
AA child’s developmental 
outcome is a combination of 
the genes she was born with 
and environmental infl uences 
(i.e., home, school, peers), and 
parents have one of the largest 
roles in shaping the environ-
ment their child grows up in. 
Therefore, it is vitally impor-
tant that parents consider the 
experiences their children have 
in order to foster healthy and 
happy growth and develop-
ment. One of the most crucial 
components in creating a posi-
tive growth environment is time 
spent with children in positive 

activities. Parents may under-
estimate the value of playing 
with their children, of reading 
books together or participating 
in community activities/events 
(visiting parks, museums, attend-
ing plays, etc.), but it is through 
these experiences that children 
develop strong bonds with their 
parents, which gives children the 
strength to withstand stress and 
pressure. A healthy parent-child 
relationship and bond actually 
promote healthy brain develop-
ment, and thus underlies the 
child’s positive cognitive, emo-
tional and physical growth. 

Positive Parenting for Healthy 
Child Development By Lisa Lenhart, Ph.D., and 

L. Alex Mirabelli, Psy.D.

What are some of the ways 
parents can support their chil-
dren’s healthy development?

Listen to your child: When 
parents see their child upset or 
struggling with something, often 
the fi rst response is to help her fi x 
it by off ering advice, suggestions 
or opinions about the situation. 
It is important to recognize that 
sometimes children are not look-
ing to their parents for advice; 
rather, they are looking for a 
way to understand their experi-
ence. By allowing children to talk 
about issues that are important 
to them, parents encourage 

them to help develop their 
own solutions to problems they 
face. Often, an eff ective way to 
accomplish this is by refl ectively 
listening to the child and using 
open-ended statements. For 
example, saying, “Tell me about 
your morning,” instead of asking, 
“Did you have fun this morn-
ing?” invites your child to bring 
up what she feels is signifi cant. 
Responding by refl ecting the 
child’s feelings, rather than off er-
ing advice or interpretations, can 
help her feel heard and accepted 
and lets her know that you are 
available to listen.
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Encourage communication:
Through language, children are 
creating and understanding their 
own experiences, forming their 
own opinions and developing 
their critical-thinking skills. Parents 
can help facilitate this by encour-
aging their children to share their 
stories and experiences daily. 
Engaging children in a mutual 
discussion about the events of the 
day, for example, allows them to 
tell their parents about their day 
and refl ect upon their own experi-
ences. Parents can help younger 
children do this by off ering nar-
rative observations. For example, 
reviewing that, “This afternoon, 
we went to the park and had fun 
playing on the swings. You were 
swinging so high. At fi rst it was a 
little scary, but then you asked me 
to push you even higher,” can help 
a younger child refl ect on her own 
experiences and how she feels 
about them.

Spend time with your child:
Parents spending time with their 
children each day is an important 
building block of positive parent-
child relationships and the devel-
opment of children’s self-esteem. 
Parent-child activities, which are 
chosen by the child and enjoyed 
by both, can be an important 
vehicle for developing trust. Even 
spending 10 minutes each night 
playing a game, making a snack, 
drawing or playing imaginatively 
with toys can be benefi cial. By 
spending daily time engaging 
in such activities with their child, 
parents are supporting her overall 
development. It is important to 
remember that this time should 
be spent doing something fun 
together, rather than completing 

homework, watching television or 
other activities which are not in-
teractive or interesting/fun for the 
child. Play helps develop problem-
solving skills, language, self-
esteem and social skills, such as 
sharing and taking turns. Play also 
provides children with an oppor-
tunity to create a space in which 
they can master elements of the 
world they fi nd themselves in, 
which can decrease anxieties and 
increase a sense of competence. 

Provide structure: Parents 
also provide the fi rst sense of a 
structured and predictable world 
through the routines that are 
established around family life, 
such as mealtime, bedtime and 
household chore time. Even a 
simple routine (bathe, brush teeth, 
read story, go to bed) is important 
in instilling a sense of order to the 
day. This is key for children to de-
velop an organized internal sense 
of structure that they carry to the 
academic environment, as well as 
a sense of safety and predictability 
in the world. 

Be objective: Sometimes 
parents feel they are helping their 
child by focusing on the positive 
and choosing to overlook the less 
positive, or they focus on their 
own expectations or desires for 
their child, rather than the child’s 
true capacities or interests. If your 
child is truly having diffi  culty 
and/or is not developing in what 
is considered a typical manner, 
minimizing the concerns can 
actually make things worse for her 
in the long run. It is important for 
parents to recognize when there is 
a problem or when development 
is not occurring in an appropriate 
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Savvy Study Skills Help Kids Make the GradePositive Parenting for Healthy Child Development

Study with a friend: You can compare study guides, or cre-
ate a better one together and test each other. A parent can test 
you as well.

Essay Tests: Ask your teacher to give some examples of 
questions that will be on the test. Then, take the time to write at 
least parts of sample essays, including specifi c examples to back 
up your ideas. Make sure you have a clear understanding of the 
course material so that you will be prepared to answer a variety 
of questions.

Ask Questions: Ask your teacher any questions you have 
about the fi nal. Knowing what to expect and being psychologi-
cally prepared is half the battle.

Eff ective study skills can play a substantial part in improving 
grades. Take the time to study more productively. Create the right 
setting, manage your time effi  ciently and practice active study-
ing. When you fi nally feel ready for a test, give yourself a break.

Cheryl Feuer Gedzelman is the president of Tutoring For Success, a 
family-owned company that off ers professional home-based tutor-
ing in the Washington, D.C., metro area. See tutoringforsuccess.com 
for more articles on education.

fashion so that the concerns can be 
addressed and development can 
get back on track. Listening to your 
child’s interests and observing her 
strengths and weaknesses more 
objectively can help parents direct 
their children to engage in activities 
that they are better suited for, which 
will enhance their self-esteem. 

Be a role model: Parents cannot 
expect their children to act diff er-
ently then they themselves act. The 
old adage, “Do as I say, not as I do” 
does not work with children, as they 
are much more likely to do what 
their parents are doing. It is impor-
tant to remember that children look 
up to their parents and strive to be 
like them, and they are likely to pick 
up all habits—even bad ones—that 
they see their parents do in the ef-
fort to emulate them. 

Parenting is one of the most 
diffi  cult jobs there is, and with 
no training or preparation. We 
have discussed some of the many 
signifi cant ways in which parents 
can support their children’s healthy 
development. Recognizing when 
outside help or advice is necessary 
can provide parents with additional 
strategies and ideas to guide the 
way to positive parenting and 
create an environment that can pro-
mote healthy and happy children!

Lisa Lenhart and Alex Mirabelli 
are psychologists for The Testing 
and Tutoring Service of TLC— The 
Treatment and Learning Centers 
(ttlc.org), a local, nonprofi t organiza-
tion in Rockville that off ers multiple 
services for children and adults with 
learning disabilities and celebrates 
its 60th anniversary of serving the 
community in 2010.
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