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Most teachers focus their energies on 
their relationships with their stu-

dents, as well they should. A good working 
relationship with the kids is essential to suc-
cessful teaching. But sometimes this focus 
leaves us feeling isolated in the day-to-day 
crunch of classroom details and responsi-
bilities. Eventually each of us realizes that 
we are a part of a school community that 
extends beyond the boundaries of our indi-
vidual classrooms. 

Every school’s adult community has 
complex relationships, power structures 
and traditions. Imagine the message new 
teacher Ms. Murphy received, when she sat 
down in the lounge at lunchtime on the !rst 
day of school and was greeted by an amused 
silence by the rest of the sta#. Before she 
could open her mouth, Miss Claiborne 
walked in, glared at her and said, “"at has 
been my seat since I arrived at this school 
18 years ago!” 

While the “personality” of any sta# is 
dynamic, changing with the in$uences of 
new people and new situations, interper-
sonal success within the group will certainly 
be a#ected by anyone’s ability to function—
at least at !rst—within the established and 
accepted structures. Ms. Murphy could be 
defensive, embarrassed, indi#erent or even 
humorous. In this instance, her main objec-
tive was to enjoy her lunch, so she deferred 
to Miss Claiborne’s objections, apologizing 
cheerfully for unintentionally tampering 
with tradition.

Adult Relationships
Getting students to cooperate requires 

di#erent skills from those required for gen-
erating cooperation from peers and adminis-
trators. In the student-teacher relationship, 
the teacher is the person ultimately respon-
sible and accountable for establishing the 

classroom’s emotional climate, setting the 
criteria for acceptable behavior, and choos-
ing behaviors that will make cooperation 
from the students that much more likely.

Peer relationships, even those where 
one adult has more power, aren’t nearly as 
clear-cut. Teachers are generally not held 
responsible for the behavior of other teach-
ers. Even though the support—or lack of 
support—encountered by a sta# member 
can seriously a#ect her performance, the 
ultimate responsibility for her performance 
is her own.

Not knowing when and how to react 
can create feelings of frustration, helpless-
ness or self-righteousness. For example, 
do you have the right to complain to the 
teacher who appears to be ignoring the 
needs of her low-achieving students? What 
about the teacher next door whose class is 
so noisy that your kids can barely think? 
What about the fact that your room heater 
doesn’t work and nobody seems to be listen-
ing? What about teachers who are having 
problems with other teachers or with your 
administrators? What about the adminis-
trator who keeps bugging you?

With all the attention and energy stu-
dents require, it’s easy to lose sight of how 
much your relationships with other adults 
can a#ect you. Yet con$icts with other sta# 
can interfere with your ability to function, 
and often, teacher stress and burnout in-
volves interactions with other adults.

Consider Mr. Brickman, who is angry 
at Mrs. Lester. He tells Ms. Lopez. He com-
plains to Mrs. Ellis and Mrs. Chaney. He 
mentions it to the principal, the custodian, 
his wife and the dog. He tells everyone ex-
cept Mrs. Lester. Complaining does not 
solve his problem. It may even compound 
whatever was wrong in the !rst place, espe-
cially if it gets back to Mrs. Lester.

When people complain instead of con-
front, they perpetuate con$ict. Sometimes 
they secretly hope that someone else will 
solve the problem for them. (Is this why 
Mr. Brickman “mentioned” his con$ict to 
the principal?) Some people avoid com-
municating because of their belief in the 
clairvoyant connection (“He should have 
known!”) or their fear of con$ict and dis-
approval (“She might get upset.” to “She 
won’t like me.”) More often, people shy 
away from direct communications because 

they don’t believe they have the power to 
change anything. 

Interactive success does not mean that 
you never have any problems with people, 
but it does mean that you believe you have 
the power to in$uence your life. "is is not 
a belief in power over people, nor a belief 
that you can “make” people do what you 
want, but rather, a sense that you have op-
tions, choices for your own behavior in 
any situation you encounter. While these 
choices may not get you what you want im-
mediately, they certainly improve the odds 
of your having successful and ful!lling re-
lationships. Better still, your awareness of 
choice will prevent you from feeling help-
less or victimized!

None of Your Business
It’s easy to allow classroom attitudes, 

where most things are your business, to be-
come school attitudes, where many things 
aren’t. Wherever you teach, you will un-
doubtedly run into people who work di#er-
ently from you. While using the same lesson 
plan twice may be absolutely unthinkable 
for one teacher, another may swear by the 
successes she’s had with hers and can’t imag-
ine “reinventing the wheel.” Normally, these 
two teachers can teach side by side and not 
a#ect one another in any way. 

Knowing another teacher’s approach 
isn’t working—even when they know their 
approach isn’t working—is not an invitation 
for you to interfere. "e only time your un-
solicited intervention is called for is when it 
keeps your approach from working. 

For example, Mrs. Jackson prefers a 
quiet classroom. She feels that she—and her 
students—can accomplish more if the noise 
level stays in the silent-to-low-hum range. 
Ms. Stevenson’s class has its quiet times but 
tends to function well at a much more ac-
tive and noisy level. While Mrs. Jackson 
knows she wouldn’t last 10 minutes in Ms. 
Stevenson’s classroom, at what point does 
she have the right to intervene?

If the two classes are so close that Ms. 
Stevenson’s teaching style interferes with 
Mrs. Jackson’s, then by all means some dis-
cussion is called for. But if Ms. Stevenson’s 
class is located at the other end of the hall or 
in another building, or manages to keep it’s 
“noisy” activities con!ned to the times that 
Mrs. Jackson’s class is in another class or at 
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lunch, then any comments Mrs. Jackson 
makes are inappropriate.

When you are feeling critical of another 
person’s teaching, or even of the personal-
ity traits and habits they bring into the 
classroom, a key question to ask yourself is: 
“How is this behavior a problem for me?”

Chances are, you may !nd that the 
behavior isn’t really interfering with your 
work—it may just be getting on your 
nerves. "ere’s a big di#erence!! Behaviors 
that interfere with your ability to perform 
as a teacher are real problems that need to 
be handled. Everything else is either a prob-
lem between other people or just a di#er-
ence in values. 

"e need, or at least tendency, to nur-
ture (and “make it better”) may be so inher-
ent in the teaching profession, that teach-
ers sometimes have di%culty drawing the 
line between what concerns them and what 
doesn’t. Seeing two colleagues in con$ict 
with each other, knowing a teacher who 
is having problems with the principal, or 
working with someone who can’t quite get 
it together may engage you in another per-
son’s problem almost by accident. Teachers 
are born helpers. But remember that the 
best help is often letting people solve their 
own problems. If you are asked to help, and 
you choose to do so, be careful that your 
helping does not become a bigger problem 
for you or them. 

You can be supportive of another teach-
er and still recognize where this responsibil-
ity begins and ends. Listening, accepting, 
acknowledging, modeling, providing infor-
mation and materials, and helping that per-
son think through possible solutions can be 
valuable strategies that can help that person 
and also forge a bond in your own support 
network. Nurturing and supportive o#ers 
such as, “I can take Wilbur for a while, if 
you’d like,” “Can I give you a hand?” or 
“I’ve got some neat dinosaur games if you 
could use them in this center,” will probably 
not be perceived as an attack or a criticism. 
Nonetheless, use your judgment. Even the 
most well-meaning o#er of help can provoke 
defensiveness or o#ense if it is perceived as 
an unnecessary rescue or judgment.

"e cost of unsolicited intervention—
particularly in the form of “shoulds” or crit-
icisms—can be high. If you have decided 
that the behavior is not interfering with 

your teaching, but that it still is driving you 
crazy, your next step is to decide what will 
probably happen if you share your opinion. 
Is the payo# is worth the price?

Every teacher has an idea of what good 
teaching is all about, and it’s easy to evaluate 
others in terms of these values and criteria. 
Mrs. Gar!eld seems to favor some children. 
Mr. "ompson spends too much time lec-
turing. Mr. Bender never smiles. Ms. Green 
is two chapters behind the other fourth 
grade teachers. "ese are simply behaviors 
that spark your disapproval, but they are 
also out of your control and... none of your 
business.

When it is Your Business
"e best way to “resolve” a problem is 

to prevent it from ever occurring in the !rst 
place. Suppose you and Mrs. Gar!eld are 
going to combine your classes for a special 
project. You tell her that it’s very impor-
tant to you that everyone in the class has 
a chance to share opportunities, materials 
and responsibilities. She may think twice 
before she assigns particular jobs to favored 
children. But even if your request makes ab-
solutely no dent in her behavior, you have 
grounds for an objection or reminder at a 
later point. At worst, you have the privilege 
of knowing that you have done the very 
best you can do with what you can con-
trol—that is, your own behavior.

Likewise, giving your colleagues a 
schedule of times you would like to use a 
particular piece of equipment if it doesn’t 
con$ict with their schedules, or asking 
your next-door neighbor when would be 
the best time for you to schedule a particu-
lar noisy activity, can help you avoid a con-
$ict that may arise from assuming either 
that no one else has con$icting needs or 
that no one cares.

"e bottom line for problem solving—
and prevention—is, “How can we both (or 
all) have our needs met?” Gathering and 
giving information ahead of time will help 
the other person avoid operating on as-
sumptions or false (or unreasonable) expec-
tations, and conveys a sense of consideration 
for them in the context of your needs. 

Selling an Idea
Sooner or later, every teacher has an ob-

jective that requires the consent, support or  

cooperation of some or all of the adults in 
the building. "e ease with which an idea 
is accepted will depend on a number or ele-
ments, such as history and tradition. Pulling 
o# a !eld trip will be much more di%cult 
if you are the !rst teacher in the history of 
the school to propose one. Or your sugges-
tion for a school-wide Christmas pageant 
may meet with resistance simply because 
the program has always been put on by 
!fth graders alone. Funding priorities may 
be another obstacle, no matter how badly 
your school could use playground equip-
ment or science supplies. "e nature of the 
community may also interfere: an idea for a 
family tree project might not go over well in 
a neighborhood of nontraditional families 
who want their privacy respected. 

Success in generating support and ac-
ceptance for a new idea may also be in$u-
enced by personality and power dynamics. 
Many people assume that enthusiasm can 
sell anything, and while it is true that some 
people will buy on enthusiasm alone, and 
that little can be “sold” without enthusiasm, 
most people need something more. Consid-
er the nature of the people whose support 
you need. Would they buy a car only after 
comparing all makes and prices, or simply 
because it’s red and goes fast? In most cases, 
a combination of doing your homework 
and psyching them up—research and en-
thusiasm—works best.

Finally, you have a much better chance 
of getting support for an idea when others 
can see what’s in it for them—and if “what’s 
in it for them” is something they consider 
important and valuable. Your principal is 
more likely to support a talent show if she 
sees it as an opportunity for community 
involvement, particularly when the show’s 
production will teach various skills and help 
kids meet curricular goals. "ese are far 
probably stronger selling points than “Main 
St. Elementary is having one,” or “It’s some-
thing I’ve always wanted to do,” unless, of 
course, you’ve learned that your principal 
is devoted to competing with Main Street 
School or ful!lling your personal goals. Fo-
cusing on concrete probable bene!ts for as 
many people as possible can give your pro-
posal the edge it needs.

Attacking Problems, not People
When you are facing a problem in which 

Are Your Colleagues Driving You Crazy?
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someone else’s behavior is keeping you from 
doing or enjoying your job, the response is 
often reactive. It’s hard to be objective when 
the noise from next door hinders your 
teaching or when someone is using equip-
ment you reserved, even though these events 
are probably not personal assaults.

"ere are, essentially, three ways you 
can deal with problems like these. When 
you !nd out that Mrs. Benson has the VCR 
during the last opportunity you will have to 
show a video before it needs to be returned 
to the district library, your initial, emotional 
reaction may be, “What’s wrong with that 
woman? Can’t she read the schedule? How 
dare she do this to me!” You can confront 
Mrs. Benson and demand that she shut o# 
the video immediately. After all, you have 
the schedule on your side. However, this 
powering approach to problem solving con-
siders only your needs and is likely to cre-
ate hostility with someone who might have 
otherwise tried to work out the problem. 
Even if you get the VCR, is it worth the 
emotional strain and future alienation? 

"e fear of making a scene—or an en-
emy—can lead to another win-lose scenario 
of the opposite extreme. In this case you 
decide not to mention it because it either 
won’t do any good or it will create greater 
problems. In the meantime, your need for 
the VCR falls by the wayside. "at may be 
!ne if your need to show the video is re-
ally less important than your need to avoid 
a potential con$ict with Mrs. Benson. But 
what about Ms. Stevenson’s class? Cancel-
ing a video is one thing; not being able to 
teach over the noise in someone else’s room 
is another. "e “why bother” approach is ef-
fective if you can live with the consequences 
of not bothering. But often a victim stance 
masks the same self-righteousness and “how 
dare she” feelings that prompted a power 
approach, and may get rerouted into com-
plaints to everyone but the person involved. 
"is option is also dangerous: by choosing 
“why bother,” you may be subconsciously 
turning over responsibility for your needs 
to another party, either by hoping that your 
complaints will evoke outside intervention 
or cooperation through pity. Doing so will 
always leave you at the mercy of what other 
people decide for you.

"ere is another alternative: You active-
ly take responsibility for meeting your own 

needs while considering the needs of anoth-
er person. By telling Mrs. Benson, “Uh, oh. 
We have a problem. I signed up to use the 
VCR this period,” you are simply stating 
the nature of your problem without attack-
ing Mrs. Benson or tripping over values or 
emotions. “"is is my last chance to show 
the video before I have to send it back. Is 
there some way we can work this out?” gives 
Mrs. Benson some additional information 
and also allows her some input, and puts 
you both in a position to cooperate.

In the same way, the noise-level prob-
lem must be approached in some way that 
will not destroy Ms. Stevenson’s credibility 
as an instructor nor invalidate her worth as 
a person. Rather than telling her what she’s 
doing wrong (“It’s too noisy over here” or 
“Your class is way too loud”), describe the 
problem in terms of your needs: “I’m about 
to give a test to my class and need a bit more 
quiet, please,” or “We’re having a hard time 
hearing the movie.” 

In any con$ict situation, you will almost 
always be served best if you start directly 
with the person or persons involved. Go-
ing to the principal—or worse, to another 
colleague—before you have approached 
that teacher is likely to cause resentment 
and confusion. Keep even the tiniest issue 
should be just between the two of you, out 
of earshot of other colleagues, parents or stu-
dents. If the problem is chronic, !nd a time 
when nothing else is going on and talk to 
the person. Describe the problem in terms 
of your needs—not what the other person 
is doing wrong. In some way, recognize and 
acknowledge that her needs, styles, sched-
ule or priorities are di#erent. Ask for sug-
gestions—not excuses—and work together 
toward resolution. Make clear that your goal 
is a solution that works for everyone. 

In some instances, you will get an im-
mediate and positive response. At other 
times, even the most carefully-worded, 
best-intended approach will be met with 
defensiveness, aggression or indi#erence. 
Continue to stress your desire to come to an 
agreement everyone can live with. Building 
positive relationships well before problems 
come up will help you arrive at satisfactory, 
win-win solutions.

No-Win Situations
If you have been unable to sell someone 

on a win-win solution and the problem still 
persists, the next step is to suggest arbitra-
tion. If Mrs. Benson, for whatever reason, 
is unwilling to help resolve the problem, it 
might be time to say, “I understand that the 
schedule was developed to avoid problems 
like these. Would you prefer that we work 
this out with the o%ce?” Notice that this 
statement is not worded as a threat—you 
have simply presented another option. 

Unfortunately, in most cases when you 
turn a problem over to someone, you also 
turn over the responsibility for a solution. 
"e advantage is that the third party may 
see things more clearly and objectively and 
may suggest options that occurred to neither 
of the involved parties. "e disadvantage is 
that a third party may well solve the prob-
lem as quickly and conveniently as possible, 
with little regard to the speci!c needs of the 
involved parties. "ere is also the chance 
that the arbitrator will make things worse, 
so select arbitration cautiously.

Sometimes persistence can overcome a 
seemingly no-win situation. It may be hard 
to convince a voice on the telephone that 
you and your students need heat in order 
to function, but once that voice recognizes 
that he or she will no longer be bothered 
by three phone calls a day after your heater 
is repaired, you are much more likely to 
get results. Be pleasant if you choose this 
approach—threats rarely work in these in-
stances.

Unfortunately, you may not be able to 
directly resolve every problem with another 
individual. "is no-win situation may arise 
from a loss of perspective that leaves all 
people involved unable to envision their 
options or even from personality con$icts. 
When Mr. Teres was scheduled to be ob-
served by Mrs. Black, the principal, he was 
presenting an activity designed to reinforce 
a concept in the Reading program that the 
students hadn’t quite gotten. Mrs. Black 
was concerned that the activity was not pre-
sented in the teacher’s guide and stated her 
preference that Mr. Teres use the sequence 
in the guide exclusively. 

Under protest, Mr. Teres did choose 
to use the guide, almost word for word, in 
his planning. He then came under attack 
for being unoriginal. Mr. Teres was clearly 
caught up in a no-win power struggle. He 
told Mrs. Black that he was getting con$ict-
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ing messages from her. “I’m trying to follow 
your suggestions but it seems that I can’t do 
anything without being criticized. Is there 
something I’m not understanding?” Mrs. 
Black responded that he was being too sen-
sitive. When pressed to elaborate her expec-
tations, she ended the session and refused 
further discussion.

What options does Mr. Teres have? His 
need for approval, his longevity and mobil-
ity within the system, his self-assurance and 
documentation, and his sense of humor 
will certainly all be factors in any decision 
he makes. However, Mr. Teres may not be 
in for a long-term relationship with Mrs. 
Black. In a no-win situation with an admin-
istrator, outside arbitration, through some 
mediating process, may well be indicated. 
But in such a no-win situation, burnout 
or stalemating is often the result. Seeking 
a teaching position elsewhere is sometimes 
the most emotionally cost-e#ective option.

 
"ere will always be days when you would 
simply prefer to not have to deal with a 
certain peer or supervisor. But no matter 
how di%cult a situation may be, your be-
lief in your ability to impact your life—and 
your willingness to explore the options and 
choices available to you—will always give 
you the con!dence that can lead to a suc-
cessful outcome. 

© 1986, 1999, Jane Bluestein, 
Ph.D.
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I could tell the group was getting upset. I’d 
been working with parents and teachers, 

most recently going through a list of non-
supportive ways to respond to kids in crisis, 
responses that failed to meet a child’s needs 
to be heard, accepted and validated. So 
far, the list had made sense. We had brain-
stormed a variety of responses kids might 
hear when they approached adults with 
problems like, “She called me a bad name” 
or “He stole my pencil” or “I’m really scared 
about that math test tomorrow.” I !gured 
we’d save some of the more serious crises 
for later, after we’d had a chance to address 
some of the mechanics of supporting kids 
dealing with somewhat more manageable 
issues.

Everyone seemed to agree that respond-
ing to child with anger, blame, impatience 
or with language meant to dismiss, mini-
mize, distract, excuse, challenge or hurt 
were not the best ways to build trust and 
communication. Sure, there were self-con-
scious giggles when we explored examples 
of each of the above—after all, who among 
us has been able to resist the familiarity of 
these negative responses, especially when 
we’ve been tired or knew there wouldn’t 
have been a problem if the kid had just lis-
tened in the !rst place!

However, the discomfort I had wit-
nessed was nothing compared with what 
I saw when I mentioned one other poten-
tially destructive response: advice giving. 
While the group was willing to cross o# 
the obviously painful, mean or dismis-
sive responses, they could see no reason to 
eliminate comments like, “Well just play 
with someone else,” “Find something else 
to write with,” or “Go upstairs and study 
now!” Even after con!rming that one of 
their main objectives was to build indepen-
dence and problem-solving skills, and help 
kids !nd their own solutions and take re-
sponsibility for their own problems, it was 
still hard to admit that giving kids advice—
certainly the most expedient way to handle 
these events—could actually interfere with 
our achieving our goal. Worse, if we don’t 

tell kids what to do when they’re having a 
problem, what do we do instead?

When a child comes to us with a prob-
lem, whether they’re mildly upset or sob-
bing uncontrollably, there are really two 
things going on. First, there’s the a#ect—
the feelings and the emotional state the 
situation has triggered. And second, there’s 
the solution angle—which may or may not 
even be an immediate issue for a child who’s 
in the middle of the feelings. "e problem 
for most adults is that we immediately want 
to jump to part two, neither addressing nor 
accommodating the needs in part one. An-
other problem is the fact that supporting 
kids emotionally (dealing with the feelings) 
require completely di#erent behaviors from 
us than helping them !nd solutions!

I have devoted a great deal of my work 
to learning—and teaching—the skills in-
volved in being emotionally supportive, 
stressing the value of simply listening, giv-
ing kids space to have (and, if they wish, to 
share) their feelings, respecting the reality 
of their personal experience and validating 
their right to feel however they feel—even 
if their feelings seem silly, melodramatic 
or otherwise incomprehensible. (See the 
article, “Being a Supportive Listener” for 
more information.) In this article, I’d like 
to examine the “solutions” part of the equa-
tion. In doing so, I’m going to make a few 
assumptions.

First, I’m going to assume (or hope) 
that by the time you get to exploring solu-
tions, or options for resolving, correcting or 
preventing a problem, the child has, with or 
without help, worked through whatever he 
or she was feeling and is no longer is a state 
of emotional distress. "is is because in or-
der to use the kind of skills necessary for 
problem solving, we need to be operating 
in a di#erent part of our brain than the part 
that’s engaged when we’re in crisis. In fact 
the part of our brain that’s used for problem 
solving can actually be hard to access when 
we’re all upset about something. Further, 
pushing children (or adults, for that mat-
ter) to use skills that require rational think-
ing and cognitive processing when they’re 
still in crisis denies them the time and space 
they may need to actually feel, express and 
release what they’re experiencing emotion-
ally. "is practice can give kids the message 
that feelings are something to be “stu#ed” 

or repressed in favor of a solution (“Don’t 
feel, FIX.”), which can have serious long-
term implications ranging from inappropri-
ate and extreme outbursts when stu#ed feel-
ings can no longer be contained, to issues of 
physical health, mental well-being and even 
addictive or compulsive behavior. 

Second, I’m going to assume that you 
are more invested in helping kids learn to 
take responsibility for solving their own 
problems than you are in protecting them, 
rescuing or !xing them—much more eas-
ily said than done—or that you are at least 
willing to become more focused on helping 
them develop these capabilities. So, if you’re 
still with me, let’s look at what’s wrong with 
giving advice and why asking questions is 
better than giving answers.

What’s Wrong with  Advice?
Let’s say your son comes home from 

school, frustrated and angry. “My English 
teacher hates me!” he complains. Now 
you’ve heard about this teacher before. You 
know she’s strict and demanding, although 
you don’t think her expectations are par-
ticularly unreasonable. You also know that 
your son is a pretty good student, one who 
has rarely had problems getting along with 
his teachers, and one who can also be a bit 
forgetful, unfocused and inattentive. It’s 
probably easy for you to see what your son 
should do to solve his problem, and chances 
are, whatever you’d suggest would be an ap-
propriate and reasonable course of action. 
So what would be so wrong with saying, 
“Well, you know, if you just paid attention 
(or got your work in or didn’t talk in class), 
she’d probably get o# your back”?

"e !rst issue to examine is about prob-
lem ownership: Whose problem is this? Re-
gardless of your desire to have your child 
succeed in school, get along with all of his 
teachers or come home a little more cheer-
ful, the problem is his. (In fact, if you’re 
having a hard time seeing that this is not 
your problem, you’ve got bigger !sh to fry. 
"ere are a few things you may wish to look 
at, including your need for your child to not 
have problems, to not be upset or to suc-
ceed in school in order for you to feel happy 
and successful as a parent. "e tendency to 
attempt to control or in$uence others in or-
der to feel adequate, powerful or worthy is a 
common one. It’s also one of the biggest po-
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tential obstacles and sources of stress in any 
relationship.) Since the problem is his—in 
this case between him and his teacher—the 
responsibility for solving the problem is also 
his. "is doesn’t mean that you ignore the 
problem (or your child), but that there are 
more constructive responses than simply 
telling him what he should do.

Second, let’s look at the message we give 
kids when we tell them how to solve a prob-
lem compared to the message we give them 
when we encourage them to solve a problem 
on their own. Any time we tell kids what to 
do about a certain problem, we communi-
cate a lack of trust in their ability to solve 
problems on their own. "is message comes 
across even when we’re simply, perhaps in-
nocently, making suggestions in the interest 
of time. Even if your child is being treated 
unfairly, chances are he’ll be better served 
in the long run if you can help him use this 
experience as a way to learn to succeed and 
take care of himself in a relationship with 
a di%cult person than if you tell him what 
to do (much less actually intervene or com-
plain yourself ). 

Again, it all depends on your goals. 
Your child is going to run into di%cult peo-
ple throughout his life. Wouldn’t he bene!t 
more from having the con!dence and $ex-
ibility that come from exploring options 
and attempting a solution on his own—a 
very di#erent process than simply doing 
what Mom and Dad say to do? Remember, 
Mom and Dad won’t always be around to 
tell Junior what to do. "at’s when decision 
making and problem solving skills—and 
the con!dence and experience that comes 
from using them often and successfully—
will come in handy.

Every time we tell kids what to do about 
a certain problem, we rob them of the op-
portunity to build skills like setting goals, 
identifying ways of reaching those goals 
and anticipating the outcomes of various 
choices they might make. Advice giving, 
no matter how well meaning, can interfere 
with kids’ con!dence in their own ability 
to solve problems. It prevents them from 
taking responsibility and reinforces depen-
dence. And advice almost always conceals 
an agenda—what we want the other person 
to do to achieve some outcome that is im-
portant to us. At best, giving advice conveys 
a lack of sensitivity by providing solutions 

within the context of our own values, expe-
riences and goals, which may not be person-
ally relevant to the person we’re advising.

Even when kids come to us speci!cally 
asking what we think they should do, it can 
bene!t all concerned to resist the desire to 
become Problem-Solving-Person and turn 
the conversation, instead, to helping your 
children determine what they can do about 
the situation, and where those choices might 
lead. After all, have you ever witnessed a 
situation where someone’s advice actually 
created additional problems for the person 
being advised, either because the advice was 
misused or misunderstood, or because the 
advice did not take into account all of the 
factors or personal needs involved? Further, 
keep in mind that giving advice makes us 
vulnerable for blame whenever our sugges-
tions don’t work out!

Giving advice is an often automatic re-
sponse that has several potential payo#s for 
us which can make the temptation pretty 
hard to resist—even when we know that the 
long-term message to kids isn’t particularly 
supportive or constructive. For one thing, 
opportunities or requests for us to give ad-
vice present us with an avenue for promot-
ing our agendas or guiding kids in a partic-
ular direction we want them to go. Second, 
giving advice can appeal to our need to feel 
valuable and important. Further, for parents 
and those of us in the helping professions, 
there’s even a subtle implication that if we 
don’t give advice, we’re not really doing our 
job! One of the most telling moments in 
this workshop presented itself when one of 
the frustrated participants confessed, “If I 
quit giving advice, I won’t ever have any-
thing to say!”

Ask, Don’t Tell
Of course you don’t need to just clam 

up and stare at the child who has just en-
trusted you with her latest dilemma. "at’s 
hardly what the child needs. But instead of 
instantly falling back on, “Just (do this),” 
you might try putting the problem back 
on the kid’s shoulders. At !rst you might 
simply request a little more information: 
“What’s going on?” or “Tell me more.” 

And then be quiet. Listen. (Of course, 
if she approaches you at a time you’re not 
available or predisposed to listening, tell 
her. Reassure her that you want to hear what 

she has to say, assuming you do, and then 
tell her when you’ll be able to give her your 
full attention.) As you get a better sense of 
the problem, you’ll be in a better position to 
help her !nd a solution.

"e technique for helping kids (or other 
adults, for that matter) in !nding solutions 
is simple: Ask questions. Now before I go 
on, a few words of caution. First, watch out 
for the tendency to use questions to mask 
criticism or advice. "ere’s a big di#erence 
between, “What can you do to solve this 
problem?” and “Why don’t you just pay bet-
ter attention in that class?” or “How could 
you be so stupid?” Second, be careful to not 
barrage your kids with a volley of questions. 
Give them a chance to think about things 
and answer if they wish. Sometimes it’s OK 
to just ask a question to get them thinking 
about their goals and options—it’s not nec-
essarily about getting an answer.

Also, I know a few parents (and profes-
sionals) who work so hard to ask questions 
in order to avoid giving advice that in their 
actual discussions with their kids, it almost 
sounds like they’re reading from a script! 
"is is why listening is so important—if 
you don’t hear what your child is answer-
ing, you won’t know if your next question 
is relevant—or perhaps, has already been 
answered. Work o# of what your child is 
saying, and if you can’t think of an good 
follow-up question, it’s OK to just sit and 
wait, giving your child some space to pro-
cess. You can also re$ect back your under-
standing of what he has said, “It sounds 
like some of the other kids are having this 
problem” or “So being prepared (or chang-
ing seats or raising your hand more often) 
doesn’t seem to make much of a di#erence.” 
You can also validate his experience: “I can 
see why you haven’t been looking forward 
to this class,” or “It’s not much fun being 
picked on.”

At some point, your child is going to 
have to decide if he wants the situation to 
change, what the situation would look like 
if the problem didn’t exist, and what he’s 
willing to do (or change) to try to get more 
positive results. E#ective questions are 
those that will guide him to these answers, 
and the more often you do this, the easier 
it becomes to think of the kind of questions 
that can move the conversation (and your 
child’s thinking) in this direction.

Ask, Don’t Tell
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You may be surprised at how well ques-
tions work at building decision-making 
skills. Certainly, they o#er a great vehicle 
for helping your children explore the di-
mensions of a problem, identify their goals 
and determine which options are avail-
able. "ey can help your kids anticipate 
how a certain approach might work out 
and evaluate the choices they have. "ey 
build con!dence and responsibility in your 
children, and they enhance the quality of 
your relationship, as well. Because instead 
of “!xing,” you are guiding and facilitating. 
And you are participating in a process that 
reduces the need for rebelliousness, de!-
ance or shutting down—after all, you aren’t 
trying to control your kids here—and you 
are communicating your trust in them, and 
your faith in their ability to take care of 
themselves. "is is the middle ground that 
allows us to be there for kids, a comfortable, 
loving and supportive place between throw-
ing them into the deep end of the pool to 
sink or swim, and trying to control every 
move they make, a place where your kids 
can develop skills that will serve them well 
when there isn’t anyone around to tell them 
what to do. 

Sample questions:
"e questions listed below are provided 

to help with the mechanics of mastering 
the “asking—not telling” technique. "ey 
are included as suggestions or guides, ex-
amples to help you start thinking in terms 
of questions you could ask. Perhaps most 
importantly, they are here to help you start 
shifting your thinking from “telling” to 
“asking.” While the actual questions will 
vary depending on the nature of the situa-
tion and the skills and experience (and vo-
cabulary) of the child, the process can be 
used successfully with kids of all ages, in 
many instances, even as young as 3 or 4.

Keep in mind that in any conversation, 
you will probably only use a few of these 
(or other) questions. "e examples are not 
intended to ever be used as an interrogation 
or attack, to put your child on the defensive 
or exert pressure to come up with a “right” 
answer to gain your conditional approval. 
"ey are, instead, designed to help your 
children tncomfortable, and learn to make 
positive changes in their lives accordingly. 

Examples of questions 
Alternatives to giving advice or telling 

kids what they should do in a particular situ-
ation):
What happened?
What do you think will happen next?
What do you think will happen (to you) if 

you do that?
How do you think you’ll feel later/after-

wards?
What else could you try?
What have you tried so far?
What’s worked for you in the past?
What have you tried that’s worked with 

this person?
What have you tried that’s worked in 

similar situations?
What are you risking by doing that?
Is it worth it?
How can you take care of yourself in this 

situation?
How would you like him/her to treat you?
What exactly do you want?
How do you plan to ask for that?
What seems to work for the other kids?
If you had a magic wand, how would you 

make this turn out?
What would you like to see happen next?
What do you think (the other person) 

wants?
Will that create any problems for you?
Will that create any problems for anyone?
What else might you try?
What have you learned from this?
What are you going to do the next time 

you’re tempted to do that?
How are you going to avoid this problem 

in the future?
How are you going to prevent this prob-

lem in the future?
How important is it for you to (pass this 

class, get the part, stay in this relation-
ship, make the team...)?

What are you willing to do to (pass this 
class, get the part, stay in this relation-
ship, make the team...)?

What will happen if you don’t (pass this 
class, get the part, stay in this relation-
ship, make the team...)?

How will you know if that’s a good 
choice?

What would you have to do di#erently to 
make this work?

What would you have to do di#erently to 
get what you want?

What are you willing to change?
If you could do it over, what would you 

do di#erently?
What do you wish you could say to this 

person?
Do you want the situation to change?
How do you want the situation to change?
What are you willing to do di#erently in 

the future?
Are you willing to consider other options?
What kind of information would help you 

make this decision?
What kind of help would be valuable to 

you?
What does this person want you to do to 

make things right?
What might you propose as an alternative?
What will happen if you get caught?
Can you live with that?
What parts of this situation are beyond 

your control?
What parts of this situation are within 

your control (or in$uence)?
What are the limits/criteria/deadlines in 

this situation?
How much time do you need to decide?
What kind of information do you think 

I’ll need about this situation before I’ll 
be able to make up my mind? 

What would that sound like?
Is that good enough?
How are you going to follow up on this?
When are you going to follow up on this?
What do you need to !x that?
What do you need to do to !x that?
What will you ask him/her to do di#er-

ently?
If the situation doesn’t change, what are 

your options?
If the situation doesn’t change, how can 

you take care of yourself?
If the situation doesn’t change, what can 

you do to handle it better?
Is this helping?

© 1999, 2003 Jane Bluestein, 
Ph.D.
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There’s one in every school: a teacher 
with the reputation for having fantas-

tic control in his or her classroom, the one 
to whom “teachers in trouble” are invari-
ably sent to observe.

During my !rst year of teaching, that 
teacher for me was Miss Claiborne. She 
was a veritable institution and had been at 
our school forever. She knew every child 
and every family, and everyone knew her 
for her reputation as a disciplinarian. Miss 
Claiborne’s classroom certainly appeared 
to re$ect the ideal. Kids were on task and 
quiet enough not to be disturbing anyone 
else’s learning; movement and interaction 
were e%cient and task-related.

As a !rst year teacher, I realized quickly 
that establishing good classroom manage-
ment techniques had to have top priority 
before I could accomplish anything else. I 
looked next door to Miss Claiborne’s room 
for an example and found an environment 
of seemingly well-controlled children who 
had few choices about how to behave. Because 
I admired control and consistency, I admired 
Miss Claiborne. Her style worked for her.

However, my students realized before 
I did that Miss Claiborne’s style did not 
work for me. "eir lack of response to my 
attempts at control showed me that there is 
nothing more inconsistent—or pathetic—
than trying to be someone you’re not, even 
when you’re convinced that that’s what you 
really should be.

I began to realize the limitations of try-
ing to !t into a mold. I couldn’t seem to 
inspire fear and obedience, and in the back 
of my mind I wasn’t quite sure I wanted to. 
"e hardest lesson I had to learn was that 
people simply do not control other people, 
despite what seemed to be going on in Miss 
Claiborne’s classroom.

Obedience vs. Responsibility
We have all managed, at times, to in-

spire cooperative behavior from other peo-

ple in our lives. But are we “making” them 
cooperate? Even when it seems like we’re 
controlling other people, in actuality, they 
have decided to comply with our wishes 
because doing so will meet their needs. 
Miss Claiborne appeared to have total con-
trol because her students found “listen to 
teacher” to be more need-ful!lling than any 
other option. My students did not.

But was control the goal that I was re-
ally seeking? Or was there something else 
more important? When children “behave,” 
meaning that they have chosen the behavior 
we desire, we might look at their apparent 
cooperation as being the result of their obe-
dience or sense of responsibility. Now if our 
priority is generating a particular behavior 
no matter what, than we probably don’t 
care much about the child’s motivation, 
although if we look beyond the immediate 
outcome (the students’ behavior), there are 
some important issues to consider. Since the 
behavior of the obedient child and the be-
havior of the responsible child will probably 
look exactly the same, we may even wonder 
why we would care about why they’re doing 
what we want. But as I’ve long since discov-
ered, it matters quite a bit.

For example, obedient children are mo-
tivated by the reactions of other people, ei-
ther the need to please or the need to avoid 
punishment, disapproval or some degree of 
abandonment (including the withdrawal of 
a#ection). "e commitment to the child’s 
cooperative behavior resides with the adult 
who has decided what the child should do. 
"e child is less committed to cooperat-
ing than to avoiding a painful or unpleas-
ant outcome. Obedient children often lack 
con!dence in their ability to function with-
out authority. "ey may be weak decision-
makers, insecure about taking the initiative 
and have di%culty making constructive 
choices. "ey will behave as long as they are 
told what to do, and as long as pleasing the 
teacher is need-ful!lling to them.

But if the child is developmentally nor-
mal, at some point obedience will probably 
break down. Somewhere down the line, the 
need for personal power—or peer approv-
al—becomes important, and even the most 
compliant students will eventually resist an 
adult’s control. "is con$ict can breed re-
sentment, passive resistance and rebellion. 
Further, a sense of disempowerment—

whether an actual lack, or simply the per-
ceived lack of options and autonomy—can 
be a factor in depression, or addictive, com-
pulsive or self-destructive tendencies.

Obedient kids are susceptible to peer 
pressure. If it appears that these children 
are unduly in$uenced by their peers, this 
shouldn’t come as any surprise. After all, 
these children have been conditioned to be-
lieve that their safety and worth depend on 
pleasing whomever is important to them, 
and doing what they are told to do. 

"is wasn’t particularly clear to me as a 
22-year-old novice, but I knew that simple 
obedience was not what I wanted. While at 
times obedient behavior could seem attrac-
tive and convenient, it certainly wasn’t the 
kind of conditioning I wanted to be driv-
ing my students when another child urged 
them to “smoke this” or an adult invited 
them to “get in my car.”

But if not obedience, then what? At !rst 
glance, it seemed like the only other option 
I had was to let them run wild and be dis-
obedient, and I knew that under those cir-
cumstances, I couldn’t expect to get much 
teaching done that year. In time, I discov-
ered that third option: responsible, coop-
erative behavior that is motivated by some-
thing besides my anger or approval.

I now see that children who behave out 
of a sense of responsibility instead of obe-
dience do so because they are personally 
committed to outcomes that go beyond the 
teacher’s reaction. "ey choose the behavior 
because they feel they should, not because 
some adult feels they should. "ese students 
have the ability to weigh choices and expe-
rience personal consequences of their deci-
sions. "ey may well be motivated by the 
opportunity to make choices, by the task 
itself, by other meaningful activities they 
can access when their work is done, or by 
their self-perception as a responsible, self-
motivated individual. "is is very di#erent 
from the obedient child who is always look-
ing over his shoulder to make sure he’ll get 
teacher’s approval, or avoid teacher’s anger, 
punishment or even disappointment.

When I o#ered my students input and 
options, and could let go enough to give 
them some control in di#erent situations 
(within limits that didn’t drive me crazy!), I 
discovered students who were far more ca-
pable of self-management than I ever would 
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have imagined. I found that choices within 
limits—particularly when the students were 
sure that any of the available options were 
OK with me—met their needs for power 
and safety, and they ended up being much 
more cooperative and committed to the 
tasks at hand than they were under the 
strictest or most threatening approaches I 
had previously attempted.

I also learned that children who oper-
ate from a value system based on something 
besides the need for external approval or 
emotional safety are better able to make 
decisions, have greater con!dence in their 
ability to function without authority, and 
are less likely to exhibit the manipulative 
qualities of dependence and helplessness. 
"ese students also tend to have a more re-
alistic sense of who they are. Perhaps more 
importantly, they are likely to experience 
fewer internal con$icts and less stress in 
their relationship with their teacher, which 
(from a perspective of brain-friendly class-
room environments) can interfere with 
learning and performing.

By observing many classrooms over the 
years since I started teaching, I have also 
found a great deal of di#erence in the way 
teachers with obedient children and teachers 
with responsible children behave. Teachers 
committed to developing responsible stu-
dents were far less critical, controlling or au-
thoritative than teachers who demand obe-
dience. Rather than telling students to do 
something “because I said so,” these teachers 
o#er logical and rational reasons for the re-
quests they made. And teachers who strive 
for responsible students are also less threat-
ened by their students’ need for power and 
independence. By o#ering opportunities for 
self-management, these teachers spent a lot 
less time !ghting for control.

I gradually learned to trust the chil-
dren’s ability to make decisions. Although 
it was di%cult to allow children to expe-
rience negative outcomes of some of the 
choices they made, I had to be willing to 
let them learn from their mistakes (except 
in life-threatening situations, which, to be 
truthful, were exceptionally rare). I found 
I was less likely to make decisions for my 
students and more likely to encourage deci-
sion-making based on their personal needs 
and experiences. I was less likely to take a 
student’s choices personally and became far 

more adept at following through without 
warnings, reminders or asking for excuses. 
And even though my students became in-
creasingly independent and self-motivated, 
I realized that I was still an important part 
of their education and personal growth.

A Matter of Consistency
It’s not easy to change our teacher be-

haviors. Many of us grew up in the shadow 
of authoritative adults as role models, and 
with apparently successful teachers like 
Miss Claiborne. Trying new methods of in-
teracting in the classroom can be di%cult, 
but powering, especially at the expense of 
students’ autonomy or dignity, can be ex-
hausting and frustrating. Even when these 
endeavors appear e#ective, the long-term 
e#ects just aren’t as rewarding as less au-
thoritative alternatives.

But learning to encourage independent 
behavior was only one of my problems. I 
needed to resolve the question of how to be 
consistent, too. "is meant more than simply 
following through on what I said I was going 
to do, although that is certainly important. 
"e concept involves an entire philosophy 
about life, people, needs and interaction. 

Too often, I’ve encountered teachers 
who complain that their students never take 
the initiative, have little self-control and 
rarely act responsibly, and then I discover 
that these teachers never let these kids inter-
act, get out of their seats or make a move on 
their own. We can’t have it both ways. Be-
ing consistent means committing to a belief 
system and operating from that system as 
regularly as possible. It means that our be-
haviors truly re$ect our goals and beliefs.

For example, if I believe that children 
are capable of making decisions and need to 
do so in order to develop that skill, I must 
actually provide frequent opportunities for 
them to make choices. If I believe that chil-
dren learn by experiencing the outcomes 
of their choices, I need to quit interven-
ing, either by rescuing them or giving them 
warnings once they’ve crossed the line, or 
making things worse by criticizing, advis-
ing or blaming. And if I enjoy working with 
children, I do not prevent that enjoyment 
from entering into our interactions out of 
fear of losing control.

Consistency, for me, has come to mean 
developing a system of classroom manage-

ment that doesn’t compromise my person-
ality or personal values, and it means setting 
and following standards for my behavior 
that I want to see in my students. It means 
treating children with the respect and kind-
ness I want in return. It means being re-
sponsible for my feelings, words and actions 
and resisting the temptation to make excus-
es, attack or blame someone when I blow 
it. By keeping my behavior consistent with 
my value system, I am free to laugh with 
students, apologize for bad days, explore 
their interests and demonstrate love and 
trust without compromising my boundar-
ies or standards. Many of these behaviors 
were new for me and required a great deal 
of commitment, practice and even courage 
to pull them o#. However in the long run, I 
felt good about creating a learning environ-
ment where children had the opportunity 
to develop responsible behaviors instead of 
simple obedience. I knew that these hab-
its would serve them long after they had 
moved beyond my class.

Praise and Conditional Approval
Having come this far, I felt I was clos-

er to understanding and motivating the 
kinds of behavior I wanted to encourage 
in children, and to creating the kind of at-
mosphere where we could all be ourselves 
and enjoy learning. As I became more 
con!dent, I began to examine some of the 
management techniques I had observed 
or had been encouraged to use. I was par-
ticularly interested in whether or not these 
techniques were consistent with my goals 
of inspiring responsible, self-motivated be-
havior. One technique in particular, posi-
tive reinforcement, had always come highly 
endorsed. But the way I (and other teachers 
I observed) used this technique raised some 
disturbing questions.

"e main problem, as I soon discov-
ered, was that positive reinforcement was 
originally intended to encourage a student 
to continue or improve a particular behav-
ior, something they’re already doing. I had 
been encouraged to use this technique not 
to recognize existing behavior, but to elicit 
behavior that students were not yet exhibit-
ing. For example, by publicly praising one 
student’s cooperative behavior, I was told I 
could get the more unruly students to settle 
down. 
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So early on, facing a classroom of disor-
der, I would zero in on the one child who 
was actually doing what I wanted him to 
do. In a louder-than-normal voice, I’d pro-
claim, “I like the way Bobby is sitting.” Oc-
casionally the others would look at Bobby 
and perhaps one or two would sit down, but 
for the most part, my “positive reinforce-
ment” had little e#ect on my class—and af-
ter a while, wore pretty thin on Bobby, who 
quickly realized the other kids were having 
a whole lot more fun than he was. 

Unfortunately, the sporadic “successes” 
I had with this technique, the overwhelm-
ing support I had for using this trick, and 
the absence of anything better in its place 
motivated me to try this all year. "en one 
day I actually heard what I was saying. 
Here I was, praising Bobby with the hope 
that the rest of the class would follow suit. 
"ere was a strong implication that “if the 
rest of you would act like Bobby, you too, 
will please me and gain my conditional ap-
proval.” Once I realized that those who ac-
tually settled down were sitting so I’d “like 
them too,” I realized that I was, once again, 
reinforcing obedience, people-pleasing and 
dependence on teacher approval—exactly 
the opposite of what I wanted.

I started to take a look at praise, and dis-
covered a lot of manipulation behind what, 
on the surface, seemed like innocent and 
well-intention words. In praising Bobby, 
I was delivering an unspoken but obvious 
message that Bobby’s behavior was good and 
acceptable while the behavior of the other 
students, clearly, was not. By using “I like...” 
as part of my praise, I was also implying that 
the main value of Bobby’s cooperative be-
havior was in it’s positive e#ects on me.

And there were some situations where 
praise actually had a negative e#ect! Tell-
ing the entire class that “Susie wrote the 
best story in the class” does less to reinforce 
Susie’s story-writing capabilities—and may, 
in fact, draw unwanted and embarrassing 
attention to Susie—than it does to simply 
inform everyone that they aren’t quite up 
to Susie’s talents. In addition, students who 
get used to being praised for good behavior 
may even perceive an absence of praise as 
criticism!

"is discovery was rather traumatic—a 
fact I noted years later when, as a teacher 
educator, I witnessed a sense of horri!ed be-

trayal from teachers when they confront the 
hidden dangers in this technique. Certainly 
I needed a way to motivate cooperative be-
havior when it did not exist, but I also I 
needed a way to acknowledge cooperation 
without relying on praise, judgments and 
conditional approval. Recognizing that 
these were two entirely di#erent situations, 
each requiring a di#erent set of teacher be-
haviors was a very big step. 

I started by focusing on reinforcement. 
First, I went a lot less public with my ac-
knowledgements. If I wanted to recognize 
Susie’s writing talents, I’d go directly to Su-
sie, either verbally—just between us—on in 
a note or a comment on her paper. Next, I 
switched to recognition in place of praise, 
using a statement of an observation, without 
any judgment of the student’s value or even 
the worth of the behavior. I began saying “I 
see you brought your library book back” in-
stead of “I like the way...” I forced myself to 
quit using statements like, “You’re so good 
because...” or even “I’m proud of you that 
you remembered,” (which also suggests my 
feelings about the students would not be 
quite as accepting had they forgotten).

"is really started working when I 
learned to connect the child’s choice to 
the positive outcome of that choice: “Now 
you can take another library book home.” 
Remember, the real reason I want the kids 
to !nish their work is so they can go on to 
the next book, so they can go to the enrich-
ment center, so they can do some other ac-
tivity—not so that I will feel happy or less 
frustrated

Tokens and Motivators
Another method I tried early on was 

giving tokens as tangible rewards for a de-
sired behavior. I believed that tokens could 
be e#ective in shaping a student’s actions 
and often appeared to work quickly. "e 
problem was discovering a way to keep this 
reward-systems management from manag-
ing me! Between making tokens, managing 
their distribution and the kids’ endless de-
sire to cash them in, I barely had time to 
teach! 

In actuality, I found this approach to 
be the least e#ective—and the least neces-
sary—of just about anything I tried. And 
in working with other teachers, I’ve seen 
that tokens are often used in the same ways 

as praise, and often just as arbitrarily, to 
reinforce teacher-pleasing behavior. While 
perhaps tokens or stickers can be used ef-
fectively on occasion, say, to acknowledge 
the completion of a speci!c task comple-
tion, they work less well if used to modify 
in-class, o#-task student behavior. Far more 
e#ective is a contingency with “activity re-
inforcement,” the opportunity to do some-
thing interesting, fun or personally ful!ll-
ing when something else is done.

In order for a reinforcer to work, 
whether it’s praise, tokens or another activ-
ity, it has to be meaningful to the student. 
"at isn’t always easy with 30-odd students. 
We tend to get so conditioned to being 
“fair” that the thought of o#ering di#erent 
reinforcers to di#erent students seems to 
violate the notion that all students should 
be treated equally. Not so. We’ve gotten so 
used to thinking that “fair” means “same” 
that we sometimes fail to respect the diver-
sity among our students. Some kids will do 
Spelling !rst because it’s their favorite sub-
ject, while others will make the same choice 
to get it out of the way. It would be pretty 
silly—not to mention redundant—to send 
all 30-odd kids o# to run an errand when 
many would be just as happy getting to 
check some papers, help out in another 
classroom, listen to music while they’re 
working, put something away, do an art or 
enrichment activity or clean o# your desk. 

If you’re concerned that you’re bribing 
the kids, consider the fact that grades, re-
cess, eligibility, graduation and the threat 
of a phone call home or a trip to the of-
!ce, are all bribes! It’s just that these bribes 
are a little more familiar. "ere is no such 
thing as unmotivated behavior. (Would you 
come to work every day without the pros-
pect of a paycheck, your bene!ts, your job 
satisfaction and enjoyment, or the opportu-
nity it a#ords you to learn and grow?) Isn’t 
it reasonable that kids would be motivated 
by positive consequences, just like we are? 
And isn’t it time to broaden our selection of 
what we have to o#er kids—especially since 
many of the bribes we use most often can 
seriously compromise the emotional safety 
in a classroom or are only marginal, at best, 
in their e#ectiveness? 

"e important thing was the realization 
that motivation was often just a matter of 
!nding out what was meaningful to the stu-

!e Beauty of Losing Control
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dents. And often, all I needed to do was ask. 
I also used informal checklists and invento-
ries to get a better sense of what interested 
my kids. "e key to this process was using 
the information I obtained. If I found that 
my students liked to play a certain board 
game, preferred doing seatwork with back-
ground music, or were particularly interested 
in dinosaurs, I had the foundations for some 
very e#ective contingencies (using positive, 
meaningful outcomes to motivate coopera-
tive, on-task behavior). Further, following 
through on what I was learning about them 
conveyed a sensitivity and responsiveness 
my students were not likely to miss. 

Focus, Feedback and the Power of 
Positive Payo"s

Schools can be terribly negative plac-
es—for kids and adults. Deliberately 
changing these patterns is challenging for 
any teacher, much less the new kid on the 
block who’s trying hard to !t in. But be-
ing positive helped me avoid some nega-
tive teacher behaviors, particularly around 
the kind of feedback I was able to o#er. I 
would hear myself criticizing my kids’ work 
or behavior, and started wondering if there 
wasn’t a better way. I started getting tired 
of looking for mistakes, errors or omissions 
when I would review their work, wonder-
ing if maybe the real point of looking over 
the papers and projects they were turning in 
might be to just !nd out what I needed to 
teach them next!

I soon realized that focusing on the 
positive doesn’t prohibit dealing with the 
negative. But “Let’s work on capital letters 
today” is a much more positive approach 
than, “You’ve had capital letters a hundred 
times before! What grade are you in!?” I 
even realized that I got a lot more mileage 
out of commenting on what the kids had 
done right and building on their strengths 
and successes, than on simply marking o# 
what they’d gotten wrong (which, in the 
long run, generally taught them very little).

It took me a while to realize that I had 
been tied to the illusion that, as a teacher, 
I had more control over students’ behavior 
than I actually did. “"ey did their seat-
work because I told them they’d miss re-
cess if they didn’t,” I’d say, imagining my 
threat to be the force behind their positive 
behavior. Wrong! "ey did their seatwork 

because going to recess was more important 
than not doing their work and missing re-
cess. Although it may sound the same, there 
is a huge di#erence, emotionally and psy-
chologically, between doing something to 
gain access to a positive outcome and doing 
something to avoid a negative outcome. Ei-
ther way, the choice is always theirs. Faced 
with a variety of options, we all will choose 
the one we perceive as being the most need-
ful!lling. "e key for me was the realization 
that I was capable of making it more likely 
that the students would make the most 
positive choices.

To do this, a student, like the rest of us, 
needs to perceive that there truly is some 
meaningful reason for choosing a particu-
lar behavior. "is reason can be anything 
that makes the cooperative choice appear 
more need-ful!lling. Setting up contingen-
cies with positive and meaningful conse-
quences allows us to recognize and, when 
possible, accommodate a variety of student 
needs and preferences. Often, this inten-
tion—motivated by the “win-win” ques-
tion, “How can we both (or all) get what we 
want?” is enough to build an atmosphere of 
cooperation and mutual respect. "is is not 
the same as “giving in” in a win-lose power 
struggle. We all need a sense of control, and 
children are no exception. Having a mea-
sure of control gives a sense of belonging 
and helps build the behavior we all want 
from our students: self-motivation, initia-
tive and participation.

In one instance, a third grade teacher 
assigned the task of taking care of the class-
room game shelf to the child who had the 
most trouble remembering to put things 
away. "e teacher was initially skeptical 
about allowing an “irresponsible” student 
the privilege of being a classroom caretaker, 
and was concerned that she was actually re-
warding messy behavior. However nothing 
else had worked and she was desperate to 
circumvent the chaos this child was capable 
of creating!

After explaining the responsibilities, 
the teacher was amazed to see that not only 
did the student see that other children re-
turned the games to the shelf, but that she 
also monitored her own behavior to live 
up to her responsibilities. "e teacher had 
found a way to communicate trust in the 
student’s competence. "at translated to 

involvement, which ultimately led to com-
mitment—and a whole new set of positive 
behaviors!

Another teacher was able to increase 
on-task behavior simply by inviting her 
students to choose which tasks they wanted 
to do !rst. Yet another teacher inspired stu-
dents to do a di%cult, previously resisted, 
math assignment by allowing them to 
choose the 10 problems they liked from the 
15 that were on the board.

Dealing with Disruptions
So many of us mistake a student’s com-

mitment to “good” behavior as a personal 
commitment to us. Of course, sometimes 
it is, but remember the dangers here. When 
we encourage students to “do it for me, 
please” or “do it or else,” we create an en-
vironment in which the students’ sense of 
safety and acceptance depends on making 
people-pleasing choices. Not only that, 
but we can become terribly vulnerable to 
a student’s choices when our sense of suc-
cess depends on the student making certain 
choices that make us happy.

Much of the time, we don’t need to in-
tervene in when a student makes an unco-
operative choice. When you have a host of 
positive consequences available condition-
ally—for example, when a student !nishes 
her work, as long as the group is working 
nondisruptively or after the materials from 
the last activity have been put away—you 
have some leverage to maintain account-
ability without punishing. Simply restrict-
ing the available of the positive outcome 
until the kids come through on their end, 
whether that means not being able to take 
out a new library book, not getting credit 
for an assignment or not having access to 
a particular privilege while a task remains 
un!nished, is usually instructive enough. 
When we keep the door open for students 
to renegotiate the choices they have made, 
and especially when the outcome is need-
ful!lling, they tend to make better choices 
the next time around.

Now this approach does not prevent us 
from intervening when there is a risk to the 
safety of a child or even the environment. If 
a child is about to do something potentially 
harmful, whether out of curiosity, inexperi-
ence or anger, all bets are o#. "e problem 
is that at this point, you’ve backed into sur-
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vival mode (especially if you’re dealing with 
an out-of-control child), which isn’t where 
we typically do our best thinking. Our goal 
is to create an environment in which chil-
dren can get their needs met without slip-
ping into rageful or destructive behavior. 
Prevention is always the key.

"ere are constructive ways of dealing 
with con$icts or behaviors that threaten to 
damage equipment or materials, or even 
hurt other kids, before the behavior slips 
from a threat to an actuality. For example, 
imagine the various ways of handling a situ-
ation in which two students are !ghting 
over a book each wants to read. Teacher A 
takes the book away and separates the kids, 
telling them to write an essay about why it 
is wrong to !ght in class. Teacher B takes 
the book away and tells the kids to go work 
on another task instead. Teacher C takes the 
book and arbitrarily gives it to one student, 
telling the other she can have it after lunch. 
And Teacher D also takes the book, but does 
so telling the students in a calm, matter-of-
fact manner that the book is being taken so 
that it doesn’t become damaged. "ey may 
have the book back as soon as they decide 
how they can share it peaceably.

All four teachers have achieved one goal: 
preserving the safety of the book. "ough 
Teachers A, B and C may have put an end 
to the arguing, they each took the responsi-
bility for the solution of the problem. What 
does this teach kids about how to solve 
problems? Many teachers report that this 
approach simply warns kids to be a little 
sneakier and more quiet about their argu-
ments. Using Teacher C’s approach, many 
of us have seen both kids lose interest in the 
object of the con$ict once the decision was 
made for them. "ese approaches are famil-
iar and expedient, but they’re not likely to 
produce the long-term growth we say we’re 
looking for.

Now Teacher D may not have gotten an 
immediate end to the argument, but these 
students have the opportunity to negotiate 
(and take responsibility for) a solution. "e 
teacher intervened to protect the book and 
to set the guidelines by which the students 
can work things out, peacefully, indepen-
dently, constructively and without causing 
problems for anyone else. "e lesson here 
is quite di#erent, since the teacher gave the 
children time, space and her trust to dis-

cover a solution in which everyone involved 
would “win.”

Following !rough
When we’ve set up boundaries or con-

tingencies with positive consequences for 
cooperative behavior, we’ll see the immense 
value of following through when the teach-
ing or learning process is disrupted. Let’s say, 
for example, that you’ve allowed students to 
work together as long as they don’t keep you 
or anyone else from doing their job in the 
classroom. You know this is a highly moti-
vating contingency—the kids love to work 
with their friends. But one group gets a 
little carried away and you suddenly realize 
that you can barely hear the children in the 
group you’re with which you’re working. 

In many classrooms, this is grounds for 
a warning. “What’s the rule?” we’ll ask, or 
“What did I tell you about getting so loud?” 
In all likelihood, someone will tell us what 
we want to hear, and for the moment the 
kids pipe down. But what have we just 
communicated about our boundaries? If 
sitting together is truly contingent on not 
creating problems for anyone, and they’ve 
just created a problem by getting too loud, 
a warning invalidates the contingency and, 
even more signi!cant, undermines our 
authority and credibility. It tells kids they 
don’t have to take us seriously or cooper-
ate until we get mad enough to enforce our 
boundaries, which is crazy-making for ev-
eryone involved. 

"e good news is that when you have a 
boundary—that is, a contingency that al-
lows a desirable or positive consequence for 
the kids under certain conditions—you’ve 
got a way to assert your authority without 
punishing, without disempowering, and 
without making anyone lose. In fact, you 
don’t even have to get mad. What you do 
have to do is discontinue the privilege un-
til another time. You might say, “"is isn’t 
working. You four need to !nd somewhere 
else to work now. Let’s try again after lunch 
(or tomorrow or next period).” Notice that 
there’s no judgment, no shaming, no sense 
of “OK, I’ve had it! I’ll show you.” You’re 
using your authority to enforce a limit—
not to punish the students or make them 
wrong.

"is type of immediate follow-through 
not only communicates that you’re serious 

about the limits you’ve set, but it also gives 
the kids a chance to try again at a later time. 
Because it does not violate anyone’s dignity, 
and because it respects the students’ desire 
to try again at a later time, this approach is 
far less likely to generate the resistance, ex-
cuses, whining and defensiveness that many 
of us have come to expect any time we at-
tempt to put our foot down. 

When I !rst started teaching, I am cer-
tain that I used warnings and delayed con-
sequences frequently simply to avoid a pos-
sible confrontation with a student. What 
a disservice I was doing, not only to that 
student, but to myself and to the rest of the 
class! How could I possibly expect them to 
respect my limits if I wasn’t willing to stick 
to them?

As I moved from reacting punitively, 
with anger or even disappointment, to set-
ting up contingencies and enforcing them 
when things didn’t work out, I discovered 
that I could detach myself emotionally from 
the con$ict without withdrawing from the 
child. I learned to deal with the event, not 
the individual or the personality, with what 
would happen next, rather than the morali-
ty of what had already occurred. I could use 
my authority to focus on boundaries and 
outcomes, instead of seeking to use punish-
ment to exercise my power. 

"e strategies and ideas suggested here 
are the culmination of nearly three decades 
of personal experience and observations, 
trial and error and the wisdom of hundreds 
of teachers worldwide who have been gra-
cious enough to share their own struggles 
and successes. "ese techniques promote a 
positive classroom atmosphere in which so-
cial, psychological and emotional strengths 
can develop along with the cognitive learn-
ing that takes place. And best of all, these 
ideas allow us, as teachers, to step back from 
the frustrating and time-consuming role of 
trying to control students when such e#orts 
are best left to encouraging the growth and 
self-management capabilities of the stu-
dents themselves. I have been pleased with 
the results of what I’ve learned over the 
years, and looking back, I can honestly say: 
Miss Claiborne, move over! 

© 1985, 1999, 2002, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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What’s bedtime like at your house? Do 
you dread your child’s reaction when 

you announce it’s time to put on pajamas? 
Are your evenings disrupted by his resis-
tance to spending an entire night in his own 
bed? While bedtime causes con$icts—if not 
actual crises—in many households, I have 
found several parents with children, age 7 
or younger, who report having few bedtime 
problems. What’s their secret? Maintaining 
consistent routines and clear boundaries.

Anna is the mother of a six-year-old 
daughter. She told how she was able to 
change some of the bad bedtime habits she 
had created early on in her parenting career. 
“When I was little, bedtime was a hit-or-
miss thing. Sometimes someone was there, 
but most of the time we just dropped in our 
tracks when we got tired enough. "erefore, 
I had no idea how to “do” bedtime when 
Amy was born. She learned quickly that if 
she fussed enough, I’d pretty much let her 
do whatever she wanted. Sometimes it was 
no big deal. But there were times when I re-
ally needed my evenings to make a call, get 
some work done, read, watch TV or just be 
alone, and she wouldn’t budge.”

Anna and Amy got into some rather 
intense power struggles until Anna realized 
how her inconsistency and lack of bound-
aries were creating a no-win situation for 
them both. Armed with a commitment—
and a few new skills—from a recent par-
enting class, Anna initiated a simple, new 
bedtime routine. Amy was to put on her 
pajamas, brush her teeth and get into bed 
on her own. Knowing that Amy loved being 
read to, Anna promised her a story as long 
as she was in bed by 7:45. Any time after 
that, Anna would tuck Amy in and kiss her 
goodnight, but the story would have to wait 
until next time.

On the !rst night, Anna also told Amy 
that she was planning to watch a special 

show at 8:00 and would be unavailable for 
the rest of the evening. Amy could stay up 
if she wanted, as long as she stayed in her 
room.

Anna announced bedtime at 7:30 and 
gave Amy a !ve-minute warning ten min-
utes later. “Of course,” Anna reports, “Amy 
was still up and in her clothes, playing in 
her room at !ve till eight. I went in, kissed 
her goodnight and went down to watch my 
show.”

Ten minutes later, Amy had changed 
clothes, brushed her teeth, and was in bed 
ready for her story. “It was agonizing listen-
ing to her call me. I felt like a real monster 
refusing to go up and read to her. I sat in 
my chair with my !ngernails dug into the 
upholstery to keep myself from going up. 
I was so upset that I barely remember what 
was on the TV, but I forced myself to stay 
there.”

"e following evening, Anna repeated 
the procedure with similar results. By the 
third night, Amy managed to get in bed 
in time for her story. Only through Anna’s 
consistency, and her willingness to follow 
through on the boundaries she set, has Amy 
become more independent and self-man-
aging at bedtime. “I have to stay aware of 
the time and be willing to go in and read, 
even when I’m exhausted or in a bad mood. 
"ere are a lot of nights it would be easier 
to just not bother. But I know her coopera-
tion at bedtime is only as good as my con-
sistency and follow through. Besides, this 
time together has become one of the most 
special and important parts of our day.”

Another couple confessed that their 
three-year-old son refused to even stay in 
his room, often ending up sleeping on the 
couch, in the hall or in their bed. A mother 
of two boys aged three and !ve, recom-
mended the following approach: “I’d sug-
gest getting one of those little gates to put 
across his door and tell him that he has to 
stay in his bedroom, even if he doesn’t stay 
in his bed. He can come out of his room in 
the morning, when Mom and Dad are up.

“Even if they go through their normal 
bedtime ritual, put him in bed and tell him 
goodnight, they can expect that he will fuss 
as soon as they leave. Let him fuss for about 
!ve minutes and go back, just to the door. 
Say, ‘We’ve already put you to bed for the 
night. You can’t come out of your room and 

we can’t come back in. We’re here and we’re 
all going to sleep now.’ "en just leave. If he 
fusses again, wait another !ve minutes and 
repeat the process.

“After he gets used to the idea that 
they’re not going to let him out and they’re 
not going to come in, they can start increas-
ing the time, maybe to a ten minute wait.” 
"is parent followed the same process for 
two nights with her own son when he was 
14 or 15 months old and still in the crib. 
On the third night, he slept without a fuss. 

But what about kids whose sleep is in-
terrupted by bad dreams or monsters un-
der the bed? "e mother of a six-year-old 
daughter reported that allowing Brittany to 
sleep with them meant no sleep for anyone. 
"ey ultimately found that walking the 
child back to her own bed, spending a few 
minutes with her in her room and allowing 
her to leave the light on was usually com-
forting enough.

Another mother solved the “monster” 
problem by !lling a spray bottle with wa-
ter and replacing the label with a sticker 
marked, “Monster Spray.” "e mother told 
her four-year-old son that the store guaran-
teed one squirt would get rid of any mon-
ster in existence. Simply leaving the bottle 
on the son’s night table acknowledged the 
child’s fears and provided enough security 
to get him through the night. On particu-
larly di%cult evenings, a nightlight and a 
chair in front of the closet door helped the 
child feel even more safe.

A couple with four children under ten 
decided their children could choose their 
own bedtimes. "ey were very strict about 
“after 8:00” being time for Mom and Dad. 
Although the parents spent some time each 
evening with the children, the kids were 
pretty accomplished at getting ready for 
bed on their own. Each had become rather 
self-regulating, and even by the age of four 
was able to decide when he or she was tired 
enough to go to bed. 

When asked how these children could 
resist the temptation to stay up all night, 
the parents laughed and said, “"e alarm 
goes o# at 6 a.m. either way. It doesn’t take 
long for them to !gure out how much sleep 
they need.” But weren’t the kids cranky 
when they didn’t get enough sleep? “Sure,” 
the parents answered. “Who wouldn’t be? 
We just had to make sure we didn’t let our-
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selves be intimidated by their crankiness. 
After all, they don’t like being cranky either. 
"is is a great way for them to learn.”

According to these and other parents, 
several key ingredients need to exist to end 
bedtime battles once and for all. First, an 
established bedtime routine, one that be-
gins at a speci!c time, is essential. Clear 
and consistent boundaries about the times 
and spaces that are o# limits to kids also 
helped. Add to that an acknowledgement of 
the child’s feelings (including the nighttime 
fears they usually wait to spring on you at 
four in the morning) and the empower-
ment of allowing children the freedom to 
make many of their own choices within the 
structure you create, and you’ve got a recipe 
that can make bedtime another peaceful 
and rewarding part of your day. 

Getting Ready for Bed
• Establish a routine and stick to it. 

Bedtime rituals might include bathing, 
brushing teeth, putting on pajamas, 
reading, saying prayers, snuggling and 
cuddling, talking about the day or 
making plans for tomorrow.

• Keep the routine fairly consistent but 
o#er choices about little parts of the 
routines. For example, you might let 
your child choose his own washcloth, 
which story she wants you to read to 
her or which pajamas he wants to wear.

• Keep it simple. If your children are 
not used to a bedtime routine, start o# 
with one or two rituals and gradually 
increase the complexity. Be prepared 
to change routines as your children 
become older and more independent.

• Discuss routines, rules and limits, and 
any changes before they occur. When 
your children know ahead of time 
what to expect, they are much better 
prepared to cooperate.

• Be sure to start early enough to allow 
time for the whole routine. Keep 
bedtime (and the time children start 
getting ready for bed) the same, except 
for rare and special occasions.

• Many parents report that participating 
in the routine with their children not 
only helps keep the children on task, 
but also allows for valuable time for 
sharing and interacting.

• Reserve quiet activities for evening. 

Many kids have trouble settling down 
and falling asleep after rough or vigor-
ous play.

• Respect nighttime fears and help your 
children !nd options and solutions to 
help them feel safe. Parents suggested 
a variety of ways to reassure or protect 
kids, including leaving the light on 
(be careful, as some nightlights can 
actually make things seem more scary), 
putting a chair against the closet door, 
sweeping the monsters into the garage 
or basement, or using devices such 
as “Monster Spray,” “Monster-Proof 
Pajamas,” “Monster De$ectors,” dream 
catchers, religious icons, pictures or 
statues of angels, or even a big stu#ed 
animal to watch over the kids.

• Make it clear from the start that your 
children have their own beds and so 
do you. All of the dozens of parents 
interviewed for their suggestions and 
solutions strongly recommended not 
allowing your children to sleep with 
you. Whatever you decide works for 
you, once you decide who sleeps where, 
stick to the plan.

• Change routines and increase your 
children’s responsibility as your kids get 
older and more independent. Still, this 
is a great time to really connect and 
share special time with your kids, even 
with older kids. 

• Above all, consistency is the rule. Chil-
dren learn new behaviors when their 
parents request them them clearly and 
follow through consistently.  

© 1990, 1991, 2002, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D. 

Bedtime without a Battle 
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We have a joke in our family. When-
ever one of us is in the middle of a 

crisis, our standard line is: “Uh, oh. I’m get-
ting a feeling. Where are the brownies?”

It’s pretty common for people to be 
uncomfortable with feelings, if not actu-
ally afraid of them. We often have di%culty 
understanding, dealing with or even feeling 
our own feelings. So it’s natural that many 
of us have learned to be uncomfortable with 
other people’s feelings as well. "is is espe-
cially true when we’re confronted with a 
child’s feelings. 

Much of this goes back to when we were 
children. If, when we were growing up, our 
feelings were dismissed, attacked, denied or 
simply misunderstood, we may have trou-
ble responding positively and supportively 
to children’s feelings. Perhaps things are 
!ne when the children are happy, joyous 
and free, (although even those feelings can 
be unsettling for some adults). But what 
about those times when they’re angry, sad 
or afraid?

For the purpose of this article, feel-
ings may be expressed directly as feelings 
(“I’m happy today.”), as preferences, desires 
or opinions (“I hate lima beans!” “I wish 
I could have a new car!”), as resentments 
(“How come she gets all the breaks?”) or 
as personal realities (“I’m so bored!” “I’m 
scared of clowns”). 

When children—or other adults, for 
that matter—share their feelings with us, 
are we able to respond supportively? Or 
do we fall back on more familiar, counter-
productive responses, responses which can 
actually add stress to the situation (and re-
lationship)? 

If the adults in our early lives were 
afraid of our feelings, they probably mod-
eled behaviors that tried to get us out of our 
feelings, !x the problem or situation that 

was causing the feelings, or even make us 
wrong for having the feelings in the !rst 
place. "ese behaviors were probably well 
intended. I’ve often heard adults say that 
they unknowingly practice potentially de-
structive responses simply to make the child 
feel better. 

If our goals include keeping the lines of 
communication open, respecting the child’s 
reality and ensuring a climate of emotional 
safety in which kids can experience and ex-
press feelings in non-hurtful ways, we may 
need to adopt more supportive responses 
than those that might come up most im-
mediately or automatically. Being truly sup-
portive requires us to recognize and accept 
the following ideas:

• It’s OK for children to have feelings 
without explaining or defending them.

• Feelings are not behaviors. Feelings are 
never right or wrong, but behaviors 
that hurt other people are not OK. 
Adults do not need to protect other 
people from a child’s feelings, but 
they may need to intervene in hurtful 
behaviors.

• Adults and children are distinct, sepa-
rate individuals. It is not necessary to 
own someone’s feelings (feel their feel-
ings for them) or accept their problems 
as your own to show that person love. 

• Adults are not responsible for changing 
or controlling the child’s feelings. It’s 
more loving and supportive to commu-
nicate that a child’s feelings are heard, 
respected and taken seriously than it is 
to “!x” the situation, rescue the child 
from the feelings, cheer the child up or 
try to make the feelings go away.

• Children learn to deal with feelings 
more e#ectively when they don’t have 
to “stu#” or hide them to protect a 
guilt-ridden or over-reacting adult. 

• Responses that interfere with children’s 
ability to own, feel or process their 
feelings can block communications 
and erode trust in relationships, teach 
children to mistrust their own feelings 
and perceptions, and interfere with 
the development of problem-solving 
capabilities. 

Before we can commit to speci!c sup-
portive behaviors, let’s look at some of the 
patterns we’ve learned. At !rst glance, they 

may seem innocent enough but each has a 
potentially hurtful side-e#ect or at mini-
mum a hidden message. "ere’s nearly al-
ways a response that’s more supportive to 
the familiar examples that follow. 

Making !e Feelings Go Away
"e !rst set of responses are those that 

try to get the child out of his feelings or 
make the feelings go away. "ese responses 
may be very familiar to adults who try to 
protect children from their feelings or to 
adults who are uncomfortable with their 
children’s feelings. However, these responses 
communicate a lack of respect for what the 
children are experiencing and put children 
in the position of having to defend their 
feelings. "ey reinforce self-doubt and a 
sense of “wrongness” about having the feel-
ings, compounding the initial problem that 
never gets dealt with when we try to make 
the feelings go away. Patterns we use to try to 
make the feelings go away might include:

Dismissing, Minimizing or Excusing. 
"ese types of response might sound like: 
“"at’s nothing to be upset over,” “"at 
doesn’t mean anything,” or “So she called 
you a camel. Big deal!” We may also dismiss 
a child’s feelings by making excuses for the 
other person’s behavior: “He didn’t know 
what he was saying,” “She must be having 
a bad day,” or “Well, you know, her parents 
are going through a divorce.”

Let’s face it. Some of our kids’ traumas 
may seem pretty frivolous at times, especial-
ly if we’re having a tough day or are in the 
middle of a trauma of our own. Children 
lack the perspective that allows us to see 
how silly this will all seem a year from now. 
At the moment, whatever they’re feeling is 
very real to them. And when children have 
been hurt or abused and we make excuses 
for the people who hurt them, we convey a 
dangerous message that it’s OK for them to 
be violated, or that it’s OK to hurt others as 
long as you have an excuse.

Denying. I’ve asked dozens of groups 
of adults what the typical response might 
be to a child who says, “I hate my sister.” 
Without exception—and in unison—they 
reply, “No you don’t.” Likewise, it’s tempt-
ing to deny a child’s fear of monsters by tell-
ing him that monsters simply do not exist.

We deny children’s feelings when we are 
afraid of the feelings or when the feelings 
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challenge our reality (there’s no such thing as 
monsters) or value system (people shouldn’t 
hate their sisters).  Responses that deny the 
validity or reality of a child’s feelings—for 
whatever reasons—are crazy-making. Fur-
ther, this type of response teaches kids to 
mistrust and ultimately deny feelings, per-
ceptions and instincts they’ll need to help 
guide them in their interactions with others 
and in certain choices they’ll need to make 
throughout their lives.

Distracting. We distract children from 
their feelings by focusing on something else: 
“But you’re so good in your other subjects.” 
“"ings could be worse.” “You’re lucky you 
have a brother.” “You think you’ve got prob-
lems?” “But his parents are so nice.”

"is is the technique we rely on when 
we’re too impatient with, surprised by or re-
sentful of children’s feelings, when we can’t 
relate to what they’re feeling and experienc-
ing, or when we’re too wrapped up in our 
own issues and feelings to be supportive. 
Distracting is also crazy-making and ex-
tremely confusing to the child.

Medicating. Adults who would never 
think of pouring their kids a shot of whis-
key to help ease the pain of not having a 
date for the prom, often think nothing of 
going out for ice cream to accomplish the 
same thing. Medicating responses use some 
type of substance (usually food) or activity 
(schoolwork, TV, chores, shopping) to dis-
tract children from their feelings. 

Telling a kid “Just get busy” or “Here, 
have a cookie” to soothe uncomfortable 
feelings suggests that it’s not only not OK 
to have the feelings, but also that when 
feelings come up, the natural and correct 
response is to take something or do some-
thing (or take something) to make the feel-
ings go away. "is response may be fairly 
automatic, particularly for parents with a 
history of deliberately responding to their 
own feelings in just this way.

Making !e Child Wrong
"e next set of responses are those 

that criticize or attack the child, making 
him wrong for having the feeling. "ese 
responses are often expressed in anger, im-
patience and frustration, and often occur 
when a child expresses feelings that some-
how trigger a sense of shame, anger, inad-
equacy or frustration in us: “If I were doing 

a better job as a parent (or teacher), my kid 
wouldn’t feel this way.” "ese are also the 
responses that are likely to come up when 
we’re tired or stressed, or when the situation 
is the result of the child not doing as he or 
she was told.

Attacking/Shaming. Does it make you 
crazy when kids experience feelings that 
could have been prevented if only they’d 
listened? Have you ever been tempted to 
respond with something like, “I told you 
this would happen!” or “Well, what did 
you expect!”? Taking your frustration out 
on an upset child may be understandable, 
but it simply compounds the stress the 
child is experiencing, and certainly isn’t the 
best approach to building the kind of trust, 
communication or emotional environment 
most parents say they want. 

Any time you respond to a child’s com-
munication with judgment and criticism, 
you’re shaming and attacking. It may sound 
like, “Don’t be a sissy!” “You’re so ungrate-
ful!” “Can’t you get along with anybody?” 
or “You’re just too sensitive!” (which, inci-
dentally, is simply not possible). Shaming or 
attacking responses may occur when a child 
has expressed feelings like fear, anger, sad-
ness or neediness, but may also occur when 
a child is feeling joyful, smug or con!dent: 
“You think you know everything!” “Wipe 
that smile o# your face!”

Even non-verbal shows of impatience, 
frustration, disappointment or anger are 
attacking. "ese responses make a child 
wrong for having the feelings, will sabotage 
any attempt at creating emotional safety 
in your relationships, and can undermine 
your desire to build your child’s responsi-
bility decision-making skills. "ey reinforce 
inadequacy, can provoke defensiveness, de-
molish self-esteem and are a sure-!re way to 
shut-down communications.

Blaming. A close relative to shaming 
and attacking, these responses suggest that 
the child deserves the discomfort he’s feel-
ing. "is response might sound like: “What 
did you do to her?”  “Well, if you had just 
studied!” “Of course it died! You never 
change the water in the !shbowl!” “"at’s 
what happens when you overeat.” “You 
never listen.” 

I realize that these hurtful kinds of re-
sponses can easily pop out of our mouths 
when we see a child feeling pain that prob-

ably could have been avoided. Yet blam-
ing, like so many other non-supportive 
responses, simply compounds the problem. 
("e time for instruction and guidance is 
not when the child is hurting, but in some 
neutral, non-con$ict time once the child 
has had a chance to work through his feel-
ings. It’s nearly impossible for the brain to 
accomplish rational, analytical, problem-
solving tasks when in the throes of intense 
emotions.)

Challenging. "is response usually 
takes the form of a question like, “Why 
does that bother (or upset) you?” Now 
this may sound like a helpful and sup-
portive approach, but asking children why 
they’re feeling a certain way is asking them 
to defend their feelings and their rights to 
have their feelings. "is type of question 
demands that kids shift from feeling to ex-
plaining, which are two very di#erent kinds 
of behaviors (and even take place in di#er-
ent parts of the brain. Requesting a ratio-
nal, analytical behavior at a time the brain is 
processing emotions is not likely to produce 
satisfying results.) It assumes they’ll be able 
to identify and articulate the cause of their 
discomfort—something even adults in cri-
sis can !nd di%cult, if not impossible.

Further, challenging children suggests 
that it’s only OK to have the feelings as long 
as they can make the problem big enough 
or bad enough. It also suggests that your 
acceptance of them—and their feelings—is 
conditional, based on their ability to con-
vince you in some way that their feelings 
are, indeed, justi!able.

Enmeshing. "is is a strange type of 
response that somehow focuses the feelings 
or the problem back on the adult’s experi-
ence. It may sound like, “Well I never had a 
problem with Math” (which has nothing to 
do with the child’s reality) or “So now you 
know how I feel” (which uses the child’s ex-
perience to somehow vindicate the adult). 

"is response may be especially tempting 
if you are a parent. Your child’s feelings may 
be hard to understand because of di#erences 
in your preferences, abilities and experiences, 
and they will certainly bring up your own is-
sues at times. (I once had a mother tell me 
that she responded to her daughter’s com-
plaints of a headache by taking two aspirin 
herself!) "ese responses are extremely con-
fusing and can be downright mean-spirited. 

Being a Supportive Listener
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"e better able you are to see your children 
as separate, the better able you’ll be tåo re-
sist using their complaints as a springboard 
for imposing your own experiences or agen-
das—and the more supportive, accepting 
and understanding you’ll be able to be.

Making It Better
"e last set of responses are those that 

attempt to !x it or make it better. "ese are 
the responses you’ll pull out when you want 
to comfort a child or change the situation 
that’s creating the feelings. "ese are the re-
sponses that are triggered by the little voice 
in our heads that frantically yells, “DO 
SOMETHING!” whenever we see some-
one in some type of emotional distress, or 
whenever we hear an expression of feelings 
as a call to rescue or help. "ese responses 
invariably interfere with children’s abilities 
to process feelings and solve problems be-
cause it takes the responsibility for both out 
of their hands.

Advising. Many adults see their role 
in their relationships with children as one 
of advising. After all, we have experience, 
knowledge and perspective that puts us in 
a position of knowing what is best, what 
is needed or what should be done. But is 
that the response that called for? "ere’s a 
di#erence between “Daddy, can you show 
me how to tie my shoes?” (which requests 
speci!c directions) and “I’m scared about 
that Biology test tomorrow!” (which prob-
ably does not).

When you sit down to teach the child 
how to tie her shoes, you’re responding to 
a request for instruction and information. 
When you respond to the child’s test anxiety 
with advice to “Just get upstairs and study!” 
you not only are disregarding her feelings, 
but you’re also communicating an assump-
tion that she’s too stupid to !gure out what 
to do. It’s a fairly safe bet that she knows 
what to do. Isn’t she still entitled to what 
she feels? "ese are two separate issues.

If the child is upset that he can’t get a 
date for the prom, can you hear his disap-
pointment, anger, frustration or sadness 
without telling him to get his hair cut, lose 
!ve pounds or try calling his cousin Lucy 
again? It’s probably far more rare that we 
would ever imagine that a child expressing 
these feelings is actually asking for a solu-
tion to a problem. Most often, I suspect, 

they just want to have their feelings heard 
and accepted. Even when kids come to us 
for advice, in the long run, it’s probably far 
more helpful to listen to what they really 
want, and help them identify their goals, 
explore their options, decide what they 
need to do and predict what might happen 
if they make that particular choice. (See the 
article, “Ask, Don’t Tell” for more informa-
tion about alternatives to advice giving.)

Rescuing. Rescuing involves solving 
children’s problems for them in order to 
relieve them of their uncomfortable feel-
ings: “How ‘bout if I call my friends and 
see if any of their daughters are free on 
prom night?” “"at’s OK, son. I’ll pay the 
increase in those insurance premiums.” 
“Here. Let me see those math problems.” 

Many parents (and teachers, too) con-
fuse helping with rescuing. "e biggest dif-
ference is that in helping, the adult does not 
take responsibility for either the problem or 
its solution. Rescuing communicates that 
somehow the child’s feelings and problems 
are also your feelings and problems and, like 
advising, suggests that the child is incapable 
of dealing with either of these on her own. 

Commiserating. Saying something like 
“Ain’t it awful,” “You’re so unlucky,” “He’s a 
jerk,” or “Well, you don’t need her anyway” 
may sound supportive, but commiserating 
tends to reinforce victim behavior and self-
righteousness. In certain cases it may even 
back!re by inviting the child to defend the 
“jerk’s” behavior. Commiserating takes re-
sponsibility away from the child because it 
suggests that the feelings and problems are 
someone else’s fault. It can be dismissive, as 
well as another excuse for furthering a par-
ticular agenda: “We never really saw the two 
of you together anyhow.” "is approach is 
neither supportive nor solutions-oriented. 
In fact, it may even suggest, in some in-
stances, that there is no solution, or that at-
tempting to do anything other than feel bad 
is somewhat pointless.

Being a Supportive Listener
Is it possible that everything we’ve 

learned is harmful? Considering the fact that 
few of us have had healthy models of sup-
portiveness in our lives, this doesn’t seem all 
that surprising. In fact, people are often dis-
mayed—and even feel abandoned—when 
someone they share feelings with doesn’t re-

act with the above responses. So then, what 
are more supportive alternatives? 

For one thing, being supportive means 
allowing the other person to have his feel-
ings. "is means resisting the urge to cheer 
someone up, talk him out of his feelings or 
change his feelings in some way. It’s hard 
to see someone we care about in any kind 
of emotional distress, but often our at-
tempts to make it better can actually make 
it worse.

For example, telling a depressed, frus-
trated or angry child to “cheer up! "is is 
the best time of your life!” is possibly one 
of the most destructive messages of all. First 
of all, this statement is probably (hopeful-
ly) not even remotely true. And second, it 
eliminates any kind of hope the child may 
otherwise have. (Do we really want to tell 
a depressed child that this is as good as it 
gets, and that it’s all downhill from here?) 
It costs us absolutely nothing to agree with 
the child, validating his experience: “Of 
course you’re sad. "is is a tough time for 
you. Hang in there. It will pass.”

Supportiveness means listening—and 
this means little talking and no interrup-
tions. Give your child a chance to talk and 
listen in a way that allows you to really hear 
what she is saying. (A participant in one of 
my workshops recently told me about a sign 
that was posted by each phone in a crisis 
center in which he once worked. "e sign 
said, “Don’t just do something, sit there!”)

If your child needs your attention at a 
time that is not convenient, recognize his 
desire to be heard and let him know when 
you’re available: “"is is important to me. I 
want to hear what you have to say as soon as 
I !nish... I’ll be able to give you more atten-
tion then.” (I have rarely heard of a kid who 
couldn’t wait, even a few hours!)

It means resisting the temptation to 
“!x” the person, the feelings or the prob-
lem. It means accepting him—and his 
feelings—unconditionally, even if we’re 
uncomfortable with the feelings, even if 
we don’t understand his feelings and even 
if we’d react to the same situation with en-
tirely di#erent feelings. 

While these old patterns may be dif-
!cult to break, adopting more supportive 
response habits can bene!t everyone in-
volved. For example, supportiveness builds 
trust in one’s feelings and con!dence in 
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one’s problem solving capabilities. It keeps 
open channels of communication and en-
hances relationships. Supportiveness allows 
us to avoid responses that can confuse chil-
dren or teach them to suppress their feel-
ings. It encourages children to feel—and 
deal with—their feelings, and helps them 
learn how to express feelings without hurt-
ing other people.  
 
Guidelines for supporting chil-
dren—or other adults—when 
they’re in the middle of their 
feelings:
• Get clear on your role. Be prepared 

to listen, accept, a%rm, validate and 
re$ect. "ese supportive behaviors will 
help you avoid the temptation to judge, 
own, dismiss or “!x” their feelings or 
the urge to tell them what to do.

• Open the door. An invitation to share 
one’s feelings suggests that you’re avail-
able and open to listening. It might 
sound like: “Do you want to talk?” 
“Is everything OK?” If the answer to 
the former is no, allow them to work 
things out in private and come back 
later: “I’m here if you want to talk 
about it.” or “Let me know if you 
change your mind.”

• Validate and accept. Children may not 
be looking for answers nearly as much 
as they’re seeking acknowledgment and 
understanding. Let them know you 
hear them and respect what they’re say-
ing. “I see” or “I understand” may be 
entirely appropriate, inviting children 
to elaborate if they feel the need. Like-
wise, “Tell me more” or “Sounds like 
you’re having a hard time with this” 
demonstrate your interest and the fact 
that you take them seriously. 

• Validation simply gives others space 
and permission to have their feel-
ings—without judgment, without feel-
ing required to justify or explain. "is 
process is most easily accomplished 
either by simply restating what their 
saying (“You’re really sad that your 
friend is moving.”) or by agreeing with 
their experience (“"is really is a loss. 
She’s been a part of your life for a long 
time.”).

• Even if children say something hurtful 

to you, you can still validate and accept 
their feelings without getting hooked 
by what they say. It may be hard to 
not take “I hate you” rather personally, 
but the fewer buttons such a statement 
pushes for you, the less likely the child 
will be to attempt to continue to use it 
to hurt or manipulate you. You can ac-
knowledge the child’s feelings without 
shaming, getting defensive or hurting 
back (“You’re really angry with me 
right now.”), to help him feel and work 
through his anger. If you !nd yourself 
getting a little hot under the collar 
and disengage (“Let’s talk about this a 
little later.”), and give the child—and 
yourself—some space to cool down.

• Encourage them to !nd solutions 
where necessary. Sometimes, all your 
children need will be the reassurance 
that their feelings are OK to have. 
"ere will be times, however, that 
their feelings suggest problems that 
require action. Remember however 
that exploring their options or look-
ing for solutions requires access to the 
logical, rational part of their brain, so 
it makes sense to simply acknowledge 
and validate the emotional experience, 
reserving this step for whenever they 
have worked through the a#ect.

• Resist the temptation to advise them. 
Instead, use questions to guide them to 
look at their options and decide what 
they need to do: “What do you want 
to happen?” “What do you wish you 
could do?” “What do you need right 
now?” “What do you plan to do about 
that?” “What options do you have?” 
“What can you do about that?” “What 
do you think will happen if you do 
that?” “How do you think you’ll feel if 
that happens?” “What are you will-
ing to change to get what you want?” 
“What will that cost you?” “Can you 
live with that?” Ask—don’t tell.

• Distinguish between feelings and 
behaviors. Even if we grew up in with 
supportive adults, we may still get a 
little nervous with feelings because we 
often confuse feelings with actions. For 
example, “I hate Alice” is a feeling, and 
since feelings are never right or wrong, 
it’s also exempt from judgment. On the 
other hand, punching Alice in the nose, 

or even telling Alice that you hate her, 
is an action—an attack that violates 
Alice’s rights, dignity, self-esteem and 
safety. We not only need to teach 
children how to distinguish between 
feelings (which are OK) and actions 
(which sometimes are not), we also 
need to help them learn how to express 
feelings without violating anyone else.

• If the child becomes hurtful or abusive 
to you, suggest that you two continue 
the discussion when he can do so 
without attacking, and then walk away. 
Leave the door open for him to come 
back and attack the problem— attack-
ing you!

• Maintain your boundaries. It’s OK to 
ask “How can I help you?” or “What 
would you like from me?” as long as 
you stay clear on your role. Be assured 
that children may, especially at !rst, 
see these questions as invitations to ask 
you to call the school to get them out 
of the test, write their thank you notes 
for them, or move to a new house that 
doesn’t have monsters in the closet. 
Invite their suggestions even if you 
frequently need to respond with “No, 
that won’t work for me,” “I wouldn’t 
be comfortable doing that,” or “It isn’t 
my place to do that.” Encourage them 
to make other suggestions that you 
can indeed live with—perhaps, for 
example, check their answers on study 
papers, provide them with stationery or 
loan them your pen, or put a chair in 
front of the closet door. 

• Model and teach con$ict management. 
If you can model ways of depersonal-
izing con$icts (“You can turn on the 
TV when you two agree on a channel” 
rather than “It makes me so sad to 
hear you two !ght all the time”) and 
attacking problems instead of people 
(“"is room is a mess” rather than 
“You’re such a slob”), you can help your 
children learn those skills. (For more 
information, see the article, “What’s 
Wrong with ‘I-Messages’?”). Likewise, 
taking responsibility for your feelings 
(“I’m really angry!” rather than “You 
make me so mad!”) and expressing 
your feelings honestly (“I’m a little 
upset right now and I’m not ready to 
talk about it” rather than “I’m FINE!”) 

Being a Supportive Listener
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can help your children do the same. 
Talk to your children, preferably in a 
non-con$ict time, about ways in which 
they can express feelings—especially 
anger—without violating or hurting 
anyone else. 

• Ask your kids to suggest things they 
can do when they’re feeling angry that 
don’t hurt other people and make clear 
which options you support—perhaps 
writing a letter to the person they’re 
angry with and then tearing it into 100 
pieces, drawing a picture of how they’re 
feeling or what they wish they could 
do, going for a walk or a run, throwing 
pebbles into a pond or at a tree in a 
!eld, or writing in a journal, for exam-
ple. When your children know that it’s 
OK to feel and express anger—or any 
feeling—in non-hurtful ways, they may 
not have to violate anyone, including 
themselves, whenever uncomfortable 
feelings come up.

• When the dust settles, you can also 
ask your child some problem-solv-
ing questions, such as “How did that 
situation work out?” “How do you feel 
about what happened?” “How do you 
think you’ll handle this next time?” (or 
“What will you do di#erently the next 
time it happens?”) or “What can you 
do to avoid this problem in the future?” 
Make sure whenever you “ask” that you 
also make time to listen.

Remember, we all have feelings. Chil-
dren need a safe, supportive emotional 
environment in order to learn to feel and 
express their feelings in healthy ways. 
Hopefully, increasing numbers of adults are 
learning to live with, appreciate and even 
enjoy their feelings. As we adopt behaviors 
that support the children in our lives, we 
teach them to reach for understanding and 
validation—instead of the brownies. 

© 1990, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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It’s something a child hears often: “What 
do you want to be when you grow up?” A 

simple, even rhetorical question. But for the 
child, a serious inquiry that can also be a 
great opportunity to share one’s ambitions, 
dreams and creative longings. Even if the 
answers vary from one day to the next, as 
they often will, the question conveys a mes-
sage important for children to hear: “I care 
about your dreams.” But while this ques-
tion is important, how we as adults respond 
to the answer is even more important.

Of course we want our children to 
dream, and the bigger the better. We know 
that every accomplishment they eventually 
experience—whether academic, profession-
al, !nancial, emotional, athletic, creative, 
physical, spiritual or whatever—will start 
with a dream. If we wish for them the re-
alization of these achievements, we would 
certainly wish for them the visions or fanta-
sies on which these outcomes will one day 
be built.

I can’t imagine an adult ever saying, 
“Oh no! I don’t want my children to have 
their dreams!” And yet, how often do our 
behaviors convey exactly that sentiment? 
Whether we’re asking kids about their pro-
fessional aspirations, their hobbies or their 
favorite colors, the way we listen and re-
spond to their answers will let them know 
whether or not we accept what they have to 
say, and if we’re truly behind them all the 
way. Discourage or dismiss a dream and we 
risk injuring a creative spirit, even when our 
intentions are protective or otherwise well-
intended.

Take it as a compliment that a child 
shares her dreams with you in the !rst place. 
Her willingness to divulge something so 
personal is a testament to her faith that you 

will listen and take her seriously. "is trust 
is sacred. Children can be remarkably sensi-
tive to an adult’s willingness to respect their 
world (although some kids will share with 
even untrustworthy adults out of a desper-
ate need for connection). So if you’ve got 
someone in your life who wants to let you 
in on the wonderful future she imagines for 
herself, here are a few things you can do to 
ensure that trust, and to help give her the 
con!dence, determination and character 
strength to follow her dreams.

Listen respectfully. You’ll know that 
you’re doing a good job in this department 
if you’re giving your child your attention, 
making eye contact, and resisting the urge 
to interrupt, judge what she’s saying or tell-
ing what you think she should do. If you’re 
truly listening, your child will be doing 
most of the talking, with you encouraging 
her to “go on” or “tell me more.” If your 
child wants to talk when you’re not free to 
give her the attention she deserves, validate 
her need to be heard and tell her when you’ll 
be available: “I want to hear about this. I’ll 
be able to listen better as soon as I !nish 
putting these things away (or when the big 
hand is on the six, for example).”

Treasure the trust your child shows you. 
Take your child seriously, even though his 
dreams may seem silly and his goals mis-
guided. Recognize that your child may not 
feel the same way about this particular goal 
or issue in a few years (or even minutes). 
Accept the validity of the moment. And by 
all means, respect the child’s con!dentiality. 
Ask if it’s OK to tell others what your child 
has shared with you: “Is this a secret or can I 
tell Grandma what you told me about this?” 
Above all, avoid ever using your child’s dis-
closures to hurt, criticize or embarrass him 
when he disappoints you, makes a mistake 
or fails to follow through on something 
you’ve asked him to do.

Love and accept your child uncondi-
tionally. Sometimes this will mean accept-
ing values and preferences that are di#erent 
from yours, or goals that are di#erent from 
the picture you hold of your child’s future. 
Trust demands unconditional acceptance 
of who your child is and acceptance of the 
fact that the path he is on may not be the 
same as the one you would select for him. 
Respect and value your child’s uniqueness, 
as represented not only in the fantasies he 

holds, but also in his preferences for food 
or music, for example, or the way he studies 
best. Your child’s dreams may be quite dif-
ferent from your own. Be willing to look at 
the agenda you hold for your child, as well 
as your need for him to be, or become, a 
certain person (or dream a certain dream) 
in order for you to feel good about your-
self. 

Respect your child’s version of real-
ity. We can all experience the same things 
di#erently. "e same event (or person) 
can trigger di#erent impressions and per-
ceptions for di#erent people. Sometimes 
your child’s version of an occurrence will 
be quite di#erent from your own. Are you 
willing to respect her right to see and ex-
perience things in her own way? Encourage 
your kids to trust their instincts, respecting 
that they have their own sensitivities, incli-
nations and inner guidance. 

Never, ever discourage a dream. At 
times it will be tempting to want to protect 
a child from what seems like an unrealis-
tic dream. In fact, his fantasies may even 
dredge up memories of personal disappoint-
ments or previous failures, as well as seem-
ingly self-protective attitudes such as cyni-
cism, discouragement or reluctance to take 
a risk. Remember that sometimes the best 
way to get a sense of what is truly realistic is 
by pushing ourselves beyond our perceived 
limits. "e truth is, we don’t know which 
possibilities are available down the road, or 
what another person can or cannot in time 
achieve. Statements like “"at won’t work,” 
“Oh, you won’t like that,” or “You wouldn’t 
be any good at that,” are toxic and disabling. 
Unless their e#orts will physically endanger 
themselves or others, let them explore and 
!nd out for themselves.

Model and encourage an “I can” atti-
tude. Keep your thoughts positive. Work 
to banish doubt, fear and cynicism from 
your life. Hold a picture in your mind of 
a world that abounds with in!nite, positive 
possibilities. Live your passion and encour-
age your kids to do the same. Let your chil-
dren see you being determined, persistent 
and responsible. Focus on what is good and 
right in your life. Maintain an “attitude of 
gratitude.” Keep an open mind to things 
that might otherwise sound unlikely. When 
you hear yourself thinking, “Oh, that’s ri-
diculous (or impossible),” try, “Well, why 
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not?” instead. Help your kids set goals and 
identify ways to reach them. Rather than 
asking them to defend a dream, celebrate 
their ambition, their courage and their 
imagination. Rather than telling them how 
they should achieve their goals, ask them 
what they need, what their plan involves or 
are what they are willing to do to reach their 
dreams.

Allow kids to be kids. Encourage their 
creativity and imagination. Allow them to 
be silly and frivolous. Balance work with 
play, directed activity with spontaneity. Part 
of dreaming big is having enough unstruc-
tured time to allow dreams to develop and 
emerge. Teach them to listen to their own 
hearts, and protect the quiet time they’ll 
need to notice when their dreams are tap-
ping them on their shoulders. 

Use kids’ mistakes and disappointments 
as opportunities for learning. Something 
magical happens in our relationships with 
kids when we stop seeing mistakes as ex-
cuses for yelling and punishing and start 
seeing them as opportunities for learning. 
For some adults, it almost goes against 
some natural instinct to not criticize a child 
when he messes up. And yet, look at what 
can happen when, instead of scolding, we 
ask questions like, “How did you want this 
to turn out?,” “What do you need to do to 
make this better?” or “How do you think 
you’ll handle this di#erently next time?” 
Remember that dreaming means being 
willing to imagine ourselves beyond what 
we’ve already experienced or encountered. 
"e risks necessary to reach dreams will 
invariably invite missteps, miscalculations 
and false starts. Help kids see these bumps 
in the road as just another part of an excit-
ing ride.

Create an environment in which it’s safe 
to dream. Honor your children’s need for 
emotional safety. Believe in your kids. En-
courage them. Accept them for who they 
are, and for what is real to them. Allow 
them to learn from their mistakes without 
yelling, criticizing or shaming them. Help 
them through a hard time by being there 
for them, and by showing faith in their 
ability to persevere and overcome adversity. 
Enlarge their concept of the world and en-
courage growth with love and faith, rather 
than with threats and demands. Help them 
confront their fears and go beyond their 

perceived limitations. Encourage them to 
discover hidden talents, desires and skills. 
Challenge them to expand their perception 
of the possibilities they hold for themselves, 
all the while, accepting that they are exactly 
where they are supposed to be right now.

And who knows? One day, perhaps your 
children will be in a position to respond to 
someone who wants to know the secrets 
of their success. Chances are, beyond their 
education, inborn talents and, perhaps, the 
occasional stroke of dumb luck, it will all 
come down to an ability to dream. "at’s 
their job—to dream and dream big. And as 
the signi!cant adults in their lives, our job 
is simply this: to hold a sacred and fertile 
space in which their dreams may grow.

© 2000, 2002, Jane Bluestein, 
Ph.D.
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If you’ve ever been concerned that peo-
ple—especially your kids—don’t seem 

to take you quite as seriously as you’d like, 
take a look at how often you follow through 
on your boundaries. Have you ever said, 
“I’m only going to call you once,” and then 
found yourself calling again and again? Do 
you ever back down and make a privilege 
available even though your kids haven’t 
done what you’ve asked? Do your kids know 
they can get what they want if they bug you 
enough or have a good enough excuse for 
not doing what they were told to do?

It takes a tremendous amount of 
commitment and, yes, courage to follow 
through on your contingencies. Following 
through means that you really will with-
hold telephone privileges until your child 
has a plan for delivering your messages to 
you. You will postpone story time until to-
morrow, when your child will have another 
chance to be in pajamas on time. You will 
refuse to discuss a problem until your child 
is willing to do so without screaming or 
name-calling.   

Following through communicates that 
you mean what you say. It’s an important 
parenting behavior that helps kids connect 
their choices with the outcomes of their 
choices, which builds responsibility, ac-
countability and self-management. Follow-
through is not a punitive process, although 
your kids may see it that way. It is simply the 
lack of availability of a privilege or positive 
consequences unless certain clear and previ-
ously-communicated conditions are met. 

To see how this works, think of a store’s 
hours as an example—a store that is closed 
for a certain amount of time each day. 
"ese hours are a boundary, with all !ve 
characteristics of a good boundary. "e in-
formation is clear and proactive. You know 
what the hours are and you can get this in-
formation long before you go to the store 
at an inappropriate time. Unless the store 

is only open for a few minutes a day, the 
situation is win-win, allowing time for you 
to get there and shop, and time for them to 
close, clean up, restock and get some rest. 
"e information is stated in a positive man-
ner. (Can you imagine calling to see when a 
store closed and being told, “You had better 
get here by 9:00 if you want to shop today, 
buddy!”?) "e consequence of your coop-
eration is positive. (You get to shop there.) 
And, most important, the people at the 
store are probably more than willing to fol-
low through.

"is means that if the store closes at 
9:00 and you get there at 9:15, the store will 
probably be closed. Even if you had a really 
good excuse. 

Now the store is not closed to teach you 
a lesson for not getting there on time. Nor 
is it closed to punish you or shame you for 
being late. It’s just closed. Period. You can 
try again tomorrow, at which time, you’ll 
probably make some di#erent choices about 
when you leave the house or which route 
you’ll take so that you can have access to the 
positive outcomes of getting there on time.

If your child respects your boundary 
and experiences positive consequences when 
she cooperates, she learns how that choice 
works for her. If the boundary is violated, 
the positive consequences do not occur. She 
isn’t able to play with a friend, watch TV, 
get a ride somewhere or borrow your tools. 
Hopefully your child will think, “Gee, this 
isn’t quite what I wanted. What do I need 
to do di#erent next time?” But she will only 
experience these outcomes (that is, the lack 
of access to something she wants) and the 
learning that goes with it—if you follow 
through!

"e father who continued to cover his 
son’s car payments, insurance premiums, 
tickets and repair bills gave his son no real 
reason to assume !nancial responsibility for 
his car. "e mother who insisted that laun-
dry be placed in the hamper but ended up 
gathering clothing from the $oor, dressers 
and the backs of chairs anyway communi-
cated that it was not necessary for her fam-
ily to respect her wishes (or her time and 
energy) in order to get clean clothes. In 
both cases, the relationships su#ered as a re-
sult—the resentful parents would continue 
nagging, criticizing and complaining—but 
as long as the bills got paid and the laundry 

got washed, nothing changed. 
What keeps parents from following 

through? Certainly a part of the tendency 
comes from the desire to protect a child 
from whatever discomfort, embarrassment, 
penalties or problems may result. You’ll 
drive to school with the kid’s homework 
so the child doesn’t get a bad grade. You’ll 
stretch a curfew when the kid comes in 
late because, after all, next weekend is the 
prom. You’ll serve the kid a sandwich even 
though he didn’t make it to dinner before 
the kitchen “closed” because you don’t want 
the child to waste away between now and 
breakfast. But as soon as you start making 
excuses for your kids, or encouraging them 
to give you excuses (in the hope that if 
they’re creative or pathetic enough, you can 
relax the boundaries “just this once”), you 
reinforce the idea that you don’t deserve 
to be taken seriously. Respecting your own 
boundaries is a prerequisite to generating 
respect from others.

Following through can indeed be 
wrenching, particularly when your child 
su#ers in some way as a result of the choices 
he makes. But more often than not, the lack 
of follow-through is motivated more by the 
parents’ fear of con$ict and confrontation, 
or, in the case of an over-enmeshed parent, 
the personal embarrassment of a child in 
dirty clothes, with poor grades or no car on 
prom-night. ("is is another argument in 
favor of being able to separate yourself from 
your child and the choices he makes.) 

Even if the kids do react—and react 
they will, especially if, in the past, they’ve 
been able to get you to cave in on your 
boundaries by getting angry, throwing tan-
trums, whining, begging, nagging or sug-
gesting that you hate them—this doesn’t 
mean that you need to. In fact, the less you 
do react, and the less afraid you are of their 
anger or criticism, the faster they’ll realize 
how pointless their reactivity is. 

One mom shared an exchange she had 
with her daughter one Monday morning. 
“I’m going to $unk gym and it’s all your 
fault!” the daughter accused. “I don’t have a 
clean gym suit for class today.”

“I don’t understand,” the mother re-
plied. “I washed everything that was in the 
hamper.” 

“It wasn’t in the hamper!” the daughter 
screamed.
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“Ah,” the mother said, calmly. “Mystery 
solved.”

Instead of getting angry (“Well, you 
should have thought of that when you ig-
nored the signs I posted around the house 
stating that I was only going to wash what 
was in the hamper.”), Mom simply repeated 
the boundary: “I’ll wash clothes again on 
Saturday at nine. If it’s in the hamper, it’ll 
be clean by that afternoon. In the mean-
time, I’ll be happy to show you how to run 
the washer.”

Be careful that you don’t set boundar-
ies if you’re not prepared to follow through. 
And make sure that your children know 
exactly how !rm your boundaries are. One 
parent negotiated an eleven o’clock curfew 
with her son. She clari!ed that this meant 
eleven o’clock by her watch, and that 11:01 
was past curfew.

“What if I get a $at?” he asked.
“I hope you can get it !xed in time to be 

home by eleven,” the mother answered.
And watch the tendency to give warn-

ings after a boundary has been violated. If 
you want to remind your six-year-old that 
you’re leaving when the big hand is on the 
six whether he’s dressed or not, give the 
warning !ve minutes before, not after (and 
be prepared to take him out to the car as 
is—he won’t be the !rst child to dress him-
self in a car seat or even go to school in pa-
jamas! Otherwise, don’t bother making this 
announcement!) 

Boundary violations present opportu-
nities to build the relationship, although 
it may not feel like it at the time. Follow-
ing through allows you to depersonalize 
consequences when a boundary has been 
breached. You don’t need to get aggravated 
and you don’t need to attack, punish or 
take revenge. You simply need to follow 
through, leaving the door open for your 
child to get it right next time. ("e store 
is simply closed. Let’s try again tomorrow!)  
An approach that states, “"is isn’t work-
ing,” suggests that there is a $aw in the 
choices or commitment, not a $aw in the 
child. "ere’s something strangely reassur-
ing about hearing, “Dinner is whatever you 
!x for yourself tonight. I’ll cook tomorrow 
if the counters are clean by !ve.” "ere’s a 
certain predictability about this one piece 
of their lives: "ey have to do their part if 
they want to have their meals prepared for 

them, and they will have meals prepared 
when they do their part.  

Sometimes kids blow it because they 
haven’t learned any better, and sometimes 
just to see if you really mean it. Either way, 
their experiences are capable of teaching 
them to make more cooperative choices, 
choices that will work far better in every-
one’s behalf. But this will only happen 
when you take yourself seriously enough 
to respect your own boundaries. And that 
means following through. 

© 1997, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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No one knows better than a !rst year 
teacher that the beginning of the 

school year bristles with anticipation—and 
not just for the kids. "e weeks before 
school are often !lled with unsettling vi-
sions: “When the door closes and all those 
faces are looking up at me, will I have some-
thing to say?” “Will I ever be able to !ll all 
those hours until lunch?” “What if a parent 
comes to meet me and can only say, ‘You’re 
the teacher?!” “Am I going to be able to 
keep the vows I made to myself to treat my 
students in a fair and loving way?”
"ere are many scary, empty feel-
ings to face just before your role 
as “Teacher” becomes real. To put 
those worries in perspective, take a 
moment and fantasize; picture your 
idea of a perfect !rst year. Imagine 
how you want to feel, the climate 
of your classroom and some of the 
ideals you have set for yourself. "is 
vision can be a big help in your 
personal goal-setting process.

For example, most beginning teach-
ers want to be competent and creative in 
a classroom where students are inquisitive 
and on task. "ey envision themselves as 
$exible and fun, enjoying their job, respect-
ed by parents and looked upon as a valuable 
addition by their school sta#.

"ese are great expectations—and im-
portant ones. But it is also important not to 
let your expectations put undue pressure on 
you! Here are some suggestions to turn your 
beginning teacher’s dreams into achievable 
goals.

I Want my Students to Behave
You know you have the ability to think 

of a dynamic lesson and design a terri!c 
bulletin board. It may be di%cult to feel 
as con!dent about managing a roomful of 
students. "ere may be days when you will 
worry, “"ese kids must not like me at all 
because if they did, they would never act 
like this! What am I doing wrong?” Begin-
ning teachers are often torn between want-
ing to develop a friendly relationship with 
their students and fearing that doing so 
will ultimately undo their sense of author-
ity. Not true! Your students need and want 
to believe that you’re responsible and in 
charge, but you can be very friendly, warm 
and personal and still be the “adult” they 
need.

You can create a warm and positive cli-
mate in your classroom by identifying and 
considering your students’ needs and inter-
ests. You can meet students’ needs for be-
longing and control by involving them in 
decisions that concern them, like allowing 
them to choose which assignment to do 
!rst, or even letting them choose a partner 
for a particular assignment (as long as ev-
eryone stays on task). Simply being able to 
make choices may give some of your stu-
dents a real boost of con!dence and often 
improves the chances for cooperation be-
cause it meets their need for control within 
limits you determine. Plus, making choices 
is an important step toward developing in-
dividual responsibility and decision-mak-
ing skill.

Often beginning teachers feel insecure 
when other teachers walk by their class-
room or the principal passes by their kids 
in the lunch line. Sometimes it’s hard not 
to panic and think, “I know I would look 
like a better teacher if my students were not 
so noisy.” It’s true that part of your compe-
tence as a teacher will be re$ected by your 
students’ behavior, but certainly not all of it. 
Try not to jump to conclusions or put a lot 
of energy into managing what other people 
think of you. Your primary concern is the 
quality of your relationships with your stu-
dents and the overall climate in which you 
and your students coexist.

A very important challenge for any 
teacher is the ability to separate who your 
students are from the behaviors they ex-
hibit, especially their negative or disrup-

tive behaviors. In other words, can you still 
perceive a student as worthy of your atten-
tion and care even though she forgot her 
homework again, walked away from a mess 
he made or even said your assignment was 
stupid? Your ability to recognize that the 
students are not their behaviors will allow 
you to accept them without necessarily ac-
cepting those behaviors.

Be sure, too, that your students have 
plenty to do. Always have a set of “emer-
gency plans,” quick and easy backups for 
when things don’t quite go as expected—or 
take as long as you had hoped. Overplan! 
Undirected kids have a way of turning time 
on their hands into classroom disruptions.

Finally, a classroom atmosphere that 
emphasizes responsibility and cooperation, 
in which you model the positive behaviors 
you would like them to demonstrate and 
attempt to meet their needs for power and 
structure, tends to minimize the kinds of re-
sistance and rebellion that lead to so many 
classroom con$icts.

I Want my Classroom to Run 
Smoothly

Time management and classroom plan-
ning are always more challenging for new 
teachers who are often dealing with certain 
management issues for the !rst time. Poli-
cies regarding school attendance and lunch 
count, home visits and !eld trips are not 
necessarily things you would automatically 
know (or even be expected to know), so 
ask! Everyone else had to ask at some point, 
and being aware of important policies and 
procedures will immediately make your life 
easier.

Another realization will help, too, on 
days that unexpectedly turn hectic: It may 
be your students—not you—who are being 
overwhelmed. Sometimes a great learning 
experience goes down the tubes simply be-
cause the students do not have the indepen-
dence and basic learning skills necessary to 
do the work. Don’t assume that your stu-
dents have down pat skills such as listening, 
using basic tools (like a ruler or even the 
pencil sharpener), moving nondisruptively 
into small groups or putting their materi-
als away when they’re !nished. While it 
may seem time-consuming to have students 
practice these skills, devoting time early on 
to practicing skills, routines and behaviors 
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your students will need to succeed in your 
class will save all of you many hours and 
much grief later.

Even your own enthusiasm and creativ-
ity can be a problem at times. One of the 
best things about new teachers is the excite-
ment, creativity and enthusiasm so many of 
them bring to their work. And after collect-
ing ideas and materials during your teacher 
training, it’s hard not to want to try every-
thing at once. Nonetheless, being sensitive 
to the students’ needs and energy can pay 
o# in a big way. High levels of enthusiasm 
may, at times, be too much for your kids to 
handle. On days when children seem hyper, 
it may help to tone down your energy or 
soften your voice. Be careful to avoid the 
tendency to present too much too soon, of-
fer too many activities at once or make too 
many changes before your kids can handle 
them. Save some of your more incredible 
activities for slower times, when they’ll be 
appreciated and when your students have 
mastered the routines and logistics they’ll 
need to succeed. You don’t want to run out 
of steam in the !rst week!

Start slowly and simply. Establish a dai-
ly routine your kids can handle. Leave room 
for some student decision-making, but be 
careful to not overwhelm. Your students 
may not have much skill or con!dence with 
decision-making yet so avoid o#ering too 
many choices, or choices that are too open-
ended, at least in the beginning. Responsi-
ble decision-making and self-management 
requires certain skills and trust, which may 
take some time to develop. Once you and 
your class feel comfortable with one anoth-
er and have some of the basics down, you 
can expand available options. 

Remember too, that you will always 
run into events you simply cannot plan for 
or control. As the newcomer on sta#, you 
may be the one who has to cope with major 
changes, including the possibility of room 
changes or even being moved to a di#er-
ent class or grade level a few weeks into the 
school year. At the very least you will have 
to accommodate new students, transfers, 
pullouts, equipment failures and last-min-
ute schedule changes. "is demands con-
!dence, $exibility and, most important, a 
sense of humor. Nobody likes these incon-
veniences, even seasoned veterans. Hang 
in there and don’t hesitate to ask others 

to share their speci!c strategies for coping 
with these problems. 

I Want my Students to Succeed
Everyone needs to succeed. In order to 

take the kinds of risks necessary to learn 
and grow, your students must perceive that 
success is within their reach. "is means 
you need to learn a great deal about your 
students’ interests, cognitive abilities and 
learning skills before simply presenting 
content or assigning tasks. Yet with all the 
pressure to “get through the curriculum,” 
it’s easy to forego this important step. 
Nonetheless, if your intention is to encour-
age all of your students to learn, grow and 
be successful, you’ll need to start with them 
wherever they are—and that’s likely to be 
di#erent from one child to another. (To be 
honest, if your intention is simply to cover 
content, you don’t even need kids! Without 
assessing what they know and what they 
need, you’re bound to be teaching over the 
heads of some students, and boring others 
to tears, neither of which is likely to result 
in academic growth.) 

You may eventually want to vary your 
methods of instruction to include small 
groups, learning centers, self-selection or 
learning contracts, individualized assignments 
and student-teacher conferences. Keep in 
mind that working with di#erent strategies 
will require various self-management skills 
your students may not have yet developed 
(or, with older kids, had a chance to practice 
for a while). While teaching these skills may 
appear a rather challenging and time-con-
suming task, keep in mind that the more 
independent and responsible your students 
become early on, the more you’ll be able to 
accomplish together all year. 

Again, start slowly and keep things sim-
ple. Let your students know when they may 
and may not come to you with questions 
and, if you aren’t available to help, o#er them 
the option of asking a classmate or switch-
ing to a di#erent task until you’re free. Keep 
independent work and routines relatively 
simple at !rst—things the kids can do on 
their own. While some of these assignments 
may seem like busywork to you, remember 
that your intention is building con!dence, 
independence and self-management. You’ve 
got a whole year to focus on content! It 
takes time, energy and practice to establish 

these skills and routines. As the students be-
come better able to work on their own, you 
will be able to make the work more mean-
ingful by increasing the variety of materi-
als, the number of choices, the amount of 
work required and the intellectual processes 
required.

Use their mistakes as opportunities to 
teach, shape behavior or encourage them to 
make di#erent choices. Your patience and 
persistence can encourage them to keep try-
ing. Schools traditionally have been very 
negative and critical, and many people as-
sume that we need to be this way or kids 
won’t learn or take us seriously. Not true! In 
fact, a consistent focus on errors and omis-
sions, or a tendency to shame or humiliate 
students (even in the misguided interest of 
improving their performance or behavior) 
will undermine your attempts to provide 
emotional safety and can ultimately restrict 
growth in all students, not just in the one 
being criticized. Focusing on the positive, 
even when it seems as though a student has 
done just about everything wrong, allows 
you to build on the student’s strengths—
whatever they are! "is approach can have 
an extremely positive impact on the climate 
of your classroom.

When a child has turned in work that 
you know can be better, how about tell-
ing her it’s a “great !rst draft,” rather than 
scolding her for sloppy work? When anoth-
er turns in a story with many misspellings, 
punctuation errors, incomplete sentences 
and no capital letters, how about noting the 
one thing he got right (perhaps excellent 
handwriting or an interesting title) instead 
of wearing out the red pencil marking every 
error? "en defy tradition by using the mis-
takes as a basis for your instruction—instead 
of a bad grade! Start with what they’re doing 
well and teach them the rest! You may re-
ally have to look for good points sometimes, 
but your positive focus will be tremendously 
encouraging and appreciated.

I Want to be Accepted as Part of 
the Sta"

Your sense of acceptance in your school 
community plays a big part in your feelings 
about your work. Establishing your sense of 
belonging can be facilitated by your ability 
to blend in without sacri!cing your individ-
uality. "e transition from being a student 
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to being a professional is, to a large degree, a 
function of how you see yourself. In relating 
to your principal, the parents of your stu-
dents and your peers, the greater your sense 
of yourself as a professional, the more likely 
others will perceive and treat you as one.

Respect the existing relationships and 
dynamics, but at the same time be open and 
friendly. Initiate conversations, participate 
in school and social activities, and gradu-
ally get to know individuals. Be cautious 
in setting expectations, making demands 
or imposing your values and priorities 
on others. Pay attention to how much of 
your conversation is about you. Tune in to 
whether you are consistently complaining 
about students, school policy, other teach-
ers or parents and how often you feel the 
need to share the details of your classroom 
experiences and accomplishments. Lack 
of con!dence usually presents itself in the 
form of justi!cations that suggest that “ev-
eryone seems to know what they’re doing 
except me” or arrogance that may sound 
something like “no one around here cares, 
works or tries as much as I do.” Neither 
attitude is likely to enhance a professional 
image or your relationships with others. 
Likewise, neither is likely to be true.

Build a support system by identifying 
one or several members of your sta# with 
whom you feel capable of developing a 
close working relationship. Approach peo-
ple with a blend of con!dence and open-
ness. You may be new and willing to grow, 
but you are also a very capable person and 
you belong there as much as anyone.

I Want to be Great!
As a student, or a student teacher, you 

received feedback on a fairly regular basis. 
Suddenly as a teacher you are much more 
on your own. While the autonomy can be 
wonderful, the relative isolation can also 
lead to a loss of perspective. Especially dur-
ing the !rst year or two, you may tend to 
judge yourself by presumed expectations of 
others, by your students’ behavior or growth, 
or even by what other teachers are doing. 
You may also !nd that your expectations for 
yourself are higher than any that you’ve ever 
encountered previously from external sourc-
es. Watch these tendencies, as the feedback 
they o#er may not only be inaccurate, but 
extremely discouraging as well. 

"e teaching profession has historically 
expected initiates to perform as compe-
tently (and independently) as veterans. Un-
derstandably, new teachers often feel a tre-
mendous pressure to get everything going 
at once! Remember that running all of your 
di#erent programs, especially if you’re in a 
self-contained classroom or working with a 
number of di#erent preparations, demands 
familiarity with the content and manage-
ment of each program, the development 
and preparation of materials and the es-
tablishment of the learning skills necessary 
to function successfully in each class. All 
of these take time. Ask more experienced 
teachers for reality checks or suggestions for 
pacing, prioritizing and implementing that 
will work for you.

If you need to take several weeks to 
build the independence your students will 
need to participate in small groups, hold o# 
introducing complex logistics or programs 
until your kids are ready. If you haven’t 
already stockpiled a roomful of dinosaur 
“stu#,” decide whether you’ll feel comfort-
able starting your unit with what you have. 
"roughout your career, you will continue 
to amass resources and materials, as well as 
skills and con!dence. You don’t need every-
thing you will ever have on a topic to intro-
duce a it to your class. 

Most of all, try to resist the temptation 
to measure yourself against other teach-
ers. You may !nd yourself panicking at 
the realization that the other fourth grade 
is 15 pages ahead of your class in one sub-
ject area or another. Yet, this comparison 
is rarely fair, for a number of reasons. For 
one thing, the other teacher may simply be 
more familiar with the material after years 
of experience with it, and may have devised 
a more-e%cient set of lessons and activi-
ties. Or perhaps your students needed some 
preparation another teacher didn’t address, 
or your kids had more questions. You may 
have decided to explore the topic in greater 
depth or with more attention to individual 
needs. You are not in a race with anyone, 
and the speed with which you sail through 
the curriculum is by no means a measure of 
your competence or your students’ degree 
of learning.

In striving to become the best teacher 
you can be, be careful not to identify too 
closely with another teacher. Simply adopt-

ing someone else’s teaching behaviors can 
rob you of the chance to develop your own 
personal teaching style, a process that can 
span your entire teaching career. What 
works for one person can become a complete 
disaster if the behaviors don’t match the in-
tentions, personality or teaching styles. Try 
new things that feel right to you, strategies 
that allow you to operate within the bounds 
of personal comfort and integrity.

Also avoid measuring your success by 
your students’ successes. When your stu-
dents have a good day, it’s easy to walk away 
from work feeling quite the super-teacher. 
Yet when they just can’t seem to grasp a con-
cept, are restless beyond belief or have made 
it painfully clear that school isn’t where they 
want to be, does that mean it’s time to con-
sider dental school? Hardly. 

"ere will be days when you come to 
work prepared to the teeth, organized, dy-
namic and in a wonderful mood, and some-
thing—or everything—still goes wrong. It’s 
never easy when this happens, but there 
are silver linings in every apparent failure. 
Instead of feeling guilty, resentful or inad-
equate, can you step out of the picture and 
rationally look at what worked and what 
didn’t? Consider a few di#erent approaches 
for next time or think about what your kids 
may need to know !rst before the same les-
son can go more smoothly. A bad day can 
be a great opportunity to learn what works, 
to stretch in new directions or consider an 
approach that might never have otherwise 
crossed your mind.

Use these opportunities to maximize 
your professional growth. Good day or bad, 
start making notes on your lesson plans, 
unit !les or “to do” lists. Jot down the little 
things you can do to make your lessons—or 
teaching life in general—go better. Your 
notes might include “preview the !lm,” 
“make $ashcards for the new vocabulary 
words,” “put the chart on darker paper,” or 
“next time, remember to have enough scis-
sors for everybody.” "is habit will not only 
help you develop your powers of planning 
and anticipation, it will also help you avoid 
similar mistakes the next time you teach 
that concept or unit.

Try keeping a journal to monitor your 
own growth, if only one line a day on a 
calendar or datebook. At the end of each 
day, write down at least one thing you felt 

Great Expectations: Helpful Hints for Beginning Teachers
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good about, some concrete evidence of your 
growth and development. You can use some 
of the following examples taken from the 
journals of beginning teachers who record-
ed short messages about their growth on a 
weekly basis: “My self-control seems to be 
improving, I kept my cool through a tough 
situation.” “I’m remembering to get each 
child’s attention before talking.” “I’m smil-
ing more.” “I am feeling comfortable with 
the faculty at my school. "e teachers have 
become so supportive, and I am becoming 
more con!dent as a teacher.” “I don’t cry 
every day.”

And even if you get scared, frustrated, 
discouraged or overwhelmed, remember 
this: as time goes on you will become more 
organized, more e%cient, better prepared 
and hopefully, more satis!ed. Teaching, like 
any other set of skills you’ll ever tackle, is a 
developmental process. You’re not supposed 
to be perfect yet! 

Look for small steps every day, record 
your growth and go back over your notes 
from time to time to see how far you’ve 
come. Build your support network and 
don’t be afraid to ask for help. And most 
important, make sure you take the time 
every day to pat yourself on the back for 
the risks you have dared to take and all the 
things you are learning to do well. Much 
success and happiness to you! 

© 1993, 1999, 2002, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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I stood at the door welcoming my very 
!rst class on the !rst day of school. One 

girl approached cautiously, oblivious to my 
enthusiastic anticipation of a wonderful 
year. She stopped in front of me, one hand 
grasping her notebook and pencil case, the 
other on her hip. She looked me squarely 
in the eye and announced, “I don’t do read-
ing,” before ambling into the class. Only a 
few hours into my career, and here was a 
child telling me that I needn’t bother teach-
ing her reading, all before I’d had a chance 
to learn her name.

Oh, the pains these students took to cre-
ate some semblance of safety in their school 
lives! Whether to guard against the inevitable 
demands of !fth grade, or the risk of failure 
and shame, what was, for me, the prospect 
of an exciting new year, triggered in many 
of my students a !ght-or-$ight response 
which they perceived as necessary for their 
survival. "is obviously wasn’t personal—I 
was just starting o# and no one knew who 
I was—but all of my students had experi-
enced various degrees of failure and frus-
tration in the years before they crossed the 
threshold into my classroom that day, and 
all had devised a variety of self-protective 
strategies, engaged to insulate them from 
further stress and discomfort. 

Some sat quietly in the back, withdrawn 
and isolated, trying to make themselves as 
small a target as possible. Others attempted 
to assert themselves, angry and aggressive, 
hoping to make themselves unapproach-
able and intimidating. Some refused to do 
any work, others tried to distract me with 
disruptive, attention-getting behaviors. I 
had world-class excuse-makers, overly-com-
plaint people-pleasers, often-entertaining 
class clowns. I had students who already 

knew everything, while others professed 
helplessness in the face of even the most 
uncomplicated tasks. Some $aunted their 
indi#erence. (“If I don’t care, you can’t hurt 
me.”) Others had truly given up, defeated 
and despairing of any hope for success, and 
therefore, were convinced that there was no 
point in trying. 

I saw self-protective behaviors that 
ranged from sophisticated and creative to 
downright heartbreaking. But from the 
overachievers who strived for perfection 
(and crumbled at the slightest mistake) to 
the kids who deliberately underachieved 
in the hopes of keeping my expectations 
low, the goals were the same—achieving 
one of the most basic of all human needs, 
the need for safety. How much energy and 
instructional time is diverted to reacting to 
and dealing with these adaptive, “survival” 
behaviors in the course of a teaching day? 
Wouldn’t it be so much more e%cient to es-
tablish classrooms that are caring and emo-
tionally-safe environments, places where 
these self-protective measures would simply 
be unnecessary?

But what makes a school a safe and car-
ing place to be? In recent years, there has 
been a tremendous emphasis on physical 
safety, often associated with the presence 
of metal detectors and video monitors. But 
while this focus may be understandable, 
there is evidence that such a presence can 
actually be more unnerving than comfort-
ing to students and sta# (some of whom 
see these devices as evidence that there is 
more to fear than they had imagined or, as 
some report, simply as inconveniences that 
a truly determined student could circum-
vent). What if, instead, we take a harder 
look at the contribution made by school 
policies and accepted practices, and at the 
way individuals connect, interact and relate 
to one another? What if we examine the op-
portunities for success for each student, and 
the impact such experiences have on how 
schools feel for kids? What if we shift our 
attention to the degree to which each child 
(and teacher) in a school environment feels 
visible, valued and supported? For despite 
any e#ectiveness or good intentions that 
security devices may have, in a caring and 
supportive environment, that is, an envi-
ronment in which the emotional well-being 
of the entire school community is provided 

for, these elements become rather redun-
dant.

Creating safe and caring school commu-
nities in a complex and multi-dimensional 
challenge. "e following checklist  re$ects 
a number of issues involved in achieving 
this goal, and is o#ered to help you deter-
mine the degree to which your classroom 
(or school) values and practices the kinds 
of beliefs and behaviors that contribute to 
an emotionally-safe school community. 
"e list may seem highly idealistic, but 
this is actually the point: Increase the level 
of agreement with any item and you will 
probably see improvements in achievement, 
learning, on-task behavior, commitment, 
cooperation and student responsibility, and 
a reduction in stress associated with failure, 
rebelliousness, disruptiveness, passivity, act-
ing out and other adaptive student behav-
iors. What better “ideals” than these.

Use the following scale to rate each item:
 1- Strongly Agree 
 2- Somewhat Agree
 3- Somewhat disagree
 4- Strongly disagree
You can use this checklist in a number 

of ways. You might rate each item for your 
own classroom, or according to your per-
ception of the school environment.  (You 
can also give each item both ratings to 
see how they compare.) Additionally, you 
might evaluate the congruence between be-
liefs, philosophy or intentions, and actual 
policies, behaviors or practices.

Safe to Succeed
It’s hard to feel safe in a school environ-

ment when you can’t be successful there! 
Few teachers would disagree that every 
child has the right to experience success in 
school. And yet, given the range of abili-
ties, intelligences and learning preferences 
we encounter any time we attempt to work 
with more than one child at a time, this goal 
can become quite a challenge. I recently had 
a teacher confront me with her frustration: 
“How can I reach individual students when 
I have so much curriculum to get through?” 
I appreciated the courage it took to admit to 
this dilemma, and the pressure we all face to 
“get through” curriculum regardless of what 
our students know and can do. But at some 
point, it comes down to a choice: Am I here 
to cover content or to teach kids? For the 
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most part, we can not have it both ways. 
"e “success” dimension of safety means 

that we assess the kids that come to us, and 
we reach out to them, instructionally, wher-
ever they are. "is is about our willingness 
to back up, revise, regroup or move ahead 
depending on the needs of the individual 
students or groups—all with the goal of 
having every child succeed. It’s about set-
ting the bar at just the right height to chal-
lenge each student at a level at which suc-
cess is, indeed, a possibility. 

Success orientation means we stop 
complaining about what they should have 
learned before now, even if our complaints 
are perfectly reasonable. It means we work 
with what the kids know and are ready to 
learn—right now—and move them for-
ward from wherever they are. It means do-
ing whatever we need to do so that every 
child knows more (and, hopefully, is more 
con!dent and committed) at the end of the 
week than at the beginning.

Accommodating students’ needs for suc-
cess also includes addressing issues of social 
and personal development. "e emergence 
in recent years of a variety of programs for 
character development, resiliency, peer me-
diation, social skills training, and emotional 
intelligence, for example, speaks to a greater 
recognition of the schools’ role in promot-
ing more than just cognitive capabilities. 
And !nally, success orientation includes our 
willingness to recognize and honor diversi-
ty in learning styles, attending styles, work 
preferences and personal intelligences.

Need for Success (Academic, So-
cial, Personal)

___ We accept students exactly the way 
they come to us, build on what they 
know, and encourage growth from 
wherever they start.

___ We provide opportunities for suc-
cess for each child in the school, 
even those who are far behind.

 ___ We assess student ability before 
beginning instruction or assigning 
tasks.

 ___ We adjust content, placement, 
and the amount of work required 
of individual students in order to 
maintain an appropriate level of 
challenge for each.

___ We believe that the primary (if not 

the only) purpose of evaluating a 
student’s work is to determine what 
type of instruction or resources that 
particular student needs next.

___ We o#er students a variety of ways 
to demonstrate their knowledge, 
intelligence and mastery.

___ We attempt to build interpersonal 
skills (such as communication skills, 
respect, tolerance, resistance to peer 
pressure) and positive social behaviors.

___ We attempt to build intrapersonal 
(character) skills such as persistence, 
responsibility, honesty, integrity and 
problem-solving skills, as well as 
con!dence, the ability to stick up 
for oneself, and resistance to failure, 
defeatism and victim thinking.

Respect for Learning Styles and 
Personal Preferences

___ We attempt to determine what 
interests and motivates our students 
and use this information in our 
planning and instruction.

___ We attempt to accommodate a 
variety of modality strengths and 
learning preferences in our direc-
tions,  instruction, activities and 
assignments.

___ We recognize and attempt to ac-
commodate tactile and kinesthetic 
learners (as well as high visual, 
verbal and auditory learners).

___ We acknowledge and appreciate the 
fact that some students may pay 
attention without sitting up straight 
and making continual eye contact.

___ We make sure kids have ample op-
portunities to move during the day.

___ We teach children ways to self-regu-
late (maintain an appropriate level 
of alertness) without disturbing 
others.

Safe to Belong
How many con$icts and outbursts 

that we see in schools are the result of  our 
students’ inability to meet their needs for 
identity, belonging, respect or dignity in 
healthy and positive ways? In a caring and 
emotionally-safe school setting, all children 
are welcome, accepted and treated respect-
fully. Meeting students’ need for belonging 
and respect requires us to take a broad view 

of our students—recognizing and treating 
them as multi-dimension beings with needs 
that go beyond the cognitive. It means that 
we can hold students accountable for their 
behaviors without violating their dignity or 
worth.

"is aspect of the emotional climate in 
the classroom challenges us to work toward 
congruence between the behaviors, attitudes 
and language we model and those which we 
expect or demand from the kids. Belong-
ing and respect means acceptance, and in 
some instances, simply noticing kids who 
would otherwise slip through the cracks. It 
means monitoring the energy behind our 
words and attitudes, and becoming aware 
of the energy our students express—toward 
us, their work, their peers, their lives. And 
while it takes an enormous degree of con-
sciousness and courage at times, in caring 
school communities we refuse to tolerate, 
accept or make excuses for “mean” behav-
ior, put-downs or hurtful language—from 
kids and adults alike.

Need for Belonging, Dignity and 
Respect
___ We avoid equating stu-
dents’ worth with their behavior or 
achievement.

___ We avoid using humiliation, 
sarcasm, ridicule or other forms of 
attack with regard to students’ per-
sonality, achievement or behavior.

___ We avoid depending on negative 
adult reactions (anger, punishment, 
impatience, or disappointment, 
for example) in order to motivate 
students.

___ We recognize that students have a 
need to experience meaningful posi-
tive outcomes, just as adults do.

___ We treat students with respect, 
and honor their needs for dignity, 
purpose, success, worth, acceptance, 
belonging, attention, and identity.

___ We model the same standards of 
behavior (including language, body 
language and tone of voice) that we 
expect or require from our students.

___ We regard (and utilize) a student’s 
mistakes simply as opportunities for 
new learning.

___ We work to eliminate prejudices 
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toward students based on their 
racial or cultural background; physi-
cal appearance; academic, artistic or 
athletic competence; sexual orienta-
tion; family history; prior achieve-
ment or performance, etc.

___ We avoid gossiping about students 
or their families.

___ We strive to stay aware of put-
downs expressed by students or 
sta#, especially those that involve 
the use of slurs or derogatory names 
or remarks.

___ We respond immediately to put-
downs, slurs and derogatory names 
or remarks (rather than ignoring or 
excusing them).

Safe to Choose
We all need a combination of structure 

(limits) and autonomy (power and control) 
in our lives. Much of the de!ance, rebel-
liousness and acting out we see again and 
again in the classroom re$ects our students’ 
survival-oriented ways of getting these needs 
met, or simply the lack of opportunities for 
them to satisfy these needs in positive and 
nondisruptive ways. Win-lose power dy-
nanmics undermine the emotional climate 
in a classroom, and can interfere with in-
structional and behavioral goals.

A “win-win” authority relationship 
serves as an e#ective and emotionally-safe 
alternative. In this con!guration, the teach-
er is still the authority—and in fact can be 
quite “strict.” But rather than using power 
to control or disempower learners, the 
teacher uses his or her power to set limits, 
o#ering choices or determining what is and 
is not negotiable within those limits, and 
following through, consistently and im-
mediately, when limits have been violated. 
Giving students some input and control in 
various features of their school lives might 
involve nothing more complex than allow-
ing them to make decisions about which of 
several assignments to do or do !rst, where 
in the classroom to work, how to demon-
strate one’s understanding of some concept 
or whether to work with a partner or alone, 
for example. "is approach can not only 
minimize the kind of con$ict that occurs 
when kids are competing for power, but it 
also increases commitment and coopera-
tion, and builds decision-making skills as 

well. Win-win power dynamics are also 
far more positive—in their orientation to 
outcomes of cooperation as well as the way 
criteria or limits are expressed—than any 
win-lose model. In this case, the notion of 
consequences refers to the good stu# that 
happens, or that students get to do or ex-
perience, when they cooperate. In an emo-
tionally-safe school, the rewards for success 
are always greater than the penalties for 
failure.

In a win-win model, the teacher’s role 
is proactive rather than reactive, with a fo-
cus on anticipation and prevention, rather 
than punishing, criticizing or nagging. Re-
sponsibility shifts to identifying and com-
municating limits clearly and positively, 
and to following through, consistently and 
immediately, when the kids don’t hold up 
their end of the bargain. It allows negative 
consequences—typically the absence of 
positive consequences that would otherwise 
be available—to occur without violating 
the relationship between the adult author-
ity and the child. And best yet, positively-
stated contingencies and boundaries put 
all the responsibility back on the student, 
where it belongs.

Need for Power and Structure
___ We accept the importance of stu-

dents learning decision-making and 
self-management skills.

___ We allow students to self-man-
age with regard to materials and 
resources they need.

___ We encourage students to self-man-
age their personal needs within 
clearly stated boundaries (ex:  drink-
ing water or using the rest rooms as 
needed)

___ We allow and encourage students to 
have input in and make decisions 
about their learning (topics, presen-
tation, media, sequence, assign-
ments, need for additional practice, 
readiness for the next skill or topic, 
etc.)

___ We allow and encourage students to 
have input in and make decisions 
about how, where and with whom 
they work.

___ We state boundaries and contingen-
cies positively—as promises rather 
than threats.

___ We hold students accountable for 
their behavioral choices without 
blaming, shaming, attacking or 
punishing (ex: by withholding posi-
tive outcome, privileges, credit for 
work due).

___ We allow and encourage students to 
create, design, request or renegotiate 
projects and assignments  to make 
them personally meaningful and 
relevant.

Need for Structure, Limits and 
Follow-!rough; Need for Posi-
tivity

___ We make a deliberate e#ort to an-
ticipate what students (and teachers, 
and parents, too) will need in vari-
ous situations in order to prevent 
problems from occurring.

___ We have and communicate bound-
aries and policies that clearly 
describe desirable and acceptable 
student behaviors.

___ We have and communicate bound-
aries and policies that clearly 
describe desirable and acceptable 
teacher behaviors.

___ Our goal is to motivate through 
access to positive outcomes, rather 
than through avoidance or fear 
of negative outcomes. Rules and 
boundaries emphasize the positive 
consequences of cooperation.

___ We attempt to follow through im-
mediately, and are committed to 
avoiding warnings, threats, mean-
ingless punishments or the delayed 
withdrawal of positive consequenc-
es.

___ We make students and their par-
ents aware, as soon as possible, of 
changes in behavior or performance 
that could a#ect grades, promotion 
or graduation.

___ When we communicate with 
parents about a problem, incident 
or concern involving their child, we 
attempt to avoid making the parent 
responsible for correcting the prob-
lem. (Our focus in more on keeping 
them informed of problems we are 
handling.)

___ We model a sense of responsibility 
for problems we have with our own 

Is Your Classroom an Emotionally-Safe Place?
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students, utilizing the administra-
tion and support sta# for feedback 
and support, rather than relying on 
them to punish students for us.

Safe to Feel and Be Recognized
Students come to us with more than 

their intelligences, knowledge, learning 
preferences and cognitive abilities. A caring 
classroom accommodates a#ective needs as 
well, minimizing the compensation strate-
gies that can range from disruptive and at-
tention-getting behaviors to internalization 
and repression of emotional needs. 

Did you ever see students who were 
unable to function e#ectively because 
they were too angry, frustrated or sad, for 
example? Or have you ever had a student 
“explode” after holding in feelings after 
an upsetting encounter or experience? In 
an emotionally-safe environment, teachers 
stay on top of the emotional energy in the 
classroom, and provide outlets for emotions 
that might otherwise get out of hand.  "ey 
make arrangements to listen or refer stu-
dents in need and support kids in their abil-
ity to solve their problems e#ectively and 
peacefully. Teachers also stay conscious of 
the way students interact, responding im-
mediately to incidents involving bullying 
or harrassment, for there is no room in a 
caring school community for these types of 
exchanges.

In an emotionally-safe classroom, teach-
ers work to accommodate students’ needs 
for attention, minimizing the acting out 
from students who would otherwise settle 
for negative attention. Students are recog-
nized and acknowledged for their e#orts 
and achievements, rather than condition-
ally praised for their ability to please us. (In 
fact the only conditionality that exists refers 
to the conditional availability of positive 
consequences, dependent on the students’ 
ability or willingness to ful!ll previously-
established criteria!) Even more e#ective is 
the existence of a school-wide support net-
work in which all adults are willing to con-
nect with any student in need, and utilize 
one anothers’ shared skills, experiences and 
resources to work together to create a true 
community of concerned, committed—and 
caring—individuals.

Need for Recognition, Attention 

and Emotional Safety
___ We attempt to meet students’ needs 

for attention in positive, construc-
tive and proactive ways in order to 
diminish the tendency for them to 
act out to get these needs met.

___ We recognize and reinforce posi-
tive behavior by allowing access to 
contingent positive outcomes rather 
than relying on praise or statements 
that emphasize the students’ worth 
(“goodness”), our happiness or 
pleasure, or the students’ ability to 
please us.

___ We communicate with parents on 
a regular and frequent basis about 
what their kids are doing well.

___ We respect students’ a#ective needs 
and are committed to listening and 
supporting their feelings and prob-
lem solving skills in positive ways.

___ We strive to stay aware of changes in 
patterns in students’ behavior and to 
maintain a sense of how students are 
doing (that is, not just focusing on 
their academic performance).

___ We create emotional safety by notic-
ing, supporting and, when neces-
sary, providing appropriate outlets 
for students in crisis.

___ Our students know that if they 
need to talk, we are willing to listen 
(or set a time when we can listen, 
or refer them to someone who can 
listen).

___ We respect students’ needs for 
con!dentiality to the degree that 
doing so will not put that student or 
anyone else in danger.

___ We strive to maintain awareness of 
how students treat one another.

___ We immediately respond to inci-
dents we witness that involve any 
form of bullying, harrassment or 
threat to a student’s safety.

So how did you score? Hopefully you 
were able to think of positive examples for 
many of the survey statements. If you found 
it di%cult to agree with large numbers of 
the goals listed in each statement in the sur-
vey, be assured that you’re in good company 
world-wide. Sadly, many of our traditions 
have ignored the importance of these goals. 
Internal and external pressures often narrow 

our focus to speci!c, often isolated issues, 
which can distract us from our ability to re-
member that we are, after all working with 
people, large groups of unique individuals, 
with very personal and individual ways of 
learning, knowing, remembering, relating 
and, when necessary, self-protecting.

Each goal statement has immense im-
plications for how we structure our schools, 
our priorities and our relationships. Obvi-
ously the enormity of the scope of what 
indeed contributes to the emotional cli-
mate in a school will require some serious 
rethinking about the role of our schools and 
the nature of the relationships within them. 
It will challenge us to collaborate in new 
ways, and avail ourselves of resources, dis-
ciplines, technologies and strategies we may 
previously have not considered, or which 
may not have been available to us in the 
past (which makes this a particularly excit-
ing time to be in the !eld of education!)

Clearly, the higher the scores, the greater 
the need for change. But change will invite 
obstacles, from an inclination to be over-
whelmed by the number of factors involved 
in creating a safe and caring emotional cli-
mate in schools, to the desire for a quick !x, 
a tendency to emphasize uniformity and 
sameness, and a tradition that has largely 
ignored the need for emotional safety in 
schools in the !rst place. It may always be 
easier to target an isolated and, admittedly, 
more manageable goal, and forget the con-
text in which this goal exists. But keep the 
big picture in mind and the little goals can 
inaugurate big change. 

Quite frankly, I’m not convinced that it 
truly matters where we choose to jump into 
the loop. Because every tiny shift and every 
step toward building an awareness of how 
our behaviors, beliefs and attitudes con-
tribute to the emotional climate of a school 
counts for something. We’ve got a whole lot 
on our plate, and a huge task ahead. But 
we’ve also got a whole lot of children, teach-
ers, parents, administrators, counselors and 
other members of this large and wonder-
ful community who stand to bene!t from 
these e#orts.

© 2000, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D.
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Have you ever gotten a call from your 
child’s teacher that threw you into 

a real tailspin? Are you tempted to rescue 
your child from the consequences of his be-
havior? Do you try to control the choices he 
makes? Do you sometimes wonder if you’re 
getting too involved?

Your children’s school is second to your 
family in its in$uence in your children’s 
lives, if only by virtue of the amount of 
time they spend there. Obviously, a success-
ful school experience is more likely for chil-
dren when relationships between the home 
and the school are positive, cooperative and 
supportive. "erefore, parental involvement 
is crucial.

At the same time, the school provides 
excellent opportunities for children to grow 
and develop outside your direct in$uence. 
So how can you balance the need to be in-
volved in your children’s school lives with 
the need to allow your children to develop 
independence and responsibility in their re-
lationships outside the family?

Sadly, many teachers tend to “use” their 
students’ parents as a weapon in their quest 
for e#ective classroom management. "at 
tendency certainly characterized my !rst 
year or two in the classroom. I was certain, 
from what I had observed, both as a student 
and as a student teacher, that “I’m calling 
your mother” was an appropriate discipline 
technique. How often did I use this threat 
in an attempt to frighten a child into com-
plying with what I wanted? And although 
I probably would have claimed that I was 
simply trying to “bridge the home-school 
communications gap when I did call the 
home,” I’m sure that I was actually trying 

to engage the parents I called in an attempt 
to solve my problem for me! No wonder I 
encountered as much defensiveness (if not 
outright hostility) from parents when I used 
this approach to coercing a child’s coopera-
tion. 

To be sure, some parents did go out of 
their way to help, assuring me that “it will 
never happen again,” perhaps out of a simi-
lar commitment to the values I was trying 
to impress on their children. At the time, I 
felt relief at their willingness to !x what I 
couldn’t. But I wonder how often the par-
ents took their embarrassment and their 
annoyance out on their children in ways I 
would never truly have wanted. Although 
my approach seemed to be within the 
bounds of my role as an educator, it didn’t 
take me long to start wondering if perhaps 
there was a better way.

It took me some time to sort out the 
details of what some people refer to as 
“problem ownership.” For those of us who 
say we are committed to building student 
responsibility and accountability—which I 
certainly was—what kind of message do we 
send when we ask parents to take responsi-
bility for problems we are having with their 
children? I needed to walk my talk. Part of 
that meant realizing that generating coop-
erative behavior from my students was my 
job, and not the job of their parents. And 
part of that realization involved !guring out 
which role the parents were to play in our 
“partnership,” as well as determining the 
best way to create that relationship.

Many of us step into our classrooms 
with a number of assumptions and expecta-
tions about what the home-school relation-
ship should look like. We interpret devia-
tions from this picture as a lack of support, 
and end up compounding whatever stress 
may already exist with indignation, self-
righteousness and blame. Frequently, both 
groups—parents and teachers—end up 
feeling betrayed, suspicious and defensive 
with one another, all at the expense (or po-
tential expense) of the kids.

Increasingly I’m !nding teachers who 
communicate with parents when things are 
going great, sending home “good notes” 
and progress reports with a positive orienta-
tion. To be sure, regular, positive contact is 
a great technique for relationship-building, 
But what about when there is a problem? 

"e majority of the parents with whom I’ve 
worked (many of them teachers themselves) 
report that they rarely hear from their chil-
dren’s teachers unless there is a problem. It’s 
no wonder so many parents cringe when 
they get a note or a call from the school.

Some teachers are skilled at informing 
parents of problems in non-threatening, 
non-blaming ways, simply reporting what 
is going on and how they are handling the 
problem. But what if your child’s teacher 
tries to make his problems become your 
problems? What if he sees his own sense 
of adequacy tied to his students’ behaviors 
and performance? What if he sees your job 
as an enforcer, expecting you to punish the 
child when the child messes up? How do 
you set limits in your relationship with the 
adults who !gure so prominently in your 
child’s school life and still end up on the 
same team?

"ere’s a !ne line between involve-
ment and enmeshment, and from many 
of the parents with whom I’ve worked, 
I’ve come to see that it is possible, practi-
cal and healthy for parents to be involved 
and still maintain a sense of “separateness” 
in their relationships with their children. In 
fact, this ability is probably the single most 
important issue—and tool—in dealing 
with con$icts between your child and the 
school. "e ability to see ourselves as sepa-
rate from the ones we love is a challenge for 
anyone, and especially so for parents. Yet, 
this ability is what allows us to support our 
children when they’re having problems, to 
help them learn responsibility and problem 
solving, and to continue to love and accept 
then unconditionally, regardless of what’s 
going on at school.

A good sense of “your separate self ” can 
allow you to overcome old people-pleasing 
issues that often come up when the school 
calls. For some parents, the image of the 
“good parent” collapses with a call about a 
problem: the child’s behavior becomes the 
parent’s failure. With the contact comes 
feelings of shame and frustration that can 
trigger a strong reaction, often in the hopes 
of reinstating the image of parental control 
and competence.

Remember, you can still be a great par-
ent even if your child has a problem. You 
can even be a great parent when the school 
says your child is a problem. In fact, you 
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can be a great parent even if you don’t re-
act in a way that you imagine the school 
wants you to react! You can determine your 
role in the con$icts that arise between your 
children and their teachers. "is may mean 
setting clear, consistent boundaries with 
the school. Good boundaries allow you 
to adopt the role of listener, observer and 
even mediator, without having to defend 
the child or punish him, without having to 
make anyone wrong, and without ending 
up in the middle of something that, in real-
ity, belongs to someone else.

Here’s an example: Let’s say the school 
calls to tell you that your daughter cut 
class. You did not see her cut and the only 
evidence of this behavior is the phone call 
from the school. What is your role in this 
situation?

Let’s say you confront your child and 
she admits to having cut class. Is it your job 
to punish her for this infraction? Wouldn’t 
that be doing the school’s job? "is really 
isn’t between you and your child—it’s be-
tween her and the school (and boy, will it 
take a good sense of separateness to stay 
clear on this one!).

In your dealings with the school, you may 
ask them to clarify their policy for dealing 
with kids who cut class. If the consequence 
is a phone call home, they’ve done their job 
and, by listening, you’ve done yours. How-
ever, if their call is somehow loaded with 
the expectations that you “do something” 
about the problem, you still don’t need to 
assume responsibility for the problem or 
do anything to hurt the child, even though 
you may be furious, embarrassed or in total 
agreement with the school. It’s probably not 
a bad idea to allow and encourage the school 
to enforce any other negative consequences 
it typically imposes, even though you may 
hate to see your child sit in detention, lose 
grade points or miss the game on Saturday. 
("e fairness of the consequence, unless it’s 
overtly abusive, is not the issue—the fact of 
the consequence is.)

And it’s probably time to have a little 
talk with your child—not to yell, punish or 
tell her how angry or disappointed you are, 
but to help her deal responsibly with the 
outcomes of the choices she made. For ex-
ample, you might ask her if she’s willing to 
continue to risk the negative consequences 
by repeating the misbehavior. If she says 

yes, there may be little you can do except 
perhaps develop other motivators for not 
cutting that are more meaningful than the 
ones that already exist. If she says no, you 
can ask her to decide what she might do the 
next time she’s tempted to cut class, or help 
her identify what she wants from school 
and how she’s most likely to get it.

If your child swears up and down that 
she never cut school in her life, you can still 
avoid getting in the middle and having to 
choose between her and the school by fo-
cusing on the issue at hand: “You’re being 
accused of cutting. How can you prove that 
you were on campus?” "is is the child’s 
problem, and it’s not the last one she’ll 
have in her life. Help her determine how 
she’s going to resolve this problem and you 
help build skills and con!dence she can use 
throughout her lifetime.

Regardless of the type of problem, when 
someone from the school calls, you can al-
ways respond by asking for additional in-
formation: What are the rules in this situa-
tion? What is your policy for dealing with 
this behavior? How was he informed of this 
policy ahead of time? What are his options 
now? You can even ask, “How can I support 
you?” without assuming responsibility for 
the problem.

You can leave the problem in your 
child’s lap and help guide him through its 
solution by asking him similar questions, 
as well as asking for a plan for “next time.” 
If his stock answer is “I don’t know,” give 
him some time to think it through. You can 
make yourself available to talk further when 
he decides. Remember, children learn far 
more from actually experiencing the out-
comes of their choices than they do from 
warnings, lectures or advice. (See the article, 
“Ask—Don’t Tell,” for more information.)

If the school calls because your child 
isn’t doing something, you might suggest 
motivators that work for you or those you 
see as meaningful to him. You might also 
share what you know about how your child 
learns and studies best. If the school is call-
ing for ideas, they’ll see your response as 
helpful; if they’re calling to ask you to mo-
tivate him, your response will set a bound-
ary and gently place the responsibility back 
with the school.

You can support the school’s goals and 
limits by identifying and communicating 

your own. If certain behaviors are important 
to you, you might o#er special privileges in 
connection with the child’s cooperation in 
these areas, whether completing homework 
assignments, maintaining certain grades or 
bringing in positive comments on progress 
or conduct reports, for example. Of course, 
to support the goals of the school, it’s help-
ful to !nd out what they are. In some cases, 
the school—or certain teachers—may con-
tact you with a newsletter or note about 
their limits, rules, rewards and so on. If you 
have any questions, ask.

Also, ask your children. Questions 
about individual teacher’s rules, strengths, 
preferences and pet peeves are great dinner-
time conversation-starters and can help you 
guide even young children through related 
questions, such as: What kinds of behavior 
does this teacher like? What do you need to 
do to succeed in this class? When do you 
think you’ll need to use extra self-control? 
What sort of things do you have choices 
about? What do you want to get from this 
class? What are you willing to do in ex-
change?

It’ll always be easy to have expecta-
tions, about how the schools—or your chil-
dren—should act. Yet reality rarely re$ects 
“shoulds,” wishful thinking, unexpressed 
boundaries or expectations. And con$icts 
that arise between your children and their 
teachers will certainly tempt you to judge, 
advise, solve, defend, restrict or even deny 
an incident actually happened. Keep in 
mind that these reactions can ultimately 
interfere with the goal of teaching your 
children to be self-managing, independent 
problem solvers.

Hang in there, even as you let go. "e 
better you are able to be there to support 
and guide your children without rescuing 
them or doing their problem-solving for 
them, the better able they will be to ulti-
mately handle life responsibly when there 
isn’t another adult around to support and 
guide them. 

Hints for handling con#ict with 
your child’s teachers:
• Build your relationship with the 

educators in your child’s life during 
a non-con$ict time. Don’t wait for a 
problem to arise. If possible, visit the 
school early in the year to meet with 
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your child’s teacher and administra-
tors (principal, vice principal, dean of 
students, etc.).

• In your initial contacts with teachers 
and administrators, ask about their 
goals and expectations, rules and limits. 
Find out how often, and under what 
circumstances, you can expect to hear 
from them.

• Make sure the school has information 
about your schedule and availability. If 
it’s not OK to call you at work except 
for emergencies, or if you prefer a 
particular time for phone conferences, 
let them know.

• Focus on the positive. When you’re so 
moved, send the school “good notes” 
that comment on the time someone has 
taken with your child, the excitement 
a teacher has inspired, or a teacher’s 
patience or planning, or even the bulle-
tin boards! Teachers—and administra-
tors—receive precious little recognition 
as it is. Letting them know when you 
appreciate something they’ve done will 
go a long way.

• Avoid speaking for your child, even if 
he’s very young. Contribute your obser-
vations, needs or personal experiences, 
and encourage your child to express his 
own.

• Avoid defending or making excuses for 
your child. Avoid denying the possibil-
ity that he could have done what the 
teacher says he did. 

• Resist the sometimes overwhelming 
temptation you might have to rescue 
him from the negative or uncomfort-
able consequences of the choices he 
makes.

• Avoid automatically taking the teacher’s 
side. Do your best to stay out of the 
middle.

• Listen.
• Know that your children will continue 

to meet and have to deal with di#erent 
individuals throughout their lives. You 
can help them develop the $exibility to 
succeed in a variety of relationship set-
tings by asking questions like, “What 
does this particular teacher expect from 
the students?” or “What do you need 
to do to succeed in this class?” “What 
are you willing to do (or change) to 
keep this from happening again (or 

take care of yourself ) in this class?” Re-
member, the problems kids encounter 
in school o#er terri!c opportunities for 
developing con!dence and competence 
in dealing with di%cult people and 
situations down the road.

• If a teacher calls to discuss a problem, 
ask for speci!cs: “What is he doing?” 
“When did this start?” “How often 
does this happen?” “What are your 
consequences for this type of behav-
ior?” If necessary, ask the teacher to 
refrain from making judgments about 
your child’s character or worth, and 
stick to the speci!cs of his behavior.

• When a teacher calls to tell you about a 
problem, you might ask, “What would 
you like from me?” Be prepared to 
let him know what you are and aren’t 
willing to do in any given situation. It’s 
not unreasonable to expect the school 
to have its own contingencies and con-
sequences for the rules it establishes. 
And it’s OK to refuse to punish a child 
for an infraction you did not witness. 
You can even refuse to “have a talk 
with him” in an attempt to get him to 
change—even though you can be sup-
portive and understanding of all parties 
involved.

• Avoid becoming defensive or, if possible, 
feeling the need to prove your compe-
tence as a parent. Likewise avoid allow-
ing an educator—or the feelings that 
you experience in a school contact—to 
shame you into hurting your child.

• If a teacher becomes angry or abusive 
with you, it’s appropriate—as it is in 
any relationship—to break o# the 
exchange until cooler heads prevail. Let 
the teacher know when, or under what 
conditions, you’ll be willing to resume 
the discussion. If necessary, request an 
intermediary or bring one of your own.

• Be aware that chronic misbehavior 
may indicate hidden problems—ei-
ther at home or at school. Consider 
counseling or testing when necessary, 
and be creative in resolving problems. 
(I know of a parent and teacher who 
teamed up to provide !dget toys and a 
baseball cap—which reduced the glare 
of the $uorescent lights—for a young 
boy who was far less disruptive and 
hyperactive with these modi!cations in 

place.) Keep your focus on solutions, 
not blame.

• Keep track of contacts with the 
school—positive and negative. In meet-
ings with teachers and administrators, 
it may be a good idea to take notes to 
keep track of what was discussed and 
planned. "is information can really 
be helpful in following up progress in 
future meetings.

•  If you ask for feedback from the 
teacher, be reasonable in your requests. 
Teachers have more than enough to do 
(and anywhere from 20 to 200 other 
students to deal with). While most will 
be happy (or at least willing) to let you 
know how your child is progressing, 
please don’t pressure the teacher for 
anything that takes more than a few 
seconds.

• Avoid approaching a teacher reactively. 
It won’t help your kids much to insult, 
accuse or alienate their teachers. Keep 
the focus on how you can all get what 
you want. Attack the problem—not 
the person!

• Respect teacher’s boundaries by not 
asking them to punish or withhold 
privileges from your children for infrac-
tions that occurred at home. Just as you 
refuse to allow teachers to make you 
responsible for solving problems they 
are having with your children, avoid 
involving the school when your kids 
neglect their chores, wet the bed or 
break curfew. 

• Handle problems your child brings 
home to you in much the same way: 
Listen, validate and appreciate his 
feelings, help him explore options, and 
ask him what he plans to do to solve 
the problem. Even if your child shares 
information about a teacher’s behavior 
that you !nd disturbing, it may be best 
to leave the problem between the child 
and teacher. If you feel the need to con-
tact the school, start with the teacher in 
question, without accusing or attacking. 

•Above all, let your children know—ab-
solutely and unconditionally—that 
they are loved and worthwhile, no 
matter what.

© 1990, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.

I’m Calling Your Mohter! Boundary Setting with your Child’s Teachers
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“Johnny, stop that!” and he does!
“Sally, get busy!” and she does!
“Cubby, Karen, feed the dog and clean up 

your room!” and they do!

No arguments. No hesitation. Com-
plete obedience. Every parent’s fan-

tasy, right? 

Given the choice between having their 
children grow up to be order takers or de-
cision makers, most parents would select 
the latter. With all those in$uences a child 
might encounter in today’s world, who in 
his right mind would want children to be 
good at simply doing what they are told? 
Yet many of us create parenting environ-
ments that encourage just that. Despite 
the goal to raise independent, responsible 
children, we’ll usually admit that the kind 
of obedience described above sounds rather 
attractive at times. ("is is especially true 
if we see our only other option as having 
obnoxious, disobedient children. "is is not 
the case, as we’ll soon see.) It seems like it 
would make life so much easier, doesn’t it? 
Well perhaps for the moment, but not in 
the long run.

While it may not be evident to the par-
ent who is frazzled from repeating the same 
request 100 times, there’s a big catch to hav-
ing an obedient child. Most of us were raised 

to believe that good parents have obedient 
kids. So why wouldn’t we encourage obedi-
ence in a child? After all, obedience is un-
questioning compliance with the requests of 
people in authority, which is good, isn’t it? 
"at’s a great lesson for kids to learn if the 
people in authority are bright, moral, car-
ing and able to always consider the child’s 
best interests along with their demands or 
requests. But kids can give the same kind 
of power, value and importance to strang-
ers, peers, dates or others who might not be 
quite as invested as you in your child’s well-
being. Kids are often exposed to a variety 
of people in uncontrolled or unsupervised 
environments very early in their lives. It’s 
hard to predict which ones they are going 
to perceive as an authority. It’s likely to be 
a dedicated teacher, caring Aunt Harriet, 
or a concerned police o%cer, but it’s just as 
likely to be anyone who is big, strong, at-
tractive, charming, persuasive or popular. 

Even well-meaning people can in$uence 
kids in negative ways. For example, what 
will happen when a conservative teacher 
tells your daughter that “nice” girls aren’t 
pushy? ("ere aren’t too many of those nice, 
non-pushy girls making it in Corporate 
America. And there are a lot of “nice,” non-
assertive women being injured in relation-
ships because they never learned they might 
have to stand up for themselves.) If your 
child is dedicated to pleasing and obeying, 
how well will she be able to evaluate the 
personal relevance of this information?

What happens when Aunt Dorothy, for 
whatever well-meaning reason, tells your 
son to quit taking his vitamins because they 
aren’t good for him? What happens when 
the baby sitter tries to make your children do 
something they are uncomfortable with and 
then threatens them to keep quiet? When 
an older friend o#ers your child a cigarette? 
When your son’s girlfriend puts pressure on 
him to become sexually involved with her? 
When one of your son’s buddies suggests 
that to be a man he has to get high with the 
boys? When the popular crowd at school 
challenges your child to participate in vic-
timizing a classmate in order to be a part of 
their crowd? What happens when it’s time 
to make a lot of decisions that will a#ect 
your child’s future and well-being and you 
can’t be there to direct his or her choices?

Being a loving and concerned parent 

with the best of intentions, you probably 
answered those questions by saying, “I hope 
they’d make a good decision!” But how will 
they make a good decision, alone and un-
der pressure, if they have only had training 
in doing what they’re told? Obedience, af-
ter all, is obedience. (And for the purpose 
of this article, this term refers to the ten-
dency to respond, unquestioning, to an-
other person’s request or command, either 
for the purpose of pleasing that person, or 
to avoid a painful consequence. Obedience 
to a set of internal principles or values is a 
whole other issue, a personal strength that 
rarely develops when kids grow up focused 
on pleasing others.) Since you cannot cen-
sor your child’s world or prevent him from 
encountering in$uences you might perceive 
as undesirable, why not shift the focus from 
encouraging obedience to arming your chil-
dren with the skill and con!dence to evalu-
ate the people who can in$uence them?

Obedience is motivated by the reaction 
of other people. Regardless of how righ-
teous the authority, the authority is still the 
decision maker. In this type of relationship, 
the child’s only choices are whether or not 
to comply. When the child obeys, she does 
so either to please the authority or to avoid 
a negative reaction, such as anger, disap-
pointment, punishment, shaming, disap-
proval, emotional abandonment or an out-
right verbal or physical assault. "ese are 
the techniques that most of us experienced 
as children. And considering how e#ective 
these techniques were, it’s no wonder that 
so many of us simply pick them up and use 
them with our own kids. But at what cost?

If you’re having a hard time letting go of 
the idea of raising obedient kids, you may 
be stuck in something called all-or-nothing 
thinking (sometimes called black-and-white 
thinking). If so, you may suppose that the 
only alternative to having your kids obey is 
having them disobey. Not so! "ere is an-
other response—one that looks surprisingly 
like obedience—that is not motivated by 
someone’s reaction. "is response is called 
cooperation, and it’s probably a lot closer to 
what you’re really looking for when you say 
you want your kids to obey.

Children who behave cooperatively—
instead of obediently—do so for some 
reason other than the reaction of someone 
they care about (or are afraid of ). "is point 
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can be confusing, because cooperative be-
haviors can look the same as obedient be-
haviors. For example, the child who makes 
her bed so that “Mommy won’t spank me” 
and the child who makes her bed “because 
now I can invite my friends over” are both 
making their beds. "ere is a big di#erence, 
not only in motivation and payo#s, but also 
in the emotional energy of the relationship 
between parent and child. 

A cooperative child can remain “safe” 
in the parent-child relationship because 
neither the relationship nor the child’s 
emotional safety is at risk. "is child learns 
to recognize that certain meaningful out-
comes—being able to use the phone, go 
outside, watch TV, have dessert or spend 
time with you, for example—will not be 
available until a certain chore is !nished, an 
agreement is ful!lled or a task is completed. 
"e child needs to make the cooperative 
choice to gain access to these privileges; 
he does not need to make the cooperative 
choice to keep from being hurt, emotion-
ally or physically. 

Obedient children quickly learn that 
they are safe, accepted, valued and worth-
while when they are doing what other peo-
ple want. Cooperative children, on the other 
hand, may do things that are very pleasing 
to the people in their lives—and may be 
more likely to do so in an environment of 
emotional safety and acceptance. But their 
motivation is not exclusively the other per-
son’s positive reaction (or the avoidance of 
the outcomes of their displeasure). In other 
words, because these kids don’t need to 
people-please to stay safe, they are therefore 
far less vulnerable to pressure from outside 
themselves—including peer pressure—than 
children who are raised to be obedient. 

Obedient children get accustomed to 
someone else making all the decisions for 
them. Few parents would say they wanted 
helpless or irresponsible children, yet it may 
be hard for an obedient child to turn out 
otherwise. "e third-grader who explained 
to her teacher that she was squinting because 
“my mother forgot to put my glasses on me 
this morning” saw something as crucial as 
her vision as somebody else’s responsibil-
ity! When I saw my street-wise !fth graders 
traumatized by having to choose which of 
two assignments to do !rst, I had to wonder 
how they would handle other decisions that 

could have a far more profound e#ect on 
their lives, like whether or not to get high 
with friends, become sexually active or stay 
in school—options that many of them were 
facing, even in elementary school! 

A lot of these kids had a hard time con-
necting their choices with the outcomes. I 
frequently heard things like, “She made me 
do it,” “"ey started it,” or “It was all his 
fault” from students who were in trouble 
because of some choice they had made. Re-
member, one of the payo#s for obedience 
is not having to accept responsibility for 
your behavior. Becoming a decision-maker 
means owning up to the choices you make 
and being willing to live with—and hope-
fully learn from—the outcomes of these 
choices.

Another drawback to raising obedient 
children is that obedient kids tend to be so 
focused on other people’s needs that they of-
ten make choices that jeopardize their own 
integrity, values or safety. One high school 
senior cheated on his SAT tests because 
his father threatened to disown him if he 
didn’t score high enough to get into Stan-
ford. "e fear of his father’s disappointment 
outweighed any internal inclination toward 
honesty this student may have harbored. 
In another instance, a little girl nearly bled 
to death because she was afraid to tell her 
mother she cut her hand using knives she 
was not supposed to use. And how many 
kids have skipped class, gotten high or had 
sex simply to avoid being ridiculed or re-
jected by their peers?

Because of a very human need to have 
some sense of control in one’s life, kids will 
often respond rebelliously when their needs 
come into con$ict with the needs of some-
one they are supposed to obey—and, by the 
way, this happens far more frequently with 
authority !gures like parents and teachers 
than ever happens with peers. An example is 
the college freshman who decided to hitch-
hike across the country because her parents 
wouldn’t be able to !nd out what she was 
up to. Or the eighth-grade boy who told 
his counselor that he had decided to $unk 
middle school to show his parents that they 
couldn’t “push me around and make me do 
things.” "ousands of children leave home 
each year because they have no mechanism 
in the family to negotiate a better way of 
living with one another. 

One of the arguments for raising obe-
dient children is the assumption that your 
children will obey even when you’re not 
there to tell them what to do. For example, 
many parents will discourage their children 
from drinking, although they know that 
with any reasonable contact with the out-
side world, their children will encounter 
alcohol at some point in their lives. In all 
likelihood, you won’t be around when your 
child is o#ered an opportunity to get drunk 
with her friends. Will she not be tempted—
especially if participating promises peer ap-
proval and acceptance? To whom will your 
child be obedient if you’re not there? 

How your children handle independent 
decision-making depends on their moti-
vation. "ere is a great di#erence, for ex-
ample, between “I want to drink this beer 
to see what all this fuss is about” and “I 
want to drink this beer so my friends will 
like me more.” Children are far less likely to 
make poor choices, continue in destructive 
behavior, or do things they honestly don’t 
want to do, if their self-image isn’t depen-
dent entirely upon what other people think 
and expect. And when these children do 
make a poor choice, they will probably see 
the negative outcomes as the result of their 
choosing, and be far more likely to make 
more positive choices in the future. 

Your kids can still cooperate with you 
and develop skill at making good, indepen-
dent decisions at the same time. Regardless 
of your children’s ages, you are in the per-
fect position to build decision-making skill. 
Just remember that no skill develops in a 
vacuum, and if you want your kids to get 
good at making decisions when they get out 
in the world, then they need the opportu-
nity to practice at home. 

A commitment to building indepen-
dence in your kids requires a willingness to 
trust your child’s ability to make choices, 
and learn from the outcomes. It requires a 
willingness to let go of the need for their de-
pendence, of the need for your own control 
and often, of your own agenda or speci!c 
outcomes to which you are attached. It re-
quires at least a bit of patience, as well as ac-
ceptance, because sometimes your children 
will make decisions you don’t like, and cer-
tainly decisions that deliver outcomes they 
don’t like! Watch the tendency to protect 
your kids from uncomfortable outcomes. 

Is Obedience Enough?



!e Book of Article Reprints

© 2006, 2011, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D., Instructional Support Services, Inc.

"ese experiences can be the best teachers 
of all.

Training for independence means help-
ing your children see themselves as deci-
sion-makers as a result of their personal 
experience. It means giving them some 
control in their lives as early and as often as 
possible.  Be assured that allowing children 
to experience a sense of control in their lives 
does not mean allowing them to control the 
household! "at wouldn’t be much fun for 
anyone! Kids also need a certain degree of 
structure in their lives, and decision-mak-
ing is best learned within boundaries and 
limits. Usually, these limits will be set by 
the adult in the household (although kids 
can help negotiate limits that work for ev-
eryone). "e purpose of this structure is to 
create a home in which everyone—kids and 
adults alike—believe that they count and 
have a chance to meet their needs. Empow-
ering children within limits allows them to 
understand how their behavior a#ects oth-
ers and themselves, and recognize that they 
are responsible for their own decisions and 
the consequences of their choices. In this 
loving environment, mistakes are simply 
corrected and viewed as opportunities to 
learn to do better next time. 

Good decision-making is a skill. And 
like all learned skills, it is learned more 
thoroughly when it is experienced in small, 
incremental steps from a point of earliest 
readiness. "ink of it like learning to swim, 
which many children learn before they walk 
or talk. "ey gain a real sense of control and 
accomplishment from this early mastery, 
which channels into self-esteem and con!-
dence. We certainly don’t just throw babies 
into the water to sink or swim, but neither 
do we bar them from the pool until they 
are 18. Opportunities are provided as soon 
as they are ready to handle them, with en-
couragement and a watchful eye from par-
ents or other adults. As they gain skill and 
con!dence, we let them go a little bit far-
ther on their own. Becoming a responsible 
decision-maker happens in much the same 
way, all within the context of an authority 
relationship in which the parents are still in 
charge, but don’t need to disempower kids 
to maintain their authority.

Start with small choices, but don’t over-
whelm. One mother got so excited that she 
started o#ering her 4-year-old a number of 

choices regarding his lunch. Now starting 
with “peanut butter and jelly or bologna” 
isn’t bad. But once the child opted for the 
former, she o#ered “chunky or smooth,” 
plus choices about which type of bread, 
what kind of jelly, how to cut the sandwich, 
crusts on or o#, and what color plate. By 
the time lunch was ready, the kid wasn’t 
hungry anymore and just wanted to go out 
and play. 

Start with decisions your child can 
handle. For example, taking a bath may 
not be negotiable, yet your child can decide 
whether she wants her bath before or after 
she watches her favorite TV show, whether 
she wants to use the shower or tub, which 
two toys she wants to take into the tub with 
her or even which washcloth she wants to 
use. 

As a quick plug for empowerment, 
many parents (and teachers, too) quickly 
discover that simply giving kids choices 
about things they have to do is a great way 
to generate their cooperation, even if it’s 
something they hate doing! "e mother of 
a 2-year-old vegetable-hater found that her 
kid would eat just about anything as long as 
she had some input in determining which 
vegetable (from a list of two or three) would 
be served. By simply asking her child to help 
pick “whether corn or peas would go best 
with dinner tonight,” and securing addi-
tional commitment by asking her daughter 
to help open the bag, pour the vegetables 
into the pot and help stir, the child was not 
only less resistant to eating vegetables, but 
could, on occasion, be downright enthusi-
astic about them!

"ere are many age-appropriate choices 
available to parents that are easy to overlook 
in the course of a busy day. But it’ll be rare 
that you won’t have opportunities to o#er 
choices—from “Which t-shirt do you want 
to wear today?” to “How do you plan to 
spend your allowance?” 

"e objection for many parents is about 
time. Sure, it’ll always seem easier to just 
plop your kid into a sweater than ask him 
to pick which one he wants to wear. (It can 
help if you limit the choices to two or three 
options, particularly if the child is over-
whelmed.) And for sure there are kids who 
would just as soon outgrow a sweater as 
make a commitment. In this case, you can 
ask, “Do you want me to help you decide?” 

("is is also a choice.) But be prepared for 
them to want whichever option you don’t 
suggest. Make sure all choices are equal—
otherwise, you’re setting your kid up to at-
tempt to get your conditional approval by 
pleasing you with the “right” choice! If this 
is the case, then the most appropriate re-
sponse to their desire for “the other option” 
is probably: “Great choice!” You can also set 
a time limit: “You’ve got till the big hand is 
on the six.” After that, you, the parent, get 
to decide. Try again the next day, or later 
that day, if possible. Keep trying until your 
kids gain the con!dence they need to “pick 
something” and live with their choices.

With regard to homework, you can of-
fer your children choices about when they’ll 
do the work (before dinner, after one hour, 
before your show comes on), or where (at 
Mom’s desk, in their room, at the kitchen 
table), for example. Given certain other 
contingencies (“As long as you get your 
work done...”), you might o#er options, 
such as studying with a friend or listening 
to music to accommodate their particular 
learning styles and preferences.

Even with chores, which can begin early 
on and can be shared among everyone in 
the household, the more input your chil-
dren have as to who does what, the more 
likely they are to cooperate. You might o#er 
choices by presenting ten things that need 
to be done in each of their rooms by Friday, 
and ask them to pick the two they wants 
to do tonight. Or you can present to your 
family a list of things that need to be done 
in the house, and pass the list around sev-
eral times so that everyone has a chance to 
choose the chores they want to do. You can 
ask each individual to pick a room to dust, 
or promise your kids that if they get nine of 
these ten chores done by Wednesday, you’ll 
do the one they leave o#.

One parent found a great solution to 
a serious problem by o#ering a trade. She 
was quite disturbed by the constant con$ict 
over a dirty bathroom, a chore she had as-
signed to her daughters who did anything 
they could think of to avoid this chore. 
She decided that a positive relationship was 
more important than who did the chore, al-
though the fact that it had to get done was 
not negotiable. 

She proposed: “I know you hate clean-
ing this bathroom, but it has to be cleaned. 
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Which of my chores are your willing to do 
in exchange if I do this chore for you?” "e 
mother reported that the girls had taken 
over the vacuuming, the laundry and wash-
ing her car every week. Not a bad deal! In 
addition, look at the model the parent pro-
vided. By her o#er, she showed that it is 
possible to meet your needs without power-
ing or hurting one another—that trading, 
compromising and negotiating are clear 
alternatives that can leave everyone feeling 
like a winner (and get the bathroom clean, 
too)!

Make sure you o#er speci!c, limited 
choices. If you decide to simply ask your 
child what he wants for dessert, be prepared 
to whip up some Baked Alaska, as one child 
requested when the parent wasn’t more spe-
ci!c about what was actually available. Let 
them know, clearly, what their choices are. 

Once again, make sure that one choice 
is just as good—and available—as another. 
Don’t ask your kids if they want to go to 
school (unless, of course, it’s just as OK for 
them to say “no” as “yes”). And don’t o#er 
cookies or ice cream for dessert if you want 
the kids to eat fruit. (How about “peaches 
or bananas” instead?) O#ering choices of 
varying desirability is a set-up that depends 
on your children’s ability to read your mind, 
and their need to gain your conditional ap-
proval by making the choice you want them 
to make.

Realize that your children may have dif-
!culty making decisions, if they’ve never 
had the chance to do so before. Start small. 
O#er simple, concrete choices at !rst, and 
don’t overwhelm. Back up, if necessary. 
Regardless of their ages, as they get more 
pro!cient, o#er greater responsibility and 
freedom. But in all cases, be prepared to 
follow through on the choices you have 
o#ered. In doing so, you will be building 
decision-making skill and responsibility by 
allowing your children to experience the 
consequences of their choosing.  

"is process requires enough courage 
to allow the children to experience the out-
comes (or consequences) of the choices they 
make. (In case it’s not obvious, this assumes 
that the outcomes will not pose a threat to 
the child’s safety.) Imagine, for example, 
that you have promised to read your child 
a story if he gets into pajamas and brushes 
his teeth by 7:30. If dawdling at bedtime is 

more need-ful!lling than hearing the story, 
he probably won’t be ready, even if you give 
him a 5-minute warning at 7:25. While he 
doesn’t get a story on this night, you can 
still tuck him in and kiss him goodnight. 
"e absence of the positive consequence—
not getting a story read to him—is what 
makes the point and gives you a great deal 
of authority in this situation (so long as you 
don’t cave in to his whining or pleading.) 
You can follow through on this arrange-
ment without scolding, expressing your dis-
appointment or attacking the child’s judg-
ment or character. If he is disappointed that 
he didn’t get his story, simply and pleasant-
ly, assure him that the o#er will be available 
again tomorrow. 

On the surface, this may sound like a 
“soft” or permissive approach to raising 
your child, but don’t be misled. "ere’s 
nothing tougher, more loving, or more 
growth-inspiring than good, clean bound-
aries and consistent follow-through. And 
this follow-through can be the hardest part 
of all. If you’ve decided to quit nagging 
your kids to come to the dinner table, and 
have explained that you’ll call them once 
!ve minutes ahead of time, you need to be 
willing to eat alone. You also need to follow 
through on whatever other limits you’ve set, 
whether that means allowing them to come 
in and reheat their dinner up to a certain 
point, have a piece of fruit if the kitchen 
“closes” before they get around to coming 
in, or join you for breakfast in the morning. 
And you need to do all this without warn-
ings, asking for excuses, or saying “I told 
you so.” None of this will be easy, and most 
parents report that it sometimes gets worse 
before it gets better.

Parents who o#er choices and see good 
decision-making as one more skill they can 
teach and encourage in their children will 
eventually be rewarded with better decision-
makers. Your kids may not do everything 
you want—did you?—but they will connect 
two of the most important variables in life: 
their choices and how those choices a#ect 
what they get from other people, situations, 
life and from themselves. "is is the source 
of their empowerment, and their belief that 
they can in$uence their lives in positive, 
constructive ways—even when you’re not 
there to tell them what to do. 

© 1985, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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Have you ever gone to bed at night with 
the following thoughts: “What a day! 

I feel like I did nothing but yell. How many 
times did I say ‘no’ today? No wonder the 
kids think I’m so mean!” You feel frustrated, 
guilty, disappointed in yourself. You vow to 
be more positive tomorrow.

For most parents, being less grouchy 
just turns out to mean being more permis-
sive. "ey awaken the next day and, in their 
good intentions, give in at times where 
they—and the kids—need structure and 
boundaries. "ey let things slide or say OK 
to things they would never normally allow. 
And when their kids start pushing the en-
velope, as normal kids will when the limits 
of the envelope aren’t clear or consistent, 
at some point, a normal parent will have 
a tolerance break. "ey end up even more 
negative (if not ballistic) than they had been 
when they when to bed feeling guilty the 
night before.

Most of us are pretty familiar with the 
ends of this spectrum: authoritarian parent-
ing or permissiveness. Both are “win-lose” 
options in which one person gets what he 
or she wants at the expense of someone else. 
An authoritarian parent controls by disem-
powering; a permissive parent gives up con-
trol, often in frustration, when authoritar-
ian strategies back!re or stop working. 

Either approach will cause problems 
and unnecessary stress in the relationship, 
even when the approach seems to be work-
ing. For example, kids with authoritarian 
parents may appear to be cooperative, but 
they often have di%culty making decisions 
or self-managing in the absence of authori-
ty. "ey become vulnerable to peer pressure 
because they are used to being told what 
to do and believe that their safety depends 
on their compliance. Plus, at a certain age, 
usually when the need for power or peer ap-
proval outweighs the need for parental ap-
proval, your child’s fear of your power or 

reaction may not be strong enough for you 
to get what you want in this way. At this 
point, if you see your options in a win-lose 
framework, you either get more aggressive 
or you simply give up—neither of which 
create a home environment that enhances 
relationships or encourages responsible or 
cooperative behavior from your kids.

"e bottom line is this: Children need 
limits and structure. "ey cannot feel safe 
or secure without them. At the same time—
and this starts, in most children, some time 
around their second birthday—children 
need power and autonomy within those 
limits. "is is how they learn independence 
and self-management and, little by little, 
how to function in the world. 

So the challenge for parents is about es-
tablishing a win-win relationship with their 
children, one in which the parent is the ul-
timate authority, but also one in which that 
authority (or parental power) does not rely 
upon disempowering the children. In other 
words, how can you meet a child’s need for 
power within the limits required to main-
tain safety, harmony and desired outcomes? 
More precisely, how can both you and your 
child “win”?

One of the easiest ways to create win-
win is to o#er choices, again within limits 
you can live with. Asking your kids to pick 
a vegetable to go with dinner (from a set 
of available options) can turn a veggie-hater 
into a far less fussy eater. Passing around a 
chore chart and allowing kids to choose the 
tasks they want (or allowing them to choose 
two out of three assigned chores to be com-
pleted by a particular time) can reduce a 
whole lot of con$ict in this arena. And I’ve 
seen more than one tantrum averted by par-
ents who let their kids decide which sweater 
to wear on a chilly day, or whether to wear 
the sweat suit to play outside or the sun-
dress to play indoors.

Win-win allows you to respond more 
calmly and peacefully when your kids re-
sist or rebel. One of my favorite stories 
was shared by a single mom with two teen-
age daughters who ended a months-long, 
no-win con$ict over the girls resistance 
to cleaning their bathroom. "reats and 
punishments had not worked and by this 
point the entire relationship was clouded 
by animosity over this one issue. Since the 
mother was the only one who seemed to be 

bothered by the mess, she o#ered to clean 
the girls’ bathroom—but only if they were 
willing to do some of her chores so she’d 
have time to take on the one they hated so 
much. "e girls were so relieved that they 
willingly took over the laundry and vacu-
uming and even o#ered to wash the family 
car, too. "e immediate goal was achieved: 
"e chores were getting done and peace was 
restored. But more importantly, by seeking 
a win-win solution, this parent modeled 
the value and the means of getting what we 
want without hurting one another.

"e second way of creating win-win 
power dynamics is by inviting your chil-
dren’s input in issues and decisions that 
concern them, and by helping them take 
responsibility for these decisions and their 
outcomes. In the adult world we call this ne-
gotiating—a term that makes many adults 
nervous when applied to their relationships 
with young people. Once again, if our we 
believe our options to be limited to all-or-
nothing extremes, we’re likely to interpret 
the idea of negotiating as “giving in.” Not 
so! In fact there are few approaches more 
e#ective for clearly establishing boundaries 
and generating commitment from kids. 

A 16-year who had just gotten his li-
cense and asked to borrow the car for an 
upcoming party responded impatiently 
when his mother asked when he was com-
ing home: “I don’t know. Whenever the 
party’s over, Mom!” Now normally, this 
would be a perfect excuse to argue or pun-
ish. But rather than blowing up at her son, 
the mother calmly replied, “"at won’t 
work for me.” (Isn’t this nicer than, “What! 
Are you crazy?” or yelling at him for being 
inconsiderate and trying to take advantage?) 
She said that she needed for them to agree 
to a speci!c time before she would give him 
the keys to her car. When he proposed 4:00 
a.m. she repeated, “"at won’t work for me. 
I was thinking more like, hm, 8:00 p.m.” 
(When you’re negotiating, start low, she ad-
vised.) 

"ey !nally agreed to midnight with 
the understanding that if he brought the 
car home on time—and with at least a half-
tank of gas—that he would obviously be re-
sponsible enough to get the privilege again 
next weekend. If not, they’d wait a month 
until he was a little more mature. "e in-
centive was so great for the kid to “win” 
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(that is, get the car again next weekend) 
that he left every event early, just in case, 
and rarely got home later than 11:30—so 
Mom “won,” too.

Negotiating and o#ering choices are ef-
fective ways of countering resistance with 
other, more-attractive alternatives in or-
der to accomplish approximately the same 
things: “Well, if you don’t want to do this 
particular chore (or wear this particular tee 
shirt or eat this particular meal), here are 
the other options available to you.” "ey are 
also fantastic strategies for building com-
mitment, responsibility, accountability and 
decision-making skills.

Of course there will be many things 
your children will want or want to do that 
will not be negotiable. But families run by 
adults who consider their kids’ desires and 
preferences when determining policies and 
limits, seem to have a great deal less compe-
tition for power, with kids far more likely 
to accept those situations in which few op-
tions exist. Besides, if what they’re asking 
doesn’t pose a threat to anyone’s safety or 
health, isn’t illegal, doesn’t inconvenience 
or create additional problems for anyone, 
doesn’t violate your family’s rules or values, 
and if they approach you when you have 
the time to consider their o#er without hav-
ing to make a snap decision, you’ll probably 
!nd your e#orts to come to a win-win reso-
lution well invested. 

Positive choices end up giving your chil-
dren some control over their lives (within 
limits you determine) and, at the same time, 
build important life skills. "ese techniques 
for creating win-win authority relationships 
have the more immediate bene!ts of in-
creasing cooperative and desirable behavior 
from your children. "ey also will minimize 
con$ict and reduce the kids’ needs to act 
out, either to get control in the situation or 
to prove you can’t control them. Plus, just 
think of how reasonable you’ll seem—a 
nice alternative to being cranky or over-in-
dulgent—and how well you’ll sleep! 

© 1997, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.

No-Lose Parenting
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You’ve had a very long day at work. On 
the way home, a patrol car pulled you over 
to remind you that your registration sticker 
had expired. At home, you !nd toys in the 
driveway and bills in the mailbox. You’re 
hot, tired and tense. You’re not quite ready 
to be ambushed by your kids and their 
needs. So how do you react when you are 
greeted by all of them at once, each with 
his own crisis or need to share? What do 
you do when you need space and your kids 
need you?

Anyone who’s been there knows that 
most of the options that appear at the time 
can be pretty unattractive. On the sur-
face—and in the moment—it can appear as 
though we can either accommodate the kids 
(at our expense) or take care of ourselves (at 
theirs). But are these our only choices? Is it 
possible for everyone involved to get what 
he or she wants?

Most of us have learned only two ways 
of dealing with this type of situation: pow-
ering (in which we ignore the kids’ needs) 
or permissiveness (in which we abandon 
our own). "is is all-or-nothing thinking 
that suggests that in any con$ict, we must 
have winners and losers, and that our only 
real choice is about which side of the “win-
lose” fence we’re willing to be on. If you can 
resist the temptation to take all of your frus-
trations out on your kids, or bulldoze past 
them and lock yourself in your room for the 
night, you might be tempted instead, to try 
to accommodate their needs for your time 
and attention before you’ve had a chance to 
take care of yourself. In this case, the qual-
ity of your interaction can be half-hearted 
at best, resentful and irritated (or even abu-
sive), at worst.

Fortunately, there is a sane, loving and 

mutually-respectful middle ground: “Win-
win” approaches that take everyone’s needs 
into consideration. But even in less stressful 
and frazzled moments, most of us tend to 
overlook win-win possibilities. In fact, this 
process is not a particularly familiar one 
when it comes to resolving con$icts in any 
relationship, much less in relationships be-
tween parents and kids. 

Let’s face it: parents have greater author-
ity, power and resources than their children, 
especially when the kids are young. And 
we’re all very familiar with the idea that 
to stay in authority, we need to use power 
(and take away our kids’ power) in order to 
maintain control. Win-win authority rela-
tionships suggest an alternative to the more 
familiar win-lose models—one in which 
you’re still the authority, but instead of 
using your authority to control or disem-
power, you use it to set limits, o#er choices 
and decide what is and is not available or 
negotiable. With a win-win approach, you 
recognize that kids need both structure and 
freedom (or power within that structure). 
You start thinking of ways you can accom-
modate (or at least consider and respect) 
your children’s wishes and still take care of 
your own.

We often use power because it’s what we 
know best. Powering—a pattern in which 
the parent wins and the kid loses—occurs, 
at least in part, because we often uncon-
sciously accept old rules about “good” par-
ents being able to control their children. 
Perhaps we hang on to powering goals and 
techniques for fear that the only alternative 
is losing, or being controlled by our chil-
dren. Because power is so familiar, even par-
ents committed to more positive alterna-
tives can fall into old controlling patterns, 
especially when tired, frustrated, upset or in 
a hurry. Even more unfortunate is the possi-
bility for people who’ve spent much of their 
lives on the losing end of win-lose relation-
ships who may unconsciously see their kids 
as their big chance to !nally win. 

Using power often seems the most expe-
dient option, and certainly has a lot of tra-
dition and familiarity to support it. It is, for 
most of us, what we think we’re supposed 
to do when confronted with con$icts, es-
pecially when these con$icts involve people 
with less power or resources than we have. 
But power, even when it seems to work, 

carries a high price because it works at the 
expense of the other person’s feelings and 
needs. It also teaches kids to use power to 
get what they want, and communicates a 
certain appropriateness for using powering 
techniques with anyone stronger, weaker or 
more needy.

"ere are other problems with powering 
that are worth examining. For example, kids 
who are used to responding to power in self-
protect (either to avoid punishment, anger, 
disappointment, criticism or withdrawal 
of conditional approval and acceptance), 
learn quickly that staying safe means say-
ing “yes.” How can we expect them to “just 
say no” to friends or strangers when we’ve 
continually given them the message that 
their worth, lovability and emotional safety 
depend upon doing what they’re told? Fur-
ther, in order to stay safe, some kids will say 
or do anything. "ey know what we want 
to hear, and many know they can get you 
o# their backs and delay a negative reaction 
by simply agreeing to something they have 
no intention of doing. 

If your children are unusually compli-
ant, using power may seem to get you what 
you want at least at !rst. But even the most 
agreeable children get tired of being con-
trolled and may eventually resist or rebel, 
which puts you in the position of becom-
ing even more aggressive or just giving up, 
which presents the other side of this “win-
lose” coin—permissiveness, or the lack of 
limits or structure. In this instance the kids 
“win” at the expense of your needs. "is ap-
proach, which is supported by the image 
of a parent (especially Mother) as a self-
sacri!cing care-giver, may suddenly appear 
attractive to the parent who is simply too 
tired to !ght. Adults who grew up with au-
thoritarian and controlling parents may see 
a more permissive approach as their only 
alternative to repeating their parents’ mis-
takes. Permissiveness may seem an appro-
priate route for parents who, when young, 
were taught to self-abandon for the sake of 
others. Further, many parents feel uncom-
fortable setting limits and boundaries with 
their children because they are afraid of of 
hurting, angering or distancing them. But if 
parents sacri!ce their own needs and bound-
aries simply to take care of the children, or 
to avoid the children’s anger or their own 
guilt, they will probably do so resentfully. 
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At this point, even the simplest interaction 
can quickly become no-win, with everyone 
feeling pretty miserable.

So how does this translate to the imme-
diacy of having your kids all pulling at your 
sleeves when all you want is to be alone on a 
desert island somewhere? "e reality is that 
your children need your time and attention. 
At the same time, you clearly need some 
time and space to unwind. Unless some-
one’s life or safety is in imminent danger 
(check !rst), your kids can probably wait a 
few minutes before barraging you with their 
day. But when you’re in the middle of a lot 
of stress and frustration, it can be quite a 
challenge to think of a way to take care of 
yourself without hurting anyone else. "e 
fastest route to win-win solutions is the one 
that answers: “How can we both (or all) get 
what we want?” "is question eliminates 
the need for competition and can help you 
see your children’s needs and your own as 
equally important. Here are some speci!c 
behaviors that will help you resolve your 
need for some time and space without dis-
regarding your children’s needs for your 
time and attention:

• Decide what you need right now. A com-
mitment to win-win con$ict resolution 
asks you to identify what you actually 
want. "is may sound simple, but so 
many of us have been conditioned 
to be hypersensitive to other people’s 
needs and feelings that the process of 
looking within—and identifying what’s 
there—can present quite a challenge. 
Not only that, but even if you are fairly 
sensitive to your own needs, it can be 
hard to “check in” with loud and atten-
tion-hungry kids at your elbow. None-
theless, an important part of win-win is 
the ability to set limits and boundaries, 
which is impossible to do if you don’t 
already have a good sense of what your 
needs are.

  Sometimes simply asking your-
self, “What do I need right now?” or 
“What am I feeling?” can help. Getting 
in touch with the answers can be tough 
if you’ve got kids coming at you from 
all directions, so you may need to ask 
them to “wait” or “freeze” for a few sec-
onds while you collect your thoughts.

• Acknowledge your children’s needs. In a 

win-win scenario, it’s just as important 
to accommodate your children’s needs 
as it is to take care of your own. Since 
in this instance, you can’t do both at 
the same time, recognize that they want 
your time and attention and tell them 
that you’re looking forward to being 
with them (assuming this is true) as 
soon as you’ve had some quiet time to 
yourself: “"is is important. I want to 
hear all about your day. I’ll be able to 
give you my full attention as soon as I 
get dinner started (or make this phone 
call or take a bath, or when the big 
hand is on the six).” "is acknowledge-
ment assures them that their needs 
and feelings are real and important, 
and that they will be attended to. 
"is is a great way to build mutual 
respect. Further, the promise that “I’ll 
be much more patient and attentive in 
ten minutes than I am now” can elicit 
cooperation from even very demand-
ing children (although it may take a 
few times before they can see how their 
patience pays o# for them). 

• Communicate your needs. If their situ-
ation is not life-threatening or danger-
ous—or once you’ve intervened in 
those rare situations that are—it’s time 
to let the kids know what you want. 
Two or three sentences should do it. 
"is isn’t the time to detail your awful 
day nor is it an opportunity to criticize 
the kids for needing you when you’re 
tired and tense. If you’ve decided you 
need some time to yourself, say so.

• Be speci#c. Tell them where you’ll be 
(“I’m going to lie down on the couch” 
or “I’m going to take a quick shower”) 
and how much time you’ll need (“I’ll 
be out in 15 minutes/when the timer 
goes o#/when the TV show is over. 
Let’s talk then.”). Express any other rel-
evant limits and requests: “Please take 
a message if the phone rings” or “Please 
keep the TV at this low volume until 
I get up.” "e clearer your boundaries, 
the more likely you are to get what you 
want.

• Be realistic. If your children are used to 
having you deal with them the second 
you pull in the driveway, they may not 
have the independence, problem solv-
ing skills or self-management capabili-

ties necessary to function without you, 
even for a few minutes. "ese behaviors 
develop over time. If your kids can’t 
handle ten minutes, back up and start 
with two (or even one) until they get 
the hang of it. Gradually increase the 
time, as they—and you—get more 
comfortable with this arrangement. 
You might also !nd it helpful to o#er 
speci!c choices of activities they can do 
until you become available, although 
make sure these choices are age-appro-
priate things they can do independently 
and, preferably, have done before.

• Act immediately. Once you’ve told your 
kids that you’re taking a few minutes to 
yourself, do it. Hanging around and lis-
tening after you’ve said “not now” un-
dermines your authority and decreases 
the likelihood of being taken seriously 
in the future. Remember, you are not 
neglecting your kids. Really. You’re just 
recharging so that you will be truly 
present and accounted for when you 
interact with them a few minutes from 
now. 

• Follow through. If your kids don’t have 
much practice with this, or if they’re 
used to you setting boundaries and 
then not sticking to them, they may 
!nd your self-caring behavior a bit 
unsettling at !rst. Remember that 
boundaries are only as good as your 
willingness to follow through on them. 
And if setting boundaries with your 
kids is new to you, you might also !nd 
yourself feeling a bit unsettled too—re-
gardless of how your kids respond. (If 
they resist, you feel guilty, frustrated 
or angry. If they cooperate, you feel 
neglected, or at least a little suspicious.) 

• Hang in there. Even if you’ve made a 
perfectly reasonable request and have 
lovingly acknowledged what they want, 
your resolve can be quickly eroded by 
the !rst whiney “But Mom...” Reas-
sure yourself that you are entitled to 
your boundaries (yes, even with your 
children) and commit to following 
through. Once you’ve retreated into 
your “space,” resist intrusions or inter-
ruptions. If you forget to include limits 
about interruptions, mention it the 
next time—before someone barges in 
on you. If they still attempt to inter-

Not NOW! When You Want Space and your Children Want YOU!
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rupt, follow through with your time 
out, even if you need to lock a door, 
pretend they aren’t there, go into an-
other room, or ask them to leave. ("is 
is a tough one, but it works best when 
they know it’s a part of the plan before 
you’re on the other side of the door.) 
"e more consistent you are, the more 
quickly your children will learn to 
respect both your needs and their own. 

• Be $exible. If your child is on the verge 
of a crisis, some immediate attention 
and validation can enable you to get 
what you need if you’re willing to post-
pone it for a minute or two. You might 
say, “I really do want to hear about this. 
Can it wait ten minutes?” and consider 
your child’s input in making your 
decision (chances are, if you’ve been 
practicing win-win for a while, your 
child will weigh your needs carefully 
in answering, or may have developed 
the self-control to hold o# until you’ve 
emerged a bit more refreshed). If your 
kids are more willing to respect your 
need for time alone after they’ve had a 
few minutes with you, you might want 
to try giving them a little time before 
you attempt to retreat. Sometimes kids 
can be a little more accommodating 
once they’ve gotten the “big stu#” out 
of their systems, and even a minute 
or two of attention, excitement about 
seeing them or even a reassuring hug 
can go a long way in buying you a 
little time to yourself. If possible, try to 
make this practice a part of your rou-
tine, rather than caving in on boundar-
ies you’ve already set. 

• Acknowledge their cooperation. When 
your time is up, thank them for their 
cooperation and give them the time 
and attention you promised. "is meets 
their needs and also reinforces them for 
having respected yours.

• Don’t give up. If you’re like most 
parents, “win-win” con$ict resolution 
probably represents some signi!cant 
changes in your relationship with your 
children. Change can arouse confusion, 
suspicion and resentment, even when 
the changes are clearly for the best for 
all concerned. Talk to your children at 
some non-con$ict time. Explain your 
goals to them. Ask for their input and 

suggestions. “Win-win” means that 
everyone gets a chance to be heard and, 
as much as possible, accommodated.

• Build independent problem-solving skills. 
Use some of the time you spend with 
your children to help them become 
independent problem-solvers and 
responsible decision-makers. ("is is a 
good idea whether you ever need !ve 
minutes to yourself or not. After all, 
there will be lots of times throughout 
your children’s lives that they will be 
faced with choices and you won’t be 
there to tell them how to decide.) 
Help them learn how to make positive 
choices when you aren’t around to tell 
them what to do.

• Encourage your children to solve their 
own problems (within the limits of 
household values, policies and rules). 
Avoid the tendency to provide answers, 
rescue or get involved—even if you’re 
asked—unless your boundaries are 
being violated or their solutions are 
posing a real danger to another person, 
the pets, your property or themselves. 
When they do approach you with 
a problem, o#er support (listening, 
acknowledging) and steer them back 
to !nding their own solutions. You can 
help by asking questions which refocus 
the responsibility for solving their 
problems back on them: “What can 
you do about that?” “How will you feel 
if you do that?” or “What do you think 
will happen if you do that?” "e better 
your kids are able to manage them-
selves, the less likely you’ll be barraged 
with endless complaints, tattling and 
problems that are strictly their own. 
(See the article, “Why Ask Why?”)

• Enjoy your time together. Spend time 
interacting with your children when 
you’re not stressed out. Invite them 
to help you—or keep you compa-
ny—when you wash the car or prepare 
dinner. Go for a walk together. Discuss 
a TV show you’ve just shared. Read 
together. Play together. When your 
children know that they are a prior-
ity for your time, they’re not likely to 
resent being put o# for a few minutes. 

• Practice. Make “self ” time a part of 
every day. "ere will always be millions 
of things competing for this time, 

and your kids are only one of these 
demands. Keep in mind that every 
day you set aside time for you, you 
reinforce your commitment to self-
care. "is habit will teach your children 
a great deal about taking care of their 
own needs and limits, and it will surely 
give you more to o#er—to them, to 
others and to yourself. Take time for 
yourself. You’re worth it! 

© 1991, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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I don’t think I’ve ever spoken to a parent 
who didn’t admit that his or her rela-

tionship with the kids could be just a little 
more positive in some way. “I feel like all we 
ever do is argue,” one mother shared with 
me. “We seem to be going through a really 
tough time right now and no matter how 
determined I am to have a ‘good day,’ it all 
seems to dissolve the second I trip over the 
soccer gear in the hall.”

In your own interactions with kids, 
where’s your focus? Do you tend to notice 
what’s wrong with something before you 
notice what’s right? When you set boundar-
ies, do you stress the negative consequences 
that will happen if the kids mess up, or 
do you emphasize the positive outcomes 
for cooperation? When you give your kids 
feedback, do you comment more often on 
the hole in the jeans or the spot on the shirt 
than on the ways in which they look nice 
that day?

Positivity plays a large part in the dynam-
ics of healthy families and it certainly a#ects 
the quality of our relationships. To a great 
extent, a positive orientation is learned—
from the adults in our lives when we were 
growing up, from the feedback we got on 
our papers in school, from other people we 
see around us, from the news on TV. But 
even with the most negative programming, 
the habits that a negative focus inspires can 
be avoided, and even unlearned.

When your orientation is negative, 
most of what you see when you look at 
your children, their rooms, their cloth-
ing, their homework, or their friends, for 
example, will be negative. You will notice 
the one thing they forgot to put away when 
they cleaned their rooms. When you read 
the letters or stories they write, you will see 
mistakes and misspellings before you notice 
content or creativity. You may, in the heat 
of battle, lose all sight of anything good 
about your children as they suddenly be-

come people-who-never-write-"ank-you-
notes. And you will probably see all of this 
as perfectly normal. In fact, you may even 
see this as your job. 

Parents sometimes worry that their 
kids won’t grow without criticism, with-
out someone to point out mistakes in their 
judgment or logic, or without someone to 
let them know when they are wrong. It al-
most feels as though focusing on the posi-
tive means accepting—even condoning—
the negative. But a positive focus does not 
interfere with your ability to demonstrate 
alternatives, o#er suggestions, lend a hand, 
correct misinformation or intervene poten-
tially dangerous or destructive situations. It 
simply allows you to do so without shaming 
or attacking your children, without making 
them wrong, without violating their sense 
of worth. 

In fact, the kind of “growth” that comes 
from shame, guilt, fear or self-hatred is 
hardly what most of us want for our kids. 
"e result of consistent criticism and nega-
tive feedback tends to be a shallow, im-
permanent form of self-protection with 
by-products like perfectionism, low self-es-
teem and a sense of inadequacy regardless 
of outward appearance. Sadly, many parents 
have argued, “But look. Life is tough. Isn’t it 
our job to ‘toughen up’ our kids to prepare 
them for life.” 

Now it’s true that there are a lot of 
people out there who appear successful 
even though they grew up in unspeakably 
negative environments. But what did it 
cost them? Constructive change and devel-
opment happen best in an atmosphere of 
healthy, loving relationships. And part of 
this atmosphere is an orientation to positiv-
ity, success and staying in present time—
dealing with what your children need now 
to develop the con!dence, $exibility, and 
resilience they’ll need down the road. Re-
peatedly knocking them down isn’t the an-
swer, and only partly because after a while, 
even the most resilient kids quit bothering 
to get up. Creating a positive environment 
in which the consequences of taking risks 
and making bad choices don’t threaten your 
children’s safety or worth is a far less de-
structive way to achieve essentially the same 
goals.

As you incorporate more and more 
healthy behaviors into your relationships 

with your children, you reduce the need 
for criticism and negative feedback. But 
positivity represents far more than the re-
duction of stress, con$ict and negativity in 
relationships. It’s also a conscious and de-
liberate part of the relationship-building 
process, one that can inspire other positive 
outcomes. For example, let’s look at contin-
gencies and the way we express them. On 
one hand we can connect what we want to 
what the kid wants with a threat: “You are 
not going away next weekend unless your 
chores are done.” On the other hand, we 
can communicate the same connection 
with a promise: “Next weekend sounds like 
fun. As long as your chores are done, you 
can go.” "e connection between the chores 
and the privilege of going away is the same, 
but there is a big di#erence both in the way 
these two statements operate and in the 
emotional climate they create.

Promises re$ect a simple but profound 
shift in the dynamics of a relationship. 
"reats and commands focus on negative 
consequences, stating contingencies in 
terms of the parent’s power (“Do it or else”). 
Promises, on the other hand, o#er an op-
portunity for positive outcomes as a result 
of the child’s positive choices. Promises are 
therefore less likely to evoke rebelliousness 
and resistance. "ey are much more likely 
to inspire cooperation and commitment be-
cause they do not challenge the child’s need 
for power (or the need to prove that “you 
can’t make me!”). Achieving the desired 
outcome becomes the responsibility of the 
child. One teen griped when her mother 
changed the house rule from “You can’t 
use the telephone until your homework is 
done” to “Of course you can use the phone 
when your homework is done.” 

“Now if I don’t get to use the phone,” 
daughter complained, “I can’t blame you!” 

Promises re$ect a proactive reward-
orientation, emphasizing the payo# for 
cooperation (rather than punishment for 
non-compliance). "is represents a ma-
jor departure from the way most families 
operate, which also typically occurs in an 
environment of reactivity, one with an ori-
entation to punishment for misdeeds. "is 
is, after all, a model that is so familiar and 
so pervasive that it seems to exclude any 
alternative: "e kid messes up, the parents 
exact a penalty. In fact, when I ask parents 
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for a de!nition of the word consequences, 
their responses are uniformly negative! And 
while there may be some di#erence between 
the structure of a negative consequence and 
the structure of a punishment, when it 
comes to their “energy,” (basically, how it 
feels to impose either one), they are exactly 
the same. 

So let me invite you to make a small, 
but powerful, conceptual shift: What would 
happen in your family dynamics if, in your 
belief system and vocabulary, the word con-
sequences conjures the positive outcomes 
available when your kids get into their paja-
mas in time to hear you read them a story, 
put their clothes in the hamper in time to 
get them washed, clear o# the counters in 
time for you to make dinner or !nish their 
homework or their chores so they can go 
out with their friends?

Obviously, there is an alternative to a 
reactive, punitive and negatively-focused 
environment, and that is one of prevention 
and reward orientation, one in which your 
home becomes a place where “good things 
happen when...” instead of a place where 
negative consequences (or punishments) are 
stressed. "e positive outcomes, whether a 
story at bedtime, a chance to play with their 
friends, clean laundry, cooked meals, a ride 
to the mall, their allowance, TV privileges 
or even the ability to continue to live in the 
house, still exist. It’s just that these access 
to these privileges requires a di#erent set of 
behaviors on the part of the child. And in 
a positively-oriented home, kids have a lot 
of space to explore di#erent behaviors and 
strategies for gaining access to these positive 
outcomes until they eventually get it right.

Your ability to maintain a positive fo-
cus will lead to boundaries that only allow 
privileges under certain conditions, and 
you don’t need to nag or threaten until 
those conditions are met. You just have to 
withhold privileges until your children’s be-
havior changes and yes, sometimes you may 
have to withhold privileges for quite a while 
until your kids really “get” that you’re seri-
ous! Even if they become angry or aggres-
sive when they don’t get their way, you still 
don’t have to react, blow up or attack! You 
just have to hold your ground. You may also 
have to !ght the impulse to scream, “Well 
you should have thought of that earlier!” 
For a wonderful, assertive and respectful 

alternative, you might try: “Let’s try again 
tomorrow/later/next week.” Leave the door 
open with this invitation. "ere is no pun-
ishment, no negative consequence—other 
than the absence or unavailability of the 
privilege or positive consequence until their 
behavior changes. (See the article, “Follow-
ing "rough” for more information.)

Creating a reward-oriented environ-
ment, focusing on the positive aspects of 
your kids’ performance or appearance and 
using promises instead of threats are great 
strategies, not just for improving the qual-
ity of your relationships—by the way, these 
techniques work great with adults, too!—
but also for reducing stress and increasing 
cooperation and a sense of the family being 
a team, with everyone on the same side. 

One other piece of this equation in-
volves the amount of negativity we, as 
adults, allow into our lives. Parents who 
have the greatest success with the strategies 
described in this article are those who also 
make a conscious e#ort to minimize their 
contact with negative, toxic people (even if 
they’re related to them!) and their exposure 
to negative and toxic energy and informa-
tion. "ey seek out upbeat, inspiring and 
positive input books, lectures, tapes, even 
TV shows. Several said they quit watch-
ing the news, especially before bed. One 
even said he quit listening to certain types 
of music which seemed to focus on “hurt 
and hardship.” "ey watch the quality of 
their expectations and carefully monitor 
their tendency toward cynicism or feelings 
of victimization. "ey develop a willingness 
to quit taking life so personally and they 
learn to see with their hearts instead of their 
eyes. Because in the dramas of daily living, 
a positive focus can be hard to hold onto. 
But energy follows intention, and  making 
a deliberate e#ort to stay positive has impli-
cations for our mental health, our physical 
well-being and the quality of our relation-
ships, all of which can make the challenges 
of dealing with our lives—and the people in 
them—a lot easier to face. 

© 1997, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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I don’t remember my principals—not a 
name, not a face. On the other hand, I 

do remember my teachers in great detail. In 
fact, I’m still in touch with a few, and this, 
four decades after being in their classes. But 
not the principals, not a one. I don’t re-
member them being in the halls, much less 
ever coming into a classroom. For a kid not 
typically given to the types of behaviors that 
got kids sent to the o%ce, principals were 
simply not a presence in the reality of my 
school experience. 

So where were these mysterious, all-
powerful beings? Obviously, I knew of 
their existence. I may have even seen them 
around from time to time. But for the most 
part, the principal existed in concept only, a 
presence invoked as a threat or punishment. 
Indeed, there was a time when “Go to the 
o%ce” would strike fear and dread in all but 
the most hard-boiled kids, when the role 
of the principal, in many settings, was one 
cloaked in myth and power. You rarely saw 
them unless you were in trouble and if you 
saw them at all, you rarely saw them smile. 
In many, many settings, they were the em-
bodiment, regardless of actual gender, of 
that old “wait-till-your-father-gets-home” 
mentality, the penalty box when you’d 
pushed a little too far, broke that last straw 
in the classroom, lunchroom or hallway.

Of the hundreds of principals I’ve met 
or worked with as a professional, there have 
been very few who apparently bought into 
this role or, indeed, wanted any part of it. 
Sure, there were a few who admit to play-
ing the Heavy—not just with kids, but with 
teachers and the community as well—even 
if only unconsciously consenting to follow 

that tradition. And certainly, I’ve met plen-
ty of teachers who still hold the expectation 
that the principal’s job entails whatever 
mysteries the o%ce held that, perhaps once 
upon a time, accounted for kids returning 
to the classroom chastised and remorseful, 
if they indeed returned at all.

Studies point to the principal as the key 
to setting the tone for the school climate 
and the quality of the culture within the 
school. Principals who demonstrate respect 
for sta# and students, who are open to ideas 
proposed by adults or kids, and those who 
demonstrate high levels of empathy and 
trust can have a huge positive impact on the 
relationships within a given school.  Most 
principals don’t want to be saddled with the 
job of handing out punishments. Instead, 
many expressed the key to doing their job 
successfully in one word: Visibility. 

My visits to schools have borne this out. 
I see principals, out of their o%ces, interact-
ing with kids, teachers and parents. "ey’re 
in the classrooms, teaching from time to 
time. "ey’re in the hallways, chatting kids 
up about families, hobbies, schoolwork, 
sports. "ey’re outside when the buses 
come, maintaining some semblance of or-
der, saying goodbye to their charges. I had 
one middle-school principal tell me that he 
called the parents of every student at least 
once a semester, just to report something 
positive. He said the average phone call 
lasted 17 seconds, and was intended only 
to share something positive he noticed or 
heard about that parent’s child. (Imagine 
the spirit and tone of a school in which a 
principal asks the sta# to regularly report 
good things about the kids!)

Many principals have seriously re-
thought their roles in terms of the power 
dynamics the job requires. “Even normal 
two-year olds want to have some power in 
their lives,” one principal told me. “By the 
time they get to middle school, kids can 
get pretty inventive about how they create 
some sense of control in their lives.” Rather 
than butting heads or looking for “bigger 
hammers to hit them with,” some adults are 
!nding that they can assert their authority 
with much less resistance when they can 
!nd ways of accommodating kids’ need for 
control within acceptable limits. 

Perhaps the most common themes 
shared by principals over the years has been 

the concern for helping teachers learn strat-
egies to avoid backing kids into corners, and 
the need to help kids learn how to “manage” 
the adults with whom they have to deal on a 
daily basis. Surely these goals aren’t accom-
plished with “big hammer” techniques, and 
indeed can be met when adults are willing 
to approach young people with an author-
ity relationship that considers and, when-
ever possible, attempts to accommodate the 
kids’ needs for power, as well as their need 
for structure and follow-through. "is may 
mean o#ering students choices about how 
they can ful!ll instructional objectives, en-
listing their input and preferences for how 
they can accomplish various tasks, or re-
specting a variety of abilities and learning 
styles. One principal detailed a somewhat 
arduous battle she endured after taking 
over what she described as a “rather toxic 
environment” when she could assure her 
sta# that they really would not lose con-
trol of their students if they treated them 
with more respect and reduced the amount 
“insulting, humiliating and generally ugly” 
behaviors they were demonstrating in their 
interactions with the kids.

Some principals suggest that an impor-
tant part of their role is simply providing a 
place for kids to be heard, and o#er their 
o%ces as a place to simply come and “be 
where you are” for the moment. One high 
school principal speci!cally encouraged 
kids to come to her o%ce to let o# steam 
if they thought that the stress, anger or re-
sentment they were feeling would get them 
into trouble in their classes. She said that, 
in general, even the most distressed stu-
dents would come in and get something o# 
their chests and still be respectful of her, her 
space and her property. 

And many principals talked about using 
their time and talents to simply help kids 
learn to solve—and prevent—problems. 
Principals who ask questions rather than 
give advice, who help kids identify their in-
tentions and explore their options (as well 
as the probable outcomes of pursuing those 
options) have seen far more growth and 
responsibility in students than they might 
have seen from simply imposing some 
penalty for a behavior that was creating a 
problem with their teachers or peers. Even 
in schools with strict discipline codes with 
prescribed negative consequences for spe-
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ci!c infractions, principals who have used 
the infractions instead as opportunities to 
teach and help kids solve problems, propose 
remedies to problematic situations they 
have created, and anticipate more positive 
approaches to future temptations to repeat 
the same behaviors, report fewer instances 
of escalating tensions and repeat o#enses.

In the end, it all boils down to inten-
tion: If their goals include creating a safe 
and positive emotional school environment, 
encouraging student responsibility and self-
management, building positive interactions 
between all members of the school com-
munity, reducing con$ict and stress, and 
increasing on-task behaviors, learning and 
achievement, the principals I’ve met tend 
to choose the types of behaviors that al-
low them to be actively engaged in being 
an instructional, encouraging, supportive, 
and welcoming presence in their schools. 
And in this role, I suspect that they will be a 
very real—and very memorable—part of a 
young person’s school experience.
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There is a satisfying and productive 
“mind-shift” that happens when we 

quit thinking in terms of “What do I do 
when my child misbehaves?” and start an-
ticipating, “What can I do to prevent the 
misbehavior?” Now practically every parent 
I’ve ever spoken to will enthusiastically sup-
port a preventative approach to parenting 
and discipline. But most will also admit 
that they spend far more time reacting to 
misbehaviors than they do to preventing 
them. Why is a preventative approach to 
parenting so much more di%cult?

Many problems parents encounter are 
easily avoided with only a little forethought 
or communication. Sure, it’s easy to make 
assumptions or get so caught up in simply 
getting through the day that the little time 
it takes for some preventative planning and 
anticipation falls right o# the bottom of 
our priority lists. But think about the cost! 
Why, for example, would a parent who has 
lived in the same house as her preschooler 
for the last four years, bring the child along 
with her to meet a friend and expect the 
kid to just sit there politely while the adults 
chatted for two hours? Why are parents so 
surprised to !nd that, when their children 
!nally clean up their rooms, the children’s 
version of “clean” is way di#erent from 
what the parents had in mind? And why, 
despite the strongest commitment to pre-
vention, do so many adults end up simply 
reacting to something that’s gone wrong?

If we look at the models and the par-
enting traditions most of us know best, it’s 
pretty obvious that we’re a whole lot more 
familiar with reactivity than we are with 
proactivity. Even the word proactivity wasn’t 
a part of the language, let alone a part of 
many household conceptual vocabularies, 
until very recently. And despite its having 
become a rather trendy and overused buzz-
word, particularly in the business world, it’s 

a pretty nifty alternative to reactivity when 
it comes to relationships, particularly rela-
tionships between grown-ups and kids.

"e familiarity of reactivity is certainly 
understandable. In terms of sheer conve-
nience, it’s simply easier to react than it is 
to anticipate what you and your child are 
going to need in a particular situation, to 
identify options available to accommodate 
those needs, to assemble or create materials 
and resources, and to communicate what 
you want before there is a problem. For ex-
ample, in the rush of getting ready to meet 
a friend for lunch, actually getting out the 
door with your four-year-old may be chal-
lenging enough. It’s hard to make time—
and this is exactly what is required—to stop 
and think, “Wait a minute. I haven’t seen 
this friend in a while and I want to hear 
about what’s going on in her life without 
being interrupted or ‘pulled on’ every ten 
seconds. We’re meeting in a restaurant that 
doesn’t have much for kids to do and prob-
ably wouldn’t appreciate little Johnny run-
ning around between tables. How can I 
keep him busy so we can all enjoy this expe-
rience?” It may also hard to squeeze in a few 
minutes to !ll a tote bag or backpack with 
a few model cars, some crayons and a tab-
let or coloring book, a Walkman and a few 
tapes (and batteries, of course), or whatever 
can hold your child’s attention without cre-
ating additional problems for anyone. 

But proactivity says, “Pay me now or 
pay me later.” You’ll probably !nd the time 
and energy spent thinking and planning 
ahead well worth the investment in terms of 
avoiding stress and con$ict down the road. 
Perhaps one day your son will be able to sit 
with a couple of adults and be fascinated 
enough by their conversation to not want 
to play with the butter or see what happens 
when you mix sugar and pepper together, 
but chances are by then, he’ll have his own 
child along. Developmentally, it’s unfair, if 
not completely ridiculous, to expect a child 
not to act like a child. A little prevention 
(and a few cherished playthings) go a long 
way.

Another obstacle to proactive parent-
ing behavior is the notion that “I shouldn’t 
have to tell them that!” I once heard a story 
about a famous football coach who used to 
tell his team members, when they left on 
the bus for the stadium at which they’d be 

playing, roughly how long the trip would 
be. He said he’d go to a lot of trouble !nd-
ing out and clearly communicating this 
data because he didn’t want to have to deal 
with the inevitable whiny and annoying de-
mands, “Are we almost there yet?”, grown-
up version notwithstanding. You’d think 
that a bunch of tough, professional athletes 
wouldn’t really need this information, but 
it’s pretty much a fact of human nature that 
we all do better when we know what to ex-
pect.

Even though something’s been a rule, a 
policy or a tradition for the entire time your 
child has been alive, do not be surprised if 
they somehow space out the fact that the 
dog really does need to be walked every day 
or that we only color on paper and not the 
linoleum. We all need little hints and re-
minders, and some of us respond far better 
when we see it in writing! One parent, who 
was having a hard time getting her family 
to remember to put clothes in the hamper, 
left notes on the TV, bathroom mirror, 
bedroom doors and refrigerator to remind 
everyone in the household that laundry 
“happened” at 9:00 a.m. on Saturday (Cen-
tral Standard Time), and that she was only 
washing what was in the hamper. It helped.

Sure, you shouldn’t have to remind your 
kids—again!—not to put their shoes on 
Grandma’s couch, to take out the trash or 
clean up after they !x a snack. You shouldn’t 
have to announce, week after week, that 
Daddy sleeps in on Saturdays so they need 
to be quiet until the little hand is on the 
ten. And you shouldn’t have to depend on 
your repeated requests to get their friends 
to please smoke outside. I agree with you. 
Possibly every parent in creation agrees with 
you. You shouldn’t have to. And, so what? 
Until all the “shoulds” elicit the behaviors 
you want, you can certainly sit back and be 
right, and you can get self-righteous when 
your kids blow it or forget, although neither 
reaction is particularly relationship-enhanc-
ing. Or you can anticipate that they’ll prob-
ably need a reminder. Whether they need it 
or not, remind them anyway! Make it really 
hard for them to “forget” until it’s pretty 
clear that they have developed the habit on 
their own or are just as committed to what 
you want as you are. Remember, the ab-
sence of con$ict is much more fun than just 
being right, or at least it’s more constructive 
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in long-term relationship building.
And don’t forget about clarity! Even 

though you know what “clean,” “good,” 
“behave” and “on time” mean, be very spe-
ci!c about what you want so the picture 
your children have in their heads will more 
closely match the one you have in yours. 
One parent made a list of 20 things that 
needed to be done to make a room clean, 
deliberately including simple (and speci!c) 
things like “dust the window sill” and “can 
close your closet door.” "ere was certain-
ly no question as to what Mom meant by 
“clean,” but the child, a nine-year-old boy, 
was overwhelmed by the size of the list. 
“Tell you what,” Mom suggested. “Get any 
18 done by bedtime on Wednesday and I’ll 
do the other two.” When I asked her how it 
was working, she replied, “Great! He loves 
to stick me with the two yuckiest jobs.”

“Is that OK with you?”
“It beats doing 20,” she said. What a 

wonderful way to create a win-win solu-
tion to a problem that had previously been 
a pretty constant source of tension and con-
$ict in this relationship.

If you’re going to loan your favorite 
sweater to your daughter, take the time—
ahead of time—to be very clear about the 
condition in which you want it returned, 
and to ask her when, very speci!cally, you 
will get the sweater back, and how she will 
repair or replace the sweater if, for any rea-
son, it gets soiled, stained, damaged or lost. 
(Several of the parents I’ve worked with will 
take cash or collateral for valuables loaned 
to kids, even very young kids!) Have this 
conversation before you hand over the 
goods. Even better, once an agreement ap-
pears to have been reached, use this “magic 
sentence” to make sure that you’re both 
on the same page: “Tell me what you just 
agreed to.” ("is one works with grownups, 
too!) "is process gives you a great way to 
communicate limits and expectations and, 
more important, to get a commitment back 
from your child! If she gets angry, it’s a good 
sign that she’s not mature or responsible 
enough to borrow your stu#. Use another 
magic sentence: “Let’s try again in a few 
days (or weeks).” 

You can also think of proactivity as be-
ing a di#erent way to react when con$ict 
or possible con$ict occurs. "e mother with 

the hamper reported that the !rst week, her 
oldest daughter obviously didn’t take her or 
her signs very seriously. On Monday morn-
ing, she furiously confronted her mother: 
“I’m going to fail P.E. and it’s all your fault! 
I don’t have clean gym clothes for class to-
day!” 

Now here’s a great opportunity to get 
reactive and self-righteous (if not down-
right ballistic). But the mother just looked 
at her child, puzzled: “I don’t understand. I 
washed everything that was in the hamper.”

“I didn’t put it in the hamper,” her 
daughter exploded.

“Ah,” said the Mom, calmly. “Mystery 
solved!” And instead of launching into a 
tempting I-told-you-so lecture, the mother 
simply added, “I’ll wash it next Saturday 
morning if it’s in the hamper by 9:00. In the 
meantime, I’ll be happy to show you how 
to run the washer.” Imagine! She held her 
ground and didn’t even need to get angry!

So take some time out to think ahead. 
Anticipate what you’ll need, what the ex-
perience will be like for your child, where 
problems might arise and how you can 
avoid con$ict. Let people know what to 
expect—clearly and speci!cally. And when 
a con$ict does occur, look for ways to re-
spond without reacting. For the sake of the 
relationship—if not just your blood pres-
sure—it’s well worth it! 

© 1997, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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“I love you.”

Can any words possibly sound sweeter 
or o#er greater comfort? Is any state-

ment more natural—or necessary—be-
tween a parent and child?  

In many families, these words come eas-
ily. But if you grew up never hearing them, 
saying “I love you” may feel extremely un-
natural to you. Or if members of your fam-
ily used loving statements to control or ma-
nipulate, you may be very uncomfortable 
using them with your own children.

Many families either don’t commu-
nicate loving feelings very often or they 
communicate them in destructive ways. 
A counselor friend once told me that she 
was appalled to discover that some of her 
clients had never heard the words “I love 
you” from their parents. “I couldn’t imag-
ine parents who couldn’t say ‘I love you’ to 
their children, probably because I grew up 
hearing it all the time. But in the middle 
of my shock and self-righteousness, I real-
ized that in my family, that statement was 
always loaded with expectations for me to 
do something. Most of the time my parents 
said ‘I love you,’ they would stand there and 
wait for us to say ‘I love you, too.’ So that 
statement always came o# as a solicitation, 
rather than an expression of how they really 
felt about us.”

If either of these extremes describe your 
upbringing, chances are you aren’t using 
loving statements as often—or as “clean-
ly”—as you might. A few simple guidelines 
can help.

Let’s hear it! 
We all need to hear loving statements 

from people we care about. It may be easy 
to assume that your kids know you love 
them. After all, you do love them and you 
probably do a lot of loving things for them. 
"at’s important.

But feeling love for someone is not the 
same as expressing it. Nor is doing loving 
things. Loving feelings and loving behaviors 
are not loving words—and those are impor-
tant, too.

If you !nd it hard to get the words out 
of your mouth, either from lack of famil-
iarity with this practice or fear of rejection, 
start slowly. A parent in one of my work-
shops confessed to practicing on the dog for 
a few days before she could get up the nerve 
to try it out on her kids! Another started by 
writing love notes to her children, sneaking 
them into their lunch bags or under their 
pillows. Both reported such a strong, posi-
tive response from their children, that say-
ing “I love you” came much more easily 
after that.

Let’s hear it some more. 
None of this “I-told-you-I-love-you-

in-1995” stu#, OK? "is isn’t like going to 
the dentist twice a year. So maybe it’s still 
not easy to say, even with the practice and 
little successes. Maybe hearing “I love you” 
even gives your kids the creeps (this is more 
age-speci!c than anything else and less like-
ly to happen if you don’t say it in front of 
the entire !fth-grade class). Say it anyhow. 
As a gift for yourself, communicate your 
love daily. At least.

Keep it simple! 
“I love you” is a complete sentence. We 

don’t need to tie our feelings for a person to 
the person’s behavior. In fact, whenever we 
connect it to something the other person 
has done, “I love you” becomes a statement 
of conditional caring. 

“I love you when you make your bed,” 
or “I love you when you make the honor 
roll,” suggests that you love your child be-
cause of his behavior or accomplishment. 
It also suggests that the love wouldn’t be 
there—or be quite the same—if the child 
hadn’t made the bed or the grades. (Don’t 
you love your kid in either case?) You can 
still be excited and happy about the behav-
ior, but avoid communicating that your 
loving feelings for your child exist because 
he’s doing what pleases you.

“I love you.” Period.

No “buts” about it! 
Watch the tendency to use “I love you” 

as a lead-in to a confrontation about some-
thing your child has done that you !nd dis-
turbing. If you need to address the child’s 
behavior or follow through on a boundary, 
by all means do so. But deal with the be-
havior—not the worth of the child, or your 
feelings for him or her. 

If the child needs to clean her room or 
miss out on a privilege because her chores 
were not done, deal with the situation, not 
your feelings. You don’t need to say “I love 
you but. . .” to soften the blow. Your feel-
ings are not an issue here. 

Besides, because of the way the brain 
processes the words we hear, whatever you 
say before the word “but” automatically 
gets cancelled out anyhow. (In other words, 
if you say, “I love you, but your room is 
a mess,” all the child ends up hearing is, 
“Your room is a mess.”)

Using “but” in the same sentence as “I 
love you” is confusing and manipulative. 
It suggests that the child is only loveable 
conditionally. Cut to the chase. Ask for the 
behaviors you want. Avoid tying the feel-
ings you express to the way the child is act-
ing—good or bad.

No expectations  
Say “I love you” because you want to 

say “I love you.” Say it because you feel love 
toward the person you’re talking to. Say it 
because it feels good to say it.

“I love you” is a powerful statement and 
lots of times it will evoke a loving response 
from the recipient. Attaching an expecta-
tion for a response to the statement is a 
set-up—both for you and the other person. 
If the expectation is there, your child will 
know it. If he does respond, it may be more 
to avoid guilt or con$ict than out of genu-
ine, spontaneous caring. Is that what you 
really want?

If your children haven’t learned how to 
say “I love you” yet, it’s OK to tell them that 
you need to hear those three little words 
sometimes, too. "en give them some space 
to risk, practice and learn. By far their best 
lessons will come from your own uncondi-
tional modeling.

Turn the love inward.  
Next to unconditional love, the best 

gift you can give another person is the love 
of your self! Look in the mirror. Look into 
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your eyes. Say “I love you.” No “buts.” No 
quali!ers. Say it out loud. Mean it.

What better way to a%rm how worth-
while and loveable you are. And what better 
way to practice one of the most basic and 
precious parenting skills there is. 

© 1990, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.

   

Responding in Tough Situations
“I hate you, Mommy!” *
OK. You’re really working hard on your boundaries and recognize that sometimes 

responsible parenting means saying no to your child’s request for Milk Duds for dinner 
or a 4 a.m. curfew. If your child is doing her job, you can count on her to resist your 
responsible parenting and sometimes that means she’s going to !ght dirty. Especially 
if it’s worked in the past.

“I hate you, Mommy!”
Nothing will trigger anger, shame, shock and feelings of inadequacy faster than this 

statement. It’s hard to hear someone you love tell you that he hates you and not take 
it rather personally. Children know this. "ey !gure out, often at a very early age, that 
this is a short-cut to a lot of attention (negative though it may be) and often to getting 
their own way.

So how do you respond? It’s actually pretty simple—at least on paper. First of all, 
resist the temptation to talk about how that statement “really hurts me and brings up 
all of my abandonment and inadequacy issues.” Sure, tell your therapist, but don’t 
dump that on your 4-year-old. (Even if your children happen to have degrees in psy-
chiatry, do you really want to try to make them responsible for your feelings? "ey’re 
not, you know, and the burden can be overwhelming even for healthy, well-adjusted 
adults.)

Instead, acknowledge the feelings behind the statement: “You sound pretty angry,” 
“You’re upset about that” or even “I understand.”

Disengage—especially if you !nd yourself getting upset. Watch out for the tempta-
tion to hurt back. (Saying “I hate you, too!” may be exactly what you’re feeling at the 
moment, but it won’t help you, your child or your relationship for you to become a 
4-year-old who is acting out.) If you need some support, encouragement, reassurance 
or understanding, call on your adult resources to help you deal with your feelings and 
fears.

And leave the door open for further discussion with your child at a later, calmer 
time: “Let’s talk about this in a little bit.”

If you are able to stay “unhooked” and refuse to change your mind because your 
child has said that he hates you, he’s far less likely to continue using this statement to 
manipulate your feelings and behaviors. Plus, you’ll be able to hang onto the idea that 
you’re still a wonderful and loveable person—no matter what your kids say!

*Yes, this works on Daddies, too.

 © 1990, 1999, 2003, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D.
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Looking for a mentor? Perhaps you’re 
starting a new job, learning a new skill, 

wanting to grow in a new direction or sim-
ply seeking guidance and inspiration from 
someone who’s “been there.” Any time 
you’re in unfamiliar territory, your con-
!dence and potential for success can get 
a tremendous boost from someone a few 
steps ahead of you. Or perhaps you are in 
a position to reach out to someone who 
could bene!t from your wisdom and expe-
rience, someone just starting out in an area 
in which you’ve had a chance to secure your 
footing. 

For the past three decades, much of my 
work has been devoted to exploring the 
power that individuals have to profoundly 
in$uence and support others in their lives. 
Along the way, I’ve seen certain patterns 
emerge. "ese patterns paint a picture of 
quality mentorship, characteristics that 
can best help another person to grow, un-
fold and become. Interestingly, the charac-
teristics of a good mentor are remarkably 
similar whether we’re looking at mentor 
relationships in employment situations, in 
academic settings, in social or recreational 
environments or between generations in 
families and communities. So whether you 
are looking for a mentor or have the op-
portunity to be one, consider the following:

A good mentor accepts and values 
you unconditionally. 

Although the idea of mentoring has 
typically emphasized learning new skills or 
determining the ins and outs of functioning 
in a new setting or situation, mentors who 
seem to have the greatest impact are those 
in which the relationship is a primary focus. 
You’ll know you have this kind of mentor, 
if you’re working with someone who really 
“gets” and appreciate who you are. You feel 

seen and heard when you’re with this per-
son. You know you matter. And although 
your mentor is in your life to help you grow 
and change, he does not need for you to 
be any di#erent than who you are at the 
moment. (After all, if you already had the 
skills, experience, knowledge, con!dence 
or capabilities you’d get from this relation-
ship, you wouldn’t really need this person 
in your life!) Your mentor will respect what 
you bring to the relationship and know that 
you are right on schedule, perfect the way 
you are.

A good mentor believes in you. 
She has faith in your ability to achieve, 

learn, solve a problem, overcome an obsta-
cle or develop in some way. She genuinely 
cares about you and wants you to succeed, 
although she doesn’t necessarily have a stake 
or personal investment in your success. "is 
is someone who respects where you are 
now, yet can see you beyond where you are 
now and help you to do the same. She can 
hold a picture of a broader reality for you 
to grow into. In fact, this may be one of the 
most important ingredients of a good men-
tor relationship. As important as all of these 
characteristics are, you won’t get far unless 
your mentor believes in you. 

A good mentor maintains high 
standards for himself and for you. 

By de!nition, a mentor has something 
you want to learn, develop or emulate. He 
models behaviors, values, attitudes, perfor-
mance standards, or even an appearance in 
a way that has meaning and importance for 
you. He is good at what he does and is likely 
to be in a state of continual growth, learn-
ing and renewal himself. He is driven by 
motivators and values you respect. He op-
erates with high integrity and supports the 
fullest expression of your creative potential. 
He challenges you, but has space for you to 
grow at your own rate, and in the direction 
that is right for you. 

A good mentor is not personally 
attached to particular outcomes.

She will support you in becoming your 
own person with general expectations (for 
example, that you ful!ll your potential or 
produce the highest quality you’re capable 

of producing) rather than speci!c agendas 
(such as becoming an algebra teacher or 
resolving a dilemma in a particular way). 
She will support your goals and intentions, 
although she might help you explore di#er-
ent options or sharpen your focus. She will 
rarely express impatience or frustration with 
you, or disappointment in you, because al-
though she wishes for your success, she does 
not need for you to succeed in order to feel 
competent, successful or valuable herself. 

A good mentor will not exploit 
your vulnerability. 

He will sometimes push you beyond 
your comfort zone, or at least lead you to 
the edge—but he will take care to avoid 
overwhelming you. He can hold you to 
high standards without setting you up to 
fail. (If you’ve ever had a teacher or coach 
who deliberately asked you to demonstrate 
something you clearly were unable or un-
prepared to do, you can appreciate the value 
of this quality!) He uses your mistakes as an 
opportunity for you to learn, rethink, make 
a new plan or try again, instead of shaming, 
embarrassing, bullying or hurting you. He 
will not look down on you or treat you like 
an inferior. He allows you to fail without 
your becoming a failure. He knows it’s all a 
part of the process of growth.

A good mentor is encouraging 
and inspiring. 

She sets an example and creates oppor-
tunities for you to grow. She sees her role as 
a facilitator—helping, coaching, support-
ing and listening—not “!xing” or molding 
you. Her enthusiasm, skill and faith in you 
act as a beacon to guide you, to encourage 
you to take steps in new directions, and to 
allow you to take risks necessary for growth. 
She has the knowledge and experience nec-
essary to lead, or is willing to gain that in-
formation. (One person I spoke with talked 
about a teacher who was assigned to a par-
ticular subject which, at the start, she knew 
little about. She related the impact of this 
teacher’s con!dence, her dedication and her 
persistence in staying a few steps ahead of 
the kids in the class.) She may be especially 
passionate about the work in which you are 
both engaged and will very likely inspire 
you to feel the same.
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A good mentor expands your real-
ity as well as your sense of who 
you are. 

By your association with your mentor, 
your knowledge and beliefs about yourself 
and the world around you take on new di-
mensions. People I’ve spoken with about 
these issues told of mentors who exposed 
them to a vast array of new experiences, 
from operas to elevators, from career op-
portunities to the capabilities of people 
who were culturally di#erent from them—
things they had never before experienced or 
imagined that became a part of their un-
derstanding. And an overwhelming num-
ber of people with good mentors shared 
discoveries they made about their own ca-
pabilities—skills, hidden talents, character 
strength, or persistence, for example, that 
they never imagined they possessed, or pos-
sibilities for growth or achievements they 
never would have otherwise envisioned.
 
A good mentor is there for you. 

He’s approachable, accessible and will-
ing to share his knowledge, experience, sup-
port and time. He’ll ask questions and he’ll 
listen, truly hearing what you have to say. 
You know his o%ce hours or how late you 
can call. His availability and support do not 
depend upon your performance, your suc-
cess or even your moods—he’s there when 
you’re frustrated, when you’ve messed up, 
when you’re completely stuck. He won’t 
hover, but you’ll know he’s there.

A good mentor is able to let go. 
She does not need to keep you “small” 

or dependent in any way. Nor does she need 
to be a mentor in order to feel important or 
valuable. She knows her role may be tem-
porary and that eventually you will reach a 
point at which it’s time to leave the nest. 
She is willing to allow the relationship to 
change—or even end—as it becomes neces-
sary and appropriate. 

While you may have other criteria for 
quality mentorship, these are the charac-
teristics I have discovered in working with 
hundreds of adults and kids regarding is-
sues of growth and change, and in my own 
work on both sides of the mentoring rela-
tionship. It may be surprising that I haven’t 

mentioned anything about gender, race or 
age. I have found that just about anyone 
can provide us with opportunities to learn 
more about ourselves, to learn and to move 
in new and exciting directions. I’ve had 
absolutely incredible mentors who were 
younger than I, less educated by traditional 
de!nitions, and culturally and experien-
tially a world apart. But by their caring and 
acceptance, by their encouragement and by 
their example, I am a better person, more 
knowledgeable and more comfortable in 
my own skin. 

If we think about mentorship in fairly 
broad terms, we don’t need a formal or 
structured relationship to bene!t from 
someone’s knowledge, vision or faith in us. 
In the course of a lifetime, practically ev-
eryone has an opportunity to impact some-
one’s life—a child, a friend, a business as-
sociate or employee, perhaps even a stranger 
to whom a few well-chosen words, a look 
or a touch can make a di#erence. However, 
when we do enter into an actual relation-
ship with a mentor—or as a mentor—these 
are the qualities that make the relationship 
work best.

My work, observations and personal ex-
perience in this area has erased any doubt 
about how powerful and enduring the in-
$uence of another person can be. It truly 
does make a di#erence how we interact 
with one another, as even casual comments 
and behaviors can have long-lasting e#ects. 
I hope that you have many, many opportu-
nities to mentor—and the courage to reach 
out and be mentored as well. And I hope 
that each opportunity becomes a chance for 
great growth, learning and always, the most 
loving choices possible. 

You know you have a good  
mentor if:
…you feel safe emotionally.
…you feel “visible”—seen and heard and 

appreciated at many levels
…you feel “lit up” and energized—in-

spired and encouraged—by contact 
with your mentor

…you are getting to know yourself better
...you are gaining skill, comfort and con-
!dence in the areas in which you are 
being mentored

...you have access to information, re-
sources, guidance and reassurance as 

you need them
…you are growing and learning in 

healthy ways—not just keeping some-
one o# your back or trying to gain 
their approval

...you feel as though something is being 
“pulled” or drawn from you (rather 
than imposed on you)

…you see yourself realistically but can 
envision yourself beyond where you are 
now.

...you feel safe and comfortable being 
yourself

...you feel safe and comfortable making a 
mistake or asking for help

...you perceive that your skills, values, 
personality, talents, wishes, intentions 
and perception of reality are valued and 
respected

…you feel comfortable that your mentor 
does not depend on your inexperience, 
adulation or vulnerability to get his or 
her own needs met

…your life is changing in positive ways

Run for Your Life...
A bad mentor can have a signi!cant-

ly negative impact on your con!dence, 
growth, morale, relationships and career. 
Although not always immediately appar-
ent, certain behaviors or characteristics may 
indicate that your mentor will not give you 
the support, help or guidance you deserve, 
and in fact, can hinder your development in 
dangerous and long-lasting ways. "e fol-
lowing red $ags will tell you what to watch 
out for. 

You probably have a bad mentor if:
• interactions with your mentor leave 

you consistently feeling drained, 
defeated or overwhelmed. Sometimes 
even a well-meaning mentor can push 
too hard, but watch for indications 
that your mentor doesn’t comprehend 
your intentions or respect your limits, 
or that he seems to be attempting to 
satisfy his own needs for accomplish-
ment through you (or your e#orts). 

• your mentor violates your trust in any 
way. "is can include anything from 
abusive behavior to a breach of con!-
dentiality. Watch for a nagging feeling 
that you need to protect yourself in this 
relationship.
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• your mentor frequently makes promises 
and doesn’t deliver. I’ve seen plenty of 
charming and charismatic individu-
als more enchanted with the idea of 
mentoring (or being asked to mentor) 
than with the actual process, or those 
arrogant enough to confuse mentorship 
with mere association.

• your mentor seems threatened by your 
success. "is problem may not be 
evident at !rst. However, as your skills 
and con!dence grow, watch for e#orts 
aimed at discouraging progress you’re 
capable of making, minimizing your 
growth and accomplishments, with-
holding acknowledgement or recogni-
tion, or deliberately holding you back 
when you have opportunities to move 
forward. (Many of the points on this 
list may be related to this particular 
issue.)

• your mentor is competitive with you. 
"is can come out in subtle and not-
so-subtle ways, from blatant one-up-
manship or put-downs (or putting you 
“in your place”) to backhanded compli-
ments that consistently emphasize your 
former weaknesses or failures. "is is 
someone who needs to be better than 
you in some way—!nancially, socially 
or professionally, in terms of position, 
visibility or acclaim—in order to assure 
his own sense of adequacy.

• your mentor has inappropriate agendas 
for you, or goals for you that are di#er-
ent from your own. More than twenty 
years ago, I had to break o# a relation-
ship with a mentor who became my 
dissertation advisor when it became 
clear to me, after months and months 
of spinning my wheels, that no mat-
ter how much work I did, he always 
seemed to !nd one more piece of 
research or task to involve—and often 
distract—my e#orts. A part of me 
believes that I would still be working 
on that project today had I not found 
someone to mentor me through the 
process who was more respectful of my 
intentions—and my need for eventual 
closure.

• your mentor operates by values or 
principles that are vastly di#erent from 
yours. A friend told of being initially 
attracted to a potential mentor’s great 

and sudden success. Although the 
mentor seemed to have much to o#er, 
deep down, he was driven by insecurity 
and greed. Many people !nd it di%cult 
to maintain some clarity and distance 
in such instances. Although it may be 
possible to learn from someone with 
personal values or qualities you neither 
admire nor wish to emulate without 
being corrupted by his or her value sys-
tem, when it comes to choosing a men-
tor, you might want to look elsewhere.

• your mentor uses (or intends or 
threatens to use) your talent or work 
to advance her own position, especially 
if she doesn’t attribute credit for your 
contribution. I’ve heard dozens of hor-
ror stories of employers, advisors, pro-
fessors or supervisors who published, 
in their own names, or received awards 
for the work of someone they had 
mentored. "is one is especially hard to 
spot before it happens, so it might be a 
good idea to at least clarify expectations 
beforehand.

• your mentor mistreats you in any way. 
Be careful to neither excuse nor deny 
abusive behavior—including any at-
tempts to ridicule or demean you or 
treat you dismissively, even if you’ve 
made a serious or dumb mistake. Like-
wise be wary of any mentor who fails 
to value your input, respect your reality 
(or your version of a particular event or 
experience) or take you seriously. 

• your mentor seems to need you more 
than you need her. A healthy mentor-
ing relationship will always be some-
what reciprocal, but beware of mentors 
who are particularly invested in or 
attached to your choices, or your suc-
cess. "is problem will be most evident 
in situations in which your mentor has 
di%culty letting go, if she feels threat-
ened by guidance you get from others 
or if she attempts to undermine your 
e#orts to move on. It may also come 
out as disappointment when you don’t 
live up to her expectations, or ful!ll her 
agenda. If your mentor even remotely 
suggests that she is the best—or only—
person who can help you, or that you 
would be nothing without her, cut your 
losses if you have to, but run as fast as 
you can. "is is someone who de!-

nitely does not have your best interests 
at heart. 

© 1993, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.

Secrets of Successful Mentorship
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You’ve seen it on tee-shirts and bumper 
stickers: “If you can read this, thank 

a teacher.” What a simple, wonderful way 
to remind us of the profound and positive 
impact teachers can have on our lives, espe-
cially in light of feedback and news cover-
age which often focuses on problems and 
shortcomings. I wonder how often this plea 
to “thank a teacher” has inspired people to 
re$ect on the sheer amount of knowledge 
we acquire in a classroom, skills and infor-
mation many of us take for granted. I won-
der how many have actually taken the time 
to say “"anks!” 

Certainly many people in the teaching 
profession have received some concrete ac-
knowledgement for their e#orts—a note or 
a visit, sometimes a more public recognition 
in a former student’s speech or book. And 
surely we can see growth and development 
in the course of our work, a sudden spark 
when something !nally connects or comes 
together in a child’s mind, or the simple re-
alization that in a room full of kids, nearly 
all can do something they couldn’t do a 
week or a month before. However, much 
of the burnout and frustration I encounter 
in my work with teachers (and, certainly, in 
my own personal experience) relates to the 
fact that much of the “evidence” of our ef-
fectiveness is subtle, intangible and long in 
coming. Fortunately, there are a few things 
we can do to maintain morale and to keep 
the profession—and ourselves—healthy.

Start in your own building. 
You probably hear your students talk-

ing about other teachers in your school, fun 
experiences they’ve had in other classrooms 
or “neat” things they saw elsewhere in the 
building. A note or a comment that starts 
out, “I heard my kids talking about your 
centers today,” or “My students were really 
excited about what you shared with them 
this morning,” can go a long way in validat-

ing another teacher’s e#orts.
Take the time to visit another teacher’s 

classroom and notice something interest-
ing or inspiring. Let people know what you 
admire or respect about them: “You really 
seem to have a way with Denise.” “You’re 
so good at running these activities.” “Wow! 
You really kept your cool with that angry 
parent.” "ere are lots of wonderful, ex-
citing things happening right under your 
nose, things that often go apparently unno-
ticed or unappreciated. Many of us are sur-
prised at the mileage we can get from some-
one appreciating a well-organized lesson or 
a beautiful bulletin board, so much so that 
we may undervalue the act of recognizing 
these things out loud!

If certain people have touched your life 
in a particularly helpful way, say so! Wheth-
er their support encouraged you to sign 
up for a class you’d been reluctant to take, 
helped you successfully navigate a proposal 
through the proper channels or kept you 
from giving up on a di%cult student, let 
them know. It’s doubtful that many teach-
ers are overwhelmed with accolades, or that 
they’re tired of the appreciation they do re-
ceive. ("is is especially true for administra-
tors and other building personnel.) Make a 
point of acknowledging every adult in your 
school, even if it takes the entire year to do 
so. Keep it simple: a one-line note or com-
ment in passing can really make another 
person’s day.

Remember How You Got Here
"ink, for a moment, about everything 

you have learned throughout your life. Re-
$ect on the people who contributed to your 
growth and development. Recall a signi!-
cant adult who believed in you when you 
were a child, or perhaps when you were 
about to start out on your career. "ink of 
the individuals who have made a di#erence 
in your life, who helped you to become who 
you are today.

Seek them out. Say “"anks,” even if 
you’ve done so before. If you are no longer 
able to get in touch, acknowledge them in 
your heart. "eir e#orts, enthusiasm and 
dedication are a part of you—and, perhaps, 
a part of what you are able to o#er your stu-
dents as well. "ey may or may not remem-
ber you, but it’s a sure bet your intentions 
will be appreciated. 

"anking a teacher is not an entire self-
less a#air. One of the best reasons for ac-
knowledging the contribution another per-
son has made is because it feels so good to 
do it! In addition to any pleasure or bene!ts 
my former teachers may have experienced 
from my e#orts to !nd them and let them 
know that they’d made a di#erence in my 
life, my time and energy has paid o# for me 
as well.

Recently, I was a guest speaker in a col-
lege course near the town in which I grew 
up. As I was !nishing my presentation, I 
asked if anyone ever wondered if they were 
indeed making a di#erence in the lives of 
our students. Of course, everyone respond-
ed a%rmatively. I proceeded to tell them 
about a very special French teacher I had in 
high school, someone whose in$uence fol-
lowed me well into adulthood. I had always 
wanted to say thanks, and to see how she 
was doing, and was dismayed at my inabil-
ity to track her down. I had mentioned her 
in a book a few years back and through the 
grapevine, my acknowledgement came to 
her attention. We corresponded for a year 
or two and now, as my presentation was 
about to conclude, she was coming from 
her home nearby to meet me for lunch! 
When she walked into the classroom, just 
as I was !nishing my story, and we saw each 
other for the !rst time in more than three 
decades, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. 
I know that she was touched by my memo-
ries of her—we didn’t, thankfully, get into 
how much French I still remembered—but 
there is no question that the bene!ts and 
blessings of this reunion went both ways. 

We Need !anks, Too!
Anything that lets us know we are mak-

ing a di#erence can have a tremendous ef-
fect on the quality of our lives and our e#ec-
tiveness as educators. Teaching is a stressful 
profession and there will be times when do-
ing just about anything else will start look-
ing pretty attractive. A good support system 
can surely help us keep going in good times 
and bad. Take some responsibility for get-
ting the feedback and support you need. Be 
selective about where you spend your time 
and energy. Negative people can be incred-
ibly toxic and draining—keep your dis-
tance as much as possible. You don’t need 
to sacri!ce your spirit on their behalf. Hang 
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out with teachers who like their work and 
their students. Find someone—a mentor 
or a friend—who accepts and values you, 
who believes in you. "e best support come 
from those who can listen without judging 
or criticizing, those who don’t have their 
own agendas for who you should be, those 
who would never in a million years take ad-
vantage of your vulnerability.

If you’re not getting positive feedback 
as often as you’d like, ask for it! Trusted 
colleagues, administrators and parents can 
sometimes provide a great deal of support. 
And don’t forget the kids! Students can be 
extremely perceptive, honest and valuable 
resources for providing information about 
how you’re doing. (If you’ve ever seen one 
of your kids do an imitation of you, you 
know how well they can tune into details 
and nuances of your behavior and person-
ality.) Ask them what’s working. Ask them 
what they like. Ask them what they’d like to 
do more often. Ask them how you’re mak-
ing a di#erence in their lives, how they’re 
better prepared for the world because of 
you. Even little ones can give you informa-
tion that will help with everything from 
sharpening your teaching skills to re!ning 
your wardrobe.

Turn the Light Inward!
Regardless of the feedback we get from 

others, we will be well-served by learning to 
recognize our accomplishments ourselves. 
And yet self-acknowledgement can be ago-
nizingly di%cult for some of us. In some 
cases, it may just be a matter of time. We 
get so busy focusing on completing un!n-
ished tasks on an endless to-do list that we 
forget to take a few minutes to notice how 
many items we’ve actually crossed o#. Oth-
er obstacles can appear as perfectionism, 
unrealistic expectations or the tendency to 
compare ourselves to teachers with di#erent 
skills, teaching styles or experience. 

I became especially aware of these 
tendencies when I worked with !rst-year 
teaching interns. While weekly self-evalu-
ations and goal-setting activities were part 
of the requirements, I began to see that a 
nightly exercise might also be helpful. I 
encouraged these interns to start keeping a 
journal—a calendar, a notepad, even a scrap 
of paper—and as the last thing they did be-
fore they went to sleep, to write down three 

things they had done right that day. "ey 
were invited to !ll the page if they could, 
and many eventually did just that, keeping 
their notes exclusively positive and validat-
ing. I even decided to take my own advice, 
and have maintained the habit ever since. 
It’s a nice way to !nish the day and helps me 
keep my focus on my progress, rather than 
on the dozens of things I have yet to cross 
o# my to-do list.

Remember...
We are all living and learning together, 

changing and being changed by the people 
whose lives we touch. We are products of a 
multitude of in$uences, and much of our 
knowledge, abilities and beliefs came to 
us from outside ourselves. For the gifts we 
received from these teachers, whether in a 
classroom or not, let’s take the time to re-
member. Go !nd someone who has helped 
you grow. Say “"anks.” You’ll be wonder-
fully glad you did!

© 1998, 1999, 2002, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.

!ank a Teacher



!e Book of Article Reprints

© 2006, 2011, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D., Instructional Support Services, Inc.

I often begin my workshops with a survey, 
asking participants to rate each of the 

following statements on a scale of 1 to 5, 
with 1 being “strongly agree” and 5 being 
“strongly disagree.” "e statements usually 
go something like this:

___ I want my children to believe that I 
love them unconditionally—no mat-
ter what.

___ I want my children to feel emotion-
ally safe in their relationships with 
me.

___ I want my children to be able to 
think and make decisions when I’m 
not there.

___ I want my children to be strong and 
con!dent enough to resist peer pres-
sure.

___ I would prefer having “win-win” 
relationships and interactions to 
“win-lose.” 

___ I want my children to cooperate and 
do what I ask.

It’s a nice exercise that helps me make 
sure we’re all on the same page as far as our 
goals and objectives go, because it’s rare 
that the above statements do not represent 
the intentions of just about everyone in 
my audience. In fact, as you read over the 
statements, you may have started thinking, 
“Great! Where do I sign up?”

Getting agreement on the goals has not 
been a problem. "e hard part comes when 
we start to look at the behaviors we use in 
our relationships with kids, because so of-
ten, our behaviors can take us in a very dif-
ferent direction and can even make it more 
di%cult for us to achieve our aims!

For example, it’s di%cult to feel loved 
unconditionally when love is most often 
expressed in association with certain be-
haviors, achievements or particular choices 
about their appearance. (I’ve heard parents 
say, “Of course I love my children uncon-
ditionally. And I really love them uncondi-
tionally when they make the honor roll.”) 
It’s impossible to feel emotionally safe in a 

home in which parents use their power, an-
ger, disappointment or unhappiness to get 
you to do what they want.

I !nd that many of the same parents 
who claim to want kids who can think and 
make decisions independently also want 
kids who immediately do what they are 
told. Many parents who want kids who can 
indeed “just say no,” would be incensed if 
their kids ever just said no to them. And 
some parents who want to create “win-win” 
are very uncomfortable with the notion 
of giving kids choices other than “do it or 
else.”

But we can’t have it both ways. It’s like 
wanting to lose weight while insisting, “But 
I always eat 6 doughnuts for breakfast!” 
Whenever our policies, our habits or our 
behavior patterns do not support our goals, 
we have two choices: We either change 
our behaviors (eat a healthier breakfast) 
or change our goals (quit wanting to lose 
weight). 

In the case of relationships, it’s certain-
ly easier to complain than it is to become 
aware of patterns, think about alternatives 
and—omigosh!—actually change the way 
we interact. But what could be more worth 
the e#ort than the long-term relationship 
you have with your children, not to men-
tion the skills and con!dence you can en-
courage in them along the way.

"ere are many dimensions of positive, 
healthy and functional adult-child relation-
ships and many simple, concrete behaviors 
that will help you reach the above goals. 
"e starting point for all will be the qual-
ity of emotional safety that exists in your 
home, because we know that until that very 
basic need is met, the ability to achieve 
higher levels of functioning and ful!llment 
will always be undermined by the need to 
adapt in order to feel safe.

I !rst noticed this pattern years ago, 
when I was teaching in an inner-city class-
room and doing volunteer work as a coun-
selor in a local health clinic. In both set-
tings, I saw kids of all ages make one dumb 
decision after another. True, sometimes 
their choices were motivated by curiosity or 
lack of foresight, but all too often the deci-
sions they made were based on how they 
anticipated others might react. "ey could 
justify breaking rules, stealing, getting high, 
skipping school, being mean to someone, 

resisting authority, accepting a dare or even 
becoming sexually active with: “I didn’t 
want her to be mad at me,” “I didn’t want 
them to make fun of me,” or “I didn’t want 
him to leave me.” Nowhere was there con-
sideration for other, more serious personal 
consequences. Always, the reaction—par-
ticularly the possibility of rejection, humili-
ation or abandonment—took precedence; 
always these children looked outside them-
selves before they made their choices. 

If we want kids to be able to stand up 
for themselves, to refuse to self-sacri!ce to 
avoid a negative reaction from someone 
they care about, then it’s not fair to raise 
them in an environment in which our inter-
actions with them communicate, “You are 
safe and loveable only when you are doing 
what I want (or when I don’t catch you).” 

What this means is this: We quit using 
our reactions, including approval and an-
ger, as ways to motivate and reinforce the 
behaviors we want from others (even other 
adults)! Now this is tough because, !rst of 
all, it’s what most of us grew up with and 
see around us all the time and second, be-
cause we probably use these techniques be-
cause they’ve worked for us in the past. Yes, 
some kids know you really mean it when 
the veins stick out in your forehead, and the 
thought of you being hurt or disappointed 
will certainly keep others on track. But for 
how long? And at what cost?

Actually, you don’t need to use your 
reactions to get what you want—in fact, 
you don’t even need to react at all! Parents 
who can connect the things they want with 
something other than their feelings or pow-
er, something that is meaningful to their 
children, tend to avoid the kind of threats, 
stress and conditionality that undermine 
emotional safety. "ey can keep the focus 
on positive outcomes, not negative reac-
tions. "eir kids put the clothes in the ham-
per so they get their clothes washed, not so 
that the parents won’t yell. "ey !nish their 
homework so they can use the phone, not 
to avoid a lecture. "ey pick up their toys 
so that they’ll get to play with them again 
tomorrow, not because it makes Mommy 
feel good when they put things away. "ey 
stop yelling because Dad is only willing to 
continue the discussion if they’re talking in 
a more reasonable tone of voice. 

If you truly want your kids to learn 
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good self-management and decision-mak-
ing skills, start looking at the ways you can 
structure contingencies in which your kids 
work for positive outcomes that have noth-
ing to do with you—how you’ll feel or act 
if they don’t do what you want. Start think-
ing of consequences as the good things that 
happen for your kids when they get ready 
for bed on time, get their homework done 
early (complete and legible!) or when they 
!nish their chores.

Is this a bribe? Of course it is! Getting 
to eat dinner with the family is the “payo#” 
for coming to the table when you’re called 
the !rst time! I’m not sure why parents are 
so much more comfortable with negative 
bribes (threats) than they are with positive 
bribes (promises). It may have something to 
do with familiarity, but don’t imagine for a 
minute that “if you’re in your pajamas by 
7:30, I’ll have time to read you a story to-
night” is any more a bribe than “if you don’t 
do this, I’m going to punish you.” Both of-
fer a payo# for doing what you want, but 
in the case of a threat, the payo# is always 
about avoiding a negative response—or 
staying safe in some way. You’ll get the same 
message across with a promise—that a posi-
tive outcome is contingent upon some form 
of cooperation—but with much less stress, 
and much less chance of engaging rebel-
lious, resentful or passive aggressive behav-
ior. (See the article “Positively Positive” for 
more information.)

Your kids may never actually wash dish-
es for the love of doing dishes. (Do you?) 
But whether they’re working for a privi-
lege, for an opportunity to spend time do-
ing something they’d rather be doing, for a 
chance to cross something o# their to-do 
list, for the satisfaction of a job well done 
or the sheer joy of doing the task itself, they 
know that they are safe and loveable no 
matter what. "e only thing at stake is the 
availability of the positive outcome—not 
your love or conditional approval!  

© 1997, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.

Unconditional Motivation
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A man in one of my workshops once told 
me how hard it had been for him to 

learn to express his feelings. “At #rst,” he 
said, “it would usually sound like, ‘I feel you 
should take the trash out’ or ‘I feel you’re re-
ally depressed.’” He has since learned a great 
deal about feelings. However, he discovered 
that early on, sharing what he thought were 
his feelings was actually attempts to control 
others.

How often, when we are learning new 
skills for growth and self-care, do we inad-
vertently misuse or mishandle them? Case 
in point: I-messages. 

Brie$y, I-messages are statements that 
can be used as a way of taking responsibil-
ity for one’s own feelings in con$ict situa-
tions. Generally beginning with the word 
“I,” they were developed to o#er an alterna-
tive to the more destructive “You-messages” 
that attack, blame or criticize someone else. 
For example, I-messages allow us to say, 
“I’m angry about this mess,” instead of “You 
kids are such inconsiderate slobs!” or “You 
make me so angry!” In this sense, I-messages 
are a small step forward in healthy interac-
tions. (However if our desire is to motivate 
the kids to clean up their mess, there are 
other, less emotionally-loaded ways of ac-
complishing this goal, strategies that don’t 
rely on our anger or other feelings to gen-
erate cooperation and commitment from 
others. More about these strategies later in 
this article.) An even better example of a 
healthy I-message might include something 
like, “I’m afraid of spiders,” “I’m really sad my 
friend is moving,” or “I’m too angry to call her 
back now.” "ese statements demonstrate 
honest and responsible ownership of one’s 
own state of mind.

So what’s the problem? 
Unfortunately, most I-messages don’t 

sound like these last three examples. In 

fact, this strategy is most often presented 
as a formula, one structured in the follow-
ing manner: “When you (exhibit or neglect to 
exhibit a certain behavior), I feel (a certain 
feeling)” or “I feel _____ when you ____.” 
Perhaps once a well-intended communica-
tions tool, these messages carry certain risks 
which may not be immediately evident, 
and are frequently used in ways that pro-
duce negative and unwanted results. 

For starters, I-messages are basically just 
dressed-up You-messages, and like You-
messages, they connect my feelings with 
your behavior. Although they start with (or 
include) the word I, the statements carry 
the same energetic impact as messages of 
blame, ones which blatantly state, “You (or 
your behaviors) make me feel…” As such, I-
messages simply give us new language for 
manipulation and projecting. Even worse, 
they become a tool for self-victimization, as 
they present us as emotionally vulnerable to 
someone’s behavioral choices.

We also can get into trouble when we, 
like the man in my workshop, attempt to 
use I-messages to control or change some-
one. Simply stating feelings is one thing. 
But there is particular danger when we 
structure I-messages to suggest that the 
other person’s behavior is responsible for 
our feelings, especially when the statements 
carry the implication that we’d feel better 
if only the other person would act di#er-
ently. Further, this approach is only likely 
to work if the other person is willing to take 
responsibility for our emotional state, and 
cares or feels guilty enough to change solely 
for its sake. 

Even when this approach works, it 
comes at a great cost. We certainly don’t 
want to burden others, especially our chil-
dren with the overwhelming—and impos-
sible—responsibility for our happiness 
and well-being. Remember that personal 
growth and self-responsibility typically in-
volve learning to separate who we are and 
how we feel about ourselves from other 
people’s behaviors. "e tendency to con-
nect our peace of mind with our children’s 
choices, achievements or appearance leaves 
us continually vulnerable to all sorts of 
things over which we have limited control.

Now the formula typically used to cre-
ate an I-message certainly has the attrac-
tion of a quick-!x solution, and may have a 

certain appeal to people who are concerned 
that simply asking for what we want—a 
behavior that is often discouraged in our 
culture—may seem a bit too aggressive or 
incendiary. "ere are, however, many ways 
to set a boundary, request a di#erent behav-
ior or get what we want from others in our 
lives without bullying them. (I suspect that 
to a certain extent, some proponents of I-
messages are motivated by a fear of other 
people’s reactions to a more direct, assertive 
request, or assume that the other person 
would not take advantage of the vulnerabil-
ity we exhibit by sharing our feelings as a 
result of their behavior. In some instances, 
that may indeed occur, but these types of 
interactions require a staggering amount of 
intimacy and goodwill, qualities often ab-
sent in the relationships in which the use 
of these messages are often recommended!)

Others argue that using feelings to mo-
tivate others is more honest somehow than 
simply setting a boundary or requesting a 
particular behavior. However, many people 
who have been on the receiving end of 
an I-message report seeing this approach 
as extremely dishonest and manipulative. 
Several mentioned feeling more than a bit 
put-upon by having someone attempt to 
dump responsibility for their emotional 
well-being on them. And more than one in-
dividual shared that this approach actually 
had the opposite e#ect, creating resentment 
and alienation, rather than compassion and 
cooperation!

Let’s work this through: Perhaps you 
say, “I feel sad when you get poor grades” in an 
attempt to encourage your child’s achieve-
ment in school. Now this statement may 
indeed be an accurate assessment of your 
feelings, but it also suggests that your feel-
ings are the result of your child’s behavior 
and, in this instance, that your happiness 
depends on him getting a good report card. 
If this is truly the case, that you simply can’t 
feel happy unless your children are doing 
well in school, it’s a safe bet that it’s not 
about the grades. "e issue may be far more 
about your sense of adequacy as a parent, 
the need to look good to others or your de-
sire for whatever status your children’s ac-
complishments might bring you. Wanting 
your children to do well is quite di#erent 
from attaching your emotional well-being 
to their achievement. 
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But let’s say it works. You say, “I feel 
sad when you get poor grades” and suddenly, 
your child begins to apply himself and pulls 
his grades up! However, what’s likely to be 
behind the change in his behavior? Perhaps 
the improvement was indeed driven by his 
attempts to keep you from feeling sad, or to 
protect himself from your disappointment 
(withdrawal of your conditional approval). 
But this is a very di#erent motivation from, 
say, the satisfaction of personal achieve-
ment, the desire to learn something new, or 
even the intention to gain access to certain 
privileges that come with such improve-
ment—motivators that do not depend on 
someone else’s approval or reaction, mo-
tivators which in no way compromise the 
child’s sense of worth or emotional safety.

Likewise, let’s say your child’s teacher 
tells him, “When you forget your library 
books, I feel angry and frustrated!” Assuming 
your child cares enough—or is threatened 
enough—to be motivated by the teacher’s 
feelings, wouldn’t you prefer that he be mo-
tivated to return library books so he can 
take out some new ones, rather than coop-
erating in order to emotionally care-take his 
teacher (or protect himself from the out-
comes of the teacher’s feelings)?

Parents who cringe at the thought of 
telling their children, “You’d better behave. 
You don’t want Daddy to start drinking 
again!” might easily slip with a statement 
like, “I get really hurt when you two don’t 
get along,” or even “I feel so happy when you 
make your bed.” Whether extreme or seem-
ingly benign, all three statements make the 
child responsible for the parents’ state of 
mind, and convey the impression that the 
child somehow has the power to control 
how Mommy and Daddy act and feel. 

"ere are several dangers here. Ask any 
adult who grew up in a troubled home who 
has had to reconcile the shame and frus-
tration of not being able to keep a parent 
happy, calm or sober, no matter how well 
she behaved, how quietly she played or 
how many “A’s” she brought home on her 
report card. Additionally, these kinds of 
statements build dependence on external 
approval, teaching children to choose their 
behaviors on the basis of other people’s po-
tential reactions and opinions. And when 
it comes to getting the approval of adults 
and peers who might not be safe or protec-

tive, or those who might not have our kids’ 
best interests in mind, this is exactly what 
most adults don’t want their children to do. 
It’s not fair to complain about the power of 
peer pressure when we keep communicating 
to kids that their likeability, approval and 
emotional safety are the conditional results 
of doing what other people want and ex-
pect, from automatically putting the wishes 
of others ahead of their own, or from sim-
ply doing what makes other people happy.

Please note that I am not suggesting for 
a second that we teach kids to be inconsid-
erate of others. However, people-pleasing 
and emotional care-taking are not the same 
as respect and consideration; they are much 
more about equating our safety and self-
worth with others’ reactions and opinions, 
and making choices simply to self-protect. 
("ink of adults you know who tolerate 
neglectful, disrespectful or abusive behav-
ior out of fear of the additional con$ict 
they might encounter if they stand up for 
themselves and ask for what they want? 
We certainly want better for our children.) 
Healthy cooperation, respect, compas-
sion, consideration and service come from 
quite a di#erent place, one that respects the 
needs and feelings of others, one in which 
conditional self-worth or emotional safety 
are never an issue. Ultimately, we want to 
encourage these qualities—which, inciden-
tally, is much easier to do in relationships 
that aren’t burdened by power struggles, 
over-enmeshment or manipulation.

Aside from the obvious dangers in re-
inforcing people-pleasing, telling a child 
you’ll feel happy, proud or less angry if he 
does what you want puts him in the often 
painful position of having to choose be-
tween your feelings and his own when his 
needs are di#erent from yours. Once again, 
consider your intention. In most instances, 
people report that they use I-messages (or 
teach others to use I messages) to get others 
to change thoughtless or hurtful behavior, 
or to simply get others to behave in a way 
that is more desirable to the person com-
municating the I-message. However, using 
I-messages assumes that the other person 
cares more about your feelings than about 
whatever satisfaction he gets from continu-
ing to behave the way he’s behaving. What 
if he doesn’t care? What if he isn’t afraid of 
your anger or disappointment? And in fact, 

what if his intention is to be hurtful, or to 
in$ict some form of emotional discomfort? 
In that case, using an I-message simply 
communicates that his strategy has been 
successful.

"ere are a few other issues to consider. 
While older children may have learned that 
compliance protects their safety and self-
esteem, and that agreeing to do what you 
want may get you o# their backs (regard-
less of their actual intentions to cooperate), 
very young children may have di%culty 
identifying with another person’s feelings. 
And children of all ages may resist if they 
are competing with you for power.

In talking about “I-messages,” there 
are really two issues here. One is the desire 
to motivate certain behaviors or develop 
particular attitudes in your children. "e 
other is the array of feelings, reactions and 
issues that get triggered—feelings you ex-
perience—along the way. Both of these are 
real, reasonable and important, and each is 
a separate issue to be dealt with, each in dif-
ferent ways.

If you want simply want your children 
to change their behavior, then you prob-
ably don’t need to express your feelings in 
the !rst place. "ere are several ways to 
eliminate your feelings from the equation. 
If your child is being obnoxious or disre-
spectful, you don’t have to talk about how 
much her attitude upsets you or hurts your 
feelings. You do, however, need to refuse to 
accept, support, engage or encourage unac-
ceptable behavior—and you can even do 
this without criticizing her attitude, making 
her wrong or pointing out that her behavior 
is unacceptable. 

If you’re good at this (or feeling particu-
larly generous), you can validate her feelings: 
“I can see you’re very upset about this.” But 
absolutely disengage by setting a boundary, 
making it clear that your further participa-
tion is contingent upon her talking to you 
in a civilized fashion: “I want to hear about 
this when you can talk without yelling or at-
tacking. Let’s try again in a little bit.” And 
then walk away. "is sends quite a di#erent 
message from a statement that suggests that 
she is controlling how you feel—which, in-
cidentally, may be exactly what she’s trying 
to do. ("is approach also o#ers a healthy, 
self-caring and assertive model for your kids 
to use when they’re being bothered or bul-

What’s Wrong with I-Messages?
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lied by their peers. If we can teach kids to 
say, “I feel sad when you call me names,” we 
can certainly teach them to say, “I’ll play 
with you when you stop calling me names,” or 
better yet, to just walk away and choose a 
more respectful playmate. Instructing kids, 
“Tell him how it makes you feel,” does them 
no favor, and often only sets them up for 
additional con$ict and pain.)

Instead of approaching your kids after 
they’ve tied up the phone night after night 
with a statement like, “I feel so frustrated 
when I can’t use the phone,” how about let-
ting them know ahead of time, “I’ll need to 
have the phone free between 8:00 and 9:00 
tonight” or “You need to wrap up your calls 
by 8:00 so I can use the phone.” "is state-
ment sets clear boundaries without using 
your feelings to manipulate or control. It 
may help to get a commitment from your 
children that shows how they will plan 
their calls in order to be o# the phone in 
time. You may also need to make tomor-
row’s phone privilege contingent upon their 
cooperation today. All this without relying 
on your anger, disappointment or frustra-
tion to get what you want! (Keep in mind 
that you’re far less likely to encounter rude-
ness or resistance when your kids see you 
working for win-win solutions that attempt 
to accommodate their needs as well as your 
own.)

Likewise, using positively-stated con-
tingencies that tell your children, “You can 
watch TV as soon as your homework is done,” 
“You can have the car again this weekend 
as long as you get in tonight by the time we 
agreed to,” or “I will make dinner as soon 
as the counters are clean,” simply leaves the 
outcomes of their choices with them, with-
out requiring their cooperation to keep you 
from going crazy, being disappointed or 
getting upset. (You will probably need to 
clarify your requirements with additional 
details. For more information in using clear, 
win-win boundaries, see the following ar-
ticles: “Unconditional Motivation,” “No-Lose 
Parenting” and “Following !rough.”)

Getting the phone when you want it 
may simply be a question of asking for it 
clearly and !rmly, and securing an agree-
ment to a plan that works for everyone 
concerned. Teaching consideration comes 
much more easily in an environment in 
which it’s clear that everyone’s needs and 

preferences are respected and valued. "is 
approach carries far fewer psychological 
“land mines” than using feelings to get us 
what we want, and in most cases you’ll have 
much better luck with a contingency that 
doesn’t rely on your child’s need for approv-
al or fear of anger or abandonment.

Learning to have and express our feel-
ings without making other people responsi-
ble for them is one of the greatest challenges 
for personal growth, especially for parents 
and their children, where the boundar-
ies between them can so easily blur. One 
of the arguments in favor of I-messages is 
that this formula can help people identify 
and express their feelings. While I certainly 
see the advantages of processing, or work-
ing through feelings that come up in our 
interactions with others (an a#ective pro-
cess that is appropriate to being upset about 
something), I’m not convinced of the need 
for attaching a speci!c name to those feel-
ings (a cognitive, analytical process that, at 
best, is di%cult to accomplish when we’re 
upset, and may not always be particularly 
appropriate, relevant or even necessary to 
actually working through our feelings). 

Nor am I convinced of the importance 
of letting others know which feelings their 
behavior has brought up. If you’re simply 
interested in identifying and externalizing 
your feelings (getting them out), you don’t 
need to involve the other person at all. Be-
cause if you’re feeling sad, frustrated, em-
barrassed, disappointed, hurt or whatever 
because of the way your kids act or look, 
it’s a safe bet that it has far more to do with 
your own agenda, unful!lled expectations 
or sense of adequacy than it does with the 
kids. Sure there will be time you’ll want to 
work through your feelings with another 
person. Fine. Go ahead and talk about the 
reaction you’re having to someone’s behav-
ior, language or attitudes, but talk about 
it to someone beside the person whose 
behavior is triggering (not causing) those 
feelings! Do you really need to externalize 
your feelings to your children, or just need 
to get them out period, perhaps by writing 
in your journal or talking to a therapist or a 
trusted friend? 

Watch your intent. "ere are better 
ways to ask your children for a more de-
siravior then by asking that they change so 
that you’ll feel better. You may need to back 

up and set better boundaries to anticipate 
and avoid future problems, or polish up on 
your follow through, but you can eliminate 
patterns of manipulation, guilt and self-
victimization. "e result may just be your 
children’s cooperation, but most important 
is that both you and your kids can come 
through with everyone’s feelings unscathed.

© 1991, 1999, 2003, Jane Blues-
tein, Ph.D.
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Back when I was teaching, I had a simple 
and straight-forward homework policy. 

Except for special projects, each homework 
assignment was due the day after it had 
been assigned. "is wasn’t rocket science—
this policy had been in e#ect all year: “If 
you want credit for your homework, it has 
to be turned in on time.” 

Still, there were problems, evident in 
the daily parade of students coming to me 
to announce, “Teacher, I don’t have my 
homework.” My response would always be 
the same. I’d sigh wearily, and ask, “Why 
not?” I became acutely aware of my con-
tribution to this problem when one of my 
students responded to my question with the 
following explanation: “’Cause a tornado 
took it out of my lunchbox.”

Now even if this exchange hadn’t oc-
curred in inner-city Pittsburgh (in which 
this rather extreme weather pattern was not 
particularly common), it was, at best, un-
necessary. At worst, it was an old and ex-
hausting pattern that actually encouraged 
irresponsible behavior, needlessly stressing 
teacher, student and the overall classroom 
climate.

I began to wonder what kind of excuse 
this child could have given me that would 
have made it OK for me to rescind my 
previously-stated requirements? Why did 
I keep asking why the work wasn’t done? 
Did I really want to spend time encourag-
ing my students’ excuse-making, listening 
to their (sometimes quite creative) explana-
tions, ultimately having to make some kind 
of determination as to whether or not their 
excuses were credible (or pathetic) enough 
to warrant letting them o# the hook? And 
then what? What did that say about the 
authority I wanted my rules, limits and 
policies to carry? Why should they respect a 
boundary they could talk their way out of?

In the many years since this conversa-
tion transpired, I’ve seen hundreds of ex-

amples of well-meaning adults, both in 
the classroom and at home, asking kids 
for excuses. So often, the very same adults 
who would heartily agree with the idea of 
holding kids accountable for their behavior, 
adults who come to workshops for e#ective 
ways to get kids to cooperate and follow 
rules, are shocked, if not outraged at the idea 
that “why” really doesn’t matter. For many 
adults, especially those of us who often fail 
to follow through on our boundaries for 
one reason or another, the idea of actually 
enforcing the limits we set can seem heart-
less, indeed. Fortunately, there are strategies 
that will allow you to put some bite in your 
boundaries and still maintain compassion, 
leaving room ahead of time for those occa-
sional “good excuses” without compromis-
ing your authority or consistency.

What do you want?
Once you set a boundary or made a re-

quest, if you really want the people in your 
life to respect it, you’re going to have to be 
willing to follow through. I’ve often used 
the example of the store that closes at a cer-
tain time, even when you have a perfectly 
reasonable and legitimate excuse for being 
late. I’ve also made certain to clarify that the 
fact that the store remains closed (or that 
the manager is unwilling to come down to 
reopen for legitimately-late shoppers) is in 
no way meant to punish, shame, moralize 
or teach latecomers a lesson. It’s just closed. 
Stores, restaurants, movie theaters, concerts 
and the IRS don’t ask for excuses. Why 
should you?

Your ability to follow through on 
boundaries you’ve set will depend, to a 
great extent, on your most important goals. 
Many adults who live and work with kids 
express a strong desire to build responsibil-
ity, commitment, accountability and re-
spect for rules and authority—wonderful 
and important goals in raising children who 
can function and contribute in society. "e 
problem arises from competing goals the 
adult may have, sometimes without realiz-
ing it. Our ability to “stick to our guns” will 
frequently be undermined by our desire to 
have the child like us, our fear of con$ict or 
criticism, or the temptation to protect chil-
dren from the negative consequences of the 
choices they have made. 

It may not even be that complicated: 

Sometimes we ask for an excuse because we 
just don’t have the energy to follow through. 
We’ll also run into trouble any time we feel 
the need to protect ourselves from appear-
ing (or feeling) inadequate because the 
child didn’t do what she needed to do to 
get her clothes washed, eat dinner with the 
family, or get credit for an assignment that 
wasn’t !nished when it was due. If you have 
a habit of caving in on your boundaries, 
ask yourself what’s getting in the way. Is it 
guilt? A low tolerance for whining? A need 
to look good? Regardless of what sabotages 
your best intentions, it’s a sure bet that your 
kids know, and even the sweetest kid alive 
will occasionally use this knowledge to his  
or her best advantage.

"e bottom line is that it really doesn’t 
matter why the child left his jacket at 
school, why she dropped the !shbowl, or 
why he doesn’t have his permission slip for 
the upcoming !eld trip. Asking for excuses 
is asking for trouble. "is is especially evi-
dent when we ask “why” simply to give us 
ammunition to attack the child with criti-
cism, impatience or shaming: “Well, you 
should have thought of that before you 
left.” “I’ve told you a thousand times not 
to carry it that way.” “Well, you can stay 
here and think about your forgetfulness 
when you don’t get to go with the rest of the 
class.” Not only do responses like this not 
teach responsibility, they also add a great 
deal of unnecessary stress to the relation-
ship. Surely, that’s not what anyone wants.

Identify and Communicate your 
Boundary

Any time you’re dealing with other peo-
ple, you will !nd no shortage of opportuni-
ties to express your needs and tolerances. In 
the course of any given day you may need 
to decide, for example, what you are willing 
to buy your kids when you take them to 
the store, how loud she can play the stereo 
before it’ll start getting on your nerves, or 
under what circumstances you are willing 
to continue talking with an angry child. 
Will you run to the school with her home-
work, milk money or library book if she 
forgets them again? Are you willing to pick 
up dirty laundry from all over the house or 
will you insist on only washing what’s in the 
hamper? 

Sure, you wish your kids wouldn’t bug 
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you to buy them everything in the store or 
forget what they need to get through a day 
at school. And they should certainly know 
where to put dirty clothes, much less how 
loud is too loud and what kind of tone of 
voice to use when they are talking with you. 
But “should” doesn’t mean “is,” and the re-
sponsibility for setting these limits lies with 
the adults in kids’ lives. "at’s us. It means 
we have to take the time to !gure out what 
we want, or will want, in a given situation. 
And it means we need to let them know—
even if they already “should.”

Telling your kids “I’ll let you each pick 
out the kind of cereal you like. We’re not 
buying candy today,” may not generate 
their good-natured agreement any more 
than announcing to my students that “I’ll 
read to you as long as it stays quiet” inspired 
them all to keep their mouths shut while 
I was reading, at least not at !rst. (Again, 
many kids get used to pouting, whining 
or throwing tantrums because they know 
it works, either to wear us down and get 
them what they want, or to gain power 
and attention when they can’t get their own 
way. It doesn’t take kids very long to !gure 
out what “works,” even when they’re very 
young.) But we can certainly avert a great 
deal of con$ict, and create a structure in 
which following through later will make 
sense when we let kids—and adults, for 
that matter—know ahead of time which 
avenues are available (or required) for them 
to get what they want.

A couple of hints to make this work: 
When expressing a boundary, make sure 
you have their attention. Don’t try to give 
important instructions or information out 
when your kids are on the phone, in the 
middle of an engaging activity or on their 
way out the door. Ask for their understand-
ing. Several parents have reported success 
when they took the time to ask, “Tell me 
what you just agreed to” or “Tell me your 
understanding of how you can get the car 
again next weekend.” And don’t be afraid to 
put it in writing. One parent told me that 
she stacked the odds in her favor by leaving 
little signs around the house—in the bath-
room, on the refrigerator door and on top 
of the TV—reminding everyone that she 
was only washing clothes that were in the 
hamper on wash day.

!e Importance of Following 
!rough

It’s never going to feel good to follow 
through on a boundary when doing so will 
deprive your kids of something you want 
them to experience or have. One of my fa-
vorite stories is about a three-year-old who 
was told by her parents, after months of 
battling to get her to the dinner table, that 
on this particular day and from now on in, 
she would be called once. When the TV 
show she was watching was over, Mommy 
and Daddy were going to sit down and eat 
their dinner. "e child was welcome to join 
them. By the time the next show was !n-
ished, dinner time would be over—and the 
kitchen would be closed until morning. 

Needless to say, the child continued 
to play even after the parents called her 
as promised and sat down to dinner. "e 
parents said they had to literally hold onto 
the table to force themselves to not get up 
and yell or drag the child to the table, but 
they managed to follow through, although 
neither was able to eat a thing. At the speci-
!ed time, they got up, put the plates away 
and cleaned up the kitchen, just as—you 
guessed it—the child walked in, ready for 
dinner. “I’m hungry,” she said. “I’ll bet you 
are!” her mother agreed, incredibly, without 
scolding or shaming. “You missed a great 
dinner tonight. Don’t worry, we’ll have a 
nice, big breakfast in the morning. We’ll try 
again tomorrow.”

Now despite the fact that these par-
ents, and many others like them, swear 
that they’ve never had to do this more than 
once, the process can be excruciating, de-
manding a tremendous amount of courage 
and will, calling up every pang of guilt you 
could possibly feel. Unfortunately, many 
times parents need to resort to seemingly 
drastic measures in order to be taken se-
riously. Once you’ve gone to the trouble 
of explaining your boundaries and o#er 
meaningful, positive consequences (eat-
ing dinner) for cooperation (coming to 
the table on time), you may be especially 
frustrated when your child still doesn’t do 
what you’ve asked. In the example above, 
what good would it have done to have 
asked this child, “Why didn’t you come 
when we called you?” What could she say 
that would allow her parents to accept the 

idea that their boundaries and requests do 
not deserve to be taken seriously? No, the 
child does not need to explain because quite 
frankly, “why” doesn’t matter. Nor does she 
need the apparent bene!t of a scolding or 
punishment, nor your disappointment or 
indignation. "is isn’t personal, to you or 
the child. "e kitchen is closed. We’ll try 
again tomorrow. Period. You’ll be amazed 
at how quickly even young kids can !gure 
this out.

Build in #exibility before there’s a 
problem

Not all parents can (or need to) do 
something quite this drastic. Some manage 
to get the same point across by o#ering a 
meal up until a certain point, closing the 
kitchen on schedule except for some juice 
or a piece of fruit, for example, for the child 
who doesn’t make it in on time. However, 
these parents make this option clear before 
the child misses dinner—a very di#erent 
response (and process) to caving in to their 
whining or your own guilt.

You can maintain your boundaries and 
still be $exible. For example, if your kids 
don’t like what you’ve !xed for dinner and 
you only feel like preparing one meal, can 
they !x a sandwich or a bowl of cereal in-
stead? If curfew is at a certain time, are they 
allowed to call for help by a certain time 
or, as one parent allowed, earn 15-minute 
extensions for every weekend they come in 
on time? If they don’t get their laundry in 
the hamper, are you willing to show them 
how to run the washer? 

You can also create $exibility by o#ering 
choices. Letting kids pick two out of three 
chores or trade chores with siblings (or you) 
doesn’t let them o# the hook for participat-
ing in maintaining the house, but it does 
give them a certain amount of control in 
the situation—a powerful technique that 
can build cooperation on it’s own. One par-
ent even o#ered to do two of the chores as-
signed to her child if he could get all of the 
other chores on the list done by a speci!c 
time. You can invite (and when possible, 
accommodate) your children’s input when 
planning meals or desserts. And you can of-
fer your child a choice of bath time toys, 
towels, soap or even bathrooms and never 
get into a discussion about why he doesn’t 
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want to take a bath. 
Asking About Feelings

If your child is angry or upset, you 
can o#er support and suggest a number of 
healthy outlets for her feelings without ever 
asking, “Why are you upset about that?” 
When we’re dealing with someone’s emo-
tional state, there are even more compelling 
reasons to not ask “why.” 

For one thing, when people are upset, it 
may be di%cult, if not impossible to explain 
what’s going on. Describing or explaining 
feelings is quite a di#erent process from 
experiencing and simply feeling them. Ask-
ing, “Why does that bother you?” requires 
shifting from a “feeling mode” to a “think-
ing mode,” which isn’t always a healthy or 
constructive way to deal with emotions, es-
pecially in the middle of a crisis. (And by 
the way—the rational process of analyzing 
and explaining feelings happens in a di#er-
ent part of the brain than the part that han-
dles the more emotional processes. In fact, 
in the middle of intense feelings, our access 
to the more rational, logical parts of our 
brain may be limited or blocked. Even the 
most intellectually gifted people may have a 
hard time explaining why they’re feeling the 
way they do when they’re in the middle of 
their feelings.)  

Additionally, asking “why” suggests that 
their feelings be justi!ed adequately in or-
der to not be minimized or dismissed. (In 
other words, there is, in these questions, 
an implication that if kids can’t come up 
with good enough answers to why they are 
upset, they aren’t entitled to what they’re 
feeling.) Asking how a child is feeling, and 
being willing to listen to the answer, is far 
more loving than asking why. For a child in 
crisis, acceptance, validation and a good ear 
can create emotional safety and will be far 
more useful than our judgment or advice. 
And we can give this kind of support un-
conditionally, without ever asking—or even 
knowing—“why”!

Changing our Focus
If your child damages or loses something 

you’ve loaned him or let him use, you don’t 
need to know why he wasn’t more careful. 
"e real issue is not why but how—how 
he’s going to replace, repair or repay you for 
your loss. (Ideally, this is another part of the 
agreement you have set up ahead of time.) 

You can also ask how he’s going to prevent 
this problem in the future—and you can do 
this calmly, without yelling or hassling or 
even advising. Remember, every mistake is 
simply an opportunity for learning.

So the next time your child blows it, 
whether he loses something, forgets some-
thing, does something wrong, does some-
thing you speci!cally told him not to do, or 
doesn’t come through on a previous com-
mitment or agreement he made, resist the 
urge to ask “why.” "ere are probably con-
sequences—ideally, positive outcomes he 
won’t get to experience—for the choices he 
made. Let them be the real teachers in this 
situation. "e store is closed. You don’t have 
to say a word. Except maybe, “"at’s OK, 
we’ll try again tomorrow.” 

Avoiding the Temptation to ask 
WHY:
• Identify the problem.
• Identify your limits, needs tolerances in 

that situation
• Anticipate what your child will need or 

want in that situation
• Build in $exibility or some other way 

to accommodate your child’s needs, if 
possible, before a problem arises: “I’ll 
give you half the money for the bike 
and help you !nd ways to earn the rest 
yourself.” “Only Mommy and Daddy 
sleep in this room. What can you do to 
feel more safe in your own bed?”

• Express your boundaries clearly and in 
positive terms: “I’ll read you your story 
as long as you’re in bed with your teeth 
brushed and pajamas on by 7:00.” “Of 
course you can play my stereo, as long 
as you keep the volume below this level 
(or replace the CD you damaged).”

• Give kids space to have their feelings 
without having to explain them.

• Watch the tendency to make excuses 
for your kids, or the desire to let them 
o# the hook when they don’t cooper-
ate with a reasonable request or follow 
through on a commitment to which 
they’ve agreed.

• Follow through. Don’t make it per-
sonal. Don’t make it punitive. Don’t 
make it a character issues. "e store is 
closed. Period.

© 1999, 2003, Jane Bluestein, 
Ph.D.

Why Ask Why? No More Excuses!
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Back in the beginning, if you 
had asked me to tell you why I took 
up a career teaching, I don’t know 
how I might have answered. It 
wasn’t the money. Back in my days 
as a teaching intern, I was bring-
ing home a mere $318 a month, 
which wasn’t much, even in 1973. 
It wasn’t the hours. Between gradu-
ate school and losing the battle to 
stay one step ahead of my thirty-
nine !fth graders, I was putting in 
ridiculously long days. And it cer-
tainly wasn’t the chance to exercise 
my genius as an instructor. I was 
lucky if I could get through one day 
without a !ght breaking out.

No, there wasn’t much glory in 
working with kids who greeted me 
with “I don’t do reading,” before I’d 
had a chance to learn their names. 
Nor was it heartwarming to teach 
kids who saw me more as an annoy-
ance than an inspiration, kids who 
couldn’t care less that all I’d ever 
wanted my entire life was to be a 
teacher.

I cried a lot my !rst year. I cried 
the day my whole class failed what 
I thought was a simple pre-test. 
I cried the day my kids wouldn’t 
sit down and be quiet while my 
supervisor was in the room. I cried 
the day a parent said that maybe 
her son would do better with an 
“older” teacher. And I cried the day 
I visited the home of one of my 
most di%cult students and found 
her mother falling-down drunk well 

before lunchtime.
So what kept me in the game, 

especially that !rst year? Looking 
back, it took remarkably little to 
renew my sense of hope, or at least 
suggest that maybe all was not lost. 
I would come this close to throw-
ing in the towel when a child would 
uncharacteristically come to class 
prepared, make a positive behavior-
al change or help a classmate. I’d be 
sure I couldn’t make it through the 
day when someone would suddenly 
get subtraction or appear excited 
about a subject we were about to 
discuss. And just as I was about to 
give up, they’d !nally sit still for a 
story or laugh at one of my jokes.

For other teachers, perhaps it’s 
the progress, imperceptible as it 
may seem at times, the little con-
nections, a hug here and there, or 
the realization that we might well 
be the only source of encourage-
ment some child is getting right 
now. Perhaps deep down there’s the 
possibility that our excitement, or 
even our good intentions, somehow 
makes a dent, that our caring and 
commitment allow us, inevitably, to 
touch the future. But we give what 
we give because we can’t not give, 
and we give in the best of faith, 
because the evidence of our devo-
tion is sometimes long in coming. 
We are tested again and again, and 
sometimes we just keep coming 
back for no good reason besides the 
fact that, for better or worse, we 
are called to teach. Maybe this is 
something only another teacher can 
understand. It’s not just what we 
do. It’s who we are.

© 1999, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D.
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BONUS ARTICLE
!e following article begins with what was 
originally written in 1991 as a chapter for 
Tricia Gallagher’s book, For All the Write 
Reasons: Forty Successful Authors, Publish-
ers, Agents and Writers Tell You How to Get 
Your Book Published. I have followed this 
article with an update on what’s been hap-
pening in the years since this chapter was writ-
ten. I wanted to include it in this collection 
as, over the years, I’ve gotten so many requests 
from people in my seminars, generally educa-
tors and counselors who were considering ex-
panding their work to include consulting or 
writing, if not actually starting up their own 
businesses. Perhaps my own history, as well as 
a few suggestions and guidelines, will help.

If you want to get technical about it, my 
writing career started with a 1963 diary 

that I got in the middle of sixth grade. Over 
the years, I had hoped that the entries de-
tailing what I ate, who I had a crush on, 
and what was wrong with my hair would 
eventually give way to the Great American 
Novel. Perhaps one day.

In the meantime, I did end up a writer 
almost by default, as no one else had both-
ered to write the particular book I needed as 
a supervisor of !rst-year teachers in a grad-
uate training program at the University of 
New Mexico. What started out as a series of 
handouts, frantically prepared before each 
weekly class, quickly evolved into a forty-
four-chapter workbook.

For the better part of 1982, three years 
before my !rst Mac came into my life, I 
carried my yellow tablets and pens around 
wherever I went. From the spare bedroom 
that served as my o%ce to motels on !eld 
supervision trips, from the campground 

after a rafting trip to the back seat of the 
car on the way home, I jotted, noted and 
revised.

Late that summer, I started to type 
and by the middle of fall, I had more than 
400 pages cranked out on what was then 
a fairly state-of-the-art Olympia typewriter, 
having mylar ribbons and interchangeable 
type balls and such. My initial vision for 
this book, which I aptly (if not particularly 
creatively) named "e Beginning Teacher’s 
Resource Handbook, didn’t go much far-
ther than helping the twelve students in 
my program. For that particular purpose, 
the typewriter seemed well-suited and over-
whelmingly preferable to a $2500 typeset-
ting job, even though the !nal product did 
look an awful lot like a cheap cousin to my 
recently completed dissertation.

"e school year had started and I was 
in a bit of a panic to get this book out so I 
dispensed with the little publishing details 
like having the book edited or proofread—a 
major $aw of many self-published books, I 
soon discovered. Around Halloween, I took 
the manuscript down to the university copy 
center. "ere was some kind of a price break 
if I got twenty-!ve copies, so I went ahead, 
!guring I’d have a few extra to send to the 
folks and have a few more to keep on hand 
for whatever other needs might arise.

"e printing and comb binding—you 
know, those plastic jobs they use on a lot 
of cookbooks—cost me $300 which, at the 
time, I simply didn’t have. I wrote a hot 
checked, begged the guy at the copy cen-
ter to hold it for a few days so it wouldn’t 
bounce, and asked each of my twelve stu-
dents to kick in $25 to cover the printing 
costs. (Actually not a bad price for a 400-
plus page textbook, even then, but what a 
way to launch a business!)

Despite the plain manila cover, the 
crooked—and occasionally mixed up—
page numbers (which I had typed on lit-
tle stickers and put on the pages by hand 
with no guides or templates to help), and a 
bunch of tacky, hand-drawn illustrations, I 
remember staring at my !rst box of books 
as though they could do dishes!

Fortunately, my students were far less 
concerned with cosmetics and were thrilled 
to have the information they needed. In ad-
dition, other instructors at the university, 
program coordinators at the local school 

district, and several other teachers and 
student teachers requested copies, which 
meant I ended up selling just about the 
entire !rst printing in about a week. Not 
too bad, especially since I now had enough 
money to pay for the second printing with 
a check that wasn’t quite so hot.

I !gured if the book was such a big hit 
with my colleagues and friends, why  not 
try marketing it? Since my background in 
education o#ered little in the way of busi-
ness know-how, I made things up as I went 
along, although I was smart enough to ask 
questions and follow up on leads and sug-
gestions from anyone who was a step or two 
ahead of me. 

Learning the Ropes
Learning where to go for help was cru-

cial, as I was completely clueless about busi-
ness aspects like billing and inventory man-
agement. When a school called for a dozen 
copies and asked if I would accept a pur-
chase order, I actually told the caller I was 
on the other line and would call her back 
in a few minutes. I hung up and called a 
friend in a panic, a woman who had set up a 
business of budget consulting and had sold 
copies of her book from her own home-
based business. When she explained what 
a purchase order was and how I was going 
to deal with it, I called the school back and 
cheerfully took their order.

As a part of my !rst big marketing proj-
ect, I went to the library and got a list of col-
leges that had teacher education programs 
and found a directory of every school and 
district in New Mexico. I bought my !rst 
computer and created a data base which 
eventually yielded a mailing list.

I made up my !rst $yer to send out. 
It had black ink on dark green paper, and 
with a dozen di#erent type styles, it looked 
a bit like a ransom note. Although I cringe 
whenever I come across a copy today, at the 
time I thought it was quite beautiful. I sent 
out about 1200 copies of the $yer which, a 
year later, was verbally torn to shreds by an 
advertising expert at a conference dinner. I 
was devastated by his criticism and, in my 
ignorance, conceded that this was probably 
why I only got a thirteen percent return. Af-
ter recovering his composure (and dropped 
silverware), he explained that three percent 
would have been terri!c—thirteen percent 
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was unheard of! (I guess there’s something 
to be said for knowing your market.)

I then set about cleaning up the manu-
script for the Beginning Teacher’s book by 
laying out a real cover with rub-on letters 
and an optical-illusion illustration from an 
old Mad magazine that eventually became 
my company logo. I improved the illustra-
tions and added divider pages. And I got 
busy establishing my business, Instructional 
Support Services for my speaking and con-
sulting work, with I.S.S. Publications for 
the publishing and mail order components. 
I did all the business things I was told to do, 
from setting up a separate checking account 
and mailing address to ordering letterhead 
and business cards and !ling the necessary 
tax forms.

My business vocabulary and manage-
ment skills began to grow. I was now quite 
familiar with those “purchase orders,” 
which I had to “invoice” and keep track of 
in an “accounts receivable” !le. All new ter-
ritory for a former classroom teacher, but I 
was learning. With the money that started 
coming in, I could manage a larger print 
run, which got my unit costs down, and 
step up to perfect binding with the title on 
the spine so the books could be displayed 
and sold in bookstores.

Growing a Business
I completed a second book on an in-

dividualized, prescriptive handwriting pro-
gram to go with a workshop I was start-
ing to do, and a third book, Parents in a 
Pressure Cooker, was born within the year. 
"ese three titles, along with a couple of 
stationery items for parents and teach-
ers, not only gave me a catalogue, but the 
parenting book also gave me a mainstream 
topic for promotion in a far larger market. 
I received wonderful feedback on the con-
tents of the book, but the general consen-
sus from the professionals (including other 
book and magazine publishers, bookstore 
owners, and marketing specialists) was that 
it looked like it had been “thrown together 
on somebody’s kitchen table.”

So my coauthor and I hired a graphic 
designer and invested about $8000 (bor-
rowed from family and friends) in a new 
cover, cartoon illustrations, typesetting and 
a 5000-piece !rst printing. "e investment 
paid o#, although we would have bene!ted 

greatly from editorial support, which we 
did seek for a subsequent revision.

In 1984, I went to my !rst American 
Booksellers Association convention (now 
Book Expo America), sharing a small-press 
booth back at the tail end of a hall, next to 
a garbage bin in the basement of the Wash-
ington, DC convention center. My display 
was tacky and hand-made, but I made im-
portant contacts as well as a few sales, and I 
took lots of notes on how to set up a more 
professional-looking trade-show exhibit. 

I started exhibiting and speaking at 
education conferences and, here and there, 
met other self-published authors with ex-
cellent materials, which I o#ered to include 
in my catalogue on a consignment basis. I 
found some small press distributors for my 
books as well, most of them working under 
the same terms I was able to o#er. 

Although the majority of sales came 
from my own titles, often in association 
with my workshops, building a larger 
catalogue provided additional income and 
credibility for I.S.S. Publications. "is step 
also o#ered greater exposure and income 
for the authors whose books we distribute, 
so it was a true win-win arrangement. 

Taking to the Air
In the middle of the Bookseller’s con-

vention, the friend with whom I was shar-
ing the booth took o# to do a talk show 
she’d set up a few weeks before. On her urg-
ing, about a month prior to a publishers’ 
conference in Utah, I called the Salt Lake 
City media and timidly asked if they had 
any interest in interviewing me on parent-
child relationship issues. "ose contacts led 
to an article in the local paper, a spot on the 
evening news, and a half-hour radio inter-
viewed that aired on the following Sunday 
morning. Although this exposure did not 
lead to any actual sales (my books were not 
in bookstores at this time), nor did I get any 
calls for potential speaking engagements, 
this experience turned out to be most valu-
able in establishing the beginnings of a me-
dia resume—as well as the con!dence to 
continue other avenues for promotion.

I began to arrange media interviews 
whenever I had a speaking engagement, 
whether on a contract with a school dis-
trict or organization, or as a part of a con-
ference in another town. One particularly 

successful trip, media-wise, involved a visit 
to Minneapolis for an early childhood con-
vention. While I didn’t get paid for the pre-
sentation or expenses, I did sell just enough 
books to justify the trip. Plus, about six 
months later, I got a call from one of the 
producers of the Oprah Winfrey Show who 
had heard about me through the producer 
of a similarly formatted show I had done in 
Minnesota. (A lot of the “results” I’ve seen 
in this business happen months—or even 
years—after the initial, often protracted or 
expensive, footwork!)

"e weird thing about the call was that 
they didn’t actually need me for a particular 
show, but just wanted to check me out. De-
spite my disappointment and frustration, 
my only option was more footwork in the 
form of some follow-up with the produc-
ers, a photo of Oprah on my o%ce wall to 
remind me of my goal, and a focus on the 
work that was in front of me every day. I 
had plenty to do until they called back, 
which they eventually did, about a year and 
a half later.

I’ve done Oprah twice and would love 
to report that my appearances have blown 
my book sales out of the water. "ey 
haven’t. Although I’ve turned printing 
rights over to other publishers, the books 
simply hadn’t received the distribution nec-
essary to have them all in the chains when 
the shows aired. "ings are improving, but 
we still have a lot of work to do in this area. 
"e exposure has helped, however, if for no 
other reason than my appearances on that 
show seem to be the strongest line on my 
resume, giving me more credibility and 
stature than all of my writing, degrees, and 
experience combined. Sigh…

Being Published vs. Self-Publish-
ing

In 1985, the acquisitions editor from 
Fearon (David S. Lake Publishing) ap-
proached me about publishing "e Be-
ginning Teacher’s Resource Handbook. 
I grabbed the copy, held it to my chest 
suspiciously, and told them it was already 
published. After months of negotiations, I 
!nally signed a contract that gave me esca-
lating royalties and, most important, espe-
cially at that time, a signi!cant discount so 
that I could buy the books at a low enough 
cost to resell them at my speaking engage-
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ments. I !gured I’d let them take out sec-
ond mortgages on their houses now, and 
decided to concentrate on my writing, 
speaking and the highly-targeted market-
ing I was already doing.

"e bene!ts have been tremendous, if 
only in editorial support. "e book need-
ed work. "e copy I sent them for review 
came back with a two-word cover letter 
from the editor that simply said, “Don’t 
faint!” It took me nearly two months to be 
emotionally able to open the box again and 
look at the 400-plus pages that came back 
covered with yellow sticky notes, none of 
them telling me what a great writer I was. 
And I was only able to do so by convincing 
myself that their comments were simply the 
impetus and guidance by which I was go-
ing to make this very worthwhile mess into 
a real, much improved, grown-up-looking 
product. "eir input and resources brought 
about a book that was far more attractive, 
both in what it says and how it looks, than 
anything I did or could have a#orded to do 
on my own. "ey retitled the book Being a 
Successful Teacher to reach a broader audi-
ence than the prior reference to beginning 
teachers invited. And they’ve been far better 
at reaching the market than I’ve been. Fi-
nally, turning over the production aspect—
not to mention storage—has left me free to 
do what I do best (and love most), writing 
and speaking.

Since the mid-eighties, I sold Parents in 
a Pressure Cooker to a second publisher and 
wrote another book, 21st Century Disci-
pline, for a third. I co-published four books 
with other authors (with their money and 
my advice, editorial input, production and 
distribution) which worked out pretty well 
for all concerned. Although a creative way 
to build the business back in the beginning, 
I’ve since quit accepting manuscripts as I 
barely have time to read them, much less 
turn them into books. 

Once again, I found that the most ef-
fective strategy for me has been to go with 
my strengths. I’ve gotten increasingly busy 
with presentations around the country and 
spend a great deal of time on the road. My 
husband, Jerry, who was laid o# in 1986 
from the construction job (which he hated, 
but which allowed us to eat while I was get-
ting things o# the ground), has since taken 
over the mail order company and most 

of the “business” part of the business—
things like inventory, receivables, payables 
and other details I am rarely in town long 
enough to address. 

What I’ve learned from creating and 
running a business is that in the pressure 
of day-to-day demands, the !rst casualty is 
often my perspective, with balance and san-
ity running a close second. When things get 
muddy, I have a phenomenal network of 
friends who are doing similar work, many 
of whom I’ve met at professional confer-
ences and publishing conventions. "ese 
are the people I call for guidance, support 
and the assurance that I’m not completely 
insane to be doing what I’m doing. "ey’re 
the ones who remind me that I have in-
deed grown, that the products, money, 
and recognition have improved, and that I 
am incredibly well-supported by the Uni-
verse. In between, I rely on inspirational 
and motivational materials that range from 
professional tapes and magazine articles to 
Dear Abby clippings and fortune-cookie 
fortunes! 

Had anyone suggested to me that I’d 
b doing what I’m doing when I was still 
back in Pittsburgh teaching fourth grade, I 
doubt I’d have believed a word of it. Writ-
ing my history has given me a rare chance 
to regain a moment of perspective, and with 
it a great deal of gratitude. I’ll close with a 
quote from Goethe, which is hanging on 
the wall in front of me, and a wish for you 
for the persistence, resources and guidance 
to happily and successfully ful!ll your own 
mission, whatever it is: “Whatever you can 
do, or dream you can, begin it. Boldness 
has genius, power and magic in it.”

Update: Fifteen Years Later

In looking back over the beginnings 
of those “warrior years” when I had more 
time and energy than I seem to these days, 
there was a de!nite commitment to build 
this business, to make it happen and, es-
pecially once Jerry and I were fully in this 
together, to make it work well enough to 
be our sole source of income. I got creative 
and endlessly busy about !nding ways to 
supplement the writing-and-speaking as-
pects which, frankly, didn’t pay much, at 
least not at !rst. "ere was much I was do-
ing during those !rst few years that I didn’t 

mention in the original chapter, things like 
all of the classes I taught for eight or nine 
di#erent universities just to pick up some 
extra income—usually about $1200-1500 
a class—despite the demands of driving up 
to 800 miles a week to remote locations to 
teach, in many instances, every week for the 
entire semester. 

Or the various Speakers’ Directories, in 
which I was able to advertise my training 
services along with a couple dozen other 
speakers, each of whom kicked in a couple 
hundred dollars to !nance the printing and 
mailing expenses. 

Or the twice-a-year mailings we did for 
many years, assembling $yers that adver-
tised my workshops and a variety of books, 
my living room crowded with stacks of 
boxes as we hand-labeled and sorted up to 
15,000 pieces for a bulk mailing. 

Or the weeks I’d spend, once I’d learned 
a bit about desktop publishing, laying out 
a catalogue, either for our mailings, to dis-
tribute at conferences, or to include with 
orders.

All of these things helped us get o# the 
ground. It’s been several years since I’ve 
done any of the above. Much as I loved 
teaching at the college level, the amount of 
work, time commitment and low pay made 
it impractical to continue to pursue these 
opportunities. Sorting and labeling bulk 
mail became increasingly complex and ex-
pensive, and made !rst-class postage a vi-
able option in the rare cases when a mailing 
might still be warranted. And although at 
one point we actually distributed over 350 
resources from over 50 di#erent publishers, 
with printing and mailing costs continu-
ing to rise, the catalogues and other print 
marketing e#orts became increasingly cost-
ine#ective! Fortunately, there was another 
way to get the word out!

Going Geek
In 1985, I bought my !rst Mac, a 512k 

Mac Plus. After three years of handwritten 
invoices, I was now able to set up a data base 
that would allow us to print our invoices—
a big step in our continuing e#orts to pres-
ent ourselves as professional and legitimate. 
I got software that allowed me to compose 
and revise onscreen—a big improvement 
for how I tend to think and write. I started 
taking as many classes as I could to learn 
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the software I’d need to run the business, 
create print projects and Web pages, as well 
as what I needed to deal with graphics and 
presentations for all of the above. (While 
I hired out my !rst Web design, I found 
a#ordable and reliable help to be rather elu-
sive and after a year or so, !nally rolled up 
my sleeves and started doing it myself.)

I see myself as a part of a growing seg-
ment of intermediate users who fall some-
where between computer professionals—
people whose work involves little else—and 
those who use the computer mainly for 
entertainment, information and com-
munications. "is means that while I’m 
scrambling to stay on top of what’s going 
on in my !eld, I also have to continue to 
catch up and re!ne skills I need to keep my 
business going. "is includes being able to 
put together a $yer (or, for example, in the 
case of this book, lay out this collection of 
articles and design a cover for a new print 
project). It also means learning to deal with 
audio editing for upcoming CD releases 
and getting familiar enough with business 
software to be able to do things like print 
shipping labels, or manage inventory, in-
come, and sales. And probably most impor-
tant, it means learning enough to be able to 
develop and administer a Web site that is 
well-matched to the information needs and 
navigation skills of my market. 

While neither print nor Web design 
are exactly my strong suits, I actually love 
the change of pace these projects o#er. I re-
member well being at the mercy of graphic 
artists and typesetters, and while grateful 
beyond belief for the work they did and 
what they contributed to the growth of my 
business, I am just as delighted to be able to 
work in a way that better suits my schedule, 
my budget, my tastes, and my knowledge 
of the market. At some point, I may end up 
hiring these tasks out, but for now, I !nd 
the work challenging and satisfying. 

For anyone considering setting up 
your own consultancy or creating prod-
ucts, whether for a publisher or as a do-it-
yourself venture, I don’t see any way around 
the tech aspects of the business. While the 
majority of my speaking engagements still 
come from word-of-mouth or from my 
books, and while the bulk of sales I receive 
directly still comes from the back-of-the-
room displays I have at my engagements, 

the inquiries, speaking jobs and sales I re-
ceive through my Web site suggests that it’s 
probably one of the most crucial marketing 
tools available. And from a slightly more 
altruistic standpoint, with several hundred 
pages of free resources, including articles, 
handouts, book excerpts, interviews, and 
links, my site has been invaluable in allow-
ing me to provide support and information 
for the people with whom I most want to 
connect.

Further, for projects like this book of 
articles—things for which there has been 
a strong demand, but which mainstream 
publishers would not be likely to accept—
it’s been wonderful to be able to add them 
to my (online) catalogue, print out a hand-
ful, or a few hundred if demand dictates, 
and avoid the initial costs of a large print 
run and the storage that goes with it! (And 
like the information on my site, I can 
change or update the contents of my self-
published pieces any time I want without 
making boxes of products obsolete.)

Connecting with a Publisher
One of the advantages of self-publish-

ing was the fact that it gave me a bit of a 
track record to take to a publisher to sell my 
ideas—and myself! For me, it was a great 
place to start. By the time I started realizing 
the bene!ts of having professional editors, 
designers, and marketing people involved, I 
not only had an actual book (such as it was) 
to submit, but I also was able to establish an 
already-existing market for the book. And 
when it came to proposing new projects, I 
could point to the work I had been doing 
(which helped establish me as a writer) and 
if I’d already done a book for the publisher, 
I could suggest a new project in the context 
of relationships and history already estab-
lished.

And yes there were rejections, not only 
from publishers I approached “cold,” but 
even from publishers who had already done 
a few of my books if the topics didn’t inter-
est them or !t in with their catalogues or 
goals. Some o#ered the courtesy of a form 
letter and some even returned my materials. 
Others didn’t respond at all. In many cas-
es, I got distracted by another project and 
ended up heading in a di#erent direction. 
But there were times I persevered until I 
found a better match. It’s funny how a pro-

posal that holds absolutely no interest for 
one publisher can elicit great interest and 
enthusiasm from another. We’ve all hear 
about the great publishing successes that 
came on the heels of dozens of rejections, 
so I encourage authors to hang in there.

To answer another question that of-
ten comes up, I’ve never worked with an 
agent—partly because I didn’t know any 
and partly because I didn’t know I needed 
one. "is may also have to do with the 
publishers I approached, who were gener-
ally smaller or more focused in terms of 
their market (education, family or personal 
growth, for example) and more open to un-
known quantities such as myself. Certainly, 
being able to point to previously published 
work—even self-published projects—and 
indicate a history sales and market interest 
didn’t hurt. Whether or not you need an 
agent will depend on the publisher and the 
book you’re writing. Some publishers won’t 
accept unsolicited manuscripts and it’s pos-
sible that a good agent may be the only way 
to actually land your idea on someone’s 
desk. A good agent can also help you pres-
ent your ideas in an attractive way. Still, un-
less the publisher speci!cally advertises that 
they don’t accept unsolicited manuscripts, 
if you’re con!dent in your proposal, you 
might want to see what kind of a response 
you get on your own.

!e Publisher Shu$e 
Here’s another thing about publishers 

to consider: Depending on the publisher, 
signing with one company does not guar-
antee that they will be the one with whom 
the book ends up! My !rst edition of 21st 
Century Discipline was contracted with 
one publisher and almost immediately sold 
to a second. Six weeks after the book was 
released, that publisher was sold and 21st 
went o# to a third. In less than a year, this 
one book had had three di#erent publish-
ers, each with its own look, feel and voice. 
Over the past twenty years, there have been 
many instances of publishers buying one 
another, or selling an imprint or a part of 
their catalogue to someone else. "is has a 
huge e#ect on the life of a book. 

While other authors may have di#er-
ent experiences, this has pretty much been 
the kiss of death for my books. While you’d 
think the buyout would have been inspired 
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by a certain amount of enthusiasm for all 
the titles, I suspect it may have been more 
for the market share or the name brand than 
the speci!c books they had just acquired. In 
fact, I remember talking to an editor at the 
new publisher who admitted that she just 
didn’t “get” my book. “It doesn’t look like 
our books. It doesn’t sound like our books. 
I don’t know what we’re supposed to do 
with it.”

So I spent the next few years going 
head to head with them, just trying to stay 
on top of arbitrary price changes (which I 
never managed to !nd out about until af-
ter I had printed several thousand $yers or 
catalogues), keep the books in print, keep 
track of the books they had, or even get my 
royalties. "e !nal straw came when they 
went back to print (after being out of stock 
for months) and produced a book with 
the occasional missing pages, poorly glued 
bindings, and the title misspelled on the 
spine (21st Century “Disipline”—I’m not 
making this up!)

I eventually got the rights back and 
found yet another publisher for whom I 
did a second edition. We had a wonderful 
and mutually-pro!table relationship… un-
til they were sold to a publisher that was 
even worse than the previous one! While 
not all publishers are open to being bought 
out, the danger in this constantly chang-
ing industry is in the fact that when com-
panies are sold, you may not be quite as 
valued or appreciated as you were with the 
publisher with whom you developed the 
project! In the latest chapter in the story 
of this particular book, I am now working 
with a wonderful new publisher—I believe 
this is number eight for this title!—whose 
charter prohibits them from being sold. I 
recently completed a major overhaul of the 
contents of this book for a third edition. 
Working with them from the beginning on 
all aspects of the project’s development has 
generated a signi!cant commitment from 
everyone involved, which is the one thing 
that got lost every time one of my books 
changed hands.

And now as I sit between editions of 
this, one of my best-selling books, here’s 
where that publishing/self-publishing 
bridge gets interesting. When the last pub-
lisher decided to let the book go out of 
print, I bought out the remaining copies 

of the second edition. As I’m typing away 
here, we have exactly four copies of that 
book left in our inventory! "e third edi-
tion won’t be out for another four months 
and we already have orders for close to a 
thousand copies. So in order to preserve 
availability of the existing book until the 
new baby arrives, I spent several weeks lay-
ing out a nearly-identical version of the 
second edition—published this time by 
my company, I.S.S. Publications. It is at 
the printer’s now so we should be able to 
!ll those orders sometime in the next two 
weeks. (All those computer classes, along 
with a willingness to change hats from time 
to time, have served me well.)

And this wasn’t the only “shu&ing” go-
ing on. Parents in a Pressure Cooker was 
declared out of print when that publishing 
company was sold, as was Being a Success-
ful Teacher, which has been through nearly 
a dozen di#erent publishers and is up for 
an overhaul for a new edition with the same 
company that is doing the latest version of 
the discipline book!  

When Marketing Doesn’t Just 
Happen

I think the biggest complaint I hear 
from authors has to do with the shock and 
disappointment they feel regarding book 
sales and royalties. Even the ones who claim 
to not care about making any money o# 
their book end up saddened when the book 
doesn’t make its way into stores or into the 
hands of the people for whom it was writ-
ten. 

"e fact is, there are millions of books 
published every year. And as with any mass-
market industry, there seems to be room for 
only a few at the top. Some publishers pay 
booksellers for optimal placement of their 
books, but this is often for best-selling titles 
and well-established, best-selling authors. 
Many authors have shared with me their 
experience with publishers whose con-
voluted attitude seems to be, “We’ll mar-
ket it once it starts selling.” And I’ve had 
publishers who put a tremendous amount 
of money and talent into producing a fan-
tastic book—well edited, beautifully laid 
out, gorgeous cover—and then did next to 
nothing with it. 

One of my publishers, for whom I’ve 
done six books since this chapter was pub-

lished in 1991, has been pretty good about 
getting my books into some of the chains. 
Even still, the life span of a new book is 
short, and once the next season’s crop is out, 
the publishers’ interests are understandably 
focused on their latest releases. (Occasion-
ally some speci!c occurs that will bring 
your book back into focus or draw media 
attention, but this is only likely to happen 
if your publisher happens to be good about 
getting press releases out to the right people 
at the right time, or if some dedicated and 
resourceful reporter happens to come across 
mention of your work in a Web search, for 
example.) Plus, publishers don’t always give 
equal attention to all their new titles and 
more than one author has shared that even 
when their books were new, they never 
seemed to show up anywhere near the front 
of their publishers’ New Release catalogues, 
mailings or announcements, if they ap-
peared at all!

And even when things are going great, 
stu#, as they say, happens. One of the most 
involved and important books I’ve done, 
Creating Emotionally Safe Schools, was 
released in mid-August, 2001. "e release 
was calculated to coincide with the begin-
ning of the school year and was extremely 
well received. Who would have predicted 
that two weeks after a terri!c interview on 
CNN, the events of 9/11 would e#ectively 
end the public’s and the media’s attention 
to anything else?

In the past few years, I’ve noticed that 
it’s gotten increasingly di%cult to show 
up on the media’s radar. For whatever rea-
son, calls or press releases that in past years 
would have secured at lease one or two 
interviews, go largely unnoticed today, or 
require a more sensationalized “hook” to 
generate much interest. An entire industry 
has grown up around helping authors and 
speakers catch the media’s eye however they 
are generally very expensive and may or 
may not get the results you want. I know 
at least a couple of authors who have spent 
between $5000 and $12,000 on media 
promotion specialists and in the end had 
very little to show for their investments. 
Still, it is an investment and since it takes 
only one good interview at the right time, 
it may be worth consideration. Whether or 
not you need someone else to get you the 
connections you need will depend on your 
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product, your personality, your timing, and 
whether or not you have the time or energy 
to pursue these channels on your own.

Catching my Breath
It’s been 25 years since I wrote my !rst 

book, nearly that long since I o%cially 
started my business. Reading and remem-
bering this path is a bit exhausting, and in-
teresting to look back and see the number 
of endeavors I pursued in the beginning 
that I have been able to let go of in the 
name of focus and sanity. "ese avenues, 
whether the courses I taught for the uni-
versities, the books I schlepped to exhibits, 
the catalogues and mailings I sent out, or 
all the “freebie” conferences and speaking 
engagements I did to build up my Speaker’s 
Resume, were all a part of a safety net I 
needed during the years it took to get this 
business o# the ground. Even still, there 
were stretches, even when Jerry was work-
ing outside the business, where money was 
a lot tighter than either of us would have 
liked. A certain amount of faith was, in 
retrospect, a critical element, as well as a 
tendency to stay so busy that I might not 
notice how scared, at times, I actually was.

"ese days, I’m !nding myself more 
and more looking for balance in my life. 
As I’ve gotten busier with travel and pre-
sentations, I’ve noticed how both seem to 
a#ect my physical and mental health more 
intensely, and that I need a bit more time to 
recover from my time on the road. About a 
year ago, I blocked o# two months, from 
the middle of November until the middle 
of January and for the !rst time since I 
started this business, I actually declined of-
fers to work during that time. Although the 
majority of my time at home was devoted 
to the revision of the discipline book (so 
technically, I was still working the whole 
time I was “o#”), this was a huge step for 
me. I’ve already blocked o# a similar period 
for the end of 2006 and plan to continue 
this tradition, perhaps adding a month or 
so during the summer as well.

I’m honestly not sure about retirement. 
I still love and believe in what I do and I 
still feel called to speaking, writing and all 
the tech stu# I’d love more time to explore. 
Over lunch with a friend, I admitted that 
even if I had every nickel I knew I’d ever 
need for the rest of my life, I’m not sure 

I’d change much. Not yet. I’m at a good 
place in my life and while perhaps I don’t 
feel the same hunger at 55 that I did in my 
30s, I still have a passion for my work and a 
tremendous excitement about learning and 
growing. 

I look forward to coming back to this 
article in a couple of years time, to re$ect 
on my growth and experiences, and on the 
directions in which this work has taken me. 
And maybe to o#er updates for anyone 
who might care to see what I’ve been up 
to (which, by the way, I annotate on my 
Web blog on a fairly regular basis), what 
I’ve learned, and where I might be headed.

I’d love to hear from you. Please let me 
know what has worked for you, if anything 
in this overlong report has helped. In the 
meantime, please accept my best wishes for 
your greatest success and happiness ever in 
pursuing whatever direction in which you 
are called.

© 2006, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D.
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The following ideas are based on my own experi-
ences and conversations with other authors. "ere 

are numerous books and articles on getting published. 
Talk to other writers, or a trusted bookseller or librar-
ian. Do your homework. Check my Web site for links 
and updates. Also, most publishers have guidelines on 
their Web sites that can be of great help.

• Find a publisher who has a track record with the 
market for whom you want to write. (If you don’t 
know who your market is, you’re probably not ready 
to write yet.) 
• Check out books that look like the kind you hope 
to write or how you’d like your book to look when 
it’s done. Consider the readability, white space, lay-
out, cover design, illustrations, even the type or font 
they use.
• When proposing your book, make your intent clear 
(why you’re writing it), and describe your market and 
your own background (whatever credibility you have 
behind what you’ve written or plan to write, includ-
ing your own experience, observations, and research). 
Be speci!c. Check out Lisa Collier Cool’s How to 
Write Irresistible Query Letters for more information. 
If you have a table of contents, or have identi!ed 
speci!c topics, include these as well.
• Whether or not you need an agent will depend on 
the publisher and the book you’re writing. For pub-
lishers who do not accept unsolicited manuscripts an 
agent may be the best way to get in the door. Check 
out the latest edition of Writer’s Digest for informa-
tion on what individual publishers require. Many 
publishers now have submission requirements listed 
on their Web sites.
• You do not have to submit a !nished manuscript, 
although some sample of your writing beyond your 
query letter can be useful, perhaps a few chapters, 
if you have them written. I was advised to place a 
copyright sign (© 2006, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D.) on 
each page I submitted. 

• People often ask me about having their manuscript 
or idea stolen. I can’t speak to this as even the most 
indi#erent or incompetent publishers with whom 
I’ve worked were, as far as I could tell, pretty ethical. 
I do know people who have !led copies of their work 
with an attorney, for example, or even mailed copies 
of their work to themselves in a sealed box or enve-
lope. I don’t know if that would stand up in court, so 
check.
• Ask for an escalating royalty, if possible. I’ve had 
some publishers who simply wouldn’t go above ten 
percent and others who started at !fteen percent and 
went to twenty as certain quantities were sold. I once 
agreed to a royalty that started at six percent but I 
encourage authors to pursue publishers who o#er at 
least ten to !fteen.
• I advise against doing a “work for hire,” one in 
which you get paid a $at rate for a particular piece, 
after which they own the piece and all rights to it. 
(Accepting a fee for a single chapter or a foreword 
you’re contributing to someone else’s book is a dif-
ferent story and much more appropriate.) One of 
my !rst contracts o#ered $10,000 for the discipline 
book. It was a lot of money at the time, and badly 
needed, but I turned it down. "ey eventually came 
back with a royalty arrangement that didn’t exactly 
knock my socks o#, but it ended up being far better 
in the long run than a work for hire would have ever 
been.
• Not all publishers o#er an advance—money up 
front before the book is published. I’ve had a few 
small advances, which helped when I was working 
on something for a particularly long time, or one 
that required a great deal of research or some out-
of-pocket expenses. Just remember, this is generally 
income that will eventually be held against royalties 
once the book goes on sale so if you get a chunk of 
money at the start, you’ll have to wait until they’ve 
sold enough books to cover that amount in royalties. 
• If you plan to resell the books either through 
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workshops you give, a Web site, or a catalogue, ask 
for a larger discount on books you purchase for resale. 
"is helps your publisher, and many are willing to o#er 
larger discounts on larger quantities or at the time they 
reprint your book.
• Your visibility and your own e#orts at promoting 
your work are two of the most important ingredients 
in getting your books to your market, and increasing 
your sales. Consider your willingness to advertise your 
books in your workshops or professional organizations 
or publications, for example; to be interviewed by 
the newspapers, radio or TV, or appear in Web chats; 
or to set up a Web site or at least a blog to let people 
know who you are and what you have to o#er. A lot of 
authors I’ve met have been very shy and uncomfortable 
about letting the world know about their work. (Of 
course, I’ve also known writers who turned into slick 
salespeople once their books were out, turning every 
workshop or conversation into an infomercial.) 
• If you are also hoping to build a career or side busi-
ness as a speaker, look for any opportunity you can get 

to speak on your book topic, or a related subject. Pro-
fessional conferences are always a great place to start, 
though most educational conferences expect you to pay 
your own transportation, lodging and meal expenses, 
and in many cases, the conference registration as well. 
Your local schools, PTAs, libraries and bookstores may 
also be open to hosting a presentation or booksigning.
• Be prepared to create or contract out to have $yers 
made with ordering information (either directly to 
your publisher, the chains in which your book is avail-
able, online resources like Amazon, contract distribu-
tors, or to yourself, should you decide to take on the 
tasks of order ful!llment, including storing, invoicing 
and shipping your books out. Regardless of which 
route you take, you’ll be well served by checking out 
John Kremer’s 1001 Ways to Market Your Books (or 
signup for his newsletter at bookmarket.com) or any of 
Dan Poynter’s books at parapublishing.com.

© 2006, Jane Bluestein, Ph.D.
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Working with Di!cult Students

Being a Successful Teacher

Video programs:
Connecting with Students, Connecting with Parents

Discipline and Achievement, 
Safe School Series, 

Creating Emotionally Safe Schools, 
Emotional Safety and Learning Styles, 
Helping Students in Crisis, 

 Responsibility and Classroom Discipline, 
Win-Win Parenting, 
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ORDER FORM
Books
___ Becoming a Win-Win Teacher $39.95 _________
___ Being a Successful Teacher @ $23.95 _________
___ Book of Article Reprints @ $19.95 _________
___ Book of Handouts (eBook in PDF down-
 load, e-mail address required)
 ___ License to print one copy, $14.95 _________
 ___ License to print 5 copies, $19.95 _________
 ___ License for ea. add’l copy, $3.00 _________
___ Classroom Management @ $27.95 _________
___ Creating Emotionally Safe Schs @ $14.95 _________
___ High School’s Not Forever @ $12.95 _________
___ Magic, Miracles & Synchronicity @ $14.95 _________
___ Mentors, Masters &...  @ $11.95 _________
___ Parent’s Little Book of Lists @$10.95 _________
___ Parents, Teens & Boundaries @$10.95 _________
___ Rx: Handwriting, 2nd ed. @ $12.95 _________
___ The Win-Win Classroom @ $40.95 _________
___ WWC: Facilitator’s Guide @ $16.95 _________

Articles, each $2.00 downloaded**, $3.00 hard copy
___ “Are Your Colleagues Driving YouCrazy?” _________
___ “Ask, Don’t Tell”  _________
___ “The Beauty of Losing Control”  _________
___ “Bedtime without a Battle”  _________
 ___ “Being a Supportive Listener”  _________
___ “Dream Big!”  _________
___ “Following Through”  _________
___ “Great Expectations”  _________
___ “I’m Calling Your Mother”  _________
___ “Is Obedience Enough?”  _________
___ “No-Lose Parenting”  _________
___ “Not Now!”  _________
___ “Positively Positive”  _________
___ “Proactivity- Thinking Ahead”  _________
___ “Saying ‘I Love You’”  _________
___ “Secrets of Successfl Mntrshp”  _________
___ “Thank a Teacher!”  _________
___ “Unconditional Motivation”  _________
___ “What’s Wrong w/I-messages?”  _________
___ “Why Ask Why?”  _________
     **Must have your email address

Audio Programs
___ Parent Tapes (2-hrs on CD) set, $19.95 _________
___ TeacherTapes on cassette SALE @ $4.95 _________
___ TeacherTapes mp3 download** @ $9.95 _________
     **Must have your email address

DVDs and Video Programs and Guides
___ Connecting with Students; ...Parents
 Video, 2 VHS tapes, $129.95 _________
___ Creating Emotionally Safe Schools*
 3 30-min DVDs, $179.95 _________
___ Discipline & Achievement Video
 2 VHS tapes, $129.95 _________
___ Emotional Safety and Learning Styles*
 2 30-min DVDs, $119.95 _________
___ Helping Students in Crisis* 
 2 30-min DVDs, $119.95 _________
___ Responsibility and Classroom Discipline*
 6 30-min DVDs, $299.95 _________
___ *Safe Schools Series, all four * sets above
 and more! 15 DVDs, guide @ $799.95 _________
___ Win-Win Parenting, (on video only) 
 4 videos in set @ $119.95 _________
Stationery Items
___ “Pads” on the Back @ $4.00    _________

 SUBTOTAL ____________
 NM residents add 7% tax ____________
 Actual SH added after today. ____________
 TOTAL  ____________

Payment:
 ___ Visa   ___ MC  ___ AmEx  ___ Discover  ___ check
 ___ Signed P.O., attached  ___Cash (today only)
Card #_______________________________________
_____________________________ Exp _____/_____
Name on Card: _______________________________
Daytime Phone: _______-________-____________ 

*Email: _____________________________________

Please send orders and payment to: I.S.S. Publications 
1709 Father Sky Ct NE • Albuquerque, NM  87112 • USA

Ship this order to:
Name _______________________________________________
Address: ____________________________________________
____________________________________________________
City _____________________ Prov _____ Code ___________

• In-stock orders filled within 24 hours 
of receipt of order

• US Currency only. Sorry no CODs.
• Out of US, actual shipping cost added
• P.O. and charge customers can call 

1-800-688-1960 to order
• Fax orders to 505-323-9045
• Secure online ordering available: 

http://www.janebluestein.com
• To schedule a presentation or request 

more information, 1-800-688-1960



Here, !nally, is a collection of more than twenty years’ worth of articles by Dr. Jane 
Bluestein, including several made available through I.S.S. Publications for the !rst 
time. Twenty-!ve entertaining and informative pieces addressing such wide-ranging 
topics as:

• power struggles and other discipline issues
• motivation and cooperation
•  setting boundaries and following through
•  e"ective mentorship
•  teacher appreciation
•  parenting issues such as bedtime, getting kids to respect your need for 

privacy or space, and expressing love and a"ection
•  communications and supportiveness
• being more positive in your interactions with kids
• help for beginning teachers
• the changing role of the school principal

Plus, you’ll !nd two bonus articles written in response to years of requests for infor-
mation on how Jane went from the classroom to the head of her own consulting 
and resource !rm, with inspiration and practical suggestions for aspiring writers 
and consultants.


