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Notes from Introduction 

 

(pp. xi- xii) We have taught our kids to fear failure, and in doing so, we have blocked the surest 

and clearest path to their success…  The setbacks, mistakes, miscalculations, and failures we have 

shoved out of our children’s way are the very experiences that teach them how to be resourceful, 

persistent, innovative, and resilient citizens of this world…  We parents are going to have to step 

back, leave those scary obstacles lying in the road, and allow our children to face them head-on. 

Given our support, love, and a lot of restraint, our kids can learn how to engineer their own 

solutions and pave their way toward success that is truly of their own making. 

 

(pp. xxi- xxii) Every time we rescue, hover, or otherwise save our children from a challenge, we 

send a very clear message: that we believe they are incompetent, incapable, and unworthy of our 

trust.  Further, we teach them to be dependent on us and thereby deny them the very education in 

competence we are put here on this earth to hand down.   

But here’s the truth, what research has shown over and over again: children whose parents 

don’t allow them to fail are less engaged, less enthusiastic about their education, less motivated, 

and ultimately less successful than children whose parents support their autonomy. 

 

(p.xxv) In order to help children make the most of their education, parents must begin to relinquish 

control and focus on three goals:  (1) embracing opportunities to fail, (2) finding ways to learn from 

that failure, and (3) creating positive home-school relationships. 

 

Notes from Part I: . Failure: A Most Valuable Parenting Tool 

 

(p. 17) What parenting practice can help our children acquire the skills, values, and virtues on 

which a positive sense of self is built? 

Parenting for autonomy. Parenting for independence and a sense of self, bor out of real 

competence, not misguided confidence.  Parenting for resilience in the face of mistakes and failures. 

Parenting for what is right and good in the final tally, not for what feels right and good in the 

moment.  Parenting for tomorrow, not just for today. 



 

(pp. 22-24) The less we push our kids toward educational success, the more they will learn.  The 

less we use external, or extrinsic, rewards on our children, the more they will engage in their 

education for the sake and love of learning. 

The human analogy is simple: when a kid is fascinated by a task, he will be much more likely 

to persevere, even when he falters, even when the task gets more challenging, and yes, even when he 

fails to master the task the first time around. 

As kids get older, our goal should be to preserve this natural curiosity and thirst for 

discovery at all costs.  Unfortunately, the methods we use to motivate our children, such as rewards, 

are in direct conflict with what keeps kids engaged and interested.  Put simply, if you’d like your 

child to stop doing his schoolwork, pay him for good grades. 

 

(pp. 26-27) First, rewards don’t work because humans perceive them as attempts to control 

behavior, which undermines intrinsic motivation.  Second, human beings are more likely to stick 

with tasks that arise out of their own free will and personal choice.  Given the choice between 

sticking with a “I have to” task or doing something else, most people would choose anything that is 

the product of their autonomy and self-determination. 

The quickest way to kill off your child’s interest in a game, topic, or experiemnt is to expose 

your will on her learning. 

 

(p.28) As soon as your child is capable of working on his own, and maybe even a little bit before he 

is completely independent, give him choices…  Establish nonnegotiable expectations, such as 

“Homework will be completed thoroughly and on time,” or “Curfew is at ten and I expect you to be 

here or call if something comes up.”  After those expectations are made clear, older children should 

be allowed the autonomy to figure out the precise manner an strategy they will use in order to fulfill 

these expectations. 

 

(pp. 29- 30)  It’s important to parent in a way that recognizes that intrinsic motivation happens 

when kids feel autonomous, competent, and connected to the people and world around them… To be 

autonomous, a child has to have internalized a system of rules for living independently.  In order to 

help foster the formation of this self-rule, parents have to help kids come up with a system of 

guiding principles so they will be able to problem-solve and think creatively while remaining rooted 

in tried-and-true principles of behavior. 



 

(p. 31) Rewards work for repetitive, uncomplicated, or boring tasks, but when it comes to creativity 

and nuanced learning, they are lousy motivators. 

Whether in the form of threats, bribes, deals, surveillance, imposed goals, evaluations, or 

even rewards and praise, control is the enemy of autonomy. 

 

(p.32) You are the model for your child’s behavior and attitude toward failure.  Children need to 

see examples of adults admitting to their mistakes, learning how to be better parents and people, 

and adopting new strategies when a previous one has failed.  Make sure they know that you truly 

believe learning springs from failure, and encourage them to view failure in the same light. 

 

(p. 35)  Knowing how to manage risk through experience is real, hard-earned competence, and it 

makes them (our children) feel great about themselves. 

 

(pp.36-37) Be honest with your children.  Praise them for their resilience and the efforts they 

make to recover from their mistakes.  Above all, keep your eye on the prize: intrinsic motivation. 

Protecting kids from the frustration, anxiety, and sadness they experience from failure in the short 

term keeps our children from becoming resilient and from experiencing the growth mindset they 

deserve. 

The key is that competence must come out of a child’s own efforts.  Keep this in perspective 

as you begin to withdraw rewards (false praise, gifts, unnecessary adulation) and shift to a more 

autonomy-supportive system. 

Foster autonomy and competence, and connectedness will follow. 

 

(pp.38-39) Sadly, overparenting undermines so much of what contributes to a growth mindset 

and therefore inhibits intrinsic motivation.  Overparenting teaches kids that without our help, they 

will never be able to surmount challenges.  When we save them from risk and failure, we 

communicate to our kids that we don’t have faith in their ability to grow, improve, and surmount 

challenges, and we encourage a fixed mindset.  The sort of dependence created by rescuing and 

overparenting may feel like connectedness, but because it communicates our lack of faith in them, it 

undermines healthy connectedness by emphasizing control rather than love and support. 

 

 



 

(p. 47) Autonomy-supportive parenting is not negligent parenting, and it is not permissive 

parenting.  Autonomy-supportive parents establish specific and clear expectations, make themselves 

physically and emotionally present, and offer guidance when kids get frustrated or need redirection. 

The best part about being an autonomy-supportive parent is that all the negative stuff we do to get 

our children to do the things we want them to do-- nagging, nitpicking, hovering, directing-- stops. 

These parenting techniques are destructive to our relationships with our kids, anyway, so parenting 

in their absence is a more peaceful and enjoyable affair all around. 

 

(p. 48) Kids who can redirect and stay engaged in tasks even when they find those tasks difficult, 

become less and less dependent on guidance in order to focus, study, organize, and otherwise run 

their own lives. 

 

(pp. 53- 60)  

 

Controlling parents...  Autonomy-supportive parents... 

… give lots of unsolicited advice and direction.  … guide children toward solutions. 

 
… take over. 

… allow for mistakes and help children 
understand the consequences of those mistakes. 

… offer extrinsic motivators in exchange for 
behaviors. 

 
… value the mistakes as much as the successes. 

… provide solutions or the correct answer 
before the child has had a chance to really 
struggle with the problem. 

 
… acknowledge children’s feelings of frustration 
and disappointment. 

… don’t let children make their own decisions.  … give feedback. 

  

(p. 64) Children look to their teachers and parents to help them understand their place in the world, 

and if we lavish praise for inherent qualities in an attempt to bolster their self-esteem, we do them a 

huge disservice.  Not only are we instilling a fixed mindset; we are planting the seeds of distrust. 

 

 

 



 

(p.67) Students with good metacognitive skills are more likely to achieve what Lang calls 

“self-efficacy,” or a belief in their ability to succeed.  Not confidence in their ability to succeed, not 

magical thinking based on parents’ effusive praise, but a belief based on experience and repeated 

effort in a skill or task. 

 

(pp. 68- 70)  

● Praise for effort, not inherent qualities. 

● Adopt a growth mindset in your own lief, even when it makes you uncomfortable. 

● Don’t reinforce maladaptive reactions to failure. 

● Make sure your child knows his failures do not lessen your love or opinion of him. 

● Let your children feel disappointed by failure. 

● Do not offer to rescue your child from the consequences of his mistakes. 


