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Welcome to the Facilitator’s Guide for Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments. This 
guide provides background information, tips for running parenting groups, and an 
outline of items to cover in each session for teaching parents positive and effective 
parenting strategies. Parenting groups can be facilitated by school psychologists, 
social workers, school counselors, behavior specialists, and teachers.

A Little Bit of History
The Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments program has been implemented and 
refined over the past 30 years. It started as a program for parents with limited 
resources who were being served at their local mental health center. These parents 
were frequently single parents (mostly women) with few resources who were having 
difficulty with one or more of their externalizing children. Such parents have been 
referred to as “insular mothers” (Wahler, 1980) because they are insulated from 
family support and their communities. 

About the Program

section 1
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From there, a major university pediatric hospital and several school districts 
adopted and implemented the parenting program. From its mental health origins, 
refinements include focusing on positive behavior change strategies and giving 
parents a fundamental understanding of the factors that cause externalizing 
behaviors—for example, a child’s temperament, coercive power struggles, and 
counterproductive negative behavior change strategies. The base of parents served 
by this program has also evolved to encompass a broader spectrum of parents and 
families. Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments is now in its third edition and has 
been used with thousands of parents and their children.

Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments is part of The Tough Kid series of books, 
which includes a toolbox book of techniques for changing behavior, a book for new 
teachers, a social skills training book, a principal’s book, a bullying prevention book, 
and several others. 

Who Is the Program For?
This program is for parents of children 3 to 12 years of age who engage in behavioral 
excesses—behaviors such as arguing, noncompliance, temper tantrums, verbal and 
physical aggression, and property destruction. Behavioral excesses lie on a contin-
uum from infrequent to frequent and from mild to severe. Parenting Through  
Tough Kid Moments is appropriate for parents with children who are exhibiting mis-
behaviors on this continuum—from occasional mild misbehavior to frequent and 
severe misbehavior. 

Almost all children engage in behavioral 
excesses at some point in their lives..

Children on the extreme end of the continuum are often referred to as children 
with externalizing disorders. If not managed, externalizing behaviors can affect 
adjustment in the home and school. These difficulties can also result in behavioral 
deficits in which a child does not develop age-appropriate social skills or learn 
to self-manage their behaviors responsibly. Such children eventually fall behind 
academically. 



3

FACILITATOR’S GUIDE

AUTHOR’S NOTE: The original Tough Kid Parenting program was developed for 
parents of children at the far end of the continuum. However, positive parenting 
tools can help all parents keep their sanity and proactively help their children 
develop appropriate behaviors and social skills.

How Does the Program Work? 
Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments can be implemented:

• With a group of parents representing different families
• One-to-one with a parent or couple

Parenting classes are conducted across eight weekly sessions plus an optional 
booster session. Parents learn skills in a scaffolded sequence from session to 
session. In other words, each parenting skill provides a foundation for the next skill. 
Across the 8 weeks, parents individually design and build their own parenting 
program. Assignments that appear at the end of most chapters are the building 
blocks of the program. 
 

Facilitator’s Tip 

To avoid negative connotations of the word  
homework, use a term  such as Follow-Through 
Task or Parent Home Assignment.

Children who engage in behavioral excesses on the far 
end of the continuum often have common diagnostic 
labels such as behavior disorders, emotionally disturbed, 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 
oppositional defiant disorder, emotional dysregulation 
disorder, and conduct disorder.
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The general educational intent is to teach parents how to:

• Accurately define problematic behaviors.
• Track problematic behaviors.
• Increase positive interactions with their child at home.
• Use nonaversive behavior change techniques.

Meaningful goals for a parenting group are to: 

• Reduce noncompliance, arguing, temper tantrums, and aggression. 
• Improve social skills, academic abilities, and home responsibilities.

The number of parenting meetings is limited in order to 
be feasible and cost effective for parents. 

Each session corresponds to the respective chapter in Parenting Through Tough Kid 
Moments.

• Session 1 teaches parents that childhood problems have many causes and 
introduces the Coercive Pain Control Exchange.

• Session 2 focuses on consistency and the importance of clear expectations. 
Parents learn how to be strategic in using positive reinforcement, positive 
reinforcers, and proactive strategies to build a child’s self-esteem. 

• Session 3 helps parents broaden their strategic skills with selective atten-
tion, proximity praise, and behavioral momentum. The session introduces 
the concept of ratio of interactions and the importance of more positive 
than negative interactions.

• Session 4 helps parents get their children to “mind”—with a goal of 80% 
compliance—using positive reinforcement and Precision Requests. 

• Session 5 builds on the foundation of Sessions 1 through 4, helping parents 
provide mildly unpleasant consequences when necessary. Parents learn 
how to use timeout and establish House Rules. 

• Session 6 covers the use of mildly unpleasant consequences in public 
settings and when time is tight. This session also introduces the Habit 
Builder program. 
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• Session 7 helps parents generalize their positive parenting strategies with 
the ABC Problem Solver model—a simplified functional behavior analysis. 
Parents learn to use the ABC Problem Solver model to address common 
problems such as room cleaning, mealtime issues, bedtime problems, and 
more. Parents also learn how to apply the ABC Problem Solver model to 
more difficult behaviors.

• Session 8 discusses how to set up school-home connections and a 
homework system. Parents learn how to tutor at home and also learn 
how to teach Teacher Pleaser social skills and basic steps for social 
problem-solving. 

• Booster Session: In an optional booster session after the class has formally 
concluded, parents continue problem-solving and learn to apply parenting 
skills to other problem behaviors.

Does Parent Training Work?
Before you commit to providing parent training, it is important to ask, “Does parent 
training work—especially with the parents of truly Tough Kids?” Educators often 
view the parents of externalizing children as difficult to work with. These parents 
may be seen as unwilling to come to school or clinic settings and to work with staff 
to change their child’s behavior. The “apple does not fall far the tree” is often used 
to describe parental resistance. However, this perception is not supported by the 
research literature. 

Research on parent-training programs (both clinic and group based) for external-
izing behaviors shows that parent training is very effective in reducing parent and 
child coercive power struggles, as reported by the Center for Disease Control (CDC; 
Rossi, 2009). These changes also result in improvements in reducing noncompli-
ance and associated decreases in behavior problems such as arguing and temper 
tantrums. The major research on parent-training effectiveness is based on scientific 
meta-analysis data (see the box “What is Meta-Analysis?” on the next page). Two 
frequently cited meta-analyses that included studies with hundreds of parents 
and children as subjects focused on parent-training programs for changing exter-
nalizing problems in children (Maughan, Christiansen, Jenson, Olympia, & Clark, 
2005; Serketich & Dumas, 1996). Both studies reported effect-size improvements 
for parent training of approximately 0.8. Essentially, this means that the children 
in these studies had an 80% improvement over a control group or baseline research 
studies. Although this is a large improvement, it’s not perfect. It means that 20% of 
parents will need additional training and support from the facilitator. From these 
findings, it is likely that a facilitator can work successfully with approximately 80% 
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of externalizing children’s parents, but 20% of parents will likely require individual 
care and attention. The “20% parents” and how to improve their odds for success in 
the group are discussed in Section 7, Troubleshooting.

When working with parents of truly Tough Kids, keep in mind these parents have 
often experienced multiple negative interactions with schools because of their 
child’s behavior. The parents may feel guilty and embarrassed about their child’s 
misbehavior and worry that their parenting is a major contributing factor. For 
any parent-training program to be successful, it must be positive and inviting to 
parents. It must also help change their child’s everyday problematic behavior both 
at home and at school. Good parent-training programs educate parents on the 
multiple causes of behavior problems and do not accuse or imply that the parent is 
the sole agent in causing problems.

Effective parenting programs are inviting, 
useful, and supportive.

BOX 
1  

What Is Meta-Analysis?

In a meta-analysis, data from several similar studies of the same subject are 
examined in order to determine overall trends. In meta-analyses, the indicator 
of improvement is called the effect size. The effect size shows the magnitude of 
change from a baseline. An effect size is the standard deviation from a baseline 
or control group, which is generally considered zero. Cohen’s Scale is used to 
determine the potency of an effect size—0.2 if considered small, 0.5 medium, 0.8 
large, and 1.0 very large. 
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After you’ve read this guide, you will be ready to develop 
your course. Draft outlines for PowerPoint presentations 
accompany this manual. To download the slides, go to 
ancorapublishing.com/parenting.

Study the Program
You will need to study each chapter of the book and complete the PowerPoint slides 
to make the content of the sessions your own. 

Become familiar with terms such as Mystery Motivators, Reward Spinners, selective 
attention, Precision Requests, Safe Base timeout, and more. The terms have been 
selected to present complex concepts to parents in an easy-to-understand and 
memorable form. 

Facilitator’s Tip 

Be comfortable with the content of the book and 
your confidence will be conveyed to parents.

Arrange for an Assistant
Sessions 2 through 7 include role-plays of procedures such as selective attention, 
Precision Requests, Timeout, and ABC Problem Solver. Role-playing is important so 
parents can see and try procedures before leaving class. However, parents generally 
dislike participating in role-playing—especially at the beginning of the parenting 
classes. The intention of the role-play exercises is to demonstrate the wrong way 
and the right way to implement techniques presented in the chapter under study. 
Initially, arrange to have an assistant present to help you model the behaviors. Then, 

Developing Your  
Parenting Course

section 2

IMPORTANT NOTE
PowerPoint slides 

provide an outline. Each 
facilitator must customize 
presentation slides with 
bullet points to prepare 

for meetings.

http://ancorapublishing.com/parenting
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after the second or third role-play session, ask for parent volunteers. If no one 
volunteers, use your assistant but continue to offer parents the opportunity to role-
play. Hint: Humor helps break the ice with parents, who then may want to volunteer.

In role-plays, it is best to start with a non-example and then follow with a correct 
example of the behaviors or techniques. 

Secure Funding
We recommend that you provide parents with their own copies of Parenting 
Through Tough Kid Moments so they can complete the assignments in the book. 
The book provides parents with a permanent resource to study, a reference while 
learning, and a way to review parenting skills once the course is completed. (NOTE: 
Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments was written with a lower readability level 
than the first and second editions of the program.)

Sources of funding may include parent-teacher associations (PTAs), donations from 
parents who have taken the course, local civic and business association sponsor-
ships, grants, state or local funds, etc.  

Besides books, you may also want to budget for childcare, food and beverages, and 
materials preparation.

To order copies of Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments, call Ancora  
Publishing at 866.542.1490 or visit ancorapublishing.com/parenting. Place 
your order at least three weeks (15 business days) before the start of the 
group to ensure that the books arrive on time. 

http://ancorapublishing.com/parenting
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Recruit Parents
The first order of business in starting a parent group is finding parents who would 
benefit from the training. Some ways to do this include:

• Contact teachers. Send out a memo or ask to present briefly at a staff 
meeting.

• Invite parents. Go to a PTA meeting and explain the program. Encourage 
parents to come and possibly invite a friend. Another approach is to have 
a Parent Training booth or desk displaying the books and materials during 
parent-teacher conferences.

• Advertise. Ask to post something about the group on the school’s 
website or create posters and post them near the front of the school. You 
can also create an informational page that the school counselor can hand 
out to parents.

Set Up the Parent-Training Environment
Keep these basic requirements in mind as you determine where to host your parent 
training.

Location 

The space should be quiet and nondistracting. Parents in the group should face 
you (without having to turn around). A half circle works best, but a basic classroom 
setup will also work. You should be clearly visible to your group, without pillars or 
partitions that could obstruct the parents’ views. Position yourself relatively close 
to the parents—about six feet away. Don’t use a lectern or sit behind a desk or table. 
You can sit on a chair, table, or desk—just not behind them.

A school classroom, conference room, or library setting can make an excellent 
training space. Avoid lunchrooms because tables are generally uncomfortable and 
arranged so that half your group will not face you.

Getting Started

section 3
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Equipment 

Equipment that can be helpful includes a projector and screen for displaying slides, 
a computer, and access to Wi-Fi. You can find YouTube videos to use as good and 
bad examples of parenting—for example, children throwing tantrums, parents 
arguing with their children, siblings fighting, and so on. 

If you include a potluck aspect to your parent training, it helps to have tableware 
(plates, cups, utensils, etc.) and a way to heat food (slow cooker, Instant Pot, etc.). 

Notes
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Research (Levert, 2017) has shown that losing parents is the biggest problem in 
running a successful parent-training program. The average attrition rate is as high 
as 50%. Factors that affect parent dropout include:

• Socioeconomic level of the parents (those at a lower socioeconomic level 
with less support had higher dropout rates)

• Age of the parents (older parents seemed to drop out less)
• Couples versus single parents (single parents had higher dropout rates)
• Location (school settings had less parent dropout than mental health or 

clinic-delivered services)
• Age of child (the older the child, the higher the dropout rate)
• Length of sessions (lengthier programs had higher rates of dropout)
• Delivery format (individual delivery of the program had higher rates of 

dropout than group delivery) 

Although some of the factors that influence parent dropout are beyond the control 
of the facilitator, several proactive strategies can significantly reduce parent 
dropout. These strategies work so well they are everyday practices for 
many medical and dental practices. 

Childcare. Providing childcare is beneficial to most parents, but can 
be especially helpful for single parents with limited resources and 
support. For some parents, it’s the determining factor in whether 
or not they attend training. Set up a separate area where chil-
dren can be supervised and entertained during your parent 
meetings. Provide access to toys, activities, and short videos. 
Responsible adults, such as interns, graduate students, or vetted 
volunteers, can oversee and supervise the childcare activities. 

Transportation. Most parents will have their own transportation for 
getting to parent-training meetings. However, parents with limited 
financial means may find it difficult to find transport. Provide public 
transportation schedules, establish pick-up locations, and encourage 
parent carpools as appropriate.

Tips for Keeping  
Parents on Board

section 4
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Social Activities. Parents (especially single parents) are sometimes socially iso-
lated from family, friends, and the community. Scheduling brief social activities 
for 15 to 30 minutes before the training begins can help encourage some parents to 
attend. For example, a potluck, pizza delivery, or refreshments can allow parents to 
mingle and develop social interaction and support.

Social Support. Meetings can be intimidating for parents attending group alone, 
especially if they don’t know anyone in the group. Invite and encourage parents to 
bring their significant other, a friend, or relative to the meetings, particularly the 
first few. Social support can also improve the parent’s willingness to try the new 
techniques at home. 

Grandparents often make the best supports. Grandparents have more child-rearing 
experience and are naturally involved with the family. They may also have access to 
resources that can help the parent, such as transportation, childcare, etc. 

Reminder the Night Before. Just as your physician or dentist calls you the night 
before your next appointment, a call from the parent-training facilitator can help 
reduce missed meetings and dropout. If calls are problematic, email or text a 
reminder. Make sure to get permission before emailing or texting because this 
approach can seem intrusive without a parent’s permission. Your message should 
include the time and date of the next meeting and what will be covered.

Weekly Newsletter. Send the newsletter a day or so before the next planned 
meeting. Include what was covered in the last session, what will be covered in 
the upcoming session, and what activities are scheduled for children in childcare. 
With parent permission, you can also list the parents who were able to attend the 
last meeting. Dress up the newsletter with images and cartoons from the Internet 
(make sure the material is open source or in the public domain, or that you have 
permission to use copyrighted material). Also describe any social component to 
your parent-training meeting.
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Many parents come to a parent group because they are desperate for some type of 
help with their child. They may feel guilty or worried that they have done some-
thing incredibly wrong as a parent. They may have received frequent negative 
feedback about their child from other adults—teachers, relatives, and friends. 
They may have sought help from counselors, their own doctor, or school staff, 
but found that nothing worked. Because some parents may come with negative 
feelings, work to build rapport and gain their confidence from the first meeting. 
Parents want reasonable explanations for their child’s behavior and practical 
solutions for behavior problems, and they will be assessing your ability to provide 
them from the very first meeting.

The following techniques, learned over years of running successful parent groups, 
can help ensure your group is successful. Work to gain the trust and confidence of 
your parent group, starting with the first meeting.

Do Your Homework.

Do Your Homework. Make sure you’re well versed and knowledgeable about the 
program. Do not try to stay just ahead of the parents because they will find out! 
Nothing loses parents faster than a facilitator who doesn’t know the material. If 
you cannot answer questions about the material in Parenting Through Tough Kid 
Moments, or if you make mistakes, parents will lose faith in your ability to help them.

Use Humor.

Use Humor. Helping parents laugh breaks the ice and helps them feel more com-
fortable. All humor should not offend, make fun of, or belittle anyone. However, you are 
excluded from this rule and can make light of yourself and your parenting experi-
ences. Not everyone is humorous, but we can all try. If you need humorous material, 
simply search for “parenting humor” or “parenting jokes” in your Internet browser. 

TIP

TIP

Things They Never Tell You 
About Running a Successful
Parent-Training Group

section 5



14

Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments

YouTube is an excellent source of parenting humor. For example, see the arguing 
Cupcake Kid or the E*Trade baby—funny but also useful clips. Make your parents 
laugh in the first meeting and you will immediately seem more real and relatable.

Relate to the parents.

Be More Like Them. We like people who are similar to ourselves. Ways in which 
people can be similar include dress, mannerisms, local norms and customs, topics 
of conversation, interests, and so on. We also like people who remember our name 
and our child’s name, who want to know about us, who tell us about themselves, 
and who look interested. To improve your relatability, be sure to smile, make eye 
contact, and mix with the group rather than stand apart.

No one has all the answers. Parenting is a challenge.

Acknowledge That Parenting Is Never Perfect. A big mistake in the first meeting 
is to introduce yourself and hide behind your profession (e.g., psychologist, social 
worker, counselor, behavior specialist, etc.)—portraying yourself as having all the 
answers to parenting questions. Mention your professional training and how it has 
helped you manage your own children or family, but acknowledge that nothing is 
perfect and that parenting is a challenge for everyone. 

We stress the word manage. We emphasize managing behavior because nothing 
works all the time for every parent. For every successful behavior management 
technique, there will come a time when it loses its effectiveness. At that point, 
parents will need to adjust or tinker with the technique. Indicate that you will be 
there to help them. Emphasize in the first parent meeting that there are no “silver 
bullet” techniques that work every time. Parents cannot just implement a behavior 
change program and forget it. Parenting is a management and tinkering process 
from birth and beyond.

Be genuine with compelling stories.

Be Open and Provide Details About Yourself. In the first meeting, parents are 
coming to see what kind of person you are, whether they can relate to you, and 
whether you are competent. It helps if you have children and are willing to talk 
about your experiences in managing their behaviors. Do not present your children 
as models of perfection (even if they are!). Talk about some of the challenges you 

TIP

TIP

TIP
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have had with your children and how you handled them. It helps if you can talk in 
story form (parents remember little stories better than detailed explanations) and 
keep your anecdotes short. 

If you have no children, be forthcoming about that in the first meeting. You can 
share how you have helped with a family member or another child’s behavior prob-
lems. For example, “One of my favorite kids was Keith. He is a great kid, but boy, 
did he give me a run for my money—literally. The first time I met him, he tore all 
my posters off the wall and then declared, ‘You can’t catch me!’ and promptly ran to 
the bathroom and flushed his socks down the toilet.” 

Parents will remember and relate positively to stories about how you used a tech-
nique. When you tell a story about a child-related problem, share details (the child’s 
first name, the specific behavior problem, what parents had tried in the past, and 
any funny incidents). Remember, a little humor can help a parent understand and 
relate to you. 

Have successful parents model success, then problem-solve.

Use the Successful Parent Strategy. A common error of new facilitators is to ask 
the group, “How did it go last week?” Parents who had failures or difficulties are 
often eager to start the discussion, while successful parents remain silent. This 
allows those parents who had difficulties with new skills to model failure and start 
the meeting on a negative note. 

To avoid this, start each group by asking successful parents about their experiences 
first. Engage in small talk with parents before the group meeting to help iden-
tify successful parents. A tried-and-true technique is to stand by the door of the 
training room and informally ask individual parents as they file in: “How did things 
go last week?” Then call on one or two successful parents before asking for any 
difficulties or problems. Problem-solve any issues in front of the whole group. 

NOTE: Another strategy for identifying successful parents is to call or email 
each parent a few days before the meeting and ask how they are doing with the 
technique. 

TIP
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This section will help you prepare to teach individual sessions. 

Preparing for the Sessions
Before each session, you will need to know what you want to accomplish and identify 
the materials and preparation needed. The Session Notes in this section provide 
the rationale, objectives, and materials and preparation for each session. Read the 
corresponding chapter in Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments thoroughly, and 
prepare your PowerPoint slides, create scripts for any role-plays, look up YouTube 
videos, and prepare sample home assignments and any other materials listed. 

NOTE: PowerPoint outlines are provided for your convenience to make preparation 
easier. (If you don’t have Microsoft PowerPoint available, you can open the files in 
Google Slides. You’ll need to set up a free Google account if you don’t already have 
one.) To download PowerPoint slides, go to ancorapublishing.com/parenting and 
follow the directions. 

• PowerPoint Presentations

Remember, although the PowerPoint slides provide rough session outlines, 
it’s your job to make the content your own. Add bullet points to clarify the 
content. Add photos, graphics, and personal stories or anecdotes to liven 
up your presentation. Before each meeting, you can search for YouTube 
videos and insert links in your slides. Videos can provide not only clear 
demonstrations of good and bad parenting but also a bit of a break and a 
touch of humor. The Notes section of the slides guides you as you complete 
the presentation—the notes offer tips for additional content to add, book 
page references, and other information that may be relevant.  

• Role-Plays

Script role-plays or scenarios for behaviors and techniques. Visualizing 
and seeing a technique in action helps parents remember routines. (Or, 
if you and your assistant feel up to it, you can ad lib role-plays based on 
parent input during the meeting.) For role-plays, it’s best to start with a 
non-example, then a correct example of behaviors or techniques. Ideas and 
hints for role-plays appear in the Session Notes below.

How to Teach the Sessions 
and Session Notes

section 6

http://ancorapublishing.com/parenting
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In summary, to prepare for a group session:

1. Read the Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments chapter thoroughly  
and make sure you understand the content.

2. Review the rationale, objectives, and materials and preparation in  
this section.

3. Complete the PowerPoint presentation.
4. Script and/or practice role-plays (if any).
5. Complete samples of home assignments (if any).

Running the Sessions
Greet parents at the door. Make sure that you are warm and welcoming and that the 
environment is inviting. Always start meetings on a positive note. As noted earlier, 
even though parents may be eager to discuss problems right away, have successful 
parents share their experiences with new skills first. The parts of each session are:

1. Discuss home assignments from the previous session (review positive 
parent experiences, then problem-solve any difficulties).

2. Teach the new content and skills, fielding questions as needed.
3. Role-play skills as appropriate.
4. Explain home assignments.
5. Preview skills to be taught at the next meeting (see Box 2 on p. 19).

Let parents know that you are available for help outside of the group via email (or 
via the mode of communication you prefer). 

Facilitator’s Tip 

Know the content: Understand the techniques 
and skills you need to teach, and become 
familiar with terms such as Mystery Motivators, 
Reward Spinners, selective attention, Precision 
Requests, Safe Base timeout, 4:1 Ratio of 
Interactions, and others.
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Session 1 Notes 
Chapter 1. Wondering About Your Sanity?

Rationale

The first meeting is critical in determining parental attendance at future trainings. 
Parents will be sizing you up and deciding whether they trust you to help them 
or not. This may include assessing your competency, what kind of person you are 
(warm or distant), and your acceptance of them and their child. The session pro-
vides an opportunity to build rapport with parents and establish connections among 
group members. This leads to group cohesiveness and a feeling that “we are all in 
this together”—parents feel supported and more confident in trying new parenting 
methods. This meeting is also an opportunity for you to get to know the parents and 
their children, and the kind of misbehaviors they are dealing with. 

Objectives

1. To introduce yourself and the parents in the group
2. To let parents know what to expect from the group
3. To discuss childhood problems and their causes, and to dispel some 

common misconceptions about parenting 
4. To make parents aware that all children have Tough Kid moments

Materials and Preparation

• Picture of your or your assistant’s child(ren)
• Complete Session 1 PowerPoint presentation
• (Optional) You may want to look up some videos with examples of cute 

misbehavior and effective but fun ways parents handle it
• (Optional) Signup sheet for parents interested in carpooling
• (Optional) List (voluntary) for parent phone numbers or email addresses

Facilitator’s Tip 

If the chapter includes “Dear TK Advisor” trouble-
shooting tips, be sure to review those strategies at 
the end of the session. Also, have parents read “Dear 
TK Advisor” when trying new skills during the week. 
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Session 2 Notes
Chapter 2. Management and Expectations

Rationale

Parental consistency and the effective use of positive rewards are the foundation of 
learning to be strategic parents. 

Objectives

1. To stress the importance of being consistent with children
2. To help parents understand what expectations are reasonable for their 

children
3. To introduce parents to the concept of positive reinforcement

Materials and Preparation

• Complete Session 2 PowerPoint presentation
• Script a role-play for IFEED (see Slide 14 and Box 3 on p. 20)
• Examples of reinforcers (e.g., Airzooka, stickers, etc.) 
• Prepare samples of completed home assignments:

 » “Come Here” Exercise
 » Motivator Menu
 » Catch Them With IFEED Exercise

BOX 
2

 
Tip to Keep Up Attendance: 
Use the “Bring Them Back” Strategy

This technique is similar to what many serial shows use to bring back viewers. At the 
end of an exciting show in the series, they leave you hanging — wanting to know what 
will happen next. Tantalizing clips from the next episode are shown. Similarly, at the 
end of a group meeting, entice parents back by previewing the important skills they’ll 
learn at the next meeting. Say something like, “Next week’s selective attention skills are 
going to reduce annoying attention-seeking behaviors and interrupting by your child.” 
Make the next meeting sound important — something they will not want to miss.
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Session 3 Notes
Chapter 3. More Positive Stuff to Manage the  
Behaviors That Drive You Crazy

Rationale

Using a high ratio of positive interactions combined with specific strategies—selec-
tive attention, proximity praise, and behavioral momentum—can help parents 
manage behavior.

Objectives

1. To share the solution to the “Come Here” exercise
2. To introduce the 4:1 Ratio of Interactions and make sure parents under-

stand the importance of having more positive than negative interactions
3. To teach proactive behavior management strategies: selective attention 

strategy, proximity praise, and behavioral momentum

Materials and Preparation

• Complete Session 3 PowerPoint presentation
• Set up a role-play for selective attention (see Slide 14 and Box 4)

BOX 
3

For the non-example, show the wrong way to reinforce a child. Don’t be enthusiastic, 
don’t describe the behavior, and don’t look in the child’s eyes.

Non-Example

Parent [in a flat, unenthusiastic voice while doing another task such as folding 
laundry]: Good job.

Example

Parent [in an enthusiastic voice while looking into the child’s eyes]:  
Rakim, high-five! You are all ready for school right on time! 

Session 2 
Role-Play for IFEED
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• Set up a role-play for behavioral momentum (see Slide 16 and Box 5 on p. 22)
• (Optional) Calculator
• Prepare samples of completed home assignments:

 » Plan for Selective Attention
 » Selective Attention Data Sheet
 » Plan for Behavioral Momentum
 » Behavioral Momentum Data Sheet

BOX 
4

Select a scenario in which a child is whining, interrupting, or refusing to do something. 
Remember that selective attention is not an appropriate response for some 
misbehaviors. In the example below, Kendra is refusing to eat dinner. 

Non-Example

The parent should react and pay negative attention to the child.

Kendra [refuses to eat salad]: Lettuce again! I’m not a rabbit. I want real food!
Parent [looks at Kendra]: Kendra, eat your salad! I am not making you a special 
meal. We can sit here all night if we need to . . . 

Example

The parent should ignore the child who is whining or interrupting until they stop. In 
our example, the parent ignores and also pays attention to the other child, who is 
eating (proximity praise).

Kendra [refuses to eat salad]: Lettuce again! I’m not a rabbit. I want real food!
Parent [ignores Kendra, looks at Ray]: Ray, I’m glad to see you’re enjoying your 
meal. What was something interesting that happened at school today?
Ray: We got to play multiplication bingo on the computers.

Kendra: I’m going to starve to death!
Parent [ignores Kendra, looks at Ray]: Really? That sounds like fun. Did you get  
a bingo?
Ray: I filled up the whole card!

Kendra [eats a bite of lettuce].
Parent [gives Kendra full attention]: Thank you for giving the salad a try, Kendra! 
What was the highlight of your day?

Session 3
Role-Play for Selective Attention
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Session 4 Notes
Chapter 4. Getting Your Child to Mind  
Without Losing Yours

Rationale

Adults want and need children to “mind.” 
Following directions and complying with 
reasonable adult requests is how children  
learn to be successful in school and social 
relationships.

BOX 
5

In your role-play scenario, while the child is doing something they like to do, have the 
parent ask the child to do something they don’t like to do. 

Non-Example

Parent: Raul, please stop playing that computer game and clean your room!

Example

Parent: Raul, what are your thoughts about what we should have for  
dessert tonight?
Raul: How about brownies?
Parent: That’s a great idea, but we’ll need to bake some. Can you help me  
with that?
Raul: Sure!
Parent: Let’s get started as soon as you clean your room. OK?
Raul: OK!

Session 3 
Role-Play for Behavioral Momentum  
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BOX 
6

Use non-examples to illustrate things to avoid when making requests: being too far 
away, not looking at the child, asking instead of telling, using Stop instead of Start, etc. 
The example should show the correct way to give a Precision Request. Also give an 
example of how the Precision Request sequence proceeds when the child ignores the 
initial request. 

Non-Example

Parent [from a distance, looking away from the child]: Wouldn’t you like to do your 
homework now and get it out of the way?
Child: No, I’d rather watch TV now.

Examples

Parent [within 3 feet of the child, looking into the child’s eyes]: Ling, please start 
your homework now.
Child [starts homework]: OK.
Parent: Thank you for getting to work right away!

Parent [within 3 feet of the child, looking into the child’s eyes]: Ling, please start 
your homework now.
Child [continues watching TV]: My show is almost over.
Parent [waits 5 seconds]: This is a direction. Start your homework now. 

Session 4
Role-Play for Precision Requests

Objectives

1. To have parents work toward the goal of an 80% compliance rate with  
their children

2. To help parents build a working understanding of the Coercive Pain 
Control Exchange

3. To help parents understand the definition of compliance
4. To show how Precision Requests can help improve compliance 

Materials and Preparation

• Complete Session 4 PowerPoint presentation
• Set up a role-play for Precision Requests (see Slide 16) and Box 6 below
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Session 5 Notes
Chapter 5. Minding: It’s Not a Lost Cause! 

Rationale

Minor consequences are needed for minor misbehavior, and timeout is a highly 
effective consequence when a child fails to comply. However, timeout must be 
implemented correctly to be effective. 

Objectives

1. To define timeout and when to use it
2. To teach parents the steps in implementing an effective timeout
3. To teach parents how to create House Rules as objective expectations  

for their child

Materials and Preparation

• Complete Session 5 PowerPoint presentation
• Set up a role-play for giving a timeout (see Slide 11 and Box 7)
• (Optional) Search for YouTube videos of parents giving timeouts in  

effective and ineffective ways (good examples may be used to replace  
corresponding role-plays)

• Prepare samples of completed home  
assignments:

 » House Rules sheet
 » Timeout Log
 » Precision Request Data  

Sheet
 » Planning Sheet for  

Precision Requests and  
Safe Base Timeout
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BOX 
7

Non-Example
This non-example shows how not to manage a coercive interaction. At the end, have 
parents note that both Nate and the parent were reinforced when the parent withdrew 
the request. The parent is reinforced because Nate stops his arguing and tantruming. 
Nate is rewarded by avoiding his parent’s request to help clean the kitchen.

Parent: Nate, would you like to help me clean the kitchen?
Nate [ignores parent].
Parent: Nate, I really need your help.
Nate: Wait a minute.

Parent [yells, in an exasperated tone]: Start helping now or you’re going to timeout!
Nate [also yelling, escalates to tantrum]: Why is it always me? Theo never has to 
help. You’re the worst mother in the world!! 
Parent: Never mind. It’s easier to do it myself.
Nate [stops tantrum].

Example
Before starting the role-play, explain the timeout details. In this example, the parent has 
picked the bottom stair of the staircase as a timeout area and has discussed with Nate 
how timeout works. The notes in the sample script indicate points you may wish to 
emphasize during or after the role-play. Also summarize the timeout process—do not 
role-play the full timeout period.

Parent: Nate, help me clean the kitchen.
Nate: I’m busy.
Parent [waits 5 seconds]: Nate, I need you to help me clean the kitchen.
Nate [ignores parent].

NOTE: If Nate complies after this request, which uses the signal word need, the 
parent will socially reward him.

Parent [waits 5 seconds]: I’m calling a timeout. Nate, go sit on the bottom stair for  
8 minutes.

TIMEOUT SUMMARY: Explain that the parent sets a timer for the timeout period. Nate 
is 8 years old, so the timeout period is 8 minutes (one minute for each year of the 
child’s age). The parent does not interact with Nate while he is on the step. When the 
timer goes off, and Nate is not arguing or tantruming, the timeout ends.

Continued on next page

Session 5 
Role-Play for Giving a Timeout
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BOX 
7

Parent: You can leave timeout, Nate. Now I need you to help me clean the kitchen.
Nate: OK. 
Parent: Thank you, Nate! I appreciate your help. Let’s get it done!

NOTE: If Nate refuses to comply after the timeout and the Precision Request that 
follows, the parent starts the timeout process all over again.

VARIATIONS

Following are variations on the scenario presented above. Fast-forward through the 
timeout period during the role-play. Some are examples and some are non-examples.

Variation 1 Nate refuses to go to timeout. 
The parent adds a minute to the timeout period for each minute that Nate delays going 
to the bottom step. Once the total period reaches 30 minutes, the parent sends Nate 
to his room, with the door open, and places electronic devices such as cell phone, 
computer, television, and headphones off limits. In addition, Nate can’t play video 
games all weekend and is grounded to his room for half of Saturday.

Variation 2 Nate refuses to leave timeout when the timeout period ends. 
When Nate is told to come out of timeout and he does not, the parent simply leaves 
him in timeout and walks away. When he asks to come out (or 30 minutes elapse), 
the parent meets Nate at the bottom stair (the timeout location) and reissues the 
Precision Request.

Variation 3 Instead of setting a timeout period, the parent tells Nate to come out 
when he decides he is ready to help.

Having the child determine the length of the timeout has been shown to be ineffective 
by multiple research studies.

Variation 4 At the end of the timeout period, the parent tries to get Nate to 
acknowledge that he is misbehaving and will try to do better in the future.

This is also an ineffective technique. At the end of timeout, the parent should simply 
restate the Precision Request. Note to the group the importance of repeating the 
request after the timeout. Otherwise, the child learns that they can get out of a task 
through misbehaving. 

Variation 5 Nate continues to argue with the parent while he is in timeout.
The parent ignores Nate and his attempts to argue.

Session 5 
Role-Play for Giving a Timeout (cont.)
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Session 6 Notes
Chapter 6. Taking it Up a Notch: Public Places,  
Time-Crunched Situations, and Habit Builders

Rationale

When children misbehave in public places or when time is tight, parents are some-
times at a loss. This session addresses how to deal with misbehavior when a timeout 
is hard to implement. Parents will also work proactively on teaching children good 
habits so that those good habits can replace misbehavior.

Objectives

1. To teach parents how to use timeout when time is tight and in public places
2. To introduce the “Sure I Will” program
3. To introduce the idea of habits and their value
4. To set up a Habit Builders program

Materials and Preparation

• Complete Session 6 PowerPoint presentation
• Set up a role-play of the “Sure I Will” Sequence (see Slide 5 and Box 8 on 

the next page)
• (Optional) Search for two separate videos of children misbehaving in 

public—one in which the situation is handled poorly and another in which 
it is handled effectively

• Prepare laminated sample of a blank Habit Builder Chart 
• Prepare examples of Mystery Motivators, Chart Moves chart, Reward 

Spinner, magic pen with invisible ink 

Facilitator’s Tip 

Ask the parents to bring their child’s Habit 
Builder Chart and reinforcement system 
(Mystery Motivator, Reward Spinner, Invisible-
Ink Pens) to the next meeting.
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BOX 
8

Non-Example

Demonstrate the wrong way for a parent to ask a child to do a task.

Parent: LaQuiana, your homework is all over the table! You need to get everything 
in your backpack now! We need to leave for school! It’s the same thing every 
morning. How many times do I have to tell you? 
LaQuiana [puts homework in backpack].
Parent: Why didn’t you do that in the first place without me having to ask?

Example

Parent: LaQuiana, please put your homework and books in your backpack so 
you’re ready to leave on time tomorrow. 
LaQuiana [puts materials in backpack].
Parent: Thank you! You’ve really been helpful when I ask you to do things. So now 
we’re going to play a game. This is a treat jar. 

Parent shows LaQuiana the treat jar, an opaque container that holds small items such 
as candy and toys, or slips of paper with various rewards written on them, and then 
puts the jar on a shelf out of her reach. 

The game is that when I ask you to do something, you say, “Sure I will!” and do what 
I asked before I have to ask again. When you do that, you might get to pull a treat 
out of the jar. If I have to ask you twice and tell you it’s a direction, you won’t get the 
chance for a treat. How does that sound?

LaQuiana: Good, I guess.
Parent: You can do it! Let’s practice a little . . . 

NOTE: Explain that the parent will let the child earn treats randomly, about every 
three requests at the start of the program. Gradually increase the spacing to every 
five requests, then every ten, and finally fade out the program.)

Session 6 
Role-Play for “Sure I Will”
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Session 7 Notes
Chapter 7. Solutions to Common Kid Problems

Rationale

As parents near completion of the program, they need to be able to continue work 
on other common and new childhood problems as their children grow and mature. 
The ABC Problem Solver in this chapter makes a functional behavior analysis 
doable for parents.

Objectives

1. To demonstrate how to work through the ABC Problem Solver 
2. To have parents generalize skills they’ve learned so they can apply them to 

other misbehaviors

Materials and Preparation

• Complete Session 7 PowerPoint presentation
• Prepare a sample of a completed ABC Problem Solver Plan
• Review: Have the parents show their child’s Habit Builder Charts  

and reward systems 
• Note on Role-Play (see Slide 16) 

 
Rather than prepare a script beforehand, ask the parents to identify a 
common problem that has not already been discussed in the parenting 
group. Then operationally define the behavior with the parents. Ask them 
for possible antecedents using the ABC Problem Solver (it helps to write 
their response on a big sheet of paper or the whiteboard). Then ask them to 
identify likely consequences motivating the problem behavior. Finally, have 
them suggest some strategies that they learned in the parenting group that 
might help address the problem behavior.  
 
Have parents role-play the problem and the suggested strategies for 
addressing it. 
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Session 8 Notes
Chapter 8: Making the School-Home Connection

Rationale

Most children with externalizing behaviors also have learning problems and social 
difficulties in school. A connection between the home and school can help a child to 
be successful in school.

Objectives

1. To explain the importance of a home-to-school connection
2. To teach how to set up and implement a successful home note
3. To set up a homework system and teach how to be an effective parent tutor
4. To explain Teacher Pleaser social skills

Materials and Preparation

• Complete Session 8 PowerPoint presentation
• Script role-plays for:

 » Setting up a home note with the teacher (see Slide 16 and Box 9) 
 » Teaching children basic social problem-solving steps (see Slide 19 and  

Box 10 on p. 32)
• Prepare samples of completed:

 » Home Notes
 » Amazing Turtles and Achiever Beaver Homework Contracts
 » Homework Contracts 1 and 2
 » Daily Homework Time-Planning Form
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BOX 
9

Non-Example
Teacher: Mr. and Mrs. Jones, how can I help you?
Mrs. Jones: I’d like to talk about why you’re picking on Jaxon. He says other kids 
get up and walk around during class, but he’s the only one who gets in trouble. 
Mr. Jones: Maybe he’d sit still if you did a better job of teaching. 

Example
This role-play illustrates how parents might respectfully request a meeting after school 
with the teacher and stress that they want to cooperate to help their child in school. 
During the role-play, demonstrate how to:

• Ask the teacher for concerns about the child’s behavior or academic performance
• Define target behaviors to work on (for example, follow the teacher’s directions, 

remain on-task, or remain in your seat)

Teacher: Mr. and Mrs. Jones, how can I help you?
Mrs. Jones: We’d like to meet with you sometime after school, at your convenience. 
We got your note about Jaxon’s missing homework assignments and would like to 
help him improve that. 
Mr. Jones: We’d like to set up a home note system to help with communication, if 
you are willing. Are there other concerns you have about Jaxon’s work or behavior?
Teacher: Sometimes he won’t stay seated . . .

Continue the role-play, or stop and involve the entire group in operationally defining 
the teacher’s and parents’ concerns as target behaviors for the home note (Daily or 
Weekly Home Note). Have the group come up with target behaviors, such as these for 
the example role-play:

• Stay in or next to seat during independent work.
• Complete and turn in homework assignments. 

Half of the target behaviors should be behavioral targets to work on (e.g., comply with 
teacher requests, stay on task, remain in your seat, respect other students who are 
working). Choose academic targets for the other half (e.g., turn in homework on time, 
do assigned in-seat academic work, complete work neatly and accurately). 

Explain how the Home Note works and briefly discuss problems that might arise (losing 
the home note, destroying the home note, counterfeiting a teacher’s ratings, etc.). 

Also role-play or have the group develop a Habit Builder chart or checklist to support 
the child’s efforts in meeting one of the target behavior goals.

Session 8 
Role-Play for Creating a Home Note
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BOX 
10

Pick a common problem such as bullying, conflict on the playground, or a clash with a 
teacher. Role-play one of these problems with your assistant. 

Non-Example

Act out an ineffective response that causes the problem behavior to escalate out of 
control. 

Example

Act out how to solve the problem using the five problem-solving steps on page 234 of 
Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments.

Session 8 
Role-Play for Problem-Solving Steps

Notes
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Booster Session Notes
Problem-Solving and Meeting New Challenges

Rationale

Parents need to continue work on new behavior problems that may come up.

Objectives

1. To have parents relate their successes
2. To problem-solve any difficulties parents are having in implementing the 

techniques they’ve learned to existing and new problems

Materials and Preparation

None

Steps

1. Have parents report their success stories.
2. Have parents identify problems they are having with the programs they  

set up, or identify new behaviors with which to use the techniques they 
have learned.

3. Make a list or write on a whiteboard each problem or new behavior parents 
want to work on.

4. Systematically go through each issue and problem-solve, asking other 
parents for suggestions. Use the ABC Problem Solver model to develop an 
intervention plan. 

5. Role-play: Role-play one of the new problem behaviors identified in Step 3 
and then apply the ABC Problem Solving steps to develop an intervention.

6. Ask parents to contact you to report their successes or if they need further 
assistance for problem behaviors.

Good Luck! And Have Fun! 
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No parent-training program is going to reach and help every parent. If you are 
running a parent group composed of parents of Tough Kids, as the research (and 
the author’s experience) shows, approximately 20% of the parents will be difficult 
or problematic. As the group facilitator, you will need to decide whether some 
action needs to be taken for the welfare of the group. You may wish to talk with 
the parent privately and ask for assistance in running a successful group or work 
with the difficult parent individually. Fortunately, difficult parents generally reveal 
themselves in the first or second session, so you can take appropriate action early.

Difficult parents generally fall into easily recognizable categories. The following 
descriptions of difficult parents have been adapted from Gerald Patterson (1982) 
and the author’s own experience.

Insular or Overwhelmed Parent
Insular parents are less competent with parenting skills and tend to rely on nega-
tive techniques. In general, they have limited resources, more than one child, and a 
restricted educational background. Insular parents are often without a supportive 
partner—single mothers with several children and limited social support from the 
community or relatives. These parents may be receiving help from a social service 

Troubleshooting
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agency and have no or inadequate employment opportunities. The hallmark of 
insular parents is two or more negative experiences per week with their commu-
nity—for example, schools, demanding landlords, unfriendly and complaining 
neighbors, social service agencies, law enforcement, debt collectors, hostile rela-
tives (ex-husbands or wives), and more. Many times these parents are desperate 
to get out of the home for a short time to enjoy a positive social experience, have a 
brief respite from their children, and interact with other supportive parents and a 
friendly group facilitator.

‹ What to Do › Insular parents are often some of the most satisfying parents 
to work with. Many of the support solutions mentioned earlier—transportation, 
babysitting, an outside-the-home social activity, and social support from you and 
the group—are enough to ensure a successful parent-training experience. However, 
insular parents may also need extra individual help if they have limited reading 
skills and cannot read the Parenting Through Tough Kid Moments book inde-
pendently. These parents may need home visits so you can coach them as they learn 
to use successful parenting strategies with their child.

My Child Is Special Parent
These parents are often easy to spot because they introduce their child with a 
clinical or educational label—for example, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, 
conduct disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, Tourette’s syndrome, reactive 
attachment disorder, emotional regulation disorder, or bipolar. Or they disclose 
an early childhood experience such as abuse or severe neglect of their child. These 
parents believe their child has particularly complex problems. The labels and early 
negative childhood experiences can be used as excuses for why simple parent 
training won’t help their child.

‹ What to Do › It may help to have this parent contact a parent who was success-
ful in an earlier group and who also has a child with a special label or early nega-
tive experiences. If this is not possible, you can also offer to meet with the parent 
individually to work on special problems while the parent continues to attend the 
parenting group. If these remedies do not work, you can offer to research options. 

Parent Expert Who Could Run the Group
These parents may recommend a special and different parenting approach that 
they feel has dramatically helped their child. These parents may advocate reasoning 
with the child or simply giving the child a choice even when it is inappropriate. 
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The parent expert may ask if you have read a particular book or are familiar with a 
particular parenting approach. These parents may try to “sell” their experiences to 
other parents in the group. Unfortunately, they may suggest something that con-
tradicts what you are trying to teach. These parents can waste valuable group time 
advocating their approach.

‹ What to Do › Fortunately, these parents often make their endorsement of other 
parenting techniques in the first few training sessions. First, don’t argue with the 
parent. If you have read about or are familiar with the parenting approach, say so. 
If you are not, indicate that you are willing to learn more about it and get back to 
them. It is also helpful to indicate to the group that other techniques can be incor-
porated into your parent training as long as procedures are compatible with your 
parent-training techniques. 

Don’t embarrass the parent in front of others or engage in a debate. If the parent 
continues to interrupt inappropriately, meet with the parent in private. You 
can ask what the parent’s goals are for attending your group and whether your 
parent-training techniques can facilitate or strengthen the other approach. Finally, 
if the parent continues to disrupt the group training, you may need to privately 
suggest that your parent training may not meet her needs.

“Yes, But” Parent—I Have Tried That. Nothing Works
There are two types of “Yes, but” parents. The first type—I Have Tried That—
brings up objections when certain techniques are introduced to the parenting 
group. They may have heard about the technique or read about it in another par-
enting book, and failed when implementing the technique on their own. Parenting 
techniques such as selective attention, Habit Builder charts, Precision Requests, and 
timeout can be difficult to implement alone. These parents may be genuinely open 
to implementing the technique again with your instruction and coaching. 

The second type of “Yes, but” parent—the Nothing Works parent—will also bring 
up objections to the use of a technique because of past failures. However, these 
parents are unwilling to re-implement a technique, even with your help and guid-
ance. The Nothing Works parent may repeatedly bring up “Yes, but” in the group 
without honestly trying to understand how they may have misapplied a suggested 
technique. This type of parent may be motivated by your or the group’s attention 
and not by a desire for real behavior change. 

‹ What to Do › The first type of “Yes, but” parent can usually be helped. Explain 
that all techniques do not work all the time. Help the parents understand that with 
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guidance, coaching, and re-implementing the technique correctly, they can make 
real, positive changes with their child. Success will fuel success.

The second type of “Yes, but” parent is more difficult to train. Their hallmark is that 
nothing will change. You may need to work with these parents individually on the 
correct implementation of techniques. A home visit may be helpful, or the parent 
may need to bring the child in to work with your close guidance and modeling of the 
technique. If the parent refuses individual help, refer them to an individual trainer or 
therapist, especially if they are disrupting the parent group’s progress.

Parent as Sibling
These parents treat their children as siblings, peers, or friends and rely on their 
children for their social support and acceptance. Often, they are single parents 
with few friends and outside interests. They have great difficulty setting limits for 
fear of losing the child’s social support. When asked about their friends, activities 
outside the home, or separate interests, they are limited mostly to the home and 
their children. In a sense, the child is on an equal footing with the parent and treats 
the parent as a friend instead of a parent. Interestingly, the parent as a sibling often 
dresses or looks like their children.

‹ What to Do › The solutions for these parents are limited because of their fear 
of losing the social support their children provide. You can try and pair this parent 
with another parent who is willing to help and who can be a social support. You 
may also try to involve these parents in outside-the-home activities—for example, 
taking a class in a topic of interest, getting involved in a special-interest club 
(dancing groups, hiking clubs with other adults, garden societies), or a volunteer 
group. Often, you will need to plan outside activities and encourage the parent to 
participate. You may be able to delicately help the parent understand that she is 
functioning as a sibling and that the techniques she learns in class will help her 
assume a stronger parenting role.

Misattribution Parent
This parenting style is based on unrealistic expectations. This parent may insist on 
things that are beyond the developmental capabilities of the child. The parent may 
be ignorant of the child’s intellectual and motor capabilities. Unrealistic expec-
tations can revolve around expected household duties, athletics, or misbehavior 
within normal limits. This type of parent often projects onto the child’s behavior 
a misconception that the child is intentionally and maliciously misbehaving. This 
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results in the parent taking it personally. A danger of a misattribution parent is the 
possibility that the parent will abuse the child.

‹ What to Do › Educating the parent on the developmental capabilities of the 
child is an important step in resolving this parenting pattern. Resources include 
books about normal childhood growth and capabilities, and government or medical 
websites (cdc.gov, medlineplus.gov, chop.edu) with information about normal child-
hood development. Work with the parent individually to educate them on develop-
mental milestones and what is and is not normal misbehavior. However, be careful 
to monitor the parent, especially if they have a history of abuse. 

Permissive Parent Versus Tough Limit-Setting Parent 
This type of parenting style is common and has several variations. The Permis-
sive Parent has difficulty setting limits for the child and is often noncontingently 
warm and easygoing. The Tough Limit-Setting Parent is generally overly strict 
and restrictive with the child and resists change. They both sabotage each other’s 
efforts. The common features of this maladaptive parenting style is that the parents 
disagree, fight about how the child should be managed, and often interfere with the 
other parent’s efforts. Often, these parents have a dysfunctional marriage and may 
be divorced or heading to divorce. 

Another variation of this dysfunctional parenting style is a stepparent who tries to 
set limits on a stepchild, which offends or angers the natural parent. The interac-
tion between the parents may be characterized by “my child and your child” when 

http://cdc.gov
http://medlineplus.gov
http://chop.edu
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disputes erupt. The problematic child is often a knowing partner in this pattern of 
conflict. The child may distort the stepparent’s limit-setting efforts and negatively 
report interactions with the stepparent to the natural parent. Childrearing disputes 
are one of the major causes of failure for second marriages. 

A third variation of this parenting dynamic can arise between parents and a 
grandparent, especially if the grandparent lives with the family or has babysitting 
responsibilities. In these interactions, the grandparent sabotages the limit-setting 
efforts of the parents and acts as an advocate for the problematic child. The kind of 
comment you might hear a grandparent say during a dispute is, “The way you are 
raising your child is not how I raised you.”

‹ What to Do › This is a difficult parenting style to remediate. One step should 
be to meet with the parents, stepparent, and/or grandparent and explain that the 
conflict between caregivers may be causing damage to their child, especially if they 
argue in front of the child. Review and counsel the parents, stepparents, and/or 
grandparents to see if they will agree on house rules and limit-setting techniques. 

Unattached Parent
The Unattached Parent is the most difficult to remediate. This parent sets few 
limits and does not monitor the child well. The parent is best described as dis-
engaged—a parent who wants no parenting responsibilities. It is not so much a 
question of incompetence, but rather of disinterest in being a parent. This parent 
may lack genuine warmth in their regard for the child. In a sense, the parent treats 
the child as an object or obstruction in life. This parent is often single; however, in 
rare instances both the mother and father are unattached and engage in neglect 
and abuse. Unattached parents are notoriously difficult to engage in treatment or 
parent training. They are often referred by a social agency or ordered by a judge 
into parent training because of neglect and abuse.

‹ What to Do › As mentioned earlier, these parents are very difficult to actively 
engage in a parent training program. If possible, a surrogate parent—grandparent, 
foster parents, or relative—who has regular contact with the child can be trained. 
It is also important to monitor this type of parent, especially if they have been 
court-ordered into parent training.  
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