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Enlisting your child's cooperation is a challenge to all 
parents. Whether you're trying to leave the grocery store 
without that extra candy bar, or trying to get the toys 
picked up and put away, better cooperation is a quality 
every parent wishes his/her child could have. When you 
are at the end of your rope, it can be really hard not to slip 
into threats, lectures, name-calling, blaming, or sarcastic 
statements. If you do slip, the guilt that you have can be 
overwhelming. Don't despair! Here's a few ideas that you 
can add to your bag of tricks when you encounter problems 
with compliance. 

One way to improve cooperation is to try to notice and 
comment when you see your child engaging in a desired 
behavior such as putting away toys. Don't skip to the next 
paragraph, because it is not as easy as you think! It can be 
very challenging to not take for granted or even notice the 
many times a child does do that appropriate or desired 
behavior. However, when that desired behavior is followed 
by something positive, such as attention, she/he will be 
more likely to repeat that behavior in the future. Why? 
Because your child really wants your attention. So, catch 
him/her being compliant! For example, if you pay attention 
occasionally when your child is doing his/her chore (ex. 
"The floor looks so clean!" or "You put every single toy 
away!" or "You shared toys so well with your brother."), 
she/he will feel better about completing the chore and will 
be more likely to do it without complaining next time. As 
you can see, "paying attention" can be praising or merely a 
comment about what you observe. No matter how you 
deliver it, the attention you give your child is very reinforc 

ing. In order for it to be truly helpful, you need to pay 
attention to the desired behavior at the time it is happening 
and on a regular basis. 

Of course, sometimes a child will act out just to get any 
type of attention from a parent. There are some types of 
"bad attention" that a parent can give that can unknow-
ingly increase the frequency of undesired behaviors. "Bad 
attention" can include responses such as lecturing when 
your child does something for what seems like the hun-
dredth time. Because a child wants any attention, lecturing 
unfortunately would increase whatever behavior you want 
to decrease! A more helpful approach would be to practice 
"ignoring," which would help you not pay attention, and 
therefore not reinforce, negative behavior. To practice 
ignoring, first choose a behavior that is not dangerous (ex. 
whining, crying, tantrumming) that you would like your 
child to stop using. Then, when she/he does engage in that 
behavior, remove all attention from him/her unless she/he 
does something dangerous. Removing attention includes no 
eye contact, no physical contact, and no verbalizations. If 
necessary, you might need to leave the room. Once you 
start ignoring a behavior, it is very important that you keep 
ignoring it. Otherwise, your child will learn that if she/he 
engages in that behavior long enough, she/he can get your 
attention! As soon as your child stops the behavior, give 
them positive attention again. Ignoring will help a behavior 
go away, but it will likely first result in a temporary in-
crease in the behavior as a child might think that she/he is 
not acting quite badly enough to get your attention. How-
ever, as you consistently ignore the particular behavior each 
time it occurs, it will disappear. 

Hopefully, some of these ideas might help improve 
cooperation in your family! Additional ideas will be 
discussed in the next issue of The Cole-Harrington Chronicle. 


