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Whilst encouraging co-production in all areas with partners delivering services across Health, Education and Social Care we found that uptake at focus groups was low as parent carers were being asked to attend too many sessions. To ensure that parent carers voices continue to be heard directly by those providing services, we now hold thematic participation sessions which are held virtually to enable access by parents from across the whole of Cambridgeshire.   

Summary of Presentation:

Parenting with PACE: Connecting Before Correcting
Parenting can be challenging for any family, but when your child is neurodivergent (for example, autistic or has ADHD), traditional discipline strategies often don’t have the desired effect. Instead of focusing on correction first, the PACE approach encourages us to build connection and understanding. 

PACE stands for:
· Playfulness – Using gentle humour, warmth, and a light-hearted approach to help your child feel safe and connected. 
· Acceptance – Accepting your child’s feelings and experiences, even when you need to set limits on behaviour. 
· Curiosity – Wondering what might be behind a behaviour rather than jumping straight to conclusions. Asking questions like, “I wonder what’s making this difficult today?” 
· Empathy – Showing understanding for your child’s emotions and experiences, helping them feel heard and supported. 

Why does this matter?
Children’s behaviour can often be a sign that they are stressed, overwhelmed, or struggling with something beneath the surface. What looks like defiance or refusal may actually be a response to anxiety, frustration, sensory overload, or emotional difficulties. Approaching behaviour with curiosity and empathy can help us understand what our child needs. 

Using PACE with teenagers
As children become teenagers, the way we use PACE changes:
· Playfulness becomes more subtle, using gentle humour rather than silliness. 
· Acceptance means respecting their opinions and taking their feelings seriously. 
· Curiosity involves exploring problems together, using phrases such as “Help me understand what’s going on for you.” 
· Empathy means listening and validating their feelings without rushing to solve the problem for them. 
Teenagers still need boundaries, but these work best when combined with connection, respect, and opportunities to develop independence. 

Remember: Connection comes first
When children are upset or dysregulated, they may initially reject a new, more connected approach. Try not to take this personally. Building trust takes time. The goal is to create an emotionally safe relationship where your child feels understood and supported. 

The power of repair
No parent gets it right all the time. One of the most powerful things we can do is repair after difficult moments. Apologising when needed, checking in with your child, and talking together about what happened can strengthen your relationship and model healthy emotional skills. 

Key message: PACE is not about removing boundaries or letting children do whatever they want. It is about combining clear expectations with warmth, understanding, and connection—helping children feel safe enough to learn, grow, and thrive. 
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Parenting with PACE: Connecting Before Correcting

Parenting can be one of the most rewarding jobs in the world, but it can also be one of the hardest. Many parents, especially those raising neurodivergent children, find themselves wondering why strategies that seem to work one day suddenly stop working the next. A child may complete a task independently one day but struggle with the very same task the following day. This can leave parents feeling confused, frustrated, and exhausted. 

The webinar introduces the PACE approach, developed by Dr Dan Hughes, which encourages parents to focus on connection before correction. Rather than seeing behaviour as something that needs to be controlled, PACE helps us understand behaviour as communication. 

Why traditional discipline doesn't always work
Many of us grew up hearing phrases such as:
· "I'm counting to three..." 
· "Go to your room." 
· "Wait until your dad gets home." 
While these approaches may work for some children, they often have little impact on children with autism, ADHD, or other neurodivergent profiles. When a child is overwhelmed, anxious, or dysregulated, consequences and punishments rarely address the underlying reason for the behaviour. Instead, they can increase stress and create further conflict. 
PACE encourages us to ask:
"What is my child trying to tell me through their behaviour?"
rather than
"How do I stop this behaviour?"

Understanding stress and behaviour
Children's behaviour is often influenced by their stress levels. When children feel overwhelmed, their brains are less able to think clearly, regulate emotions, solve problems, or follow instructions.
What we see on the surface—refusal, anger, shouting, withdrawal, or challenging behaviour—is often just the tip of the iceberg. Underneath may be:
· Anxiety 
· Fear 
· Frustration 
· Sensory overload 
· Low self-esteem 
· Exhaustion 
· Social difficulties 
PACE helps parents look beneath the behaviour to understand what might be going on emotionally. 



What does PACE stand for?
P – Playfulness
Playfulness is about bringing warmth, humour and a light touch to interactions.
This doesn't mean making fun of a child or ignoring serious situations. Instead, it means creating an atmosphere where your child feels safe and connected.
Examples:
· Using a playful voice 
· Making a gentle joke 
· Turning a demand into a game 
· Using warmth rather than tension 
Playfulness can reduce stress and help children feel less defensive. When children feel safe, they are more open to cooperation and problem-solving. 

A – Acceptance
Acceptance means accepting your child's feelings, even when you cannot accept a particular behaviour.
For example:
Instead of saying:
"Stop being silly. There's nothing to worry about."
You might say:
"I can see you're really worried about this."
Acceptance helps children feel understood and validated. It sends the message:
"Your feelings make sense, and I'm here with you."
This doesn't mean agreeing with everything your child says or does. Boundaries are still important. It simply means acknowledging their emotional experience. 

C – Curiosity
Curiosity is at the heart of the PACE approach.
Rather than assuming why a child is behaving in a certain way, we become detectives and wonder what might be going on.
Helpful phrases include:
· "I wonder if something is making this difficult today." 
· "Help me understand." 
· "I wonder what happened." 
· "What was going on for you?" 
Curiosity is not an interrogation. It's about genuinely trying to understand your child's perspective. Often children don't fully understand their own feelings, so your calm curiosity can help them make sense of what is happening. 

E – Empathy
Empathy is about communicating that you understand how your child feels.
Examples:
· "That sounds really hard." 
· "I can see why you felt upset." 
· "I imagine that was frustrating." 
Empathy helps children feel emotionally safe. It doesn't mean fixing every problem or removing every challenge. Sometimes children simply need to know that someone understands what they are experiencing. 

Using PACE with teenagers
PACE remains important during the teenage years, but it often looks different.
Teenagers are developing independence, exploring their identity, managing peer relationships, facing academic pressures, and navigating social media. Their emotions can feel intense, even when they don't show them openly. 

With teenagers:
Playfulness becomes more subtle
Rather than being silly, it might involve gentle humour, warmth, or a relaxed tone. The goal remains helping them feel emotionally safe. 

Acceptance means respecting their views
Teenagers need to feel heard. Even when you disagree, acknowledging their perspective helps build trust and respect. 

Curiosity becomes collaborative
Instead of questioning, we explore together:
"Help me understand what's happening for you."
"How can we make this easier?"
This encourages problem-solving and independence. 

Empathy means listening rather than fixing
Many teenagers don't want immediate solutions. They want someone to listen and understand.
Think of yourself as a coach rather than a problem-solver. Supporting your teenager to find their own solutions helps build confidence and resilience. 

Boundaries still matter
PACE is sometimes misunderstood as being "soft" or having no rules.
The webinar emphasises that boundaries remain essential.
Children need:
· Connection 
· Safety 
· Predictability 
· Structure 
PACE changes how we hold boundaries, not whether boundaries exist.
Instead of:
"Because I said so."
PACE encourages:
"I understand this is difficult, but this boundary is still important."
Connection and structure work together. 

What if my child rejects PACE?
Many children, especially those who have experienced repeated conflict, may initially respond with:
· "Stop talking like that." 
· "I don't care." 
· Anger or resistance 
This doesn't mean PACE isn't working.
A child may be unsure how to respond to a new approach and may be protecting themselves emotionally. Consistency and patience are important. Over time, children often begin to trust the safety and predictability that PACE provides. 

The importance of repair
One of the strongest messages from the webinar is that parents do not need to be perfect.
Everyone has moments when they lose patience, raise their voice, or react in a way they later regret.
What matters most is repair.
Repair involves:
· Acknowledging what happened 
· Taking responsibility 
· Reconnecting with your child 
· Being curious about their experience 
· Discussing how things could be handled differently next time 
For example:
"I'm sorry I shouted earlier. I can see that wasn't helpful. How did that feel for you? What could we do differently next time?"
These conversations teach children that relationships can recover from mistakes and that everyone continues learning. 

Key takeaway for parents
PACE is not a parenting technique designed to achieve immediate compliance. It is a relationship-based approach that helps children feel safe, understood, and connected.
When children feel connected, they are more likely to:
· Regulate their emotions 
· Communicate their needs 
· Develop resilience 
· Accept guidance 
· Build trusting relationships 
The central message is simple:
Before correcting behaviour, try to connect with the child behind the behaviour. Understanding what is driving the behaviour is often the first step towards lasting change

