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Have you had these thoughts?

● If I give up a little bit of control, disaster is inevitable. 

● My child’s differences mean they cannot have a good life.

● A few steps backwards mean irreversible freefall.

● My child will never be an independent adult. 

● If I disagree with my spouse our children will be totally messed up 
and our marriage will be a disaster. 

● If my friends do not understand, I will be alone. 

● I don’t deserve compassion. I should do better.

● It’s all my fault. My genes. My parenting. 

● My child misbehaves just to get me angry.  



Cognitive Distortions

❖ ALL-OR-NONE (aka BLACK & WHITE) THINKING — Thinking 

things are either perfect or terrible.

❖ OVERGENERALIZATION — Reaching a general conclusion 

based on a single incident. You may exaggerate how often 

something happens and use negative labels like “always” or 

“never.”

❖ MENTAL FILTERS (aka SELECTIVE ATTENTION / MEMORY) 

— Paying attention to, or remembering information that 

confirms your beliefs, and ignoring evidence that counters 

them.



Cognitive Distortions

❖ CATASTROPHIZING — You expect, even visualize disaster. You 

notice or hear about a problem and think, "What if [the worst 

thing] happens?" 

❖ MAGNIFICATION — You make a problem more important and 

worse than it really is by exaggerating its degree or intensity.

❖ SHOULD STATEMENTS — You have a lot of rules about how you 

and other people should act. You feel guilty when you violate the 

rules, and people who break the rules anger you. 



Cognitive Distortions

❖PERSONALIZATION & BLAME — You see yourself as the cause 

of a negative event or someone's reaction when it had nothing 

to do with you. OR you blame other people, while overlooking 

your own contributions.

❖MIND READING — You think you know how other people are 

feeling, why they act the way they do, and what they are 

thinking about you, in particular. 



Cognitive Distortions

❖ FORTUNE-TELLING — You predict that things will turn out 

badly.

❖ MISLABELING — This is an extreme form of 

overgeneralization. Instead of describing the mistake, you 

attach a negative label to yourself or the other person. "I am a 

terrible person." 



Countering Thinking Errors
ALL-OR-NONE THINKING:  

Think in shades of gray. 

OVERGENERALIZATION: 
Use time-limited words like “this time” or “today”. 

MENTAL FILTERS:  
(1) Identify the positive aspects of your experience. 
(2) Do a cost-benefit analysis.

CATASTROPHIZING:  
Collect data on how often the most horrible outcome actually happens.



MAGNIFYING:  
Use the “blow-up technique”. 

SHOULDS:  
Be less judgmental.  Accept yourself, and others, as they are. 

PERSONALIZATION OR BLAME:  
List all the possible reasons why it happened - including factors beyond 
your control. 

 
MIND READING:  

Ask the other person what they are thinking.

Countering Thinking Errors



FORTUNE-TELLING:  
Collect data on how often that outcome actually happens. Think about 
whether, if that horrible outcome happens, what will that mean for you. 

EMOTIONAL REASONING:  
Think about all the reasons someone not involved in the situation 
would give when explaining what happened (or will happen). 

MISLABELING:  
Define the label.  Think of an alternative label that is time-limited. 
Practice self-compassion.

Countering Thinking Errors





lazy
unmotivated

won't
should

disrespectful
oppositional

chooses
refuses

manipulative
selfish
mean
rude

What is preventing my child from working 
on the task and meeting my expectations?

What is my child trying to communicate 
to me?

Is it won’t? Or can’t?

What is making my child so stressed or 
anxious that they will do anything to 
change their situation?

Change Your Assumptions

DAMAGING INSTEAD CONSIDER:



Agenda

• Thinking errors that cause parents to overreact

• Clearly communicate with your child

• Empower your child to solve problems independently



Communicate Clearly

Engage First
THEN INSTRUCT FACE-TO-FACE

Get Close

One At a Time

WHICH KID WILL 

HEAR YOU?

OptimizeTimingWAIT UNTIL CHILD IS 

DONE WITH ONE TASK 

BEFORE ASSIGNING  

ANOTHER



Say Less

GIVE CHILD TIME TO COME 

UP WITH AN ANSWER

FEWER WORDS MEANS 

LESS TO PROCESSDON'T TALK SO MUCH

Offer Time

Stop Talking Fewer Words

Pause
BETWEEN PHRASES , GIVE  

TIME TO PROCESS



Use Visuals

SO YOU DON'T HAVE TO 

REMIND THEM

THEY ARE  WORTH A 

THOUSAND WORDS

Post Pictures

Post a Schedule

Break it Down
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Use Declarative 
Language
Stop asking so many questions! 

And stop using so many 
commands. 

Coach and encourage your child 
to think for themselves.



Questions are hard 

• Perfectionism makes 

kids think there is 

only one right answer

• Grammatically 

complex

Why declarative language works

Commands don't teach

• Better to teach your 

child to think for 

themselves

• Spotlight the problem, 

not the solution

Statements are easier

• No right answer – child is free 

to respond however they 

want

• Cues your child to think for 

themselves

• BUT… takes longer. 



I’m wondering what you should do.
I think now is a good time to ______.

I notice you are missing something.
I think you need your shoes!

It’s time for math. You need a few things. 
It’s time for math. You need your pencil 
and your book. 

“What should you do?”

”What are you missing?”

"What do you need?"

Comments instead of questions

QUESTION COMMENT



Make simple comments that invite the child to observe too.

Rules for Declarative Language

Use verbs that allow you to model your thinking (“I wonder…”, “I 
think….”, “I remember….”, “I forget whether ….”, “I imagine…”)

Use words that emphasize uncertainty & possibility (maybe, might, 
possibly, perhaps, sometimes, I’m not sure, I don’t know.)

Use words related to your feelings or senses (“I see that….” ”I hear…”, 
“Your mom looks upset!”) 

Use first person pronouns to emphasize collaboration ("Let's get ready." 
"We could go to the movies." "This will be fun for us to do together.")



Carol Dweck, Mindset 

Be mindful of the 
language you use

Foster a growth mindset



● Avoid commenting on 
fixed qualities and 
outcomes

● Talent, intelligence, 
appearance; especially 
in comparison to others

● Quality of product, 
perfectionism

● Focus more on process 
and growth 

● Hard work, effort, focus, 
perseverance 

● Trying many strategies
● Learning from mistakes, 

improvement
● Ask, “How did you do 

that? Tell me about it.” 

Process over Product

PROCESS PRODUCT

Carol Dweck, Mindset 



❖ Talk through your own problem-solving out loud, in front of kids

❖ Let your child make most decisions (you can offer measured 
choices)

❖ Ask your child how they would do a particular task (and follow their 
lead)

❖ Create a calm corner or calm spot for your child to retreat to

❖ Let your child make mistakes — don't hover and overprotect

Encourage Problem Solving 
& Independence



The Optimistic Child: 
Fostering a Growth 
Mindset

Martin Seligman, Ph.D. 



Controllable 
Shocks

Learned 
Optimism

Uncontrollable 
Shocks

Learned 
Helplessness

Learned helplessness vs. learned optimism



Matt Biondi:  Optimist!

TIME 
(seconds)

Real

TRIAL 1 TRIAL 2

Reported

50.02 50.00

51.70

Pessimists… took 2 seconds longer 



BAD EVENTS:
• are temporary
• happen only in particular 

circumstances 
• can be overcome
• are just an unlucky situation (not 

personal)
• are just a setback (not permanent) 
• are just one of many goals (not 

pervasive)

BAD EVENTS:
• Are personal: they happen 

because of who you are.
• Are permanent: they happen 

because that is just how things 
are. 

• Are pervasive: every time you 
do it again, it will turn out the 
same way because nothing 
ever changes. 

Optimistic thinking 
vs. pessimistic thinking

OPTIMISTIC PESSIMISTIC



What you're 
doing right 

now isn't 
working

Assess lagging 
skills & unsolved 
problems  (ALSUP 
worksheet)

3

What needs 
aren’t being 

met?

Collaborate 
using Greene's 
Plan B to solve 

problems

ROSS GREENE, PH.D.
LivesInTheBalance.org

RECOGNITION

1
2 4

UNMET NEEDS
SKILLS & 

PROBLEMS
COLLABORATE

Causes & Conditions

Collaborative & Proactive Solutions



LIVESINTHEBALANCE.ORG

Get Dr. Greene's Plan B Cheatsheet at 
LivesintheBalance.org under "The Paperwork.".

Ross Greene’s Plan B

Collaborate on a solution 
that addresses everyone’s 

concerns

Parent states their concerns

Child identifies their concerns 
(Parent shows empathy)

Write down the agreement

See how it goes



Make sure your kids know 
they can do hard things.

Acknowledge

“I can see how hard it is for you 

to go to school.” 

Validate
“I have days where I dread going to 

work, too. And I remember when I 

was younger, I had days when I was 

scared to go to school.” 

(Educate)
“Getting a good education will 

help you [accomplish a goal that 

is important to them].” 

Empower
“I know you can face your fears 

and do this.”

Eli Lebowitz – SPACE Training, Yale Child Study Center



DON'T DEMAND OR CORRECT

"It's not frightening." "It scared you, but I'm 

sure you'll be ok."

"She can't handle 
stress."

"I'm sure it's hard for 
her, but she can learn to 

manage it."

"I need to protect 

her."

"It's my job to prepare 
her for dealing with the 

challenges in her life."

Eli Lebowitz – SPACE Training, Yale Child Study Center

Practice rephrasing demanding or protection statements into support statements.

Support




