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1. Catch your child being good.  Make an effort to provide positive feedback when your child behaves 

appropriately. Too often we focus our attention on negative behaviors and provide little to no 
feedback when our children behave appropriately. 

 
2. Empowerment. If the issue at hand is major and you do need to provide a consequence, empower 

your child by involving him/her in the discipline plan.  If possible, do it at a less volatile time to 
promote a more productive discussion. When dealing with adolescents, using empowerment 
strategies becomes even more important.  As children grow older, parents need to place more and 
more of the decision-making responsibilities on them.  As parents we are often reluctant to do this 
because we fear that our children will use poor judgment and make mistakes.  While this may be true, 
how else will our children eventually learn to make good decisions?  We learn through trial and error.  
Our children need to make mistakes along the way so that they may (hopefully!) learn from them. 

 
3. Choose your battles:  While choosing your battles is always a smart parenting technique, it is 

essential in reducing conflict with your teenage child. If the behavior problem is relatively minor, you 
can provide direct, calm feedback without necessarily imposing a consequence.  More importantly, 
catch your child being good.  

 
4. Asking vs. Telling. When it’s bedtime, we might say to our child, “Would you please get ready for 

bed now?”  Sounds great doesn’t it?  The problem here is that we have unintentionally given our 
child a choice. Consider the significantly different meaning to this slightly altered statement, “Please 
get ready for bed now.”  Notice that in this example there is no question and no choice or option is 
implied.  

 
5. Reduce Debating.  A spirited debate regarding negotiable issues can often be healthy and 

productive.  Quite often, however, we find ourselves debating with our children about non-
negotiable issues. The solution to this problem is to put effort into avoiding debates when the issue at 
hand is a non-negotiable one.  The way for a parent to avoid this debating trap is actually quite 
simple; don’t go for the bait and use assertive statements.  An assertive statement acknowledges your 
child’s feelings; while at the same time restates your position. 

 
6. Stop Nagging. Children are smart.  If we teach them that we are willing to repeat our requests ten 

times, why would they respond after the first or second request? We accidentally train our children 
to ignore our initial requests!  The solution to breaking your child’s bad habit is to first break your 
own bad habit of repeating requests over and over again.  There is an effective alternative to this 
approach.  Minimize your repetition of requests and be clear with your child that their compliance is 
expected in a timely fashion.   

 
 
 



7. When to just listen:  As parents we naturally want to help our children with their problems.  So 
when your child runs into the house crying about a fight with some friends, you try to understand 
what happened and offer suggested remedies.  The more you try to suggest, the more upset your child 
becomes!  Eventually, to your complete confusion, your child runs out screaming, “You just don’t 
understand!”  What just happened?  This sort of scenario occurs frequently with children of all ages.  
The reason that children get upset with parents is because they don’t really want someone to solve, 
advise, remind, or teach; what they really need is someone to simply listen; someone to listen to how 
they felt and what they experienced.  Solutions, advice, reminders and lessons can come later.  If you 
really listen, you can also better understand your child’s feelings, thoughts and motives, which will 
certainly make you a better advisor. 

 
8. If-Then Statements.  Utilizing If-Then Statements will prove useful in reducing the number of 

requests you need to make. Let’s say you can live with up to three requests.  When you are making 
your third and last request there are two strategies you can use: an if-then statement or the “mystery” 
consequence.  The if-then statement is simply: If you don’t…(comply), then this…(negative 
consequence) will occur.  What is critical here is that you use a realistic consequence that you can 
and will follow through on.  Threatening and not following through with a consequence is worse 
than no consequence at all. I refer using the Mystery Consequence   

 
9. The Mystery Consequence. This is where the consequence is undefined.  Your child is told that 

there will be a negative consequence, but the consequence itself is a mystery or unknown.  The phrase 
I used with my daughter was “last chance”.  The mystery consequence is often more effective 
because the child may prefer the potential negative consequence to complying with the request 

 
10. Shift from dependence to independence. The normal developmental progression from pre-

adolescence to young adulthood requires a shift from dependence to independence.  As parents, we 
need to teach our children how to behave more responsibly and yet not make their decisions for them 
or oppose their efforts to take control over their lives.  Ideally, we want to nurture their responsible 
independence. The best strategy to promote a healthy shift from dependence to independence is 
regular and frequent use of empowerment.  

 
11. Control versus advice:  As our children shift from dependence to independence, we as parents need 

to shift from controlling to advising.  The most important reason for this is that your child needs to 
learn to make his/her own decisions to function effectively as a young adult.  In addition, the more 
controlling the parent, the more likely the teenager is to rebel and eventually defy the parent.  In this 
scenario everyone loses.  The parent is frustrated and the child loses the opportunity to get useful 
advice from someone with a lot more experience in life and truly only their welfare in mind.  In 
reality, a parent has very little control over an older teenager’s behavior.  You can’t control their 
school effort, the friends they choose, the places they go, etc.  If you try to maintain control, it’s often 
a recipe for disaster.  It’s time to rethink your parenting approach and your overall goals for your 
child. If you want your child to learn responsibility, you may need to offer your best advice and let 
them learn from their mistakes. 

 
12. The school of hard knocks:  If you follow my advice regarding empowerment and fostering 

responsible independence within your child, it is quite likely that they will visit the school of hard 
knocks.  Stated another way, your child will inevitably make mistakes and suffer the consequences.  
Except for life-threatening or other extremely harmful mistakes or consequences, this can be a very 
productive learning experience for those smart enough to learn from it.  

 
The above excerpts are from Dr. Hittelman’s book: “Parenting Essentials: Seven Steps to Parenting Success 


