
writing down what you already see your children do, dated and
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specific, until it adds up to something you can use. It won’t tell you 
which curriculum to buy. It will tell you why the last three didn’t 
work.

!e family you’re going to follow
Renee is a dental hygienist. She works two days a week, and she 
homeschools the rest.
Her son Theo is six. Theo can tell you the name of every bone he 
has ever broken and exactly how he broke it. He cannot always tell 
you what a word on a page says, and some days he looks at the 
word for a long time and then looks out the window.
Her daughter Simone is eleven. Simone reads constantly, which 
should be a comfort, and somehow isn’t, because Renee has no 
idea whether reading constantly at eleven is ahead, or normal, or 
beside the point.
You’ll get to know both of them the way Renee does: slowly, one 
entry at a time, and wrong at first.

What happened to the girl in the box
Before this book turns to Theo and Simone, it’s worth turning the 
same question on Renee.
At seven, she wanted to be the girl on the television with the 
ribbon in her hair, and nobody laughed at her for it. Somebody 
drove her to the gym. Somebody paid for it. For ten years a whole 
family bent itself around what she was good at.
Then, at seventeen, it ended, and what she noticed most, looking 
back, was how quickly everyone moved on to what was sensible. 
Nobody sat her down and asked what she had actually loved about
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all of it. Nobody asked what else in her might want the same kind 
of attention. The adults around her meant well. They pointed her 
at something steady, and she went, and she’s good at it. But the 
question of who she was, apart from the vault, never got asked by 
anybody. Including her.
Now I want to turn it on you.
Most of us were pointed somewhere, early, by people who loved 
us. A relative who said artists don’t make a living. A teacher who 
decided which kind of kid you were by the second week. A 
parent who needed you to be sensible, because life had taught 
them to be afraid. Nobody was trying to make you smaller. But 
somewhere along the way, a lot of the things you were most alive 
for got quietly set down, and nobody wrote down what they 
were.
You can’t go back and get yours. You can make sure your child’s 
don’t get set down without anybody noticing. That’s what this 
book builds: a roadmap for being a better guide to your child than 
anyone had the tools to be for you.
The greatest educational advantage your child has is a parent 
who truly knows them. Not a program, not a school, not a test 
score. You.

Seeing over the hill
There’s an image I’ll come back to all through this book, so let me 
give it to you properly, once.
You are a lookout. You’re posted on high ground, above the road 
your child is walking. From up there you can see what’s coming 
around the bend, the next hard year, the next thing they’ll need, 
because you’ve walked a road like this yourself and they haven’t.
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Your child can only see the next few steps. You can see over the 
hill.
But nobody is handed that spot. It isn’t a personality trait, and it 
isn’t something good parents are born with. You climb to it, over 
a season, one dated entry at a time.  And the climb itself is what 
finally ends the comparing, because somewhere on the way up you 
stop looking sideways at other people’s children and start looking 
ahead at your own.

!e question this book replaces
Right now, if you’re like most of the parents we talk to, one ques-
tion is running underneath everything else. Am I behind?

This book won’t make you stop asking it. It will replace it.

Am I behind? can’t be answered, because there is nobody to be 
behind. Your child isn’t in a race, and there’s no finish line anyone 
can point to. But where is my child right now, and what comes next? 
can be answered, specifically, with dates. By the end of this book, 
that’s the question you’ll be answering.
And it holds even if you find a real gap somewhere. A named gap, 
with a date on it and a next step beside it, is not a verdict on you or 
your child. It’s a relief. It’s something you can do.

Two clocks
Two things start running the night you begin. The first entry you 
write tonight is already worth keeping: a dated record of who your 
child was this week, which no one else in the world has. That clock 
pays you back from the first night. The second clock is slower. In a 
few months, you’ll have enough of those entries to stand on, and 
that’s when you’ll be able to see over the hill.
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Here’s what a finished page looks like
At the end of all of it, each child gets one sheet that pulls every-
thing together, and it ends with a single sentence about who that 
child is becoming. The Guide’s own example reads like this:

Ryan is a creative problem-solver with emerging leadership gifts 

who should be given increasing opportunities to build, teach, and 

lead.

That sentence took a season of watching to earn. It isn’t a label, 
and it isn’t a prediction. It’s a direction, written down by someone 
who looked closely enough to say it.

Where this book leaves you
By the last page, you’ll have a completed Child Blueprint™ for 
each of your children. A working development roadmap for this 
season, and a way to put it to work every week. And a dated record 
of your children, and of yourself, that you will still want in ten 
years.
Renee doesn’t know any of that yet. On the Wednesday with the 
box, she hasn’t bought a single notebook. In about a week and a 
half, a patient in her chair is going to tell her about a son who 
reads chapter books, and something in Renee’s stomach is going to 
start to hurt.
That’s where we start.
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PART ONE

WHAT YOU’RE 
ACTUALLY SEEING

This first Part asks one thing of you, and it’s smaller than you 
think: watch your children, and write down what they actually do. 
Not what it means. Not whether it’s good or bad or behind. Just 
what happened, with a date on it.
That sounds too simple to take five chapters, and it isn’t. Almost 
every parent starts by grading. We see a child stall on a word and 
write down struggles with reading, when what we saw was a boy 
look at the word under for eleven seconds and then look out the 
window. The difference between those two sentences is the whole 
of Part One.
Give it about three to four weeks of real observation. Four 
sentences a night is plenty.
By the end of this Part, you’ll have two things. A dated Journal 
on each of your children, in whatever notebook you already 
own. And a first Sheet 1 of the Blueprint for each child, filled in 
at the
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Self-Check. It will be rough. It’s supposed to be rough. You’ll 
correct it on purpose later, and the rough version is what makes 
the corrections possible.
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C H A P T E R 1

THERE’  S NO CLOCK  RUNNING
HOW RENEE STOPPED MEASURING 

THEO AND SIMONE AGAINST
EVERYONE ELSE’S CALENDAR

enee had both hands in Marla Whitcomb’s mouth when the 
conversation started, which is how most of her conversa-

tions start.
It was a Tuesday in early October, the ten-fifteen, a routine clean-
ing. Marla was a good patient: easy gums, no complaints. She 
talked the way people talk to hygienists, which is to say continu-
ously and to no one in particular. She had gotten through the 
weather and her sister’s kitchen remodel. Somewhere around the 
lower left quadrant, she arrived at her son.
Bennett was eight. Bennett was reading chapter books now, actual 
chapter books, the kind with no pictures. His teacher had said at 
conferences that he was reading at a fifth-grade level, which Marla 
repeated twice. She said it the way people say things they’ve 
decided not to be proud of out loud, so they say them sideways 
instead. Then she said, and this was the part that followed Renee 
home, “I don’t know how they measure that, honestly. But it’s nice 
to know where he is.”
Renee nodded. She had a scaler in one hand and a mirror in the 
other. She was not going to say anything, because there was 
nothing to say and nothing to say it with.
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Her son Theo was six. Theo could tell you the name of every bone 
he had broken and how. On Thursday he had looked at the word 
under for eleven seconds and then looked out the window. Simone, 
her daughter, was eleven and read constantly, which should have 
been a comfort and somehow wasn’t. Renee had no idea whether 
reading constantly at eleven was ahead, or normal, or beside the 
point.
She finished the quadrant. She polished, she flossed, she said the 
thing she says about the back molars. She walked Marla to the 
front desk and scheduled her for April.

And then she thought about it for the rest of the day.
By the time she got home she’d done the thing she always did, 
which was to convert a stray comment into a question she couldn’t 
answer. It came out that night while she was standing at the sink, 
out loud, to nobody.

It’s not that I think they’re behind. It’s that I have no idea what I’m 

supposed to be looking at.

That’s the real fear, and it almost never gets said in the words it 
actually lives in. Renee was not lying awake convinced her chil-
dren were failing. She was lying awake because she was eight 
months into homeschooling and she didn’t know what she didn’t 
know. And when you don’t know what you don’t know, you’ll 
take direction from anything that offers it. A chart. A conference-
room comment. A woman in the chair with a scaler in her mouth.

What can a milestone chart actually tell you?
I want to be careful here, because I’m not going to tell you that 
milestone charts are worthless. They aren’t. They catch real prob-
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lems in real children, which is why I would rather live in a world 
that has them than one that doesn’t.

But they were built for a purpose, and it’s worth knowing what 
it was.

1. A chart is built to find the far edges, not the middle.
Developmental norms exist so a pediatrician seeing four hundred 
children a year can spot the eight who need a closer look. That is 
what a screening tool is for, and this one does it well. It is built to 
be sensitive at the edges, which means it is built to be loose in the 
middle. And the enormous middle, where nearly every child actu-
ally lives, is not what the instrument was made to describe.
So when a chart says a child reads at a fifth-grade level, it is not 
telling you something true about that child. It’s telling you one 
thing only: that his performance on one instrument, on one morn-
ing, looked like the average performance of a particular sample of 
ten-year-olds. That is a real fact. It’s just a much smaller fact than 
it sounds like, and nowhere near the size of the fact Marla thought 
she was holding.

2. A chart has no memory.
This is the part that gets missed. I missed it for years. A chart 
can tell you where a child is standing. It cannot tell you which 
direc-tion he’s walking, or how fast, or whether he’s been 
walking for two weeks or two years. Bennett reading at a fifth-
grade level tells you nothing about where Bennett was in June. 
The distance between June and October is the information.
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A single measurement is a photograph. What you want is the film.

Renee had eight months of the film for both children, in her 
head, unwritten. She’d watched Theo go from refusing to hold a 
pencil to writing his name in enormous crooked letters on 
everything he owned. She’d watched Simone move from reading 
only what she was assigned to reading at the table, in the car, 
and in the bathtub with the book held out of the water. She had 
all of it. She’d simply never counted it as evidence, because it 
didn’t come with a number attached. She’d been trained her 
whole life to believe that things with numbers attached are the 
real things.

The principle: A trajectory is not a deadline. At the early 
stages of a child’s life, no one knows what the apex will be, 
so the early observations need to be true, not fast.

What changes when you ask a question that actually has 
an answer?
Here’s what I’d like to hand you, with an honest accounting of 
what it is and what it isn’t.
I can’t promise you’ll stop wondering whether your children are 
behind. I did this for fifteen years and I still get a version of that 
feeling, usually in a parking lot, usually in October. What I can tell 
you is that the question itself is broken. You can put it down and 
pick up a better one.

3. “Am I behind?” can’t be answered, because 
there’s nothing to be behind.
Behind requires a race, a starting gun, and a field. There is no gun. 
There is no field. There is your child, who started where he
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started, carrying what he carries, moving at the rate a person like 
him moves.
You can compare him to a sample of other children on a particular 
instrument. That will produce a number that feels like an answer. 
It is not one. You will ask the question again in six weeks, because 
unanswerable questions always come back. That is what makes 
them unanswerable.

4. “Where is he right now, and what comes next?” 
can be answered, by you, this week.
Not by a chart. Not by a teacher who has him six hours a day. Not 
by me. By you — the only person on earth who has watched all of 
it. I know that can land like one more thing on your shoulders. I 
mean it as the opposite.

Where is he  right now is a describable fact. It’s usually more than 
one. On Thursday, Theo looked at under for eleven seconds and 
then looked out the window. In March he wouldn’t hold a pencil. 
On the twenty-ninth of September he wrote his own name on the 
bottom of a drawing, without anyone asking him to. Both are true 
about the same boy in the same season. A chart would have room 
for only one of them.

What comes next is a decision you make from those facts, not from 
a comparison.
And I want to say the thing this book will keep saying, because I 
think it’s the question sitting underneath the other one. What most 
parents want to know isn’t really whether their child is behind. It’s 
whether something is genuinely wrong.
So here it is. If something genuinely isn’t where it needs to be, this 
is how you find out. Not later than a chart would have told you —



THE HOME EDUCATION  BLUEPRINT

8

earlier, and more precisely, and with a next step already attached. 
A named challenge with a next step is a relief. It is a verdict only 
when nobody knows what to do about it.
Let me put one boundary around that now, so it’s never in ques-
tion later. Watching your child closely and writing down what you 
see is how a difficulty surfaces. It is not how it gets named. If what 
accumulates in that notebook starts pointing somewhere specific, 
you take the notebook to someone qualified to read it. You will 
walk in carrying months of dated observation — more than almost 
any parent brings. Your job is to see clearly. It was never to 
diagnose.
The principle:  You can’t answer whether you’re behind. You can 
answer where he is right now, and what comes next.

So where do you put what you notice?
Renee bought two composition notebooks at the grocery store 
on a Wednesday — the cheap black-and-white marbled kind, 
ninety-seven cents each, in a package of two. She wrote THEO 
on one and SIMONE on the other in marker, and she felt slightly 
foolish doing it.

That night she wrote four sentences in Theo’s, and dated them.
I want you to sit with this for a second, because the honest version 
of what I’m asking you to do involves waiting. I won’t ask you to 
wait without telling you what arrives immediately.
The waiting part is real. It can take a few months of watching 
before the entries pile up into something with a shape you can see. 
I’m not going to pretend otherwise.
But something arrives the same night that has nothing to do with 
waiting. The four sentences Renee wrote in Theo’s notebook are
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already a dated record of who her son was in the first week of 
October, when he was six. That is not preparation for something. 
That is the thing.
Ten years from now, when Theo is sixteen and mostly in his room 
and unrecognizable in the ordinary way sixteen-year-olds are 
unrecognizable, that page will be the only place the six-year-old 
still exists. Not a photograph of him. Photographs are everywhere, 
and all they preserve is what he looked like. This is what he was 
like: what he noticed, what he said at the table, what he did with 
his hands when he was bored. Nobody else is writing that down. 
There’s no copy of it anywhere. The school he doesn’t attend isn’t 
keeping one, and nothing will reconstruct it later from what you 
can still remember at forty.
You don’t have to finish this book to get that. You get it tonight, 
and again every night you write four sentences and put a date on 
them.
There’s something else I should say now rather than later. The 
question that put Renee at the sink is going to come back. Not 
because she’ll have failed at anything, but because it comes back at 
every seam — when a child turns nine, when a co-op adds a level, 
when a friend’s kid does something a year early. What changes is 
not that the feeling stops. What changes is what she has in her 
hand when it arrives. We’ll come back to this, near the end, when 
she has enough years behind her for it to mean something.

For now, two notebooks and a date.

A Conversation to Have With AI
Here is where AI helps with the exact problem this chapter is 
about: not knowing what you don’t know. You don’t need any 
technical skill for this, and no script to get right.
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Open whatever assistant you use — ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, 
whichever is already on your phone — and talk to it the way you’d 
talk to the one friend who actually thinks before she answers. Tell 
it about one of your children, by age, in your own words, the way 
you’d describe him to someone across a lunch table. Then ask it 
what “on track” would even mean for a child like that, and ask it 
what it would want to know before it tried to answer.
This usually is not a one-and-done. It may ask what you meant by 
a word you used. If it hands you something short and flat, give it 
more detail. If it hands you a checklist, tell it you didn’t ask for a 
checklist, you asked for a conversation.

The point is not to get the answer. It’s to hear your own child 
described out loud by something that has no opinion about him 
yet, and to notice which parts you’d argue with. The parts you’d 
argue with are the parts you already know.
There’s no wrong way to ask. You’ll find as we go that the more 
you do this, the closer the answers get.

Your Journal Entry This Week
Watch for:  any sentence where you measure your child against a 
calendar or against another child. Not to punish yourself for it, 
just to notice it. The comparison you want is to the same child last 
week, last month, last year.
Evaluate: read each entry back and ask whether it’s a fact or a fear. 
He looked at the word for eleven seconds and then looked out the window 
is a fact. He might have a reading problem is a fear. Both are honest. 
Only one belongs in the notebook this week. Write the fact. Set the 
fear down, it’ll keep.
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Habit: date every entry, even a one-line one, even on the day when 
the entry is nothing new, he built a fort. The dates are what turn a 
pile of notes into a record. Ten years from now, the dates are the 
part you won’t believe you have. They make it real.

One More Thing Before Chapter 2
Renee kept the notebooks going for eight days before she noticed 
something she hadn’t expected.
She’d assumed writing things down would make her more 
anxious, that seeing it on paper would make the gaps official. It did 
the opposite. Once a worry was written as a fact, it stopped 
circling. It sat there on the page, finite, one sentence long, taking 
up exactly as much room as it actually deserved. She stopped 
carrying it around at the sink.
That’s the second thing a notebook does, though nobody warns 
you about it. It is not only a record of your child. It’s a place to set 
a worry down where it will keep, so your head can stop holding it 
open.
But eight days in she noticed something else, and this one was less 
comfortable. Her entries about Simone were short and vague and 
mostly about what Simone had read. Her entries about Theo were 
long and specific and full of conclusions.

She was writing about one child and interpreting the other.
The calendar is not the only false measuring stick in the house. 
There’s a closer one that comes from you: the child you’ve already 
built in your imagination, who fits one of your children better 
than the other.
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IF YOU REMEMBER NOTHING ELSE

Not knowing what to look for is not the same as failing at it. It’s 

the first week of a new language. Nobody is fluent in the first 

week. I wasn’t. You don’t have to be able to name what you’re 

seeing tonight. You only have to write down what you saw. The 

naming comes later, and it comes from you.
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C H A P T E R 2

THE CHILD WHO ISN’ T YOU
HOW RENEE LEARNED TO SEE THEO 
WITHOUT SEEING HERSELF FIRST

he lobby at Rivergate Gymnastics smelled exactly the way 
Renee remembered, which was the first thing that got her.

Chalk and floor mats and the particular sourness of a building full 
of children who have been working hard. She had not been inside 
a gym in nineteen years. She’d signed Theo up on a Thursday, paid 
the eighty-four dollars for the first six-week session, and told 
herself the whole drive over that this was for him — which it 
mostly was.
Renee trained from nine to seventeen, twenty hours a week, three 
hours a night after school and five on Saturdays. She came down 
wrong off a vault the spring she was seventeen and heard her knee 
make a sound, and that was the end of it, in the way those things 
end — not with a decision but with a series of doctor appoint-
ments. There is a box on the top shelf of her closet with a ribbon 
in it and a clipping from the county paper. She’d found it in 
September, looking for something else.

What she pictured, sitting in the viewing area with her coat still 
on, was Theo loving the part she’d loved. Not the medals. The 
drilling. The same skill forty times in a row until the fortieth one 
came out different from the first, the way a body learns something 
so completely that it stops needing you. That was the thing she’d 
loved most and had never once been able to explain to anyone, and

T
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she had been carrying a quiet hope for about six years that one of 
her children would turn out to have it too.
Coach Alma Reyes had the six-year-olds working straight jumps 
down a line on the floor. Arms by the ears, feet together, stick the 
landing. Do it again.
Theo did four of them correctly. On the fifth he added a half turn. 
On the sixth he jumped sideways off the line entirely and landed 
on the seam where two mats met, and then he did it again from 
further back to see whether he could still hit it.
Coach Reyes came over and fixed his arms, pressing them up 
beside his ears, and told him to keep his eyes forward. Theo 
nodded. He did two more with his arms right. Then he went back 
to aiming for the seam.

Renee felt something go tight and hot across her chest, and she 
was honest enough with herself, later, to admit that it was not 
concern.

It was closer to being embarrassed.
In the car he was in a tremendous mood. He talked about a boy 
named Wyatt and about the rope and about a foam pit he hadn’t 
been allowed in yet. Then, out of the blue, from the back seat:
“The jumping part’s boring unless you’re trying to get 
somewhere.” Renee opened her mouth and then didn’t. She drove.
Here’s what she realized about four blocks later, and it’s the reason 
this chapter exists. Theo had not been disobedient. He had not 
been unfocused. He’d done every jump the coach asked for and 
then turned the jumping into a problem worth solving, which is 
what six-year-old boys have been doing since there have been six-
year-old boys.
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THE CHILD  WHO ISN’  T YOU

The person in that building who had a problem with it was her. 
What surfaced at the second light was less tidy than that:

How much of what I see in him is actually him?

That’s the question underneath this chapter, and most parents 
never get it into words at all. It shows up instead as a tight chest in 
a folding chair, and it gets filed as concern.

How do you catch yourself doing it?
I’ve watched a lot of parents run into this, and I’ve run into it 
myself often enough that I no longer think of it as a failure of 
attention. I want to describe the mechanism carefully, because the 
reason it’s hard to catch is not that we are careless. It’s that it 
doesn’t feel like a mistake while it’s happening.

1. A projection arrives wearing the costume of recognition.
When Renee watched Theo hit that seam twice in a row, part of 
her was not observing him. She was consulting a version of him 
she’d been assembling since he was born — a boy who loved the 
drill because she had loved the drill. She was measuring the boy on 
the floor against that one and finding him short. And the feeling 
that produces is not I have an expectation that isn’t being met. The 
feeling it produces is something is wrong here.

That is what makes it so difficult. Projection does not announce 
itself as wanting. It announces itself as knowing. You do not think 
I wish he were different. You think he should be doing it right — and 
right has already been quietly defined by a child who does not 
exist.
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I spent a long time believing I didn’t do this, on the grounds that 
I’ve never much minded what my children were interested in. That 
was true, and it also wasn’t the point. What I minded was how they 
went at a thing, and how is where my own history was hiding. 
Yours is hiding in the same place.

2. !e tell shows up in your body before it shows 
up in words.
Renee’s chest went tight in the viewing area for a good ninety 
seconds before she had a single word for why, and the lag is the 
useful part. When you’re actually observing your child, you feel 
curious, or amused, or occasionally bored. When you’re 
comparing him to the one in your head, you feel a small hot flare 
of something. The specific flavor of it is worth learning to recog-
nize. Embarrassment. Impatience. A weird protectiveness that 
arrives out of nowhere. Disappointment that seems out of scale 
with a six-year-old bouncing off a mat seam.
You don’t have to be able to name it in the moment. I usually can’t. 
You only have to notice that it happened and treat it as informa-
tion about you rather than about him, and then you write down 
what he actually did, which is a separate task and a much 
easier one.

The principle: A projection feels like recognition. That is 
exactly what makes it hard to catch.

Why is the child who looks like you the hardest one to see?
Now I want to name it directly, because it runs underneath a great 
deal of what happens in a house with more than one child in it, 
and because I didn’t see it in my own house for years.
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The child who resembles you is the child you read most confi-
dently and least accurately.
Call it the mirror problem. It cuts both ways, and each direction 
costs you something.

3. With the child who mirrors you, you over-read. 
With the child who doesn’t, you under-read.
By the tenth day Renee had eight pages on Theo. Long entries, 
specific, full of conclusions. She had four short paragraphs on 
Simone in the same stretch, and three of them were about what 
Simone had been reading.
She’d assumed this meant Theo was simply more interesting to 
write about, which is what I assumed for years and what most of 
us assume. That is not what was happening. What was happening 
is that Renee had a ready-made interpretive system for Theo. 
She’d been a physical, restless kid who learned with her whole 
body, which meant that everything Theo did arrived pre-trans-
lated. She did not have to work to understand him. She had to 
work not to.
Simone arrived in no language Renee spoke. Quiet, watchful, 
eleven, reading in the bathtub with the book held clear of the 
water, tense in any room with more than five people in it. Renee 
had no template for that at all, and with no template she did what 
all of us do, which is write less and write vaguely.
So the over-read child gets a parent who’s confident and often 
wrong. The under-read child gets a parent who’s accurate, because 
she’s only writing down what she actually saw, and nearly silent.
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I was the second kind of mother to one of mine for most of a 
decade. Everything I wrote about her was true. There was just so 
little of it, and I mistook the thinness for her being an easy child.
I’m going to leave Simone here for now. There’s a whole chapter 
for her later, when Renee finally puts the two notebooks side by 
side and sees what she’s been doing. For this week, all that matters 
is that the mirror runs both ways. Thin entries on one child are a 
signal, not a personality difference. If your two notebooks look 
like Renee’s, you are not looking at two different children yet. You 
are looking at one child and one blind spot.

4. !e correction is not to stop projecting. It is 
to demote it.
You are not going to stop having a picture of your children. I 
haven’t, and I’ve been at this a long time, and honestly, I’m not 
sure a parent with no picture at all would be much use to anybody. 
The picture is where hope lives.
What you can do is move it out of the evidence column. Renee’s 
image of a boy who loves the drill is not an observation about 
Theo. It is an observation about Renee at nine years old, a real and 
worthwhile thing to know, and it belongs on a completely 
different page. When it shows up in the gym, she can notice it, 
name it privately, and go back to watching what her son is actually 
doing.
Which, that night, she finally did. She wrote:

Oct 14. Six weeks of gymnastics started. Straight jumps down the 

line, arms by ears. Theo did four correct, then added a half turn, 

then started aiming for the seam between the mats and repeating 

it from further back. Coach corrected his arms. He fixed them for
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two, then went back to the seam. In the car, unprompted: “the 

jumping part’s boring unless you’re trying to get somewhere.” Not 

sure yet what that means. Watching.

Not a conclusion. Not Theo has a focus problem, which is what she 
would have written a month earlier, and not Theo is a kinesthetic 
learner, which is what she would have written after one more arti-
cle. Just what happened, one sentence he said, and an admission 
that she didn’t know yet.

That last part — not sure yet what that means — is the whole skill. 
You’re allowed to write it as often as you need to.

The principle: You can’t help the child you created in your 
imagination, but you make all the difference to the child in 
front of you if you can learn to see them.

A Conversation to Have With AI
Tell it about something your child did this week that bothered you 
slightly more than it should have. Be honest about the slightly more 
than it should have part — that’s the whole point of the exercise.
Then ask it to help you separate two things: what your child actu-
ally did, and what you brought to it. Ask it what it would need to 
know about your own childhood to tell the difference.
Fair warning: it may ask you something uncomfortable. That’s the 
useful version. If it just reassures you that you’re a good parent, tell 
it you weren’t asking for that, and ask again.
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Your Journal Entry This Week
Watch for:  the distance between what you expected to see and 
what you actually saw. Write down both, not just the surprising 
half. I thought he’d love the repetition. He liked the part where he could 
aim at something. Both halves are data, and the first half is data 
about you.
Evaluate:  ask whether this was a one-time reaction or something 
that repeats. You can’t answer that this week, and you’re not 
supposed to be able to. Note it as a fact now and look again next 
week before you decide it’s a pattern.
Habit:  if one child’s pages are getting long and another’s are 
getting short, don’t fix it by writing more. Fix it by watching 
longer before you write. Thin entries usually mean you haven’t 
seen enough yet, and that’s an honest place to be.

One More Thing Before Chapter 3
There’s a second thing that happens when you demote the picture, 
and Renee felt it about a week in.

The gym got easier to sit in.
Not because Theo changed anything. He kept aiming for the seam. 
But once she stopped grading him against a nine-year-old girl who 
lives in a box on a closet shelf, she started actually enjoying 
watching him, which she had somehow not been doing, in a 
building she had paid eighty-four dollars to sit in. She had been so 
busy managing a small private disappointment that she missed 
most of the first two classes of her son’s life in a gym.
That’s the trade nobody mentions, and it’s the one I’d put first if I 
were selling this to a tired parent instead of explaining it. Seeing



THE CHILD  WHO ISN’  T YOU

21

the child in front of you is not only better information. It’s a 
considerably better evening, and you get that one this week.
But it opens up a new problem, and Renee ran into it almost 
immediately. Once she stopped seeing herself in Theo, she still had 
to figure out what she was looking at. *Aiming for the seam, twice, 
from further back each time, is a fact. Is it a gift? Is it a habit? Is it a 
stage? Is it something every six-year-old does that she simply 
never had occasion to notice?
And Simone, who had been quietly reading a room since she was 
four, in a way Renee had always called sensitive. Renee had never 
once thought of it as a skill Simone had, because nobody had 
taught it to her.
That is the question, and I didn’t have a way to answer it for most 
of the years I needed one. What was already there, before anybody 
taught them anything?

IF YOU REMEMBER NOTHING ELSE

You’ll do it again. Probably this week, probably before you finish 

the chapter, and you won’t catch it while it’s happening. That is 

not the failure. The failure is deciding, on the strength of one hot 

minute in a folding chair, that you already know who your child 

is. Catching it can wait. Staying uncommitted can’t.
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C H A P T E R 3

WHAT  WAS ALREADY  THERE
THE GIFT SIMONE HAD BEFORE

ANYONE EVER TAUGHT HER ANYTHING

he phone rang at ten after six on a Thursday, which meant 
it was Renee’s mother.

Simone was at the kitchen table with a book and a bowl of grapes. 
She did not look up. She said, in the flat voice of a child who is 
mostly still reading, “She’s going to bring up the school thing.”
Renee had been braced for Thanksgiving. Her mother had been 
circling Thanksgiving for two weeks — who was hosting, whether 
Renee’s brother was driving down, whether anyone had told him 
yet. She answered the phone expecting Thanksgiving.
Her mother asked about Thanksgiving for ninety seconds. Then 
she said, in the careful voice she used for things she had decided to 
bring up gently, that she had run into a woman at church whose 
granddaughter had gone back to regular school after two years at 
home, and it had been such a relief for everybody, and she just 
wondered how Renee was feeling about it all.
Renee stood in her own kitchen holding a phone and looked at her 
daughter, who had turned a page.
She got off the call eleven minutes later and said, “How did you 
know that?”
Simone shrugged. She said her grandmother had done the 
Thanksgiving thing first the last two times too, and that she always

T
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saved the thing she actually wanted for last, and that her voice 
went different right before. Then she went back to her book, 
because from where she was sitting she had not said anything 
remarkable.

Renee stood there a minute.
And what she thought, first, honestly, was this:

Well, I’ve always talked to her like an adult. She’s been in grown-

up conversations her whole life. That’s probably where she got it.

It’s a very natural thought. I’ve had it myself, more than once, and 
I’ve never once had it about a thing my child was bad at. It’s also 
the thought this whole chapter exists to interrupt — and Renee 
interrupted it herself about four seconds later, because of Theo.
She had talked to Theo exactly the same way. Same kitchen, same 
conversations, same mother on the same phone. Theo was six. 
Theo could stand directly in front of an adult who was visibly 
upset and ask that adult whether they’d ever broken their arm. 
Theo missed all of it. Not because anything was wrong with him. 
Because it was not his gift.
Same house. Same mother. Same method. Two completely 
different results.

Which meant the method was not the reason.
She didn’t have words for what bothered her about that. What she 
had, standing in the kitchen with the phone still in her hand, was 
closer to this:

I don’t know which parts of them I’m responsible for.
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WHAT WAS ALREADY  THERE

That’s the question this chapter answers, and it cuts in two direc-
tions. It decides what you take credit for. It also decides what you 
take blame for.

What is the actual difference?
I want to give you this distinction cleanly, because a great deal 
depends on it and it gets muddied constantly.

1. A gift shows up before any instructions do, and 
nobody paid for it.
Simone was five, in the car, coming home from a playdate at a girl 
named Nora’s house. She said, “Nora’s mom didn’t want us to 
stay.”
Renee had thought it went fine — she had thought it went well, in 
fact. She told Simone that was not true, that Nora’s mom had been 
perfectly nice, and Simone let it go the way five-year-olds let 
things go. Two weeks later a neighbor mentioned that Nora’s 
family had been in the middle of something that afternoon and 
hadn’t known how to say so.
Simone had no training, and nobody had sat her down at five years 
old and explained that people say one thing with their face and 
another with their actions; she simply came equipped to notice it, 
the way some children come equipped to hear when a note is flat.

That is a gift. It arrived without a bill.
One of mine could hear a machine going bad. The washing 
machine, the car, the furnace — weeks before anyone else noticed 
anything. He would just say that sounds wrong and wander off — 
right most of the time, as it turned out. I did not teach him that. I
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could not have taught him that. I couldn’t hear it myself. For years 
I filed it under him being a little peculiar about noise.

2. A skill is built. You can usually name who built it, 
and when.
Simone reads at a level that impresses people, and Renee has 
quietly enjoyed that for years. But Simone reads well because she 
was read to every night from infancy, because there were books in 
every room, and because when she was seven and stalled out she 
got six months of patient work on the words she was guessing at 
instead of decoding.
That is a skill. Someone paid for it, in hours. It’s real, it’s valuable, 
and Renee is entitled to some of the credit for it.
The difference isn’t that one is better than the other. It’s that they 
behave differently, they need different things from you, and they 
fail differently.

The principle: Coaching builds the skill. The ability came 
naturally.

What does each mistake actually cost you?
Here’s why it matters enough to spend a chapter on - because 
neither one feels like a mistake while you’re making it. They 
both feel like knowing your child, which is the most convincing 
feeling there is.
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3. Claiming a gift as something you built costs you twice.
The first cost is the one Renee nearly walked into on the phone. If 
she had decided she taught Simone to read people, the obvious 
next move would be to teach Theo the same way. And when it 
didn’t take, the story would not have been this isn’t his. The story 
would have been *something is wrong with Theo, or I’m not doing 
it right with him. One good outcome, misattributed, turns into a 
standard the other child gets measured against and fails.
I want to tell you I read that somewhere. I did not. I did it. I was 
certain I had built one of my children into a reader, and I ran the 
identical routine on the next one and could not understand why it 
was not taking. It took me the better part of two years to work out 
that the first one would have read under a rock in a hailstorm, and 
that I had mostly just stayed out of her way.
The second cost is quieter, and it’s worse. If you believe you built a 
gift, you’ll assume you can rebuild it. You’ll let it go untended, or 
let a season of school flatten it, or let a child be talked out of it by 
somebody with a louder opinion. Underneath all of that, you 
believe it is renewable.
It is not renewable. It is the thing you were handed. The whole job 
is to notice it, feed it, and keep other people from stepping on it.

4. Mistaking an untrained skill for a missing gift 
costs you a child’s whole relationship with a subject.
This is the other direction, and the more common one by a wide 
margin.
A child who has not been taught something looks exactly like a 
child who can’t do it. From the outside, those two are indistin-
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guishable. He’s just not a reader. She’s not a math person. He’s not 
musical.
Notice what those sentences are not about. They aren’t about 
reading, or math, or music — somebody has to teach all three. 
They’re about what the child has underneath, and they get said on 
the strength of a lesson that hasn’t happened yet. Once it’s a 
sentence about what she is, nobody goes back to check the 
teaching.
I said the middle one out loud, about my own daughter, at a 
kitchen table, in front of her. She was nine. She’s very good now at 
the kind of math she was eventually taught properly, and I don’t 
know what those years cost her, because you never get to see the 
version where you kept your mouth shut.
Renee had a sentence like that half-formed about Theo that she 
hadn’t written down yet, and I’m going to leave it there for one 
more chapter.

So how do you sort what you already have?
Here’s the practical part, and it’s the simplest thing this book will 
ask of you. You already have everything you need for it.
Take the notebooks and start two lists at the back of each one, 
headed Came Naturally  and Trained.  Go back through what you 
have written so far, which for Renee was about two weeks of 
entries, and put each thing on one list or the other. You’re asking 
one question of every entry, and it is not: Isthis impressive. It’s did 
anyone teach this, or was it there before any teaching?

Some entries will not sort. Put those in the middle and leave them 
there, because the middle is honest. When I did this, the middle 
was the longest of the three columns for a good while, and I kept
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wanting to force things out of it. Forcing things out of the middle 
is how you get a wrong answer that looks tidy.
Renee did hers that Thursday night, after the call. This is the back 
page of Simone’s notebook:
Came Naturally - knows what’s going on with a person before 
they say it — knew what Grandma’s call was going to be about 
before I picked up. Also the Nora thing, age five. Don’t have a 
word for this.
Trained— six months of it at seven, and I remember every week 
reads above level — read to her every night since she was a baby, 
books in every room
Not sure yet - reads constantly, everywhere — did I do that, or was 
she always going to? sits where she can see the whole room knows 
when I’ve had a bad day before I say anything — same as the first 
one, or something else?
Six things after two weeks, and the middle column is the longest. 
Two of them are questions instead of statements. That is what an 
honest first pass looks like, and if yours comes out tidier than that, 
you have probably been forcing things.

Notice what isn’t in there: no verdict, nothing about what it 
means. Just what was said, who said it, and one comparison that 
does real work.
If you find yourself with something you can see clearly but can’t 
name, the Guide has a suggested list of common gifts on Blueprint 
Sheet 1 — twenty of them, plus a blank. Simone’s is in the last row: 
Reading People. Renee found it by running her eye down the boxes 
and stopping.
But carry the Guide’s own warning about that list with you, 
because it matters more than the list does. Those twenty are
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suggestions, not a complete set, and no child has all of them. If the 
right word for your child’s strongest gift isn’t there, write your 
own in the blank. It exists so you have language when the thing 
you’re seeing is real but unnamed, not to tell you what’s available.

Two more things before you start; both of them are permissions.
You’ll probably name several gifts, and that’s normal and correct at 
this stage. You’re not choosing a final answer, and you’re not 
narrowing to three — not yet. You’re practicing on one category 
before you take on all of them at once, which happens sooner than 
you think, and it’s much easier to practice where the evidence is 
loudest.
And the sorting will be wrong in places. You’ll put something on 
the Trained  list that turns out to have been there all along, and 
you’ll claim something as natural that you actually built without 
noticing. Fine. The lists are in pencil. What you’re building this 
week isn’t an accurate inventory — it’s the habit of asking the 
question at all, and that habit is what makes everything after this 
chapter work.

A Conversation to Have With AI
This one works better with material, so save it until you’ve got a 
couple of weeks of entries.
Read it four or five things your child does, in your own words, 
mixed together on purpose — some you think are natural, some 
you think you taught. Don’t tell it which is which, and ask it what 
it would want to know about each one in order to tell the 
difference.
The useful part is the questions it asks you back. If it comes back 
with when did you first notice this, or did your other child get the same
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input, those are good questions, and you should go answer them in 
the notebook. If it sorts your list confidently into two columns, it’s 
guessing. Tell it so and ask again. And if it hands you a word you 
don’t have, write the word down, then go find a second instance 
before you keep it.

Your Journal Entry This Week
Watch  for:  something that shows up without instruction. Write 
down exactly what you saw, and where, and what was happening 
around it. Don’t write what you think it means yet. She said her 
grandmother’s voice goes different right before she gets to the real thing is 
an observation. Simone is emotionally intelligent is a conclusion, 
and it’s three weeks early.

Evaluate: for each entry, ask this question: Did anyone teach this, or 
was it there before any teaching? If you have another child, the most 
useful version is whether the other one got the same input and 
came out somewhere else.
Habit: keep the Came Naturally and Trained lists running from 
today forward, at the back of each notebook. Add to them as 
you go rather than sorting in one sitting, because you’ll want 
real material on both lists sooner than you think.

One More Thing Before Chapter 4
Renee wrote those two words in the back of Simone’s notebook on 
a Thursday night and then sat with a feeling she hadn’t anticipated, 
a kind of grief.
Simone was eleven. The gift had been showing itself since she was 
at least five — six years of it, in plain sight, and Renee had spent 
those six years calling it sensitive. Sensitive is not quite a compli-
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ment. Sensitive is a word you use about a child you’re managing. 
She’d been treating a real ability as a temperament to be worked 
around, and she’d said so out loud, to other adults, in front of 
Simone, more than once.
I want to say something about that, because you’ll have your own 
version of it, and probably soon.

Mine was bossy. I used it for years about a child who was, it turns 
out, organizing every situation she walked into because she could 
see three steps ahead of the rest of us and couldn’t stand watching 
a thing go badly that didn’t have to. She runs a department now, 
and she’s very good at it. I’ve apologized for that word exactly 
once, and I didn’t do it particularly well.
So I’m not standing above you on this.
You didn’t miss it because you were careless. You missed it because 
it was always there, and things that are always there stop being 
visible. That is simply how attention works. The six years are not 
wasted. She still has the gift — she’s had it the entire time — and 
now one person in the world has written it down and called it by 
its name. That is not a small thing to have happen to you at eleven.
But there’s a trap on the other side of naming something, and 
Renee walked toward it immediately.
Once she had a word, she wanted to use it, and over the next two 
days she caught herself explaining Simone with it three separate 
times, for three things that may have had nothing to do with it 
at all.
Naming a gift feels like solving something. It isn’t. It is a hypothe-
sis, written in pencil, on two weeks of evidence.
And a hypothesis you’ve fallen in love with is the fastest way in the 
world to stop looking.
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IF YOU REMEMBER NOTHING ELSE

Go find the word you’ve been using. You have one — most of us do

— and it’s usually short, and it usually gets said in front of the 

child. Write it at the back of the notebook, on its own line, and 

leave it there. You’re not going to apologize for it this week. You’re 

going to stop using it.
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C H A P T E R 4

WATCHING  WITHOUT 
KEEPING  SCORE

THE JUDGMENT RENEE ALMOST 
WROTE DOWN ABOUT THEO —
AND WHAT WAS ACTUALLY TRUE

he woman in the viewing area at Rivergate had a daughter 
in Theo’s class. She had a way of asking questions that were

not questions.
When she asked Renee what reading program she was using, 
Renee said she was mostly working out of a workbook, which was 
true. The woman said oh in a particular way, then named a 
program, and then mentioned that her daughter had finished the 
second level of it back in August. She was perfectly pleasant. She 
was not trying to do anything.
Renee thought about it for two days, and she’d like to tell you she 
also thought about the program.
The phonics lesson was Tuesday afternoon at the kitchen table. 
Theo sat down. Theo stood up. Theo lay across the chair 
sideways with his head hanging off the seat and read the word 
cat as couch. He guessed at the next four words from their first 
letters, which is a strategy, just not the one on the page. When 
Renee asked him to sound out under he looked at it, and looked 
at the window, and then asked whether they could be done.

They were done. Renee cleaned up the kitchen with her jaw set in 
a way she could feel.
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Later she opened the notebook that said THEO on it and wrote:

Theo is just not a

And she stopped. Pen on the page, four words in.
She stopped because of something that had happened five days 
earlier with her daughter, when she’d finally found a word for 
what Simone did and had then used it three times in two days to 
explain things it probably had nothing to do with. She’d noticed 
herself doing it. So the machinery was running when she started 
that sentence, and it caught.
She did not finish it. She also did not cross it out. She closed the 
notebook and left four words sitting there, which is its own kind 
of honest. She went to bed annoyed at herself in a way she couldn’t 
explain.

I don’t actually know that. I’m just tired and somebody asked me 

a question in a gym.

That’s the sentence underneath the sentence, and it almost never 
gets written down. What gets written down is the verdict.

What is a verdict actually doing?
I want to be precise about the mechanism here, because don’t label 
your child is advice you’ve heard, and it’s advice almost nobody can 
act on. The reason is that nobody ever explains what the labeling is 
for, and it’s doing a job — which means that until you know which 
job, you can’t stop doing it.
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1. A verdict is a way of ending an uncomfortable search.
I’ve written that sentence. Not that one exactly, but its cousin, 
about my own child, in my own handwriting, and I can still tell 
you what room I was standing in.
Renee had been watching Theo struggle with reading for weeks 
with no explanation for it, which is a genuinely unpleasant place to 
stand. You’re the only teacher in the building. The problem isn’t 
resolving, and you do not know why. He’s just not a reader is not 
cruelty. It is relief — the counterfeit kind, the kind that closes a 
question instead of answering it. I want to be honest that the relief 
is real. That’s exactly why the sentence is so easy to write. If you 
have written one, you were not being lazy — you were being 
somebody who could not stand one more week of not knowing.
The cost is that the search stops: once that sentence exists, every 
future observation gets filed under it. He reads a sign in a parking 
lot — that’s an exception. He asks what a word says — that’s him 
being polite. The verdict does not just describe the evidence. It 
starts deciding which evidence counts. You’ll keep watching; you 
just won’t be able to see anything that disagrees with you.

2. A verdict made from inside one situation 
describes the situation, not the child.
Everything Renee had was from the kitchen table. Seated, silent, 
quiet house, nothing riding on it, his mother directly across from 
him watching. That is not a neutral testing environment but one 
very specific set of conditions, and she’d been treating results from 
it as facts about Theo rather than facts about that table.
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She had no idea what he did with written words anywhere else, 
because she had never seen him anywhere else with written words.
So ask yourself where your own evidence comes from — not what 
it says, but where it was collected. If the answer is one table, one 
time of day, one chair, then you don’t have a picture of your child 
yet. You have a picture of the chair, and of what your child does 
while he is sitting in it.
I did this for years without knowing I was doing it. I had a child I 
was sure could not sit still, and what I actually had was a child who 
could not sit still at that table, in the afternoon, after his sister had 
already gone outside. Move any one of those and I had a different 
kid. It took me an embarrassingly long time to notice I’d been 
running the same experiment over and over and calling the result 
a personality.

The principle: A verdict builds a box. Observing the results 
of alternate approaches opens the horizon.

So what happened at the party?
Saturday was a birthday party for a boy from the gym, in a back-
yard, forty degrees and bright.
The parents had set up an obstacle-course treasure hunt, six 
numbered stations, teams of four. At each station there was an 
index card with one instruction on it, no pictures, plain words. 
Run to the red flag. Hop past the big log. Get the map from the 
tent. Look under the blue mat. Ring the bell, then go back.*
Renee was standing by the fence with a paper cup of coffee, and 
when Theo’s team hit the first station she watched him do exactly 
what she expected, which was nothing. She expected him to wait 
for one of the bigger kids.



WATCHING  WITHOUT  KEEPING  SCORE

39

Theo grabbed the card.

He sounded out red flag out loud, badly, in pieces, and then took 
off across the yard.

At the fourth station he hit under. The same word, four days later
— the one he’d looked at and then looked straight past, out the 
window. He stood there with the card and broke it apart, un, and 
then the rest of it, and got it, and went straight to the blue mat and 
hauled it up.
By the last station he was reading the card out loud to his team 
because they were waiting on him to do it.
He was not reading well. He skipped a word. Another kid fed him 
one. But he was using the exact phonics he’d appeared to fail to 
learn on Tuesday, and the only things that had changed were that 
he was standing, moving, with other children, and reading in order 
to get somewhere.

That night Renee went and found the four words, crossed them 
out hard, and underneath wrote:

Oct 25. During seated phonics lessons, Theo looks away, guesses 

words from first letters, and resists sounding out. At a birthday 

party obstacle course, he decoded five of six instruction cards, 

including “under,” which he broke into parts. He read the last card 

aloud to his team. Standing, moving, other kids, reading to get to 

the next station. Don’t know yet which part mattered most.

That’s the whole skill of this chapter in one entry, and I want to 
point out what it does not say. It does not say Theo learns through 
movement. It does not say he needs social motivation, or that he 
needs purpose, or that worksheets are wrong for him. All three of 
those might be true. Two of them might be. She had one afternoon
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in a backyard, and one afternoon isn’t a pattern, so she wrote don’t 
know yet which part mattered instead of picking.
I wouldn’t have managed that at her stage. I’d have driven home 
from that party already telling somebody what I had figured out.
You’ll be tempted to pick. You’ll have a favorite explanation before 
you get to the car, and it will feel like insight rather than like 
guessing. Write the entry without it, because if your explanation is 
right it will still be right in three weeks, and by then you’ll have 
evidence for it instead of a hunch.

How do you rewrite something you already wrote?
You don’t have to go back through months of notes. You only need 
to do it when you catch one, and I promise you’ll start catching 
them.

3. Rewrite a verdict as what happened, where, and 
for how long.
That is the entire technique. Take out the person and put in the 
situation.

He won’t focus becomes forty minutes into the workbook he was out of 
the chair three times. She’s disorganized becomes she couldn’t find the 
notebook Tuesday or Thursday, both times in the morning. He’s not a 
reader becomes what Renee actually wrote, which is two situations 
side by side with the conditions named and no conclusion drawn.
Notice what the rewrite does that the verdict cannot: it leaves you 
something to change. Nobody can do anything with he’s not a 
reader. Anybody can do something with seated and silent produced 
this, standing and moving produced that.
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And notice where the sentence came from in the first place. Renee 
did not arrive at Theo is just not a… on Tuesday from Tuesday’s 
evidence. She arrived there carrying a conversation from a gym 
viewing area two days earlier, about a program she does not use 
and a girl she has never met. That conversation did not change 
what Theo did. It changed what Renee wrote down about what 
Theo did. Yours does the same thing: every note you write has a 
second author, and she is whoever you happened to talk to that 
week.
That’s worth sitting with for a second, and then I’m going to leave 
it alone until the next chapter, where it gets the room it deserves. 
For now, just notice that the note you write about your child is not 
only a record of your child.

4. A rough draft made of facts survives being wrong. 
A rough draft made of verdicts doesn’t.
You’re about to do something that will feel premature. In the next 
chapter Renee gets more than one pair of eyes on her children, and 
shortly after that she’s going to take a fast, rough, deliberately 
incomplete first pass at all of it at once, on far less evidence than 
she would like. So are you.
That pass is going to be wrong in places. That is not a flaw in it — 
that’s the design.
But the two kinds of rough draft age completely differently. A 
draft built out of he’s not a reader becomes a position, and three 
months from now you’ll be defending it, quietly, against your own 
child. I’ve watched that happen, and the terrible part is that it does 
not look like stubbornness from the inside. It looks like knowing 
your kid. A draft built out of seated and silent produced this, standing
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and moving produced that is just a description, and descriptions 
revise without anybody having to be wrong.
You’re not writing a first draft of an answer. You’re writing a first 
draft you’ll be willing to change.

A Conversation to Have With AI
Find a note you’ve already written that has a verdict in it; every-
body has one. Look for the word just in your own handwriting — 
it’s usually standing right next to the verdict.
Read the note to it exactly as you wrote it, and ask it to help you 
rewrite it as a description of a situation instead of a description of 
your child. Tell it what conditions you and your child were both 
in: seated or moving, alone or with others, morning or end of day, 
whether anything was riding on it.
Then ask what other conditions would be worth seeing the same 
task under. That question is the one that pays, and the answer 
belongs in the notebook, not in the chat window. Don’t ask it what 
the behavior means, because it does not know your child, and one 
story is not enough for anybody to know anything.

Your Journal Entry This Week
Watch  for:  the words you reach for when something is hard. 
Verdicts have a shape, and once you know it you can’t unhear it. 
He’s just not a ...  She’s  always  been  ... He can’t    . Catch the 
sentence before you finish it. Renee left four words on a page and 
went to bed, and that turned out to be enough.
Evaluate:  rewrite any verdict you find as a plain fact. What 
happened, where, for how long, under what conditions. If the
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rewrite leaves you with nothing to do next, you haven’t gotten the 
conditions in yet.
Habit:  read back last week’s entries before you write this week’s. 
This one is small, and it’s the one that actually protects you. Drift 
toward labeling is invisible from inside a single week and obvious 
across two.

One More Thing Before Chapter 5
The unexpected part, for Renee, was how much less tiring the 
notebook got.

Writing he’s just not a reader had felt like closing something, and 
closing things is supposed to feel like rest. It didn’t. She’d carried 
that sentence around all week in a low, grinding way, because 
underneath it was a second sentence about herself that she had not 
written down either.

Writing don’t know yet which part mattered should have felt worse — an 
open loop, unresolved. It felt considerably better. I have never found 
a good way to explain this to a parent in advance, so I’ll just tell you 
what I believe. A verdict about your child is almost always a verdict 
about you wearing a disguise, and setting one down sets down the 
other.
You will feel this before you can explain it. Some night in the next 
two weeks you’ll write down a fact instead of a conclusion, and 
you’ll notice on the way to bed that you aren’t carrying anything, 
and you won’t immediately understand why. That is the reason.
But there’s a limit to what she can do with this, and she ran into it 
standing by that fence with the coffee.
Renee saw the obstacle course because she happened to be at 
that party. If the invitation hadn’t come, or if she’d been 
working, or if
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she’d stood on the other side of the yard talking to somebody, 
she’d still have four crossed-out words and no idea. She would 
have had to wait months for the next accident.
She has been the only person watching these children since March. 
One person, one vantage point, one set of assumptions, and a 
notebook that only ever gets what she personally happened to be 
standing near.

She is not going to catch the next one by trying harder.

IF YOU REMEMBER NOTHING ELSE

I still have the notebook with that sentence in it. I have thought 

about tearing the page out, and I haven’t done it. The handwriting 

is mine, and it was written by somebody who was tired and 

wanted the question to stop. He’s grown now, and none of it 

turned out the way that sentence said. What it cost was the year I 

spent believing it.
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C H A P T E R 5

BORROWING  OTHER  EYES
WHO RENEE HAD TO ASK, BECAUSE SHE 
WAS THE ONLY ADULT IN THE HOUSE

imone came to gymnastics on Tuesdays because there was 
nowhere else for her to be.

She sat in the same seat every week, second row of the viewing 
area, back against the wall, with a book. Ninety minutes. She did 
not watch her brother and she did not talk to anyone. Somewhere 
around the halfway mark she would eat the granola bar out of her 
coat pocket without looking up.
Paige Duncan sat two rows down. Her daughter Aubrey was in 
Theo’s gymnastics class and in second grade at Holloway 
Elementary. Paige had been friendly to Renee since the first week, 
in the uncomplicated way of a person who talks to whoever is 
nearest.
That Tuesday Paige turned around and said, warmly, “Can I ask 
you something and you won’t take it wrong?”
Renee said sure.
“Is she okay? Simone.” Paige tipped her head toward the corner 
where Simone was sitting.
“She’s just so shut down. Every week. My sister’s boy was exactly 
like that and it turned out there was a whole thing going on. They 
wish they’d looked into it sooner. Have you ever had her 
evaluated?”

S
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Renee said something. She has no memory of what.
She spent the rest of the class with her ears hot, running through 
eleven years of Simone in her head at high speed. She was still 
doing it forty minutes later when Coach Reyes caught her by the 
door on the way out.
“Quick thing about 
Theo.” Renee braced.
“He does something I only see in about one kid a year,” Reyes said. 
“When I correct him, he fixes it. Two, three reps, exactly what I 
asked. Then he goes back to whatever he was doing before.” She 
shrugged. “Most six-year-olds do one or the other. They either 
take the correction and stay there, or they blow it off from the 
start. He does both, in order. Every time.”
Renee said, carefully, that she had assumed he just wasn’t listening.
“No, he’s listening. He does what I ask, and then he goes back to 
whatever he was working on.” Reyes laughed. “I’ve got twenty-
two kids on that floor and he’s the only one who’s worked out that 
both of those are allowed.”
Then she said good night, and Renee walked out to the parking lot 
carrying two things about her children, from two adults, inside 
ninety minutes, and no idea what to do with either of them.

I’ve been alone with this since March. Now I’ve got other people’s 

opinions too, and I don’t know which ones are worth anything.

That’s the problem this chapter solves, and it is not the one most 
parents expect. The hard part is not getting other people to tell 
you things. It’s what to do with them once they have.
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What separates a useful outside read from noise?
Both of those women were trying to help, which is the part that 
makes this hard. If unhelpful observations arrived from unkind 
people, none of us would need a method.
I’ve been on both sides of this — handed something about one of 
my children that reorganized how I saw her, and, once, saying 
something confident and useless to a mother in a parking lot and 
watching her face do what Renee’s did.
You already have people who could tell you something useful 
about your child; what you don’t have yet is a way to sort what 
they say.
So here’s a method — three questions you can run any observation 
through in about fifteen seconds.

Filter 1: Is it specific and evidence-based, or is it a 
general impression?
Coach Reyes said: when corrected, Theo does exactly what he’s 
asked for two or three reps, then returns to his own activity, every 
time. That is a described behavior with a shape and a frequency, 
which means Renee could go watch for it next Tuesday and find 
out whether it holds.
Paige said Simone seemed shut down. That’s a feeling Paige had, in 
a room, about a girl reading a book — nothing in it to check. And 
notice what the evaluated question did, because that’s the thing to 
watch for. It borrowed authority it had not earned. A general 
impression plus a clinical-sounding word starts to sound like a 
finding without ever stopping being a general impression.
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Be careful with this one, because it is not permission to wave off 
every concern anyone raises about your child. If somebody who 
sees your child regularly can point to specifics and tell you what 
worried them, that passes the filter whether you like it or not, and 
you should go look. Some children do need an evaluation, and the 
parent is often the last one to consider it. The filter is not a shield. 
It sorts on specifics, not on whether the news is welcome.

Filter 2: Does this person see your child somewhere 
you don’t?
This is the one people get backward, which is what makes it the 
most useful of the three. It’s also the one I ignored the longest, 
because I had decided early that nobody knew my children the 
way I did, which was true, and was not the same thing as knowing 
everything about them.
Renee sees Simone at breakfast, in the car, at the library, at her 
grandmother’s, sick, tired, happy, at eleven o’clock at night. Paige 
sees her ninety minutes a week, in a chair, holding a book, in a 
building Simone didn’t choose to be in. That is not new informa-
tion. It’s a much thinner version of information Renee already has.
So run your own list. Who sees your child somewhere you are 
never standing? That list is shorter than you think, which is 
exactly why it is worth writing down.
Coach Reyes has something Renee does not, and it’s worth naming 
precisely, because it isn’t the gym floor.
It is twenty-two other six-year-olds.
Renee has one six-year-old. She has no idea what’s ordinary at that 
age, because her entire sample is Theo. Coach Reyes runs several 
hundred children across that floor in a year and can say I see this in
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about one kid a year and mean something by it. That’s the context 
Renee lacks, and no amount of watching Theo harder is ever going 
to produce it. You have the same hole in your evidence, and it isn’t 
a flaw in your attention. It’s arithmetic.

Filter 3: Does it change what you’d write down, 
or only how you feel about what’s already there?
Renee already had the mat seam in her notebook from October 
fourteenth, and she had written it as he went back to the seam. Coach 
Reyes handed her a different sentence for the same event: he did 
exactly what I asked, and then he went back to the seam. Same 
facts, entirely different child. One is a boy who is not paying atten-
tion. The other is a boy who has worked out that he can give an 
adult what she asked for and still keep his own project, and who 
does it, in that order, every time.

That changes the entry. That’s a real filter-three pass.
Paige’s comment changed nothing Renee would write about 
Simone. Not one word. It changed how she felt about eleven years 
of words she had already written, which felt enormous in the 
parking lot and was, in evidence terms, nothing at all.
An observation that fails all three is noise, no matter how confi-
dently it’s delivered — and confidence is not one of the filters. So 
run the three on the last thing anybody said to you about your 
child. If it fails all of them, you are allowed to write one line about 
it and go back to what you were doing.

Why did one comparison help and the other one hurt?
Both of those women compared Renee’s child to other children. 
That looks like a contradiction. It’s actually the whole point.
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Coach Reyes compared Theo to twenty-two six-year-olds in order 
to answer: is this common, or is this unusual?

Paige compared Simone to her sister’s boy in order to answer: is 
something wrong here?

Same instrument, two completely different questions. The ques-
tion is what decides whether comparison is a measuring tool or a 
solvent, and I didn’t understand that for most of the years I spent 
trying to stop comparing.
The first question has an answer that is useful either way. 
Common is good to know; so is unusual. Neither is a verdict, and 
Renee walked out of that gym with more than she walked in with.

The second question has no answer, because wrong is not a 
measurement. It’s a judgment wearing measurement’s clothes. And 
it does something specific to a parent, which Renee could feel 
happening in the car. It doesn’t add information; it degrades the 
information you already have. She spent forty minutes reinter-
preting six years of accurate observations through a stranger’s 
ninety-minute impression. Nothing new arrived. What she already 
had got worse.
You’ll do this to yourself before the month is out, when somebody 
says something in a church parking lot and you spend the whole 
drive home reinterpreting a year of your own accurate notes 
through nine seconds of their impression. Your notes were better 
before that conversation.

This is the thing to watch for in yourself, and it is going to show 
up again in this book, because it doesn’t only come from other 
people. Every comparison that asks is my child behind corrupts 
notes you already took correctly. Every comparison that asks is this 
typical for this age improves them.
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Learn the difference by the question, not by the source. I still catch 
myself asking the wrong one, usually when I’m tired.

So how do you enter other people’s notes into your journal?
Not a separate page for what other people said. It goes in that 
child’s own journal, next to what you saw.

Renee wrote this on Tuesday night in Theo’s Journal:

Oct 28. Coach Reyes, unprompted, after class: when corrected, 

Theo does exactly what she asks for 2-3 reps, then goes back to his 

own activity. Every time. Says he’s the only one of 22 doing it, sees 

about one a year. Her read: he’s doing what he’s asked first, not 

ignoring her. Fits Oct 14 (seam) — I wrote that one as not listen-

ing. She has 22 six-year-olds and I have one. Watch for the 2-3 reps 

next week and see if it holds.

Renee wrote this on Tuesday night in Simone’s Journal:

Paige D. asked if Simone had been evaluated, said she seems shut 

down. No specifics. Sees her 90 min/wk waiting in a chair while 

Theo is in class. Nothing to check. Logging it because I want to see 

whether it comes up again.

Name the source, keep their words separate from yours, and 
write down what would settle it.
Coach Reyes is on the page, and so is Paige D. Six months from 
now, if one of them has been reliably useful and the other hasn’t, 
Renee can weigh them differently — and she can’t do that if the 
notebook only says someone said. Reyes’s observation stays in
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Reyes’s words and Renee’s reaction stays in Renee’s, so nobody 
loses track of who noticed what.
Then she named what she’d look for, which is the two-to-three 
reps. That converts an opinion into something she can confirm or 
fail to confirm. Once you can do that, you’re not accepting or 
rejecting anybody’s read. You’re testing it. You are never going to 
control what people say to you about your child. You only have to 
know what would settle it.
And she logged Paige anyway, in one line, marked for what it was. 
Noise is worth recording cheaply, because a pattern of noise from 
one source is itself information — and because a thing that comes 
up three times from three unconnected people stops being noise 
somewhere around the second time.
One more thing, and it matters. This method does not require a 
two-parent household. It works with however many adults are 
actually in your child’s life, and for a lot of us that number is one, 
plus whoever happens to be standing on the floor at gymnastics. 
Renee had nobody at home to compare notes with. What she had 
was a coach, a grandmother, and a neighbor who had known 
Simone since she was two. That is a set of observers, and not a 
smaller version of somebody else’s household — simply the set she 
has, and the method does not care about the number.

The principle: You are not the only one watching. You are 
the one who has to make the pieces agree.

A Conversation to Have With AI
Bring it two observations about the same child that don’t fit 
together — yours and somebody else’s, or two of your own from 
different weeks. Don’t tell it which one you believe.
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Ask what would have to be true for both of them to be accurate at 
the same time. That is the question that gets somewhere, because 
usually both are accurate and the two people were standing in 
different rooms.
Then ask what you’d need to see next to tell which reading fits 
better. You want to leave with something to watch for, not a deci-
sion — and it belongs in the notebook, not the chat window.

Your Journal Entry This Week
Watch  for:  something a second adult notices that you didn’t. 
Anybody who spends real time with your child counts. You may 
have to actually ask, and the question that works isn’t how is she 
doing. It’s what have you noticed about her that I might not see?

Evaluate: run every outside observation through the three filters. 
Is it specific, or an impression? Does this person see my child 
somewhere I don’t? Does it change what I’d write, or only how I 
feel about what I already wrote? Failing one filter doesn’t 
disqualify it. Failing all three does.

Habit:  write the source next to the observation, every time. Coach 
Reyes said. My mother said. The neighbor said. This takes four words, 
and it’s the single highest-value habit in this chapter, because 
sources turn out to have track records and you can’t see a track 
record you didn’t record.

One More Thing Before the First Look
Renee expected asking people to feel like an admission.
She had been braced for it since March. I carried that same 
assumption for years, and it cost me a great deal of help I could 
have had. The assumption underneath is that a parent who has to
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ask a gymnastics coach what her son is like has failed at some-
thing. That’s the shape the fear takes when you’re the only adult in 
the house, and I’d guess a fair number of you have had a version of 
it this week.
What it actually felt like was relief, for a reason that surprised her. 
It wasn’t that the load got shared. It was that for eight months 
she’d believed every single thing she thought about her children 
had to be right the first time, because there was nobody to catch 
her if it wasn’t. Coach Reyes caught one. Nothing terrible 
happened.
You’re going to have to ask somebody. It will feel like the admis-
sion it is not, and most of the people you ask have been waiting for 
permission to tell you.
That is where Part One ends, and where I hand you the Child 
Blueprint™ and Discovery Guide. First, though, it is worth being 
honest about what has and has not happened.
Five chapters, and Renee has not built anything. She has two note-
books with about four weeks of observation in them. A gift she 
can name, a verdict she crossed out, and one useful sentence from 
a coach at a door. What she’s been doing is clearing away the 
things standing between her and an accurate view of her own chil-
dren. That’s not nothing, though it may not feel like progress while 
you’re doing it.
Now she’s going to climb up the hill and look around.
Not because she’s ready. She isn’t remotely ready, and neither are 
you, and that’s the point of the next exercise. She’s going to take 
one fast pass at identifying specific characteristics for both chil-
dren, on four weeks of evidence — and she’s going to get parts of it 
wrong.
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Bring both notebooks. Everything else you are going to need is 
already on their pages, in your own handwriting.

IF YOU REMEMBER NOTHING ELSE

Here’s a question I’m not going to answer for you. Who has seen 

your child this month, somewhere you weren’t standing? Not who 

loves them. Who has seen them. Most parents can name one 

person, and are surprised how long it takes. I do not know what 

you’ll do with the name once you have it. Get the name anyway.
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THE FIRST LOOK

Forty Minutes in a Break Room, and the First Time Renee Saw a 

Whole Child

he Guide had been on Renee’s laptop since March.
She had downloaded it the week she finished the first book, 

opened it once, read maybe six pages, and closed it. Then she did 
not open it again for eight months. Not because she disagreed with 
any of it. Because every page asked her a question about her chil-
dren and she had nothing to write down. There’s nothing more 
discouraging than a good form you can’t fill in.
On a Wednesday in early November she printed it at the office 
between patients and carried it into the break room at eleven-
forty with a sandwich and both composition notebooks.

She had forty minutes.

What changed isn’t that she has the tool
She has had the tool since March. What changed is that she finally 
has something to put in it.
Four weeks ago those two notebooks were empty. Now there’s a 
boy who takes a correction, gives you two or three clean reps, 
and goes back to his own project. There’s a girl who hears it 
when her

T
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grandmother’s voice changes. There’s a word called under that 
behaves one way in a kitchen and a completely different way in a 
backyard.
That is what a form is for. It was never going to generate the mate-
rial. I’ve handed this Guide to parents with nothing written down 
yet and watched it do exactly nothing for them. A form organizes 
what you already have, and if you have nothing, it just sits there 
asking.

The tour
Before you fill in a single line, walk the whole thing once. It is one 
document, and it’s a great deal easier to use when you already 
know what’s in it.
The front page gives you two lists. One is what’s inside. The other 
is your path, in six steps: find your starting point by age, read the 
Framework Guide, complete the Worksheet, build your Child 
Blueprint, use the AI prompts, and come back next season with the 
Living Blueprint. Those six steps are the sequence you’ll actually 
work in. The document is also divided into Parts, and the Parts are 
just how it’s bound together. Steps are what you do. Parts are 
where things live.

Part One is where this comes from. There’s a classroom full of 
five-year-olds who wanted to be astronauts and veterinarians and 
rodeo riders, and there’s what had become of most of those 
answers by the time everybody was fifteen. There’s the research 
that explains it, and there’s what I decided to do about it after-
ward. That story is mine, and I am not going to retell it here. Part 
One also carries the age table — where to begin, by age — which is 
step one.
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Part Two  is the Framework Guide. It’s the long middle of the 
document, and it holds six numbered sections.
Section 01 asks why potential matters at all. Section 02 lays out 
the 4D Framework — Discover, Develop, Direct, Deploy — and 
gives each of the four a stated goal, so you can always tell which 
one you’re standing in.
Section 03 is the heart of it, and it arrives in two halves. The first 
half defines the eight categories one at a time, and every single one 
gets two boxes: Look For This, and Not the Same As. That second 
box is the one I’d dog-ear. It’s the Guide doing on paper what this 
book spent Chapter 3 doing in your kitchen — keeping a gift and a 
skill from being mistaken for one another.
The second half is the Worksheet itself, and it isn’t eight empty 
boxes. It is more than thirty questions, four or five underneath 
each category, and they’re specific ones. What does my child do that 
seems to come naturally, without being taught. What does my child do 
when they think no one is watching. Each category also carries a 
Parent Note. The last page is four sentences to finish, called What I 
See in My Child.
Section 04 is the one I’d have walked straight past, and it’s the one 
that turns a filled-in Worksheet into something you can use. It’s 
called How to Interpret Your Answers. It tells you to read every-
thing back once without fixing or planning anything, and then to 
hunt for three things: a word or a trait that keeps surfacing in cate-
gory after category, the moments when your child’s energy 
changes, and the thing your child is good at, that they do not think 
is any big deal. Then it has you pick the single category that feels 
most alive right now — and it says that one becomes the founda-
tion of your Blueprint. Hold on to that word. We’re coming back 
to it.
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Section 05 is the AI section, and it opens by talking about you 
rather than about the technology. Six of the prompts live here. 
Section 06 closes Part Two out.
Part Three  is the Child Blueprint, and it is five sheets. Sheet 1, 
Child Snapshot. Sheet 2, Potential Analysis. Sheet 3, Build the 
Roadmap. Sheet 4, Parent Commitment. Sheet 5, Summary.
Appendix A is Building Your First Roadmap — a walkthrough for 
the moment you’re sitting in front of Sheet 3 with nothing on it 
yet. It carries Prompt 7.
Appendix B is the Living Blueprint, which is how you bring all of 
this forward a season from now without starting over. It carries a 
Progress Check across those same eight categories, it carries 
Prompt 8, and it carries one small instruction I like better than 
almost anything else in the document: when you print the new 
sheet, put it behind the old one in the binder. Don’t replace it. 
Keep them all.
That’s eight prompts in total — six in Section 05, one in each 
appendix, each one sitting next to the job it was built for.
If you came to this book first and do not have the Guide yet, go 
find it here: HomeEdRevolution.com/Resources.

Two more things, and then we start.
The Guide is built to be completed in a single pass. It says so, and 
it’s right to — it was designed alongside our course, and as a 
seasonal resource for a parent who already knows this process 
cold. This book is slower on purpose. Which means this first time 
through, you follow the book’s instructions rather than the 
Guide’s. The Guide is not wrong. You’re meeting it earlier than it 
expects to be met.
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And if you have Book 1 open beside you, the eighth category is 
called What They’re Built to Fix here, and it went by something 
else in those back pages. Same idea. Better name.

Now the walk — steps one through four
You’ve seen the whole document. In the next hour you’re going to 
use four steps of it and deliberately leave the other two alone.
Step 1 — find your starting point by age. Turn to the age table in 
Part One and find your child’s band. Theo is six, so he lands in 
five-to-eight, where the Guide says to spend nearly all your atten-
tion watching and almost none of it planning ahead. Simone is 
eleven, which puts her in nine-to-twelve, where you usually have 
enough observation to start strengthening something on purpose.
I’d read the whole table rather than only your own row. Then note 
your band and set it down. The book’s slower first pass overrides 
the per-age advice this time through, for the reason I gave you a 
minute ago. What the table is good for right now is one thing: the 
sheets you build for two children are going to come out lopsided 
in different directions, and the Guide expects that. It is not 
evidence that you know one of them better.
Step 2  — read the  Framework Guide.  Read Section 02 start to 
finish, the way it asks, and don’t skip past the four stage goals — 
they’re the part that tells you which stage you’re standing in. Then 
read the first half of Section 03, the eight category definitions, 
with both boxes under each one. Sections 01 and 06 are worth 
your time later and are not worth it tonight.
Carry one thing out of Section 02. Everything you have done for 
the last four weeks is Discover. You’ve been standing inside stage 
one the whole time without a name for it.
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Step 3 — complete the Worksheet.  Turn to the Worksheet in the 
second half of Section 03 and fill it in for one child, across all eight 
categories: Gifts, Interests, Character, Learning Style, Motivations, 
Relationships, Challenges, and What They’re Built to Fix.
There they are. Eight. That’s the entire list, and you’re holding the 
page it lives on, which is why I’ve waited five chapters to say the 
number out loud.
Answer the questions as they’re written rather than writing 
around them. I mean that literally. They’re narrower than you’d 
write on your own, and the narrowness is doing work — what does 
my child do when they think no one is watching gets you somewhere 
that “describe your child’s character” never will.

Work from your Journal first. Where the Journal has nothing, 
work from memory, or from whatever simply sounds right to you 
when you read the question. That’s allowed. That is the assign-
ment, and I want to say so plainly, because I know what a lot of us 
do when we’re handed a form with blanks in it.
One sitting. Not a project. Renee had a sandwich and forty 
minutes, and she used both.
Here’s what it looked like for her, and I want you to see the 
unevenness rather than a tidy version of it. Under Gifts for 
Simone she had something real, with two dated observations 
under it. Under Gifts for Theo she had a question mark and the 
words aims at things. Character for both children was thin. 
Motivations for Theo was one sentence she had lifted straight out 
of the car on the fourteenth of October. Relationships for Simone 
ran three lines, and one of them was not sure this is shyness. 
Challenges for Theo she could have written for an hour and made 
herself miserable — she gave it four lines and moved on, which
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was the right call. Learning Style for both children she left nearly 
blank.
That is not a failure. That is a correctly filled-in Worksheet at four 
weeks.
If you sit down and find you can’t start at all, use Prompt 5, in 
Section 05 — “Getting Started When You’re Not Sure What to 
Look For.” It was written for a parent staring at this page going 
blank. Use it if you need it and don’t think about it twice.

Finish on the last page, What I See in My Child. Four sentences: 
the gift you most want to develop, the area that needs the most 
support, the opportunity you want to create in the next ninety 
days, and the one thing you never want to miss about this child. 
Don’t overthink them. You’re marking a spot, and you will be sent 
back to it.
Between three and four, read Section 04.  This is the step people 
skip, and it’s the one that turns a filled-in page into something you 
can build on.
Read your own answers back once, slowly, without fixing or plan-
ning anything. Then go looking for three things. A word or a trait 
that keeps surfacing in category after category — that repetition is 
the signal, and one appearance is just noise. The moments your 
child’s energy changes, which tell you more than performance 
does. And the thing your child is good at that they don’t think is 
any big deal, because children almost never recognize their own 
strengths as strengths.
Then pick one, and I know that’s the instruction you’ll want to 
argue with. The single category that feels most alive right now 
— where you wrote the most, or surprised yourself, or worried 
most. That one is where your Blueprint starts.
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Step 4 — build Sheet 1, and stop there. The Guide’s fourth step is 
the whole Child Blueprint, five sheets. You’re doing the first one, 
twice, once for each child.

Sheet 1 carries all eight categories, so the transfer runs one for 
one. Three things to expect on the page. The Worksheet says 
Learning Style and Sheet 1 says Learning Profile — same category, 
and the sheet gives you six ways in: seeing, hearing, reading, doing, 
discussing, teaching others. What They’re Built to Fix asks for a 
short first answer only, because Sheet 2 takes it apart properly 
later. And under Primary Gifts there’s a field called Supporting 
Evidence — that is where a dated line out of your Journal goes, in 
your own handwriting, and it is the single place on this sheet 
where four weeks of work becomes visible.
Sheet 1 opens with a one-sentence description of your child. It’s 
the hardest line on the page and it’s supposed to be. If it won’t 
come, Prompt 2 is built for it. Take the rough version.
Use the gifts grid, and use its warning. Twenty suggestions and a 
blank line, and the Guide says outright that these are suggestions 
rather than a complete set — if the right word for your child’s 
strongest gift is not among them, write your own. I’d say that 
harder than the Guide does. A parent who cannot find her child on 
that list has run into the limits of the list, not the limits of her 
child.
Several boxes checked is normal. You are not choosing a final 
answer tonight.
Then stop. Leave Sheets 2 through 5 alone — not because you’d do 
them wrong, but because you’d do them from memory, and those 
four are the ones that have to be right. The book walks you 
through the observation that fills them.

Sheet 1, twice, in pencil. That’s the whole assignment.
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What Renee saw at 12:20
Two sheets of paper on a break room table, one per child, both of 
them thin in places. She sat back and looked at them, and she had a 
reaction she was not expecting.
She could see a whole child. Not a good week and a bad week. Not 
the version she worried about and the version she hoped for. A 
whole one, in eight parts, on one page, for the first time in eleven 
years of being somebody’s mother.
I did not get here until my own children were most of the way 
grown, and I got here by accident. I have thought for a long time 
about what it would have been worth to be sitting where she was 
sitting — thirty-eight years old, in a break room, with a sandwich 
and forty minutes.

This is what it means to see over the hill.

What you just built
Look at what’s on those two pages and be accurate about it. Parts 
of it are thin. Parts of it are one sentence long. At least one thing 
you wrote down with confidence will read differently to you in 
February.
None of that makes it wrong, and I want to be careful here, 
because there’s a version of this paragraph that tells you the exer-
cise was designed to fail and then asks you to feel good about it. 
That version would be a lie, and you’d see through it.

Here’s the truth instead. A page made out of seated and silent 
produced this, standing and moving produced that is a description. 
Descriptions get more detailed. They don’t get overturned, and 
nobody has to be wrong for one to change. What you built tonight
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is thin in places and accurate everywhere it isn’t, and thin is a thing 
you fix by adding, not by starting over.
Before you put those two sheets away, write today’s date at the top 
of each one. You’ll want to know when you thought this.
The Guide has a word for this and I’d rather use its word than 
invent one. It says that the category you picked in Section 04 
becomes the foundation of your Blueprint — and that the 
Blueprint becomes the foundation of every growth plan you build 
from here forward. That’s what’s on the table in front of you. Not 
a rough draft awaiting correction. A foundation, narrow in spots, 
that both of you are going to grow off of.
Everything from this page forward adds resolution to it. That’s a 
completely different job than facing a blank page, and it’s a job 
people actually finish. It’s also why you were asked to do this at 
four weeks instead of waiting until you felt ready — because a 
page you can add to is worth more than a page you’re still afraid to 
start.

And the question that brought you here — am I behind — doesn’t 
get answered by any of this. It gets retired. You have a better ques-
tion now, and a page that answers it.

Steps 5 and 6 — where they are, and when
Step five is the prompts, and you’ve already used it twice tonight if 
you needed to. Eight of them exist. Six live in Section 05, and 
Appendix A and Appendix B carry one each. They aren’t a stage 
anyone arrives at — each one sits next to the job it was built for, 
and you reach for the one you need.
Step six is the Living Blueprint, in Appendix B, and I’m sending 
you past it rather than into it. It’s how you bring a finished
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Blueprint forward a season from now without starting over, and 
the Guide gates it: use it only once you’ve completed a Blueprint 
by hand. One sheet in pencil isn’t that yet. Go look at it if you want 
to see where this ends up, then close it.

Where this goes
Set the Blueprint aside for a second and look at the Journal.
Four weeks of your own handwriting, dated, describing who these 
particular people were in this particular fall. Whether or not any 
plan you build out of it ever works, that is a thing worth keeping, 
and nobody else in the world is making one.
Renee put both notebooks back in her bag at 12:19 and made her 
12:30 with a minute to spare.
Ahead of you is seven chapters, one category at a time, each one 
taking a line you just wrote thin and filling it out properly. Then 
one more that puts two children side by side, which turns out to be 
its own problem and needs its own chapter. Roughly two to three 
months. Then a revision pass, and then a Roadmap.
Four to six months from that break room table.
I’m telling you the length now, on purpose. This is the first 
moment you’ve had real evidence that the waiting buys something, 
and in my experience that’s the only moment a person can hear it.
Then you’ll print the next one and put it behind this one, and keep 
them both.
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IF YOU REMEMBER NOTHING ELSE

I’ll concede something. The Guide did in forty minutes what I 

couldn’t do in five chapters — it put a whole child on one page. 

What it can’t do is fill itself in. Four weeks ago you had nothing to 

write down. Tonight you had enough. Whatever else is thin on that 

page, that part is finished, and it’s the part nothing else could have 

given you.



End of Sample

Did You Enjoy This?

If so, you can find the full book on Amazon at

https://a.co/d/0bf1nzzF

Or Click on This QR Code

https://a.co/d/0bf1nzzF

	DISCOVER YOUR CHILD’S GIFTS
	DEDICATION
	WHAT THIS BOOK IS, AND WHAT IT ISN’ T
	A NOTE ABOUT ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
	HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
	You’ll keep two things, and they do different jobs.
	Here is roughly what arrives when.

	BEFORE WE BEGIN
	INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTION YOU’ VE BEEN
	!e family you’re going to follow
	What happened to the girl in the box
	Seeing over the hill
	!e question this book replaces
	Two clocks
	Here’s what a ﬁnished page looks like
	Where this book leaves you

	PART ONE
	WHAT YOU’RE ACTUALLY SEEING
	C H A P T E R 1
	THERE’ S NO CLOCK RUNNING
	HOW RENEE STOPPED MEASURING THEO AND SIMONE AGAINST
	What can a milestone chart actually tell you?
	1. A chart is built to ﬁnd the far edges, not the middle.
	2. A chart has no memory.
	What changes when you ask a question that actually has an answer?

	3. “Am I behind?” can’t be answered, because there’s nothing to be behind.
	4. “Where is he right now, and what comes next?” can be answered, by you, this week.
	So where do you put what you notice?

	A Conversation to Have With AI
	Your Journal Entry This Week
	One More Thing Before Chapter 2
	If You Remember Nothing Else
	C H A P T E R 2


	THE CHILD WHO ISN’ T YOU
	HOW RENEE LEARNED TO SEE THEO WITHOUT SEEING HERSELF FIRST
	How do you catch yourself doing it?
	1. A projection arrives wearing the costume of recognition.
	2. !e tell shows up in your body before it shows up in words.
	3. With the child who mirrors you, you over-read. With the child who doesn’t, you under-read.
	4. !e correction is not to stop projecting. It is to demote it.
	A Conversation to Have With AI
	Your Journal Entry This Week
	One More Thing Before Chapter 3
	If You Remember Nothing Else
	C H A P T E R 3


	WHAT WAS ALREADY THERE
	THE GIFT SIMONE HAD BEFORE
	What is the actual difference?
	1. A gift shows up before any instructions do, and nobody paid for it.
	2. A skill is built. You can usually name who built it, and when.
	What does each mistake actually cost you?

	3. Claiming a gift as something you built costs you twice.
	4. Mistaking an untrained skill for a missing gift costs you a child’s whole relationship with a subject.
	So how do you sort what you already have?

	A Conversation to Have With AI
	Your Journal Entry This Week
	One More Thing Before Chapter 4
	If You Remember Nothing Else
	C H A P T E R 4


	WATCHING WITHOUT KEEPING SCORE
	THE JUDGMENT RENEE ALMOST WROTE DOWN ABOUT THEO —
	What is a verdict actually doing?
	1. A verdict is a way of ending an uncomfortable search.
	2. A verdict made from inside one situation describes the situation, not the child.
	So what happened at the party?
	How do you rewrite something you already wrote?

	3. Rewrite a verdict as what happened, where, and for how long.
	4. A rough draft made of facts survives being wrong. A rough draft made of verdicts doesn’t.
	A Conversation to Have With AI
	Your Journal Entry This Week
	One More Thing Before Chapter 5
	If You Remember Nothing Else
	C H A P T E R 5


	BORROWING OTHER EYES
	WHO RENEE HAD TO ASK, BECAUSE SHE WAS THE ONLY ADULT IN THE HOUSE
	What separates a useful outside read from noise?
	Filter 1: Is it speciﬁc and evidence-based, or is it a general impression?
	Filter 2: Does this person see your child somewhere you don’t?
	Filter 3: Does it change what you’d write down, or only how you feel about what’s already there?
	Why did one comparison help and the other one hurt?
	So how do you enter other people’s notes into your journal?
	Name the source, keep their words separate from yours, and write down what would settle it.

	A Conversation to Have With AI
	Your Journal Entry This Week
	One More Thing Before the First Look
	If You Remember Nothing Else


	PARENT SELF- CHECK
	THE FIRST LOOK
	What changed isn’t that she has the tool
	The tour
	Now the walk — steps one through four
	What Renee saw at 12:20
	What you just built
	Steps 5 and 6 — where they are, and when
	Where this goes
	If You Remember Nothing Else
	Did You Enjoy This?
	If so, you can find the full book on Amazon at
	https://a.co/d/0bf1nzzF
	Or Click on This QR Code
	




