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Consistency, communication key to good behavior
Dear Missy,

Yvette,

I have three children, ages 8, 7 and
3. How can I get them to listen and do
what I ask without having to repeat
myself a thousand times? And how do I
make sure they do what is asked of
them? They don’t like to pick up after
themselves, and when we ask them to
do it, we have to repeat ourselves over
and over again. I have been trying to
make them realize that things like
watching TV, playing video games and
playing outside are special rewards for
doing what is asked of them. When I
remind them that they will not get
their special rewards, they cry and
don’t do anything to earn the right.
I face this conflict every time that I
ask them to clean up their room, take
their stuff and put it where it belongs,
take a bath, go to bed, etc. Any advice
you could offer would be wonderful.
Frankly, it’s getting to the point
where I am yelling at them and
sometimes giving up on them doing
what I ask, and I do it myself. I have
thrown away toys that were not where
they belonged. I would like to find a
better way that would work for us all.

Kelly

Dear Kelly,

One of the most common
challenges of parenthood is getting
your children to listen to you and do
what you ask.
It’s easy to fall into the parenting
trap of raising our voice to be heard.
When parents do this, we are teaching
our children how to respond to us. For
example, your children have learned
that they don’t have to respond the first
time you ask them to do something.
They’ve learned that you aren’t really
serious until you yell. It’s a pattern
that, if left uncorrected, will repeat
itself throughout their childhood and
lead to a very noisy household when
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they reach the teenage years.
Remember, we teach our children how
to treat us. If you don’t want yelling or
screaming in your home, you have to
teach other ways of communicating.
Here’s a checklist for
communicating with your child.
■ Be direct
■ Be consistent
■ Break tasks into steps
■ Enforce discipline
First of all, be direct; get your child’s
attention. That may mean turning off
the TV or game or taking away a toy.
Don’t yell from the other room. Be face
to face, eye to eye, and use a normal
tone of voice.
Next, be consistent in how you ask
and how you follow up with the
children. Make your expectations clear,
and state what the consequences are if
they don’t follow through.
Third, be realistic about the abilities
of a 7-year-old. If she makes a good
attempt at making her bed, even if it’s
not perfect, accept it. Instead of asking
them to clean their rooms — that’s a
big command — help break the task
into steps. You could say, “Pick up your
toys, and then make your bed.”
And last but not least, use positive
discipline to get your point across. It
has to be a loss of a privilege or toy
that will mean something to them and
make an impact. If your child enjoys
playing video games, tell him he can’t

play video games until he can listen
more effectively.
As you become consistent in your
expectations, your children will
become consistent in their responses.
Remember that you and your
partner must present a united front.
Children need to hear consistent
messages from both parents. A united
team can make a world of difference.
Yvette,
My daughter is 8 years old and just
finished up the second grade. She is an
excellent student and very well liked by
her teachers and classmates. Her father
and I have noticed that for the past few
months she’s pushing us; she’s testing
us to see how far she can go before we
put our foot down.
When we ask her to do anything,
she has something smart to say or
ignores us completely. We ask her if she
would please pick up her room before
her friends arrive. Her response:
“GRRRRRR. I guess. Whatever.” I find it
very disrespectful. I’ve explained how it
makes me feel and that I don’t like it. I
have put her in time out. I have sent
her to her room. I have grounded her. I
have even asked her to write down her
feelings and explain why she reacts in
that manner. Nothing seems to work!
How can we gain control over this
situation? What other methods can we
try?
Missy

You are right to address this behavior now. In my opinion, you have not
upped the ante enough. And, by that I
mean that everything has a cost benefit
analysis, and your daughter has
determined that the punishment isn’t
so bad that it’s worth stopping the
behavior. For example, when you ask
her to pick up her room before her
friends come over, and she responds
with a smart remark, your response
should be to pick up the phone and
call her friends and tell them the play
date is cancelled.
Remind her that you will not
tolerate her being disrespectful to her
parents. If she responds with
something smart, send her to her room
for the rest of the day.
Remember, consistency is the key.
The discipline has to mean something,
and it has to be swift and sure. If you
are sending her to a room where she
can watch television or play music,
there is no consequence.
Find out what she likes most, and
take that privilege away. Start with one
day and increase it as she continues
the behavior. She will reach a point
where being respectful is easier than
not doing things with her friends or
participating in her favorite activity.
Don’t give up until you have
changed the behavior. Being
disrespectful to her parents is not an
option.
Yvette
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