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INTRODUCTION

No one is born with guaranteed success.  Succeeding is something we learn to do as children, based on our experiences.  The key ingredients to learning to succeed are our self-beliefs and how well learn to control and change our own behavior.  Just as we learn to drive a car or solve a math problem, we learn to succeed.
Children must learn to succeed at many activities, including school, sports, socializing and handling personal and family problem.  Each of these activities requires skills that are specific to the activity at hand, but there also are some “general” qualities required to succeed, especially those that have to do with coping.  Perhaps the most important general quality is the belief that we “can” succeed.  This essential belief is not innate.  It is learned as a by-product of each little success, every one causing the belief to grow.

Beliefs, such as the belief in self, are thoughts, since thoughts are the way we represent our experiences and expectations.  Children need to realize that thoughts are the forces behind feelings and actions, and that their thoughts, like their actions, can be controlled by them.  Thoughts or beliefs about self are what most influence our successes and failures.  Good thoughts make children feel powerful and in control.  Bad thoughts make them feel powerless and afraid.  When a child succeeds, good thoughts begin to grow.  When a child fails, bad thoughts sprout forth instead.
Wanting to change, to improve, requires a commitment as well as a systematic effort.  This takes more than just saying, “I want to succeed.”  It requires that children set goals for themselves and make plans for meeting those goals.  Furthermore, measuring one’s progress toward those goals, and providing suitable consequences, is also required.  Children cannot be forced to do these things, but they can be taught, and their efforts at doing them can be aided by their parents and teachers.
Structuring the child’s environment to enhance the likelihood of success increases her or his chance of gaining good outcomes and growing good thoughts.  Children learn how to succeed by succeeding and learn how to fail by failing.  Where possible, parents and teachers can provide the circumstances to help children succeed, but perhaps more importantly, they can teach children how to provide their own circumstances for success, and how to think the thoughts that success requires.  This publication is about how to help children succeed and thereby grow the good thoughts upon which adult success depends.

                                                                                    Bruce W. Tuckman, Ph.D.

                                                                                    William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO SUCCEED?
To succeed is to accomplish something - to do something well.  Success usually means achieving a sought-after goal or overcoming an obstacle.  The goal or obstacle does not have to be gigantic.  Reaching small goals and overcoming minor obstacles constitute “little victories” worthy of recognition.  For a child, getting a high grade in a test, doing a good job on homework, performing well in a ball game or learning to skate constitute successes.  Even though we may encounter our greatest challenges and obstacles during adulthood, the seeds for how well we deal with them are sown in childhood.  Therefore, teaching children how to succeed is fundamental.

WHAT DO CHILDREN HAVE TO DO TO SUCCEED?

There are a number of key ingredients to success.  First, children have to believe in their ability to succeed at a given task.  In other words, they must have self-confidence.  Second, they must “want” to succeed at that task; that is, be committed to success.  Third, they must have a particular goal or target that represents exactly what they want to achieve.  Fourth, they must have a plan or strategy for attaining success.  Fifth, they must often have support in building and carrying out their plan.  Sixth, they must be aware of their progress so they know how far they have to go.  Seventh, there must be positive consequences associated with achieving their goal and neutral but necessary feedback associated with achieving it.
WHAT DO THOUGHTS HAVE TO DO WITH SUCCESS?

Children, like adults, spend much time thinking, and much of that time is thinking about self.  Before attempting an act, children are likely to think about whether they can do it successfully.  I once watched a boy on an old railroad bridge being taunted by his friends to jump off and join them in the water 30 feet below.  The boy just stood there, looking down and trembling, obviously thinking about whether he could make it.  Once he decided he could not, he refused to budge despite the protestation of his friends.  The story illustrates the fact that the expectation of success is more often followed by the necessary behavior than is the expectation of failure.  What we think typically does happen, suggesting that thoughts influence actual performance.

HOW DO SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE THINK?

Successful people are “self-believers.”  They think they can do anything that seems reasonable.  Successful children believe they can earn good grades, make friends, score touchdowns, in short, accomplish whatever they set out to do.  Because they “think” they can do it, they usually do.  Not all children are this way, however.  Some are unsure of their capabilities, or even doubt whether they can achieve a goal.  Self-doubters are often doomed from the start because they expect failure.  Because self-believing children expect to succeed, the surge of confidence they feel often carries them on to success.
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HOW DO SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE NOT THINK?
Successful people do not think the world owes them anything.  They realize that what other people think and do is not within their control.  They know they can control only their own thoughts and actions.  When successful people run into a problem or do not get what they want, they do not become angry and hostile or depressed and withdrawn.  They do not personalize the event by thinking that someone is “out to get them” or that they live under a “black cloud.”  Successful kids know that falling down is part of life and that it does not necessarily reflect on them personally.  Armed with this kind of thinking, it is less difficult for them to pick themselves up and move on toward their goals.

WHAT AFFECTS HOW CHILDREN THINK ABOUT THEMSELVES?

The foremost influence on children’s self-judgments is the actual outcomes they achieve.  The adage, “Nothing succeeds like success,” has truth to it.  When children succeed, it builds their confidence.  When they fail, it tears down their confidence.  What others do also influence children, particularly persons who serve as their basis for self-comparison.  “If my best friend can do it, then so can I,” think many children.  Telling them they can do something can have some effect on their thinking but often less than expected.  Actually doing it is more of confidence builder than hearing mom, dad or a teacher urge them on.  Such encouragement works better after the attempt, when based on fact.

HOW DO CHILDREN THINK ABOUT THE CAUSES OF FAILURE?
Too often, children see failure rooted in their lack of ability, thus undermining their self-confidence.  They see themselves failing as a person rather than just falling short in a specific attempt.  Sometimes children see failure being caused by luck or the expectations of others and do not learn anything for it – except to make them angry.  It is more useful to see failure in relative rather than absolute terms, meaning that the achievement of future success is attainable given more effort and a better strategy.  Parents and teachers can help children develop this point of view by reacting more to the amount of effort they put forth and the approach they take than to the results.  This teaches children the importance of effort and strategy.

WHAT CAN HELP BUILD SELF-CONFIDENCE?

Before children have mastered a task, parents and teachers can do two things: 1) showing them how to do it and 2) helping them to do it themselves.  Showing a child how to do something is “modeling.”  Helping the child to do it requires providing clear instructions and actual assistance.  Gradually withdraw the assistance so that the child can succeed on his or her own, being careful to not criticize or be negative.  Instead, patience and the implicit expectation that the child will succeed should characterize the adult’s role.
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WHAT DOES OPTIMISM HAVE TO DO WITH SUCCESS?
Optimists are people who believe they cause their own success, that success is the rule, not the exception.  Their beliefs about failure, however, are quite the opposite.  Optimists view their failures as caused by things beyond their control.  They do not see the rain in the clouds - they see the silver lining.  Children typically learn optimism and pessimism from the influential adults in their lives.  When they see adults looking at the bright side, they tend to do the same.
HOW DO SUCCESSFUL PEOPLE BEHAVE?

People who value success and work hard for it tend to exhibit four types of behavior.  First, they take “moderate risks.”  They pick neither the easiest nor the hardest task.  Instead, they pick the task in the middle, the one that is both challenging and attainable.  Second, they “take responsibility for their own outcomes.”  They do not count on luck or help but rely on their own skills and abilities.  Third, they “search the environment.”  They investigate carefully to discover the variables that affect success and the resources available to them.  Fourth, they “use feedback.”  They pay attention to results and adjust their strategies accordingly.

WHY DO PEOPLE PROCRASTINATE?

Procrastination means not doing something you have to do, putting it off until tomorrow, the next day and so on.  Procrastination is the “enemy” of success.  You cannot succeed if you never get started or if you wait until the last minute to begin.  Adult procrastinators were child procrastinators.  That is when they developed the behavior.  Why would anyone be this way?  One reason goes back top self-confidence.  Children who lack it are afraid to get started.  They doubt their ability to do a good job.  Another reason is the desire for immediate gratification.  Some children have to learn to postpone pleasure until after they do their work.  Finally, some children resent the tasks they have to do and the people that “make” them do those tasks.  Unlike successful people, they do not take responsibility for their own outcomes but waste their energy blaming others.  This only keeps them from getting started.
HOW DOES ONE OVERCOME PROCRASTINATION?

To increase self-confidence, help break down the task into small tasks.  This may make it easier for children to believe that they have the ability to get started.  To overcome the need for immediate gratification, have children write down the positive and negative consequences of getting started and of not getting started; or, offer an extra incentive to get started.  It will be easier for them to see, then, that getting started is going to pay off.  For each resentful thought, have them make up a thought that justifies the task and so cancels out the resentful one.  DO NOT force children to begin a task by threatening them.  Instead, help them change their thinking, thereby achieving better results.

-6-

HOW CAN GOAL SETTING HELP CHILDREN SUCCEED?
Children get started easier when they have a goal.  It cannot be a vague goal, however, and it should not be one with little chance for success or beyond immediate reach.  Goals that are within reach in the near future are “proximal” goals.  They are goals that are just beyond reaching, but attainable with a little effort.  Children find it more manageable and less intimidating to think in terms of small steps, rather than giant ones.  Write down the goal because this makes it real and a commitment.  That commitment becomes stronger when shared with others.  Finally, children’s goals should be their own, not those of parents or teachers.  Children work harder for their own goals than someone else’s.
HOW CAN PLANNING HELP CHILDREN SUCCEED?
Planning follows goal setting.  Once children decide what they want, they must decide how to get it.  They must have a plan, and just like their goal, they must write down their plan.  That makes it concrete and real.  A plan needs to include as much detail as possible and a strategy to meet the goal.  For example, if my goal is an A on a test, exactly when, where and how will I study?  A plan also needs to include the anticipation of “unforeseen obstacles” or UFOs.  These represent the “roadblocks” that knock a child off track.  The way to deal with them is to plan what to do when they happen.  “What will I do when my friends come by after school to play?”  That is a UFO.  “Maybe I had better plan to start my work right away so that I can both play and study.”  That is how plans work.
WHAT IS THE ROLE OF USING INCENTIVES?

We all like to get something for our effort.  Knowing there will be a payoff for working at something challenging is an incentive to get started, to persist and to finish.  Feeling good about oneself, satisfied with one’s work and competent are important outcomes, but it helps to get something tangible as well.  Consequences influence our actions, and behaviors that lead to good consequences become stronger, including success-seeking behaviors.  Adding tangible rewards bolsters the self-satisfaction that comes from working toward success.  The anticipation of a chance to play, a small treat or gift makes it easier and more rewarding for a child to put forth the effort required to succeed.
HOW CAN HABITS GET IN THE WAY?
We all have regular patterns and ways of doing things.  These patterns exist for individuals and families.  Because these patterns are our normal way of doing things, we call them “norms.”  When one family member tries to change, norms will often have to change.  Mom getting a job or Johnny going out for football requires family members and their norms to adapt so that making change can be successfully.  Planning these changes and helping family members see how their needs will be met help to ensure the success of change.
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HOW IMPORTANT IS COMPETITION?
Competition can devastate a child who is not used to success.  Being outperformed in a competitive situation can shatter self-confidence.  Many people think that competition motivates people to succeed.  More often than not, however, it simply frightens children.  Until self-confidence is developed, children need support and help to feel comfortable enough to undertake activities that are difficult for them.  Once children develop enough self-confidence to seek competition on their own, then it can make an important contribution to their development – but not before.

HOW IMPORTANT IS KEEPING SCORE?

Monitoring outcomes is important because that is how we tell if we are on the right track.  If children shoot for a target and miss it, they must know by how much and in what direction; otherwise, they cannot improve; but keeping score implies there are negative consequences associated with failure.  This should not always be, because children often do not realize that while their attempts may have failed, they are not “failures.”  For that reason, it is better to keep “track” than keep “score.”  That way, the result can be feedback to improve the strategy rather than regarded as either a success or a failure.

WHAT HAPPENS IF THE CHILD SLIPS?

The rule here is “If you slip, don’t flip.”  No one can be expected or expect others to stick to a plan every minute of every day.  Without “wiggle room,” no plan is tolerable or likely to be completed.  The best plan is to allow for some “slips” by putting them into the plan.  That way, after the slip, the success-seeker can get back on track.  It helps avoid the tendency to abandon a plan after the first slip.  Building in a day off from homework, for example, is a way of making a slip or avoidance behavior acceptable.  However, take care not to allow the exception to become the rule.
WHAT SHOULD PARENTS AND EDUCATORS DO?

Parents can be models and facilitators.  They can teach their children to succeed by demonstrating the strategies of goal setting and planning, the qualities of persistence and effort, and the attitudes of self-confidence and pride.  They also can help their children become successful by contributing to their self-confidence, rather than undermining it, and by helping children to use the strategies that increase their likelihood of success.  Similarly, educators can have their most positive impact on a child’s likelihood of success by offering encouraging feedback following their performance – rather than criticism.  Encouraging feedback focuses on what children have done well rather than on what they have done poorly and consequently helps them recognize and build on their strengths.  Furthermore, encouragement focuses on effort more than on results and helps give children the motivation to continue and improve. 
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A MODEL FOR ACHIEVING SUCCESS
For children to achieve success, they must do more than just hope and dream.  They must follow a set of steps to influence their own thoughts and behaviors so that they move toward and eventually attain the successful outcome they desire.  While success requires both good intentions and effort, these will not suffice without systematically carrying out the steps described below.

                                                                                  WHEN YOU REACH

                                                                                   YOUR GOAL

                                                                                   CLAIM YOUR REWARD

                                                                     MONITOR YOUR

                                                                     PROGRESS AND ADJUST

                                                                     WHEN NEEDED

                                                        IMPLEMENT YOUR

                                                        PLAN

                                                       (WITH SUPPORT)

                                        MAKE A PLAN

                                        TO ACHIEVE

                                        YOUR GOAL

                         COMMIT YOURSELF

                         TO ATTAINING

                         YOUR GOAL

          BELIEVE THAT YOU

          CAN ATTAIN

          YOUR GOAL

SET A

REALISTIC GOAL

SET A REALISTIC GOAL – Children need to set goals that can be attained in as short a time as a week.  The initial goal also can be first step en route to reaching a larger goal.  The goal should be of the child’s choosing, not the adult’s choice.

BELIEVE YOU CAN DO IT – Encourage children to write down and tell themselves as often as possible that they can do it, until they are convinced that they can.

-9-

COMMIT TO IT – Children need to share their goals with others or sign a pledge so that it becomes more than a passing fancy.
MAKE A PLAN – Rather than deciding what to do impulsively, it is far better to make a plan.  Children would do well to anticipate the obstacles to success and plan in advance how to deal with them.  The DOING SOMETHING BETTER PLAN that follows is an excellent way for children to go about planning for success.
IMPLEMENT YOUR PLAN – Children need to put their plan in effect, getting continuous support and encouragement from adults and assistance whenever possible.  It is best for adults to offer assistance only when asked for help.  Children need to carry their plans with them and refer to them often.
MONITOR AND ADJUST – Children need to keep track of their progress toward their goal so that they can see that progress is indeed occurring.  When they find themselves off track, they need to adjust either their behavior or the plan itself.  Adults can provide feedback but should avoid criticism.
CLAIM THE REWARD – Beyond the reward of success itself, children need to get something extra when they reach their goal.  A little something that they really like or want will him or her remain focused on the goal.
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THE DO SOMETHING BETTER PLAN
If you want children to change their behavior successfully, help them to implement that DOING SOMETHING BETTER PLAN.  First, make photocopies of the Plan so that each child has a copy.  Then have the children go through each of the steps that follow, based on the explanation below.
STEP 1. Have the child identify a specific behavior that he/she would like to CHANGE, and write it down on line 1 of the Planning Form.  For example, a frequent choice is not spending enough time on homework.  The child should make the choice.

STEP 2. Have the child write down his/her NEW behavior on line number 2 of the Planning Form.  The new behavior is the one that is to replace the old behavior (i.e., spending more time on homework).

STEP 3. Have the child write down the reason(s) he/she wants to do the new behavior in line number 3 of the Planning Form.  Having reasons helps children believe that making a change in behavior is worth doing and thereby increases its likelihood.  Parents or teachers can helped children find reasons, but the reasons should be theirs.

STEP 4.   Have the child fill out part 4 of the Planning Form, along the word AIM, to describe how much, when, where and why he/she plans to carry out the new behavior.  Under HOW MUCH, the child should write down the time of day or number of times each day he/she intends to carry out the new behavior.  Under WHEN, the child should list the exact times or occasions for the new behavior.  Under WHERE, the child should list the location for the new behavior.  Do this at the start of each week.  

STEP 5. Have the child write down on line 5 of the Planning Form the obstacles that might occur in keeping him/her from carrying out the new behavior.  Because unforeseen obstacles (UFOs) often derail the best intentions, children need to recognize them and plan for their occurrence.
STEP 6. Have the child write down on line 6 of the Planning Form how she/he will deal with and overcome each of the UFOs listed.  The key to handling UFOs is to plan for them.
STEP 7. Have the child put the Plan where it can be seen, and have her/him record daily occurrences of the new behavior in part 4 (DAILY PLAN) alongside the word ACTUAL.  Keeping track of how much, when, where and why the new behavior actually occurs each day allows children to compare it to their aim.  In this way, they can keep themselves on track for successful mastery of the new behavior.
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SAMPLE DOING SOMETHING BETTER PLAN
NAME_________________________________________________________________

1)  OLD BEHAVIOR_____________________________________________________
      ____________________________________________________________________

2)  NEW BEHAVIOR_____________________________________________________

      ____________________________________________________________________

3)  REASON(S) FOR NEW BEHAVIOR_____________________________________
      ____________________________________________________________________

4)  DAILY PLAN
5)  OBSTACLES (UFOs)

1. __________________________________________________________________

2. __________________________________________________________________

3. __________________________________________________________________

6)  TO OVERCOME OBSTACLES
1. __________________________________________________________________

2. __________________________________________________________________

3. __________________________________________________________________
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WHAT TO HELP CHILDREN DO ABOUT
THEIR THOUGHTS

Success depends on having the “right” thoughts, the thoughts that help children believe in themselves and enable them to rebound from temporary setbacks.  Since thoughts are learned, negative ones can be unlearned and replaced by positive, more constructive ones.  To make this happen, adults can encourage children to use following kind of thinking techniques.

· For every self-doubt or negative thought they have, have them write down a positive one to replace it.

· When things get tough, have them read over and repeat to themselves the positive thoughts they have written.

· Have them focus on changing only those worries about things they can control and eliminate from their thoughts those things they cannot control.

· In a difficult situation, have them think about the worst things that can happen, and help them to realize that it is something they handle.

· Do not allow them to look back and scold themselves for something they did poorly; help them resolve to do it better the next time.

· Reduce the fear they encounter in a tough situation by having them visualize themselves in a happy, safe place.

· Have them affirm the ability to succeed by repeatedly telling themselves positive things about themselves such as, “I am lovable and capable.”

· Have them look inside, rather than outside, themselves to find the causes of their success or lack of it.

· Help them learn that failure is temporary and specific, that it will neither continue nor spread to other activities.

· Teach them to expect to succeed.  Even when they fall short, have them expect to succeed the next time.

· Teach them to think of effort and strategy as the causes of success and failure, and if they did fail, have them increase their effort and change their strategy.

· Teach them to see themselves in their “mind’s eye” achieving success in everything they undertake.
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WHAT TO HELP CHILDREN DO ABOUT
THEIR BEHAVIORS

The behaviors that lead to success are not random ones.  They are very specific behaviors that embody strategies like goal setting and planning and are fundamental to the approaches used by successful people.  The time to learn these behaviors is childhood, and the way to learn them is by practicing them.  Adults should encourage and assist children in practicing the following success-oriented behaviors.

· Have them watch and imitate successful children and adults.

· When faced with options, help them to choose the one with about a 50/50 chance of success rather than either a sure thing or one too difficult.

· When faced with options, help them choose a task that depends on their own performance rather than one that depends on others or chance.

· Help them learn carefully to search the environment and all its resources to find the best course of action to take to produce a successful outcome.

· Have them set their own goals for what they want to accomplish and write them down.

· Help them learn to make their goals “proximal,” meaning challenging yet attainable in the near future.

· Teach them to make a commitment to achieving their goals
· Help them plan exactly how they will go about attaining their goals by filling out DOING SOMETHING BETTER PLANS.

· Direct them toward other kids who are attempting to achieve the same goals they are – to gain social support.

· When starting out toward their goal, have them avoid competitive situations; they can seek them out later when they are closer to their goal.

· Help them keep constant track of their progress toward their goals as they proceed.

· If they get off track or something is not working, help them change their plan and continue to check the results

· Help them make success-seeking behavior as automatic and habitual as possible.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
The following is a list of agencies and professionals to contact for advice or information about teaching children how to succeed.  The first list contains local agencies to contact for advice or information.  The second list contains national agencies to contact for information.  Refer to the telephone book for local agencies and professionals.

LOCAL SOURCES

SCHOOL COUNSELORS – School counselors are trained to help students deal with school and personal problems.  They also can help students identify goals and ways to reach them.
Telephone #

SCHOOL PSYCHOLOGIST – School psychologists can administer and interpret psychological tests and help diagnose the cause of a child’s inability to set or reach goals.  They also may provide counseling and information about how to raise a child’s potential to reach goals and attain success.

Telephone #

MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Most communities have a counseling center where trained professionals are available to help children who have problems.  A staff psychiatrist, psychologist or counselor can administer and interpret psychological tests or provide counseling.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

National Association for Self-Esteem
www.self-esteem-nase.org
National Mental Health Association

www.nmha.org
Self-Esteem Learning Foundation
www.selfesteem.org
Community Learning Network
www.cln.org
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