Say What You Mean
Mean What You Say
ÒI wish youÕd get dressed.Ó
ÒI think you should start on your report.Ó
ÒIt would be nice if you cleaned your room.Ó
ÒBe good.Ó

Fuzzy statements like these leave kids wondering
exactly how they should respond. Kids interpret
them at face value, which leads to battles. It
helps kids cooperate when parents are very
specific with their requests.
Say please
We learned that one in kindergarten! Saying please
softens our request and when followed with a specific call
to action it can get a kid moving. And adding a Òthank youÓ
in closing with your expectation that your request will be followed. ÒPlease take the trash out before dinner. Thank you.Ó The
added benefit here is that you are modeling the behavior you
want your child to learn.

Be specific
When you say, ÒClean your room.Ó your child hears, ÒShove everything under the bed so I canÕt see it.Ó In essence,
he is doing what he was told. Prevent this miscommunication by being very clear - ÒPlease put the toys in the toy box,
and books on the shelf.Ó Now THAT is very clear.

Think
Often we make half-hearted requests of our child, and when he doesnÕt respond we just drop it. Usually, this happens
over little issues, and we drop it because itÕs not worth fighting over. The problem is, a child gets in the habit of ignoring
you, on both little issues and big ones. When you take a breath, take a minute and think first, you can then be clear
about your request and willing to follow through to the end.

Eye-to-eye
How often do you call to your child from another room and expect her to listen? Do you then follow-up with, ÒDid you
hear me?Ó Instead, take the time to get eye-to-eye with your child. Make a clear, specific request and ask, ÒWhat do I
need?Ó When your child tells you what you said it helps her to remember. For example, your child is in the other room
playing. Go to her, look her in the eye and say, ÒMara, please take the trash out before dinner. Now, what do you
need to do?Ó When Mara says, ÒI need to take the trash out before dinner.Ó she has given herself clear instructions
and is likely to follow through.

Pick your battles
Parenting is a 24-hour a day job. If you try to deal with every issue, fix every problem and be a constant teacher
and coach, you will drive yourself CRAZY! Before you open your mouth, take a minute to decide if this issue is worth
a battle. If you decide it is Ð then win at all costs. This will prevent you from choosing the wrong battle, realizing it in
midstream and backing down because itÕs really not important. The danger is that your child doesnÕt know youÕve
changed your mind due to a better decision. He figures you changed your mind because he put up a good fight,
which leads him to try again the next day and the next. Fight the important battles, and using good skill and a level
head Ð WIN! ItÕs good for you and best for your child.
By Elizabeth Pantley, author of “Kid Cooperation and Perfect Parenting.”
© 2002 Elizabeth Pantley

Circle of Parents is the National Network of Mutual Support and Self-Help Programs in Partnership with Communities, a collaborative project of Prevent Child
Abuse America and the National Family Support Roundtable. This project was made possible by Grant No. 90CA 1668 from the Children's Bureau,
Administration on Children, Youth and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The contents are solely the responsibility of the authors and
do not represent the official views or policies of the funding agency, nor does publication in any way constitute an endorsement by the funding agency.

w

w

w .

c

i

r

c

l

e

o

f

p

a

r

e

n

t

s

.

o

r

g

