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Most of what drives children’s behavior… we don’t
actually see.

We see the outbursts, the resistance, the
shutdowns, the attention-seeking.
But underneath those behaviors are beliefs
children have formed about themselves and their
place in the world.

This is private logic.

And once you understand it, everything about
behavior starts to make more sense.

A NOTE TO
CAREGIVERS 



WHAT IS 
PRIVATE
LOGIC?

Private logic is the internal story a child
creates based on what they observe and
how they interpret it.

Children are constantly watching:
How adults respond
What gets attention
What leads to connection or
disconnection

But while children are excellent observers,
they are still developing the ability to
interpret what they see accurately.
So they fill in the gaps.

They make meaning.

And that meaning becomes belief.



Children move through a cycle often without us
realizing it:

Observation → Interpretation → Belief → Behavior

A child observes:
“My sibling gets attention when they interrupt.”

They interpret:
“That’s how you get noticed.”

They form a belief:
“I belong when I interrupt.”

And that belief drives behavior.
From the outside, we see “interrupting.”
But underneath is a child trying to figure out how to
belong and feel significant.

THE PRIVATE 
LOGIC CYCLE



If we only focus on
stopping the behavior, we
miss what’s actually
driving it.
We may correct, punish, or
redirect…
and the behavior might
stop temporarily.

But the belief remains.

And behavior will return,
sometimes in a different
form.

This is why behavior can
feel repetitive or “not
working” despite our
efforts.
Because we are addressing
the surface, not the root.

WHY THIS
MATTERS



At the core of private logic are two
fundamental needs:

Belonging: “Do I matter here?”
Significance: “Do I have value
and contribution?”

Every child is constantly trying to
answer these questions.
And their behavior is their best
attempt based on the beliefs
they’ve formed.

THE ROLE OF
BELONGING AND
SIGNIFICANCE



A few examples:

A child who constantly interrupts may believe:
      “I matter when I’m noticed right away.”

A child who refuses to cooperate may believe:
      “I belong when I’m in control.”

A child who shuts down may believe:
      “I’m not capable, so why try?”

These beliefs are not conscious choices.
They are adaptations based on experience.

WHAT THIS LOOKS
LIKE IN REAL LIFE



Instead of asking:
“How do I stop this
behavior?”

We begin asking:
“What might this child be
believing right now?”

This question shifts us
from control to curiosity.

From reaction to
understanding.

And that’s where
meaningful change begins.

THE SHIFT:
FROM BEHAVIOR 
TO BELIEF



When we focus on private logic, our role changes.

We begin to:
Respond with connection before correction
Create opportunities for contribution
Build competence through small, achievable
steps
Validate feelings without reinforcing unhelpful
behavior

Over time, children begin to form new beliefs:
“I belong even when I’m struggling”
“I can contribute in positive ways”
“I am capable”

And when beliefs shift… behavior follows.

SUPPORTING
HEALTHIER
BELIEFS



Behavior is not the
problem.
It’s the signal.

When we learn to look
beneath it, we don’t just
manage behavior, 
we help children build the
beliefs that shape who they
become.
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CLOSING
THOUGHT
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