DON’T THINK OF A GIRAFFE
 
Lessons learned from the pandemic.
 
Blending Eastern and Western wisdom to ensure children’s academic success in a 
post-Covid 19 world



CHAPTER 4: EASTERN AND WESTERN PARENTING

Part 10 – Attention and Behaviour 
I believe that there are two fundamental principles that underlie all children’s behaviour. 
1. Children only do what works.
2. What “works” is what gets attention from you.

What I am suggesting is that all your children’s behaviour, all good and bad behaviour, is driven by the same need and that need is to get attention from you.

You are the constant presence in your children’s lives and you have an emotional connection with each of your children. It makes sense for them to seek that attention primarily from you.

The question is, what do they get attention from you for?

Think about your average daily interactions with your children, what do you give them attention for? What I mean by attention is talking to children, engaging them in conversation or addressing them or their behaviour directly by something you say to them – which might be encouraging or it might be critical.
Do you give them attention for their good behaviours or are you more likely to give them attention in response to them doing something that you don’t like, some behaviour that you think needs to be corrected or something that you think they need to be reminded not to do?
For example consider the following list of normal tasks to be completed every morning. getting out of bed on time
· making their bed
· getting dressed properly
· organizing what they need for school themselves
· getting their own breakfast
· cleaning their teeth
· tidying up their bedroom themselves
· being ready to go to school on time
Now imagine you had two children at home and every morning one of them completes all these tasks themselves without being asked and one of them seems to need 100 reminders to get any of these tasks done. 
Which one would get the most attention?
The one who is responsible and organised or the other one?
It is always the one who is not co-operating and not organised and not responsible who gets the most attention isn’t it?

The problem with this is that the behaviours that attract attention (from you) will persist and the behaviours that do not attract that attention will disappear. 

Which means that in the above scenario, the behaviour of needing constant reminding will persist,  and the behaviour of self-sufficiency and responsibility will disappear.

To take an extreme example. If my model is correct then in the above example if the only attention a child ever received at that time from a parent was for the successful completion of those tasks on their own with no adult help then that child would naturally take care of all those tasks themselves.
Conversely if the only attention the parent ever gave to that child was for not doing those things then that child would never learn to do those things for themselves because that would deprive them of their parent’s attention. 

Have you ever noticed anything like this? That the one thing you would really like your child to change, the thing that you are always telling them about, seems to be the thing that is most resistant to change? Have you ever wondered why that is?
Because the not-doing of that thing gives the child a lot of your attention. 

It is a very sad thing but for some children, the only attention they ever receive from their parents is when they are behaving badly. And even if exhibiting that behaviour results in punishment for the child, that behaviour will persist if it is the only attention that child ever receives. Even negative attention is better than no attention at all.

Of course no parent ever exclusively only gives their child attention one way or the other but it is instructive for all parents to notice what they do tend to focus on. 

One way to do this would be to keep a log of every word you as a parent said to your child over the course of a day. Once those words were all written down into sentences you would then easily be able to notice how many of those sentences were corrective sentences – telling a child what they have done wrong or how they could do it better – and how many were encouraging sentences – noticing and reinforcing what a child has done right.   

Of course you cannot actually do that but in your mind right now I encourage you to think back over the last 24 hours of your life and try to remember every interaction you have had with your child and what you have said each time to that child. Try and get a feel for how many of those sentences were corrective sentences and how many were encouraging sentences.

If you accept my model then every corrective sentence will be giving the child attention for something you don’t want him/her to do. And remember - whatever you pay attention to will persist.  
So if the majority of your communication with your child is in the form of corrective sentences what you are doing is guaranteeing that the behaviours you want to change will not change, they will persist. Until something else takes their place for gaining attention.

But if you focused the application of your attention to the child on sentences that noticed, described and encouraged things that the child did right, then those behaviours would persist.

To successfully have your child behave in the way that you want them to, the first thing is to be very clear about what behaviours you want. These behaviours need to be aligned with your core values. Make a list. Then start looking for any times when the child does anything that shows they are moving towards the behaviour that you want to see and make sure you reinforce that positive movement with an encouraging comment. And anytime your child displays the opposite behaviour, you can’t just ignore it but try and use the attention it draws to move the child towards the behaviours you want. Use any bad behaviour as an opportunity for the child to learn what good behaviour is eg:
“That sounds like your outside voice, remember we all use our inside voices inside”
“Remember that we don’t hit in this family, we have respect for each other”
“If you were nice to your sister that would make the whole family more harmonious”
And make sure you particularly give maximum attention to any child who changes their behaviour and makes it more aligned with your agreed family values.

The superior man calls attention to the good points in others. The small man calls attention to their defects - Confucius.

