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How to Talk With Your Child About a Mistake Without Turning It Into 
a Lecture

When a child makes a mistake, parents often have more to say than the child can absorb. A 
long  lecture  may  feel  productive  to  the  adult  but  can  shift  the  child’s  attention  from 
understanding  the  mistake  to  surviving  the  conversation.  Start  with  listening.  Ask  what 
happened and let the child finish before correcting details. CDC guidance on active listening 
recommends giving full attention, reflecting what the child says, and acknowledging feelings 
so the child knows the adult  is  trying to understand.1 Then state the concern briefly and 
specifically. Describe the behavior, its effect, and what needs to happen next. Avoid global 
labels  such as  “careless,”  “lazy,”  or  “irresponsible.”  The  American Academy of  Pediatrics 
recommends  clear,  age-appropriate  discipline,  positive  language,  and  modeling  how  to 
recover from mistakes—including adults apologizing when they handle a situation poorly.2 

AAP guidance on self-esteem also emphasizes helping children accept mistakes and failure as 
normal  parts  of  learning  while  offering  constructive  feedback  and  recognizing  effort. 3 A 
useful conversation can often be organized around four questions: What happened? Who or 
what was affected? What needs to be repaired? What will you do differently next time? Then 
stop talking long enough for the child to answer.  Consequences,  when needed, should be 
connected  to  the  behavior  rather  than  added  as  emotional  punishment.  If  a  child  spills 
something  through  carelessness,  cleaning  it  is  a  natural  repair.  If  homework  was  not 
submitted, the child may need to contact the teacher and make a plan. End by returning 
responsibility:  “Tell  me  what  you  are  going  to  do  next.”  The  goal  is  not  to  remove 
accountability.  It  is  to make accountability more likely by keeping the conversation short 
enough for the child to think, respond, repair, and practice a better choice.

Did You Know?

 ✓ CDC active-listening guidance recommends full attention, reflection, and acknowledging a 
child’s feelings during communication.1

 ✓ AAP discipline guidance emphasizes clear expectations, positive language, reasonable 
consequences, and modeling recovery from mistakes.2

 ✓ AAP self-esteem guidance recommends treating mistakes and setbacks as normal parts of 
learning and using constructive feedback.3
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https://www.cdc.gov/parenting-toddlers/communication/active-listening.html
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Ten-Minute Mistake-to-Repair Conversation

Use this page after emotions settle. The goal is to understand, repair, and return 
responsibility to your child.

Child’s name: __________________________ Date: __________________________

Situation: ______________________________ Repair needed: ____________________

1. Hear the Child’s Version - About 2 Minutes

Ask one open question and listen without interrupting the first answer.

What happened from your point of view? _________________________________________

2. State the Concern Briefly - About 2 Minutes

Describe the behavior and its effect briefly, without labels or a speech.

The concern is: _______________________________________________________________

3. Identify the Repair - About 2 Minutes

Ask what can be corrected, replaced, apologized for, completed, or communicated.

What needs repair: ____________________________________________________________

4. Choose the Next-Time Plan - About 2 Minutes

Have the child name one different action for a similar situation next time.

Next time I will: ______________________________________________________________

5. Return Responsibility - About 2 Minutes

End with the child stating the next action instead of repeating the lesson.

Child’s next action: ____________________________________________________________


