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Trying to get children to cooperate is a challenge for 
all parents. The focus of this article is to provide you with 
information on how to give effective directions so that you 
can expect your child to cooperate. (At least most of the 
time.) After all your child has to understand your direc
tions in order to successfully follow them. 

First, let's discuss four types of directions that don't 
work. The first type is a chain direction. A chain direction 
is when several commands are given at once (ex. "Put 
your pajamas in the hamper, wash your face, brush your 
teeth and get dressed"). Although this direction would be 
fine for an adult, a child can't process that much informa
tion at one time and will probably forget some or all of the 
instructions. You'll be much more successful if you give 
the directions one at a time. 

Another type of direction that doesn't work is a vague 
direction (ex. "Be good"). A child either may not know 
what you mean! or may think that you mean something 
very different. It's better to be very specific and clear when 
giving your direction (ex. "Sit on the couch versus sit over 
there"). A child will be more likely to be compliant when 
he knows exactly what you want. 

Directions given in the form of a question (ex. "Would 
you like to pick up your toys now?") can be confusing as 
well. You have it set up so that your child can say "No." 
Therefore you should avoid using questions when you 
want your child to do something. 

Directions with lengthy explanations are also difficult 
to follow: (ex. "Pick up your clothes because your cousins 
are corning over and we don't want them to trip over 
them, or think the house is messy"). A child can't process 
as much information as an adult She/he may forget the 
original explanation. If you have to give a reason, say it 
before giving the direction; your child will be more likely 
to remember the last thing said to him/her. 

I've just shared with you why some directions don't 
work and how to make them more successful. Here are 
some additional ideas that will help ensure cooperation: 
First, be sure that you have your child's attention before 
giving a direction. This means establishing eye contact and 
saying his/her name when you speak. In addition, it 
would be helpful to reduce any distractions before you tell 
your child what you want For example, turn off the 
television, stereo, video space game, etc or ask your child 
to turn it off. You can't expe<:t your child to pay attention 
to you if she/he is already~ing something interesting! 
Sometimes, you can ask your;'child to repeat the direction 
if you aren't sure that she/he understands. 

In addition, most parents find that a child is more 
cooperative if a firmer and slightly louder voice than usual 
is used. VV'hen it is possible try using a physical gesture 
such as pointing, and pair it up with the direction (ex. 
point to the toys when you ask him/her to pick up). 

Furthermore, say exactly what you mean, using 
specific and simple language. As often as it's possible, use 
"positive" language instead of "negative" language (ex. 
"Stay by my side," instead of "Don't run ahead of me"). 

If your child does follow your directions, be sure to 
reinforce the behavior by paying attention and/or com
menting on it! By doing so , you increase the likelihood 
that your child will be compliant the next time. 

Finally, only give a direction which you're prepared to 
"enforce." If you don't follow through, your child may not 
believe you the next time. Your child may also think that 
you don't mean what you say and test you the next time 
around. Teach your child that you will follow through 
with what you said you would do. 

We hope you find this information useful. Remember, 
giving clear directions is the key to getting your child to 
cooperate. (At least most of the time). 


