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Erin: Hello and welcome to the Your Village podcast, Parenting Beyond Discipline, the 
place to learn about ALL things parenting and get your questions answered. I’m your 
host, Erin Royer. 

Today I’m covering two questions that are really good because touch on issues that are 
pertinent to parents of kids of all ages. Our first question is about moving away from 
reward charts to using tools that will build internal motivation. the second question is 
from a mom who has many concerns about her 5 year olds behaviors from picky eating 
to self-esteem struggles to his struggles with feeling overwhelmed. So I will spend 
some time delving into each of her concerns as much as possible. 

Our first question from Naomi  is about moving away from reward charts. Some of you 
may recall that I talked in a past episode, about how reward charts work to build 
external motivation, meaning kids learn to rely on an external reward in order to be 
motivated to improve or accomplish something. What we want is to spark internal 
motivation for our kids choices, behaviors and motivations. If you didn’t listen to that 
episode, I highly recommend going back and listening to episode #38 to learn more 
about why rewards and punishments do not work in building internal motivation. 

So onto Naomi’s question, she asks, “I listened to your advice about praise and 
rewards but have always used star charts and rewards to channel behaviour with my 
three children (7,4,4). I want to focus on the internal behaviour and encourage them to 
choose to help or be kind without external motivation. How can I switch from the 
reward chart they have come to expect to a system that relies on self-satisfaction? 
Thanks” 

So I recommend going cold turkey, especially with the behavior. I’m not exactly sure 
what is currently being done but if you are using a reward chart for good behavior, just 
get rid of it. This switch will be easier with the 4 year olds since they haven’t been 
accustomed to it for nearly as long but the 7 year old will get used to it fairly quickly. 
Have a quick chat with them and let them know that they are too sophisticated for the 
sticker charts, that they generally know how to make good choices and giving them the 
responsibility to make good choices in listening, and treating each other respectfully. 
But that you will be there to help them when they need reminding. Then just start using 
the descriptive praise, that I discussed in episode #2 on self-esteem. As you may 

 



remember, this internal motivation is a big building block for self-esteem. If you haven’t 
listened to that episode, then definitely go back and have a listen. But descriptive 
praise is describing the action and then labeling it. so “you shared the red car with your 
brother. That was very thoughtful!” Sharing the car is the description of the action, 
thoughtful is the label. “You came to set the table the first time I asked, that was very 
helpful!” Coming the first time is the description of the behavior, and helpful is the 
label. Do this as much as you can, all day long, without placating or going too 
overboard. But for most of us, we forget to do this descriptive praise, to notice the 
good behavior. I forget all the time! So going a little strong on it, especially at first, is 
ok! If you aren’t sure of some good examples for labels, I have a printout that has a 
whole page full of descriptors you can use. To get the printout, you can go to 
YourVillageOnline.com/Podcast/Praise and enter your email address and get it sent to 
your inbox right away! Again that’s YourVillageOnline.com/Podcast/Praise.  

Just as a reminder, the evaluative praise is what we want to stay away from. We call it 
evaluative praise because it’s an evaluation of the behavior and feeds that need for 
external motivation, to DO for others rather than self, to DO for the approval of 
someone else outside of ourselves. So we want to stay away from things like “good 
job!” “Good boy or girl!” “I’m proud of you!” I know it sounds benign and we all do 
this from time to time. But just do your best to mostly use the descriptive praise as 
much as possible. If your child blows it away with by making a super difficult goal on 
the field, or aces a test that she studied really hard for, then yeah, give her an “i’m 
proud!” you are proud and you should be! But if they just empty the dishwasher 
without complaining? That should be expected, not something to gush over! So 
hopefully the difference here is pretty obvious and it makes sense! 

I’m not sure if this was part of the question. But in case it is or anyone else has 
questions around this, I’m going to elaborate about helping and jobs. When it comes 
to jobs, and at this point only the 7 year old should have any regular jobs for helping 
out, you can use a jobs chart, where you simply track the jobs and when they are 
complete, just like a check list we adults might use. In our house, all 3 of our kids are 
responsible for emptying the dishwasher in turns, and helping set and clear the table 
for meals. So in order to remember who did what last, we use a job chart and simply 
check it off. But using a sticker is fine too if it makes it more fun for them so long as it 
isn’t pumped up as a reward. If it starts to feel too much like a reward system, then just 
go to checking the box.  

The next question is from Gabriela and she has quite a few separate questions about 
her 5 year-old son’s behaviors.  
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“Dear Erin, I just recently discover your podcast. I am so impressed with all that I have 
been able to hear and hopefully apply in my daily family life. 
I am writing to you because I need some advice on how to handle some of the things 
that I have been observing in my 5 y old boy behavior and thoughts. 

Regarding eating, we have been asking him to try everything that is on his plate, at 
least a bite, and he can only then, decide if he wants to eat more of each item or not. 
When I pick him up, at the end of the day at school he is “hangry”. Barely touches 
what is served. 

I am completely aware that he is super selective of what he eats, he is very sensitive to 
smells and textures of food. Is there any hope for us? 

On the psychological aspect of his life, he is doubting himself a lot, he says that he is 
not capable enough, that he is not creative (when we play with blocks, Lego etc.), that 
he can’t do anything right, that his mind is “dirty” with too many thoughts. (It hurts me 
to hear that, we are trying to teach him every night a 2 minute meditation to help him 
calm down and rest). 

He built his phrases with the word struggle, like: I am struggling with this or that. I 
believe that was recently learn from school. 
Lately that is what we hear, I am not sure if this is a word widely used in the classroom 
or if the kids tell that to each other, but he understand the meaning and refers to 
himself like that, often. 

On making choices, any choice is overwhelming him, because he keeps saying that we 
can’t make a decision, that he just is not capable to choose. That is surfacing just in the 
last 2 weeks or so.( We normally present him with 2 choices: blue shirt or white shirt, 
cheerios or cinnamon toast crunch). Not sure how to help him on making decisions, as 
he won’t even listen to me before he starts crying. 

He is a very sensitive and sensible little guy, he is quite responsible for this age and he 
can be very hard on himself, we never ever shame him for anything, because that won’t 
help him. Raising him has been an interesting and for the most part and incredible 
journey for us as parents. We are learning, adapting and changing as needed, but at 
this moment, I need some input from you as to what would be a good way to approach 
those issues that I have perceived. Thank you so much for your time and patience and 
be always blessed for sharing with us such concepts about parenting.” 

 



So this is a lot of different questions! I’ll work to answer each one as in depth as I can 
when we get back, starting with the first question about dealing with his aversion to 
healthier foods and I have some good insights about some ways to go about this 
differently that can help open up his palate right after a word from our sponsor, KIND 
bars. 

Now that we’re back from the break, I’m going to dive into Gabriela’s questions 
starting with some tips for working with her son’s issues around picky eating. There are 
2 scenarios that Gabriela mentioned, first was “asking him to try everything that is on 
his plate, at least a bite, and he can only then, decide if he wants to eat more of each 
item or not.” I totally understand why you are doing this. It makes absolute sense and 
seems like such a benign request. Unfortunately, research and it seems, your son’s 
reactions are backing this up, this type of request is what we call micro-managing. It’s 
when we say, “try a bite of this.” or “one more bite of that and then…” fill in the blank. 
This tends to make kids pickier. Research shows that, children who are raised with less 
pressure around foods will widen their tastes as they age. So what do we do instead? 
What we want to do is present the foods over and over and over. Studies show that it 
takes young toddlers, on average, between 6 and 16 experiences with a new flavor 
before it becomes accepted. Therefore scientists have found that these repeated 
offerings, even of a rejected flavor, are likely to become accepted and even enjoyed. 
which is why. Susan Roberts, a Tufts University nutritionist and co-author of “Feeding 
Your Child for Lifelong Health,” suggests using  the “rule of 15” — putting a food on 
the table at least 15 times to allow a child full opportunity to experience and accept 
new foods. As kids get older it can take more than 16 times! It can take 26 or 30! Keep 
making it and keep presenting it. Now there are tons of do’s and don’ts around dealing 
with and curbing picky eating that I cover in the class, healthy eating: preschool and 
beyond. But just to cover a few more, put the offending foods, and these are usually 
veggies, in everything! So pasta with tomato sauce, put onions, mushrooms, and/or red 
bell peppers, same with scrambled eggs, add veggies to pizza, put blueberries in the 
pancakes, add peas to the macaroni and cheese. They may pick it out and that’s ok. 
But they are getting exposure to these foods. Let them come grocery shopping with 
you and pick out fruits and vegetables they like or want to try. But again, present and 
never force or coerce or bargain. The basic rule of thumb when it comes to kids and 
food is parents are in charge of what’s offered and kids are in charge of what and how 
much they eat. If your child is always eating pizza or macaroni and no veggies, then 
make dinner lots of veggies, broccoli and carrots and whipped cauliflower  and grilled 
chicken. Snacks are veggies and dip or fruit. I do recommend watching the class on 
healthy eating for all the do’s and don’ts to helping our kids get a taste for healthy well-
balanced meals! The second question around food that Gabriela shared was about her 
son being “hangry” at the end of the day when she picks him up from school because 

 



he barely touches what is served. So without a lot of information on this, I’m going to 
take some guesses. I’m guessing this is his lunch that is served at school? Without 
being there, there is not a lot you can do. So you have two options, just keep letting 
him get the school lunch and be exposed the foods and he can decide to eat it or not. 
or while not the most convenient thing, you could switch to packing lunches. Work with 
him to make a list of healthy foods in each category that he likes. Just let him name 
things off, you want a protein, a whole grain and a fruit or veggie and a healthy fat. So 
make a list of things in each of these and if you know what he likes, you can start you 
out and ask him to name more. So for instance, proteins could be (and yes some of 
these fall into 2 categories!) chicken, turkey, ham, beans, yogurt, eggs (hard boiled, 
scrambled, egg salad, etc) Whole grains: whole wheat (or any other whole grain) bread 
or pita or tortilla, etc, quinoa, brown rice, whole grain crackers, a fat could be 
guacamole or just plain avocado, almonds or cheese (yes there’s some protein these 
last two as well) Then a list of fruits and veggies that he likes. Then you and he can 
work together to pack a lunch that is pleasing to him. Because it is much easier to work 
on expanding his palate at home when you are there to do it in such a way to make 
sure you keep presenting the same items and adding them to foods and getting 
exposure to these same foods over and over, rather than school when you can’t be 
there. Then as you see he is starting to take to something then you can be sure to add 
it into the repertoire more often to solidify his exposure and can even add it to the 
lunch menu once he’s accepted it. 

Now onto the question about doubting himself, let’s delve into this a bit. Gabriela says, 
“he is doubting himself a lot, he says that he is not capable enough, that he is not 
creative (when we play with blocks, Lego etc.), that he can’t do anything right, that his 
mind is “dirty” with too many thoughts. He built his phrases with the word struggle, 
like: I am struggling with this or that. I believe that was recently learn from school.” 

I’m going to start with the word struggle. I actually think it’s a good word and probably 
fits exactly how he is feeling. You may observe that you feel he’s using it too often or in 
situations where he should feel more confident and capable than he is presenting in 
that scenario. Again, I’m guessing but let’s start with his use of the word struggle. I 
struggle every day, with something or another, my feelings, my energy, motivation, 
staying on top of everything, I struggle. We all do. So it’s good word and a good 
description of how we are doing in that moment. When you hear him use the word, ask 
him about it. You can simply say, “Tell me more about that?” or “tell me about what 
you are struggling with?” So let’s say he’s struggling to pick out a shirt. “What are 
struggling with? What will happen if you pick the blue shirt? or the red shirt?” or He’s 
struggling to start a block tower. “What are you struggling with?” He might say “I don’t 
know how to start?” or “I don’t know which blocks to use.” Then you can use what we 

 



call scaffolding and I haven’t talked about this term before but it’s basically what it 
sounds like, teachers use it school but it’s building support around our children’s 
learning and growth to the degree that they need as they learn to do things more and 
more independently. Sounds like your son, may need more scaffolding right now, that 
support in making decisions and tackling projects. So this means meeting him where 
he is. If he needs help figuring out how to start a block tower. Ask him, what blocks 
should we start with? You can ask the big blocks or the little ones? Or this block or that 
block? Now from what you’ve said, even this may be a difficult decision for him. So I 
want to share some more thoughts around this. 

First, let’s get into his use of the term, that his mind is dirty with too many thoughts. I 
would like to see him use a different word. Can you help him replace the word “dirty” 
with overwhelmed or ”full” or “confused” or something like that. Then ask him about 
it. “tell me about the these thoughts. what thoughts you are having?”  This will give 
you some idea of what’s going on inside his mind. So you hopefully have more to go 
on. Now, without being around him or observing his behavior, I’m trying to parse out 
the cause and effect in his behavior. From what I’m hearing it seems that the cause of 
these behaviors is his feeling overwhelmed and the effect is the inability to make 
decisions and therefore it’s seems to be affecting his self-esteem. Self-esteem comes 
from 2 places, feeling needed and also feelings of accomplishment and we need both 
for solid self esteem. So I believe, based on what you’ve told me is that his self-esteem 
or lack thereof is being affected by his inability to be self-sufficient in these ways that 
he probably sees his peers being successful. Rather than a lack of self-esteem that is 
causing him to feel incapable of making decisions. Hopefully that makes sense. 

I am hearing some things that I think it may be important to talk to your pediatrician 
about and possibly get a referral for an assessment. The things I’m hearing that could 
be concerning, and again, I’m not around him and I haven’t observed his behavior at 
all, so I think it would be best to bring this up to your pediatrician and get his or her 
take and a referral if he or she feels it is in his best interest. The things I’m hearing are 
his hesitation to make a decision as small as his cereal or his shirt. Most toddlers by 2 
and 3, want to make these decisions and soon after don’t want to be limited. So by 5, 
he should be picking out a shirt from his drawer on his own and a cereal without 
needing limited choices. So the idea that a making a choice between 2 things are 
leaving him feeling overwhelmed, tell me that he and you may need some extra 
support to work on this. He may just be very sensitive and get overwhelmed easily and 
getting some help for him, working with a therapist to get some tools to help him calm 
his thoughts and focus in order to be able to make decisions or attack a project, may 
be all he needs and then the therapist can also help you know how to work with him 
better.   

 



So again, this inability to decide and tackle these tasks sounds like it is affecting his 
self-esteem and that all these are wrapped up together. So while the classes could give 
you lots of ideas on self-esteem and positive reinforcement and temperament and 
those things certainly come into play here and can’t hurt to know more, but ideally I’d 
really like to see him get more confident in just making small decisions and starts on 
projects without feeling so overwhelmed and getting some feedback from the 
pediatrician and a therapist first, if he or she deems that fit before trying to unravel and 
tackle all of this other stuff. Gabriela, please keep me informed, if you’d like on how 
he’s doing and what feedback you get from your pediatrician or if you have more 
question or want to give me some clarifications on anything I didn’t quite understand 
and I’ll be happy to give more feedback. 

If you have a parenting question you would like answered, please send them to 
Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com.  

Thanks for listening and see you next time!
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