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The following is an excerpt from The Parent’s Toolshop website regarding how to reframe how we talk to children about what they should do versus not do.
When you see your children doing something you don’t want them to do, the natural instinct is to tell them “don’t do that,” “stop/quit doing that” or state a rule that starts with, “No…” Right? And what do you usually get? Defiant children, power struggles and tantrums…right?
Well, here are a few things that science is starting to show us about how the mind interprets such negative commands:
· The mind operates in pictures. If I tell you to think of an apple, do you imagine the word a-p-p-l-e or do you see a round juicy apple that’s green or red? You picture the object, don’t you? The picture the mind creates is based on that person’s experience, so young children might not create an accurate picture unless you are very specific or use words they already understand.
· The mind doesn’t hear the negative words “don’t, no, stop, and quit.” It just hears the description of the picture and tries to make that happen. If I were to say, “Don’t think of a purple elephant.” What image would pop into your head? Exactly what I told you not to think about. With experience, adults learn to flip these negative commands, but young children don’t have this experience and have a hard time flipping them around.
· The mind doesn’t know the difference between a real and imagined event. You’ve experienced this when recalling an upsetting memory. You can get just as upset by the memory of the event as you were when it first happened.
· Whatever you create a mental picture of is more likely to happen. Think about Olympic athletes. Have you ever seen them rehearsing with their eyes closed? What are they imagining? Winning or performing well. Do their coaches say, “Don’t trip over the hurdles”? No. A coach says, “Go out there and imagine you’re as light as air, so you can leap over the hurdles.” That’s because they know the mind will try to create or do whatever it imagines.
Can you imagine getting an instruction manual that said, “Don’t put A and B together” or “Don’t do this or that?” No, it would say, “Take A, put it next to B and then put a screw in it.” It takes you through the steps of what to do, right? Well that’s what you want to do with children, give them clear directions.
As soon as you realize the effect of “don’t,” “stop,” and “quit” I guarantee you’ll notice every time you say it. Most parents say, “I must say those words a hundred times a day!” Some even say,  “I can’t not say ‘don’t’!” Now if that triple-negative statement was difficult for you to decipher, imagine talking like that to a child! Is it any wonder they don’t comply?
First, here are four sentences that start with those four words.
· “Don’t spill your milk. “
· “Stop running.”
· “Quit whining.”
· A rule that starts with “no”: “No yelling in the house.”
Now, look at the list again. What behaviors are described, the positive or negative? Negative. The mind doesn’t hear the “don’t, no, stop and quit.” It just hears “spill your milk,” “run,” “whine,” and “yell in the house.”
That’s why, when you say, “Don’t run, you’re going to fall,” they run and fall. Then you probably say, “I just told you not to do that” and think to yourself, “Why did you do that? I don’t understand what’s wrong with you.” Now you understand why that happens.
The mind doesn’t hear the negative; it creates a picture of what we describe and then tries to make that happen. So you want to remove the negative word and describe the positive behavior you want to see.
So let’s “flip around” the four sentences above:
· Instead of “don’t spill your milk,” what do you want them to do?  Yes, “Keep the milk in the cup” or “Use two hands to drink your milk.”
· Instead of “stop running,” what do you want them to do? “Walk.”
· Instead of “quit whining,” what do you want them to do? “Use words to tell me what you want.”
· Instead of “no yelling in the house,” what do you want them to do? “Whisper,” “talk quietly,” or “use your inside voices.”
There’s no one right way to say it, as long as you are telling the child what to do.
This tool is so simple to understand — yet one of the most awkward language skills to master. So practice it 24/7. It is guaranteed to bring amazing results if you invest the effort to learn, practice and master this skill.

