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Welcome & Thanks 
 
Thanks for downloading this short, free 
UbookÔ.  
 
What’s a “UbookÔ?” It’s a short ebook—
but it has a few other features. The “U” 
is to remind people that it’s associated 
with Understandably.com. 
 
But the “U” also stands for “updated.” 
Because these books are never really 
finished. Instead, they’re continually 
revised. 
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As an example, this is the first, preview 
edition of this UbookÔ, and it was 
posted to the Internet in January 2021. 
So if you’re reading a while after that, 
you might want to go to the following 
website and see if there’s an updated 
edition (or a new volume) yet: 
 
• http://books.understandably.com 

 
This UbookÔ runs almost exactly 
12,000 words, which probably works 
out to roughly 50 minutes of reading 
time. 
 
You’ll also notice that it’s formatted to 
make it easy to read on a smartphone 
or tablet, hopefully without 
downloading any other apps.  
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What else… You’re free to share this 
with anyone you like, as long as: (a) you 
share it for free, (b) you send the entire 
thing, unedited, and (c) you don’t do 
anything like remove the author’s 
name, the cover, the branding, etc., or 
pretend that you wrote it instead of me. 
 
If someone did send this to you, that 
was nice of them. Please think about 
signing up for Understandably.com.  
 
Besides the daily Understandably 
newsletter (which has thousands of 5-
star ratings), it’s also where you’ll learn 
about other free UbooksÔ as they’re 
released. You can sign up at 
http://understandably.com/welcome, 
or else send an email to 
subscribe@understandably.com.  
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Got comments? Want to let me know 
about a problem or an idea? Fire off an 
email to help@understandably.com. 
 
One more thing. I’d appreciate it if 
you’d share comments and reviews of 
this Ubook by going to: 
 
http://reviews.understandably.com. 
 
(That link forwards to a Google Form.) 
 
That’s sometimes how I get the best 
suggestions for future editions. Thanks 
again for downloading, reading and 
subscribing! 
 
Bill Murphy Jr. 
January 2021  
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Introduction 
 
When my wife and I first learned we 
were going to become parents, I 
decided to approach parenting (or at 
least, the expectation of parenting) 
through science and experience. 
 
I was working for the company that 
runs Scary Mommy at the time, and 
also writing a column for Inc.com. So 
this was the perfect subject that sort of 
blended what I learned each day at 
both my day job and my side hustle. 
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So, we asked for advice from friends 
and family, and read popular websites 
and articles. But I also started digging 
into the studies that underpin a lot of it. 
 
As a writer, that led me to do two 
things. 
 
First, I wrote a series of articles boiling 
down what a lot of these studies say 
into simple language. For the most 
part, these ran in my column on 
Inc.com. 
 
Second, after I had compiled close to 
100 of these articles, I took some of the 
most popular and useful among them, 
and compiled them into an ebook 
called How to Raise Successful Kids.  
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This proved to be very popular as well. 
More than 45,000 people downloaded 
and read it. As you’ve probably 
guessed, you’re now looking at a 
revised, updated, rejuvenated, 7th 
edition of the book I’ve taken to calling 
HTRSK for short. (Technically, it’s 7.3) 
 
On the pages that follow, you’ll find 
reprints of some of the most popular 
and useful among these articles. You’ll 
see reference to work out of Stanford 
University, Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, and many other 
institutions. There are also a few 
articles that are more based on some 
diverse, successful people’s advice.  
 
Perhaps more than any other book in 
my free Ubook series, HTRSK is a 
perpetual work in progress. I would 
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welcome your feedback, which can 
help me shape future editions. 
 
Is there a study you know about that I 
should consider including? Do you 
have suggestions on how to illustrate 
examples more effectively? 
 
Is there a typo or a missing word on 
page 87? (I’m a team of one, so I’m 
sure there could be more than a few 
errors like that. Sorry.) 
 
Maybe you just to share what you think 
of the book, so I can include reviews on 
the website? (That would really help.) 
 
I’d love to hear your ideas.  Again, you 
can submit them easily at:  
 
http://reviews.understandably.com. 
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Praise 
 

I wanted to start with this article for two reasons. 
First, it’s practical advice that I’ve wound up using 
constantly as a parent.  

Second, I get comments from people who read it 
and who say they only wish their parents had had 
access to this kind of thinking when they were 
kids. 

————— 

What if I were to tell you that you could 
increase the odds that your kids will 



 

 
 

- 13 - 

achieve great success in life—maybe 
greater success than you've had—
simply by making a small change in 
how you praise them and talk about 
achievement? 

It turns out, you can. What's more, this 
change flies in the face of almost 
everything we've been told by so-
called experts about raising successful 
kids—at least for the past 15 years or 
more. 

It's all about how we praise our kids for 
their accomplishments. An emerging 
and exciting body of research on the 
subject suggests several key things we 
might not have realized otherwise: 

1. Praising kids merely for their 
innate abilities, such as their 
intelligence, actually makes 
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it less likely that they'll grow up to 
enjoy learning and to excel. 

2. Praising kids instead for the 
strategies and processes they 
develop to solve problems—even 
when they don't fully succeed—
makes them more likely to try 
harder and ultimately achieve. 

3. And—perhaps the kicker—the 
effects of these praise strategies 
can be quantified even when 
we're talking about children as 
young as 1 to 3 years of age. (So 
once again, my 15-month-old 
daughter will get the benefit of 
something I've learned while 
writing for Inc.!) 

As you might imagine, this would mean 
that the so-called experts who told us 
to praise our kids endlessly (part of the 
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"everyone gets a participation trophy" 
movement) were dead wrong.  

How does it all work? We'll talk below 
about two studies involving school-age 
children, both led by Carol Dweck, a 
professor of psychology at Stanford 
University.  

First, however, let's examine the 
difference between a growth mindset 
and a fixed mindset, which underlies 
the whole thing. 

Fixed vs. growth mindset 

This is really what this research is all 
about—teaching kids to develop 
growth mindsets rather than fixed 
mindsets. 
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When it comes to beliefs about human 
achievement, a fixed mindset is the 
belief that intelligence, for example, is 
almost entirely innate. Either you're 
born with great smarts and the ability 
to achieve, or you're not. 

A growth mindset, on the other hand, is 
the belief that achievement (again, for 
our purposes in the intellectual realm) 
is much more variable, and that 
intelligence and problem-solving 
abilities can be developed over time. 

You might summarize the whole thing 
by thinking of Albert Einstein, Dweck 
suggests.  

A person with a fixed mindset might 
say, "Einstein was brilliant." A person 
with a growth mindset might observe 
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that Einstein solved some incredibly 
difficult problems. 

As for teaching growth mindsets, writer 
Angie Aker summarized Dweck's work 
and put it like this on Upworthy: "Praise 
your child explicitly for how capable 
they are of learning rather than telling 
them how smart they are." 

The seventh-graders 

Back to Dweck's research. A few years 
ago, she and her team took 373 middle 
school students, and identified those 
who exhibited fixed mindsets and 
those who exhibited growth mindsets. 

Then, the followed them for two years—
from the start of seventh grade to the 
end of eighth grade. The dichotomy 
was stark. 
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"By the end of the first term, their 
grades jumped apart and continued to 
diverge over the next two years.  

The only thing that differed was their 
mindsets," Dweck said in a video. As 
you might expect, the ones who 
exhibited growth mindsets achieved 
more than their classmates who had 
fixed mindsets. 

Dweck said she has identified several 
key differences between the two types 
of students. 

1. Goals 

Students with a fixed mindset had one 
goal in mind: "Look smart at all times 
and at all costs." That meant they 
worked to avoid any task that might 
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show they weren't as smart as they 
thought they were. 

Students with a growth mindset, on the 
other hand, didn't care if their mistakes 
were revealed to their peers; they saw 
this as inevitable and nothing to be 
ashamed of, because their goal was to 
"learn at all times and at all costs." 

2. Attitudes toward effort and failure 

Students with a fixed mindset viewed 
effort and failure as bad things, 
because the mere fact that someone 
worked hard or came up short 
demonstrated (to them) that the 
person didn't have innate ability. 
Growth-mindset students, on the other 
hand, believed that effort was what was 
required to unlock ability. 
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Dweck says the notion that effort is a 
bad thing "is one of the worst beliefs 
that anyone can have." 

3. Boredom and difficulty 

Students who demonstrated a fixed 
mindset were far more likely to 
complain of being bored in school, 
Dweck found. They seemed to get into 
a cycle in which they used boredom as 
a cover to suggest why they wouldn't 
try things that they found difficult; in 
the process they actually became 
bored. 

Growth-mindset students, on the other 
hand, looked at schoolwork as a series 
of challenges and puzzles to figure out. 
They were also less likely to complain 
that a teacher, or a course, or another 
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external factor, was responsible if they 
had difficulty. 

The 11-year-olds 

All of this is great, but if you're a 
parent, you likely want to explore not 
just why a growth mindset is 
advantageous, but also how to 
encourage your kids to develop that 
kind of attitude. Fortunately, Dweck has 
a study for that, too. 

She and her team divided a group of 
11-year-olds into three groups, and 
gave each of them a fairly easy but 
age-appropriate intelligence test. At 
the end, they praised each of the kids 
in one of three ways: 

• They praised one group for their 
innate intelligence 
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• They praised one group for the 
processes they came up with to 
solve the test 

• They praised a third group, as a 
control, for a passing score, 
without mentioning either their 
intelligence or the process they 
had used. 

Results? The first part won't surprise 
you. Praising their intelligence put kids 
into a fixed mindset. Praising their 
effort and process, on the other hand, 
pushed them into a growth mindset. 

But Dweck said things actually went 
further: "The most astonishing thing to 
us was that praising intelligence turned 
kids off to learning." 
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The babies and a few examples 

So, how early is too early to start 
praising strategies and processes over 
innate ability? Very early, according to 
Dweck.  

In fact, her research shows that the way 
mothers praise babies as young as 1 to 
3 years in age can predict the child's 
"mindset and desire for challenge five 
years later." 

(Dweck says that after conducting her 
research, she's been known to 
interrupt moms she's seen in airports 
telling their babies that they're 
geniuses.) 

So what should you do instead? Here 
are a couple of ideas. Instead of 
praising a child for solving a puzzle or 
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accomplishing an easy goal, Dweck 
suggests saying something like, "I'm 
sorry I wasted your time. Let's do 
something hard—something you can 
learn from." 
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Praise, Part 2 
 

Blank intro template. Blank intro template  

Blank intro template  

————— 

Imagine if there were a very simple 
habit parents and teachers could 
adopt that would increase the odds 



 

 
 

- 26 - 

their children and students 
would achieve great success in life. 

It turns out there is, according to a new 
study, and it all comes down to making 
small changes in how adults praise 
these children. 

I've explored before how changing the 
specific words that parents and 
teachers use while praising children 
can have a profound effect. However, 
this study looked at the sheer volume 
of praise, and tried to quantify its 
effect. 

This isn't the "everybody gets a 
participation trophy" movement, by 
any means.  

But if you're a parent or a teacher, or 
you care about the success of the next 
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generation, you're probably going to 
want to track this. 

The more, the better. 

It's been clear for a while that praising 
students can lead to better behavior, 
which in turn leads to better academic 
outcomes and success, while 
reprimands can lead to worse behavior 
and worse outcomes. 

So, this study spanned three years, and 
examined how teachers interacted with 
2,536 students, between kindergarten 
and sixth grade. 

Traditionally, educators have been 
taught they should aim for a 3:1 or 
even 4:1 ratio of praise to reprimand, 
but this study's authors found no 
simple quantifiable amount of praise 
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that can serve to offset a specific 
amount of rebuke. 

Instead, as lead study author Paul 
Caldarella, who teaches in the 
counseling, psychology and special 
education department at Brigham 
Young University, put it, according to 
CNN: "There is no particular ratio. The 
higher the praise the better the 
results." 

Twenty minutes at a time. 

Writing in the journal Educational 
Psychology, Caldarella and his 
colleagues explained they recruited a 
team of researchers to 
observe classroom interactions during 
20-minute periods, and attempted to 
correlate praise, reprimands, and what 
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they call "student on-task behavior" in 
the classrooms.  

In half the classes, the teachers were 
asked simply to teach as they normally 
would; in the other half, teachers were 
instructed to teach using a behavior 
program called "CW-FIT," which stands 
for Class-Wide Function-related 
Intervention Teams, that emphasizes 
goal-setting and praise. 

The exact times of the 20-minute 
sessions were "chosen by the teacher 
as having the most challenging 
behavior," and the researchers had 
to identify in real time whether a 
teacher's comment to a student 
qualified as praise, a reprimand, or 
neither. 

Here's a bit on how they broke it down. 
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They defined praise as a "verbal 
indication of approval following 
student behavior." It included things 
like: 

• "Well done, class, you all followed 
directions and got in line quietly!" 

• "Way to go, Robyn!" 

But they excluded vague, yet generally 
positive statements, like: "Thanks, 
Rodrigo." 

Reprimands were defined as "verbal 
disapproval (including a threat or 
scolding) in response to inappropriate 
behavior or instruction that the 
behavior must stop." So, examples 
included things like: 

• "Everyone needs to keep their 
hands and feet to [themselves]." 
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• "Kevin, I told you to stop throwing 
paper." 

But not vague disapproval, like "No, 
that's not it." Also excluded (and this 
might bring you back to your school 
days): "the action of staring at students 
and silently waiting for them to stop 
talking were not included" among the 
reprimands. 

Results. 

The surprise result was that researchers 
found a "linear" relationship between 
the degree to which teachers praised 
students, and the degree to which 
students exhibited "on-task behavior." 

In other words: more praise, more "on-
task behavior." As much as 20 to 30 
percent more in classes with a high 
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praise-to-reprimand ratio, compared to 
the results in classes with a lower ratio. 

While the study wasn't designed to 
take this a step further, the theory is 
that "on-task behavior" in general leads 
to better academic results. 

As a result, Caldarella suggested 
parents should try to get their children 
into the classes of teachers who are 
known for offering praise. If they can't 
do that, he suggests sharing the results 
of the study with teachers, according 
to CNN. 

Combine this with some of the 
research we've seen on praising kids 
for the quality of their effort, rather than 
for their innate gifts, and it could have 
significantly positive effects. 
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"Behavior that is reinforced tends to 
increase," Caldarella said in the 
university statement. "So, if teachers 
are praising students for good 
behavior — such as attending to the 
teacher, asking for help appropriately, 
etc. — it stands to reason that this 
behavior will increase, and learning will 
improve." 

  



 

 
 

- 34 - 

 
 
 
 

Relationship Advice 
 

No, this isn’t about grown-up relationships. (I 
hope yours are great, and there’s probably an 
entire additional Ubook to be written on that 
subject!) 

Instead, this is about teaching good relationships 
for kids, so that they can form their own as they 
grow. 

————— 

We all want our kids to be happy and 
successful, so it makes sense to work 
backward and figure out how to make 
that happen. 
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Step 1: To be happy and 
successful, they need to 
develop great relationships. 

Step 2: To develop those 
relationships, they need 
adequate emotional intelligence. 

Step 3: To develop emotional 
intelligence, it helps if their 
mentors (especially their parents) 
model good behavior in love and 
partnerships. 

At Scary Mommy, my former 
colleague Leigh Anderson put 
together one of the best prescriptions 
I've seen on how to teach your kids to 
do this, and why.  

She spoke with Carrie Cole, a Gottman 
Institute trained therapist, about "how 
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to have a good relationship with your 
partner and how to model one for your 
kids." 

Here are the most important things 
she came up with:. 

1. Teach them to "turn toward." 

Relationships are dynamic. They're 
made up of an uncountable number of 
small interactions. Julie and John 
Gottman, a husband and wife team of 
psychologists who are experts in this 
area, describe these interactions as 
"micro-behaviors" and "bids for 
attention." 

We "bid for attention" with the people 
we care about by doing things—starting 
conversations, for example—in the 
hope they'll demonstrate interest and 
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warmth. Catching those bids, and 
showing you value the 
relationship, requires active listening 
and empathy. 

For example, you might tell your 
spouse, or another person you care 
about, "I learned something really cool 
today." You hope that he or she will 
"turn toward" you by replying with 
something like, "Oh? Tell me about it," 
as opposed to shutting you down: 
"Can't you see I'm busy?!!!" 

So, model this behavior in your 
relationships, and teach your kids to 
"turn toward" when the people they 
care about bid for their attention. 

2. Teach them to politely turn down 
bids for attention. 
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Of course, if we had to "turn toward" 
every time someone we cared about 
bid for our attention, we'd never get 
anything done. Perhaps even a 
majority of the time, you have to find a 
way to refrain from "turning toward," in 
a way that shows you still value your 
relationship. 

My wife is a master at this—of 
necessity—otherwise she could spend 
her entire life listening to me dissect 
political races, place the names of 
character actors in movies, and tell her 
arguably funny stories about things 
that happened in college. 

It's really a matter of demonstrating 
interest in what the people you care 
about have to say, while making clear 
the practical limits on your time and 
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attention. In her essay, Leigh offers a 
simple example—turning down her 
child's bid for attention simply by 
saying, "I can't listen to your story right 
now, but I can after lunch." 

So when you can't spend the time you 
might like responding to a bid for 
attention, at least turn it down politely—
never dismissively. 

3. Teach them to "be overwhelmed 
without freaking out." 

Negative situations are often made 
worse by allowing your negative 
emotions to metastasize. So, the goal is 
to maintain control of your emotions 
even when you're not in control of the 
situation. 
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In the military, we call this "maintaining 
your bearing." However, it's especially 
important when stressful situations 
involve the health or feelings of the 
people you care about most.   

As Leigh wrote: "Learning to be under 
stress without taking it out on your 
nearest and dearest is a valuable 
relationship skill." 

I find it helps to think of a quote from 
author H.G. Wells, and remember that 
"the crisis of today is the joke of 
tomorrow." 
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4. Teach them to "make repairs." 

One of the most important things I've 
learned from the many articles I've 
read (and written) about 
developing good life habits is this: 

It's okay that you'll fall short. 

You will, I will, your kids will. Everybody 
makes mistakes—and everybody 
sometimes hurts the people they love. 
The key thing you want to model for 
your kids, however, is how to react 
when you've screwed up. 

As Leigh wrote of her conversation with 
Carrie:  

"The secret... is in the 'repair'—
apologizing when you're irritable 
or dismissive of someone's 
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overture. Apologizing or 
otherwise making amends goes a 
long way toward telling the other 
person that you do care about his 
needs." 

5. Teach them to appreciate others 
out loud. 

We talk a lot about learning to be 
thankful, but I think this is an important 
difference—learning to say out loud that 
you're grateful, and to specific people 
(namely, the ones you care most 
about). 

I'm horrible at compliments, although 
I'm learning. That's important as a 
father, because I want to model 
appreciating others in a vocal way. 



 

 
 

- 43 - 

Once again, Leigh put it well: "In small 
moments, catch someone doing 
something well or right. It's helpful for 
kids to hear their parents saying that.  

You're saying, 'We have a culture of 
appreciation in our home. This is what 
we do. We let one another know what 
we appreciate about one another.'"  

6. Teach them that contempt is 
verboten. 

The opposite of love isn't hatred; it's 
apathy. Contempt is its near cousin. It 
rears its ugly head in relationships, to 
the point that the Gottmans think of it 
as the early warning sign for a marital 
relationship that is likely to fail. 

We all get angry at the people we care 
about. Sometimes they do 
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things that we don't know how to put 
up with. However, the important thing 
is to show kids that it never overwhelms 
the underlying love.  

As Leigh quoted Carrie in her 
article: "Emotional abuse is 
contempt... If a child grows up in a 
home like that—[for example], if the 
father puts down the mother, the boys 
will think this is acceptable behavior. 
And girls think this is acceptable to be 
treated like this. If you can't turn 
around the contempt, the relationship 
is in serious trouble." 

7. Teach them not to tell mean jokes. 

Oh, they can—and should—tell jokes. 
However, mean jokes are often simply 
thinly veiled vessels for contempt—and 
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we've already seen that contempt is 
the sign of a dead relationship. 

Leigh describes a husband and wife in 
one of Carrie's counseling sessions, 
where the wife began a sentence by 
saying, "I was thinking—" and the 
husband interrupted with a laugh: "Oh 
honey, don't think!" 

Even if she smiled or chuckled, you can 
imagine how hurtful her husband's 
joke was—and how it hurt their 
relationship—all because of his lack of 
emotional intelligence. 
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Nag, Nag, Nag 
 

This one is a favorite, and it goes viral on 
Facebook all the time. I think it might be because 
people like to hear that their natural tendencies 
might sometimes be the right ones after all. 

————— 

Someday, my daughter is going to kill 
me for this one, but it's a story that will 
vindicate parents everywhere. 

Researchers in the United Kingdom 
say parents' super-high 
expectations for their teenage 
daughters—especially if they remind 
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them constantly of those expectations—
are among the most important factors 
in predicting whether young girls will 
grow up to become successful women. 

As a university press release put it: 
"Behind every successful woman is a 
nagging mom? Teenage girls more 
likely to succeed if they have pushy 
mothers." 

Nag more, fail less. 

The researchers at the University of 
Essex found that girls whose "main 
parent"—that's usually the mother—
consistently displayed high parental 
expectations were far less likely to fall 
into the traps that made the girls less 
likely to succeed in life. 

Specifically, these girls were: 
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• Less likely to become pregnant as 
teenagers. 

• More likely to attend college. 
• Less likely to get stuck in dead-

end, low-wage jobs. 
• Less likely to have prolonged 

periods of unemployment. 

The researchers, led by PhD candidate 
Ericka G. Rascon-Ramirez, studied the 
experiences of more than 15,000 
British girls aged 13 and 14 over a 10-
year period. 

Of course, avoiding the prime pitfalls 
doesn't necessarily mean that girls are 
destined to become the Sheryl 
Sandberg, Katie Ledecky, or Sara 
Blakeley of their time. But it does mean 
they'll be more likely to preserve their 
opportunities to succeed later. 
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And that, dear parents, is the point at 
which your work is done—when your 
children's success becomes 
much more a factor of their desire and 
work ethic than yours. 

Rolling eyes? That means it's 
working. 

Nice study, some readers might reply. 
Have you actually tried being the 
parent tasked with nagging a 13- or 14-
year-old daughter? News flash: 
Whether we're talking about boys or 
girls, it could quickly deconstruct into a 
cacophony of eye rolls, door slams, 
and sullenness. 

It's not a lot of fun, I'm sure.  

But parents can take solace in one idea 
the researchers entertained: The more 
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it seems hectoring them is like 
pounding on a brick wall, the more it 
might be working. 

"In many cases, we succee[d] in doing 
what we believ[e is] more convenient 
for us, even when this [is] against our 
parents' will," writes Rascon-Ramirez. 
"But no matter how hard we tried to 
avoid our parents' recommendations, it 
is likely that they ended up influencing 
[our] choices." 

In other words, if your tween or 
teenage daughter rolls her eyes and 
says something like, "Arrrrggghhh, 
Mom, you're so annoying," what she 
really means, deep down in her 
subconscious mind is: "Thank you for 
the helpful advice. I shall endeavor to 
act accordingly." 
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Stacking the little voices. 

There's also some stacking going on, 
meaning if you set expectations in 
daughters' heads that they should go 
to college AND they should not get 
pregnant as teenagers, they're more 
likely to make it to age 20 without 
having a child than they would have 
been if you'd only pushed the "don't 
have a baby until you're old enough to 
be ready" message. 

As my colleagues at Scary Mommy, 
where I first heard about the study, put 
it: 

"Sure, having a healthy sense of self-
esteem and believing that you have 
options is great, but not getting 
pregnant just because you 'don't want 
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to hear it' is fine with us, too. Whatever. 
Just make it not be so." 

I don't know about you, but even as a 
man in my 40s, I sometimes hear my 
parents' cautionary words—or even my 
grandparents'—when I go to do 
something I probably shouldn't. My 
grandfather passed away in 1984, but if 
I ever overdo it on dessert, it's his voice 
I hear calling me out for it. 

And assuming this study holds value 
for boys as well—there's no reason to 
think it wouldn't—that means I have my 
parents' habit of consistently 
expressing their high expectations to 
thank, at least in part, for my success. 

So thanks for the nagging, Mom and 
Dad. And to my darling daughter, 
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believe me, this will be harder on me 
than it is for you. 
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Chores 
 

This is the most popular of all the articles I’ve 
written in the “Successful Kids” series. It’s 
something parents seem to think intrinsically, and 
it’s my pleasure to give them a way to back it up. 

————— 

Want your kids to grow up to be 
successful? Make them do chores. 
When they balk (and trust me: they will 
probably balk), you can tell them 
that scientific research supports you. 
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It sounds great, and it's true--but there 
is a catch. (We'll get to that in a 
minute.) For now, the science. 

In the Harvard Grant Study, the longest 
running longitudinal study in history, 
(spanning 75 years and counting--from 
1938 to the present), researchers 
identified two things that people need 
in order to be happy and successful: 

And what's the best way to develop 
work ethic in young people?  

Based on the experiences of the 724 
high-achievers who were part of the 
study (including people like future-
President Kennedy and Ben Bradlee, 
the Watergate-era editor of The 
Washington Post) there's a consensus. 

  



 

 
 

- 56 - 

A "pitch-in" mindset 

"[The study] found that professional 
success in life, which is what we want 
for our kids ... comes from having done 
chores as a kid," says Julie Lythcott-
Haims, in her 2016 TED talk. 

(Lythcott-Haims is the author of How to 
Raise an Adult, and the former dean of 
freshman at Stanford University.) 

"The earlier you started, the better," 
Lythcott-Haims continued. (You can see 
her whole TED talk here.) "[A] roll-up-
your-sleeves- and-pitch-in mindset, a 
mindset that says, there's some 
unpleasant work, someone's got to do 
it, it might as well be me ... that that's 
what gets you ahead in the workplace." 
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The catch 

Okay, here's the drawback. It's that 
having your kids do chores doesn't 
necessarily wind up being less work for 
you as a parent. My colleague Valerie 
Williams at Scary Mommy recently put 
it succinctly and memorably: 

"That's cool, research lady. It really 
does make sense. But do you have 
any idea how much [stuff] we 
already have to beg our kids to do 
any given day?  

I called today a victory because 
both of my kids brushed their 
teeth the first time I asked and 
haven't killed each other yet on 
this, the fifth day of their week off 
from school. If I asked them to do 
chores, they'd listen, but they'd 
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whine. And they'd do a shoddy 
job. Ain't no momma got time for 
that noise. ... Have you seen the 
results when a child sweeps the 
floor?" 

Yes, it's tougher than it seems at first 
glance. But--and here's an analogy I'll 
probably never get to make again--it 
reminds me of my days writing about 
military counterinsurgency and the U.S. 
occupation of Iraq. 

Sometimes, even if you could do a job 
perfectly, you have to let someone else 
do it just-barely-passably, if you want 
the other person learn from the 
experience. It's the same principle 
whether we're talking about U.S. 
soldiers training the Iraqi Army, or 
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parents letting their kids empty the 
dishwasher. 

Because, as Lythcott-Haims told Tech 
Insider: "By making them do chores -- 
taking out the garbage, doing their 
own laundry -- they realize I have to do 
the work of life in order to be part of 
life. It's not just about me and what I 
need in this moment." 
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Helicopters 
 

I’m including this article next because it’s based 
largely on the advice and experience of one of the 
same experts as the previous one— Julie Lythcott-
Haims, former dean of freshmen at Stanford 
University. 

————— 

If there's one thing many parents want 
more than to lead happy, successful 
lives, it's to make sure their kids lead 
happy, successful lives. 

Now a former dean of Stanford 
University says many parents' hearts 
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may be in the right place—but they're 
screwing things up anyway. 

Julie Lythcott-Haims spent a decade as 
the dean of freshmen students at 
Stanford University.  

In her New York Times bestseller How 
to Raise an Adult: Break Free of the 
Overparenting Trap and Prepare Your 
Kid for Success, she says the problem is 
a phenomenon we've been hearing 
about since the 1990s—one that's now 
crashing hard into American society: 
helicopter parenting. 

She summed up her experience in a 
recent interview with the Los Angeles 
Times: 

“Working with the quote-unquote 
best and brightest, I was seeing 
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more and more [students] who 
seemed less and less capable of 
doing the stuff of life. They were 
incredibly accomplished in the 
transcript and GPA sense but less 
with their own selves, evidenced 
by how frequently they 
communicated with a parent, 
texting multiple times a day, 
needing a parent to tell them what 
to do. 

I'd been scolding other people for 
five or six years. One night I 
started cutting my 10-year-old 
son's meat and realized I was 
enabling dependence on me. I 
could see the link between 
parenting and why my college 
students, though very 
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accomplished academically, were 
rather existentially impotent.” 

"Existentially impotent." 

Ouch! That may be the most original 
and cutting insult I've ever heard. 

What's more, Lythcott-Haims said it 
applies largely to some of the most 
privileged kids in our society. Students 
from less affluent families—who 
statistically speaking might be more 
likely to join the military or work 
while attending community college—
seemed to her to be at least as self-
sufficient as their predecessors. 

But the students she was dealing with 
as dean of freshmen students, who 
were attending one of the most elite 
universities in the world, and who were 
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more likely to graduate and have 
amazing opportunities, were 
overwhelmed and unable to function 
as real adults.  

No phone calls? 

For example, Lythcott-Haims cited the 
idea that many Millennials—using her 
own daughters as examples—seem 
"paralyzed" by the idea of having to 
make a simple phone call, because 
they never had to do so while growing 
up.  

(Her solution with her daughters was to 
give them tasks that could be resolved 
only by making phone calls—"because 
you need to know how to talk to a 
stranger on a phone and ask a 
question.") 
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So what do we do about this? Her 
advice for parents, she said in a speech 
reported by the Chicago Tribune, is to 
"put ourselves out of a job"  by doing a 
few specific things: 

Remember the difference between 
"I" and "we." 

"If you say 'we' when you mean your 
son or your daughter—as in, 'We're on 
the travel soccer team'—it's a hint to 
yourself that you are intertwined in a 
way that is unhealthy." 

Be your kids' advocate, not their 
lawyer. 

"If you're arguing with teachers and 
principals and coaches and umpires all 
the time, it's a sign you're a little too 
invested. When we're doing all the 
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arguing, we are not teaching our kids 
to advocate for themselves." 

Remember that their work 
is their work. 

Don't do their homework, she said. 
"Teach them the skills they'll need in 
real life, and give them enough leash 
to practice those skills on their own. 
... Chores build a sense of 
accountability." 

Bottom line, let them try things—and 
fail. 

"We want so badly to help them by 
shepherding them from milestone to 
milestone and by shielding them from 
failure and pain. But overhelping 
causes harm," Lythcott-Haimes wrote 
in How to Raise an Adult. "It can leave 
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young adults without the strengths of 
skill, will and character that are needed 
to know themselves and to craft a life." 
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Girls 
 

Our next two articles are on specific challenges 
facing parents of daughters and sons, respectively. 
This one saddened me, but also lit a fire in me to 
counteract it. 

————— 

Of course girls can be smart! But they 
can't be "really, really smart"—the 
way boys can be, right? 

It probably bothers you to read that, 
and it should. For one thing, it's 
obviously not true. Unfortunately, it's 



 

 
 

- 69 - 

also what new research suggests most 
American girls learn to believe——
starting as young as just six years old. 

Here's a summary of what the 
university researchers found: 

• At age 5, both boys and girls 
believe that grown men and 
women are equally likely to be 
"really, really smart." So far, so 
good. 

• However, after just a year or two 
more of school, girls 
overwhelmingly grow to believe 
that men are much more likely 
than women are to be "really, 
really smart." 

• As they go through school, this 
incorrect belief leads girls to 
pursue less ambitious career 
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goals than boys, and to shy away 
from taking courses and pursuing 
careers in science, technology, 
engineering and math. 

• While the causes of this incorrect 
belief aren't certain, the best 
practical remedy is pretty 
clear: praising kids for their efforts 
and problem solving, rather than 
for their innate intelligence. 

Not all girls wind up believing this, of 
course, but the research suggests that 
a statistically significant majority wind 
up feeling this way. 

Here's the research in greater detail, 
along with some potential solutions. 
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"Really, really smart" 

First, the study. Researchers from three 
major United States universities (see 
below) did a series of experiments with 
hundreds of Illinois elementary school 
children. Their work was first reported 
last week in the journal, Science. 

Two of the experiments were pretty 
similar: Researchers showed the 
children pictures of various men and 
women, told them that one of the 
people in the photos was "really, really 
smart," and asked the kids to try to 
identify him or her from the pictures. 

Later, they told the boys and girls that 
they could choose to play one of two 
games.  
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One game was for "really, really smart" 
children, and the other game was for 
"people who work really hard." Then, 
they took note of which game the boys 
or girls chose to play. 

The results, as we've seen, were 
disappointing. Five-year-old boys and 
girls in the study were as likely to 
choose the men or the women in the 
"who's really, really smart" photo test. 
And they were also equally eager to 
play the "really smart" game as the 
other one.. 

But by first grade or second grade, 
both boys and girls assumed that the 
men in the photos were the "really, 
really smart" ones, not the women. And 
the girls overwhelmingly started to turn 
down trying the game for "really, really 
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smart" kids, and instead try the other 
one. 

Deducing the causes—and effects 

You might be reading this and saying 
to yourself, well, duh. We live in a 
patriarchal society, and maybe it's not 
surprising that girls acquire these 
perceptions. As one of the study's 
authors, associate professor Andrei 
Cimpian of New York University, put it: 

"We associate a high level of 
intellectual ability with males more than 
females, [although] these stereotypes 
float free of any objective markers of 
achievement and intelligence." 

Actually, it's not just that there aren't 
any markers suggesting boys are 
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smarter than girls; in fact, the evidence 
goes the other way.  

Girls get better grades in school on 
average than boys, have higher rates of 
high school graduation, and they 
pursue and complete college 
education at higher rates than men. So 
why the misperception? 

One obvious suggestion is that vast 
majority of "really, really smart" role 
models that we discuss in school—even 
in early grades—are mostly men: 
Einstein, and "bearded, ancient 
Greeks," as Nick Anderson of The 
Washington Post put it. Moreover, 
some studies show that parents 
assume their sons will be smarter than 
their daughters, and that female 
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teachers often treat boys as if they're 
smarter than girls. 

Regardless, there are far-reaching 
effects. 

In a separate study, researchers found 
that a major reason why women are so 
underrepresented in the STEM fields 
compared to men is that so many grow 
up simply believing that the courses 
will be too hard for them. Now, it 
seems these stereotypes begin much 
earlier in life than most of us might 
have imagined. 

Give them a growth mindset 

One of the remedies here seems clear—
to find ways to share more "really, 
really smart" female role models. But 
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another option might short-circuit the 
entire discussion. 

That might be the best idea, especially 
in the short run. For, it's actually not 
clear that girls should be more 
confident in their gender's propensity 
for high intelligence; maybe their 
skepticism is healthy, and it's the boys 
who have an overconfidence problem. 

However, perhaps both boys and girls, 
we should emphasize the role that 
"hard work and effort" play a much 
greater in achieving success, as 
opposed to simply lauding their innate 
gifts, according to Lin Bian of the 
University of Illinois, who was also a 
coauthor of the study. 
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Boys 
 

I hesitated whether to include this one, not 
because it’s not good advice, but because I am not 
convinced that it’s only good advice for sons as 
opposed to daughters, too. I’ll be interested to 
hear what you think, as a reader and a parent. 

————— 

This is a story about successful 
kids (especially boys), common sense, 
and research. 

Most of us spend hours each 
day sitting at work. Science says it's 
killing us, and we have developed all 
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kinds of fads to combat it—
from standing desks to smartphone 
alerts to get us up and moving. 

Armed with that knowledge, however, 
what do we force our kids to do each 
day at school? Sit still, for six or eight 
hours. 

Now researchers say that mistake leads 
us into a three-pronged, perfect storm 
of problems: 

1. We overprotect kids, trying to keep 
them safe from all physical dangers—
which ultimately increases their 
likelihood of real health issues. 

2. We inhibit children's academic 
growth (especially among boys), 
because the lack of physical activity 
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makes it harder for them to 
concentrate. 

3. When they fail to conform quietly to 
this low-energy paradigm, we over-
diagnose or even punish kids for 
reacting the way they're naturally built 
to react. 

Start with the boys. 

News flash: Most boys are 
rambunctious. Often they seem like 
they're in a constant state of motion: 
running, jumping, fighting, playing, 
getting hurt—maybe getting upset—and 
getting right back into the physical 
action. 

Except at school, where they're 
required to sit still for long periods of 
time. (And when they fail to stay still, 
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how are they punished? Often by 
being forced to skip recess—and thus 
they sit still longer.) 

It's not just an American issue. 
Researchers at the University of Eastern 
Finland recently tried to document 
whether boys actually achieve less in 
school when they're restricted from 
running around and being physically 
active. 

They studied 153 kids, aged 6 to 8, and 
tracked how much physical activity and 
sedentary time they had during the 
day. Sure enough, according to 
a report by Belinda Luscombe in Time, 
the less "moderate to vigorous physical 
activity" the boys had each day, the 
harder it was for them to develop good 
reading skills: 
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The more time kids ... spent sitting and 
the less time they spent being 
physically active, the fewer gains they 
made in reading in the two following 
years. [It] also had a negative impact on 
their ability to do math. 

The results didn't apply to girls. I know 
that sounds sexist; the researchers 
offered a few possible explanations. 
Maybe there simply are physiological 
differences—or maybe the girls were 
just as eager to move around as the 
boys, but they were better able to set 
aside that disappointment and 
concentrate. 

And for that reason, other researchers 
say, girls are rewarded more than boys 
in the classroom. 
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"Girl behavior is the gold standard in 
schools," says psychologist Michael 
Thompson. "Boys are treated like 
defective girls." 

A dystopian, scaredy-cat world. 

It's not just about less academic 
achievement, however. Many 
observers and researchers now say 
limited physical activity leads to real 
physical and mental harm in kids—even 
in the short term, before they've grown 
up. 

Angela Hanscom, a pediatric 
occupational therapist, interviewed 
young kids to ask them what recess 
and play are like in the second decade 
of the 21st century. Their descriptions 
sound like a dystopian vision of a 
scaredy-cat future: 
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"We have monkey bars, but we aren't 
allowed to go upside down on them. 
They think we are going to hurt 
ourselves. I think I'm old enough to try 
going upside down." 

"We have woods, but can't go 
anywhere near them. It's too 
dangerous." 

"When it snows, we can't touch it with 
our foot, or we have to stand by the 
teacher for the rest of recess." 

Restricting kids' movement like this 
leads them to increased anger and 
frustration, less ability to regulate 
emotions, and higher aggressiveness 
during the limited times they are 
allowed to play, Hanscom 
writes."Elementary children need at 
least three hours of active free play a 
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day to maintain good health and 
wellness. Currently, they are only 
getting a fraction." 

Expanding the definition. 

You probably know that ADHD 
diagnoses in kids are more likely now 
than they were in years past, but you 
might not realize that the number of 
diagnoses is still rising—and at an 
alarming rate. 

In 2003, for example, it was diagnosed 
in about 7.8 percent of kids, but that 
rose to 9.5 percent in 2007 and 11 
percent in 2011. That's a 40 percent 
increase in eight years. 

Why? For one thing, we've changed 
the definition of ADHD to make it more 
expansive. Many critics argue it's also 
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because of the pharmaceutical 
industry, since the leading treatment 
for ADHD is use of the prescription 
drug Ritalin. 

And Hanscom, in a separate article, 
says it's also because we're forcing kids 
to sit still longer—and they're simply 
reacting as nature intended. 

"Recess times have shortened due to 
increasing educational demands, and 
children rarely play outdoors," she 
writes. "Let’s face it: Children are not 
nearly moving enough, and it is really 
starting to become a problem." 

Misaligned incentives. 

Of course, these are complicated 
issues. Nobody wants kids to fail or 
develop health problems. But given 
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the trends in science and research, why 
won't more schools at least experiment 
with including more recess and 
physical activity in their schedule? 

The most commonly cited explanations 
are both simple and frustrating. Last 
year, for example, a few years ago, the 
New Jersey state legislature passed a 
law requiring public schools to include 
at least 20 minutes of recess each day—
but the governor vetoed it, calling it a 
"stupid" idea. 

Another big adversary is standardized 
testing, because the time required to 
prepare for and take tests has to come 
from somewhere. ("When we have 
standardized testing, we don't get 
recess," said one of the students 
Hansom interviewed. "The teachers 
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give us chewing gum to help us 
concentrate on those days.") 

There is also simple inertia. It's much 
easier to control a classroom in which 
the kids have to sit quietly than one 
where you allow for a little bit of 
managed chaos. Nobody judges 
teachers by whether they gave kids 
enough recess during the day. 

And as long as we have overly 
protective helicopter parents, there will 
always be fear of liability issues.  

Play around a bit. 

There are a few signs of hope. An 
elementary school in Texas began 
working four recess periods per day for 
each child into its schedule, for 
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example. That was a big enough story 
to make the national news. 

Result? Students are "less fidgety and 
more focused," one teacher said. They 
"listen more attentively, follow 
directions, and try to solve problems 
on their own instead of coming to the 
teacher to fix everything." 

But this approach is the exception to 
the rule. Until schools figure out how to 
incorporate lots of movement and play 
into their schedules, it will be up to 
parents to compensate. 

So set a good example with your own 
physical activity, and maybe side with 
your son (or daughter) if he or she gets 
in trouble for moving too much at 
school. 
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Hanscom reminds us of the stakes: "In 
order for children to learn, they need 
to be able to pay attention. In order for 
them to pay attention, we need to let 
them move." 
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Money 
 

All things better, it’s probably better to have 
more. Here’s an interesting study over a long 
period of time that might provide some answers. 

————— 

This article is about one of the most 
interesting studies of how to raise 
successful kids I've ever seen—and I've 
seen a lot of them. 

It's not without its flaws, and we'll get 
to them. But, the sheer length of the 
time involved in the data collection, 
and the fact that it relies on external 



 

 
 

- 91 - 

and objective data—rather than what 
the kids involved reported themselves—
makes its conclusions fascinating. 

Writing in the journal JAMA Pediatrics, 
the researchers from the University of 
Montreal set out to learn "which 
disruptive behaviors in kindergarten 
are associated with employment 
earnings in adulthood for boys from 
low socioeconomic backgrounds." 

They tracked nearly 1,000 boys over 30 
years—correlating their teachers' 
assessments of their behavior in 1984, 
when they were 5 or 6, with their adult 
earnings decades later (which they 
obtained from their tax returns as 35 
and 36-year-old adults). 

What they discovered could have 
significant implications for the way 
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parents — especially parents of boys — 
view their children's behavior at an 
early age. 

The 'Social Behavior Questionnaire' 

The boys who paid better attention in 
school and showed other similar 
behaviors as young children wound up 
making much more money down the 
road. That leads to some key 
suggestions for both parents and 
schools on how to react to young 
children. 

Using a set of behavior ratings ("the 
well-validated Social Behavior 
Questionnaire"), the kindergarten 
teachers in the program assessed the 
boys in four negative areas, and one 
positive one:  
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• Inattention ("poor concentration, 
distracted, head in the clouds, and 
lack of persistence") 

• Hyperactivity (those who were 
assessed as "agitated/fidgety and 
moves constantly") 

• Opposition ("disobeys, does not 
share materials, blames others, 
inconsiderate, and irritable") 

• Physical aggression ("fights with 
other children, bullies/intimidates 
other children, and kicks/bites") 

• Prosociality, which included things 
like "helping, sharing, and 
cooperating," and whether they 
were the type of children who 
would "[try] to stop quarrels or 
disputes, ... invite bystanders to 
join in a game, and ... try to help 
someone who has been hurt." 
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They kept assessing the boys "yearly 
until age 17, then less regularly 
afterwards," the study's lead author, 
Richard Tremblay, told me in an email. 

Their JAMA Pediatrics paper, however, 
focused on one specific 
correlation: the kindergarten data 
collection, and their tax return 
information three decades later, as 
grown men. 

A clear correlation 

Here's the one-sentence takeaway: 
Children who were rated by their 
teachers as more "prosocial," and had 
fewer assessments of inattention, 
hyperactivity, opposition and physical 
aggression, made significantly more 
money three decades later. 
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On average: $12,000 more. As you 
might expect, it's a bell curve; the 
children rated highest by kindergarten 
teachers (more positive assessments) 
wound up making as much as $17,000 
more per year than the ones in the 
lowest quarter. 

In fact, the highest paid 36-year-old 
from the class was making just over 
$142,000 a year at the time of the 
income assessment—while there was at 
least one at the other end of the 
spectrum, who had literally zero 
income. 

Interestingly, this was a study of 
children in Montreal, and it could 
probably never have been done in the 
United States, since we're apparently a 
lot more serious about keeping tax 
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returns private than Canada is. 
(Although Tremblay and the other 
study authors told me they thought the 
results would likely be the same for 
American kids, too.) 

What about the girls? 

It's interesting work for sure — but I 
found myself scouring the journal 
article to ask the obvious question—one 
you might find yourself asking, too: 
Why didn't they also track girls? 

So when I reached out to all three 
study authors, that was my first 
question.  

"The original interest was 
understanding the development of 
juvenile delinquency," Tremblay told 
me, "and boys from low 
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[socioeconomic status]  environments 
are much more at risk." 

But he added that the researchers also 
started a much larger, random study in 
1987, focusing on both boys and girls. 

"We are presently analyzing these data 
and will have results for boys and girls 
from the whole population," he said. 
So stay tuned, in other words, for 
research on the other half of the 
population. 

The takeaways and advice 

I'll give Tremblay credit for one other 
thing, which is that he didn't shy away 
when I asked him what lessons we 
should take from this work. Often, 
study authors will pull back if you push 
them on what to do with their research. 
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But he had two specific suggestions. 
First, he said that "quality day care" has 
been shown to decrease the 
prevalence of a whole host of negative, 
long-term problems for kids who show 
signs of struggle. 

And second, he said that some of the 
"most aggressive and hyperactive" 
kindergarten boys in the study were 
selected for a program that gave extra 
support for two years to the students, 
their parents and their teachers—and it 
was very successful. 

Those who were in the support 
program for two years wound up with: 

• reduced drug use and 
delinquency during adolescence,  

• increased high school completion 
and  



 

 
 

- 99 - 

• reduced criminal convictions by 
24 years of age—compared to 
their peers who didn't get the 
extra support. 

All things considered, it suggests that 
the way our kids act as kindergartners 
might predict what they'll be like when 
they get older, but it's not written in 
stone. If we want our kids to grow up to 
be successful, it's up to us to give them 
the support they need now. 
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Failure 
 

Blank intro template. Blank intro template  

Blank intro template  

————— 

Imagine you're a parent. You want 
the best for your children—and you're 
convinced, based on science, that it's 
very important for them to learn grit 
and tenacity. 

So, you work hard to make sure that 
you praise your kids the right way—
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always for their efforts, never for their 
innate characteristics and abilities. 
Perhaps you also try to show them that 
hard work will always pay off—and 
maybe make yourself feel better in 
front of them—by hiding your struggles 
and highlighting your successes. 

Hold on there a minute, say 
researchers at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. 

It turns out there's potentially a big 
advantage in showing your children 
just how hard you struggle to reach any 
goal. And, according to new research, 
children as young as 15 months old 
may benefit from it. 

Here's the MIT study, the results, and 
how it fits into the larger body of 
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research about teaching children to be 
resilient achievers. 

The struggle is real 

Researchers at MIT conducted a series 
of experiments with very young 
children, in which they tried to 
determine whether demonstrating 
adult resilience could have an impact 
on how hard the children would work 
at an age-appropriate task. 

The experiments involved two stages. 
Children averaging 15 months old 
would start by watching adults, as the 
adults tried to solve tasks like opening 
a container and or removing keys from 
a carabiner. 

Sometimes, in what the researchers 
called the Effort condition, the adults 
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would demonstrate struggling to 
accomplish the tasks before ultimately 
prevailing at around the 30 second 
mark. Other times, in what the 
researchers called the No 
Effort condition, the adults 
demonstrated solving the tasks quickly.  

(There was also a Baseline condition, 
which skipped this first part of the 
experiment.) 

Then, the researchers gave the 
children a toy that could play music—if 
they children could find a hidden 
on/off switch. Researchers studied how 
long the toddlers would look for the 
switch, or else try to turn on a decoy 
button, before either giving the toy to 
an adult for help or simply throwing it 
on the floor. 
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As you might guess, of the 262 
children in the experiment, the ones 
who had watched an adult 
demonstrate resilience were 
consistently willing to try longer to get 
the toy to work. 

The power of mindset 

Okay, so this is one study—interesting, 
but involving toddlers and under some 
unusual circumstances to say the least. 
But, it's all of a piece with the large 
body of research led by Stanford 
researcher Carol Dweck. 

Dweck's research says people can hold 
two types of beliefs about human 
achievement and development. Some 
hold onto a fixed mindset, which 
suggests that our skills and aptitudes 
are almost wholly innate. Others 
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embrace a growth mindset, on the 
other hand, and believe that our ability 
to achieve is much more malleable. 

In her research—and the findings of 
others after her, like Angela 
Duckworth—children who learn to 
embrace a growth mindset ultimately 
wind up achieving more, being 
happier, and being more successful 
than those who are taught to embrace 
a fixed mindset. 

Every single time I've written about this 
subject, my inbox has been filled will 
comments from adults who realize 
ruefully that they were taught as 
children to embrace a fixed mindset. 
But this MIT experiment is about an 
optimistic hope that could counter that 
for future generations—the hope that 
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parents can teach children differently, 
and do so from a very young age. 

"There's some pressure on parents to 
make everything look easy and not get 
frustrated in front of their children," 
Laura Schulz, a professor of cognitive 
science at MIT, said in a press release. 
"There's nothing you can learn from a 
laboratory study that directly applies to 
parenting, but this does at least 
suggest that it may not be a bad thing 
to show your children that you are 
working hard to achieve your goals." 

 

  



 

 
 

- 107 - 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Let It Bleed? 
 

Blank intro template. Blank intro template  

Blank intro template  

————— 

Picture this. You're a parent. You 
want nothing more than for your child 
to grow up to be successful and 
fulfilled. 

But your kid is a kid. Sometimes, he or 
she gets hurt. Sometimes, he or she 
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overreacts. There's crying sometimes—
even tantrums, sulking, and 
meltdowns. 

How should you respond, given 
that your goal is to raise a well-
rounded, happy human? Let's consider 
two possibilities. 

Option No. 1: Rush to his or her side, 
hoping to offer consolation. Your goal? 
Create confidence over the long term 
that no matter what goes wrong in life, 
he or she can always count on you. 
Also, make things a little easier on 
yourself in the short term. 

Option No. 2: Maintain some distance, 
hovering perhaps to ensure that 
nothing really terrible has happened, 
but also insisting that your child work 
things out for him or herself. Your goal: 
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create confidence that you hope will 
lead to greater resilience and self-
reliance later in life. 

They both sound reasonable, right? But 
it turns out, science reveals a clear 
winner in terms of which method will 
truly set your son or daughter up for 
success later in life. 

In other words, while this is one of the 
most controversial topics in modern 
American parenting, one of these is the 
right thing to do—and the other is 
wrong. Here's the answer. 

The Suck It Up Method 

We've seen this debate play out in 
sharp relief online over the past few 
months. On the one hand, for example, 
there's the argument summed up in an 
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article on Scary Mommy called The Let 
it Bleed Style of Parenting. 

Here's an excerpt to give you the gist: 

Today we live in a culture of fear—fear 
of pain, fear of loss, fear of strangers, 
fear of failure—and our children are the 
biggest victims. We want to protect 
them from everything, to keep them 
safe and happy and wonderful, but all 
that's creating is a culture of helicopter 
parenting and a generation of children 
who can't think for themselves. 

Instead, the author argues that it's time 
to teach kids to suck it up a bit, and "let 
them fail" from time to time, so they'll 
learn how to act like grownups. 
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Makes sense, right? It feels like we've 
heard this argument a lot lately. But it 
turns out there's another consideration. 

The Always There for You Method 

In response, a writer at Slate named 
Melinda Wenner Moyer, who happens 
also to be the mother of a 5-year-old, 
interviewed psychologists and looked 
at the actual research to determine 
whether "suck it up" or "run to his or 
her side" was the better parenting 
method. 

The results flew in the face of what we 
read and hear in so much popular 
literature. "Run to his or her side" is a 
lot better than most of us instinctively 
think.  
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For example, Moyer cites child 
psychologist Nancy Eisenberg 
of Arizona State University, whose 
studies find that "parents who respond 
to their children's emotions in a 
comforting manner have kids who are 
more socially well-adjusted than do 
parents who either tell their kids they 
are overreacting or who punish their 
kids for getting upset." 

A later study she cited, which you can 
find here, "found that male college 
undergraduates who said their mothers 
punished them as young kids when 
they got overly upset had more anger-
management issues than undergrads 
whose moms had been supportive." 

(Caveat: This applies mainly to boys, 
she writes; girls who "weren't 
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comforted as young kids had more 
anger issues only if they also weren't 
close to their mothers in college.") 

Finally, Moyer reports that a third 
study, this one from 1983, found that 
"children who had secure relationships 
with their parents because their 
parents had been warm, nurturing, and 
responsive early in life were less clingy 
and demanding in preschool than were 
kids whose parents had been 
standoffish and unresponsive." 

The Scientific Verdict 

So does this mean we always have to 
run to our kids' aid, sit by their sides, 
and let them cry until their little lungs 
can't take it? 
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No, of course not. It does mean, 
however, that telling them simply to 
"suck it up" when they have emotional 
reactions to bad experiences likely 
does more harm than good. 

"Children need to practice expressing 
emotions and learn to deal with them. 
That leads to resilience," Moyer quoted 
developmental psychologist Ashley 
Soderlund as saying. "The golden rule 
is that emotions are never the enemy, 
even when they are exaggerated." 

And there's one more important thing 
to do: Model good behavior yourself, 
even if that means demonstrating that 
you sometimes lose control of your 
emotions, too. 

"So, sure, lose your temper from time 
to time," Moyer suggests, adding of 
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course that you shouldn't go so far as 
to become violent. "Kids learn how to 
emotionally navigate this crazy world 
by watching you—and it can be good 
for them if you occasionally scream or 
cry while you do it." 
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My Dad’s Advice 

 

I’d like to close with a bit of a sentimental 
favorite: advice from my dad on how to be more 
successful in life. I think he did OK with me, so I’m 
happy to share it here. 

————— 

The other day my dad sent me an email 
with the subject line, "YOUR 
COLUMN." (My dad is sometimes big 
on all caps.) It began: 
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Bill: 
In the tradition of 12 step programs and 
your excellent columns, I offer the 
following for your use, adaptation, or 
rejection. 

 

My dad (Bill Murphy Sr., if you're doing 
the genealogical math) has enjoyed 
business success as a lawyer who built 
his own firm, and who has worked for 
himself since the early 1970s.  

 

He and my mom raised five kids 
together, and they're still going strong. 
They're devoted to their grandchildren, 
and moreover my dad is a man who 
enjoys both his work and the rest of his 
life. 
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In fact, as I read his email, it occurred to 
me that he's achieved many of the 
things that younger people tell me are 
among their goals in life. (Of course, 
I've been too close to realize it.) 

My dad went on to offer four daily 
habits, each of which made great sense 
to me, and which I know he's backed 
up with experience.  

 

However, I also know my dad well 
enough to realize that 
offering only four pieces of advice isn't 
exactly his nature, so I racked his brain.  

 

Here's what we came up with. 
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1. Carpe diem. 

You know that this is Latin for "seize the 
day," right? This is the first daily habit 
on my dad's list. No matter how 
yesterday went-whether you had great 
triumphs or whether you wish you'd 
spent the whole day in bed-remember 
that every new day is a new 
opportunity. You can't rest on 
yesterday's accomplishments, and you 
never have to repeat yesterday's 
mistakes. 

2. Spend as much time as you can 
with the people you love. 

Your spouse, your kids, your parents, 
your close friends-whoever they are-
make sure that you find lots of time to 
spend with the people you truly care 
about.  
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If you want to feel really guilty about 
this, check out the calculator 
at seeyourfolks.com, which will 
calculate how many more times you're 
likely to see your parents based on 
past experience and life expectancy. 
(We'll wait here while you go give them 
a call afterward.) 

 

3. At the same time, love the ones 
you're with. 

There are many different kinds of love, 
and here my dad is talking about 
showing respect and concern for the 
people you spend your days with. 
"That is simply, love everyone," is how 
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my dad put it, and he added a quote 
from Thomas Merton:  

 

"Love is our true destiny. We do not 
find the meaning of life by ourselves 
alone-we find it with another." 

4. Work hard. 

You can't always determine what you 
get out of something, but you can 
often control what you put into it.  

When I was growing up and I'd be 
anxious over some school assignment 
or other project, my dad would usually 
ask me the same question afterward: 
"Did you give it your best shot? Then 
forget about it." 

5. At the end of the day, go home. 
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This one seems simple, until you start 
to realize how most of us are almost 
100% on and accessible all the time 
now. Now, I'm not going to pretend 
that either my dad or I truly live up to 
this advice, but it's a good goal to 
have. 

6. Later, go to bed. 

"Get the rest you need. Your body 
needs sleep-not just 'rest and 
relaxation'-for it to work well," my dad 
insists. He's right, of course-and it's 
even become fashionable to admit 
that people need sleep. 

7. Get some exercise. 

My dad's sport is swimming, and while 
he came to it late, my dad has the zeal 
of a convert. A few years ago he did a 
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half-mile open water swim off the 
beach in Narragansett, Rhode Island. 
Regardless of what sport or activity 
works for you, my dad advises, your 
day will be improved if you do 
something athletic. Science backs him 
up. 

8. Have a little faith. 

As a lawyer-the kind of lawyer who 
takes on real clients and tries real cases 
in court-dad has pretty much seen it all. 
He also has stronger religious 
(Catholic) faith than most people I 
know, perhaps in part because he's 
had his faith tested in many ways. It 
helps immensely if you believe in 
something bigger than yourself. 

9. Learn another language. 
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My dad studied Ancient Greek and 
Latin in high school. More recently, in 
his 60s, he decided to try to learn Farsi. 
Whether you're literally learning 
another language or simply learning 
how to do new things and to challenge 
your preconceptions, the lesson is 
clear: Keep learning. 

10. Read every day. 

In a few weeks, guess what I'll get my 
dad for Father's Day: a book, most 
likely something on the top of the New 
York Times nonfiction bestseller lists. 
It's what I've been doing for decades, 
so why stop now? I can't think of many 
people I've known who read more than 
my dad. Importantly, he usually reads 
about things that have nothing to do 
with his work. 
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11. Keep your wardrobe simple. 

My dad gave me this advice years ago 
when I first started working-so of 
course I completely ignored it at the 
time. However, had I gone ahead as 
he'd suggested and bought a handful 
of white and blue shirts, for example, 
and worn them every day, it would 
have been one fewer decision to have 
to make in the morning. It looks like 
that kind of simplification worked for 
Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg, 
anyway. 

12. Shine your shoes. 

Shined shoes make you stand out 
these days, because most people are 
so casual. You can probably substitute 
something else for this habit. Just pick 
things that advertise to the world that 
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you take care of small things, so maybe 
you also take care of bigger things. 

By the way, here's a text from my dad a 
few hours before this column ran:  

"Just read it again. On point 11, change 
'one less decision' to 'one fewer 
decision.' Your grammar is wrong. 
Then, point out this message as an 
example of point 12." 

13. Tell the people you love that you 
love them. 

Hey, we're back to love. Don't just 
spend time with the people you love, 
as advised back in No. 2. Make sure 
you actually tell them that you love 
them. For example, when I talk to my 
dad, he'll tell me to tell my wife that he 
loves her. Unnecessarily but amusingly, 
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he'll add that I should be sure to 
mention that he means he loves her 
"appropriately." 

14. Don't worry. 

This is one of those do-as-I-say-not-as-I-
do pieces of advice, as my dad is in fact 
pretty good at worrying about things. 
That said, worrying rarely improves the 
odds of good things happening, and 
can actually diminish those odds. 

15. Be kind to animals. 

My dad has had dogs since he was 
little. He treats animals well. His advice? 
If you want to treat a dog well, treat it 
like a dog. Don't try to make it into 
something it isn't, and doesn't want to 
be (for example, a little human being). 
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Help it become the best possible 
version of itself. 

16. Find good assistants. 

For many years, my father had the 
same, excellent secretary. He taught 
me long ago that even during the 
times when you're working by yourself, 
you have to be willing to depend on 
others for help. The most productive 
people in the world often succeed 
because they refuse to do some things. 

17. Repeat as needed. 

This is perhaps the most important bit 
of advice on my dad's list, so it's fitting 
to save it for last. None of these items 
are actions so much as they are 
behaviors. The first time you commit to 
them, you won't see results. Over a 
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lifetime, however, they can greatly 
improve your life.  

Aristotle put it best: "We are what we 
repeatedly do. Excellence is not an act, 
but a habit." 

(Note: Aristotle didn’t actually say this. 
At least, it’s been more recently 
attributed to a writer in the 1920s who 
was summarizing Aristotle’s works. But 
it’s still a good quote.) 
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Links & References 
 

Thanks again for downloading and 
reading. I hope you found the book of 
value. 
 
Please don’t forget to sign up at 
Understandably.com, if you haven’t 
already. 
 
This edition was released in January 
2021. Check out to see if there’s an 
update at: books.understandably.com. 
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Also, I have to get a bit legal here: 
Please note that Understandably, 
Understandably.com, Ubook and 
Ubooks are trademarks of Much Better 
Media LLC. 
 
 
Don’t forget to leave comments and 
reviews at:  
 
https://reviews.understandably.com. 
 
 
Notes and links follow below: 

 


