
Riley the Brave was designed for safe “big critters” and 

brave “little cubs” to read together. Curl up in a cozy chair, 

grab a snuggly blanket and enjoy! Teachers, this book is a 

powerful tool for increasing social/emotional intelligence. 

It can also be used to create a trauma-informed 

environment in the classroom. Social workers and 

therapists, try reading it aloud to safe caregivers and 

children together. 

Riley the Brave is meant to be read theatrically, with faces and voices, while tuned 

into the child’s experience throughout. Maybe your cub can only handle a few 

pages the first several times you try. Maybe he only focuses on Riley’s cape or the 

pot of honey. That’s okay—enjoy the shared moment and come back to it another 

time. Riley will still be there, ready to help make sense of your little one’s 

complicated and painful inner world. 

Afterword (for grown-ups)

Getting the most out of the book
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When an infant or young child experiences trauma, especially the loss of a 

biological parent, he adapts to his dangerous life by strengthening, and primarily 

using, his downstairs brain. But in the downstairs operating system, he can’t find 

connection, trust, or safety. The downstairs brain doesn’t even house 

language—except the kind of language you don’t want to hear! In order to engage 

in relationships and experience calm, every little guy needs a safe “big critter” to 

help him find the trail back to his upstairs brain. Unfortunately, when kids lose the 

connection between their upstairs and their downstairs brains, it is only natural for 

parents to do the same. So your little guy “flips his lid” and you end up in downstairs 

brain mode right along with him. This keeps you both trapped in a cycle of defense 

and mistrust.  

Upstairs/Downstairs Brain 

(see The Whole-Brain Child by Daniel J. Siegel and Tina Payne Bryson)

• Connect with others

• Problem-solve and deal with complexity

• Control impulses and strong emotions

• Develop empathy

• Tolerate frustrations and boredom

• Play and enjoy interactions

• Learn, analyze and change

We use our upstairs brain to:

The brain has two main operating systems: Social-approach/engagement mode 

(“upstairs brain”) and defense mode (“downstairs brain”). At birth, the downstairs 

brain is the operating system primarily at work. This system is home to primal 

feelings like terror and rage. The infant cries out (because even gas bubbles feel 

life-threatening to a newborn), and the loving parent rocks and soothes and tries to 

meet the child’s need. It takes 

thousands of repetitions of this 

call and response to start 

building neural highways to 

the more advanced operating 

system—the upstairs brain. 

That’s the powerhouse! We use 

our upstairs brain to:
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So how do you break the cycle? Increasing playfulness and utilizing non-verbal cues 

like a warm gaze and a gentle approach gives everyone a chance to get back in 

upstairs brain mode. While it deals with a very difficult topic, this book is playful and 

accessible, hopefully helping those reading it to strengthen their upstairs brain. It 

provides a boost for both caregiver and child. Instead of continuing the cycle of 

defense and mistrust, you both get to enjoy a moment of connection—a shared 

moment in your upstairs brains. And let’s be honest, that’s where we all want to 

spend our time—engaged and learning, feeling happy and safe. 

“Safety blindness” and “felt safety” 
(see Brain-Based Parenting by Daniel A. Hughes and Jonathan Baylin)

                  “But my daughter has been safe for years! She’s just being stubborn.”

 

  It is not uncommon for kids to develop “safety blindness,” maintaining defensive 

strategies (i.e. fighting, hoarding, withdrawing, freezing, etc.) for years after settling 

into a permanent, loving home. It is incredibly challenging for caregivers to develop 

and maintain compassion for the whole child when these irritating defenses are 

present. You might know in your head that she learned to reject and “manipulate” 

instead of trust and cooperate. You might even realize that this was all in an effort to 

survive threat, deep hurt and gut-wrenching loss, but it’s so tiring! Embracing and 

accepting those big feelings in your heart is tough. Riley the Brave provides an 

opportunity to help caring adults recognize “safety blindness.” Riley helps us turn 

some of that head knowledge into heart knowledge as we understand the painful 

source of frustrating (and hurtful) behavior.
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As you start to appreciate your child’s feelings, the 

best starting point for reducing hurtful behaviors 

is usually by increasing “felt safety.” Many kids who 

have experienced early trauma rarely feel safe. It’s 

tempting when a child acts out to say, “You’re fine” 

and expect to be able to move on. Parents and 

professionals who tune in to the need behind 

undesirable behaviors usually find more relief in 

the long run. For example, while you know that a 

friend’s house or an office building is safe, your 

little one might need to have a tour the first several 

visits.
Or with hoarding, though you know you’ll always 

provide food for your daughter, her early 

experiences with hunger may not allow her to trust 

that reality for many years (if ever). She’ll probably 

need access to healthy snacks, extra snuggles after a 

potluck and lots of patience when her food 

insecurity flares up over the years. The more the 

adults in these kids’ lives are able to tune in to their 

cries for help, the more “felt safety” develops. More 

“felt safety” leads to fewer frustrating and painful 

interactions, and once again, that’s really what we all 

“He just needs to change his behavior, and then I will be ready to connect. I don’t want

                                                               to reward bad behavior.”

 Lots of parenting advice and children’s books about foster care and adoption work 

best for children who have developed a sense of safety and some self-regulation. 

That can be very difficult for children who have experienced early trauma. Often 

these kiddos have lived through terrifying events and losses before they even had 

any language skills. They certainly didn’t have the fancy reasoning and processing 

skills of an adult brain to help them make sense of their experience.

Embracing the porcupine
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Instead of relying on your child to change, try 

using those prickly moments as an 

opportunity to connect. I know it’s hard, but 

this is a chance, once again, to meet him with 

warm eyes, get down on his level and say, “Oh, 

honey. Seems like you’re having a porcupine 

moment. I’m so sorry you’re feeling that way. 

I’m here with you, sweetie.” You might use even 

fewer words and then try again later, saying, “I 

wonder if you were feeling a little unsafe. 

Seems like you were trying to use those 

porcupine spikes to protect yourself.” 

As a result, they have an extremely narrow window of 

tolerance for emotions and difficult conversations. It 

is tempting to say what we have heard so many 

times: “Use your words.” But realistically, they still 

might not have the words to express what they are 

feeling. And, they have to trust that their words 

matter, which probably won’t happen quickly if their 

infant cries weren’t treated as though they mattered. 

 

If he can handle a hug at that moment, great! If not, maybe you can link pinkies or 

put an arm around his shoulder and together move out of the situation. Believe it 

or not, you’ve just embraced the porcupine. Pat yourself on the back—hugging 

prickly critters is no small accomplishment!

 

The most important thing of all is to enjoy your 

cub! It won’t be possible all the time, but right 

now you have each other and the chance to 

share a story. So as you read this book, try 

quacking like Travis or making funny faces like 

Jorge. Take turns making your best superhero 

poses. Enjoy these few moments of laughter, fun 

and delight with your brave little cub and come 

back soon for more.

Enjoy!
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