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tell me Exactly what 

To do
Strategy five: 



If you feel like no is following your 
directions, telling children 

 

specifically
what to do ensures they 

understand the direction and can 
successfully follow through with 

requests. 



Following directions is a skill to be 
learned and practiced.  

Telling a child what TO do ensures  
he/she understands the direction. 

Having a child’s attention first ensures 
he/she heard the direction. 

Limiting the number of directions given 
at one time ensures the child can 
remember the directions. 



wake
time 

state in the positive: 
 
Instead of “Stop climbing on the counter!” 
 
Try: “Feet stay on the floor. If you can’t see, 
you can stand on this step stool.” 
 
Be clear and specific: 
It’s time to get dressed. You can put on your 
underwear and pants. I will help you with 
your shirt.  
 
Keep it simple:  
First potty, then breakfast. 
 
If It’s not a choice, don’t make it one: 
It’s time to leave for school. Please put your 
shoes on.  



meal
time 

state in the positive: 
 
Instead of “Stop spitting that out!” 
 
Try: “Food stays in your mouth. If you don’t 
like it after your swallow, you can eat the 
other foods on your plate. 
 
Be clear and specific: 
You have two bites of broccoli. When you 
eat them, you can be all done. 
 
Keep it simple:  
First eat your sandwich and then you can try 
a cookie. 
 
If It’s not a choice, don’t make it one: 
It’s time for lunch. Please sit in your chair. 



play
time 

state in the positive: 
 
Instead of “Don’t draw on that!” 
 
Try: “Color on the paper. If you need a new 
piece you can ask for another”. 
 
Be clear and specific: 
First pick up the blocks and put them in this 
basket. Then we can go outside. 
 
Keep it simple:  
Playdough stays on the table. 
 
If It’s not a choice, don’t make it one: 
It’s time to leave the park. You can go down 
the slide one more time and then we will 
walk home. 



bed
time 

state in the positive: 
 
Instead of “Stop splashing!” 
 
Try: “Water stays in the tub. You can pour or 
scoop water with the toys. 
 
Be clear and specific: 
It’s time to read stories. You can pick out two 
books from your library stack. 
 
Keep it simple:  
Put your clothes in the laundry basket and 
your shoes in your closet. 
 
If It’s not a choice, don’t make it one: 
It’s time to get ready for bed. First put on 
your pajamas. 



in the end
When we tell children what 
NOT to do, it does not mean 

children understand what they 
should do.   

 
When adults use clear and 
simple positive language, 

children are much more likely 
to follow directions, leading to 

smoother, happier days for 
everyone. 



More Resources
How to give clear directions: 
https://challengingbehavior.cbcs.usf.edu/docs/backpack/
BackpackConnection_behavior_directions.pdf 
 
https://www.cdc.gov/parents/essentials/directions/
quicktips.html 

 
Using positive language in directions: 
https://challengingbehavior.cbcs.usf.edu/docs/backpack/
BackpackConnection_emotions_language.pdf 
 
https://challengingbehavior.cbcs.usf.edu/docs/ttyc/
TTYC_UsePositiveWords.pdf 

 
Games to play to practice following 
directions: 
http://www.playingwithwords365.com/five-playful-ways-to-
work-on-listening-skills/ 
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