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About the Book

What Great Parents Do gives you 75 key strategies to help parents reshape kids’ challenging behaviours, create strong family bonds, and guide children towards becoming happy, kind, responsible adults.

Psychologist Erica Reischer draws on research in child development and cognitive science to distil the best information about parenting today into bite-size pieces with real examples, useful tips, and tools and techniques that parents can apply right away. This book will show you how to do what great parents do so well:


	start with empathy

	accept kids just as they are

	avoid power struggles

	know they aren’t perfect!


A toolbox of the most effective parenting strategies known to man, What Great Parents Do is accessible, actionable, and easy to follow.


About the Book
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Introduction

WHEN I BECAME a parent, I wanted to find a book that would summarize, with an eye toward action steps, all the parenting “best practices” I had read about as a psychology graduate student.

I was able to find concise guidebooks for children’s physical health, but in the broad area of children’s social and emotional development, the best offerings were informative but required reading hundreds of pages in order to extract the most useful ideas, or they were overly focused in their subject matter.

After my first child was born and I started a private practice, I developed a workshop for parents that offered exactly what I had been looking for when I became a parent. Also called “What Great Parents Do,” the workshop presents simply and concisely the best practices—synthesized from research and clinical experience—that help parents reshape kids’ challenging behavior, create strong family bonds, and guide children toward becoming happy, kind, and responsible adults. By now, thousands of parents have attended these workshops, and they continue to this day.

The workshops were also inspired by another source. As a psychologist, I work with a variety of families, ranging from those seeking help to curb power struggles or habitual whining to those whose relationships with each other have deteriorated to such an extent that they need professional help.

Working with these families raised a broader question for me: If I could give parents critical information early in their parenting life that would help them get and stay on track to having a happy family life and raising kids who thrive, what would I tell them? The workshops, and now this book, are based on my answer to that question.

What Makes This Book Different

When I originally developed the workshop, I also created a simple one-page handout, called “10 Things Great Parents Do,” summarizing ten of the key ideas presented in the workshop. Parents were welcome to share this handout with friends and family, and it has since traveled far and wide. I’ve received e-mails from across the country written by parents thanking me for the insights and reminders and telling me the handout is now posted on their refrigerator.

The format of this book was inspired by the many requests I’ve received for more action-oriented summaries of parenting best practices. I’ve also included real examples and practical tips for each parenting practice (aka strategy) in the book, just as I do in the live workshops.

In contrast to the many parenting books that you must read or skim hundreds of pages in order to extract the highlights and useful ideas, this book is intended to be more like a practical manual: concise and easy to read, with a focus on useful strategies you can implement right away.

For that reason, I call these “simple strategies” because they are presented in a straightforward and pared down way while still giving you enough information to translate them into action. But simple is not always easy: Although each strategy has been crafted to be easily understood, actually doing something in a different way than how we have done it in the past can be difficult. Intention and practice are key (see #2).

In this book, you will learn all the information and techniques that I teach in my workshops and private practice: previews, power sharing, pivoting, reframing, empathy, replays, fair warning, stopping the action, social experiments, reward economies, emotion coaching, happiness habits, and more—plus how to combine them in powerful ways to create the family life you want. You will learn how to manage challenging behavior like whining and procrastinating without nagging or yelling, and how to help your children become responsible stewards of their own lives.

The strategies in this book apply to children of all ages. That said, my goal here is to help parents build a strong foundation for a happy family life with thriving kids, so the ideas, approaches, and examples presented here are primarily directed at children’s first ten years. But it’s never too late to start (see #75). For parents of older children, it may be more challenging but well worth the effort. We are always building relationships with our children, whether they are two or twenty-two years old.

Why a practical manual? As a psychologist, I have found that most of my patients—indeed, most of the people I know, including myself—agree in principle with advice such as, “To protect your lower back, strengthen your core muscles” or “To minimize investment risk, diversify your portfolio,” but aren’t always able to put those ideas into practice because, in many cases, they don’t yet know how. They think to themselves, “Yes, good idea, I want to do that, but exactly how do I do it?”

Similarly, in my work with families, I have found that parents want to use the principles I teach, but may not know exactly how to implement them. For this reason, each strategy in the book ends with a special section (“Try This”) to give you specific ideas for how to use it in your family, including step-by-step guidance and real-life examples of what to say and do.

Who This Book Is For

This book is for you if you are a new parent, about to become one, or even if you have been around the parenting block a few times. It is also for grandparents, teachers, and caregivers. It is for anyone who has kids in their life and wants a concise guidebook with concrete ideas and practical tools to ease the everyday challenges of life with kids, while also supporting children’s social and emotional development.

If you feel too tired or busy to read a book (like many parents), this book is most definitely for you. Unlike a typical chapter book that you must read in order to extract the nuggets of information you can use, this book distills them for you.

How to Use This Book

You don’t need to read this book from cover to cover in order to glean the highlights and practical tips. As with a guidebook, you can easily skim or browse through it to find what is most relevant to you, and return to it as a reference anytime.

Each parenting practice or strategy is presented prominently at the top of the page, accompanied by an explanation, detailed example, and “Try This” section showing you how to implement it in your life.

Because real life is complex, most of the strategies in the book are cross-referenced with each other. When there is another strategy in the book related to the one you are reading, the book will direct you to it and show you how to combine them in powerful ways using scenarios from everyday life. In this way, you can build your parenting toolbox based on what is most helpful to you right now.

Since the purpose of this book is to distill the most useful information about parenting into bite-sized summaries and examples, it is intentionally brief. For more tips, tools, and examples, please visit www.DrEricaR.com.

The ABCs of Great Parenting

Having given you a sense of what to expect in the book, I’ll also say a few words about the philosophy that guides it. My recipe for great parenting is twofold. On one hand, it depends on cultivating awareness—specifically, nonjudgmental awareness—of yourself, of others (such as your family), and of the moment. What is called for with one child in one moment may not be the right approach at a different time or with a different child. As both moods and circumstances change, we need to be aware of what is happening and what is called for, and then flexibly adapt our strategy and approach.

If, for example, we have had a conflict with a coworker earlier in the day, then we need to be aware of how that conflict may still be affecting us when we arrive home for the evening, so that we don’t suddenly find ourselves losing our temper. If we are feeling lonely or depressed, we need to be watchful of inadvertently putting our needs before our children’s in inappropriate ways. We need to be aware of our thoughts and feelings so that we can pause, reflect, and make a choice about what to do, rather than simply reacting (see #11, 15, and 18).

In addition to awareness, great parenting is also grounded in what good research tells us about what works with kids. Some of this research has led to unexpected insights. Take praise, for example: It seems intuitive that the more you praise a child, the more confident the child will become. In fact, the opposite tends to be true. Children who receive excessive praise, especially nonspecific praise that is based on traits and abilities (such as “Good job” or “You’re so smart”) rather than effort, tend to be less confident in their abilities. (See #42 for why this is so.) Good research helps us get clear on what really works with kids and what doesn’t, so that we aren’t accidentally misled by ideas or theories that seem like good ideas but really aren’t.

Great parenting is not about memorizing a set of rules, it’s more like skillfully speaking a language. Through practice, fluent speakers internalize a set of principles and are then able to craft their language to suit the moment and their purpose. Like speaking a language, parenting is a skill that can be improved through learning and practice (see also #5). So when we combine some general principles based on research with our own moment-to-moment awareness, we can be most prepared for the parenting challenges that come our way.

Underlying the parenting practices described in this book are three key principles that I call the ABCs of great parenting. The A stands for Acceptance, B for Boundaries, and C for Consistency.fn1

The core idea behind the principle of Acceptance is that you should always communicate to your kids (through your words, behavior, and demeanor) that you love them just the way they are (even when you don’t like their behavior or choices). Acceptance is similar to unconditional love, though I would argue that the kind of acceptance I am speaking of here is actually more challenging.

Think, for example, of a bookish and uncoordinated boy whose athletic father had always hoped for a son like himself. While this father may encourage his son to participate in sports in order to build his skills and expand his comfort zone, can the father do so in a way that still conveys love and appreciation for his son as he is, rather than disappointment at his son’s failure to be what his father had hoped? This is a difficult, but vitally important, task. Some of the parenting practices that exemplify the principle of Acceptance are #6, 8, 9, 14, 16, 18, 29, 34, 39, 43, and 74.

Establishing and communicating clear Boundaries is the second key principle. Kids need limits and boundaries. They ultimately feel safest in a family environment where expectations and rules are clear and reasonable. Parenting practices that fall under the principle of Boundaries consist of #11, 21, 22, 23, 38, 41, 50, 51, 52, 71, and 72.

Strongly related to the principle of Boundaries is the principle of Consistency. Consistency means doing what you say you will do; it means being predictable. With consistency, testing of boundaries is minimized since children will quickly learn that you can be expected to follow through. Without consistency, the effectiveness of rules and boundaries is greatly reduced.

In my workshops, I sometimes use the concept of gravity to illustrate the principle of Consistency. If, when you dropped something, it occasionally (or even once) did not fall down, you might keep dropping things to see if and when it would happen again. Kids whose parents are inconsistent will generally keep testing their parents’ limits and boundaries, since it’s part of learning how Mom and Dad work (see #34), and the kids might also get away with it. Some parenting practices associated with the principle of Consistency are #1, 17, 18, 23, 31, 46, 47, 53, 54, and 71.

The title of the book was also carefully chosen to reflect the philosophy of parenting presented here. First, I use the word “great” to describe the kind of parenting I think we should aspire to, instead of “perfect.” Perfect parents do not exist, and trying to be one of those mythical creatures is likely to invite feelings of frustration and inadequacy. Great parents make mistakes (see #12). Making mistakes can be a good thing when it gives parents the opportunity to model for kids what to do when they’ve made a mistake, and how to respond with integrity and responsibility.

I also deliberately titled the book “What Great Parents Do” instead of “What Great Parents Know.” The difference between doing and knowing is a critical one. While we generally cannot “do” without first knowing, if we know but do not act on what we know, then change will not happen.

We have each experienced examples of this: We know we should prioritize sleep, but instead we stay up late watching movies. We know we shouldn’t check our e-mail or Facebook page one more time (again), but we do. We know we should be patient with our kids, but we aren’t. One of the keys to being a great parent, then, is not just knowing how, but actually doing what we know.

Actually doing what we know takes effort and practice (see #2). It is not easy, for example, to get up and go exercise when we really don’t feel like doing it. We know it’s the right thing to do and we also know how, but it’s difficult to actually bring ourselves to do it. That said, once we have worked hard (effort) to get ourselves into a regular exercise routine (practice), it is much easier to maintain. For this reason, though loving our children comes naturally, parenting well is a skill that can be learned, practiced, and improved.

If we have been lucky enough to grow up with skillful parents, then we have probably acquired a good sense about what great parents do. But if, as is the case for many of us, we did not have such luck, then we need to find ways to learn and practice the skills that will help us be loving and effective parents. Even if we did have skillful parents, we can likely still improve our parenting skills, since research is continually providing new and useful insights into children’s brains and behavior.

Seeing parenting as a skill also helps us to refrain from judging ourselves harshly when we make mistakes, to maintain an attitude of openness and learning, and to continually seek new and useful information in our effort to keep building our skills. So we need to know what to do and how to do it, and then we must actually go ahead and do it.

As you read this book—whether from cover to cover or just dipping in and out—you might find yourself experiencing feelings of dismay or even anxiety about your own parenting missteps (which we all have), such as situations you wish you had handled differently or things you wish you had known. If that’s the case, please remember that we all make mistakes, our kids are resilient, and we can create change only by starting now, in this moment, to consciously choose how we want to respond to the people and events in our lives (see #75).

I’ll end with a short anecdote that further illustrates my approach to great parenting. About fifteen years ago, my husband and I decided to adopt a puppy. Neither of us had ever had a dog before but we saw others doing it, it looked fun, and we both liked dogs. So we went to the local pound and brought home an adorable puppy. We quickly realized that we needed some guidance to manage all the various puppy behaviors we were dealing with daily, so we signed up for a dog-training class.

We went to the class, eager to learn how to train our dog and change some of the problematic behaviors we had noticed. As it turned out, the puppy-training class was less about training the puppy and more about training us: how to think like a dog, how to interpret dog behavior, and how to interact with the puppy in a way that would allow her to learn and grow.

Most importantly, we learned that in order to get our dog to change her behavior, we had to change ours first. This is a lesson we can apply to all our relationships. While it’s tempting to look at what our children do wrong and see the solution as “fixing” our kids, that approach ignores a key principle of change in relationships.

Relationships are like a dance. If one person changes his steps, the other person must also change hers. This is especially true with our children. So the next time you find yourself wishing your kids would whine less, listen more, and so on—remember that to change your kids’ behavior, you have to start by changing yourself.


1

Great parents
do what they say they are going to do

THIS PRINCIPLE IS twofold:


	Don’t make rules you can’t or won’t enforce.

	Keep your commitments.



It’s important for kids to know that you mean what you say. This builds mutual trust and respect, which are the cornerstones of a great parent–child relationship (see also #74).

So if you tell your toddler that you will leave the grocery store if she pulls one more item off the shelf, then you must be prepared to follow through (see also #53). Similarly, if your five-year-old intentionally scampers away after you tell him that he cannot go to the baseball game unless he puts his coat and shoes on right now, then the baseball game must be skipped. (But first be sure he really heard your request; see #29.)

Doing what you say you will do also has the pleasant side effect of minimizing how much testing of boundaries your kids will do. If they expect you to do what you say you will do—that is, you are predictable—then it becomes not worth their time and effort to see if you really mean it (see also #34).

For the same reason, it’s equally important to keep your commitments. If you tell your child you will get off your computer in five minutes to read to him, for example, then be prepared to stop at that time and follow through on what you said. If you keep putting him off or changing the timeline (“Just a few more minutes, honey”), your child may eventually become skeptical when you make a commitment to him.

TRY THIS: Pay careful attention to the commitments you make to your kids, whether you are committing to do something together (“I’ll play basketball with you after I finish this e-mail”) or specifying a consequence for breaking a rule (“If you take something else off the shelf without asking, we are leaving the grocery store”).

Be sure to follow through on what you’ve said (or acknowledge your commitment and explain carefully the reasons why you could not follow through).


2

Great parents
do what they know

ONE OF THE keys to creating positive change in our lives is not just knowing what to do, but in actually doing what we know.

The difference between knowing and doing is a critical one. While we generally cannot “do” without first knowing how to do it, if we know but do not act on what we know, change will not happen.

All of us have experienced examples of this: We know we shouldn’t eat a whole carton of ice cream, but we do it anyway. We know we should exercise regularly, but we don’t. We know we shouldn’t yell at our kids, but we do.

Doing what we know takes both effort and practice. It is not easy to get up and go exercise when we really don’t feel like doing it. It’s definitely not easy to stop ourselves from yelling when it seems like our kids are ignoring us or being disrespectful.

We often know what is the right thing to do, but it can be difficult to bring ourselves to do it (or not to do what we want to avoid). Sometimes this is because we don’t know exactly how to do what we know, and sometimes it’s because we aren’t taking the final step into action. Sometimes it’s because we aren’t yet skilled at emotion regulation (see #32), so our feelings dictate our actions (see #11).

Ultimately, we need to know what to do, we need to know how to do it, and then we need to do what we know. This is the three-step recipe for change.

TRY THIS: If you find yourself needing to create change, whether in your parenting life or elsewhere, ask yourself these questions to pinpoint where you need to focus:

1. Knowing what and how: Is this an issue of my not knowing what to do or how to do it?

For example, if your child is refusing to brush his teeth, do you know how to address this situation (in a way that isn’t forceful—e.g., holding him down while you brush his teeth—or punitive)?

2. Doing it: Am I feeling stuck because I know what to do and how to do it, but I’m not yet putting that knowledge into practice?

This inertia often happens because we tend to be creatures of habit, so it’s difficult to change our response to familiar situations. Ask yourself: What needs to happen in order for me to translate my knowledge into action?

For example, if you know how to get your children to be responsive without nagging or yelling (this book will show you how), are you putting these ideas into practice or are you still responding with old patterns of behavior?

To paraphrase Henry Ford: If you do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always gotten. To create change in your life, you must do something differently.


3

Great parents
change themselves first

AS A PSYCHOLOGIST, I work with many parents whose initial goal is to change some aspect of their children’s behavior, such as whining, tantrums, aggressiveness, or willfulness. It’s tempting to look at what our children do wrong and see the solution as fixing them, but that approach ignores a key principle of change in relationships.

As I said in the introduction, I like to think of relationships as a dance. If one person changes her steps in the dance, the other person must also change his. This is especially true with our children.

So remember that you are the instrument of change in your relationship with your children (or anyone else). If you want someone else to change, start by changing yourself.

For example, we may often feel that our kids don’t listen to us. It seems that we have to constantly repeat ourselves and sometimes resort to yelling to get their attention (see also #4). Yelling seems to work, so when we really mean it, this becomes our go-to strategy. We might think to ourselves, “Well, I wouldn’t have to yell if they would listen to me.” But this perspective overlooks the role we ourselves are playing in this dynamic.

Consider that we may be unintentionally teaching our kids to ignore us until we yell. How? By asking again and again, we send our kids the message that we can be ignored until either we give up (“She didn’t really mean it”) or we yell (“Now she means it”). In this case, the answer is to stop repeating ourselves. (What to do instead? See #29, 47, 50, and 73 for more tips on how to get kids to listen the first time.)

TRY THIS: Call to mind some aspect of your children’s behavior that you wish were different. Now shift the focus to your role and ask yourself: How am I contributing to this situation/behavior/response?

Are you wishing they would stop interrupting you? Ask yourself: Do I stop what I’m doing to focus on their issue when they interrupt? (That is, does their interrupting work?) (See also #23.)

Are you wishing they would stop testing you or breaking rules? Ask yourself: Am I consistent in setting and maintaining limits? (See also #53.)

Are you wishing they would stop whining or yelling? Ask yourself: Do I continue the conversation when they whine or yell? If so, your behavior sends the implicit message that whining or arguing is an acceptable form of communication. (See also #21 and #41.)

Once you’ve identified your part in the problematic behavior, focus your effort and attention on changing how you interact with your kids around this issue. If you are consistent, calm, and firm (but not forceful; see #39 and #54) in maintaining your new response, your kids’ behavior will change, too.
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