        Helping Your Child to Develop Resilience, Social Confidence and Wellbeing
(How to be a Slightly Better Parent)

Professor Helen McGrath
Adjunct Professor, School of Education, RMIT University
Adjunct Professor, Faculty of Arts and Education, Deakin University

Email: helenmc@deakin.edu.au


INTRODUCTION
Young people who successfully learn the skills and attitudes for coping with life’s ‘ups and downs’ are more likely to have higher levels of wellbeing and achieve well at school. They are also more likely to go on to have more successful and stable lives as young adults. 

Resilience
Being resilient means adapting flexibly to the ever-changing challenges of life, coping with inevitable setbacks, losses & disappointments and ‘bouncing back’ to a state of emotional wellbeing. Young people who can think and behave in a resilient manner are less likely, when older, to engage in harmful alternatives to coping, such as substance abuse, self-harm, or anti-social behaviour. They have a lower likelihood of becoming depressed and a higher likelihood of having more satisfying lives and greater emotional wellbeing. Resilient families can, over time, model, assist with and directly teach the following skills and characteristics of resilience to their children: 

· Optimistic thinking skills (i.e. focusing on hope & the positive aspects of a situation; expressing gratitude) 
· Helpful thinking skills (i.e. the kind of thinking skills that reflect how the world really is and that can help to calm them down and de-stress)
· Using humour in a positive way
· The skills needed to achieve personal goals (e.g. goal setting, organisation, courage, effort and practice, persistence, problem solving and being resourceful)
· Frustration tolerance (i.e. being able to tolerate not getting what they want straight away)
· Effective social skills (e.g. negotiating, having an interesting conversation, cooperating, managing disagreements)
· Evidence-based self knowledge about their ability strengths and their character strengths 
· Pro-social values (e.g. respect, friendliness, kindness, acceptance of differences in others)
· Emotional literacy skills (e.g. understanding and managing feelings, developing empathy towards others)
· Skills for facing fear and acting courageously in the face of challenges and difficulties

Helping children to develop their wellbeing is not about protecting them from all negative feelings and outcomes and convincing them that anything and everything they do is praiseworthy just so they will ‘feel good’.  This kind of approach is meaningless and ultimately discouraging. It can lead many children to have an exaggerated view of themselves that diminishes quickly when life's inevitable disappointments occur. If young people are convinced that they are special and ‘entitled’ and should always ‘feel good’ then they often feel resentful or helpless when they experience disappointments in life. Trying to shield young people from feelings of sadness, frustration, and anxiety when they lose, fail or make mistakes can deprive them of the opportunity to learn from such experiences and can diminish their motivation to persist in difficult tasks until they succeed. Feeling angry, sad or anxious can be a useful catalyst for change in academic, personal and social behaviour. It is sometimes necessary to fail, feel bad and to try again repeatedly until success occurs or to re-think the goals they aspire to. It is success in the face of these difficulties that can genuinely make our children feel good about themselves.  





SOME PARENTING STRATEGIES 

Try to avoid the ’happiness trap’
Don’t over-focus your parenting on trying to ensure that your children feel happy all the time. Sometimes your children won't like you very much when you act responsibly and set boundaries for their behaviour or don’t agree to their requests. Sometimes they will feel angry with you or push you away and this is a normal part of their development. All parents want their children to like them but sometimes it is more important to focus on your parental goal of helping your child to develop well and become stronger. 

Don’t give only positive feedback for everything your child does. Children also need constructive negative feedback about their efforts from time to time. Give negative feedback on their behaviour not their personality or character (e.g: I was disappointed with the effort you put into that project’ rather than ‘You were pretty lazy about your project’

Try not to solve your children’s problems for them. It isn’t helpful for a parent to become overly anxious or to intervene when their child doesn’t complete a project, has an argument with friends, or faces other personal challenges that are a normal part of a young person’s developing life. Let your child take ownership of his/her own problems and intervene only when a problem seems serious or too complex for them to handle (e.g. if they were being bullied). This gives them the message that you believe that they are capable of handling the problem themselves with a little support from you. You can still help with your child’s difficult or upsetting situation through providing guidance and support rather than direct action e.g.:

· You can ‘debrief’:  What would you differently next time?”
· You can use consequential questioning: What do you think will happen if you don’t finish it? 
· You can be empathic: I’m sorry this has happened and that it has been so upsetting for you
· You can be optimistic: Things will improve and I’m sure that you can come up with some good ideas for dealing with this 

Look for opportunities for your child to develop independence and initiative
Let your child develop reasonable independence and take reasonable risks and the consequences of their actions. Avoid being unnecessarily overprotective. If you wrap your children up in cottonwool they won't be able to grow emotionally, become independent and feel confident about dealing with life and its challenges. Instead of overly restricting them, consider teaching them how to avoid putting themselves into unnecessarily risky situations in the first place and how they might handle the situation if something did threaten them or cause them a problem.  Let them take the consequences of their own decisions and actions in most situations. Don’t do things for them that they are capable of doing for themselves. Offer choices (where feasible) to provide your child with opportunities to learn to live with the consequences of their choices. This communicates to them that they are capable of making a choice. 

Provide lots of opportunities for your child to take on tasks and challenges that they initiate themselves (eg organising a picnic or making something; learning something new).  Only give help when asked. Make positive comments when they deal well with the inevitable setbacks & obstacles that are always part of taking initiative. Talk to your child about the kinds of initiative you took as a child and how it has helped you. 

Help your child to accept that sometimes life can be worrying, lonely, difficult, disappointing or sad and that this is normal
Don’t unnecessarily protect your child from experiencing everyday frustrations, disappointments or social difficulties. Avoid offering ‘quick fixes’ or ‘feel good’ options when things get tough or they are feeling unhappy or sad. Let them sit with their feelings, knowing that you care that they are hurting, but that it is something they have to deal with, not escape from. Don’t automatically intervene and try to fight all of their battles for them. Some of their ‘battles’ will be normal and useful opportunities for social learning. Focus on talking with them about how they might solve or deal with a situation or problem. They need to experience and cope with some difficult times so they can learn how to ‘bounce back’.

Help your child to build self knowledge and a sense of competence
Psychologist and author Dr. Martin Seligman believes that raising young people is vastly more than just trying to ‘fix what’s wrong with them’. It is about identifying and nurturing their strongest qualities and helping them to best use those strengths. Give your child specific evidence-based positive feedback that enables them to slowly get some idea of their particular strengths e.g:

· I was very impressed by the way you kept on trying to make that pop-up birthday card for your grandma, even though it took a long time before you were happy with it. You don’t give up easily. You kept going till you got it right 
· ‘You really showed what a caring person you can be when you helped your sister to fix her bike. Thank you’.
· ‘You showed how kind and brave you are when you spoke up to support Adam when someone played that nasty trick on him.

Encourage your child to do likewise i.e. find some evidence for their conclusions about what they are good at (i.e their ability strengths) and about the best parts of their ‘character’. Seligman argues that successful people know what their signature strengths are (i.e. the top three character strengths and the top three ability strengths that identify them). They then find opportunities to further develop these strengths and find a ‘place’ to use them well. They work on their limitations too but often find a way around them or seek pathways that allow them focus more on what they are good at.

Model and encourage optimistic thinking, positive tracking and the expression of gratitude towards others and about life
Show your child how to ‘track’ and comment on the good things more than the bad things in their day-to-day life. Remind them that bad times are mostly short-lived and only temporary. When they cannot predict an outcome or know what is true, encourage them to take the positive hopeful view rather then the pessimistic one. Each day ask your child ’what two things went well for you today and why?’ Model and encourage expressing gratitude to those who love, help and support them. Encourage them to think about the things they are grateful for in their lives.

Model, teach and reinforce pro-social values 
Whenever you can find an opportunity, stress the importance of trying to live by pro-social values. These are values that foster positive, harmonious and compassionate relationships between people. They underpin personal and social responsibility. The most significant pro-social values are: honesty, fairness, compassion/kindness, cooperation, acceptance of differences, respect and friendliness. A belief in these values helps them to identify more meaning in life. Acting on these pro-social values increases their sense of being a decent, successful and honourable person and helps develop self-respect. These values also act as a ‘moral map’ that can help them to make good decisions. Encourage your children to not mistreat others, to show respect to everyone and try to understand people rather than judge them. Make it clear to them that you would be very disappointed if they took part in bullying another child in any way, however small. Encourage them to stand up for anyone who is mistreated by offering support. Communicate a strong message about the importance of respecting teachers.

Help your child to become socially confident and able to deal with ‘normal’ social issues 
The ‘friendship learning journey’ that all children take is both long and challenging, but also deeply rewarding. When children are learning the skills and understandings necessary for making and sustaining quality friendships at school, they are also preparing for later adult friendships, work-based relationships and romantic relationships. Some of the most important values & understandings that your child will learn at school and which you can reinforce at home include:

· Nobody is born knowing to be a good friend. Everybody has to learn friendship skills and it can take quite a long time and lots of practice to become good at them
· Everyone feels lonely or socially disappointed sometimes. Very few children have close friends all the time 
· Being socially rebuffed at times is a common experience that most children have and they need to be persistent in reaching out and trying to get to know others and form friendships. 
· Very few friendships are ‘forever’. It is normal to move in and out of many friendships as their lives change.
· Some of the other children they meet may not like them. Nobody is liked by everybody they meet.
· Having an occasional disagreement with a friend is normal. 
· You can’t deal well with disagreement unless you control your angry feelings so you can think about the best way to deal with it.
· It isn’t helpful or accurate to assume that only certain ‘cool’ or very popular classmates are worth being friends with. Children who are in a ‘cool group’ (i.e they have a degree of social power) are not always ‘nice people’ as well (although some are). Explain that there are many nice classmates that they can reach out to for friendship.
· You can still show kindness to a classmate and include them in activities even if they are not someone you like a lot. To quote Samuel Johnson:
‘Kindness is in our power even if fondness is not’ (Samuel Johnson)

Some of the key skills for making and maintaining friendships that children, with the support of their parents and their teachers at school, can slowly learn over time include:
· finding things to do or talk about that you have in common
· being a good listener
· having an interesting conversation
· showing empathy  and understanding
· playing fairly and being a good winner and loser
· cooperating
· managing disagreements with a friend in a positive way (e.g by negotiating, trying to understand the other person’s point of view, apologising)
· positive tracking (e.g. talking about the positive characteristics in others , in what is happening etc) rather than negative tracking (e.g. highlighting things that have gone wrong or saying mean things about, or to others)
· being thoughtful and considerate rather than selfish
· being loyal and standing up for a friend
· sharing information about yourself (and keeping private any information received from a friend)
· being kind and caring
· being flexible
Another important social skill that parents can model for their children is the skill of ‘respectful disagreeing’. This skill involves finding points of agreement before stating disagreement (eg ‘You’re right, the movie you want to see did get a good review but, on the other hand, the other one is a comedy and I think we need a good laugh). This can be described as a ‘good news/bad news’ tactic.

Children don’t learn these values, understandings and skills just by hearing about them or talking about them. They will spend many years ‘learning the hard way’ by practising in real-life, getting feedback and being resilient in the face of temporary times of loneliness or social disappointment 

Gender differences in children’s friendships
Friendships between boys and friendships between girls are more similar than different. Both types of friendships involve shared laughter, more intense social activity, making plans, cooperation, affection and helping each other.  However there are also some differences.
· Girls are more likely to seek ‘exclusive’ and dyadic (i.e two people) friendships. Boys are more likely to have larger and looser friendship groups that are reasonably ‘inclusive’, often games-based and more ‘open’ to newcomers. 
· Girls are more likely than boys to work towards having a ‘best friend’.
· Boys are more likely to use humour to bond with friends. Girls are more likely to use self-disclosure and intimacy for the same purpose

Normal challenges associated with friendship
· Most friendships at school are not ‘forever’. Children change or grow apart and new children may enter the social picture. Research suggests that over a school year, 30% of children’s school-based friendships don’t survive. 
· Managing disagreement is often a significant challenge in a friendship. Disagreement can occur over a range of issues such as perceived disloyalty (e.g. telling a friend’s secret to someone else), rivalry (e.g who is liked the most by another child or who is the best at something), attempts (successful and otherwise) by a new child to the school to enter an ‘exclusive’ friendship dyad, perceived violations of the rules and fair play in a game, and unkind comments or practical jokes that unintentionally create hurt feelings.

What is Bullying?
Some children misinterpret some of the typical friendship problems as ‘bullying’. The most accurate definition of bullying is as follows:
Bullying is a pattern of repeated physical, verbal, psychological or social aggression that is directed by someone with more power towards a specific child (or children) and is intended to cause harm, distress or create fear. Bullying may be carried out overtly (e.g. face-to-face) or covertly (e.g. through technology). 
The following is a useful way of explaining to children what bullying is:
Bullying is when someone keeps picking on another child again and again and tries to make them feel bad. They say or do many mean and hurtful things, make fun of them a lot, try to stop them from joining in or make others not like them. 
Although it isn’t nice if someone says or does something mean to someone else, we don’t necessarily call that bullying. It also isn’t bullying if children have a one-off disagreement 

Emphasise the importance of self-respect
Self-respect is an attitude of acceptance of, and approval for your own character and conduct. Children who have self-respect are more likely to:
· Focus more on ‘who I am’ than on ‘what I have, what I look like, what I can do’.
· Have clear moral values that they try to live by. 
· Refrain from mistreating others 
· Act in self-protective ways e.g. they keep themselves safe and act with dignity to achieve a positive identity and reputation. 
· Believe that it is their right to be treated fairly and not to be mistreated by others and take steps to protect this right
· Consider themselves to be equal to other people whilst still acknowledging differences. They don't see themselves as either inferior or superior
· Continually develop evidence-based self-knowledge about what they are good at (i.e. their strengths).
· Focus more on their strengths than their limitations and don't over-focus on comparing themselves with others
· Work hard and use willpower to try and achieve their goals and feel satisfied with their efforts even if they are unsuccessful (‘I worked hard and did the best I could’)
· Acknowledge, enjoy and feel satisfied about their efforts and achievements but avoid being arrogant about them; they balance pride with humility
· Accept themselves as imperfect and continue to be self-accepting in spite of difficulties, mistakes, and failures
· Prefer to receive positive feedback but are not controlled by it
· Weigh up what is said to them or about them and then make up their own mind rather than assuming that if someone else says it then it must be true
· Trust their own judgment and have faith in themselves. They consider other people’s views but are not automatically swayed by them. They don’t feel guilty or apprehensive when others don't agree with their views or their choices

Model and teach goal setting and goal achievement 
Help your child to set realistic goals and to make plans to achieve them. Stress the importance of hard work and self-discipline. Celebrate the successful achievement of their goal with them and talk to them about what they did to they achieve it. Help them to develop the habit of persistence. Emphasise that success always requires not giving up when the going gets tough or boring. Encourage them to see their mistakes and failures as useful learning experiences and obstacles as problems to be solved. Talk to your child about the goals you have successfully achieved and about times when you persisted even though you were tempted to give up.     

Develop an attitude of courage in your child
Talk about courage as being prepared to face fear, not as the absence of fear. Let them know that everyone is fearful at times but different people are frightened of different things. Give positive feedback when your child shows courage e.g when they get up ready to face the next school day despite having had a ‘falling out’ with a classmate the day before.. Encourage thoughtful risk taking but make sure they have thought through potential consequences and are prepared for possibilities. Talk to your child about your own fears and how you have dealt with them. Acting courageously is also an essential aspect of academic success. Courage will be needed, for example, to tackle a challenging task or test and to persist in trying to understand difficult ideas and concepts that don’t come easily to them.

Help your child become more able to manage strong emotions
Feeling strong emotions is a normal part of life. Emotions can motivate us to find solutions and try to deal with situations. When children experience strong feelings (such as anger, disappointment, sadness and feelings of rejection) they are practising this process of handling their feelings and using them to try to make a situation better. If you help them to understand and manage their feelings rather than trying to ‘fix’ things for them, they will grow stronger.
Here are five steps to follow:

· Take notice when your child is feeling sad, worried, angry or upset 
· See this as an opportunity for closeness and teaching
· Name their feeling and let them know you understand 
· Help them to find a solution to the problem that is making them feel this way, but within reasonable limits
· Take an optimistic approach to the chances of their solving the problem successfully or coping with their feelings well.

Below is an example of these steps in action.



Parent:	           How was school today?

Child:	Horrible. Jodie was away and she won’t be back till Friday and I had nobody to hang around with.  The other girls ignored me when I tried to speak to them
Parent:	You must have felt quite lonely and discouraged.
Child:	I don’t want to go back to school till Jodie comes back
Parent:	Well I can understand why you feel that way because it isn’t nice to feel all by yourself and left out. But you can’t stay home from school just because Jodie’s away. Can you think of some ways to help yourself feel a bit less lonely tomorrow? 
Child:	(A bit later) Perhaps I could go to the library at lunchtime tomorrow or ask Sarah if I can have lunch with her and Kara.  She’s always kind to people 
Parent:	Sounds like a good idea. Things will seem better in the morning.

Encourage self-discipline (also referred to as self-control or willpower)
Comment positively on behaviour that shows self-discipline eg attending netball practice when they don’t feel like it or doing homework when there is something they would rather watch on TV. Willpower and persistence has been shown in many research studies to be more important to success than ability. 


Continually work on building a resilient family environment
A resilient family has many of the following characteristics:-
· They communicate with each other in a warm and open manner and don’t keep secrets and resentments going. They quickly find ways to  ‘build a bridge’ back to each other.
· They share time together and enjoy each other’s company
· They show affection for each other in a range of ways and affirm and support each other
· They accept differences in family members and hence accept each other.
· They are committed to the family and show loyalty and dedication. They view the wellbeing of the family unit as a high priority
· They respond well to changes and deal with things by talking and supporting rather than blaming or attacking.
· They use humour as a sharing and coping tool
· They don't’ expect family members to be perfect

Have regular family meetings (e.g. weekly, fortnightly or monthly) to discuss issues related to the household and family and invite your children to put items on the agenda. In this way they begin to understand that members of a family or community have a responsibility to work together to negotiate solutions to problems rather than just act on self-interest. 

Cope with family challenges by pulling together as a family. Every family faces challenges. 
Resilient parents model resilient behaviour for their children when things temporarily ‘go wrong’ in their family (as they usually do at some point in every family). They try to pull together, behave calmly, avoid blaming each other, take a positive approach and problem solve. Resilient parenting involves:-
· Effective and calm communication with each other and with your child
· Looking after your ‘couple relationship’ too as this becomes a ‘model’ for your children
· Working together and supporting each other in the face of a crisis or challenge rather than becoming angry with each other and pulling against each other 
· Not using coercive or harsh punishments with children nor ‘words that wound or scar’

The BOUNCE BACK! Acronym (Copyright: Bounce Back! McGrath and Noble, 2003; 2011)
The acronym below is a useful way to remind your children about ways to be resilient:

When things go wrong for you, or you get ‘knocked down’ by what happens in your life, you can decide to BOUNCE BACK! and be yourself again by remembering these basic guidelines.

Bad times don’t last.   Things always get better. Stay optimistic
Other people can help if you talk to them.   Get a reality check.
Unhelpful thinking makes you feel more upset. Think again. 
Nobody is perfect-not you and not others.  
Concentrate on the positives (no matter how small) and use laughter 
Everybody experiences sadness, changes, hurt, failure, rejection, and setbacks sometimes.  They’re a normal part of life.  Try not to personalise them.

Blame fairly –how much of what happened was because of you, because of others and because of bad luck or circumstances?
Accept the things you can’t change (but try to change what you can first)
Catastrophising makes things worse.  Don’t believe the worst possible picture.

Keep things in perspective.  It’s only part of your life.  




AN ADAPTED `SUMMARY OF THE 24 VIA CHARACTER STRENGTHS
Online questionnaire by Seligman & Park available at:http://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/questionnaires.aspx

	WISDOM

	COURAGE
	HUMANITY
	JUSTICE
	TEMPERANCE
	TRANSCENDENCE


	Is Creative
Has good & different ideas & enjoys finding new ways to do things


	Is brave
Faces fears, pain & challenges with courage; speaks up for what is right & what they believe
	Is loving & affectionate 
Values close & caring relationships with others 
	Works well in pairs, groups & teams
Is good at working cooperatively & loyally with others 
	Is forgiving & merciful
Forgives those who have done wrong, accepts others’ limitations; doesn't focus on revenge.
	Appreciation of beauty & excellence
Notices, appreciates & is in awe of beauty, excellence & talent 

	Has a strong sense of curiosity
Is very curious & likes to find out about things

	Works hard & is persistent
Doesn't give up easily; keeps on trying; finishes what they start; sees things through
	Is very kind
Is generous, caring, supportive & compassionate  


	Has a strong sense of fairness & justice
Treats all people well; is accepting & inclusive; gives everyone a fair chance; honours agreements & fair play
	Is modest & humble
Doesn't boast nor think they are superior 
	Expresses gratitude
Is aware of & thankful for the good things that occur in their life; takes time to express thanks



	Is a good thinker
Thinks things through carefully & tries to see different perspectives
	Is genuine & has integrity
Respects the truth; acts consistently with their values; doesn't present a ‘false front’ to other people
	Understands others 
Understands the feelings & motives of self & others; can readily fit into different social situations
	Is a good leader
Can organise & manage a group well to get things done in a friendly respectful way. 
	Is careful
Is cautious & avoids unnecessary risks & doesn't say or do things they might later regret

	Is optimistic
Has an optimistic orientation towards their future; can remain hopeful in difficult or unclear situations  


	Has a love of learning 
Loves to learn & master new skills & knowledge

	Has lots of energy & is excited about life
Approaches life with a spirit of adventure and excitement; throws self into things whole-heartedly
	
	
	Has willpower
Manages oneself & controls what one feels & does without overdoing it about it; uses willpower

	Humour
Writes, speaks or acts in ways that make others smile & laugh; sees the light or funny side of situations

	Is Wise
Is sensible & offers helpful advice to others
	
	
	
	
	Spirituality
Holds strong beliefs about the meaning of life that shape their behaviour & provide a sense of comfort
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[bookmark: _GoBack](This is a book with a predominantly adult focus that helps to explain behaviours such as anxiety)
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