
 

Your Mission:  
(should you choose to accept it) 

 

TELL – DON’T ASK 
In our society, it is considered most "polite" to give directions in question form rather than 

statements - especially for women. Consider how would you phrase it if you called your 

partner and asked them to pick up something you absolutely needed to have on their way 

home from work - diapers, for instance. It would probably sound something like this:  

"Hey honey, can I ask you a favor? Can you please stop and grab diapers on your way 

home from work?" Well....this IS very polite. But in reality, you need your partner to pick up the 

diapers and s/he really doesn't have much of a choice unless you guys want to have a 

serious mess on your hands.  

I often hear caregivers give directions to their children in similar question forms rather than 

statement forms. For example:  

• "Can you clean up?"   
• "Are you ready to leave the park?"   
• "Is it time for bed?"   
• "Can you stop kicking me?"   
• "Are you going to share?"   
• "Can you be nice?"   
• "Do you want to get your coat on?"  

 

BUT....What happens when we offer our children choices and they don't ACTUALLY have a 
choice? For instance, if we say, "Are you ready to clean up?" and your child responds with 
"no" - do you listen? Or is your child now perceived as being difficult or behavioral? And how 
do you recover when you gave your child the power to say "no" and now you need to get 
that power back somehow - ??  

And MOST IMPORTANTLY - what message are we sending to our children when we ask their 
opinion and then COMPLETELY IGNORE it - and even worse, make them feel like they are 
being "bad" for voicing their (solicited) opinion??   



When we are offered choices, and then informed that we actually don’t have that choice, it 
is frustrating for everyone involved. Your child feels frustrated when you say, “Are you ready 
to leave the park?” and he tells you he is not ready to leave, and then you get frustrated 
that he is “not listening” or “being difficult.”   

The moral of the story: if your child does not have a choice, do not phrase your request in the 
form of a question. Rather, politely inform your child of the expectation and help your child 
comply. If your child becomes upset or frustrated, empathize and console your child, but do 
not change the expectation. Allow your child processing time by giving her advance 
warning of the expectation or plans.   

 
How: Here’s Some Tips ☺        
 

Create a New Habit by PRACTICING 
 
Start your sentences with “statement” words, NOT question words 

• “Lets…” and “It’s time to…” and “We need to…” are my favorite starters 
• Create this new habit with practice! 

 
Admit your mistakes when they happen (and they will) 

• Replacing old habits with new ones takes a lot of practice! You will make mistakes. 
And that’s ok. Actually, those mistakes give you an opportunity to show your child how 
to recover from a mistake, so embrace it! 
 
You:   “Can you get your shoes on?” 
Child:  “no” 
You:   realizing that wasn’t the best way to say that 
You:   “Oops! I made a mistake, I shouldn’t have said it that way. 
  It’s time to get our shoes on. 
 
 
 
You:   “Can you share your cookie with your brother?” 
Child:  “no” 
You:   realizing that wasn’t the best way to say that 
You:  “Oops! I’m sorry buddy, we need to share that cookie with your brother, 

it’s our last one. 
. 
 
 
You:   “Are you ready to leave the park?” 
Child:  “no” 
You:   realizing that wasn’t the best way to say that 
You:  “Oops! I said that the wrong way. It’s time to leave the park, let’s do the 

slide 1 more time then we’ll race to the car!” 
 

 


