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When he caught sight of Dorine setting out the basket of lotions, five-year-old Steven abandoned his dirt digging buddies. "I wanna turn," he demanded, grabbing at one of the bottles.

His favorite teacher massaged the sweet, pink lotion into his grubby hands and sang a soft Rocy-a-Bye-Baby while she gazed into his eyes. When her song was over, Dorine smiled at him. "All done?" she asked.

Steven thrust back from the table and almost knocked his plastic chair off its legs. "Yep, Bye. Gotta dig now," he said, and he charged back to his gang at the sand pile.

Steven didn’t know it, but his chances of success in later life just improved.

According to noted child psychiatrist, Dr. Bruce Perry, successful people have several key qualities in common. They can attach to others in a healthy way. They can deal with strong emotions. They feel that they belong to a larger group and they can solve problems that arise. These are four of the qualities that researchers call "resiliency factors."

Children without these skills may hurt themselves or others. They may destroy property and seem to lack compassion. When faced with a challenge, they may tantrum, withdraw, weep or quit trying. They may have no interest in pleasing adults unless they get prizes or rewards.

Ideally, children will develop these resiliency factors at home in the first five years of life. If that is not possible, then other relatives, childcare providers or teachers, such as Steven’s teacher, can help provide those needed experiences. Even children over five years of age can benefit from resiliency boosts.

Here are five sure-fire ways to put your child on the path to resiliency.

Use encouragement instead of praise. We have become a nation of "praise junkies" according to author and lecturer, Bev Bos. You may be surprised to learn that the constant use of phrases such as "good job" or rewards and stickers reduces a child’s feeling of self worth and competency. Instead, try phrases such as "You did it!" or "You figured it out!" or "That was very smart of you."

Teach children the beauty and wonder of close relationships with others. Rock and sing to your baby or young child. Smooth lotion on each other’s hands. Brush each other’s hair. Cook dinner together. Read books together. Tuck your child into bed at night. Plan a weekly lunch date with older children when you can sit together and chat as friends. Try some ideas from the book "I Love You Rituals" by child development specialist Becky Bailey.

Establish regular routines, rituals and celebrations. Have a regular routine for times like getting ready in the morning or going to bed at night. Start family rituals such as going to the library every Saturday morning to get books or having take-out pizza and a family video on Wednesday nights. Celebrate more than birthdays and holidays. Celebrate a loose tooth, the first day of spring, printing her name for the first time or the first day of fourth grade.

Acknowledge and label feelings…yours and your child’s. As adults, our instinct is to either fix the problem or be annoyed when children cry, pout or are otherwise disagreeable. But children can’t learn to manage emotions that they can’t identify. When you yourself are stuck in traffic, you might model and say "I am feeling worried that we won’t get to the train station in time to pick up Grandma." If your child kicks his feet because he can’t get his shoes on, try "I see that you are very frustrated" and then ask if there is something you might do to help. Acknowledging and labeling children’s feelings does not mean that they get their own way. What it does mean is that before you enforce your limit, you reflect back to the child that you understand how they feel and that the feeling has a name.

Teach children that problems can be solved. Model for children how you yourself solve everyday problems. When you are making breakfast and you see that there is no milk for cereal, say, "Oh no. There’s a problem. We were going to have cereal but now there is no milk. I wonder what we can do. I know, we will have orange juice and toast instead." When children have problems, talk then through the same process. For example, when your third grader comes to you at bedtime to say she needs a flower book from the library for school tomorrow morning, help her "own the problem." You can say something like, "Wow. It seems you have a real problem here. I wonder what you are going to decide to do." Help her brainstorm ideas and help her to choose how she will solve the problem.

When you make it a habit to weave these approaches into your daily interactions with your children, you will begin to notice that they ride the bumps and bruises of daily life with more calm and confidence. And you will have given them the critical skills they will need to succeed for the rest of their lives.

The following Monday, Bethany came to Dorine sobbing because Emily wouldn’t let her use the swing. "Oh dear," Dorine said as she gathered Bethany into her arms. "I see how disappointed you are. Let’s go see what we can do to solve the problem." Another resiliency boost for another child.
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