
 

The Easy Way / Hard Way Reference Sheet 

A worksheet for parents 

This one is the resource I reach for most often, and the one I wish someone had handed me when my 
oldest was about seven. The framework is simple enough to hold in your head and powerful enough to 
change how an entire household runs, which is why I've put it on a single sheet you can print and keep 
where you'll actually see it. 

The premise belongs to the child, not the parent. Every situation in family life gives a child two paths. 
The easy way is doing what's asked when it's asked, getting it done, and moving on with their life. The 
hard way is resisting, forgetting, or refusing — and then bumping into a consequence that makes the 
path harder than the task ever would have been. The framework isn't a parenting trick. It's the actual 
shape of cause and effect, and your job is just to stop blocking it. 

Many of us were raised in homes where parents intercepted the consequence. We nagged, reminded, 
rescued, and finished the task ourselves, and the child never got to experience the cost of choosing the 
hard way. That's the loop this sheet is designed to break. When you stop intercepting, the hard way 
becomes a real teacher, and your child starts choosing the easy way on their own — not because you 
forced them, but because they learned what the alternative actually costs. 

How to use this sheet 

Read through the five situations. For each one, look at what the easy way and the hard way look like 
from the child's side. Notice which ones you've been quietly preventing your child from learning. Pick 
one to shift this week — just one. The language in the "what to say" rows is meant to be said calmly and 
once, not as a lecture. You're not warning. You're naming the choice and letting the child make it. 

Laundry 

The easy way for the child is to do their laundry on the day it's their turn, fold it, and put it away. 
The whole task takes less than an hour of actual attention spread across an afternoon, and once it's 
done they have clean clothes when they need them. 

 



 
The hard way for the child is to skip it, forget it, or put it off. The consequence is that the soccer 
uniform isn't clean for Saturday's game, the favorite shirt isn't ready for picture day, or there's nothing 
to wear on the morning that already feels rushed. They feel the cost. They remember it. The next week, 
they do the laundry on time. 

What gets in the way: the parent who can't stand seeing a child go to school in a wrinkled shirt, who 
does the laundry the night before, who washes the uniform at midnight so the child won't be 
embarrassed. Each rescue keeps the child stuck on the hard path without the lesson the hard path is 
trying to teach. 

What to say: "Your laundry is your responsibility. I'm happy to help if you ask, but I'm not going to 
remember it for you. If something isn't clean when you need it, you'll figure out what to do about it." 

Homework 

The easy way for the child is to do their homework when it's assigned, hand it in on time, and have 
the rest of the evening free. The work is rarely as hard as the avoidance, and once it's done it's done. 

The hard way for the child is to put it off, lose track of it, or pretend it doesn't exist. The 
consequence is a missed grade, a conversation with the teacher they didn't want to have, a Sunday night 
spent on a project that's been on the calendar for three weeks, or the slow weight of falling behind. 
They learn that avoidance is more expensive than the work itself. 

What gets in the way: the parent who sits next to the child every night, who emails the teacher when 
an assignment is missing, who manages the academic calendar and hands it to the child as a daily 
briefing. Each intervention keeps the child from feeling the cost of their own choices and trains them 
to expect the parent to carry the weight. 

What to say: "Homework is your work. I'll help if you ask me a specific question, and I'll make sure 
you have what you need to do it well. But I'm not going to remind you, check it for you, or get involved 
with your teachers unless something is genuinely wrong." 

 

 



 
Meals 

The easy way for the child is to come to the table, eat what's served, and get on with their evening. 
Even if it's not their favorite meal, the cost of eating it is small and the meal is over in twenty minutes. 

The hard way for the child is to refuse, complain, or hold out for something different. The 
consequence is that they're hungry until the next meal, because the kitchen isn't open for special 
orders. They might make themselves a peanut butter sandwich. They might wait. Either way, they 
learn that complaining doesn't produce a different dinner, and they stop spending energy on a strategy 
that doesn't work. 

What gets in the way: the parent who makes three different meals to keep everyone happy, who 
negotiates about how many bites of vegetables are required, who feels personally rejected when a child 
doesn't like the meal. Each accommodation teaches the child that resistance produces results, and the 
next meal becomes another negotiation. 

What to say: "This is what's for dinner. You don't have to eat it, but I'm not making something 
different. If you're hungry later, the bread and peanut butter are in the same place they were yesterday." 

Chores 

The easy way for the child is to do the chore when it's asked, finish it, and move on to whatever they 
actually wanted to do. The dishwasher takes ten minutes. The phone, the friend, the going out — all of 
it is on the other side of those ten minutes, and they get there fast. 

The hard way for the child is to stall, argue, or do the chore so badly that they hope someone else 
will take it back. The consequence is that the phone stays on the counter, the friend doesn't come over, 
and the going out doesn't happen. They lose the afternoon they wanted because they wouldn't spend 
ten minutes on the task. Most children only need to lose one or two afternoons before the math 
becomes obvious. 

 

 



 
What gets in the way: the parent who reminds five times, who threatens consequences and doesn't 
follow through, who eventually does the chore themselves to end the conflict. Each cave-in teaches the 
child that resistance works, and the next chore is harder than the last. 

What to say: "When the dishwasher is unloaded, the phone is available. Take whatever time you need." 

 

Schedules 

The easy way for the child is to check the calendar, pack what they need the night before, and be 
ready when it's time to leave. They show up to practice with the right gear, hand in the permission slip 
on the right day, and feel the small competence of running their own life. 

The hard way for the child is to ignore the calendar, leave the bag for the morning, and forget the 
permission slip on the kitchen counter. The consequence is missing a practice, arriving without the 
right shoes, or losing the field trip because the form wasn't turned in. The cost is real and immediate, 
and they remember it the next time. 

What gets in the way: the parent who is the family alarm clock, who packs the bags, who drives back 
to the house for the forgotten lunch, who manages four schedules in their head while pretending the 
children are managing their own. Each rescue keeps the child dependent and resentful, because deep 
down they know it's not actually theirs. 

What to say: "Your schedule is on the calendar. I'll add anything I sign you up for, but it's your job to 
know what's happening and to be ready. If you forget something, that's a chance to figure out a system 
that works for you." 

 

 
 
 

 



 
The shift you're choosing this week 

Pick one situation from the list below. Just one. 

Question Your answer 

Which situation am I shifting this week?  

What does the easy way look like for my child?  

What does the hard way look like for my child if 
they don't choose the easy way? 

 

What have I been doing to prevent them from 
feeling the hard way? 

 

What sentence will I use, said calmly?  

What will I do when I feel the urge to rescue?  

 

 

 

 



 
A note on the resistance you'll feel 

The first week is the hardest, because both you and your child will feel the absence of the rescue. You'll 
watch them forget the lunch and feel a pull to drive it to school. You'll watch them run out of clean 
shirts and feel a pull to do their laundry "just this once." Don't. 

The pull is real, and the urge to rescue is real, and you are not a bad parent for feeling it. But the rescue 
is what keeps your child on the hard path without ever letting them learn from it. The framework only 
works when the child gets to feel the difference between the two ways. That feeling is the lesson. Your 
job is to stay calm, stay out of the way, and let the lesson do its work. 

It gets easier after about two weeks. By a month in, the new rhythm starts to feel normal. By six 
months, your child will be choosing the easy way on their own — not because you made them, but 
because they figured out it was easier. 
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